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            About this book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tick Tock. Time is running out.

      

      

      My parents are missing in outback Australia. Only they’ve left me clues. Clues that tell me they were close to a significant discovery—the location of a copper scroll that leads to untold treasures. A scroll that treasure hunters would kill for.

      Now I’m in a race against time. Together with my Gran, best friend Jenna, my familiar Archie, and bad boy lawyer Blake Tennant, we head to an outback town called Arrowstrand, where the locals are hiding their own secrets, and I must rely on my magic and blind faith to venture into the unknown.

      The stakes have never been higher; can I reach my parents before it’s too late or will they be lost forever?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey! Welcome to the weird and wacky world of my imagination. I hope you enjoy your time here.

      If you love anything supernatural as much as I do, then you’re going to enjoy the journey ahead - at least I think you will.

      Witch Way Down Under is the third book in my Witch Way Paranormal Cozy Mystery series, with more to come, so make sure you sign up for my newsletter to receive my free starter library AND get notifications on when the next book is ready.

      I also write paranormal romance, so by joining my newsletter you’ll receive a free book in each genre.

      
        
        You can sign up for my starter library here:

        Janehinchey.com/StarterLibrary

      

      

      Okay, ready to weave some magic and solve some mysteries?

      I’ll see you on the other side!

      Jane Hinchey

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to need chicken blood, salt, five candles, and a bottle of vodka.”

      I looked at Gran in surprise. “Vodka? For the spell?” She was rummaging in the pantry and turned to me triumphantly, a bottle of vodka held aloft. Gran was what you’d call eccentric. She most certainly didn’t dress her age— eighty —and today's outfit was no exception. Zebra print leggings under a hot pink mini skirt, a leopard print halter top, and Ugg boots.

      “No, that’s just to celebrate turning his weeny into a teeny tiny pickle.”

      I laughed, the first true laugh I’d had in days. “You know I’m behind you one hundred percent,” I said, chuckling and wiping the tears from my eyes, “but one of us with a revoked witch’s license is enough, don’t you think? Plus, I already put him through hell.”

      Gran slammed the vodka onto the table, making the vase in the center wobble and the wilting roses drop a few more petals onto the tablecloth. “You were too soft on the cheating bastard,” she scolded, placing two shot glasses on the table a little more gently. “A snake? You could have done better.”

      “Don’t forget the monkey. Then a rat,” I reminded her. Though I’d turned my ex-fiancé into all of those things, I wasn’t proud of it. Gran, on the other hand, was indignant I hadn’t taken things further, like make Simon’s offending appendage drop off.

      Simon was an English professor at the East Dondure University in the city. I worked as a librarian for the East Dondure Public Library—that was where we’d met when he’d come in requesting assistance on a paper he was writing on historical witchcraft from the 1650s. Our shared passion for books and history had been the beginning of a whirlwind courtship, and despite accepting his proposal, it had been over a year and we still hadn't set a date. Now there was no need. We'd been at the faculty’s annual Christmas Ball when I caught him in the cloak closet with a student. The rage that had roared through me had unleashed my magic in an unholy blast, turning him into creature after creature with no thought or control behind it. Unfortunately, my public display had consequences and here I was, back in Whitefall Cove living with my Gran.

      Watching her struggle with the bottle of vodka, I took it from her and twisted the cap off, pouring us each a shot.

      “Here’s to asshat’s pecker falling off!” Gran toasted.

      “Gran,” I warned but raised my glass and tossed back the shot, my eyes watering as it burned down my throat, heating and then numbing. I coughed.

      “Lightweight,” Gran muttered, not quite under her breath. Another thing about my Gran was that she could drink pretty much anyone under the table. Don’t let her diminutive size, and advanced age fool you; she had a cast iron liver and a taste for spirits—not of the ghostly kind.

      “Child…” Reaching across the table Gran placed her gnarled hand on top of mine and squeezed. “It’s good to have you home. I’m sorry it’s under such circumstances, but it’s still good to have you here. Whitefall Cove has missed you.”

      “I never thought I’d say this,” I admitted, eyes glassy, “but it’s good to be back.”

      I’d been living in the city for five years and hadn’t been back in all that time. But after the incident at the Christmas Ball, I’d returned to the apartment I shared with the two-timing rat Simon when the decree from Drixworths Academy of Witchcraft and Wizardry had arrived, suspending my witch’s license, effective immediately. Further instructions to follow. I’d been stunned. I hadn’t expected my punishment to be so swift or brutal. Then the text had arrived from my boss. You’re fired. Perfect, I’d hit the trifecta. I knew then that I was done with city life. My career was over, no one would hire me again, not after the performance they’d all just witnessed, despite being the best damn librarian the city had ever seen, so I squeezed my belongings into my Lexus and hit the road.

      “You’re taking all of this very well.” Gran peered at me as if her eyes could see into my very soul.

      I shrugged. “Truth be told, Gran, I’m more upset about losing my witch’s license than I am about Simon.”

      “Oh?”

      I looked at my left hand where a week ago a massive diamond ring had decorated my finger. I’d sold it at a jewelry store on my way out of the city, and had pocketed a sweet ten grand. I’d been silently surprised that Simon had bought such an expensive ring, but then he was all about appearances. And now that I knew the truth, knew that his engagement to me was a smokescreen for what he was really up to, I had no qualms about selling it.

      I sighed, clenching my fingers into a fist and meeting Gran’s gaze. “I’ve done nothing but think about him and that night, and while I’m pissed off about the whole thing, I’m not brokenhearted.”

      “You didn’t love him.” Gran nodded in understanding and I narrowed my eyes. Did she understand? How could she when she’d married the love of her life at eighteen and they’d been together, happy and in love, up until the day he’d died, ten years ago.

      Sucking a deep breath into my lungs, I held it, then blew it out softly. “No. I didn’t love him.” But I’d thought I did. I'd believed myself to be in love with him. I guess he'd done me a favor.

      “That’s why you wouldn’t set a date for the wedding. Despite having that ridiculous bauble on your hand.”

      “I guess.” I hadn’t hung around to discuss it with Simon, to ask him why he’d cheated on me, or how long it had been going on. I’d been angry, furious even, but buried deep beneath it all was a sense of relief.

      “This is where you belong, Harper. Want a waffle?” The abrupt change in topic had my head spinning and I laughed again. Life with Gran was never dull.

      “Sure. Why not?” Ten o’clock at night drinking vodka shots and eating waffles. Only in Whitefall Cove.

      Pulling out her wand, Gran set the kitchen to work and before long a plate piled high with waffles was sitting in front of us. I missed my magic. My own wand was upstairs in my room, as useless to me as a twig. Its magic had been stripped and I mourned the loss. I’d yet to hear from the Academy on how I could go about restoring my powers, but I held on to the last words of their message—more instructions to follow.

      “You should buy The Dusty Attic,” Gran said, shoveling a mouthful of waffle into her mouth and pointing her fork at me.

      “I didn’t know it was for sale. What happened to Mr. Dudley?”

      “He and Eve retired to Florida. Six months ago. The bookstore has been sitting empty ever since.” She shoveled another mouthful in, nodding. “It would be perfect for you. And prove to the Academy that you’re getting some stability in your life.”

      “Buying a bookstore would prove that?” I said. “Wouldn’t they think it was an impulse buy?”

      “It’s not an impulse buy. The Dusty Attic has been waiting for you. It was always meant to be yours.”

      I choked on a mouthful of waffle, coughing hard, my eyes streaming. When I eventually got myself under control Gran was still eating, unconcerned.

      “What do you mean? About The Dusty Attic being mine?”

      She shrugged, waving a hand in the air. “Oh you know, some things are destined, and this is one of them. We all wondered what that old bookstore was waiting for and when you came home it hit me. It was waiting for you.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I just do. I’m an eighty-year-old witch. I have skills.”

      I studied Gran for a moment. She had a point. She’d never steered me wrong. Even when she’d waved goodbye to me when I’d moved to the city, she’d wished me well and had told me that this was just one step on my life’s journey and that I would be back in Whitefall Cove one day. I hadn’t believed her. I had my sights set on bigger libraries than what Whitefall Cove could offer, and East Dondure Public Library was perfect. I made a comfortable salary, I lived in a comfortable apartment, lived a comfortable life. I had everything I thought I ever wanted. And then I hadn’t.

      “I guess it couldn’t hurt to take a look.”
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        * * *

      

      Stepping into Whitefall Cove’s only realtor office was bittersweet. Seeing my high school nemesis, Whitney Sims, wasn’t. Whitney hadn’t changed much. Still a tad overweight, still squeezing herself into skin-tight dresses. Her hair was better. Rather than the blonde frizz she’d battled in high school she now wore it in long sleek tresses curling over her shoulders, and her makeup was on point. Despite the heavy application, she was actually an attractive woman beneath the war paint.

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t Harper Jones. I hear you need my help.” Her voice was the same. Nails on a blackboard. A shudder ran up my spine. I plastered a smile on my face and turned to greet her.

      “It’s good to see you again, Whitney,” I lied, holding out my hand. She took it, her handshake limp. I schooled my face to hide the repulsion I felt. Wet fish handshakes made my skin crawl.

      “I hear your career went up in flames.” The sneer curling her bright pink lips made me want to punch her in the face, but I restrained myself—she wasn’t worth the trouble.

      “I’m here to sign the papers for The Dusty Attic. I assume you’re handling the sale since you’re the only realtor in town. Too bad you don’t have your own office and have to work out of Parker Construction,” I shot back. I wasn't about to let her walk all over me. A flush of color darkened Whitney’s cheeks, but whatever retort she had was interrupted by a young, attractive brunette carrying a cardboard tray of take-out coffees.

      “Here you go, Whitney,” she said with a smile, then looked at me and frowned. “Oh I’m so sorry. I didn’t know Whitney had an appointment this morning or I would have gotten you one too.”

      “Not a problem at all. I’m meeting a friend at Bean Me Up after this.” I smiled in response.

      “I’m Christina, by the way.” She beamed at me and set the coffees down on the reception desk, then held out her hand and gave me a firm handshake. I smiled in delight.

      “Harper Jones.”

      “Oh yes, you’re buying The Dusty Attic.” She nodded enthusiastically. “I’m so excited to see what you’ll do with the place.”

      “Thank you, Christina, that will be all,” Whitney cut in, a look of irritation pulling her brows together.

      “You’ll get lines if you keep frowning like that.” The words slipped out before I could stop them, and judging by the stiffening of her spine and the way she squeezed her hand into a fist, Whitney did not appreciate my observation. Again, she was stopped from replying by the door bursting open and her husband, Bruce, stepping inside.

      He nodded at Christina and then held out a phone to Whitney. “You left this at home.”

      “Thanks.” After taking it from him, she ignored him completely.

      He cleared his throat, threw me a smile and said, “Good to see you, Harper. Your gran sure is happy you’re home.”

      “Oh God,” I groaned, “what has she done now?”

      He laughed. “Nothing bad, I assure you! Although I’m not sure if you know she’s been putting up fliers around town announcing the grand new opening of The Dusty Attic?”

      “She’s what?” I shook my head. No, I hadn’t known. I was signing the final papers this morning and collecting the keys. I was nowhere near ready for a grand opening. But that was typical Gran, ten steps ahead.

      “She always was an interfering old biddy,” Whitney muttered.

      Bruce looked at her with an expression on his face I couldn’t decipher. “On that note, I’ve got to run. Once again, welcome home, Harper, and congratulations.”

      “Thank you.”

      As he rushed out the door, Mike Palmer, owner of Palmer Construction, came in, talking on his phone. He paused when he saw me and smiled, lowering the phone for a second.

      “Hi, Harper, welcome home.” Then his eyes landed on the coffees on the reception desk and he veered over, snatching up the one with his name on the lid. “Thanks, Christina, you’re an angel.”

      “Come on, let’s go into my office,” Whitney grumbled, “it’s a madhouse out here this morning.”

      I waved to Mike and followed Whitney. I’d thought her office would be immaculate, so I was beyond surprised at the chaos that greeted me. Boxes were stacked haphazardly, files were overflowing off the corner of her desk and onto the floor, her bookshelves were an absolute mess and there was clutter everywhere. Back in school Whitney had been the most organized—the most anal student of the entire school. What had happened to her?

      “Take a seat.” She waved to where two chairs sat against the wall, both stacked high with magazines and various papers. I scooped a pile off a chair and gingerly balanced it on top of the pile on the other chair, praying I didn’t start a landslide. Dragging the chair up to Whitney’s desk, I sat.

      She began typing into her computer, ignoring me. I decided to wait her out, knew she was doing a power play with me. She hadn’t liked me in school, I doubted very much she liked me now, and I’d seen the irritation on her face when the others had greeted me so warmly. Ten minutes dragged by and my patience was wearing thin. Pulling out my phone, I glanced at the time.

      “Look, if you’re not prepared, we’ll have to reschedule,” I finally said. “I have another appointment to get to.”

      Her eyes snapped to me. “I’m prepared.”

      “Well then? What’s the hold-up?”

      “Listen”—resting her elbows on the desk, she leaned toward me, her face a mask of dislike—“you may be used to the fast-paced city life, but that isn’t how things are done here in Whitefall Cove. I’m in charge. I’m the realtor, not you. From what I hear, you got fired as a librarian.” Her tone told me that my previous occupation as a librarian was barely above that of a dog walker in her eyes. I bristled at her insinuation that being a librarian wasn’t an honorable or worthy occupation. It was. I loved books; I’d spent hours at Whitefall Cove’s only library as a teenager. To lose my job in East Dondure had hurt, but the silver lining was returning home and buying a bookstore. As Gran said, it was meant to be.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I remained seated, closed my eyes and fought for inner calm, before releasing my breath and opening my eyes to look at her.

      “Like I said, it doesn’t look like you’re prepared.” I stood, preparing to leave. “Give me a call when you are and I’ll come back and sign the papers.”

      She didn’t respond. Instead, she rummaged on her desk and opened a folder and slid a sheaf of papers toward me.

      “Sign where indicated.” She didn’t offer a pen so I dug in my handbag for one and obediently signed the papers. Five minutes later I was done. The Dusty Attic was mine.

      I waited for Whitney to say something, but when she didn’t, I prompted, “Keys?”

      Her face darkened, and I saw the blush of color creep up her neck. Her eyes darted away, and her fingers curled into fists on the desk.

      “Can I deliver them to you later?” she asked. I could see the level of control it took for her to keep her voice even, so I could only assume that she’d misplaced the keys. I decided to take pity on her. I could see how having to deal with me was grating on her nerves.

      “Sure.” I stood, slinging my bag over my shoulder. “Let’s meet at The Dusty Attic at ten.” I’d give her an hour to find the keys.

      Nodding curtly she said, “I’ll see you then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d always suspected Whitney Sims was a spanks-wearing witch and now I had irrefutable proof. Unfortunately, the fact that Whitney was sprawled across the floor of my newly purchased bookstore, with the hem of her dress revealing her underwear, and looking very much like she was dead took away from my delight.

      “Whitney?” Tossing my bag on the floor by the front door, I hurried across to her and pressed my fingers to her neck, watching to see the rise and fall of her chest. No pulse. Not breathing. Whitney was no longer in the land of the living. “Great.” I sat back on my haunches, pulled out my phone and dialed.

      “Yes, hello, this is Harper Jones. I’m at The Dusty Attic on Main Street and I’d like to report a death…. yes… it’s Whitney Sims…yes, I’m sure. I’ve checked her pulse and she’s not breathing…no, I haven’t touched anything…I will…thank you.” Hanging up, I turned my attention to the body before me.

      “So, Whitney, what happened to you, huh?” I wasn’t surprised when no answer was forthcoming. She was dead after all.

      The bell above the door jingled. “Congratulations!” Jenna, my best friend, bustled inside, arms full of flowers, a bouquet that was a riot of colors and scents. Then she saw Whitney. “Oh.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded solemnly, then stepped forward to take the flowers from her, burying my face in the soft petals. “Thanks for these.”

      “You’re welcome. Ummm. What’s Whitney doing on the floor? And is she…?” Her voice dropped in that way you tended to do when speaking of the deceased.

      “Dead? Yes. I’ve called the police.” 

      Jenna nodded. "Good. There's still time." Reaching into her purse, she pulled out her phone and began taking pictures. "What happened?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. I’d arranged to meet her here at ten for handover of the keys. The door was unlocked when I got here, and I found her like this.”

      “Are you okay?” Jenna paused in her photo-taking frenzy and looked my way.

      “I’m fine,” I reassured her, giving her a weak smile. “It’s just that when I thought things couldn’t get worse, they do, you know?”

      “I know, hon. You were so excited about this place. A fresh start. New beginnings. Don’t fret, it can still happen.”

      “Having Whitney Sims dead in the middle of the floor has kinda taken the shine off,” I grumbled. “It’s cold in here, right?” I shivered, rubbing my hands up and down my arms. I hadn’t noticed immediately, too intent on Whitney to pay any attention to the freezing temperature in the store.

      “Let’s go find the thermostat. It’s probably out the back.” Satisfied she'd taken enough photographs, Jenna slid her phone back into her purse and together we explored the store, finding the thermostat in the storeroom. I flicked the heating on and listened as it wheezed to life.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” I muttered, making a mental note to get it looked at as soon as possible.

      “The Dusty Attic has been closed for months,” Jenna said. “It just needs a little TLC is all.”

      Once upon a time, I would have delivered that TLC with a wave of my wand, but not anymore. With my magic on lockdown, everything had to be done the old-fashioned way. Manual labor.

      The bell above the door jingled again and we stepped out of the storeroom to see a policewoman enter. She headed straight for Whitney, checked she was dead and then spoke into the radio clipped to her shoulder before turning her attention to us.

      “Harper Jones?”

      I stepped forward. “Yes.”

      “Ms. Jones, I’m Police Officer Liliana Miles of the Whitefall Cove Police Department.” She tapped the badge pinned to her belt. “Take me through what happened.” Pulling out a notebook and pen, she waited, hand poised above the paper.

      “Well,” I began, “I’ve just bought The Dusty Attic bookstore, and Whitney is the realtor managing the sale. I’d arranged to meet her here this morning at ten for handover of the keys. She must have gotten here before me because the door was unlocked when I got here. I came in and found her like this.”

      “Have you touched anything?”

      “I checked her pulse. Other than opening the door and turning on the thermostat I haven’t touched a thing.”

      “And you”—the officer turned her attention to Jenna—“what are you doing here?” Before Jenna could answer she swiveled her gaze back to me. "Did you call the press?"

      "No, she didn't," Jenna cut in. "I'm a personal friend of Harper's. I dropped by to congratulate her and give her these.” She pointed to the bouquet of flowers I’d laid on the counter. Jenna was a reporter for our local paper, the Whitefall Cove Tribune, and was apparently known to Officer Miles.

      “Right.” She flipped her notebook closed. “I’m going to have to ask you both to wait outside. But first”—she held her hand out to Jenna—"hand it over."

      "What?" Jenna played dumb, but Officer Miles wasn't buying it.

      "Your phone. I know you've taken photos. Your footprints are all around the body. Now give."

      "Fine!" She huffed, slapping her phone into Officer Miles’s outstretched hand. I stood silently while Officer Miles flicked through the images and then diligently deleted each and every one. Jenna rolled her eyes at me and mimed being hung and I bit back a laugh. 

      Handing the phone back, Officer Miles pointed to the door. "Wait outside."

      “What? It’s freezing out there,” I protested, looking out the window to the grey winter day outside.

      “It’s freezing in here,” Officer Miles pointed out, “and until we determine what has happened to Mrs. Sims, this is a crime scene.”

      “What if we wait at Bean Me Up?” Jenna asked. “Would that be okay?”

      “Don’t you have to get back to work?” I whispered to Jenna, who shook her head and whispered back, “Not when my editor hears I'm at the scene of a breaking story. This might get me off obituaries this week.”

      “Fine.” Officer Miles turned her back and we were dismissed.

      Snatching up my bag, I buttoned my coat and followed Jenna outside. I linked her arm with mine and we crossed the street to the coffee shop, Bean Me Up. It was like stepping into a Christmas wonderland—decorations abounded, and a massive Christmas tree dominated one corner, the star on the top brushing the ceiling. Christmas carols played over the speakers and I felt it from the tips of my toes to the top of my head. I was home.

      We snagged a table by the window and ordered hot chocolates while watching the arrival of an ambulance, lights flashing but no siren, at The Dusty Attic, Jenna snapping more pictures through the window.

      “Thanks for waiting with me,” I said, blowing on my drink.

      “Oh please, you're giving me the inside scoop to a hot story.” Jenna waved her hand over her cup, then did the same to mine, bringing the temperature of the boiling milk down to a drinkable level. I missed my magic. Funny, after everything that had happened I would have thought I’d miss my fiancé. Or my job. And while those things did leave a hollow feeling in my chest, I missed my magic the most and that spoke volumes about the life I’d been leading in the city. Had it been a lie all along? I’d spent the last five years climbing my way up the librarian ladder, I’d just been promoted to head librarian when it all came crashing down, and yet now? I didn’t miss it all that much.

      “It’s good to have you back home. We’ve missed you.” Jenna smiled, and I laughed out loud at the milk mustache she now sported.

      “I never thought I’d say this…but I’ve missed Whitefall Cove too,” I admitted, taking a gulp of my drink and showing off my own milk mustache.

      And that’s when a tall, dark, and handsome man came up to our table and said, “Harper Jones?”

      I looked up, eyes widening. He was drop dead gorgeous and my heart did a little flutter in my chest. “Yes?” I squeaked.

      “Detective Jackson Ward. Mind if I sit down?”

      Clearing my throat, I said, “By all means.”

      He turned away to hook a chair and Jenna was madly signaling at me to wipe the damn milk mustache off my face. I couldn’t help it, I laughed.

      “Something funny?” he asked, and I immediately sobered and shook my head.

      “Take me through what happened.” Unlike the police officer earlier, he didn’t take out a notebook and pen, just pinned me with his intense green eyes.

      “I already told Officer Miles what happened,” I said.

      “And now I need you to tell me.” His voice told me he was in no mood to play games, so I repeated verbatim what I’d told Officer Miles.

      “How well did you know Whitney Sims?”

      “Pretty well. We went to school together,” I answered.

      “You were friends?” he pressed.

      I snorted. “Hardly. Frenemies is more accurate.”

      “Frenemies?” A dark brow arched, and he looked at me with his head cocked to one side.

      “On the surface, we acted friendly, but the reality was we couldn’t stand each other. She was a bully and I didn’t like her. And she didn’t like me.”

      “So, you’d have reason to cause her harm?”

      His question shook me to my bones. “No! Of course not,” I said. “Whitney and I may not like each other, but I didn’t wish her harm, and I certainly didn’t want her dead. She’s only in my store because I’d just purchased it and she was the realtor handling the sale. For the Dudley’s.” I narrowed my eyes. “Wait. You think foul play? That she was murdered?” My voice dropped on the last word.

      “We don’t know the cause of death,” he replied, not giving an inch. “Until we do, don’t leave town.”

      I snorted. “Hardly. Don’t worry, Detective, I’ll be around.”

      “Thank you for your time.” He got up and left, giving Jenna a curt nod as he passed.

      I waited until he’d left the coffee shop before fanning my face and winking at Jenna. “Phew, that man is—”

      She cut me off. “Taken. Detective Jackson Ward is currently dating Police Officer Liliana Miles,” she informed me.

      “Figures.” I sipped my hot chocolate again, watching out the window as Whitney Sims was wheeled out in a black body bag and loaded into the back of a non-descript van that had pulled up behind the ambulance. “How come you know this?” I murmured.

      Jenna chuckled but didn't lower her phone from capturing the scene outside. “You’ve forgotten what it’s like in a small town haven’t you, Harper? Everyone knows everything about everyone else. Or thinks they do. And what they don’t know, they make up. The handsome detective, for example, arrived in our town two years ago. Single. And despite every eligible female in Whitefall Cove throwing themselves at him, he didn’t date. Rumors abounded that he was gay. Then Liliana Miles transferred here last year and six months later, they’re dating.”

      I plastered a smile on my face. “Well, good for them.”

      Jenna glanced at her watch, then gave me an apologetic smile. “I’ve gotta get back to the office and write this up. You’ll be okay?”

      “I’m fine. You still coming over this evening?” We’d arranged to have a mini celebration at Gran’s house. Jenna, myself, and my other best friend Monica.

      “Of course. Eight o’clock, right?”

      “Yep. I’ll see you then.” We left together, Jenna hurrying down the sidewalk to the Tribune's offices only a few doors down from The Dusty Attic. Shivering, I pulled my coat tighter around myself, glanced once again at the heavy clouds overhead and wondered if we’d get rain. There was something about cozying up inside in front of a fire with a good book on a rainy winter’s day—providing you didn’t just find a dead body.
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        * * *

      

      “This is all your fault,” Jenna slurred, eyeballing Monica who was acting as hostess and making us the most delicious cocktails.

      “I hope so.” She grinned, placing a glass in front of me full of rainbow colors that slowly swirled in the glass. Monica was the polar opposite of Jenna. Where Jenna was blonde and small, Monica was dark and tall. The word svelte comes to mind. Both were beautiful, but Monica had an otherworldly allure, with her jet-black hair and equally dark eyes, and ruby red lips. Monica was also a vampire.

      “Where’s mine?” Gran came bustling in and my jaw dropped. This evening she was in a gold sequined mini dress with a plunging neckline. Unfortunately, Gran had plunging breasts to go with it and the overall effect was…appalling. She’d thrown an old grey cardigan over the top that was at odds with the glamorous dress, and on her feet, her favorite Ugg boots—she had a friend in Australia who regularly sent her Uggs to add to her collection.

      “I’ve got you covered, Gran.” Monica grinned and produced a massive cocktail glass filled to the brim. She ushered Gran into a chair and placed the drink in front of her and added a straw with a flourish. “Enjoy.”

      “You’re my favorite, you know,” Gran told her, smiling and wrapping her lips around the straw she sucked, her eyes widening. “Girl! You’ve got skills,” she crowed, smacking her lips in approval and going in for another suck.

      I laughed. My good mood from purchasing The Dusty Attic had taken a blow at finding Whitney dead inside, but my two best friends, plus Gran, had pulled me out of it, insisting we celebrate anyway. I was glad we had, and I was doubly glad I had such good people around me. Jenna, Monica and I had gone to school together. Monica had been born a vampire, which meant she aged normally as a child, then her aging process slowed down when she hit twenty-five, so despite all three of us reaching thirty-two this year, Monica had aged—or not aged—the best. Despite being gone for five years, sitting here tonight it was as if no time had passed at all.

      “Thank you.” I smiled at each of them individually, reaching out to clasp their hands across the table. “Thank you so much for this—for being here for me, for being my friends. You mean the world to me.”

      “Oh God.” Gran rolled her eyes and nudged Monica. “She’s getting all sentimental. I haven’t had enough to drink for this!”

      “Gran!” I protested with a laugh. Our frivolity was interrupted by a knocking at the front door.

      “Get that, will you, Harper?” Gran ordered. “I’m not leaving this table until I’m done with this drink.”

      Shaking my head, I made my way down the hallway to the front door, expecting to find one of Gran’s loony friends on the other side. I did not expect Detective Ward.

      “Evening.” He nodded at me, rubbing his hands together for warmth.

      “Detective.” I did a bad job at hiding my surprise. “Um, come in. It’s cold out.”

      Closing the front door behind us, I winced at the raucous laughter coming from the kitchen at the back of the house. Instead, I directed him into the living room. Gran had outdone herself with the Christmas decorations in here. Baubles in a riot of colors were suspended from the ceiling, bows of holly strung across the top of the window, a red Christmas tree stood majestically in the corner with an ever-growing mountain of presents beneath it, and pinned above the door, mistletoe.

      I went to light the fire with a snap of my wand, then blushed when nothing happened. I’d forgotten, for a brief moment, that my magic had been suspended. With a huff, I snatched up the lighter from the mantel and put it to the logs waiting in the fireplace. With a click the flame took hold.

      “You don’t have to light that for me,” he said.

      “Now you tell me,” I muttered to myself, but out loud I smiled and said, “That’s okay, it won’t be wasted.”

      He was watching me intently, making me uncomfortable, so I waved a hand at the sofa. “Please, take a seat. What can I do for you this evening? Oh. It’s evening. It’s late. Do you normally work this late? Oh God, it’s late—you’re working—which means something is wrong.” I was rambling but couldn’t stop myself. I began pacing in front of the fire, my mind a whirl.

      “Ms. Jones. Please. Have a seat.”

      I twisted my hands together, stopped pacing to look at him, then resumed the back and forth in front of the fireplace, the fire doing little to warm the cold in my belly. “I don’t think I can,” I whispered, for a sudden feeling of doom had settled over me, as cold and icy as the weather outside.

      “Please?” he said it softly, his voice kinder than before. I cocked my head, then nodded, easing my butt onto the edge of a chair.

      “Just tell me.”

      “Early tests indicate that Whitney Sims did not die a natural death,” he said, his eyes not leaving my face.

      I swallowed. “She was murdered?” I'd convinced myself that Whitney had suffered a heart attack, the fact that she hadn't was a rude shock.

      “Poisoned,” he replied.

      “Right.” I nodded, pushing down the hysteria threatening to consume me. How did my life get so complicated? Until recently, I’d had it all. Now here I was, living with my Gran, unemployed, no magic, and now a suspect in a murder.

      “I am a suspect, aren’t I?” I asked, just to confirm what I already knew.

      “You are a person of interest,” he confirmed. “Her body was found in your store.”

      “One I have only just purchased. Like, literally today. She was meeting me there to hand over the keys. I’ve told you this.”

      “We don’t think the poison was administered there.”

      “Oh. Right. Good. But then…why am I a suspect?”

      “You were with Mrs. Sims earlier, correct?”

      “Yes. I was at Palmer Construction offices to sign the papers. But I wasn’t the only one there. And I didn’t see Whitney eat or drink anything. The receptionist returned with a tray of takeaway coffees—well, I assume they were coffee. They could have been anything really, hot chocolate, tea.”

      “Ms. Jones,” he interrupted me, and I blushed again. The alcohol I’d consumed was not helping with keeping my thoughts straight.

      “Please call me Harper.” Ms. Jones reminded me of the life I’d left behind in the city. The students who'd traipsed in and out of the library had called me Ms. Jones.

      Ignoring my request, he continued, “Ms. Jones, can you please take me through, in as much detail as you can, your meeting with Mrs. Sims this morning. No detail is too small or insignificant.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “Do you mind if I record this?”

      I shook my head. Outside, a gust of wind buffeted at the window and I shivered again.

      “Begin from when you arrived at Palmer Construction,” he instructed, hitting record on his phone. Obediently I relayed what had transpired earlier that day when I’d arrived to sign the papers to purchase The Dusty Attic. After I was done, he thanked me and left. Stunned, I returned to the kitchen to tell the others I was now a suspect for the murder of Whitney Sims.
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      “I had a thought,” I said to Gran over breakfast the following morning.

      “Oh no.”

      “I swear it’s a good one this time,” I protested.

      “Let’s hear it.” She sipped her coffee and waited.

      “I go to Detective Ward and ask to help with the investigation.”

      “Help how?” Gran asked.

      “I’m not sure yet,” I admitted, “but it beats sitting around doing nothing. After everything that has happened recently, this is the worst. I’m not a murderer.”

      “I know you’re not dear. You’re a librarian.” She smiled indulgently.

      “Not anymore. I’m a bookstore owner. Only I can’t even get that right.”

      “Hey!” She leaned forward to take my hand. “None of this is your fault. Don’t ever think that. You’re right though. Sitting here stewing over the whole ghastly matter isn’t helping. Why not go and see the detective and find out when you can get access to The Dusty Attic? We have a grand opening to plan.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I thought you already put flyers up about that?”

      She shrugged a “maybe” before carrying her dishes to the sink where they promptly began washing themselves. I sat for a moment longer, then decided to hell with it, I'd go see the detective I had a right to clear my name. 

      Pulling on my coat and slinging my bag over my shoulder, I called out goodbye to Gran and headed out. First stop, the police station.

      I managed to snag a park right outside and, smoothing my palms down my jean-clad thighs, I approached the door, a fluttering of nerves in my belly. I was right to be nervous. When I stepped inside all activity stopped and if it hadn’t been so disconcerting it would have been hilarious.

      “Can I help you?” It was Officer Miles. I gave her a small smile that she didn’t return and stepped up to the counter.

      “I was wondering if I could speak with Detective Ward?” I asked.

      “You can talk to me,” she said. I don’t know what it was, but I got the distinct impression she didn’t like me, and I wondered what I’d done to deserve it.

      “I was really hoping to talk with the detective,” I pushed. She blew out an irritated sigh, placed her palms on the counter and leaned forward, jaw tight.

      “Listen,” she began but was interrupted before she could gather steam by Detective Ward coming around the corner, pulling on his jacket then freezing when he saw me.

      “I was just coming to see you!” he said, and I smiled weakly.

      “Snap?”

      He looked over my head to the officers who’d been watching the whole interaction unfold. “You lot got nothing to do?” he drawled. I heard a bustle of activity behind me and it almost killed me not to turn around and look.

      “She was just requesting to see you,” Officer Miles said, voice icy. “I was just telling her she can speak to me.”

      “Thanks for the initiative, Liliana, but I’ve got this. I wanted to talk with Ms. Jones anyway.” He turned his attention back to me. “Fancy a coffee?”

      “Ummm, here?”

      “Good god no. The coffee here is swill. Bean Me up okay with you?”

      I nodded. “Sounds good.” And followed him out the front door I’d entered through mere minutes ago.

      “Mind if we walk?” he asked. The Police Station was located a couple of blocks over from Main Street. It was a ten-minute walk tops.

      “That’s fine.” Burying my hands in my pockets, I noted that he matched his long stride to my shorter one. Simon had always been two steps ahead whenever we’d been out together.

      “You wanted to see me?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I’ve been looking into you—” At my gasp, he quickly added, “Purely routine. Anyway, as I was saying, I was looking into your background and see you were a librarian at East Dondure Library – that you are especially skilled at research? In fact, you helped a lot of the East Dondure University students with their dissertations?”

      “That’s right.” I nodded. “Do you need help with something, Detective?”

      “I do. Did you know that? Is that why you came to the station? You know, your witchy skills in play?”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “I came to the station to see if I could assist in any way because being a suspect in a murder case is not sitting well with me at all. You said you’ve been looking into me, so you know what happened in East Dondure, with my fiancé?”

      He nodded. “I do.”

      “So, you’d know that I not only got fired, but my witch’s license has been suspended?”

      “I didn’t know about your witch’s license.” I could feel him looking at me as we walked, “I’m not that familiar with witch law.”

      “Well, let’s just say I broke the cardinal rule of not using magic for harm. The Academy suspended my license—so basically my magic is on lockdown.”

      “The Academy?”

      “Drixworths Academy of Witchcraft and Wizardry,” I explained. “Kinda like a witches’ council.”

      “You said suspended. Does that mean you can get it back?”

      “I hope so. I’m waiting to hear from them.” And the wait was killing me.

      “So, it was purely coincidence that you came into the station when I needed to see you?” He sounded skeptical.

      “On this occasion, yes. No magic involved,” I assured him. Reaching Bean Me Up, he held the door open for me and I stepped inside. It was quieter today and we grabbed a table at the back.

      “What are you having?” he asked, “my treat.”

      “Thank you. Um, I’ll have a hot chocolate, please.”

      “Not a coffee drinker then?”

      “I am, I just really enjoyed the hot chocolate I had here yesterday.” He was being super nice to me and I wondered if he was buttering me up for something. Simon had deployed the same tactic and to say I was a little gun shy was an understatement.

      He ordered our drinks, then sat opposite me, blowing out a breath. "Here's the thing," he said. "We know Whitney was poisoned. But the poison used is not in our database. Given your research capabilities, I was hoping you'd be able to help us try and identify it."

      "Okay…I guess?" I hesitated, "although I'm not sure I'll be of much help. Surely you need a chemist or scientist or something along those lines…not a librarian."

      "We've got a lab in East Dondure working on it, but I figured, the more the merrier."

      "Is this ethical? I'm a suspect after all."

      "That's why I've got a lab in East Dondure working on it." His lips lifted in a grin and I was saved from answering by our drinks arriving. The waitress, a young, petite woman with golden blonde hair pulled into a ponytail, placed a hot chocolate in front of both of us and gave the detective a smile.

      "Thanks, Lexi," he said, then waited until she'd left before picking up his cup and taking a cautious sip. "You're right," he said, "it's good. Tell me why you came to the Police Station to see me."

      "Oh right. Yes. Um, I came to see if I can help with the investigation." Then I heard the ridiculousness of what I'd just said. He had literally asked for my help not two minutes ago. He must have thought I was crazy, although his only reaction was to arch one brow quizzically. I rushed on. "Yes, I know that sounds stupid since you just asked me that very thing. I'm sorry. With everything that's going on lately I'm a bit all over the place."

      "I understand." He nodded, but I seriously doubted he understood. Unless he'd been through something similar.

      He chuckled. "Your face gives you away, Ms. Jones."

      "Please call me Harper. The students called me Ms. Jones, and you're hardly a student."

      "Harper…I know what it's like to feel like you've lost it all. That your life is spinning out of control, that you've lost a grip on your reality. It's terrifying. I get it."

      "You do?"

      "I do. I moved here for a fresh start, a do-over, just like you."

      Some would consider it rude to ask, but I really wanted to know, so I blurted, "What happened?"

      He paused, then said, "I was shot in the line of duty." His words were devoid of emotion, but I saw the pain and anguish in his eyes. "My partner too. He died. I survived."

      "Survivors guilt?" I guessed.

      "Pretty much. That whole ‘if only we'd done this, or taken that route’ or whatever. But we didn't. We spotted a car belonging to a wanted criminal, we gave chase, and pulled it over. Cory reached the vehicle first and the driver opened fire. Cory got hit in the chest, point blank, straight through his heart. He was dead before he hit the ground. I had enough time to duck for cover, although a bullet lodged in my hip."

      "I'm so sorry," I whispered, my heart hurting for him.

      He shook himself. "No, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to bring you down. I just…you're not alone, that's all. This place, Whitefall Cove, it's kinda healing."

      I nodded. "It is pretty special."

      "So? You'll help?"

      As if he had to ask. I wanted in on this investigation and here he was, giving me exactly what I wanted. "Sure. I'll help." Rummaging in my handbag I pulled out a notebook and pen, "Tell me what you know about the poison."

      "You always carry a notebook with you?" he asked, his surprise evident.

      I looked down at the polka dot-covered, dog-eared notebook that lived in my handbag. "Doesn't everyone?" I grinned. "I'm a librarian. A lover of books." I shrugged. "I have notebooks everywhere."

      He was right...they didn't have much to go on. What was found in Whitney's stomach contents was an unknown substance that was toxic, yet they couldn't identify it. All they had to go on was that it was ingested. And it was plant-based, at least in origin. 

      "But you don't know how it killed her, how it worked?" I asked, tapping the end of my pen against my bottom lip.

      He shook his head. "No. We won't know that until we identify what, exactly, it is. And that's where you come in."

      "Remember I'm a librarian, Detective Ward, not a scientist or biologist or an expert on anything really."

      "If I'm going to call you Harper then you can call me Jackson."

      "Why?" I blurted. "We're not friends. You don't have to be friendly toward me to ask for my help."

      He leaned back in his chair and studied me before replying, "You're right. We're not friends. But that doesn't mean we can't be. And it's just a name. Call me whatever you want. I really don't care, but I figured you might have felt weird if I was using your first name and you were being formal, but if that's what you need to feel comfortable, whatever." He stood, dug into his jeans pocket and laid a business card on the table. "Call me if you find out anything interesting." 

      He left me sitting at the table, feeling like the biggest bitch on the planet. And a tad defensive. Okay, so I was a little touchy, a little sensitive, but I had reason to be. Simon had employed the same tactics to woo me—not that the detective was wooing me. I scolded myself. He had a girlfriend, was dating his co-worker. He didn't have to employ any tactics whatsoever and I was deflecting my experience with Simon onto him. That wasn't fair, and I felt a little ashamed and a little embarrassed that I'd reacted the way I had. He was being friendly. Full stop. Nothing more. It was me who was acting like a fool, and that rankled. I owed the detective an apology.
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      I ran to catch up with Detective Ward. Correction, Jackson. 

      "Wait!" I panted, sprinting to close the distance between us. He was almost at the corner, his long legs eating up the sidewalk faster than mine ever could. Hearing me yell, he glanced back over his shoulder and stopped.

      "First, I'm sorry if I sounded rude back there," I panted, hand on my chest. God, I was out of shape and made a mental note to start exercising more. A two-hundred-meter dash had my breath heaving in and out of my lungs and a sweat breaking out on my forehead. "That's my bad and I apologize," I puffed. "So not fit," I muttered under my breath.

      "No apology necessary," he said, waiting patiently while I caught my breath.

      "Right. Because you weren't pissed off at all. Anyway, whatever." I shrugged. "The second thing is, I'd like to get access to the books in my store. I know when I lived here before that Mr. Dudley had some really quite old and remarkable books. One of the first jobs on my list after purchasing The Dusty Attic was to do a stock take and see exactly what books are in stock and those that need to be ordered. But"—I held up my hand when he opened his mouth to reply—"my whole rambling point is, I need access to the books for researching the poison that killed Whitney."

      He grinned. "You should have led with that."

      "Oh. So? You'll do it? I can finally have the keys to my store?"

      "Shouldn't be a problem. Let me check that forensics are done." He began walking again and I fell into step beside him. I had to go back to the police station anyway since I'd left my car there.

      "Liliana, hi." Oh, he was calling his girlfriend, the one who didn't like me. "Is forensics finished with The Dusty Attic? Swabs? Fingerprints? Photos?" There was a pause as he listened to her response, then in a super calm voice, he replied, "Yes. I know you know how to do your job. I wasn't questioning it. I was asking if they were done." Silence again. I watched, unabashedly interested. Seemed Liliana was pissed at him for asking about the store. "I'm on my way back to the station now. Can you have the keys ready to sign out? And before you ask, yes, I am returning them to Harper Jones. She's helping me with something and needs access to the books." He winced and held the phone away from his ear, then glanced at me before cupping his hand over the phone and whispering, "She's on it." 

      Right. Whatever you say, champ. He hurried a few steps ahead and continued the conversation in a hushed whisper and again I wondered what had Liliana so riled. I didn't know her, she didn't know me, yet by her reaction to my presence in the police station this morning she was not happy to see me at all. Of course, it probably didn't help that Jackson and I had just had hot chocolate together and now he was telling her to give me back my keys to the store—the one thing I'd gone in and asked of her. 

      I was right. She was seething. Jackson had disappeared into his office, and no one else paid me any attention, so I signed where she stabbed her finger on the clipboard she’d shoved across the counter. She slapped the keys down, then snatched the clipboard back without saying a word. Curling my fingers around the keys, I left.

      It was a bittersweet moment and as I sat in my car I opened my fist and looked at the keys nestled in my palm. My future. My very own bookstore. Butterflies swirled through my belly and a thrill of excitement shot through me. Today was the day the rest of my life started, and I couldn't wait. Despite what had happened with Whitney, I was still excited to find out where this new future would take me.
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        * * *

      

      It took me twelve hours. Twelve short hours to identify what had killed Whitney. I seriously hadn't thought I'd find anything. After all, what did I have that a modern lab didn't? A hundred-year-old book on herbs, apparently. I'd initially been incredibly disappointed when I'd scanned the shelves of the bookstore and discovered Mr. Dudley no longer stocked the old books I'd loved. That disappointment had turned to elation when I found them carefully packed away in a box in the storeroom, each book wrapped in a special, moisture resistant paper. I'd carried the box out to my car and taken it home. I'd much rather sift through the pages in front of a roaring fire on Gran's sofa than in the still chilly bookstore. 

      "Got you!" I yelled, startling Gran who was dozing in an armchair. A beam of magic shot out of her wand, bounced off the wall and zapped me on the foot. I yelped in shock. "Oops," I said, clutching the herb book I'd discovered to my chest, "sorry about that."

      "Lord almighty, child!" Gran protested, stroking her wand as if to soothe it and placing it carefully on the side table next to her. "Serves me right for dozing off with that on my lap."

      I rubbed at the top of my foot where my skin tingled from the shock. "You're okay," Gran assured me. "There's was nothing but static electricity in the charge. Now tell me, what did you find?"

      "Look, here." I opened the book and pointed. "Borrio bud. It looks like a hybrid between nightshade and hemlock. While nightshade contains atropine, which paralyzes muscles, hemlock contains conium, which paralyzes the respiratory system."

      "So what does borrio bud paralyze?" Gran asked.

      "The heart. It specifically targets the heart. And while nightshade and hemlock will produce other symptoms such as nausea, and the onset is gradual, with borrio bud it looks like if you ingest it you won't know about it until your heart stops. About an hour later."

      Gran leaned back in her chair. "Perfect if you want to kill someone then. But if it's such a perfect poison, why have we never heard of it? Why aren't people using it all the time?"

      "It only grows in the Amazon jungle." 

      "So how did someone in Whitefall Cove get their hands on a toxic plant that only grows in the Amazon jungle?" 

      "That's a very good question. One that is going to take a lot more research." Closing the book, I yawned, glancing at my phone to check the time. "Gran! It's two in the morning! Why didn't you go to bed?"

      "Because I dozed off in the chair," she replied, levering herself up with a creak of her bones. "But now that you've solved one part of the mystery, I'm going to bed. You should do the same."

      Gran shuffled off, but I stayed slouched on the sofa, staring into the dying flames in the fireplace. Whoever wanted Whitney dead had knowledge about plants, specifically borrio bud. What I needed was a list of suspects. Pulling out my notebook, I turned to a new page and started my list. Who had I seen in the office the morning I met with Whitney? The receptionist, Christina. And Whitney's husband, Bruce, had dropped in to deliver her phone. Then there was her boss, Mike Palmer. I pondered the list before putting a number one next to Bruce's name. How many times had we seen it in the movies, in books, and even in real life—when a woman was murdered it was almost always the husband. I needed to talk with him, and I had the perfect cover. He was Whitefall Cove's bank manager and I needed to open a business account for The Dusty Attic. In the morning I'd call and make an appointment, but for now, I needed sleep. 
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        * * *

      

      "Good to see you again, Harper." Bruce Sims shook my hand and ushered me into his office. He was a big man, older than Whitney, with laugh lines fanning out from his eyes. His skin was darker too, like he'd just returned from a Florida vacation. 

      "I wasn't sure you'd be at work." I took the seat he indicated and watched while he seated himself behind his big desk.

      "I'd rather be busy than sitting at home twiddling my thumbs and driving myself crazy wondering who did this to her." His words were tinged with sadness, but something was missing, something I couldn't quite put my finger on.

      "I guess." I nodded. "I'm sorry about Whitney. I mean, I know we weren't the best of friends but..."

      "Yeah, I understand. And thank you. The truth is, Whitney was mean to you because she was jealous." His revelation surprised me. 

      "What? Jealous? Of me? Pft, I cannot fathom why. My life is a wreck!"

      "At school she wanted to be like you, smart, friendly, pretty. Slim. And the more she tried, the more it backfired, and she turned into the mean girl because it was easier to get what she wanted by bullying everyone else into giving it to her." He stood and looked out the window. "She mellowed, somewhat, over the years."

      "Wow," I said quietly, "I never knew that. That's kinda..." I trailed off.

      "Sad?" he supplied, his voice grim. "Isn't it though." He sighed. "She was anxious to have you as a client. Even though she was delighted that your life in East Dondure imploded, she was nervous that you'd returned home. And then you bought The Dusty Attic."

      "I don't get it," I admitted. "High school was a long time ago. Why would she be nervous that I'd moved back home? My being here in Whitefall Cove would have very little impact on her life."

      He shrugged. "To Whitney, everything is—was—a competition. Everything. You coming home, buying a bookstore, that reminded her of her own failure."

      "Failure?" I quizzed.

      "To open her own realtor business. Mike was good enough to allow her to run it part-time through his office, but it had been her dream to open her own place."

      "Why didn't she?"

      He shrugged. "I think she was so afraid of failing that she failed to launch. I'd done the numbers for her. There's demand. She could have made it a success. But in the end she was too scared to try, so she stayed in her comfortable rut as office manager for Palmer Construction."

      We both lapsed into silence, pondering the enigma that was Whitney Sims. I'd no idea she'd felt that way about me and I would never have pegged her as a non-starter. 

      "She was happy though, wasn't she?" I asked. "She had friends. And you. And hobbies? The two of you must have done stuff together, you know, gardening and the like?"

      "Gardening?" He barked out a laugh. "Hardly. Whitney and I both have black thumbs and zero interest in gardening. We pay someone to mow our lawn." Damn. It was hardly likely that Bruce had been cultivating borrio bud. I got the sense that he genuinely missed his wife, but he wasn't as heartbroken as I'd expected. I recognized the signs. He was sad, for sure, but not brokenhearted, not an incomprehensible mess. And turning up to work the day after your wife was murdered was not what I'd consider normal behavior. 

      "So what brings you in today?" Bruce broke the silence, leaning back in his chair and directing the conversation back to the business at hand. I explained that I needed a business account for my bookstore. And an electronic banking system to accept payment from customers since I knew nothing about how they worked. I'd only ever been on the consumer side of the transaction and this “owning my own business” thing was a whole new world to me.

      "How much working capital do you have?"

      "Working capital?" I frowned and he smiled. "How much cash do you have to get you started? That will determine if you need an overdraft account where you can dip into extra funds as and when you need to, or a basic checking account if you don't require an overdraft facility."

      For the next half hour, we talked business and it was enlightening. Bruce Sims knew his stuff. He recommended a bookkeeper to me, a woman who kept the books for several of the bank's customers and wouldn't steer me wrong, he promised. I settled on an overdraft facility since I'd borrowed the money from Gran to purchase the store outright but left myself with no working capital other than my personal savings and the ten thousand from selling my engagement ring. I'd wanted to put that toward the purchase of the store, but Gran had insisted she'd cover the cost and I could pay her back in installments when I could afford to.

      I left the bank armed with all I needed to open my business but none the wiser as to who killed Whitney.
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      "She said what?" Jenna, Monica and I met at The Dusty Attic and I filled them in on what Officer Miles had said to me when I'd dropped into the police station to discuss my findings with Jackson.

      "She said that suspects that insinuated themselves into an investigation are psychopaths," I repeated, nodding my head and agreeing with their outrage. It was outrageous. Clearly, Officer Miles was ticked off at me in a major way—if only I knew why. Did she really think I was a murderer? That I was responsible for Whitney Sims death?

      "Did you tell her Detective Ward asked for your assistance?" Monica said, snagging a straight-back chair from the storeroom and straddling it, crossing her arms across the back. Jenna and I sat on the sofa in the reading corner of the store. 

      "I did. He did too and that seemed to make matters worse. What is it with the women in Whitefall Cove?" 

      "I know," Jenna said smugly, eyeballing me, "it's because a gorgeous, suddenly single woman has moved back to town. They're jealous."

      "Threatened, you mean," Monica added. "They're scared you're going to steal their men."

      "What? No way! Gah, I don't want their men...I don't want any man. I'm through with men," I protested.

      "I didn't say it was true. But it happens a lot. Women can be best friends one minute and then one of them suddenly becomes single and the other woman is threatened, thinks her friend is going to target her man. Makes up all sorts of ridiculous bullshit in her head."

      I snorted, shaking my head in bafflement. "Well, they can't have very strong relationships then. I am not interested in any men in Whitefall Cove."

      "Not even Detective Dreamy?" Monica teased.

      I shook my head. "Not even. He's nice. I like him. But I'm not interested in him romantically—and he's not interested in me that way either," I pointed out. "You know," I pondered, tapping my chin, "Bruce said something similar. About Whitney."

      "You've been talking with Bruce Sims?" Jenna asked.

      Shrugging my shoulders to loosen the tightening of knots gathering, I nodded. "I went in to arrange accounts for this place. I met with Bruce and he's pointed me toward a bookkeeper who can help out. And the right type of account I need. I don't mind admitting I'm in a little over my head with this."

      "What did he say? About Whitney?" Monica asked.

      "That she was jealous of me and that's why she was so mean when we were teenagers. And that she was nervous with having to deal with me when I came home."

      "That's weird," Jenna said. "Like, why would she feel threatened by you? She and Bruce have been married for over ten years. Why would she think he would stray? With you. No offense," she tacked on to the end. 

      "None taken. And I've no idea why Whitney felt that way. Or if she really felt that way at all. I've only got to go on what Bruce told me. Which brings me back to why I called you here." Struggling up out of the old sofa, I crossed to the wall where a map of the world was suspended from a roller. With a tug it rolled up, revealing a pinboard hidden behind it.

      "What's this?" Monica asked.

      "A crime board." I smiled. "I'm going to get to the bottom of Whitney's murder and you two are going to help me. You know how I told you Jackson asked for my help identifying the poison that killed her? Well, I found it. A rare plant that only grows in the Amazon. It's a combination of nightshade and hemlock called borrio bud and it specifically targets—and paralyzes—the heart. And get this…it looks a hell of a lot like mistletoe."

      "Neat," Monica said and I smiled a little. She'd always been macabre, but I figured that came hand in hand with being a vampire.

      "Not only in the Amazon," Jenna said, looking at the Post-it note I'd pinned to the board with the word borrio bud written on it.

      "Oh? You know about the borrio bud?" Damn, I wish I'd thought to go and ask Jenna —a gardening genius and a reporter—instead of spending hours bent over an old book.

      "I grow it. In my greenhouse," she said.

      "What?" My mouth dropped open in surprise and she scowled at me.

      "Oh please, I don't grow it to poison people. I harvest the berries, crush them into a paste and add soda and urine. I then use that as fertilizer on my lilies. Not only do they produce more flowers, but they also stay in bloom longer. The combination of carbonation, sugar, urea, uric acid and creatinine take out all traces of poison." 

      "Whose urine?" Monica asked, her gaze drilling into Jenna, who blushed. "Oh gross. It's yours, isn't it? You're peeing on your plants!"

      "I am not peeing on my plants!" she objected, her cheeks red. "I pee in a pot and then store it in a jar in the fridge."

      "Remind me not to eat or drink anything from your fridge ever again," Monica teased.

      "Well, now I feel...deflated," I said, perching on the arm of the sofa and looking at my forlorn crime board. My borrio bud discovery hadn't been a major breakthrough like I thought.

      "Hey," Jenna protested, rubbing my back, "you did good. Not many people know about the borrio bud, and for good reason. It is seriously toxic. And I'm not sure if anyone knows how to use it the way I do. I certainly haven't told anyone; this is my little secret. Well, to be honest, I learned it from my fellow Fae, but we certainly don't share the knowledge around outside of the Fae community. It's a dangerous plant after all."

      "We should go and check your plant is all safe and sound and not missing any stems," Monica pointed out. "Because unless you're the murderer, I'd say someone used your plant to kill Whitney. I mean, what are the chances someone else in this town knows how to grow an exotic toxic plant?"

      "Other members of the Fae community?" Jenna pointed out but then frowned. "However, I'm pretty sure I'm the only one growing it. But I'll check with them."

      "Before we do that, I want your help on something else," I told them. "I've made up a suspect list of who was in the Palmer Construction office the morning she died. Jenna, you can see their office from the Tribune. Did you see anyone else enter the day of the murder?"

      "Who have you got?" she asked. 

      I pinned four names on the board.

      "You, Christina. That's Christina Wallace if you're wanting more detail," Monica pointed out. "Bruce Sims and Mike Palmer. So, what are you wanting here? Opportunity? Alibi?"

      "Anything really," I said. "I was standing next to Whitney when Christina came in with take-out coffees. She put them on the reception desk. Whitney didn't take hers, not when I was there. Mike took one and left. Bruce came in, gave Whitney her phone, and left immediately. I don't see how anyone could have poisoned her at that point."

      "Borrio bud has to be ingested? Taken orally?" Monica asked Jenna, who replied, "Touching the plant with your bare hands, even having the leaves brush your skin, can lead to skin irritation, but it's the berries that are deadly."

      "Are you thinking the poison was in the coffee?” Jenna asked.

      I shrugged. "It could have been. Now that the police know what they are searching for I'm hoping Jackson will keep me in the loop with whatever the lab finds."

      "Hmmm." Jenna played with a strand of her hair. "Let me think. The takeout coffees came from Bean Me Up, correct?"

      "Yes. I remember seeing the logo on the side of the cups."

      "So we can't discount whoever made them—the barista—that's another suspect." 

      I scribbled the word barista on a Post-it and added it to the board. "Anything else?"

      "I'm pretty sure I saw Wendy Haley outside the office that morning," Jenna said, "carrying a basket of baked goods—well, I assume they were baked goods. She does that a lot, whips up massive batches of muffins and what not and drops them off to Whitney or takes them to work with her."

      "So she and Whitney are still best friends then? Where does she work?" I asked, adding her name to the board. 

      "She's a nurse. She arrived as Bruce was leaving. I saw them talking out front."

      "I didn't see her at all so she must have come in after Whitney and I had gone into her office." I tossed a marker at Monica. "Monica, can you start a timeline for me?"

      "Sure. Got paper? Because I am not sticking a hundred Post-its together."

      "I think I saw a roll of brown wrapping paper in the storeroom, left over from when Mr. Dudley used to hand wrap the books he'd sold."

      Within seconds Monica was back with a long sheet of brown paper that she taped to the wall below the pinup board. Having vampiric speed certainly had its advantages. 

      "Start at me finding her dead and work backward," I instructed, watching as Monica drew a line along the paper and at the end wrote “Whitney dead ten a.m.” 

      "Now what?" she asked.

      "We add in the things we know. I met her at nine. Put that in the middle. Christina came in with the coffees around the same time. And then Bruce dropped in and then Mike turned up. We need to find out her movements before she came to work and if she drank or ate anything, and what she was doing between nine and ten."

      "And the other little mystery within the mystery," Monica muttered, diligently writing all the information on the timeline.

      "Oh?"

      "The keys to this place. She should have given them to you at your meeting at nine, but they were missing, which is why you arranged to meet her here later. Was that part of the plan? To make sure Whitney died away from the office and not at her desk?"

      "Good point!" I scribbled the word keys on a Post-it and added it to the board. 

      "This is going to be fun!" Jenna examined the board, a smile on her face.

      "Promise me you won't leak any of this? I know it's an epic story, and god knows you're a brilliant journalist..."

      Jenna signaled locking her lips and tossing away the key. "I promise I won't breathe a word. Providing, of course, I get to break the story when we catch the murderer."

      "Well duh, of course you do."

      We were interrupted by a flash of light and a puff of smoke and an elf appeared, waving his arms to dispel the smoke. "Damn it, Magdalene said she'd fixed that," he grumbled, straightening his bow tie and smoothing his hair.

      "Harper Jones?" He narrowed his eyes at me and I glanced from him to Monica, then Jenna. What was going on here?

      "Yes?" I eventually answered since it was apparent he wasn't going to speak until I confirmed my identity. He handed me an envelope, bowed from the waist, then strode out of the store muttering all the way that he was going to have it out with Magdalene and the teleport system that was supposedly fixed.
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      "What is it?" Monica peered at the envelope that had my name emblazoned on the front in a flowing gold font that glowed and sparkled on the paper. "And who was that?"

      "I think he's from Drixworths," Jenna supplied. "And that"—she nodded at the envelope—"is about your license."

      "Oh." Monica leaned back as if the envelope was toxic.

      Turning the envelope over in my hands, I saw the green wax seal on the back with the Drixworths emblem stamped into it. "It is," I whispered, my heart thundering in my chest, anxiety sweeping through me. This was it. This was my further instruction. This would tell me if my magic license was gone forever. My hands started to shake. "I can't do it." Shoving the envelope into my bag, I pulled the map down over the crime board to hide it before turning to Monica and Jenna who were looking at me with their mouths open.

      "What?" I said defensively. "I'll look at it later, okay?"

      "Harper," they said in unison.

      Then Jenna added, "You should go home. Read it with your Gran. She'll know what to do."

      "Yeah." Monica nodded. "We can go check on Jenna's plant and let you know what we find. You go home."

      "But…"

      "Go!" Again in unison and both of them pointing at the front door. Kicked out of my own store, I sullenly trudged outside, waiting for the two of them to join me.

      "I've got work in an hour," Monica said once we were all outside and I was locking the door, "We've gotta make this quick." It was dark out and bitterly cold. I could feel it creeping up my legs, making me shiver.

      "Plenty of time," Jenna replied, then wrapped me in her arms and squeezed me tight.

      Monica joined in the embrace, wrapping her arms around me from behind. "I hope it's good news," she whispered in my ear, then the two of them headed off, leaving me standing on the sidewalk feeling numb. I must have climbed into my car and driven home, for the next thing I knew I was standing in Gran's kitchen with no idea how I'd gotten there.

      "It arrived then?" Gran bustled into the kitchen and I quickly covered my eyes with my hand.

      "Gran!" I squeaked, "For god's sake, cover up, will you!"

      "What?" she protested. "It’s a negligee, Harper, nothing wrong with that." I could feel her moving nearby, heard her fart and shook my head in resignation. Her negligee was red, lacy, and see-through. I'd seen more than my eyeballs could stand.

      "You could have at least put panties on," I muttered, and she snorted.

      "Why? I'll just be taking them off as soon as Derek arrives."

      "Who the hell is Derek?" I dropped my hand from my eyes and stared at her, hard, keeping my eyes pinned to her face. "Your boyfriend?"

      "One of them," she answered unapologetically, then seeing my face threw her hands up in the air. "Okay, fine." She waved her wand—I did not want to think where she'd been keeping it— and was soon wrapped head to toe in a fluffy purple dressing gown. "Geez, I don't remember you being this prudish," she grumbled.

      "Who is Derek?" I repeated, not appeased in the slightest.

      "Open the envelope," she demanded. We locked eyes, and I knew I was going to lose this battle.

      "Fine!" I snapped, slapping the envelope on the kitchen table before taking a seat.

      Gran didn't gloat, just sat in the chair opposite me and waited. She looked from me to the envelope and back again. "Well? Get to it. I'm not getting any younger here."

      Picking it up, I tore open the seal and unfolded the parchment inside. I quickly scanned the words, then looked up at Gran, a smile tugging at my lips.

      "What's it say?" she barked.

      "That I’m to undergo a refresher course at Drixworths and then they will reassess my license."

      "Well, that's good news," Gran said, then stood, hustling out of the kitchen without another word. I conference called Monica and Jenna with the news.

      "That is fantastic." I could hear the joy in Jenna's voice, knew she was happy for me. 

      "It's a weight off my shoulders, that's for sure," I agreed. "Now tell me, how did it go on your end? Is your borrio bud plant intact?”

      "It's not," Monica cut in. "Some low life has stolen the entire thing!"

      "The whole plant is gone?" I gasped.

      "Afraid so." Jenna sounded awful, on the verge of tears. "I don't understand how the killer could have known about it. And to steal the whole plant? That could kill a lot of people."

      "This is not your fault," I reassured her. "You weren't growing it for nefarious reasons. But someone found out about it, that's for sure."

      "I've gotta get to work, babes," Monica said apologetically. "Let me know if there's anything I can do to help. In the meantime, I'll keep my ear out at Brewed Awakening, see if anyone lets anything slip." 

      After Monica disconnected, Jenna sniffed into the phone, "I swear I didn't tell anyone about the borrio bud, Harper."

      "I know you didn't," I assured her. "You're far too careful for that. Does anyone have access to the greenhouse?"

      "No. But it's not under lock and key or anything. It's just in my back garden, so anyone could have snuck in."

      "Look, I'll call Jackson. In the meantime, you think about anyone who may have known you had a borrio bud plant in your greenhouse. You say only the Fae community know about it? Was there anyone specifically who knew, for sure? Maybe they let slip unintentionally?" 
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        * * *

      

      I called and left another message on Jackson's cell phone, asking him to call me. I’d left one the night before, but since he hadn’t called I wondered if he hadn’t received it, so left another. Then I got ready for my first class at Drixworths.

      Parking in the lot outside, I looked at the towering mansion in front of me. This was not Hogwarts, that's for sure, but having said that, this wasn't Drixworths Academy of Witchcraft and Wizardry's head office. That was in East Dondure and I was kicking myself that I'd never bothered to visit, not once, during my time in the city. The building before me now was merely Whitefall Cove's branch of Drixworths, and even then it was epically spectacular.

      Walking up the front path, I could feel the magic swirling around me and getting stronger with each step toward the massive front doors. I thought I was alone, my feet the only footsteps crunching on the gravel path until suddenly there was a hoard of witches practically stampeding toward the door, looming up behind me and jostling me as they pushed past, excited and eager to get inside. I followed more sedately, acknowledging to myself that it was slightly humiliating to be attending class at my age, but if this was what it took to get my license back, I'd suck it up and get on with it.

      "Ms. Jones." I was greeted at the door by the same elf who'd appeared in my bookstore last night. "The headmistress would like to see you before class. This way, please."

      I followed him. He was all of three feet tall and wobbled from side to side as he walked. He vetoed the massive staircase dominating the entrance for a hallway running parallel to it. We passed dozens of closed doors before coming to one at the rear of the building. Etched on the frosted glass pane was the name Esmerelda Higginbottom, Headmistress. With a light knock, he swung the door open and ushered me inside.

      "Harper." Esmeralda Higginbottom did not live up to her name. I'd expected a grizzled old witch with grey hair and a wart on her nose. In front of me stood a svelte redhead, with flawless skin, and the shine on her hair had me green with envy.

      Remembering my manners, I stepped forward with my hand outstretched. "Harper Jones, pleased to meet you, Ms. Higginbottom."

      The gentle tinkling sound of her laugh was as divine as her beauty. "Please, call me Izzy. My parents lumbered me with a god-awful name and you know what it's like, a nightmare to try and get it changed." She shook my hand and then indicated the chair in front of her desk. "I won't keep you long. Please, have a seat." She waited until I was seated before she resumed her own, lowering herself so gracefully onto her chair it seemed as if she was liquid.

      She smiled. "I'm delighted head office has agreed to give you a second chance," she began, tilting her head as she talked. "I've reviewed your case myself and I don't believe your actions were intentionally malicious. Purely an unguided, unintended reaction to the circumstances you found yourself in."

      My lips thinned into a straight line at the reminder, but I nodded, knowing better than to interrupt.

      "That being said, you do need to retain control at all times. Your magic will be made available to you on a temporary basis while on the Drixworth premises, but once you set foot outside, you will lose it again. Also, you have been assigned a familiar. This is non-negotiable and permanent. Your familiar will help control your magic and should you lose control of your powers, he can intercept for you." 

      Having a familiar meant having a creature tied to me for the rest of my life and, while I had nothing against it per se, it wasn't something I'd ever considered in the past, but again, if that was what Drixworths wanted, then I'd happily accept a familiar.

      "Meet Archie." A striped ginger cat jumped down from the windowsill with a meow and padded across the floor toward me, his big round eyes golden. 

      "Archie, huh?" I murmured, reaching my hand down to the feline who was now sniffing my feet and rubbing himself around my ankles with a purr. "Aren’t you the handsome one?"

      He jumped onto my lap with a meow, turned in a circle, then settled in for a nap. "Archie it is then." I smiled, already finding his presence comforting. I stroked his fur as Izzy continued talking.

      "I'll keep a close eye on your progress and when I think you're ready, you'll sit an exam. Pass it and your witch’s license will be returned. Fail, and"—she paused—"let's just say we will have to reassess at that point." There was a thread of steel in her voice, a hidden warning behind her words. I got the sense if I failed that exam, she would take it personally and would not be pleased. 

      "Bring Archie with you to every class," she instructed. "It is important he knows your strengths and limitations with magic."

      "I will. Thank you."

      "You can go." She dismissed me with a wave of her hand and turned her attention to a pile of papers stacked on her desk. With a click of her fingers, her pen began to sign them.

      Scooping Archie into my arms, I cuddled him to my chest. "Come on, Archie, let's go." 

      The elf was waiting for me outside and guided me back along the hallway, up the grand staircase to a classroom on the left. 

      "Nice of you to finally join us, Ms. Jones." Another stunningly beautiful witch stood at the head of the class, her supermodel beauty hard to look away from. I felt positively frumpy in comparison and wondered if the witches at Drixworths were spelled to appear more attractive than they were.

      "A fine observation," the witch said, pointing to a table at the front. Great. Front of the class like a naughty child. I heard sniggers from my classmates as I made my way down the center aisle and slid into the seat indicated. Archie curled himself back onto my lap and promptly returned to his slumber.

      "Let me recap for the tardy Ms. Jones," the witch said, and I wanted to argue that it was hardly my fault I was late—I was in a meeting with the headmistress—but bit my lip and stayed silent. These people were assessing me, deciding if I was worthy of my witch’s license. It would not bode well for me if I was argumentative on day one, but who knew what tomorrow would bring?

      "My name is Phyllis. I'll be teaching you basic spell casting and harnessing the magic of your wand. Since the rest of the class has already introduced themselves, I'll save them the bother from having to do it again. Everyone, this is Harper Jones. Let her be an example of what not to do. She's here because she had her witch’s license suspended."

      I glared at Phyllis, anger making my cheeks flush, but I kept silent even as sniggers and whispers filled my ears. She'd done it on purpose, and I was determined not to rise to the bait. The whole town of Whitefall Cove knew what had happened, it wasn't a surprise to anyone in this room, so I saw no reason why Phyllis was rubbing it in, other than to get me to snap. I was determined not to.

      "And as Harper observed upon entering this room, my appearance is very much affected by magic." With a wave of her wand, she changed before our eyes from a stunning supermodel to a rather ordinary woman, a little plumpish, with mousy brown hair. "I was using an enhancement spell."

      Hands shot up around the room and I could predict what the questions would be. They all wanted to learn the spell so they could get around looking like supermodels. What they didn't realize was that such a spell drained your magic, you couldn't maintain it for long periods of time, and as a witch new to your powers, you could probably hold it for a minute or two, tops.

      "Correct again, Harper." Phyllis nodded at me in approval.

      "You're a mind reader," I said. So, she'd have heard my internal monologue on keeping my temper, not letting her rile me.

      "Correct on both counts. And before you ask—no, this is not what it's going to be like the entire time you're here." Addressing the rest of the class she instructed, "Turn to chapter one of your spell books."

      There was no spell book on my desk. I glanced around, everyone else was flipping to the relevant page. "Here." The girl at the desk next to me handed me a spell book. "Some of the others thought it would be funny to hide yours. I took it for safekeeping. I figure this is hard enough for you without them playing tricks."

      I accepted the book and smiled. "Thanks, I appreciate it."

      "I'm Alayna Temple." She reached out her hand and I shook it.

      "Hi, Alayna. I'm Harper. This is Archie." I indicated the orange fur ball asleep on my lap.

      "Cool, you have a familiar!" She leaned over and scratched the top of Archie's head. He cracked open one eye, looked at Alayna, purred, and closed his eye again.

      "A necessity, it seems." I shrugged. "I take it you're a first year?"

      "I am. " She nodded enthusiastically, and I knew then and there that Alayna Temple was not only a good person, but she was going to make an awesome witch.

      "You have a raw talent." Phyllis, our instructor, appeared at my shoulder.

      "Oh?"

      "You can read people and situations."

      "Yeah well, I didn't read a certain person in East Dondure very well," I muttered. Simon’s betrayal had come as a complete surprise to me.

      "Oh, I think you knew, you just didn't want to know. So, you ignored what was in front of you until it became impossible to ignore. It's my job to train you to trust your instincts. You have good, strong magic, Harper. You've got to put your faith in it, believe in it, and it won't steer you wrong."

      Phyllis moved to the front of the class again and clapped her hands. An apple appeared on each of our desks. "Right, witches and wizards," Phyllis said, smiling, "today we are going to make this apple look like a banana. We are not going to change it into a banana, we are going to glamour it, so it simply looks like one. Wands ready? And begin!" 

      It was good to feel magic in my wand again, feel the power tingle where my fingers wrapped around it. With a tap of my wand on the apple, it immediately took on the appearance of a banana as requested. Of course, it was easy for me. I'd done all of this before, and I questioned whether putting me in a beginner class was of much benefit.

      Phyllis must have read my mind again, because she leaned down and said into my ear, "It's for their benefit, not yours. Today you are to be paraded as an example of what not to do. I'm sorry, I know that feels rough. But after this class, you'll be in an advanced group or one on one tuition."

      As the class went through the basics, I thought on what Phyllis had told me, that I had talents in reading people. It wasn't a skill I'd ever considered having before, but now I couldn't help but think how handy it would be to catch a murderer. I didn't miss the sly grin Phyllis threw my way as she helped a student who had managed to smash her apple into a messy pulp on her desk. This could be very helpful indeed.
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      Jackson was waiting out front of Drixworths when classes dismissed at lunchtime. Cradling Archie to my chest, I ambled down the gravel path to where he was leaning against his car, feet crossed at the ankles, arms crossed over his chest. Seeing me, he pushed into an upright position and waited.

      "I've been calling you," he said in way of a greeting and my eyes widened in surprise.

      "You have? My phone didn't ring." I tried to hold Archie with one hand and dig around in my bag for my phone with the other, but it was useless.

      Seeing my struggle, Jackson reached across and plucked Archie from my arms. "Here. I'll take the cat."

      "His name is Archie," I told him, retrieving my phone from my bag. Sure enough, three missed calls from Jackson. "That's odd. I'm sorry, I wasn't ignoring you. It didn't ring, I swear."

      He shrugged. "Doesn't matter. So you said you had news? Big news?"

      "Yes!" I took Archie back and told him about the borrio bud plant that Jenna had been cultivating in her greenhouse and how it was now missing.

      "So we might possibly have the murder weapon," he mused, running his hand around the back of his neck as he pondered on what I told him. "Where did Jenna get the plant from? Did she purchase it? Buy seeds?"

      "I’m afraid you'll have to ask her all of that. I've no idea." I narrowed my eyes at him. "But she's innocent in all of this."

      "That may well be, but she was growing a highly poisonous plant that someone has now stolen. She's involved, like it or not."

      "It's not illegal to grow borrio bud. Is it?"

      He shrugged. "I don’t know. I'll have to check into it."

      Damn it all to hell, I'd dragged Jenna into this and now there was the potential that she could be in trouble with the law. Because of me. My face must have reflected my thoughts because Jackson laid a hand on my shoulder in a comforting gesture and said, "She's not in trouble with the Whitefall Cove Police if that's what has your face all scrunched up."

      "Harper!" I was saved from answering by Gran, heading towards us in a skin-tight purple cat suit, leopard print scarf, an umbrella with yellow ducks held above her head despite the fact that it wasn't raining, and on her feet, the beloved Ugg boots, although this pair appeared to have been bedazzled within an inch of their lives.

      "I'll talk to you later." Jackson nodded at me, smiled a greeting at Gran, and climbed into his car. I watched as he drove away.

      "Hi, Gran, what brings you to Drixworths today?" Turning my attention to Gran, I kept my eyes glued on her face, for the purple fabric of her cat suit left little to the imagination and while I admired Gran's appreciation of her body, I didn't need to see quite so much of it.

      "Heard you had a familiar," she puffed, trudging up to us. Archie looked at her with wide orange eyes and when she stroked his head he purred. 

      "This is Archie." I didn't resist when Gran took him from me and cuddled him to her chest, burying her face in his fur and whispering, "Who’s a gorgeous boy then?"

      "And how did you hear that? I only got him a couple of hours ago."

      "Witches’ grapevine." She winked. "What's your plans for the rest of the day?"

      "I'm going to The Dusty Attic. I need to get it ready to open. It's five days until Christmas and I'm hemorrhaging sales by keeping it closed."

      "I'll help," she offered, and I looked at her in surprise.

      "You don't have anything else on? Because you seem awfully dressed up for working in a bookstore."

      "Oh, this old thing? I had yoga this morning."

      I snort-laughed. "You did yoga in that? How? No! On second thought, don't tell me, I don't want to know. Come on then, I'll give you a lift."

      The Dusty Attic was exactly that—dusty. Everything was covered in a fine layer of dust and cobwebs and I knew I had hours of cleaning ahead of me, let alone taking stock of what books were on hand. I'd need to get my hands on some newer titles if I was going to draw in the Christmas crowd. Gran set Archie on the floor and he immediately began exploring. I made a mental note to buy some pet things for my new familiar and get extra to bring in to the store since I imagined I'd be spending a lot of time here.

      "Your thermostat is dodgy." Gran huffed, rubbing her hands up and down her arms.

      "You're hardly dressed for the weather," I pointed out. But she was right—it was cold in the shop, despite Jenna and I turning on the heating. "Let me go check. In the meantime, why don't you conjure up a coat?" I told her.

      I opened the storeroom door and stepped inside, my breath appearing in a white cloud in front of my face. My god, it was freezing in here. Crossing to the thermostat, I frowned. It was off. Who had turned my heat off? As far as I knew no one else had a key, and even if they did, why would they come in and turn off the heat? It made no sense. Turning the dial back on, and cranking the temperature up to high, I returned to Gran who was now wrapped in a fur coat, her wrinkled face the only part of her visible.

      "Relax, it's not real fur," she chided.

      "I didn't say anything," I protested.

      "Oh please, you don't have to. Everything you think is written all over your face." She cocked her head, listening to the ailing heating system get to work. "You're going to want to get that looked at."

      "I know," I sighed, digging around in my purse and pulling out my notebook. "I'm making a list. There's so much to be done I'm worried I won't be able to open until next Christmas."

      "Nonsense." She rubbed her hands together. "You may be hamstrung with no magic at the moment, but I'm here, fully loaded. Point me at what needs doing and I'll get it sorted for ya, hon."

      "Oh, Gran, thank you!" I beamed. "That's brilliant! I have a vision." Leaning my elbows on the counter, I told Gran how I pictured the store to be. A fantasy fairytale corner for the children's books, with a place for story time. Magical bookcases that would know the perfect books for my customers and fill the shelves with them. Lots of comfy old chairs and sofas for reading. The ceiling, oh, the ceiling would be magnificent, changing upon the weather: glorious blue skies with puffy white clouds, sparkling stars in the night sky, spooky, heavy thunderclouds rolling across. And the interior of my bookstore would be like a cozy country cottage, depicting an attic filled with treasures.

      "I can do all of that for you, child." She grinned, then held up a hand. "Except for the thermostat. You're on your own with that."

      "That's fine, Gran, I'll make some calls and get someone in to check it."

      "Tell you what, pop across the road and get me a double shot macadamia-almond milk latte, and by the time you get back this place will be tickety-boo."

      Snatching up my purse, I did as instructed. It was the least I could do. After all, Gran was saving me hours of backbreaking labor, and if she could recreate my vision for the store? It would be epic, for that particular plan had been put on hold thanks to my lack of magic. I'd been intending to give the store a thorough scrub and open as is. Any renovations had been placed on the back burner until my witch’s license was restored. 

      Standing in line at Bean Me Up, I watched out the window as a circle of magical stardust swirled over the roof of the Dusty Attic—the process itself was quite amazing. 

      "Good afternoon, what can I get you today?" 

      "Oh, sorry!" I'd been so entranced by what was happening across the street I hadn't noticed it was my turn to order. I smiled at the barista, the same young woman who'd served Jackson and me the other day. Her name badge said, Lexi.

      She smiled warmly. "Not a problem. You're the new owner of The Dusty Attic?" She nodded her head toward the window.

      "Yes. Harper Jones." I stuck out my hand and she shook it, her grip firm, a little too firm. I winced.

      "Lexi Sawyer," she replied. "I've seen you in here a few times now."

      "Yes, well, my friend introduced me to your hot chocolates and I have to say, they are slightly addictive." I grinned.

      "So, one hot chocolate?" she asked, grabbing a take-out cup and writing my name on it.

      "And one double shot macadamia-almond milk latte, and one cup of warm milk, no froth, no additives." When she raised an eyebrow, I explained, "It's for my cat." 

      "Gotcha." She nodded, lining up the three cups, ringing up my order, then swiping my card. "Won't be long."

      She got busy with the coffee machine and, true to her word, mere minutes later she slid a cardboard tray toward me with three cups wedged in the allotted spaces. 

      "I'm guessing the macadamia-almond milk latte is for your Gran," she said conversationally. "She's the only one who orders it. Well, the only one who double-shots it."

      "Yeah, Gran has eccentric tastes," I replied, not paying a whole lot of attention. I was keen to get back to my store and see what Gran had created for me. "So, you sell a lot of them then? Non double-shot ones, that is?" 

      "Oh no. Only one other customer used to order it. She died," she added, wiping down the counter.

      I narrowed my eyes, then glanced over my shoulder to make sure I wasn't holding up the line. I wasn't; I was the only one at the counter. "She died?"

      "Yeah, Whitney Sims. It was her drink of choice. Not that she came in often, it was usually her assistant, Christina."

      "And you're the one who usually makes her order?"

      Lexi shrugged. "Most days. Christina usually came in sometime between eight thirty and nine. My shift starts at eight, so yeah, unless I’m on a day off I tend to get the Palmer Construction orders. And I only remember it because of Whitney's order. So pretentious." Then she slapped a hand over her mouth. "I'm sorry—I don't mean to imply that your Gran is pretentious."

      I chuckled. "She isn't. That's why hers is a double shot."

      Lexi's lips curled into a smirk and she tucked a strand of her shoulder-length golden blonde hair behind one ear and leaned forward. "The gossip is, Whitney was murdered—well, I guess you know all about that since she was found in your bookstore and all." She rested her elbows on the counter and dropped her voice. "But I'm not surprised someone knocked her off. It was bound to happen eventually."

      "Oh?" Up close, Lexi's eyes were a mesmerizing shade of green, flecked with gold, and slanted slightly at the corners.

      "She was rude to pretty much everyone in town. And when she bragged to everyone that she got a Christmas bonus and her assistant Christina—who let's face it, probably did most of the work anyway—didn't, well, the yelling match between Christina and their boss could be heard all across town."

      "Oh wow, that hardly sounds fair." I leaned in, our heads almost touching, eager to hear more.

      Lexi obliged. "I also heard that Whitney had something on her boss. Maybe she was sleeping with him or something, I don't know, but there was something other than employer/employee relationship."

      "You think Whitney was having an affair with Mike Palmer?" I tried, and failed, to keep the excitement out of my voice.

      Lexi shrugged. "Can't say for sure. Just stuff I overheard here and there."

      The bell above the door rang and a young man ambled up to the counter, standing in line behind me. I straightened and picked up my order. "Thanks for the chat, Lexi, it's been enlightening."

      "Anytime, Harper." She smiled, then turned her attention to her next customer.

      Hurrying out of the shop, I returned to The Dusty Attic, my mind a whirl. If Whitney was having an affair with her boss, and her husband found out? That gave him motive. It also gave her boss, Mike Palmer, motive—what if things had turned sour? Or what if Whitney had promised to leave her husband and then reneged? 

      Opening the door to The Dusty Attic, I stopped on the threshold, my mouth dropping open. It was...amazing.

      "I tweaked your vision a little," Gran said, standing in the middle of the store with her hands on her hips and a smug look on her face. "You like it?"

      "I love it!" I beamed. It was better than my vision. She'd created a mezzanine level with gilded railings, and towering bookcases, complete with a ladder on a rail to reach the higher shelves. The walls were red brick with a dark mahogany bottom panel. My counter was now an ancient desk with a green banker’s lamp and ornate till, a red upholstered chair behind it. Wall sconces matched the massive chandelier hanging from the ceiling, the candlelight flickering from it, amazingly real. The once tiled floors were now a dark hardwood, with a round rug in front of my desk. In the middle of the store, an old dresser with a coffee pot, a mug with pens stacked inside, and at the back, two elegant wing-back armchairs and a Chesterfield sofa facing an open fireplace where a fire crackled. The door to the storeroom had been hidden by a red velvet curtain. Antique stained-glass windows dominated the storefront, and books with wings were suspended from the rafters.

      "Gran, this is amazing!" In a daze I stepped forward and placed the cardboard takeout tray on the dresser, looking around, trying to take it all in.

      Gran slung her arm around my shoulders. "I'm pretty pleased with it myself." Grabbing her drink, she took a mouthful and sighed, "Lexi made this, huh? Only she can make it this good."

      "Yeah." I was distracted by my store, overwhelmed with how wonderful it looked. Then I spotted Archie, sitting on a rug in front of the fireplace. "Gran. What is he wearing?"

      "Hmmm?" She glanced at Archie who sat dressed in what looked like a Sherlock Holmes outfit, his tail flicking in what could only be annoyance. "Oh that. Cute, isn't he?"

      "No, no costumes for my cat," I said, taking Archie's cup of warm milk and kneeling by his side. "Sorry, boy." I quickly removed his outfit and he head bumped me. I like to think it was in thanks. "Here you go, Archie. I got you some milk." I flipped the plastic lid from the cup and sat it on the floor before returning to Gran's side.

      "Gran, I had a world map on the wall over there." I pointed to a wall that now sported heavy wooden bookshelves. "Any chance of getting it back?"

      "Oh, you don't want that old map." She waved her hand in dismissal.

      "I want what was behind it," I muttered, thinking of my crime board with the timeline and suspects for Whitney's murder.

      "Oh, your murder board? I kept that. Here." With a snap of her fingers, the big heavy bookcase glided effortlessly to the side, revealing the crime board behind it.

      "Thank you," I said, "but, Gran? I don't have magic. I can't move the bookcase on my own. And I'm not calling you each time I want to move it."

      "Relax, sugar plum, I thought of that. I spelled it. All you have to do is say reveal and it will move. When you're done, say hide, and it will move back. It'll only respond to your voice."

      "Hide," I said, and sure enough, the bookcase slid effortlessly back into place, the crime board once more hidden. "And it's not a murder board," I muttered, "it's a crime board."

      "Tomato potato," Gran replied. "Now tell me, what's got you all riled up? You came back from Bean Me Up vibrating with energy. And you want your crime board." She overexaggerated the word, letting me know she thought the distinction between crime board and murder board was negligible. "You've got a clue, haven't you?"
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      "I now call the Whitefall Cove book club to order." Gran conjured a gavel and banged it on the coffee table, making us all jump.

      "Gran," I protested, "this isn't a book club."

      "It isn't a bad idea though," Monica said. "I'd join. What books shall we read Mrs. B?"

      "Fifty Shades of Eat, Pray, Love," Gran replied, "and then Alice and Elvis's Adventures in Wonderland."

      We laughed so hard it brought tears to my eyes. Trust Gran to mix and match book titles, much like she mixed and matched everything in life. 

      "Okay fine," she huffed. "The Whitefall Cove murder club then."

      Monica screeched with laughter, holding her sides and rocking back and forth. The sound startled Archie who'd been dozing in front of the fireplace but was now wide awake, his hackles raised.

      "Gran." I shook my head at her and she shot me a cheeky grin. "Okay, okay, it's not such a bad idea." I relented. "A book club that is. But, Gran, I am not reading Fifty Shades of Grey with you."

      "Why on earth not?"

      Jenna cleared her throat. "So, um, getting back to our discoveries?" 

      "Yes, you’re right, let's focus. Reveal," I commanded, and the bookcase moved as instructed. I'd already added the clues I'd discovered today, along with Jenna's missing borrio bud plant.

      "Lexi is the barista that made the coffees?" Jenna squinted at the board.

      "Yes, she told me herself that she makes the usual takeout order for Palmer Construction. That Christina comes in every morning to collect it."

      "That would mean anyone could watch the place for a while and pick up the routine." Monica said. "Intercept the coffee before it reached its destination."

      "But how would you intercept—and add the poison—without being noticed?" I wondered. 

      "Wouldn’t be easy," Jenna agreed.

      We went through the rest of the clues I'd gathered. "Lexi insinuated something was going on between Whitney and Mike," I said.

      "An affair?" Gran rubbed her hands together. "Now we're getting somewhere."

      "Not necessarily," I cautioned. "She didn't say an affair, just that something was going on. Maybe it wasn't romantic."

      "A love triangle," Monica drawled, crossing a long leg over her knee. "How delightful."

      "We need to find out for sure." Tapping my lip with my finger, I frowned at the board. I could ask Mike outright, but would I get the truth? 

      "The Whitefall Cove Christmas Party is tomorrow night," Jenna said. "What if we got each of them alone, did some digging? You've got a Post-it up there about Whitney's Christmas bonus, and what Lexi told you is true, I do remember Christina and Mike having an awful row last week, right out front of the office. I couldn't hear what they were saying, but there was a lot of arm action and they looked like they were shouting. Well, Christina did. Mike was shaking his head and rubbing his face like he was fed up with the whole thing."

      "Interesting. Yes, all right. Jenna, you see if you can get Christina to open up about what the fight was about. I'm going to talk to Mike. See if I can get a sense if he had romantic feelings toward Whitney," I said.

      "I'll talk to Bruce," Monica volunteered. "Maybe he knew his wife was having an affair. Or at least suspected."

      "What about me?" Gran asked, sitting on the edge of her seat in anticipation. "Who shall I talk to?"

      "Ummm." I thought hard for a minute. "How about Wendy, Whitney's best friend?" I suggested. "But remember, do not breathe a word of what we're doing here, okay? It's secret."

      "Pft, what do you take me for?" Gran grumbled. "I'm not an idiot." There was silence for a moment, then she piped up with, "Why don't we want them to know?"

      I chuckled. "Because we don't want to tip the murderer off that we're on to them."

      Monica sniggered. "That's because we're not. We're throwing darts at a map."

      "What map?" Gran looked around, confused.

      "It's just a saying, Gran," I explained, "like throwing spaghetti at the wall, seeing what sticks."

      "Oh, like how long is a piece of cake?"

      I bit back another laugh. "Yes, exactly. So, remember, the book club is a secret."

      "Gotcha." She winked with a nod.
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      "Harper, I'd like to join your book club if that's okay?" 

      I did my utmost not to roll my eyes. Gran was telling everyone that I'd started a book club, forgetting entirely that the book club was a cover for our investigation into Whitney's murder. I'd had ten people in the last hour approach me wanting to join. Plastering a smile on my face, I turned to Gloria Wheatley. "That's fantastic, Gloria. I'll add you to the list. I hope Gran told you that I'm still in the planning stages? I want to get The Dusty Attic opened first and then we'll look at scheduling our first meeting."

      "Of course, no rush, but I wanted to say what a wonderful idea."

      "Thank you. If you'll excuse me? I need to refresh my drink." I waved my empty glass and slipped away. The Whitefall Cove Christmas party was in full swing, the town hall packed. On the stage at one end of the big hall stood a massive Christmas tree, and the hall was decorated with bows of holly and rather too much mistletoe for my liking. I suspected Gran had a hand in the decorations. She was a sucker for a stolen kiss beneath the mistletoe. Christmas carols were pumped through the speakers and the atmosphere was very festive.

      "You look lovely this evening," Jackson said, appearing by my side. "Another?" He indicated my empty glass and when I nodded, he took it from me, scooping eggnog into it from the punch bowl on the trestle table laden with food.

      "Thank you." Smiling, I accepted the glass. I'd worn a red lace dress that molded my upper body and flared out into a full skirt at the waist. I felt pretty and feminine in it and I was pleased with his compliment. "You don't look so bad yourself."

      He laughed. "I look the same as always. I came straight from work."

      "Oh? Got a break on the case?" I asked, taking a sip of the eggnog and almost coughing. Someone had added something extra since my last glass, and I had a sneaking suspicion I knew who the culprit was. I'd seen Gran hovering near the eggnog only ten minutes ago and had thought she looked shifty. I bet she'd spiked it. With a mental eye roll, I tuned back into what Jackson was saying.

      "I wish. Just busy this time of year." Someone jostled me from behind and he took my elbow to guide me off to one side. "I hear you're starting a book club?"

      "Oh my god, I can't believe she's telling everyone!"

      "Does that mean you aren't?" 

      "I wasn't, no. But Gran has gone and told everyone that I am, and people have been asking to join, which means now I have to start one."

      "Well, you don't have to," he pointed out.

      "How can I not?" I protested. "Seems this town is crying out for one. I had no idea, but maybe it'll help to get customers into the Dusty Attic if a book club goes along with it."

      "Don't fret, you'll have a bunch of people sign up, about half of those will actually turn up and then as time goes on half of them will drop out," he predicted.

      "Leaving me with a nice, manageable book club." I nodded, liking his logic.

      "Exactly." He grinned.

      "There you are!" We were interrupted by Officer Miles. I nearly didn't recognize her. Her hair, usually pulled back in a tight, unforgiving bun, now flowed in silken waves down past her shoulders, her eyes adorned with winged eyeliner, her lips a ruby red, and her dress? It looked stunning on her. A figure-hugging silver sheath that hugged her body all the way to her ankles, with a thigh-high split revealing just enough toned leg.

      "Wow!" Jackson exclaimed, leaning in to kiss her cheek. She slid her hand around his arm, her smile content. "You look amazing." His words were for her alone, but I couldn't help but overhear them given I was standing right next to them.

      "Thank you, babe," she breathed, fluttering her eyelashes. Then her gaze slid to me and a shutter came down over her features.

      "Harper. That's a pretty dress," she said.

      "Not as stunning as yours," I replied, giving her a warm smile. "You look absolutely beautiful." 

      She looked taken aback so I raised my glass, said, "Merry Christmas," and hurried away, leaving them alone. I spied Jenna who was jerking her head sideways and giving me frantic eye signals. I met her outside the ladies bathroom.

      "You'll never believe it," she whispered, clutching my arm and glancing furtively around to make sure we weren't overheard.

      "What is it?" I whispered back.

      "I got talking with Christina, and once I got a couple of eggnogs into her, well, let's just say her tongue was sufficiently loosened."

      I cocked my head and looked at her suspiciously. "Did you tell Gran to spike the eggnog?"

      She looked as guilty as sin, but denied it anyway. "I did not. But I happened to see her do it, so I used it to my advantage. Just...be mindful that your Gran appears to be continually spiking the eggnog and I fear it will end up tasting like moonshine and strip the enamel from your teeth by the end of the night."

      "She's done this before." Blowing out a breath, I pinned Gran with a look across the room. Oh, she knew all right, giving me a cheeky grin and a shrug and then taking a hefty gulp of her eggnog, smacking her lips in appreciation. "What am I going to do with her?" I wondered out loud.

      "She's certainly entertaining," Jenna said. "Anyway, back to Christina. She was more than happy to spill the beans on her fight with Mike—she's still furious with him about it."

      "Why? What happened?"

      "Apparently he gave Whitney a ten thousand-dollar Christmas bonus!"

      "What?" My head jerked back in surprise. That was a lot of money. A serious amount of money. No wonder Christina was pissed.

      "How much did he give Christina?" I asked.

      "That's just it. Nothing. He didn't give out any other Christmas bonuses. It's never been a thing with Palmer Construction. He gives every employee a one-hundred-dollar gift card every year at the holidays, but never a bonus, and never such an astronomical amount."

      "I'd imagine Mike hadn't wanted the others to know, so how did Christina find out?"

      "Whitney told her. Bragged about it and rubbed her nose in it...apparently." Jenna mimed Whitney doing exactly that and I couldn't contain the laugh. She was alarmingly accurate at impersonating the realtor.

      "So, another motive then." My suspect list wasn't getting any smaller. Money was a big motivator and Whitney could have pushed Christina too far with her bragging and showing off, so much that Christina snapped and killed her. She had access to the coffees, had purchased them from Bean Me Up. Motive and opportunity. 

      "Also," Jenna continued, "Christina was lamenting that she'd never get a promotion at Palmer Construction while Whitney was office manager, and she showed no signs of ever leaving. Initially when Christina was hired Whitney had told her that she was planning on opening her own realtor office, but last time Christina brought it up, Whitney laughed at her and called her crazy —why would she open her own office and carry all the overhead when she was getting to run her business for free from Palmer Construction?"

      "I did notice when I was in Whitney's office to sign the contracts for The Dusty Attic that it was a real mess. Very disorganized."

      "Which is strange because Whitney always struck me as being very organized," Jenna offered, and I nodded. Me too. At high school, she'd been on a couple of committees organizing various events and had been meticulous in her planning and delivery. She'd had notebooks color coded with tags. Everything in its place. Her office had been at odds with what I remembered of her. My musings were cut short when Jenna nudged me and pointed out Bruce Sims and his dearly departed wife's best friend, Wendy Haley, standing together across the room.

      "They look so sad," Jenna murmured. "I feel bad. We're all caught up in the excitement of finding Whitney's killer and forgetting that a woman died. Bruce's wife died. Wendy's best friend. It must be awful for them."

      "You have a good heart, Jenna Owens." Patting her arm, I added, "I'm going to say hello to them. You coming?"

      "I'll catch up. Gotta use the facilities."

      Leaving her at the bathroom, I weaved my way across the hall, stopping to speak to several people about the newly formed book club. I made a mental note to move on it quickly, while people were excited and interested. Hosting a book club at the store could be good for sales and goodness knows I'd need them if I ever wanted to pay off my debt to Gran.

      "Bruce. Wendy," I greeted, "how are you holding up?"

      Wendy looked positively green and I touched her arm in concern. "Are you alright? You don't look so good."

      "I'm fine. It's a little warm in here, that's all."

      "I'll get you a drink. That might help," Bruce offered.

      I stopped him with a hand on his arm. "Steer clear of the eggnog unless you want the mother of all hangovers tomorrow."

      He winked. "Your Gran been at it again?"

      "Oh my god, she's infamous!" 

      "She's a character, that's for sure. Relax, I'll get water." He headed toward the buffet table.

      "I just can't believe it," Wendy whispered, bottom lip trembling, eyes filling with tears. I didn't have to ask what she was referring to. She was clearly missing her best friend. Moving in close, I rubbed her back in what I hoped were soothing gestures.

      "I'm sorry for your loss." It seemed trite, but I didn't know what else to say. Wendy and Whitney had been inseparable at high school and it seemed they had remained close into adulthood.

      "I saw her that morning. I'd baked more muffins. She used to tell me off, accuse me of sabotaging her diet, but I knew she secretly loved it. So, I kept baking. And I like baking, it takes my mind off"—she paused, swallowed—"things." 

      "What things?" I asked. I probably shouldn't have, but I wanted to know.

      "Just stuff. Life. Work. You know."

      "Right." I nodded. When I wanted to escape those things, I read a book. Wendy baked. Each to their own.

      "She was just so—alive," Wendy continued, then laughed. "She was so nervous that you'd moved back."

      "Nervous? What on earth for?" Bruce had said something similar and it had baffled me then, just like it did now.

      "Because she'd always wanted to be like you. You were her measuring stick."

      "I don't get it. She hated me. Hated me." I couldn't stress it enough. Whitney Sims had hated my guts. She'd told me to my face on more than one occasion. When I'd left Whitefall Cove she'd told me it was the best thing that had ever happened to the town and that I wouldn't be missed. Oh, and not to hurry back. 

      "She wanted to be you. Or be like you. But whenever she tried, it backfired. She tried to get her hair like yours and instead looked like she'd stuck her finger in an electric socket."

      I put a hand to my hair where it curled down past my shoulders. I'd left it loose tonight. Usually, I pulled it back into a simple ponytail, but I did nothing to my bland, brown tresses, nothing that would make Whitney envious.

      "I'm sorry, but I'm having a hard time taking that in,” I admitted. “Bruce said something similar to me and I just can't process it."

      Wendy snorted. "Yeah, hard to believe, right? That was Whitney through and through. She projected this persona that wasn't the real her at all. She couldn't be content with her own life, couldn't be satisfied with what she had. She had a lot of envy. It was stressful for her."

      "When the news hit that you'd had that meltdown in East Dondure, that your fiancé had cheated, and you'd zapped him with your magic, she'd been delighted. She'd been happy at your downfall. But then you got fired from your job and lost your witch’s license. And you were coming home. Then she wasn't happy anymore. And when you put in the offer for The Dusty Attic and became her client? Her stress levels went through the roof." Wendy said.

      I looked at the floor, imagining what that was like for Whitney. "I never knew any of that. I'm sorry if my coming back to Whitefall Cove made life difficult for her. I wish she were here now, so I could tell her that."

      "Ha," Wendy barked, "she wouldn't have listened to you. She would have been snide and rude and, in her head,  she'd have twisted it all around so that you were the bad guy. It's what she does. Did."

      I was saved from responding by Bruce's return. He handed Wendy a bottle of water. "You've got more color now, feeling better?"

      She nodded. "Yes, actually I am. Talking with Harper took my mind off it." Twisting the cap off, she took a sip. Bruce shrugged out of his jacket and tossed it over the back of a nearby chair.

      "You're going to forget that later," Wendy pointed out.

      "Probably," he agreed, scratching at his arm, "but I'm so darn itchy and the jacket was in the way."

      "Want me to take a look?" Wendy offered, and I remembered that she was a nurse.

      Bruce shook his head. "Nah, it's all good, probably just a bite or something, but man, it sure itches." He was scratching as he talked, and I looked at the sleeve of his white button down.

      "Errrr. Bruce?" I nodded at his arm. "You might want to take her up on that. You're bleeding."

      A red stain was seeping through the cotton. "Shit." He cursed, fiddling with the cuff and rolling up his sleeve while Wendy grabbed his wrist and peered at the angry red rash on the inside of his forearm.

      "Looks like an allergic reaction," she said.

      My mind went straight to the borrio bud plant and what Jenna had told us. If you come into contact with it, it would cause a severe skin reaction. Could Bruce be the one that stole the plant? Did he kill his wife?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      "Everything okay here?" I turned to see Jackson approaching, his eyes intent on Bruce.

      "Yeah, we're fine. Sorry to alarm you." Bruce shrugged, unconcerned. 

      "We should probably go," Wendy added, "put something on that to take out the itch. Plus people don't want to be seeing your arm oozing blood."

      "Hang on a second." Jackson stopped them, grabbing Bruce's arm and examining the rash.

      "What are you doing?" Bruce pulled his arm away, affronted.

      Jackson planted his feet and stood with his fists on his hips, every inch the badass cop.

      "What's going on?" Wendy asked, confused.

      "Whitney was poisoned with a very rare toxic plant. One that was stolen from a greenhouse here in Whitefall Cove recently. Sadly, for the thief, they left behind a couple of leaves. Enough for us to be able to trace—and identify—the plant."

      "And I'm guessing you're going to tell me that you think my rash is associated with this plant?" Bruce asked, voice resigned.

      "I am," Jackson said. "The berries of this plant will kill you if ingested. But if you come into contact with the plant with your bare skin, you get a severe reaction. One that I'd imagine would look just like that." He nodded at Bruce's arm.

      Bruce's face darkened, a flush of angry color in his cheeks, and his eyes narrowed as he glared at Jackson. "I did not kill my wife. I did not steal some toxic plant. I'm innocent."

      "Then explain to me why you have this rash?" Jackson pressed.

      "I don't know why," Bruce grumbled.

      "It's an allergic reaction," Wendy cut in, face deathly pale. "I'm a nurse," she added.

      "What are you allergic to?" Jackson directed all of his attention to Bruce who was now shifting from one foot to the other. I could practically see the cogs turning in Bruce's head. He knew this looked bad. He knew he was in trouble. He knew Jackson thought he was responsible for Whitney's death.

      "Nothing." It was a quiet admission. 

      "Nothing that you know of," Wendy interrupted, clutching at Bruce's free arm. "It doesn't mean he hasn't developed one, or come into contact with something new. A washing powder or soap can cause a reaction like this." 

      I looked at her, surprised by her level of anguish. Seemed Bruce was too, for he muttered to her, "Don't you say anything."

      Jackson pounced on it, not missing a thing. "Say anything about what?" he demanded.

      Wendy's eyes filled with tears and overflowed, running down her cheeks.

      "Wendy. Don't," Bruce warned. She sniffed, trembling, her face so pale I feared she was about to pass out.

      "I have to," she whispered. "People are going to find out soon enough anyway."

      "Damn it," Bruce swore. Wrapping his arms around her he pulled her to his chest where she clung to him. I watched with wide eyes. Were they?

      "I'm pregnant," she sniffed, her voice barely above a whisper, "with Bruce's baby." 

      My jaw hit the floor and from the sudden stillness of Jackson, I'm guessing it took him by surprise too.

      "We're in love," she added, face buried in his chest. He looked at us over her head, a gentleness I'd never seen in him before apparent.

      "It's true. Wendy and I have been having an affair," he growled.

      "How long has this been going on?" I cut in before Jackson had a chance to open his mouth. He cut me an angry glare. Oops. I'd temporarily forgotten this was his investigation, but hey, look, I wanted to say, we've got our man.

      "Just over a year," Bruce said, wiping the tears from Wendy's cheeks with his thumbs and looking at her with such utter love and devotion on his face that my heart ached. Simon had never looked at me the way Bruce was looking at Wendy right now.

      "But..." I looked from Bruce to Wendy and back again. "You're Wendy's best friend." 

      "I know!" she cried, distraught. "And I hated it. I hated that I was doing this to her, but I just couldn't stop myself. I've always loved Bruce. Even when he married Whitney, I loved him. But I never acted on it. Never."

      "Until a year ago," I pointed out and she blushed.

      "When he came to me, he was so desperately unhappy and we got to talking and we just...clicked...and one thing led to another."

      "When he came to you?" I asked. "What did he come to you for?"

      Bruce opened his mouth to warn her to shut up, but Wendy was on a roll and the words poured out. "Whitney knew her marriage was in trouble and decided that having a baby would fix it. Bruce came to me for help."

      "Help, how?"

      "He knows I’m a witch as well as a nurse. He wanted herbs or a spell to prevent Whitney from conceiving."

      "Why didn't you just leave her?" I asked, stunned he'd go to such lengths. "If you were that unhappy? Why all the subterfuge? And then to have an affair on top of it?"

      "I asked for a divorce before all of this." The pain etched in his voice was unmistakable. "But Whitney wouldn't hear of it. And she had a safety net. Maybe she knew this was coming before I did, maybe realized our marriage had died before I did—or before I finally did something about it. When I told her I wanted out, that our marriage was over, she revealed that she'd moved all of our assets into her name and that she'd take everything if I left her. Not only the house we lived in but my investment portfolio as well. I'd be left with nothing."

      "You believed her?"

      "She showed me the deeds. She'd tricked me into signing documents and stupid me signed them without a second thought. Didn't even read them, didn't check. I can't believe I was such an idiot."

      "What did you think you were signing?"

      "Insurance papers. Whitney had gotten us a good deal on our insurance, so we were changing providers. She slipped them in amongst the insurance documents and I didn't even notice." 

      I looked at Jackson who glanced my way. He shrugged and tilted his head sideways. Yeah, I nodded in agreement. Seemed Whitney was one crafty broad.

      "You're going to have to come down to the station for questioning," Jackson said. "We'll take swabs of the arm for traces of the toxin from the borrio bud plant. Wendy, sorry, but you need to come to. I need you to make a statement repeating everything you've just told us." Bruce hung his head, his expression despondent.

      Jackson led them out of the party, no one paying them any attention as they gathered their coats and left. No one except for Christina, Mike, and Lexi, who all watched intently. Then they noticed me noticing and quickly disbanded. My mind was a whirl with the events that had just occurred and also a sense of disappointment that it was looking like Bruce had killed his wife after all. I'd been rooting for him to be innocent because I kinda liked the guy, but then maybe I wasn't such a great judge of character after all.

      My musing was disrupted by a commotion on the dance floor. Gran had conjured a stripper pole and was now happily gyrating around it in her massive green and red ball gown, the yards of tulle beneath the skirt flipping up to reveal red and white striped socks and bedazzled Ugg boots. Shaking my head on a laugh, I shuffled forward to watch the display, clapping along with everyone else as my grandmother made an absolute spectacle of herself. Life was never dull with her around, that's for sure.
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        * * *

      

      "Isn't it exciting?" Slapping a plate piled high with pancakes in front of me, Gran snapped her wand and another batch of batter poured into the skillet. "Are you excited? I'm excited!"

      "I can see that." I smiled but knew it was a piss poor one. So did she. 

      "Harper Jones"—she waggled a finger at me—"don't be a Debbie Downer. Today is exciting. The grand re-opening of The Dusty Attic."

      "I'm just nervous." It was true, I was. Butterflies danced in my stomach and I felt nauseous. What if no one came? What if it was an unmitigated disaster?

      "Stop being a drama queen and eat your food," Gran commanded in that don't-mess-with-me tone. I obeyed, shoving a forkful of pancake into my mouth.

      Archie jumped up onto the chair next to me and head butted my arm, giving me a mournful meow. "What?" I looked at him. "You've got food. Over there." I pointed with my fork. "In your dish." He responded by snaking out a paw, hooking a claw into my pancake and dragging it from my plate. Mission accomplished, he jumped down from the chair, taking the pancake with him, purring loudly. 

      "Thief!" I chuckled. "Lucky I have plenty more or I wouldn't let you get away with that."

      “Meow,” he replied.

      "I feel like I'm rushing it," I admitted to Gran. "Maybe I should wait till the new year."

      "Are you brain impaired?" Gran leaned in close, checking my eyes. "The store is ready. So are you. It's not like you to be lacking confidence. It's all that Simon fella's fault. I'm gonna do that spell to make that asshat's wiener fall off."

      I grabbed her wrist before she could rush off. "No, Gran. Don't. You're right. I didn't realize just how much the situation with Simon has affected me, making me question every little thing, always wondering if I'm making the wrong decision."

      Her face softened, and she stroked my cheek. "When you're finished eating, I've laid out an outfit for you on your bed."

      I couldn't contain my laughter. Gran jumped from one thing to another like a squirrel on steroids. It was exhausting keeping up with her, but I admitted that as nutty as she was, I was one hundred percent glad she was my family. I managed to force down another pancake, but nerves were making my stomach churn.

      Pushing the plate away I went upstairs to discover Gran had laid out a rather adorable red dress trimmed with white fur. My knee-high black boots would go perfectly with it. Very Christmassy. I'd been envisioning something gaudy and entirely inappropriate, but for once she'd surprised me.

      Changing into the dress, I spent extra time on my makeup and hair, then headed back downstairs when I heard her yell, "You ready yet?"

      I saw her standing by the front door with Archie sitting at her heels. "What are you wearing?" I stopped mid-descent, shocked. She looked...normal. She was wearing a pair of navy pants, black court shoes, and a navy and white striped twin set. I'd never seen her in anything so understated in my entire life.

      "Oh." She looked down at herself. "Don't you like it? I thought you would. I wanted to be normal for you today."

      "Oh, Gran." I rushed the rest of the way down the stairs and hugged her. "Your normal is everyone else's crazy. I love your normal. Please don't change because of me."

      Her cheeky grin was back. "Well, in that case, I do have a backup outfit." With a flick of her wand, her outfit changed into garish parachute pants, a bright yellow sequined boob tube, a pink feather boa, topped off with a chunky, hand knitted cardigan that hung almost to her knees in a green and white snowflake pattern. This time her Ugg boots were bright blue.

      "That's more like it." Kissing her cheek, I hooked my arm through hers and led the way to the car, Archie trotting along behind us.

      When we arrived at The Dusty Attic I was amazed to see a lineup of people waiting for the store to open. My heart leaped in my chest and a rush of adrenaline shot through me. Maybe my launch wasn't going to be a flop after all.

      Gran high fived everyone while I unlocked the door and flicked on the lights. It was freezing inside. Again. I rushed to the storeroom and flicked the thermostat back on. I had no idea why it kept turning off, but I really needed to do something about it. Customers wouldn't hang around if it was colder in my store than what it was outside.

      "Gran, can you light the fire in the fireplace, please?" I whispered, taking up position by the door, ready to greet my customers. A roaring open fire would warm the place up in no time.

      With a flourish, I swung the door wide and beamed, "Welcome to The Dusty Attic!"

      A cheer rang out and I felt the blood rush to my cheeks. I hadn't expected such a warm and enthusiastic welcome and I had to blink a couple of times to clear my vision. I shook everyone's hand as they filed into the store. Soon a fire was crackling, the coffee pot was on, and the shop was full. Not as full as my heart though. Archie had curled up into a ball on the rug in front of the fire. Several customers had snagged a book and were sitting in the armchairs, noses buried in the pages. This was exactly how I'd imagined it to be. 

      I'd just rung up another customer when Gran slid an arm around my waist. "It's going well, don't you think?" she asked.

      "It's going brilliantly!" I beamed. "Thank you so much for your help, Gran. I couldn't have done this without you."

      "Nonsense," she protested, but I saw the way her chest puffed out in pride. 

      By lunchtime, the crowd had thinned and my nerves were gone. I'd sold an amazing number of mystery books and almost every person in my store had asked about the book club, so much so that I knew I'd have to arrange it sooner rather than later. I'd overhead people speculating about Whitney and trying to guess where her body had been found and I realized that had been part of the attraction, but almost everybody had purchased something, so I couldn't complain.

      Jenna called by at lunchtime, bringing sandwiches with her. 

      "Thank you so much!" I said around a mouthful of ham, cheese, and pickle. "I'm starving."

      "Thought you might be. Here's a tip as a small business owner—don't forget to take breaks and stop to eat and drink, or you'll never last the day."

      "If interest keeps up, I'll look at getting someone in part-time." Because what Jenna had said was true. Right now, I was starving and I needed to pee. Both things highly inconvenient if you're running the store on your own. 

      "I can help!" Gran piped up.

      "Gran, you're so busy as it is, I don't want you to feel like you have to come in here and work. You've done so much for me already." Slinging my arm around her shoulders, I hugged her into my side.

      "You're right." She backtracked on her offer. "I'm not missing my pole dancing classes for anyone!" 

      Jenna poured us all a coffee and carried them over to my desk where we were gathered. "So, have you heard?" she asked, glancing around, her voice low.

      "Heard what?"

      "That Bruce was released." 

      I'd filled both Jenna and Monica in on what had happened at the Christmas Party last night but hadn't had the chance to touch base with Jackson yet and find out anything new.

      "No, I hadn't heard. There was a buzz in here this morning, but it was more around the fact that Whitney died here." Wrapping my hands around my coffee cup, I took a sip, sighing in delight. Delicious.

      "Christina has been telling everyone that Bruce and Wendy were arrested," Jenna murmured. "We need to have a meeting of our murder club." 

      I nodded. "Yes, we do. And they weren't arrested. Bruce was taken in for questioning and Wendy to give a statement. I don't think either of them was arrested."

      "Yet." Gran said as if it were a done deal. "It's always the husband who did it."
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      I'd just locked up the store, Archie tucked under one arm, purse slung over my opposite shoulder when I heard a man’s voice calling my name. I turned to see Bruce Sims waving and hurrying down the sidewalk. I paused, waiting for him to reach me. It was dark and eerie, despite the early hour. I'd thought to keep my store open to cater to the after-work crowd and last-minute Christmas shoppers, but the streets were empty. Seemed late night shopping had yet to reach Whitefall Cove.

      "Sorry," he called out, drawing closer. "Thanks for waiting." 

      "Not a problem," I called back. Archie meowed and wriggled in my arms, but I held tight, I didn't need him scampering off into the night. He'd get free rein once he was in the car. I'd already discovered he loved being in the car; traveling with him was no problem at all. And I also discovered that I liked having him around. The customers did too. He got a lot of free pats and fusses today, and Gran had whipped up a litter tray, bowls, and food to keep at the store.

      "God, I need to take up jogging or something," Bruce puffed, reaching me. He bent over, hands on knees while he fought to catch his breath.

      "You’re not alone there," I told him in sympathy. I badly needed to begin some sort of exercise regime if I didn’t want to stack on the pounds living with Gran and her cooking.

      Straightening, he gave me a lopsided smile.

      "What can I do for you?" I asked.

      "It's about Wendy." He twisted his hands, then slid them into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. "I'm worried about her. All of this stress isn't good for her. Or the baby."

      "No, I imagine not," I agreed, "but I can't see what that has to do with me."

      "Oh no, I didn't mean it was your fault," he protested, "not at all. This mess is of our own making, but well...now the town knows." He shrugged. "She's been struggling with morning sickness as it is, and then Whitney dying the way she did. Despite everything, Whitney was her friend and I know she misses her terribly."

      "Did the two of you have a plan?" I asked, beyond curious about what they thought would have happened, "because Wendy's pregnancy wouldn't have stayed a secret for long. Were you intending to tell Whitney? About Wendy and the baby? Or keep your involvement out of it?"

      "We were, yes." He nodded emphatically. "We'd decided we were going to tell her before Wendy even got pregnant. I'd wanted to do it six months ago, but Wendy wanted me to at least try and get some of my assets back."

      "And did you?"

      "Sort of. I discovered one investment property that hadn't been switched over. Whitney must have missed it. That was going to be our nest egg to rebuild. Whitney could think she had the rest, but I was going to fight her for it in court. And then Wendy got pregnant, and it was a bit iffy there at the beginning and I didn't want her to have the extra stress of the blow up with Whitney and the townsfolk gossiping."

      He puffed out his cheeks and looked sheepish. "And now look at the big rotten mess we're in. I know it looks bad for me, but I swear, I didn't kill Whitney. Yes, I wanted her out of my life, but I wasn't prepared to risk going to jail for it. I've got plans. With Wendy. Being sent away for murder is not one of them."

      I was thinking that now Whitney was dead it had worked in Bruce's favor. Their combined assets were now all his. But as he said, he wanted to be with Wendy. He wouldn't risk being sent to jail, to be kept away from her and their baby.

      I'd lapsed into silence, pondering it all when a car roaring past shattered the quiet. A loud popping noise had me turning my head, thinking the car had backfired, when Bruce shouted, "Get down!" and dived at me. We went down in a tangle of limbs, Archie clutched to my chest. I lay there winded, looking up at the night sky and blinking. Bruce groaned and rolled off me.

      "Are you okay?" I asked, shocked at what had just happened, and winded from the fall and weight of him. Archie meowed in protest and I ran my fingers over his fur, checking he wasn't hurt but refusing to let him go.

      Bruce groaned. "Think I'm hit. Hurts like a bitch."

      I sat up. "What?" Sure enough in the light from the street lamp, I could see a smear of blood on the sidewalk and Bruce was clutching his thigh, blood oozing between his fingers. With shaking hands, I dug around in my purse for my phone and dialed.

      "Hey, Harper," Jackson answered on the second ring.

      "I'm with Bruce Sims outside my store," I said, my voice shaking. "He's been shot."

      I heard a clatter then Jackson saying, "Where was he shot?"

      "Outside my store."

      "No, Harper," he said with exaggerated patience, "where on his body? Is he alive?"

      "Oh." I could feel my face heat at my own idiocy. "He's alive, yes. He was shot in the leg. A car drove by. I didn't pay any attention to it and then a popping sound—gunshots—and Bruce dove on me and told me to get down. Or possibly the other way around. He yelled to get down and then pushed me to the ground. But most likely it happened simultaneously." I knew I was rambling but couldn't stop my runaway mouth.

      "Ambulance is on its way," Jackson reported, multitasking behind the scenes. "Are you hurt?"

      Despite a throbbing on the back of my head where I'd cracked it on the pavement, I was not hurt. "I'm fine." Just ignore the wobble in my voice. He did.

      "I'm on my way. Tell Bruce to apply pressure to the wound."

      "Okay." I disconnected the call and dropped my phone back into my purse. I whipped off my coat belt and wrapped it around his leg as a makeshift bandage, then placed both hands on the top and pushed.  I'd had to let Archie go and I kept one eye on him worried he might wander out onto the road and get hit by a car, but as if sensing my mounting distress, he moved to the doorstep of the store and sat, watching us with his big golden eyes. 

      "How are you doing?" I asked Bruce, trying to sound brave, but my hands were shaking as I pressed them to the wound on his leg, trying to stem the bleeding. The belt wasn't doing much good. 

      "I'm fine," he lied, his face bathed in sweat. "You know, if she weren’t already dead, this is the type of stunt I'd expect Whitney to pull."

      "But who would want to kill you, Bruce?" Because despite what he'd been telling me, I'd really been leaning toward him being guilty, despite all his protests and despite the fact that I actually thought he was quite a nice guy. He and Wendy had so much motive to want Whitney out of the way it wasn't too much of a leap to think he'd killed her. 

      A car with a flashing blue light lodged on the dashboard screeched to a halt at the curb. "Hi, Jackson." My voice wavered, and I cleared my throat, trying not to show how utterly freaked out I was. He crossed the sidewalk in two big strides and crouched by my side, scowling when he saw the stain on my dress.  "It's not my blood," I told him. I knew it wasn't mine because I'd freaked out when I first saw it too, until I realized Bruce had bled all over me when he landed on me.

      "What happened?" Jackson directed the question to Bruce as he examined his wound, removing my ineffectual belt. "No arterial bleed," he murmured more to himself than us. "Through and through."

      "Dark sedan. Couldn't see the driver," Bruce grunted. "Partial plate though. BC1 and it ended in the number one as well."

      Jackson pulled out his phone and typed in what Bruce had told him. I hadn't even thought to get the car’s license plate. Hell, all I knew was that it had four wheels and an engine and that was only because I heard it.

      The ambulance arrived, pulling in behind Jackson's car and two paramedics climbed out. One examined Bruce while the other turned to me, but I shooed him away. "I'm fine, seriously. He's the one who’s been shot."

      "She hit her head," Bruce told on me. "It made a hell of a crack when we went down."

      Jackson's head snapped toward me. "You didn't tell me that." 

      I shrugged. "It's not important. I'm fine, seriously, a little headache is all." The paramedic shone a light in my eyes, then felt around my scalp. When his fingers pressed on the swelling egg beneath my hairline, I couldn't hide the wince.

      "We'll take you to the hospital as a precaution," he told me. "Maybe a scan to make sure you don't have any bleeding on the brain."

      "What?" Jackson and I said in unison.

      Then I regained my senses. "No. I don't want to go to the hospital. I told you, I'm fine."

      "Will you just let them take care of you!" Jackson ran his fingers through his hair and stood over me, doing a very good impression of an intimidating cop. I was sufficiently intimidated.

      "I can't leave Archie here by himself, wandering the streets. And I somehow doubt they'll let me take him with me to hospital." I nodded toward my ginger cat who was now grooming himself and apparently, disinterested in the excitement happening mere feet from him.

      Jackson scooped Archie up into his arms with zero protests from my cat. Carrying him to his car he deposited him onto the passenger seat before returning. "He'll be safe there. Once I've finished here, I'll take him to your Gran's."

      "When you're finished here? What do you mean?" I asked, watching as Bruce was strapped to a stretcher and wheeled toward the ambulance.

      "I need to find the bullet," Jackson said, shining his torch around the garden bed directly in front of The Dusty Attic windows.

      "Isn't it in Bruce's leg?" I frowned, confused.

      "It went all the way through," Jackson explained, "meaning what's left of it should be here somewhere. It's evidence."

      I nodded. "Right." And no wonder the bleeding hadn't stopped. I was only plugging one hole. I shuddered.

      "Your turn." The paramedics had returned.

      "I'm not getting on a stretcher," I said, reluctantly following them to the ambulance.

      "No need. You can ride up front with me. Stu needs to ride in the back with the patient anyway."

      "Oh well, in that case, fine." I paused at the passenger door and turned back to Jackson, "Please take care of Archie." The wobble was back in my voice and I clenched my bag to my chest, trying to hide my trembling.

      Jackson stopped what he was doing and looked directly at me, his eyes boring into me as if he could see into my very soul. "I will guard him with my life. No harm will come to him while in my care," he promised. I nodded. Right, that's good then.

      The paramedic helped me up into the cab. I'd already forgotten his name. 

      "You all right there, Harper?" Bruce asked from the rear of the ambulance, his voice thick and heavy.

      "Yeah. I'm okay," I said. "How about you?"

      "They've got some good drugs."

      "Care to share?" I twisted to see him sucking on a green whistle-type contraption.

      "Nothing for you. You have a head injury," the paramedic told me. Then we were off to the hospital.
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        * * *

      

      "You appear to attract trouble." Officer Miles stood at the foot of the gurney I was sitting on, her face a mask of impatience.

      "A natural talent." I shrugged. I'd been given the all clear, given a couple of painkillers for my headache and told to report back immediately if I experienced any other symptoms. "You here to question Bruce?" I asked, digging in my bag for my phone. I'd call Jenna or Monica to come to pick me up.

      "Bruce is in surgery. I'm here to take you home."

      I snorted. "Sure you are." 

      She crossed her arms and deadpanned, "I am."

      "You are?"

      She sighed. "If it weren't for the fact that you've sustained a head injury..." I figured she'd been about to say something insulting before she stopped herself. I guess I should be grateful for small mercies. "They told me you're free to go, so come on, let's go." She went to take my purse from me, but I snatched it to my chest as if she were a bag thief. She held both hands up. "Fine." 

      Easing off the edge of the gurney, I slid my purse onto my shoulder and straightened my coat. I'd lost the belt. Goodness knows where it had ended up, but it didn't matter, it would be covered in blood now anyway. I followed Officer Miles out of emergency to the squad car parked outside. 

      "Is the Dusty Attic a crime scene again?" I asked, breaking the frosty silence.

      "Detective Ward has called forensics in tonight," she replied, slamming her door and gunning the engine, keeping her eyes front.

      Gah, she was infuriating. I didn't know what that meant. Would I have access to my bookstore or not? "Can I open in the morning?" I tried a more direct question.

      "Affirmative," was the clipped response. 

      "Good." Trying to make conversation with Officer Miles was like trying to get Monica to sunbathe. Just wasn't going to happen. Instead, I let the silence surround me, watching out the window as the streetlights whizzed past. Within minutes we were out front of Gran's house. I climbed out, said thank you, and slammed the door. She drove off immediately and I stood watching the patrol car’s tail light disappear down the road.

      "We need to call a meeting of the murder club!" Gran said from the doorway, waving at me to come inside.

      "Is Archie here?" I asked, hurrying up the path. Archie meowed in greeting, pushing past Gran's legs to greet me. "Oh, there you are. You okay, boy?" Picking him up, I buried my face in his fur and promptly burst into tears.

      "Long day, huh?" Gran put an arm around my shoulders and ushered me inside. "But you're okay or the docs wouldn't have let you out."

      "I'm fine." I sniffed, wiping my face. "It was just all so...shocking!" I exclaimed.

      "Come inside and tell me all about it. I've got a brandy with your name on it."

      "I don't think I'm meant to drink alcohol with a head injury," I pointed out.

      "Push smoosh." She waved away my concerns. "How about a soothing cup of tea then?"

      I stopped and looked at her. "Who are you and what have you done with my Gran?"
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      It was a busy morning at The Dusty Attic. Gran had come in to lend a hand, even though I'd reassured her I was fine. My headache was gone, as was the lump on the back of my skull, and a good night’s sleep had done me a world of good. I'd woken this morning with Archie curled against my side, his warm body comforting, and I felt more my usual self and not the crying wreck of the night before.

      I'd come into work expecting there to be crime scene tape outside, but there was nothing to indicate anything had occurred except for the blood stains on the sidewalk. Gran took care of those with a wave of her wand and I left her to serve customers while I called a local maintenance man to come and check the thermostat which was in the off position again this morning, which meant another chilly start. Burt Reynolds—seriously, that's his name— assured me he would drop in today to take a look. He wondered if it was on some sort of timer that I didn't know about since the store had sat empty for so long.

      I'd just hung up from speaking with Burt when my phone rang again.

      "Harper Jones," I answered, eyeballing the boxes of books in the storeroom and making a mental note that I needed to sort through them and also to set up some vendor accounts with printers and publishers—if books continued to fly off the shelves, I'd need to restock sooner rather than later.

      "Hi, Harper, this is Amy from Mr. Sims’s office at the Whitefall Cove Bank."

      "Oh, hi, Amy, what can I do for you?" 

      "I was just clearing Mr. Sims’s desk since he'll be out on sick leave for a while and I noticed he'd put a note on your file to ask you to drop in a copy of your purchase contract for The Dusty Attic? It's not urgent. We just need a copy for our records."

      "Sure, that's not a problem at all..." I paused, trying to remember where I'd put the contract. "Oh. Ummm, I'm not sure I have a copy," I admitted. "I signed it with Whitney the morning she...died. I don't recall getting a copy of it." The truth was I hadn't given it any thought. I'd left Whitney's office without the keys to the bookstore and I'd assumed she'd give me my copy of the contract when we met later to hand over the keys. Only that never happened. The police initially had possession of the keys until Jackson had given them back to me so I could research what had killed Whitney.  I wondered if they had the contract too? Maybe it had been in Whitney's purse and was now in evidence.

      "Oh. Well, if you could follow up with Palmer Construction perhaps? It's probably in her office."

      "Yes, you're right. I'll chase that up and get a copy to you as soon as possible."

      "No rush, just something we need on hand for the auditors."

      "Okay. Thanks for the call, Amy. I'll drop in a copy when I have it."

      After hanging up, I went out to speak with Gran, who was flirting outrageously with a young man who was flirting back with equal fervor. Once he'd left, I asked, "Gran, have you seen a copy of the purchase contract for this place lying around anywhere? I don't remember Whitney giving me my copy, but a lot happened that day and maybe I put it down at home or something."

      Gran readjusted her bra while she considered my question. "Nope, can't say I have. Why?"

      "Oh, the bank wants a copy to keep on file."

      "You can probably get a copy from Mike," Gran pointed out.

      I nodded. "Yeah, that's what Amy said. Do you mind holding down the fort while I pop over and see?"

      "Sure, love, I've got this all under control."

      Palmer Construction was within walking distance, not on Main Street where Jenna and I worked, but the street running across the end of Main, not quite on the corner but just visible from the Tribune offices. I decided to duck in to see Jenna on the way past, fill her in on what had happened the night before. Her office was upstairs and wasn't so much an office as an open workspace she shared with three others. Jenna had pushed her desk over to the window, so she could keep an eye on the comings and goings of Main Street. I'd called it spying, but Jenna had insisted she was doing a community service.

      "Good morning." I came up behind her, making her jump.

      Hand on her chest, she spun in her chair. "Jeez, Harper, little early in the morning for scaring the bejesus out of me, don't you think?" She grumbled, then frowned. "Why aren't you at The Dusty Attic?"

      "Don't fret." I leaned on the edge of her desk. "Gran's there taking care of things. I just need to duck into Whitney's office and see if she has my contract. The bank wants a copy and I don't recall her giving me the final signed copy."

      "Right," Jenna said, took a mouthful of coffee and grimaced. "Urgh. Cold." She put the cup back down in disgust. "So, you just popped in to say hello on your way past?"

      "Actually, no." I leaned down and dropped my voice, telling her about the shooting last night.

      "Shit, Harper, are you okay?" she whispered, grabbing my wrist, then glancing around to make sure her co-workers weren't watching. 

      "I'm fine," I reassured her, "but…Bruce did get a partial license plate. And I was thinking with your research skills and informants, maybe...?" I trailed off.

      "You're thinking I could find out who the car belongs to?" she finished. She unearthed a notepad on her desk and grabbed a pencil. "Give it to me."

      "B-C-1," I told her. "And Bruce seemed to think the last digit was the number one as well. It's a dark sedan."

      "Well, it's not local, I can tell you that much." She tucked the pencil behind her ear. "Leave it with me. I know someone who might be able to help. And don't ask. I can't reveal my sources."

      I nodded, then slapped her on the shoulder as I straightened. "FYI, Bruce is still in the hospital—if you wanted to get some photos to go with your breaking story?" I winked. Maybe this would get her editor off her back for not breaking Whitney's murder case. She scooped up her phone and followed me downstairs, intent on getting the story before any of her co-workers. I bid farewell to her out the front and continued on to Palmer Construction.

      A feeling of deja vu swept over me as I pushed open the door to their offices. It was the same, but different. Christina sat at her desk, busy with a pile of paperwork. Mike had just stepped out of his office, coffee in hand, when he spied me.

      "Good morning, Harper." He smiled. "Didn't expect to see you today. How are things? How's the store?"

      I didn't know if anyone at Palmer Construction knew about Bruce yet, that he'd been shot, and I'd decided they weren't going to hear it from me because I'd been thinking about it ever since it had happened. Someone wanted Bruce dead. They'd tried to kill him. Which meant there was a fair chance that same person killed Whitney. The question was, why? I really wanted to talk with Jackson about the whole thing and had plans to go and visit him at the police station once I'd finished here.

      "Things are going very well, thank you." I smiled in return, allowing Mike to usher me into his office. He closed the door and indicated the seat in front of his desk.

      "What can I do for you?" he asked.

      "I got a call from the bank. They need a copy of my contract for the bookstore and I realize in everything that happened that day, that Whitney didn't actually give me my copy. I was wondering if it was here? In her office?"

      He sighed, pinching the top of his nose. "Most likely. Sorry about that. I don't like to speak ill of the dead, but Whitney was dropping the ball on a lot of things lately."

      I wondered if Whitney had suspected her husband had been having an affair. That would explain her distraction and lack of attention to detail.

      Mike stood and opened his office door. "Christina!" he called. "Can you please check in Whitney's office for Harper's contract of sale?"

      "Absolutely not," Christina snapped. "You want me to find it, you pay me her salary."

      "Jesus Christ," Mike groaned, banging his head softly against the doorframe.

      Alarmed, I stood and touched his arm. "Hey, it's okay. Would you mind if I took a look? I know things were tense between Christina and Whitney and clearly, Christina is still very angry, so..."

      "Be my guest." He sounded weary, beaten down, and I decided to hold off asking about the bonus he'd paid Whitney now that I had the opportunity to poke around in her office. Something I hadn't expected to happen.

      I followed Mike to Whitney's office where he flung open the door. Stepping inside, it was clear the police had searched her office, fingerprint powder covered her desk and the papers and files that had previously been strewn about where now neatly stacked in a box. Another box sat on the floor.

      "Might take you a while," Mike apologized. "The police didn’t take any of her paperwork as far as I’m aware, it’s been boxed up though, so you may have to dig." He was shaking his head as he left, closing the door behind him, leaving me alone in Whitney's office.

      Starting at the box on her desk, I began sifting through the piles of papers and files, searching for my contract but also keeping my eyes peeled for anything of interest. What if my earlier thoughts were correct and whoever killed Whitney had taken a shot at Bruce? That meant the killer was still out there—and it wasn't Bruce. He'd had a motive, yes, but that didn't make him guilty. I paused to text Jenna and Monica.

      Murder Club meeting at The Dusty Attic, tonight at eight.

      I'm in, Jenna wrote back immediately. Nothing from Monica, but since she worked nights, I figured she'd read my message later and get back to me then.

      I'd gone through everything in the box, laying it out into relevant piles. Client files on the left, correspondence on the right. Like it or not, Mike was going to have to hire someone—or pay Christina extra—to sort out the whole mess, and while I was more than capable of doing it, I now had my own business to run, plus I didn't want to overstep the mark. A little voice in my head reminded me that I was massively overstepping by snooping through Whitney's office in the first place.

      And then I found it. Not only my contract but also a black and white photograph, printed on standard office paper, of Mike in a passionate embrace with a woman. It was stuck between two pieces of paper and I assumed the police had flicked through Whitney’s paperwork so fast it had been missed. Sliding the picture into my purse, I picked up the contract and let myself out, waving the contract at Christina who'd quickly slammed shut a file on her desk when I'd appeared. "Found it!" I called.

      "Great," she muttered, obviously not giving a damn.

      "Thank Mike for me, would you? Bye." 

      "Bye." I could feel her eyes boring into my back as I walked out. 
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        * * *

      

      "I hereby call the murder club to order!" Gran announced with a flourish. Jenna and Monica smiled indulgently while I shook my head in resignation. Monica had brought pizza with her and we were seated in front of the fireplace, eating.

      "I hope you're not telling people that we have a murder club," I muttered, wiping my hands on a napkin.

      "Of course not." Settling back into an armchair, she patted her lap and Archie immediately jumped up, kneaded her thighs into submission before curling up in a ball, his purr showing his contentment. "So, we going to get started or what?" 

      Moving the bookcase out of the way, I revealed the crime board. Monica jumped up and began updating the timeline with what we'd learned about Bruce and Wendy.

      "Here's what you don't know," I told Monica, twisting the marker between my fingers. "Last night, someone tried to kill Bruce."

      "What?" Monica blinked, mouth dropping open. I looked at Gran, my suspicions confirmed. She hadn't told her. I thought she would have blabbed the first chance she got, but she'd proved me wrong.

      "Don't look at me like that," she grumbled. "I didn't tell anyone what happened here last night. I don't think I've ever seen you so upset, not even with all the trouble with Simon McDouche face."

      "Here? It happened here?" Monica gasped, eyes stricken as she turned to me.

      I nodded. "I was locking up, Bruce was coming down the street and called out for me to wait, so I did. We were talking when a car went past and opened fire. He got hit. He's okay, the bullet hit his leg."

      "Geez." Monica shook her head. "A drive-by shooting in sleepy little Whitefall Cove."

      "What do the police think?" Gran asked, and I shrugged.

      "Jackson was here last night after it happened, searching for the bullet. I haven't talked to him since then."

      "What do you think? This changes things, doesn't it? That maybe he didn't kill Whitney? Or do we have two killers on the loose?" Monica asked.

      "That's why I wanted to meet,” I said. “To sort through all that we know. And there's something else."

      "There's more?" Monica resumed her seat on the sofa, arching a brow. I taped the photo of Mike and the woman he was kissing up on the board. Monica and Jenna peered at it.

      "That's definitely Mike Palmer," Jenna said. "And the woman...that looks like it could be Lexi."

      "Lexi? The barista from Bean Me Up?" I asked, peering at the grainy image.

      "Hmmm," Monica murmured. "Could be. Couldn't be one hundred percent sure though. But the height and build fit. With the angle of her head, it's hard to say for sure."

      "I found this in Whitney's office. I'm wondering if she was blackmailing Mike. It would explain that very random Christmas bonus," I said.

      "Oh my god, you think?" Jenna clutched her hand to her chest. "That's just awful! And so typical Whitney."

      "It is, but I don't understand why. What's so terrible about him kissing Lexi—assuming it's her?"

      "The age difference?" Jenna guessed. "Mike has to be in his forties, yeah? And Lexi, what? Early twenties?"

      "But would you pay ten grand to keep that quiet? A little scandalous sure, but who would really care?" 

      "I think I know why," Monica piped up. "Mike is a wolf shifter. Lexi is a fox shifter."

      "So what?" I asked. "What does that matter?"

      "The foxes and wolves have been feuding in Whitefall Cove for generations. This would be big. And bad. I'd understand Mike not wanting to get found out." 

      "What are we thinking here?" I asked. "Whitney must have suspected something, followed Mike and snapped this photo, then used it to blackmail him. But Mike paid the blackmail, so why kill her now? If he was intending to kill her to keep her quiet, surely he wouldn't have paid the blackmail demand in the first place?"

      "You're all assuming it was blackmail," Gran piped up. "You don't have any hard evidence of that. You should get some."

      "How though? It's not like we can just ask Mike about it," Monica argued.

      "Why can't we?" Jenna responded. "Sometimes you get the answers you need if you tackle it head-on."

      Our discussion was interrupted by a banging on the shop door. We all looked at each other, then at Gran. "Did you invite someone else?" I wouldn't put it past her. Gran was notoriously bad at keeping secrets. She could have let slip to anyone that we were meeting here tonight.

      "I already told you I haven't breathed a word." She mimed zipping her lips and I sighed.

      Well, someone was here, making an unholy racket. Crossing to the door, I pulled the blind up to see Jackson standing on the other side, fist raised to bang again. He paused, arm in the air when he saw me. Quickly unlocking the door, I ushered him inside.

      "Jackson! What are you doing here?" I asked, completely forgetting that our crime board was on display.

      He didn't miss a thing, his eyes zeroing in on it over my shoulder. He brushed past me as he spoke. "Saw the light on, thought I'd check in. What's this?"

      "Oh, that's umm…" I shrugged. It was blatantly obvious what it was, and I gave him a weak smile.

      "You ladies aren't doing what I think you're doing, are you?" He turned to face us, arms crossed over his chest, face dark. "This is serious business. Police business. You start sticking your noses in where they're not wanted, and you might find yourself a target."

      Gran audibly swallowed, but I suspected she did it for dramatic effect. Gran wasn't intimidated by anyone, let alone a murderer. 

      "Yes, but listen." I crossed to the board and pointed to the timeline. "We all thought Bruce did it, right? I mean, obviously. He's been having an affair with his wife's best friend, gets her pregnant, wife is already threatening to take every last penny—he's trapped between a rock and a hard place. It makes sense that his only option is to get rid of the wife." 

      Jackson inclined his head and grumbled, "Continue."

      I did. "What if someone else knew all that? Knew about Bruce's affair, and staged the murder to implicate him?"

      "Also, possible, but then why go and shoot him? Their plan would have been that he goes to jail. If they wanted him dead, why not poison him along with Whitney?" 

      "Good point," Monica purred, her eyes devouring Jackson.

      "Then there's the ten-thousand-dollar bonus that Mike paid Whitney." I changed tack. "I found this photo amongst the paperwork on Whitney's desk. What if she was blackmailing Mike?"

      Jackson plucked the photo from the board and examined it closely. "Is this Lexi?" he asked no one in particular.

      "We think so," I said.

      "You're suggesting that Mike would pay a very large sum of money to keep his tryst with Lexi secret?"

      "It's a possibility," I argued defensively, taking the photo from him and sticking it back on the board. "Monica was telling us that Lexi is a fox shifter and Mike a wolf shifter and apparently the two clans have been feuding for years."

      "Interesting." Jackson crossed to the pizza box on the coffee table and snagged himself a slice. "You haven't finished your timeline though," he pointed out.

      "No. Maybe you can help?" Monica glided up to me and took the marker from my hand. I took her place on the sofa, letting her take the lead.

      "Maybe."

      "So, here's what we don't know," she said and tapped the timeline. "What time Whitney started her day and what she ate or drank before she met with Harper at nine. We know Christina brought take-out coffee for everyone. Whitney didn't drink hers in front of Harper, so maybe she didn't have one? We know that Wendy dropped in home baked muffins. Did Whitney eat one? We also don't know Whitney's movements between when Harper left her office to when she came here to The Dusty Attic."

      "So, you don't know how the poison was administered," Jackson summarized.

      "Exactly!" 

      Jackson remained silent, studying the board and chewing. We waited. When he'd finished, he dusted his hands together and turned to us. "I'm impressed. For amateurs you've done okay. I'll strike a deal with you."

      "Oh?"

      "I'll help you fill in the blanks, since I get the overwhelming sense that you're not going to let this go." He was looking right at me when he said it. I bit my lip but didn't say anything, waiting for him to continue. "In exchange, you tell me immediately when you get any new information. And you don't breathe a word of this to anyone. I'm taking a chance, and if it looks like you lot are going to damage my career, I'll shut you down. Got it?"

      "Got it," we chorused, faces alight with excitement. He was letting us help with the investigation. 

      "Why? Why are you letting us help?" The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them, but I had a burning curiosity why he'd decided not to shut us down.

      "Because you can be of help to me. I'd rather work with you than be worrying you're all about to get yourselves killed. You find any clues, you tell me. You have a theory, you tell me. You do not go accusing anyone of anything, got it?" We nodded. "Plus, people open up to you, Harper. I've seen it in action. I'm used to people lying to me, or not talking at all. It comes with the job, but with you? They're more likely to let slip a vital detail."

      "That I can then pass on to you," I said flatly, not sure why I suddenly felt deflated. He was using us. He was using us to solve this case and I didn’t know why it bothered me, but it did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      "I don't see why you've got your panties in a wad," Gran protested at home later that night. "He basically said you scratch my back, I'll scratch yours."

      "I know," I sighed.

      "You're using him too, you know," she pointed out. "He filled in some of the missing blanks on your timeline, didn't he? He told you the poison was in the coffee, that Whitney hadn't eaten breakfast, that the muffins were tested and came up clean. He gave you a lot actually."

      "I know," I repeated.

      "It's because you have the hots for him." Gran nodded, waving her wand over the stove where she was preparing a late supper. She hadn't eaten much of the pizza, complaining it gave her heartburn. Now she was whipping up a batch of macaroni and cheese.

      "What?" I protested. "I do not!"

      She snorted. "Lie all you like to yourself, but you can't lie to me. You don't get to my age without picking up a few things—and the mutual attraction between two people is one of those things that I never miss," she assured me. "The problem is," she continued on, ignoring my horrified expression, "he's seeing someone else. And given your recent experience with Simon McDouche face, the very idea of getting involved with a taken man is reprehensible to you." 

      "I didn't know you knew such big words," I grumbled, deflecting. 

      "Ooooh, sassy." She laughed. "But you know I'm right and that is a bur under your saddle that is just irritating your lily-white hide."

      "Well, there's a pleasant visual." I didn't want to discuss Detective Jackson Ward anymore, didn't want to think of him in the romantic sense, because what Gran had said was true. He was off limits. Taken. I was not going to daydream about an unavailable man. Archie saved the day by trotting in and dropping a live mouse at my feet. I screamed, scrambling back as the rodent scampered toward my foot. 

      "Archie!" 

      "It's just a mouse. Harmless." Gran laughed at me as I scrambled up onto the chair. I hated mice. And spiders. And snakes. In fact, I had a healthy list of critters that I'd prefer very much if my cat did not bring into the house. "Wait." I pinned a glare on Gran. "How did he catch a mouse?"

      "The usual way I'd imagine." Gran shrugged, spooning up a plate of macaroni and cheese. She carried it over to the table and placed it in front of me, uncaring that I was crouched on my chair.

      "But...wasn't the mouse...outside?"

      "I would think so." She nodded, plating up her own serving of food.

      "So how did Archie get outside? And then back in again? With a mouse?"

      She shot me a duh look. "Through the cat door of course." Shaking her head as if she thought I was the biggest imbecile on the earth, Gran seated herself at the table and began to shovel in big mouthfuls of macaroni. She really must have been hungry.

      "Since when did we have a cat door?" 

      "Since today when Archie asked for one." She replied.

      "Archie asked? He's a cat. He can't talk," I pointed out.

      "He's a familiar and he most certainly can," she shot back. Eyes round and mouth hanging open, I gaped at her. My cat could speak? Why didn't he speak to me?

      "Because you're not ready," Gran answered, even though I hadn't asked the question out loud. "Plus, you don't have your magic. It would take more effort on his behalf for you to hear and understand him, so he mentioned to me that a cat door would be most welcome."

      "Oh." I had no words. I'd let my connection to the world of magic and witches slide when I was in the city. Instead, I'd focused on my career and now I felt out of touch, out of the loop. A newbie.

      "And that is why you're attending classes at Drixworths." Gran pointed her fork at me.

      "Please stop reading my mind," I whispered. "It's really disconcerting." I saw the mouse head under the refrigerator out the corner of my eye. "Can you please remove the mouse?"

      She absently waved her wand. "Done. Just know that he brought it in as a gift for you."

      "He did?" Now I felt awful. Archie had brought me a gift and I'd carried on like it was the worst thing in the world. Lowering my butt back onto my chair I looked down at my orange cat who sat looking up at me, his golden eyes sad. "Oh, I’m sorry, Archie." I bent down and picked him up, cuddling him to my chest. "I appreciate the thought, I really do, but please, no live little critters, okay?" He meowed in response and head-butted my chin, which I took as a sign of forgiveness. Putting him on the chair next to me, I pulled my bowl of macaroni closer and ate, closing my eyes in bliss. If I kept eating like this, I was going to get fat, but right now I didn't care. 

      When we'd finished eating, Gran cleaned up the kitchen with her magic, making me wish yet again that I had my own powers back. I didn't think I'd miss it as much as I did, but now I felt reliant on Gran and it was another thing that didn't sit well with me. I knew she knew what I was thinking for I caught the speculative look she gave me, but she didn't say anything, just announced she was going to bed.

      "Goodnight, I'll be up later. I've got some paperwork for the shop to get through," I said.

      "Don't stay up too late." Then she was gone, leaving me at the kitchen table with nothing but the sound of the ticking clock on the wall to break the silence. And Archie's snoring. He'd curled into a ball on the chair next to me and was now soundly asleep.

      Pulling out my contract for The Dusty Attic, I smoothed the dog-eared pages and placed it on the table.  Of course, I'd read it before signing, but now I went through it again at a more leisurely pace. It wasn't until I got to the appendix stapled to the back that I thought something was amiss. The valuation of the store was higher than what I'd paid. How could that be? I mean, yay for me, but surely that wasn't right? Maybe a typo? Stifling a yawn, I decided I'd go and ask Bruce tomorrow. I wasn't a numbers person, I was a words person and maybe I was reading it all wrong.
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        * * *

      

      Both Jenna and Monica met me for lunch at Bean Me Up. Monica buried beneath a wide-brimmed hat, shades, and a turned-up coat. Sunlight won't kill a vampire, but it can give them a nasty burn which was why the majority of them only came out at night. But today was Monica's day off and she liked to mingle with the day folk on occasion.

      "How's business?" Jenna asked, perusing the menu.

      "Really good, but I have to assume that sales are this good due to my re-opening and it being three days before Christmas."

      Jenna nodded. "Yeah, you'll probably experience a New Year slump. Although the town is definitely a buzz with your return, so you have that in your favor."

      "Maybe I need to start a business," Monica mused, tossing her menu on to the table. "I feel left out. I’m just an employee. I turn up, do my job, and go home. Oh, and they pay me." She grinned.

      "Er, hello, I'm an employee too. But you could always start your own bar or club," Jenna suggested. "Your cocktails are amazing."

      "I don't know if I want the bother. All the overhead, all the stress. Weren't you just saying this morning that you'd forgotten to arrange insurance for The Dusty Attic, Harper?"

      "What?" Jenna gasped. "Harper! That's not like you."

      I looked sheepish. "I know, I know. It was my bookkeeper who picked up on it. As Monica said, I'm used to being an employee. Having all these extra responsibilities is new to me."

      "What ended up happening with Burt Reynolds? Did he fix the thermostat?" Jenna asked. She'd referred Burt to me.

      "He says he can't find anything wrong," I grumbled. Every morning since taking ownership the thermostat had been switched to off, despite it being left on. He'd searched for a timer, he'd checked the wiring. Despite finding nothing wrong he'd offered to change the thermostat control box, possibly an undetected fault inside it.

      "Boo." Monica sympathized. "That sucks."

      "Oh, and get this." I leaned forward, and they mirrored my actions. "I found something weird with the numbers in my contract last night."

      "Weird how?"

      "Well, not so much the contract, but the appendix. The valuation is way higher than what I paid."

      "You're right—that is weird. A clerical error?" Jenna asked.

      "I went to visit Bruce this morning, asked him to take a look."

      "He's out of hospital then?" 

      "Yeah, recuperating at home—well, not his home—he's at Wendy's place. And she's a nurse, so..."

      "What did he say? About the contract?" Monica cut in, impatient to hear the answer.

      "The contract was correct, the appendix wrong. And he suggested that maybe Whitney was smudging the figures."

      "Why? What would be the point in that?" 

      "Because the insurance company uses the figures from the appendix. It has the valuation of the property and that is what they base their premiums on."

      "So, she changes the figures to show a higher valuation, meaning you pay a higher premium for your insurance?"

      "Exactly!"

      "But she must benefit somehow," Monica pointed out. "Otherwise why do it? Just to screw you over?"

      "Maybe," I said, "or maybe she was getting a kickback from the insurance company."

      "What are you going to do?"

      "I'm going to call the insurance company when I get back to The Dusty Attic, see what they have to say." My stomach grumbled, reminding me I needed to eat, and I picked up my menu again. "You two decided what you want yet? I'll order."

      Our waitress, Sophie, took our order and informed me it was Lexi's day off when I'd asked. I'd been hoping to quiz her on her relationship with Mike, but it seemed that wasn't on the agenda for today.  

      I waited while she set a bowl of steaming pumpkin soup in front of me. Jenna had ordered lasagna and Monica a chicken and avocado sandwich.

      "I've been thinking"—I took a spoonful of soup, closing my eyes to savor the creamy richness—"about the case."

      "Yeah?" Monica asked, mouth full.

      "A couple of things don't add up."

      "Oh, I know what you mean!" Jenna piped up. "I've been thinking about it too."

      "Let's hear it then," Monica demanded.

      "It's Bruce," I said.

      Jenna was nodding, "Yeah. And the borrio bud, right?"

      "Right."

      "What do you mean?" Monica asked.

      "Well, where is it? If Bruce stole it to poison his wife, why haven't the police found it? They questioned him, presumably searched his home. Jackson didn't say anything about finding it. And surely, he'd have to tell you, Jenna, if he did. It's your property after all."

      "I haven't heard any more about it," Jenna said, "not since giving my statement."

      "It's looking like Bruce isn't the killer," Monica said. "What if whoever stole the plant is the one who took a shot at him?"

      "But it doesn't make sense. Why go to all the trouble of framing him for murder and then try and kill him?" I argued. "Bruce has to be involved."

      "Or there are two murderers. Maybe Bruce did kill his wife. Maybe the attempt on his life was retaliation," Monica said. "Bruce was having an affair. Maybe Whitney was too. Maybe she's left someone behind who loves her and is pissed she's dead?"

      "The question is, who? And how did she keep it secret?" I continued eating my soup, my mind going over the possibilities. Whitney could come and go from the Palmer Construction offices as she pleased. It would have been relatively easy for her to arrange to meet with someone for a forbidden tryst. I wished now I'd swiped her appointment book when I'd been in her office, but I made a mental note to tell Jackson of our suspicions. He had the resources we didn't.
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      My call to the insurance company had been very informative, to say the least, and I'd decided my next steps required a face-to-face conversation.

      "Gran? Can you mind the shop for a bit? I've got an errand to run."

      "As long as you're back by three," she said, not looking up from her knitting. She'd recently decided to learn, and I watched as she held up what appeared to be a moth-eaten riot of colored wool, nodded to herself, before resuming the click-clacking of the needles, her tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth in concentration.

      "What's happening at three?" I knew I shouldn't ask. She always had something on, something I'd never expect and for an old lady she was incredibly active.

      "Pole dancing classes," she muttered, then frowned when she counted her stitches. "Oh crap. There's even more than before."

      I ignored the pole dancing comment. "What are you making?"

      "Shh. It's a surprise."

      Shaking my head, I grabbed my purse. "Archie, you stay with Gran. I'll only be half an hour or so."

      Closing the front door behind me and buttoning my jacket to my throat to ward off the chill, I headed down the street toward Palmer Construction. 

      "I thought you already found your contract?" Christina said, an annoyed frown on her face.

      I gave her a small smile. "I did. I actually wanted to talk to you."

      "Oh?" She glanced up from her computer to look at me, scanned me up and down before returning her attention back to her screen as if I were nothing but a big fat annoyance to her. I wonder if she realized she was mimicking Whitney to a tee?

      "Yes. I rang Phoenix Feather Insurance today—I need to take out a policy on The Dusty Attic —and they told me you're the representative for Whitefall Cove?"

      That got her attention. She visibly brightened, straightened her shoulders and gave me a warm, welcoming smile. "Well, yes, I am. What sort of cover where you after? Public liability? Building and contents? Personal? Life?"

      "Building and contents for the bookstore," I replied, "and public liability. They also mentioned I could be eligible for magic misuse cover?"

      "Hmm. I'll have to look into that since currently, you don't have your witch’s license. But I can certainly arrange the building and contents for you today. Let me see if I can pull up the evaluation Whitney would have done on The Dusty Attic and we can take it from there."

      "So, Whitney did all the evaluations?" I asked, taking a seat.

      "She took care of the onsite inspections and would write up the evaluation and I would fill out the official forms with what she'd provided. Here it is, found it."

      "Interesting." Tapping my fingers on my bag I mulled over what she'd just told me. Christina was the rep; she was the one pocketing any commissions. How would Whitney benefit by over-inflating the value? "Could I take a look at the information Whitney provided? Before you typed it up?"

      Looking up from her screen, Christina frowned. "Why?"

      "Because I think there's an error. My valuation is wrong."

      "Oh, we get that a lot," Christina said, dismissing my concern. "Most people think their property is worth more than it actually is."

      "I'm the opposite. I think you've overvalued my property."

      She sniffed. "Highly doubtful."

      "By about one hundred thousand dollars," I stated calmly.

      Christina ran a finger around the collar of her blouse, then cleared her throat. "You're right. That does sound like an error. But the problem is..." She paused, and I could see she was struggling to find words. Then she raised a finger and continued on in a rush, "The thing is, Whitney fills out the forms initially, I type it up, then I throw out the hand written one."

      "Are you sure?" I pushed, "because I saw several of those in Whitney's office when I was searching for my contract."

      Silence filled the room. I waited. She was lying. Christina swallowed, sweat beading on her forehead, then a slow flush crept up her neck. Quite unexpectedly she launched herself at me, screaming, "You bitch!" as she tackled me. Her momentum tipped the chair backward and we crashed to the floor, Christina on top of me. I'd wrapped my arms around my head to fend off her blows. Thankfully she didn't know how to throw a decent punch and was slapping at me more than anything else.

      I heard a door open and male voices, then Christina was being hauled off me. I lay there for a second, sucking in a deep breath, before Jackson came into view, crouching by my side.

      "You okay?" he asked, taking my arm and helping me up.

      "Yeah, I'm fine." Brushing myself off, I turned to look at Christina who was twisting in Mike's grip, her hair falling out of its bun and hanging around her face. Her very angry face.

      "What did you do?" Jackson asked, standing next to me and watching Christina too.

      "That's just it, I didn't do anything," I replied. "I was questioning an error in the valuation on The Dusty Attic." I told him the rest of the story and he listened attentively before turning his attention to Christina, who had quieted down as I spoke.

      "You do realize you've just assaulted Harper?" Jackson said in his cop voice. "So, cut the theatrics and let's sort this out like reasonable adults. Harper said she believed there was an error with the valuation of The Dusty Attic. What do you know about that?"

      Christina stared at him with stormy eyes, then her face crumpled, and she began crying. I looked from her to Mike, to Jackson and back to Christina again, totally confused with the display of emotion. 

      "Okay, okay, I did it!" she cried, finally wrenching her arm from Mike's grip. With shaking hands, she smoothed back her hair and straightened her clothes. "I falsified the valuation."

      "What?" Mike and I said in unison. Damn. I'd totally thought Whitney had been behind it.

      "Why?" Jackson asked.

      "My commission is based on the valuation of the property." She sniffed.

      "Yes, but that would mean I'd be paying a higher premium, more than what I'd have to," I pointed out. She shrugged, seemed she didn't care about that.

      "Damn it, Christina." Mike was shaking his head in disbelief.

      "Is Harper the only one?" Jackson asked. She shook her head no.

      "What?" Mike's voice went up three octaves. "Are you kidding me? Christina, how could you do this to me? Shafting my clients?"

      Christina cried harder and I dug in my purse for a tissue, pressing it into her hand.

      "I didn't usually alter it so much," she said miserably. "I only added ten grand or so to the original figure. But then..." She turned to Mike. "It's your fault," she accused him. "You gave Whitney that Christmas bonus and I figured I'd get mine another way, so I adjusted Harper's valuation."

      "By a hundred thousand," I muttered, "giving yourself a nice fat commission."

      Jackson shook his head. "You're under arrest for fraud. Go take a seat and do not move." He pointed to a chair across the room.  He waited until she'd done as instructed before reaching into his pocket and pulling out his phone.

      "Hey, Liliana." He paused to listen. "Yeah, that sounds great. Listen, can you come on by Palmer Construction? I've just arrested Christina Wallace for fraud. I need you to take her in and book her. I've still got business here."

      "Harper, I cannot apologize enough." Mike looked positively ill at this turn of events. "I had no idea this was going on under my nose. Or how long."

      "We're going to have to subpoena your records, Mike, shut down your office," Jackson interrupted.

      "Yeah, I figured." He sighed. "That's okay. We close for the week between Christmas and New Year anyway, so I'll just start my holidays a couple of days early."

      I placed my hand on Mike's arm. "It's not your fault Mike, although..." I hesitated, wondering if I should say more.

      "Although?" he quizzed.

      "Well, this ten-thousand-dollar bonus you paid Whitney seems to have created a lot of ill will," I pointed out.

      "Christ, not you too." He shook his head and looked at Jackson, who shrugged.

      "What?" I asked.

      "The ten thousand I gave Whitney was not a bonus or a gift. It was a loan. To help her establish her own realtor office. She came to me last month, said her marriage was in trouble and she didn't feel she could go to Bruce with her financial plans. She needed a deposit to lease office space. I gave it to her. I'd always known I stood the chance of losing her, but I thought maybe this was what she needed to get herself back on track. You saw the state of her office, Harper. She was a mess and that wasn't like her. She needed a fresh start, to follow her dreams, and I was happy to help her with that. And I was going to promote Christina to office manager. Damn it. Now I'm down two staff members."

      I cleared my throat. "So...not a Christmas bonus then?"

      "No."

      "Nor blackmail?" I risked a glance at Jackson out of the corner of my eye, wondering if he'd be angry I brought it up.

      "No. Whitney didn't take that photo. She found it taped to the office door one morning. I don't know who put it there, or why. A warning from my pack perhaps."

      "Who is she?" I asked.

      "No one you know. A stranger passing through. We hooked up. Then she left town."

      "I'm going to need her name and number, Mike," Jackson said, "to corroborate your story."

      Mike snorted, "If I had her name or number, I would have called her by now. As I said, we hooked up. Names didn't come into it."

      "Is that because she's a fox shifter?" I asked. 

      "Partly. But honestly, guys, you're reading far more into this than what it was. It was a random hook up. Nothing more."

      The office door swung open and in marched Officer Miles, the cold wind turning her cheeks pink. She smiled at Jackson and then saw me. "Should have known you'd be in the middle of this," she snapped, before crossing to Christina and barking, "Up!"

      Christina shot to her feet, face pale, while Officer Miles cuffed her hands behind her back and read her her rights before marching her out of the office. "I'll see you back at the station," she said to Jackson, and then she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Thunder rolled overhead, shaking the windows, a flash of lightning briefly illuminating the night sky before plunging us back into darkness. Clutching my umbrella, I battled against the wind as I hurried from my car to Brewed Awakening, the bar where Monica worked. I was meeting Jenna here for drinks and quiz night. It was the perfect opportunity to update them on what I'd discovered today. After I'd returned from Palmer Construction Gran had scurried off for her pole dancing classes and I'd had a steady stream of customers until late afternoon when the impending storm had chased them away.

      I'd just reached the foyer of Brewed Awakening and was shaking the rain from my umbrella when I heard Jackson's voice, only he wasn't speaking to me. Casting a quick glance over my shoulder, I saw him and Officer Miles—Liliana—huddled together on the opposite side of the foyer, peering outside at the downpour. They must have ducked in for shelter for they showed no signs of intending to move inside. I was about to call out hello since they hadn't noticed me when I hesitated—Liliana's voice carried and what she'd just said piqued my interest. Turning my back again, I huddled into my coat and unashamedly eavesdropped.

      "So that whole blackmail angle was a wash," she said. I didn't hear what Jackson said, imagined he was nodding in agreement, because she continued, "And so far we've got nothing on the vehicle that was used in the drive-by shooting. A dark sedan. Does Sims know how many dark sedans are in Whitefall Cove?" 

      "You've got the first three numbers of the license plate though," Jackson pointed out. "Have you run them?"

      "Of course I have." She sounded snippy tonight and I wondered what had her so riled up. I thought she only used that tone with me and I wanted to chance another look to read their body language, but refrained from doing so, instead pretending to fiddle with my umbrella just in case they busted me.

      "Three potential matches," she said, then, "It's easing. Let's go."

      I heard the door open, then close and chanced a peek over my shoulder. Yep, they'd gone. My mind was mulling over what I'd just overheard as I hurried inside, waving to Jenna who was sitting at the bar, a fancy cocktail in front of her.

      "That looks good." I nodded at her drink and she smiled.

      "It is delicious." We kissed each other’s cheek and I slid onto the stool next to her. Monica was serving a customer at the other end of the bar, so I waited until she was finished before indicating the cocktail in front of Jenna. She gave me a thumbs up.

      "You look like the cat that got the cream." Jenna grinned, sipping her drink.

      "I've got so much to tell you!" I agreed, shrugging out of my jacket and draping it over the back of the bar stool. "But I'll wait until Monica gets here." 

      I didn't have to wait long. Within seconds Monica was sliding an exotic cocktail in front of me and leaning over the bar to plant a kiss on my cheek. "Merry Christmas." She beamed.

      "Merry Christmas!" Jenna and I raised our glasses in a toast, then I took a sip of my drink. It was nirvana. Sweet, yet not too sweet. I couldn't identify the alcohol, but I could feel the tingling buzz that told me there was a fair amount of it in my drink. I'd have to take it easy or I'd easily get plastered with Monica's cocktails.

      "Harper was just going to tell us about her day," Jenna said. "Apparently it's been eventful."

      Monica laughed. "I don't think you've had a quiet day since you've been back in Whitefall Cove," she joked. "There's always something happening."

      "Well…" I leaned in and the two of them did the same, Monica's dark head, Jenna's blonde one, and my chocolate locks. "Christina Wallace has been falsifying documents to earn herself higher commission from Phoenix Feather Insurance." I nodded my head in a “what do you have to say about that” manner. They were suitably shocked. Then I filled them in about the ten thousand dollars not being a Christmas bonus but a business loan for Whitney to open her own realtor office. And Whitney hadn't taken the photo of Mike kissing a strange woman. It had been left anonymously on the door of Palmer Construction.

      "You have had a fruitful day," Monica said, wiping down the bar.

      "There's more."

      "Spill," Jenna demanded.

      "On my way in here, I overheard Jackson and Liliana talking about the shooting. Apparently, they've run that partial number plate and have three potential matches."

      "Well, that's good," Monica said, "but you didn't see the car that night, did you?" 

      "Not really. It approached from behind me, so Bruce was facing it—maybe that's when he noticed the plates? But then the shooting started, and he'd leaped on me and I was flat on the sidewalk looking at the sky. I couldn't say what type of car it was, what color, nothing really other than it was a car—I heard the engine."

      "I'll follow up with my informant." Jenna pulled out her phone and shot out a text message. "He should have something for me by now." 

      "Aren't you going to ask me more about Christina?" I said. "I thought you'd be all over that."

      She sighed. "Rick has that story. He was coming out of the Tribune offices when he saw the police car arrive, actually got some really good photos of Christina being put into the back. I would have thought he'd have contacted you by now for an interview or a quote." She frowned when I shook my head.

      "I'm sorry he beat you to it."

      "I'm not worried," she assured me, "because I'm going to break Whitney's story and that is going to get me a Journalist of the Year award."

      "Hey, Harper."

      I turned to see the young witch I'd sat next to in Drixworths Academy smiling at me. "Hey, Alayna." I smiled in return. "Here for quiz night?"

      She nodded. "A bunch of us from class have put a team together." I followed her gaze to a table where at least ten witches were gathered. "I was wondering if you'd like to join us?"

      "Oh." I was taken aback. "Thank you—" I was about to decline, but Jenna nudged me. "What?" I whispered to her over my shoulder. I was here with her, I couldn't go and join another team.

      "Jenna can come too," Alayna offered. 

      "Sure," Jenna agreed before I could stop her, "that'd be fun. Come on, Harper." And before I could protest, Jenna was dragging me behind Alayna as she led us to the table of witches. Young witches. Witches who looked like they were twelve years old and had no business being in a pub. Young witches who made me feel decidedly old. "Stop scowling." Jenna elbowed me in the ribs. "And have some fun. It's Christmas. Forget about murder for a while."

      "Okay, okay," I grumbled, plastering a smile on my face. We went through introductions and I did my best to remember names, but failed miserably. The others had scooched up to let us squeeze two more chairs around their table, making room for us.

      Then I saw Gran, dressed in a slutty Santa outfit, standing behind the podium on the stage in the corner and tapping the mic. "This thing on?" she demanded. It was, and she was loud.

      "Good evening, Twunkbergers!" A roar of laughter met her words and I cringed. Oh God. Why hadn't Gran told me she was MC for the Christmas Quiz? I'd have stayed home. "Are you ready for some fun?"

      The crowd yelled, “YES!”

      "Good!" She beamed at them. "Because there's an extra prize on the cards tonight! The winning team will get a lap dance by...drum roll please....mwah!" She danced out from behind the podium and twerked at the audience, who hooted and hollered. TWERKED. My eyeballs rolled so far into the back of my head I was looking at my spine. I was way too sober for this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I started my morning with my usual cup of coffee and scorched retina's. Gran was wearing yet another transparent negligee. "If I start leaking blood from my eyeballs, I am going to come back and haunt you so bad." 

      She strutted across the kitchen, did a hip thrust, then flung open the refrigerator door, thankfully blocking my view. "You have no appreciation of the female body."

      "Nope. I do not," I agreed. I heard a floorboard creak upstairs and shot her a glare. "Who do you have up there?"

      "Henry," she said, then straightened and peered at me over the fridge door. "Or is it, Adam? Damn, memory isn't what it used to be." She disappeared back into the fridge, then held out her arm, a can of whipped cream clutched in her hand. "Found it!" 

      Oh God, the visual was alarming. I did not want to think about what Gran intended to do with a can of whipped cream and the man she had upstairs. She sashayed out of the kitchen, humming to herself and I rested my head on the table. My hangover gnawed at my insides, making my stomach churn. Last night had been a lot of fun. Gran, as it turned out, was a very talented quiz master, but I'd never been more grateful when our team didn't win. A lap dance from my own grandmother was not what I’d consider a prize.

      My phone buzzed, and I glanced at the screen. Jenna. "Hey," I picked up the call.

      She laughed. "You don't sound so hot."

      "How are you not hung over?" I demanded.

      "Stronger constitution and you're out of practice," she told me. "This might make you feel better. I've got a lead. On the number plate."

      She was right. I immediately forgot my hangover. "You do? What?"

      "My informant tells me that there's a car that matches that description out at the fox's compound." The fox's compound was basically a commune type setup where fox shifters lived about ten miles out of town.

      "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" I said, draining my coffee.

      "That we hit the compound tonight?" she suggested.

      "Exactly! We'll take a look under the cover of darkness, see what we can find." And maybe, just maybe, seeing the car might jog something in my memory, something I may not have realized that I'd seen. Like the driver. 
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        * * *

      

      It was not only dark but also bitterly cold. Jenna picked me up and we'd headed out to the fox's compound, and I rubbed my hands together and held them to the vent in her car. "So, this compound," I began, "is it really a compound? With barbed wire and locked gates?"

      She shook her head. "I've only been out here once before to cover a story, but no. It's a bunch of cabins and caravans scattered around a field in no particular order. I'm not sure if fox shifters are packrats in general, but this pack is—are they even called a pack? Anyway, they've got junk everywhere. Old car bodies, engines, that type of thing. They seem mechanically minded."

      "They're not a pack. The most common term is skulk," I told her. I'd researched them in the bookstore that afternoon.

      "Thank you, encyclopedia Harper." Jenna grinned. "It's just up here." She pointed through the windscreen.

      "Turn out your lights"—I pointed—"and pull in here. We'll have to walk in. I don't want them to know we're here."

      "Are you forgetting they're foxes? They'll most likely pick up our scent as soon as we set foot on their property." Pulling over to the side of the road, Jenna turned off the engine and killed the lights.

      "Gran gave me these." Digging in the pocket of my parka, I pulled out two small bags wrapped in twine.

      "Charms?" 

      I nodded. "Charms. They won't render us invisible or anything cool, but they will block our scent. Place it against your skin." I handed her one, took my own, and tucked it inside my bra. Flinging open the door, I climbed out. I'd dressed appropriately: black parka, black jeans, black gum boots—it had rained, and I knew it would be muddy out here—and a black beanie pulled down over my ears.

      "I feel we need black face paint," Jenna whispered, coming around to my side of the car, dressed identically. 

      "You think?" I looked at her glowing white face in the moonlight.

      "No, I was joking!" 

      "Oh. Right." I pulled on my gloves, reached back into the car and grabbed a flashlight. 

      "Be careful where you're pointing that thing," she warned. "Remember we don't want them to know that we're here. Keep it pointed at the ground and put your hand over it if you see someone coming."

      "You've done this before," I commented, impressed.

      "I'm an investigative reporter," she muttered, leading the way. "Of course I've done this before. Let's go."

      It was easy going until we turned down their driveway, and I use that term loosely. The driveway was a muddy track that tried to suck my gumboots off my feet.

      "We're leaving footprints," Jenna grumbled, grabbing my arm and pulling me off the track. "We'll be less obvious if we go around the long way." 

      "How long is the long way?" I asked, already breathless. At least the exercise had warmed me up. I was no longer freezing, despite my breath puffing out in white clouds and my face being numb.

      "Just a few feet this way. We'll run parallel to their makeshift road. This way it's easier to hide if a car comes."

      Good point. We walked for another five minutes before Jenna grabbed my arm and pulled me behind a tree. I covered the flashlight with my hand.

      "What is it?" I whispered.

      "There." She pointed and I peered around the tree where I could just make out a single light bulb burning over the door of a caravan. I peered closer.

      "Is that?" I wondered out loud.

      "On bricks?" she supplied. "Yeah." Jenna was right. The fox's compound resembled a junkyard. Everything I'd expect to find in a house I saw dumped and abandoned here. Old TVs, washing machines, fridges. Not to mention car bodies, even a boat. All rusting with weeds growing inside some of them.

      "So, what, they just dump what they don't want literally outside their doorstep?" I whispered as we inched closer.

      "Looks like," she whispered back. 

      "What a shame." I crouched, eyeballing a sedan parked next to another van. "This place could be really neat if they didn't fill it full of their rubbish."

      The door to the caravan opened and I held my breath. Christ, had they heard me? I watched as a man stepped down, looked around, crossed to the car and got something from the glove box before going back inside. The light from the van briefly illuminated the car and I squinted at the license plate. Not the car we were looking for.

      "Look." Jenna tugged my arm and I looked to where she was pointing. Across the field was a bonfire with several people gathered around it.

      "Is that Lexi?" I couldn't be sure from this distance.

      "Could be." We watched for a few minutes before continuing on. As the minutes ticked past, we found ourselves closer and closer to the bonfire. Music drifted to us on the night breeze and I could see now that they were dancing. 

      "It is Lexi," Jenna confirmed and I stopped to watch for a minute. She looked different outside of the chambray shirt uniform she wore at Bean Me Up. Tonight, she had on a chunky knit sweater in red and the color was very flattering on her. Her hair was down, brushing her shoulders and fanning out behind her as she twirled and swayed to the music. In her hand, a bottle of something—whiskey? Scotch maybe. Some sort of spirit was my guess and she was swigging it straight out of the bottle.

      We skirted around the bonfire, weaved in and around the hodgepodge of vans, cabins, even a tent. I was ready to admit defeat when we saw it. A car, a sedan, parked behind a group of trees away from all the caravans.

      "I think this could be it," Jenna whispered, picking up the pace. I tried to keep up, but lost my boot in the mud and face-planted with a whoosh. The flashlight flew out of my hand, arcing through the air before landing with a plop a few feet away.

      "Shit!" Scrambling to my knees, I retrieved my boot and shoved my foot in it. "Did they see?" 

      Jenna snatched up the flashlight and turned it off, then stood frozen, watching the horizon. Eventually, she shook her head. "I don't think so."

      "Thank god." I struggled to my feet and tried to scrape the mud off my front. What a mess.

      "Come on." Grabbing my hand, she led the way to the car hidden in the trees. Flicking on the flashlight she illuminated the license plate. "It's a match." We crept closer, cupped our hands and pressed our faces to the windows to look inside. Nothing. It was empty. Not even a chocolate wrapper on the floor. I was about to try the door when Jenna stopped me. "No! The interior light could come on." 

      "Damn it." I cursed. "You're right. Okay, well, let's take some photos and report this to the police. Jackson can get a search warrant or whatever it is they need."

      We both snapped a few photos with our phones, then began the long track back toward the main gate. We drew even with the bonfire, this time on the opposite side. The music still played, but the dancers were gone. I shivered. It was spookier than Halloween out here.

      "I've got a real uneasy feeling," I whispered to Jenna.

      She clutched my hand in hers. "Me too," she whispered back. "I think they're on to us."

      "Do we run?" 

      "No. Because then they'd know that we know. Just keep walking. But keep your eyes peeled."

      I turned my gaze forward and that's when I saw them. Glowing eyes in the woods. I blinked, and they were gone. I blinked again, and another set joined the first.

      "They've shifted," I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

      "I know. Keep going." 

      We trudged onward, the foxes keeping pace with us in the heavy woods to our right. I was comforted by Gran's charm and knowing they couldn't track us through our scent, but how good was their eyesight? Did they recognize us? Although our thick padded parkas effectively hid our body shapes, our height alone probably screamed the fact that we were female. 

      "You have Jackson on speed dial, right?" Jenna asked, and I nodded. If they attacked, would I have time to call? It's not as if I could hold out a hand and say excuse me, do you mind not ripping me to shreds just for a moment while I call for help? 

      "Do not panic." Jenna squeezed my hand and I shot her a look.

      "I'm not panicking!" I said. I was totally panicking. I was about to run screaming toward our car. Or more precisely, where I thought our car was because I couldn't see too well in the dark, and since Jenna had confiscated the flashlight, I had to rely on her to lead the way. City life had made me soft. And knowing a pack—correction—a skulk of foxes was skulking after us was freaking me out big time. I was not the brave witch I wished to be.

      "Look." Jenna's calm voice penetrated the haze of terror that was building, and I forced myself to focus on her words. "There's the gate. We get through there and we're off their territory. They'll back down."

      "You sure about that?" I asked through clenched teeth, picking up the pace now that I could make out the shadowy silhouette of what I would loosely call a gate. They obviously served no purpose as a gate, mere wooden slats that had once born a resemblance to one.

      "I'm hopeful." By the time we cleared the gates we were power walking and by the time we reached the car I was at a full-out sprint.

      "Get in, get in!" I cried, wrenching open the passenger door and flinging myself inside. Jenna calmly slid behind the wheel, turned the key in the ignition and executed a perfect U-turn. She waited until we were out of sight of the fox's compound before flicking on the lights.

      I flopped back against the seat, dragging the beanie off my head and clutching it in my hands. "Oh my God. I don't mind admitting that scared the ever-living daylights out of me."

      "It did get a little intense, didn't it?" Jenna grinned, and I couldn't help but snort out a laugh.

      "They were stalking us! Did you see?"

      She nodded. "I did. But they didn't hurt us, nor confront us. I think we're okay."

      "Next time I have a brilliant idea to go snooping around a fox's compound at night, remind me of this, will you? How absolutely intimidating and scary those little foxes can be."

      She laughed. "I'll try, but we both know once you've got an idea in your head, there's no stopping you." She had a point. I pulled out my phone and began typing.

      "Whatcha doing?" she asked, glancing my way before returning her attention to the road.

      "Texting a photo of the car—complete with number plate—to Jackson and telling him where it is."

      "Will he get mad we went out there?"

      "Probably."

      Jenna had just dropped me home and I was letting myself inside when my phone rang. Unknown number. Rather than answer, I turned my phone off and trudged upstairs. I was cold, tired, and filthy and all I wanted was a nice soak in a hot bath. Archie trotted up the stairs behind me and I told him the whole story while I relaxed with bubbles up to my neck and he sat on the vanity and listened.
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      Shattered glass was strewn everywhere.

      "Who did you piss off?" Gran asked, standing next to me as we took in the damage to The Dusty Attic.

      "Apparently someone." Sucking in a deep breath, I held it for a few seconds, then blew it out slowly, emptying my lungs. I pulled out my phone and dialed Jackson.

      "Oh, you're finally ready to talk to me?" he answered. He'd left me a couple of messages last night, which I'd ignored because I'd turned my phone off and didn't get them until this morning.

      "Yeah, yeah." I brushed him off. "Someone has thrown a brick through the window of The Dusty Attic. I know it's not a police emergency or anything. I'm just letting you know."

      "Don't touch anything!" he demanded.

      "I haven't. I'm outside with Gran."

      "How do you know it's a brick then?"

      "Because I can see it through the gaping hole in my storefront." He didn't reply, just a click and then I was listening to the dial tone. 

      "I can clean this up and fix the window," Gran offered but I stopped her.

      "Let Jackson see it first. I want it reported. Then you can fix it." I gave her a hug. "Thank you for everything you do for me. I've been so lost without my magic."

      She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed. Tight. "You've had a bad run is all. It'll all work out, you'll see."

      We stood on the sidewalk arm in arm and waited for Jackson, who pulled up with a screech of tires moments later.

      "I told you it wasn't an emergency," I told him.

      "If you kept your nose out of ongoing investigations maybe this wouldn't have happened," he grumbled, crossing to the door and turning the knob. Of course, it didn't open since I hadn't unlocked it yet.

      "It's your fault. You asked for my help. And now I have a taste for it. I want to get to the bottom of who killed Whitney. Do you think this is related?" I brushed past him and unlocked the door, broken glass crunching under my feet. 

      He didn't answer, just pulled on a glove and bent to examine the brick. It was red, the kind you'd find on any building site. Around it was an elastic band and tucked beneath that, a note. No accident then.

      "What does it say?" I leaned over his shoulder to read it. The words that jumped out at me had my stomach fluttering. “You're next.” 

      "A threat. So, this wasn't random, wasn't kids being assholes." I was amazed my voice didn't shake.

      "Nope." Shaking open a plastic bag, he placed the brick and note inside before sealing it up. "Evidence. Might be able to get prints off the paper."

      "Can I restore order now, Detective?" Gran asked.

      "Let me take some photos first." Pulling out his phone, he began clicking.

      "Isn't that Officer Miles’s job?" I watched as he took shots from every angle imaginable, then the window frame, the broken glass.

      "She's busy with something else."

      I grasped his arm, forcing him to stop. "Oh, is it the car out at the fox's commune?"

      "We'll talk about that later." His tone told me he wasn't happy. At all.

      "So, do you know who the car is registered to?" I pressed. Hell, I'd already trespassed, had a brick thrown through my window and a note threatening my life, how bad could it get?

      "It was stolen in Alabama several months ago." Then he zipped his lips, ignoring the million questions I threw at him until he suddenly grabbed both my shoulders and peered into my face. "Do I need to get your Gran to put a silencing spell on you? Just. Be. Quiet."

      "You know about silencing spells?" I shot back, then bit my lip. He did look a bit annoyed. I figured I'd pushed him as far as I dared today. Miming zipping my lips I crossed to the coffee pot. "Coffee?" I asked, then slapped my hand over my mouth. Oops. No speaking.

      "Please." He nodded, then crooked his finger at Gran to follow him outside. Seconds later a wave of magic washed over the shop, the broken glass remolded itself back into a window. Everything was as it should be. Except I'd just received a death threat. And that got me thinking. What if the bullet that hit Bruce that night hadn't been meant for him at all? What if they were aiming for me all along and were a lousy shot? But why? Why would someone want me dead?

      Gran and Jackson were talking out front and I pushed open the door to join them. Jackson was patting Gran's arm and I frowned. "What's going on?"

      "Detective Ward,"—Gran used his title which told me she was pissed at him and Gran didn't often get pissed at people—"wants you to close your shop."

      "What?" I shifted my attention to Jackson who was rubbing his hand around the back of his neck. I could see the concern on his face.

      "Harper." He turned his attention to me. "Let's go across to Bean Me Up and talk about this. Mrs. Brewer, would it be a huge imposition if you looked after things here until Harper returns?"

      I bit my lip to stifle the giggle that threatened to spill out. He was giving it back to Gran as good as he got. I wondered if he knew she hated being called Mrs. Brewer.

      "Fine." She huffed, "I'll open up. You two kids talk. And for God's sake, call me Alice."

      "Only if you call me Jackson." His grin was warm and endearing and a part of me melted inside. What are you doing, Harper Jones? He's taken! He may be six foot four feet of deliciousness with his dark hair and green eyes, but he is not yours to drool over.

      "I'll bring you back a double shot macadamia almond milk latte," I promised, and her face brightened. Jackson guided me across the road with his hand on the small of my back and despite my better intentions, I enjoyed every second of it. 

      "Hot chocolate?" he asked after pulling out a chair and making sure I was seated comfortably. This time we weren't near the window but tucked far away from view.

      I shook my head. "I think today calls for a cappuccino." 

      "Coming right up." He joined the queue at the counter and I absently stared at his denim-clad rear end before catching myself and turning my attention to Lexi, who was back behind the counter this morning. She may be small, but she was fast, hustling behind the counter like a champion. Jackson placed our order, then returned, sitting opposite me.

      "I'm serious about what I told your Gran," he said, those green eyes of his so intent on me I wanted to squirm in my seat.

      "But...it's almost Christmas. I can't close my store now."

      "You've received a direct threat to your life." 

      "Thank you, Captain Obvious," I grumbled and he laughed. I didn’t think I'd seen him laugh before and my own lips curled into a smile at his apparent humor.

      "Let me talk to Gran," I said. "If I had my own powers, I could cast a protection spell, but"—I shrugged my shoulders—"I'm as effective as a human right now. Maybe Gran could make me a protection charm."

      "Do those things work?"

      "Yes, well, to be honest, I’m wondering that myself. Gran made us charms last night so the foxes couldn't pick up our scents."

      "You think a fox did this? Followed you back?" He didn't lecture me on trespassing out at the fox's compound, for which I was grateful.

      "It's a possibility. But we were careful. We had the charms, and Jenna had taken off her plates just in case they saw her car." An awful thought hit me, and I pulled out my phone. Jenna answered on the third ring. "Oh, thank god." I breathed in relief. If the foxes had identified the car they would have gone after Jenna, not me. 

      "Harper? What's going on?" she asked.

      "I was just checking on you," I replied, my eyes on Jackson's face as he watched me. "Someone threw a brick through The Dusty Attic's window last night with a threatening note and I had a brief moment of panic that someone followed us back from—" I stopped, spotting Lexi approaching with our drinks.

      "Are you okay?" Jenna asked,

      "Yep, I'm all good. I've gotta go, " I told her, "but I'll check in with you in a little bit okay?" Not giving her the chance to reply, I hung up.

      "Here we go, two cappuccinos." Lexi slid two mugs onto the table, a Christmas tree outlined in the froth.

      "Thank you," Jackson and I said in unison. I waited until she'd walked away before leaning toward Jackson. "Did you see that?"

      "What?"

      "Red dust, on the back of her jeans," I murmured, "like she'd wiped her hands on her pants."

      He swiveled just in time to see Lexi round the counter, blocking her bottom half from view.

      "You're sure?"

      "It looked like red dust to me," I said, "but it could be anything. Cocoa powder perhaps? Although seriously, it did look red." I pinned him with a look. "Can't you take a sniff of the brick and, you know, follow the trail?"

      "Sniff the brick? Why would I do that?" His eyebrows shot into his hairline at my suggestion and I frowned in confusion.

      "Because you're a wolf shifter?" Duh.

      He was shaking his head. "I'm not a wolf shifter." 

      "You're not?" Oh. Well, that was a surprise. I tried to think who had told me he was a wolf shifter. Without my powers, I couldn't tell one supernatural from another, so I was totally at a loss. "What are you then?"

      "I'm a necromancer." 

      I almost shot coffee out my nose. A detective who could speak to the dead? Perfect! "No wonder you're a detective." I coughed, snatching up a napkin to pat at my face where I'd snorted my drink. "You must have an incredibly high success rate."

      "You missed a spot." Taking the napkin from me, he dabbed at my cheek before leaning back in his chair. "Not really. I can only talk to the dead if they want to talk to me."

      "Why wouldn't they?"

      "A dozen reasons. Some don't know they're dead. Some are traumatized by their death and are caught in a pattern re-living it. Hard to get through to those. Some just don't like me and refuse to speak. And others have already moved on, and their spirit is no longer reachable."

      "You've tried to talk to Whitney though?" I leaned forward and captured his hand, realized what I'd done and immediately released it with a muttered, "Sorry."

      "I have tried, yes. So far nothing. I'm suspecting she's already crossed over."

      "Damn. On two counts." I took another sip of my coffee. "This tastes different today." I looked down into the contents of frothy goodness, wondering if they were using a different blend. I was not expecting Jackson to knock the cup out of my hand, sending it flying to the floor where it shattered. "Hey!" I protested. "Why did you do that?"

      "Really?" He looked at me as if I had two heads and the penny dropped. I said my coffee tasted different. He thought I'd been poisoned. Wait, what?

      I felt the blood drain from my face as I looked at him in horror. My hand went to my throat. 

      "It's okay. Don't panic." Jackson hadn't touched his drink yet, it was okay for him to say don't panic. 

      The people in the queue had turned and were looking at us. Another waitress approached, dishcloth in hand.

      "No. Stay back," Jackson barked, and the poor confused girl looked at him like he'd lost his mind. Snatching up a handful of napkins from the dispenser on our table, he dropped them onto the coffee puddle, then shook open another evidence bag. How many of those did he have stuffed in his jacket pocket? "I'll get this tested," he said to me, his voice low. He slid the evidence bag, sealed with soggy napkins, into his pocket, then turned to the waitress with a smile. "Sorry. My fault, talking with my hands again. Here, I'll clean it up." He held out his hand for the dishcloth, but the girl clutched it to her chest.

      "I can't let you do that, sir," she said. "I'd get fired."

      "Fair enough," he soothed. "Tell you what, you go get a bin or something to put the broken pieces in and I'll start cleaning up. We can do it together."

      She nodded and hurried off and I whispered, "Is that wise? Won't you get poisoned too?"

      "Only if ingested," he reminded me. I sat and watched while he and the waitress cleaned the mess. I had an hour. If he was right and my coffee was laced with borrio bud, I had one hour to live, and then my heart would simply stop.

      "Will it hurt?" I whispered, my fear real. I did not want to die. I had a bookstore to run. 

      Although I'd whispered the words, Jackson heard me and straightened, then dropped to one knee beside my chair and clasped one of my hands in both of his. "No," he whispered back, "but I’m not going to let it happen. There has to be an antidote."

      I hoped he was right, because dying would suck.
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      "You did great!" Jackson beamed at me as we crossed the road back to The Dusty Attic.

      "What do you mean?" I was in a daze at my impending death—so much to do and so little time. Was there a cure for borrio bud poisoning? I hadn't researched that far, and the book where I'd found it originally was at home, which meant I'd lose precious minutes returning home to retrieve it.

      "I think she bought it." He seemed really happy and I stopped and frowned at him. "Who bought what?"

      He looked at me, shook his head, muttered, "Oh boy," then grabbed my upper arm and pulled me inside the bookstore. Closing the door firmly behind us, he glanced around. Half a dozen customers browsed the shelves. His eyes landed on the red velvet curtain and he dragged me over to it, pushing it aside to reveal the storeroom door. Pushing it open, he ushered me inside, closing it behind us.

      "What's going on?" I asked, thoroughly confused. "Shouldn't we be looking for an antidote? Not standing around in my storeroom."

      "You're not dying," he told me, crossing his arms over his chest. "Sorry, there wasn't time to give you a heads up, the idea came to me on the spur of the moment."

      I slapped his arm. Hard. He didn't react, but my palm stung and I muttered, "Ow," as I rubbed it against my pant leg. "Explain," I demanded.

      "You saw red brick dust on Lexi's jeans," he began.

      "So?" I cut in and he gave me that look, that one that said I'm not going to continue if you keep interrupting. Rolling my eyes, I clamped my lips together and waited.

      "Lexi is a fox shifter. She lives out at the fox commune," he continued.

      "She does, I saw her there last night," I agreed.

      "Right. And the car that was used in the shooting was found there too. So, she's involved in some way—either directly or indirectly."

      "Right." I nodded. "But what was that whole pretending I'd been poisoned thing?" 

      "A hunch."

      "Elaborate," I cried, waving a hand in the air, frustrated that he was taking a long time to get to the point.

      "We haven't found the plant yet. Only the person who'd used it to kill Whitney knows where it is. My reaction, knocking your cup to the floor, taking samples of the coffee? The killer would know why we were doing that—because we suspected your drink had been poisoned. To anyone else, it would look like I'd merely knocked your cup over."

      "I'm not following," I admitted.

      "If Lexi is involved, she'd know she didn't poison your coffee, right?"

      "Right."

      "So, what would you do if you were the killer, that you were the one who'd poisoned Whitney but now it looked like someone else had been poisoned with the plant you stole?"

      "I'd go check on that plant and see if someone had stolen it from me," I shot back. Then the penny dropped. "Oh!" 

      "Oh indeed."

      "So why are we standing in here when we should be following Lexi?"

      "Good point. Let's go." 

      I followed him out of the storeroom and back into my shop. "We have the perfect vantage point here," he said, standing back from the window, close enough to see out but far enough back you couldn't be seen from outside. Gran approached, and I hugged her, so very glad I wasn't dying after all.

      "What's up with you?" she asked, and Jackson shot me a warning glance.

      "Nothing," I replied. "Spilled my drink and didn't get my caffeine hit." It was almost true. Gran shuffled off and was back a minute later with a steaming mug of coffee for both of us.

      "Oh Gran." My heart melted at her thoughtfulness. "Thank you."

      "You two are acting weird," she said in return, then spied the same young man who'd been in the other day, the one with his hair in a bun, and she hustled over to him, her hips swaying, and I couldn't contain my laughter.

      "Back so soon gorgeous?" she cooed at him. Rather than running away in fear, he turned to her with a big, warm smile on his face.

      "She's a character," Jackson said, taking a sip of his drink.

      "She so is," I agreed. Then movement outside caught my eye. "Look. It's Lexi!" We watched as Lexi stepped out of Bean Me Up. Standing on the footpath, she looked left, then right, seemingly unsure which way to go. I took a big mouthful of coffee, then sat the mug on the windowsill. Jackson's car was outside, as soon as Lexi headed off, we'd follow her. Well, I assumed that was the plan; otherwise, this entire ruse was for nothing.

      "Oh my god," I breathed, "is that Mike Palmer?"

      It was a rhetorical question, but Jackson answered anyway, "Yep." We watched as Mike approached, slid a hand around Lexi's neck and lowered his head to kiss her. She wound her arms around his neck and returned the kiss. For quite some time.

      "So, it was Lexi in that photo," I said, "which means Mike lied to us. To you—the police!" 

      Jackson glanced at me. "One thing you'll learn with investigative work, Harper, is that everyone lies. It's a given."

      "Oh." I felt a little foolish. Lying wasn't something I did, well, outside the little white lie here and there to save someone's feelings. Like the cupcakes Aunt Mildred used to make. I'd lied and said they were delicious when in fact, they weren't.

      Finally, Mike and Lexi came up for air and I cocked my head. "Why now? Why this public display of affection when obviously they'd been keeping their relationship a secret?" I said it aloud but was talking more to myself than Jackson.

      He answered anyway, "I think it's for our benefit."

      "What? They know we're watching?"

      "Possibly. But even if we weren't, there are plenty of people on the street who are now gossiping about the sizzling kiss they'd just planted on each other. And as you pointed out, it proves that Mike lied in an active police investigation."

      I gasped. "She's throwing him under the bus!" Grabbing Jackson's arm, I practically jumped up and down on the spot. "I'm right, aren't I? She was worried you were on to her, so now she's outed them, thrown suspicion on to Mike because she'd have known you'd talked to him and he'd lied about it being her in that picture."

      "And if you were keeping a relationship secret in this town and were under scrutiny, what would you do?"

      "Lay low. Not see each other for a while," I answered.

      "Not meet each other in broad daylight, in the middle of the street, and kiss."

      "It's a diversion. She's hoping to throw you off. Is it working?"

      It was his turn to sigh as he stroked his fingers over his stubbled jaw in thought. "To be honest, I'm not sure what's going on, but it all looks very suspicious. The car from the shooting is being towed to the station for forensics to go over it. I'm confident we'll find traces of gunpowder. Maybe even the shell casing if they were careless enough."

      "But the car was stolen, and we don't know who drove it."

      "We'll see if we can't find a fingerprint. If they're smart, they'd have wiped the whole car down, but there's usually something left behind, some small clue they've missed. It's our job to find it."

      Lexi cupped Mike's face in her hands, reached up on tiptoes to softly kiss his lips, gave him a big smile, then went back inside Bean Me Up. My disappointment was palpable. "Maybe it isn't her. Who poisoned Whitney," I clarified. "She's not running to check on the plant."

      "Give it time. We surprised her today. Keep an eye on her, will you? You've got the perfect vantage point. Call me if she leaves."

      "You're going?" I'd been hyped up to follow Lexi and nail her ass for murder and now I just felt deflated. A day spent in my store seemed boring in comparison.

      He nodded to his phone where a text had just arrived. "The car’s in forensics. I want to go check it out. I'm going to send Liliana down to talk to Lexi, see if we can't get a sample of that red dust from her jeans, tie her to the vandalism of The Dusty Attic at least. And I need to bring Mike in for a chat. She'll be expecting that."

      "You're playing her?" I liked the idea of that, for I hadn't suspected Lexi capable of throwing a brick through my window and threatening me. I'd thought she was a nice young woman, friendly and warm. To learn otherwise was a shock.

      "Two can play at her game and I've been playing a whole lot longer." He winked, waved goodbye to Gran, and let himself out of the shop. I watched as he climbed into his car and drove away.

      "You like him." Gran slid an arm around my waist and joined me by the window.

      "I don't," I protested automatically. But the truth was, I did like him. And couldn't have him because he belonged to someone else and I would not do to Liliana what Simon had done to me. Ever. My relationship with Jackson Ward was and always would be, platonic.

      "It won't last with her," Gran assured me and I wasn't sure if she was in my head reading my mind or if she was guessing.

      "Gran, you can't say things like that. They're together. In love."

      "Together? Yes. In love? Doubtful. At least he isn't. His aura is all wrong for a man in love." And despite it being wrong to feel that way, a little seed of hope planted itself and I hated myself for it.

      "Did you know he's a necromancer?" I asked, steering the conversation away from Jackson Ward's heart and who he did or did not love.

      "Is he?" Gran seemed surprised by this news and I looked at her suspiciously but decided I'd let it drop. For now. She had to know. Her magic would have alerted her to the fact, so why lie about it? A little white lie to protect me? But why? So many lies and so many questions. 

      Archie appeared, rubbing around my ankles and meowing. "Hey, boy!" I picked him up and snuggled my face into his fur. "You wouldn't lie to me, would you? No," I crooned, dropping kisses on top of his head, "of course you wouldn't."

      "Shop’s all yours," Gran announced, collecting her purse. "I'm going to art class."

      "Art class? I didn't know you were taking art classes."

      "Today is real life sketching day." She nodded, eyes gleaming.

      "Real life? As in?"

      "Nude." She shrugged into her coat. I shook my head at the thought of my Gran sketching someone in the nude—that poor model. She nipped that notion in the bud at the door when she casually threw over her shoulder, "Can't be late. I'm the model."
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        * * *

      

      The bell above the door jingled and I glanced up from where I was ringing up a customer to see Jenna bustle inside, her face flushed from the cold.

      "Hey." I smiled in greeting. "I won't be a sec." Turning my attention back to the middle-aged woman who'd just purchased a cookbook, I swiped her card, carefully wrapped her book in tissue paper, and placed it in a paper bag before handing it to her. "Merry Christmas and thank you for shopping at The Dusty Attic."

      "Business looks like it's going well," Jenna commented when I came around from my desk to hug her.

      "It is. But then it's only been a few days," I pointed out. "Plus, you know, Christmas. What brings you by?" 

      "I was down at the police compound lot, trying to get a quote. Saw them tow in the car from the fox's compound so knew they must've been reasonably confident it was involved in the shooting."

      "Jackson said something about testing it for gunpowder residue?"

      "Yeah, that's what I thought. For Bruce to have seen it and get a partial number plate, it had to have been heading west on Main Street, which means the shooter had to be the driver, or a passenger sitting directly behind the driver."

      "How do you know all this stuff?" I said, impressed with my friend's skills.

      "Duh, it's my job." She grinned. "Anyway, I think they found something."

      "Really?" That caught my attention and I glanced around, wishing my customers would clear out so we could examine the crime board.

      "Lots of sample bags," she said, "but I was too far away to see what they were collecting. But I did see one forensic guy pluck something from the headrest, so I'm guessing a hair."

      "Oh my god. That could give us the driver!" I clasped both of her hands in excitement. We were getting close, I could feel it. I filled her in on this morning, on the red dust on Lexi's jeans that could potentially tie her to the vandalism of my store—and threat to me. Plus, the outing of her relationship with Mike. I'd seen Officer Miles arrive at Bean Me Up a couple of hours after Jackson had left, had watched as she escorted Lexi to the police car. Not handcuffed, so not under arrest. What couldn't have been an hour later I saw Lexi walking down the street, stopping to glare at The Dusty Attic before going back into the coffee shop. I'd immediately called Jackson, but he didn't take my call, probably because he was busy with the car. I was dying to know why'd they'd released her.

      "I thought the club could meet tonight?" Jenna suggested. "Maybe Jackson could come along?"

      "Oh, has your book club started?" A customer who'd been perusing the shelves behind Jenna turned around, face alight.

      "Sorry!" I shook my head. "No. No, the book club won't be starting until the new year," I explained.

      "Well, what club is she talking about?" The customer rudely pointed to Jenna and I closed my eyes. Lord, please save me from nosy customers. "A swingers club," I said the first thing that came into my head and even as the words fell out, I cringed.

      "Really?" The woman looked surprised and a little bit curious.

      Jenna saved me, "No. She's joking, Mrs. Leeds. It's a meeting to plan the book club. We were thinking we'd narrow the focus, make it a mystery book club, and we need to choose what book to start with and order in enough copies and arrange logistics, that type of thing. Don't worry, when the book club is ready to launch, you'll hear about it."

      "Oh, okay then. A mystery book club sounds marvelous." And off she went, eager to share the little snippet of information she'd just garnered with her friends.

      "Thank you," I whispered, miming wiping my hand across my brow and shaking off the sweat.

      "You're welcome. But I was serious. We should meet."

      "I agree. Eight o'clock, here. I'll let Monica and Jackson know."
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      I couldn't believe it. They'd all stood me up. Okay, stood me up was probably a bit unfair. Jackson had said he was working but would try and call in. Monica had picked up an early shift at Brewed Awakening and couldn't make it at all. Jenna called to say she'd caught a break on the impounded car. Turned out it had been used at a robbery in East Dondure and she was writing up her story to hit tomorrow’s paper, and Gran? Gran had a date with the man bun guy from the bookstore, and there was no way she was giving that up.

      So here I was, home alone. Tossing my coat on the sofa, I plopped onto the cushions with a sigh. It was rare for me to be home without Gran and the house felt weird without her. I heard the squeak of the cat door, little feet padding down the hallway, then Archie appeared, another mouse in his mouth.

      "Archie!" I screeched, jumping up onto the sofa and waving my arms like a demented banshee. "Take it out, take it out!" I cried.

      Archie sat, looked at me, and set the mouse down on the floor between his front paws. Oh god. He'd let it go. Which meant it could easily hide anywhere in the house. There was no winning in this situation. Tiptoeing the length of the sofa, I leaped to an armchair, then threw my leg over the side and bolted out the door, skidding down the hallway. In the kitchen I threw open cupboard doors, searching for something to catch the mouse with. That was my plan. Catch the mouse. Release it outside. Not directly outside though, Archie would probably catch it and bring it straight back in. I'd take it for a drive, past the town limits, let it go out there. And then I felt bad because what if he had a little mouse family and I was taking him away from them, never to be seen again. Jesus Christ.

      Finally finding a plastic container and a matching lid I examined it, noticing the airtight fit. Damn it. The mouse would suffocate. With jerky movements I put the container on the bench, grabbed a knife and stabbed holes in the lid, muttering under my breath the whole time.

      "Archie," I grumbled, heading back to the living room, "didn't I tell you no more critters? I swear I said no more critters. I thought we had an understanding. Don't you understand that I do not cope with critters? At all." 

      The sight that greeted me had me screaming out loud and dropping the container where it bounced across the floor and rolled under the coffee table. Clapping a hand over my mouth, I eyeballed the naked man in my living room, then quickly spun, presenting him with my back. "Who are you?" I demanded, "and where the hell are your clothes?"

      "Sorry about that," he replied, his voice as smooth as silk. "I'm a friend of Esmerelda Higginbottom's, and I've been tasked at keeping an eye on you." I heard a rustling then he said, "You can turn around now."

      I did. He had a cushion held in front of his groin. I closed my eyes and tried to gather my thoughts.

      "You're saying Drixworths Academy is spying on me?" I wanted, no, needed, clarification, because if this was true…well, it was outrageous. Did they spy on all their students? What sort of place were they running? And was my magic license in worse jeopardy than I initially thought?

      "Not Drixworths per se." His lips curled, and I was quite taken with the way they lifted up in the corners, and the way his eyes twinkled.

      "So, you're saying Esmerelda Higginbottom—Izzy—asked you to—spy? On me?"

      "Not spy. Keep an eye on," he confirmed. I snorted. "I don't see the distinction between keeping an eye on someone and spying. In my book, they are one and the same."

      "Izzy sensed trouble, a darkness was following you and she was worried for you—especially since you don't have your magic to defend yourself. And it appears she was right to be concerned. Implicated in a murder? A brick thrown through your window?"

      "Pft, I've got it all under control, so you can just run along and tell Izzy that everything here is fine. I don't need you spying on me. Especially as a mouse." I shuddered. "You've no idea how much I dislike mice."

      "Oh, I've got a fair idea," he drawled, "and believe me, I have no desire to be captured by your familiar again either. I'm going to have bruises." He ran a hand around his ribcage where red welts were forming from Archie's teeth.

      "Serves you right," I grumbled, feeling no sympathy. "Can you please leave? And tell Izzy I don't need a protective detail. Although I can't see how a mouse shifter is going to be much protection. Maybe next time send a tiger?"

      I held the front door open, averting my eyes when he tossed the cushion back on the sofa and strode outside, naked as a jaybird, then transformed back into a mouse, scampering down the garden path. Closing the door, I flicked the lock, then eyeballed the cushion. "That's going to need washing," I muttered, picking it up by the corner and carrying it to the laundry. I continued my rant to Archie. "Did you know he was a shifter? Is that why you caught him and brought him in? In which case—thank you, but on the other hand, a mouse! Yuk."

      I stopped and eyeballed Archie who'd followed me and now sat watching me with his big solemn golden eyes. "I wish you would—could—talk to me." I squatted and stroked his fur. "That would make this so much easier, hmm?" He rubbed his face against my hand and purred. "It was probably a good thing that Gran wasn't home," I continued on my one-sided conversation, "because there's no way she'd have let a naked man out of this house. Oh no. She'd have dragged him upstairs and locked him in her bedroom and then there'd have been all sorts of trouble. Although clearly, I'm going to have to speak to Izzy about this invasion of privacy."

      Climbing the stairs, I ran a bath and poured myself a glass of wine. In the end, I held my own murder club meeting. Lying in the bath, glass of wine in hand, candles flickering, I stared at the ceiling and tried to piece everything together, only it was jumbling in my head and I needed my crime board to make sense of it all. Pulling on my jeans, boots, and a Christmas themed jumper that Gran had left on the bed for me, I hurried back downstairs, grabbed my keys and bag and headed out, Archie right on my heels. I parked out front of The Dusty Attic since it was after hours and I wasn't hogging a potential customer’s parking spot and glanced at my watch. It had just gone eight thirty, and while the street was aglow with Christmas lights, no one was around. I'd expected carolers, a fake Santa having his photo taken with all the kids, late night shopping, eggnog, and smiles, yet…nothing. Where were the Christmases I remembered as a child? Had Whitefall Cove lost its Christmas spirit? Yet another mystery to ponder.

      Making sure to lock the door behind me, I flicked on the lights and rubbed my hands together. It was freezing in here—again. "Damn this thermostat," I muttered, hurrying to the storeroom where, sure enough, the switch was off. Flicking it back on, I pulled out my phone and called Burt Reynolds. No time like the present to sort this out, not that it was his fault. I'd been meaning to call him back ever since he came in and took a look at it.

      "Burt? Hi, this is Harper Jones from The Dusty Attic. Sorry, I've been meaning to call about the thermostat here. Can you please go ahead and order a new one? It's still turning off on its own. Thanks. Bye." Voicemail left, I hustled back to the main part of the store and moved the bookshelf hiding the crime board.

      "Okay," I said to Archie, "where were we?" Archie meowed and scratched at the arm of one of the armchairs. "Oh, you want me to turn that, so you can sit and watch? Okay then." Chuckling to myself at the image of doing my cat’s bidding, I heaved the chair around and Archie immediately jumped up and sat regally, like a king on his throne, and dead set examined the crime board.

      I tapped the picture of Bruce. "He's our number one suspect for killing Whitney," I told him. "He had the most to gain from her death. He had motive. But opportunity? That's a little dodgy. Jackson told us that the only coffee in Whitney's stomach contents was the one she'd consumed from Bean Me Up. Bruce didn't go near that coffee when he dropped into her office, so how could he have gotten the poison into it?"

      Archie meowed and I nodded. "I agree. He didn't do it." Picking up a red marker I crossed out Bruce's photo.

      "Then we have Mike Palmer." I tapped Mike's photo and Archie's eyes zeroed in on it. "No motive that I can work out. We thought Whitney was blackmailing him, but it turns out that was false. The ten thousand dollars was a loan to lease a shop for her realtor business. Jackson confirmed that Whitney had indeed rented a one-room office space at Whitefall Towers. And again, no opportunity. Christina carried the coffees in, Mike took his and returned to his office. No time to take the lid off Whitney's cup, administer the poison, put the lid back on, all in full view."

      I took Archie's meow as agreement, crossed out Mike's photo and moved on. 

      "Wendy Haley. Whitney's best friend. Motive aplenty since Wendy was having an affair with Whitney's husband and was also pregnant with his child. She's a witch, so there's a possibility she knew about the borrio bud plant, and she's a nurse, so she'd know the effects the plant would have. Opportunity?" I tapped the marker against my lips, thinking. "She brought in muffins. She may have had the opportunity to slip poison into Whitney's coffee then, assuming the coffee was unattended. I was with Whitney when the coffee arrived. She didn't take it with her into her office. I was there, oh, ten minutes tops. But Christina was at the reception desk—where the coffee was still sitting when I left. Hmmm. Doubtful that Wendy could have administered the poison but not out of the realm of possibility, especially if Christina left her desk for a bathroom break or something." 

      I marked Wendy's photo with a question mark. I felt it was more of a long shot, but I needed to know more of Christina's movements before I could rule her out. I glanced at Archie, tapping the marker on Christina's photo. "This brings us to Christina herself. Motive? Jealousy. Absolutely. She was in a rage about the Christmas bonus. Why Whitney lied about it I do not know, but Christina truly believed Whitney had received a massive Christmas bonus and she was furious about it. Mad enough to kill?" I paused, and Archie meowed. "Oh. You think?"

      Here I was, conversing with my cat like it was the most natural thing in the world. "Okay, well, let's look at opportunity. Yes, absolutely she could have added the poison to the coffee. All the cups were clearly labeled, so she could have slipped the poison in on the way back from Bean Me Up. But..." I paused, pointing the marker at Archie who cocked his head. "How did she know about the borrio bud plant? She's a Brownie, are they into gardening? Horticulture?" 

      Archie meowed and stretched, his paws aimed at the bookshelves to the right. Of course! Look it up. Running up the spiral staircase to the mezzanine level, I ran my eyes along the books until I spied what I wanted. A really old leather-bound edition of the encyclopedia of species. Hurrying back to Archie, I perched on the edge of the chair and flicked through the pages until I found the information on Brownies. Thankfully they'd evolved from the dirty-looking creatures depicted in the book, but my general understanding of their species was correct. They were a domestic spirit who excelled at—enjoyed even—household chores.

      "You think then that Christina would have been beside herself at the state of Whitney's office, wouldn't you? I mean it was a mess, and as a Brownie, I'd imagine Christina would have been compelled to clean it, sort it out."

      "Meow," Archie chimed in.

      He patted the page with his paw and I read what he was pawing at, "If angered, they can sometimes turn malicious." I patted Archie on the head. "Malicious enough to kill, do you think? And she was falsifying official paperwork to scam the insurance company into paying her higher commissions. That could be another motive. Maybe Whitney found out? Although, Whitney's head wasn't in the game recently. She was distracted. Lost my keys. I doubt she was paying much attention to what Christina was up to."

      Closing the book, I put it on my desk and returned to the crime board, putting a question mark on Christina's photo. "Let's finish going through our suspects and then see if we can narrow it down after." Archie settled himself into a loafing position, front paws tucked under, eyes on the board. Waiting.

      "So finally, we have Lexi. The barista who made the coffees that morning. Motive? None that I know of. We know Whitney could be a bit of a bitch and there's the possibility that she'd been rude to Lexi at some point, but Lexi herself said she'd rarely had any interaction with Whitney. It was Christina who bought Whitney's coffees for her. And even if Whitney had pissed Lexi off, poisoning her is a tad extreme, don't you think?" Archie didn't respond, so I continued, "So, no real motive. Opportunity? Hmmm, a bit dodgy, but I guess it could be done. The coffee machine would have hidden Lexi from view while she was making the drinks, so yes, she could have added the poison then." I added a question mark to Lexi's photo.

      Standing off to the side of the crime board, I studied it and Archie meowed. Twice. 

      "Yes, I agree, we're not taking into consideration the shooting. Was it related? Or are they two separate crimes? Either way"—I pointed to Wendy's photo—"Wendy couldn't have been the shooter because she was at work that night. She'd been on duty when Bruce was brought in. Plus, the car was found at the fox's compound. Yes, maybe she had an accomplice or hired someone, but that seems a stretch and, despite her having an affair with her best friends’ husband, I sense that Wendy's feelings for him are real. I don't think she wants him dead." I drew a cross over the question mark on her photo.

      “Let’s revisit Christina.” I paused, thinking. “Bruce works at the bank. Did he know about her scam? But if he did, he would have told the police, surely? That brings us to Lexi."

      I pulled her photo off the board and sat on the edge of Archie's chair again, studying the image. "She had opportunity, but no motive. But the car that was involved in Bruce's shooting was found at the fox's compound—where Lexi lives. That's the only thing we've got that ties her to this. Oh, that and assuming she made the drink that killed Whitney. And let's not forget the red brick dust I saw on her pants today. She's involved somehow."

      Archie jumped down and padded over to the crime board before stretching up on his back legs and patting at Mike's photo. "Of course!" I cried. "The secret relationship with Mike. He lied about it. Someone else knew about it, someone took that photo of the two of them together and left it on his office door. As a threat? Yet today—after Jackson and I pretended I'd been poisoned—she met Mike outside, in full view of everyone, and kissed him. Or he kissed her. Whatever, they kissed. They knew they'd be seen. So why now? Why go public today?"

      Archie came back and rubbed around my legs, then headbutted my shin. "You're right. Only one way to find out."

      I had to go visit Mike Palmer.
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      Mike lived in an ordinary-looking house on an ordinary-looking street. I don't know why I was surprised or what I'd been expecting. Perhaps seeing that fox shifters lived in a commune type setup I'd expected wolf shifters to be the same. They weren't. Luckily his address had been listed in the local directory and had been easy to find. I'd looked Lexi up as well and she wasn't listed in the directory at all. Parking out the front, I was walking down his front path when I heard it. Shouting. I picked up my pace, hurrying to the front door, then leaning around to peek through the window.

      Mike and Lexi were inside yelling at each other. I held my breath and watched.

      "I should have known!" Mike threw his hands in the air, marched away and then rounded back. "Foxes can't be trusted!"

      Lexi laughed, a nasty, evil sound. "Oh, but you were willing to overlook that, weren't you, old man? You didn't care at all as long as you were getting a piece of this!" She ran her hands up and down her body, taunting him. I winced at the old man dig. So did Mike. He crumpled, his face lost all its anger and he stared at her with such utter sadness on his face I felt tears well in my eyes.

      "Why Lexi?" he pleaded, "Why? I love you. I thought you loved me too."

      "Love? Pft! Don't get me wrong, the sex? The sex was great—older men know what they're doing, and you did it oh, so well. But that's all it was. I don't love you. I don't even care about you." Ouch, Mike physically winced at the verbal barb. How awful. I swung away from the window and leaned against the wall with my hand over my heart. I could feel Mike's pain through the bricks, palpable, pulsing, a twisted mess of emotion. He'd given Lexi his heart and she was shredding it.

      It was quiet for a moment, then he said, voice devoid of emotion, "You said you were going? Then go. I don't want you here. I don't want you in my house. I don't want to see you again. Ever."

      "You won't," she assured him, seeming not to give a damn. "I'm leaving town."

      "Go then."

      "I'm going." The front door flung open and Lexi marched out. She stopped when she saw me, drilled me with a hard look, before marching down the path without a word. I hadn't seen another car out front so wondered how she got here, but the front door closing quietly drew my attention back to Mike.

      "Wait." I knocked softly, and the door opened, Mike holding onto the frame as if he didn't have the strength to hold himself up.

      "Now's not a good time, Harper," he said.

      Ignoring him, I pushed my way inside, waited for Archie to follow before closing the door and pointing to the sofa. "Sit." Both Archie and Mike obeyed.

      "I guess you overheard that?" He flopped his head back and stared up at the ceiling.

      "I did. And I'm sorry," I said quietly, taking a seat on the opposite end of the sofa, Archie in the middle.

      Mike turned his head to look at me. "Should have known it was too good to be true." Tears glistened in his eyes and my heart broke for him. 

      "You loved her?" 

      He nodded. "I did. Stupid mistake. I told myself not to, I warned myself she was trouble. But I couldn't help it...I did it anyway."

      "We don't get to choose who we fall in love with." I nodded in agreement.

      "That's right." He pinned me with his gaze. "Your man cheated on you, right? That must have hurt."

      "It did." But not as much as the pain I could feel rolling off Mike in waves. 

      "But you're here, starting over, surviving." And I knew what he needed—he needed hope. At this moment he needed reassurance that he wouldn't die from this pain, that he would love again, that it was entirely possible that one day, he'd be happy. 

      "We were at the university's Christmas Ball," I began. "It was a big deal. Fancy dresses, posh food, all the stops were pulled out for this one event that the university put on for its staff. And I'd been looking forward to it. Simon and I had been together a long time. We were comfortable with each other, I guess you could say. So, I didn't think much of it when we got separated. I knew his colleagues; I didn't need him to hold my hand. I socialized, I danced, I had fun. But I hadn't seen him in a while, which was odd. Usually, I'd spot him across the room and we'd smile and wink and work the room. It was our thing, you know?" I lapsed into silence for a moment, remembering. Then, taking a deep breath, I continued with my story. "I started to get a bit worried. Had something happened to him? Was he unwell? I'd left my phone in my coat pocket at the check-in kiosk, so I went back to get it, to phone him to see where he was, to see if he was okay. The coat check-in was unattended, so I opened the door to the closet and found him. Simon. My fiancé."

      "With another woman?" Mike asked, leaning forward now, all ears.

      I nodded. "With a woman." I didn't notice the tears sliding down my cheeks. "A student. And then I knew. I knew why we hadn't set a date for our wedding, how we really hadn't talked about it at all since he'd proposed. Because he didn't want to marry me—I was a front, a cover. And along with the hurt came the anger. The mind-melting overwhelming anger. I couldn't control it, it just...launched out of me...I didn't even have my wand. Magic just flew from my fingertips and changed him into...well, it doesn't matter. The truth of it was, he was human, and I used my magic to harm him."

      "I'm so sorry, Harper. That sucks." Mike was shaking his head.

      I sniffed and wiped the tears from my cheeks. "It's okay." I shrugged. "Of course, I was fired from my job pretty much immediately. My boss had been there. Seen the whole thing. Then my witch’s license got suspended. I was as low as I thought I could get. So, I came home." I turned to him and placed my hand on his knee and smiled. "And it was the best thing I'd ever done. Being back here in Whitefall Cove made me realize so many things. That I hadn't been truly living in East Dondure. I was going through the motions. Yes, I had a job I loved at a big city library. But that was all I had. I didn't have many friends. I didn't have a life. I was going through the motions, but not living."

      "But you had a man who loved you. Or at least you thought you did," Mike pointed out.

      I was already shaking my head. "That's the thing. I think we both knew that we didn't really love each other. Not the way lovers should. We were friends. I think he proposed to cover up his affair with a student, not because he had an overwhelming desire to marry me. And I accepted for the same reasons. I’d hit thirty—time was running out.”

      Mike snorted. "That's ridiculous. Thirty is plenty young."

      "I know that. Now. But at the time? God, there's this pressure for a woman about turning thirty. You're meant to have your shit together. So, I was ticking boxes. Great job, tick. Fiancé, tick. Kids were next on the list." I squeezed his knee. "So I get it. When you find someone who makes your heart sing, you just cling on and don't want to let go because deep down your terrified that this is it, this is your one shot at happiness and even if it doesn't fit right, you try and make it, you try and squeeze and manipulate it, to fit, to work, because otherwise? Otherwise, you're going to be alone."

      Mike leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, his head hanging low. "That's me and Lexi alright," he admitted. "What I told Jackson was true. It did start as a one-night stand. She picked me up. I was flattered, this young, hot, woman chose me! And our chemistry? Let's just say we fit together just right. So, when she turned up the next night, and the next, and the next...I didn't turn her away."

      "Did you know she was a fox shifter?"

      "Oh yeah, could pick it out a mile off. And she knew I was a wolf. I thought that was the appeal for her—the taboo. She likes to walk on the wild side, she's daring. All the things I'm not. So, of course, I fell for her. Hard. I thought I could win her over, I thought she was starting to feel the same way. And today, when she called me and asked me to come to Bean Me Up, that she was tired of all the sneaking around? Oh man, that was music to my ears. I practically ran the entire way, and she met me out the front and kissed me and I felt it all the way to my toes. I haven't been happier than I was at that moment."

      I didn't tell him I thought her public display of affection had been for our benefit. No need to kick a man when he's down. Instead, I asked, "So what changed? Why did she break up with you hours later?"

      He shrugged, flopping back on the sofa again. "I wish I knew. She came around, told me it had been fun, but she was moving on, leaving town. I told her I loved her, begged her not to go and she laughed in my face and...well, you probably heard the rest." Turning his head, he looked at me. "Don't want to be rude, but what are you doing here anyway?"

      I cleared my throat, glanced at Archie and then back at Mike. "I actually wanted to talk to you about Lexi. About why you lied about your relationship with her."

      "Right." He snorted.

      "Yeah. Um. They found a car, out at the fox's compound that they think might be involved in Bruce's shooting."

      "And you think Lexi was involved?" He didn't look surprised. Just sad. 

      I shrugged. "Possibly? I mean, Jackson has his forensic team on it, and I have no idea why Lexi would try and kill Bruce..." I trailed off. I was at a dead end with my investigation. Lexi was leading the way as my number one suspect, but I had no motive for her, only opportunity.

      "Maybe it had something to do with when she used to live here?" Mike suggested.

      "What do you mean ‘used to live here’? Hasn't she always lived here?"

      He shook his head. "Nope. She came to town a few months ago. That's one of the reasons why I hooked up with her—a fox—because she was passing through and there'd be no repercussions with the pack. Then she decided to stay a while. I thought it was because of me."

      "But she told you she used to live here? In Whitefall Cove?" I pressed.

      "Yeah. We took a drive one night. And she pointed out this old house, abandoned, run down and boarded up and she pointed to it and said she lived there as a kid. Seemed really sad too."

      "Do you remember where it was?" My excitement was evident in that my voice had gone up at least two octaves.

      He cocked his head. "You think it's important?"

      "It could be."

      "Yeah, it was over on Wiltshire. Don't recall the number. Don't think there was one, but it's a faded old weatherboard with wooden boards nailed over the windows and an overgrown front garden. Can't miss it. Neighbors must be pissed at living next to such an eyesore."

      Standing up, I headed toward the front door. "Sorry I've gotta run," I said, then stopped and turned back. "You'll be okay?" 

      He nodded. "I'll be fine. It's not the first time I've had my heart broken. Probably won't be the last. Just feel foolish that I was taken in by a fox. And a young one at that." He'd risen to see me out and I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him tightly.

      "I'm sorry you're hurting," I said.

      "Me too," he agreed with a lopsided grin, then stood back, waiting for Archie and me to pass through the door before closing it behind us.

      "Right," I said to Archie when we were back in the car, "Wiltshire Drive it is. We have a house to check out."
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      Lexi's childhood home was exactly as Mike had described it. A rundown dump. It looked like it needed to be bulldozed and I wondered why it hadn't been. Pulling out my phone, I texted Jenna asking her to dig into who owned the property and when the Sawyers had lived in it. Instead of texting back, she called.

      "Do you have a lead?" she asked without preamble.

      "I believe I do," I said. "Well, maybe. It depends."

      "Harper!" 

      "I went to see Mike tonight and he told me about this place, that Lexi had told him she'd lived here as a kid. I didn't know Lexi was new to town—or old to town—or whatever."

      "From what I know she turned up a while back, I don't recall exactly when. Got a job as a barista at Bean Me Up."

      "And lives out at the fox's compound. Great place for fox drifters," I confirmed.

      "I'll see what I can find out. Where are you?"

      "I'm at Thirteen Wiltshire Drive," I replied.

      "What? You're there? Harper, it could be dangerous," she warned.

      "Jenna, no one's here. It's boarded up. I’m going to have a quick look around the outside and then head back to The Dusty Attic. Archie and I have been working on the crime board this evening and we've made some real progress. Meet me there later if you want."

      "I will," Jenna promised. "I've just submitted my copy for tomorrow’s story on the car they impounded from the fox's place. I'll see what I can dig up on the Wiltshire house and I'll meet you at The Dusty Attic in a few."

      Disconnecting the call, I opened the door and climbed out of the car, looking at the dark shadow of the house where Lexi Sawyer had grown up as a child. What had happened here that the house was now abandoned? 

      "You coming?" I asked Archie. He strutted past with his tail in the air as if affronted I'd asked such a question. Using the flashlight app on my phone, I followed my cat down the side of the house and into the back garden. I'd been intending to walk the perimeter of the house, but when I got to the back door and the wood planks that had been nailed over it were now on the ground and the door ajar—well, who could resist? Archie was already inside. With his feline eyesight he didn't need my phone to illuminate the way.

      The floorboards creaked as I stepped over the threshold and straight into what was once the kitchen. It smelled old and musty, but also an earthy smell. I swung my light around, then caught sight of Archie as he disappeared through another doorway.

      "Archie! Wait!" I didn't know why I was whispering, but I hurried after my cat regardless. Then I noticed it. On the floor, in the dirt and dust, not just Archie's paw prints, but bigger paw prints. And booted footprints. Someone had been here. "Duh, Harper," I whispered to myself, "obviously someone has been here, that's why the back door is open." Archie darted left and I hurried after him. Pausing in the doorway of the bathroom, I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      "Meow!" Archie announced.

      I nodded. "I see it," I told him. A potted plant sat in the bathtub. "We have to assume this is the missing borrio bud plant." I moved closer and snapped a photo. I sent it to Jenna with the question: Is this yours? 

      She texted back immediately. Yes. Get out of there now.

      I didn't need telling twice. Lexi was the murderer. She'd killed Whitney and had tried to kill Bruce and had already threatened me. And despite my burning curiosity to find out why she'd done those things, self-preservation was high. I was in an abandoned house at night, it was spooky as all hell, and I'd just discovered who the killer was. I knew how horror movies went.

      "Let's go," I whispered to Archie, hurrying back down the hallway and out the back door.

      Archie was behind me when I heard a sound I'd never heard from him before. A growl. Long, low and deep. Then he launched himself through the air, hit me in the back as he used my body to springboard his momentum over my head. I lost my balance and fell, smashing my face into the dirt. Spitting out rubble, I lifted my head to see Archie, yowling and growling in front of me, his fur on end, his tail resembling a Christmas tree. He spat and swiped his claws out. Another growl joined the mix, different from Archie's and I rolled to the side to see a fox at the corner of the house. Archie spat again and shuffled forward, his warning clear. He was protecting me. The fox backed up, cast us one last glance, then ran away.

      Slowly Archie's hackles settled and his tail de-floofed. Clambering to my feet and ignoring the stinging in my cheek where I'd face planted, I scooped Archie up in my arms and kissed his head. "Thank you." Hurrying to the car, I deposited him on the driver's seat, then waited for him to move to the passenger side before climbing in after him and locking the doors.

      "It had to be Lexi, right?" I asked, my hands only shaking a little bit as I put the key in the ignition and started the car. Archie's meow assured me that he was in agreement. Connecting my phone to the cars Bluetooth system, I called Jackson as I pulled away.

      "I think the killer is Lexi Sawyer," I told him as soon as he answered. "She used to live in Whitefall Cove as a kid. At Thirteen Wiltshire Drive. I was just there, and it's abandoned now, but someone had been inside, and when I went in, I found the borrio bud plant that was stolen from Jenna's greenhouse in the bathtub."

      "Where are you now?" 

      "Heading to The Dusty Attic. I'm meeting Jenna there." 

      "Good. When you get there, keep the doors locked. Understand?"

      "Yes, I understand. But Jackson?" There was something in his voice, something that heightened my sense of danger. "Did you find something else? On Lexi?"

      "I'll tell you later," he said gruffly.

      "Okay. Is my Gran safe? Would Lexi go after her? Because a fox just saw me leaving that house. I think it's her."

      "Shit," he muttered, which was all I needed to hear. "Is she at home. Alone?" he asked.

      "She was on a date when I left. I'll call, see if she's home yet. If not, I'll tell her to stay put."

      "If she's home, pick her up and take her with you to The Dusty Attic. I'll meet you there later. Do not leave until you've heard from me."

      "Okay." I disconnected the call and glanced at Archie. "Shit's getting real, eh?"

      Gran's date had been a bust and she was already at home, so I swung by to pick her up. "I'm perfectly capable of defending myself," she grumbled, waiting for Archie to move to the back seat so she could ride up front.

      "I know you are." I tried to stretch my mouth into a reassuring smile, pretty sure I just ended up baring my teeth at her. "But humor me, okay. Plus, don't you want to know all that we've discovered? Archie and I were updating the crime board and it all started falling into place."

      "Yes, I do, which is why I agreed to let you come get me." Gran was fearless, which I admired greatly because I currently had more than enough fear for the two of us. Lexi Sawyer had killed one person, attempted to kill another, and now knew that I knew. She'd be gunning for me for sure. Jackson had better catch her first or I'd be pretty pissed if she killed me.

      We hustled into The Dusty Attic and I cursed at the frigid temperature. "Seriously!" I practically shouted, locking the door behind us. "I was here literally an hour ago and I left the thermostat on." 

      "I'll see to it," Gran offered, ducking into the storeroom and turning the heating back on. A knock at the door made me scream and I spun, peeked behind the blind to see Jenna outside. I let her in. "Quick, come in." I ushered her in and then locked the door again.

      "What happened to your face?" she asked, pausing in the act of taking off her coat to peer at my throbbing cheek.

      I put a hand up to my face, forgetting I'd used my cheek to break my fall. "I fell. It's nothing, just a scrape." I brushed off her concern. Gran came back out from the storeroom and lit the open fireplace and the warmth of a roaring log fire quickly dispelled not only the chill but also my fear. We were safe. Even if Lexi knew we were here, she couldn't get in. Just to be sure, I double-checked I'd locked the door.

      "Jiminy Cricket but you're making me nervous," Gran protested. "Here." She pointed to the crime board I'd left on display. "Bring us up to speed on this." It was a distraction technique, but it worked. Gran sat in the armchair I'd pulled around for Archie earlier, Jenna perched on one arm, while Archie curled up on Gran's lap. I stood by the board and took them through what we'd discovered. 

      "Of course, we still need Jackson to confirm it was Lexi in the abandoned house on Wiltshire Drive," I said when I'd finished, "that it's her prints on the pot plant."

      "The chances of it being a different fox shifter are pretty slim," Jenna said and I nodded in agreement. True. 

      "I just don't know why," I admitted, tucking my hair behind my ears. "What did Lexi have against the Sims?"

      A fist banging against the front door had me swiveling my head so fast I almost gave myself whiplash. "I'll get it," Jenna volunteered, hopping up and crossing the door. She peeked behind the blind, announced, "It's Jackson," and opened the door.

      "Everyone okay?" he asked, closing the door behind him. I noticed he didn't lock it and balled my hands into fists, a fierce mental debate going on in my head. If he'd locked it, it meant Lexi was still on the loose. But he'd left it unlocked, which meant he'd caught her. Right? Noticing my distraction, he reached back and flicked the snib and my heart almost stopped in my chest.

      "Oh geez," he muttered, "you've gone as white as a sheet. And what happened to your face?"

      "Will people stop asking that?" I pouted. "You're making me feel like I'm disfigured." 

      He crossed to me and tilted my face up to the light. "That's a nasty graze," he murmured, his thumb sliding across the skin just beneath my cheekbone. "You should get that looked at."

      "Oh look at you lot," Gran grumbled. "Let me see." She pushed Jackson out of the way and pinched my chin to get a closer look. With a tsk she whipped out her wand, waved it in front of my face and the stinging stopped. "That's better." She nodded and resumed her seat. "Harper just brought us up to speed with her investigation," Gran told him. "Now it's your turn. What you got?"

      "She's still on the run, isn't she? She's slipped through your net. You locked the door. You wouldn't have locked the door if you'd caught her, which means she's still out there and she knows that I know she's a killer." I could hear the hysteria rise in my voice but couldn't stop myself. Jackson caught my hand and drew my attention to him and not the fact that a madwoman was on the loose and wanted to kill me.

      "We got her. You're safe. I locked the door because I could see it was freaking you out that I didn't."

      Bloody observant detective. Feeling a little foolish, I allowed myself to enjoy the warmth of his hand for a second longer before disentangling from him and going to sit on the other side of Gran's armchair. "Continue." 

      "First of all, thank you, Jenna, for your fast intel on the property at Wiltshire Drive." He nodded at Jenna who blushed.

      "What? What intel? Why didn't you tell me?" I demanded, head swiveling between the two of them.

      "I was coming here to do that very thing," Jenna told me, "but when you sent me the photo of the borrio bud I phoned Jackson to tell him while I was on my way here."

      "And just what was this intel?"

      "That Lexi's mother had owned the property on Wiltshire Drive, up until four years ago. She was a struggling single mom and the bank foreclosed and kicked Lexi and her mom out."

      "But...did the bank sell the house? Why is it sitting empty?"

      "The bank couldn't get an offer that would cover the debt owed. And then Lexi's mom killed herself," Jackson told us. I clapped a hand over my mouth. How awful. "Lexi was taken in by her mother's clan in Alabama, but when Lexi turned twenty-one, she came back to Whitefall Cove."

      "For revenge," I said.

      "She says for justice," Jackson said. "She's spent four years plotting how she'd kill those responsible for uprooting her life. When she started work at Bean Me Up, you came in one day after you'd been gardening, Jenna, and she smelled the borrio bud on you. It goes without saying that foxes have a keen sense of smell." 

      “But that was months ago," Jenna pointed out. "Why wait all this time."

      "To integrate herself into the community. To become a valued member of society to lessen her chances of being a suspect."

      "Smart." Gran nodded.

      "A little," Jackson agreed. He directed his next words at me. "Then you came home and forced her hand." 

      "Forced her hand? What do you mean?"

      "Whitney started acting all jittery and weird and Lexi thought she was on to her. So, she rushed it. Initially, she was going to poison both Whitney and Bruce in their home, but she ran out of time, so she took a takeout cup from Bean Me Up, prepared the poison and hid the cup behind the counter until Christina came in and requested the usual order. Christina didn't see Lexi switch the cups out."

      "But why kill Whitney? Bruce is the bank manager, he's the one who would have foreclosed on the loan," Jenna pointed out.

      "Whitney was the realtor who put it on the market. She arranged to have all the furniture cleared out and dumped. And Lexi overheard her saying after her mom had killed herself, that the house was now an albatross, that no one would buy it now thanks to the silly woman who'd offed herself there."

      "Wait, so Lexi's mom killed herself at the house?" I asked.

      Jackson nodded. "Broke in, cut her wrists in the bath. Whitney discovered the body during a showing."

      "How awful," I whispered. Gran patted my knee.

      "So...it was Lexi who threw the brick through my window?"

      "It was. You were getting too close. The car we impounded? It was used in a corner store robbery in Alabama. And despite it being thoroughly cleaned, we did recover a hair from the driver side headrest. A match to Lexi."

      "So, you're saying Lexi robbed a store, drove all the way here, holed up at the fox's compound and kept the car hidden there while she integrated herself with the community, then killed Whitney?"

      "Exactly,” Jackson said. “But she didn't have the luxury of time to get rid of Bruce. She rushed it. She used the car she'd kept hidden all this time and shot him. Unfortunately, she didn't manage to kill him. Now everyone was on guard, everyone was suspicious. She was leaving town when we caught her."

      "What about Mike?" Jenna asked, but I was already shaking my head,

      "She was using him. I'm not even sure why, beyond having a good time. I went to see him tonight and she was breaking up with him. It wasn't pleasant." I suddenly had a light bulb moment. "That's why she was at her old house! She was tying up loose ends. Break up with Mike and tell him she's moving on—that way it’s common knowledge, he'd tell people she'd left. Then go by the old house and take the borrio bud plant, so no evidence to tie it to her. Only Archie and I turned up and disturbed her before she could get it."

      "You're lucky she ditched the gun she'd used on Bruce." Jackson shook his head.

      "Finally!" The sound of Whitney's ghostly voice behind my left shoulder had me launching off the armrest with a scream. Spinning, I eyeballed the apparition of Whitney Sims hovering a foot off the floor behind the armchair where we'd all been sitting, for Gran and Jenna had joined me in our scramble across the floor. Archie hissed, and his hackles rose, along with his spine, in a spectacular arch that was both impressive and intimidating. I made a mental note to make sure I gave him an extra treat when we got home.

      "Whitney?" My voice wobbled, and I cleared my throat. "Have you been haunting my store?"

      "I've been trying to get your attention," she whined, "but none of you could see me. The only thing that worked was turning that damn thermostat off, but even then, you didn't know I was here."

      I sucked in a deep breath through my nose, blew it out through my mouth and folded my arms across my chest. Lord, give me patience.

      “Did you know it was Lexi who killed you?” I asked. “And how come we can see you now?”

      Whitney pointed at Jackson. “It’s him.” Then she pointed at me. “And you.”

      “Us?” We said in unison.

      “I tried communicating with you. No answer,” Jackson accused.

      “It’s something about her power and your ability, Whitney said. “She’s all glowy with magic, like a halo.”

      I looked at Jackson and mimed she’s crazy with my finger at my temple. “I don’t have any magic, Whitney,” I reminded her. “It’s on lockdown.”

      “It’s not,” she argued, arms crossed over her chest.

      Deciding to let it go for now, I changed subject. “Did you know all along that it was Lexi who killed you?”

      Whitney shook her head. “No, I didn’t. I was trying to communicate with you to let you know that it wasn’t Bruce. I knew you’d all think that, but it wasn’t him.”

      “How could you be sure?” Jenna asked.

      “Because I knew everything. I knew about him and Wendy, I knew she was pregnant, I knew they were getting ready to make a life together. And ”—she held up a hand—“despite what you may think, I’d come to terms with it. I’d gotten over all my feelings of jealousy and rage, because what Bruce said to me eighteen months ago when he asked for a divorce? It finally sank in. That we loved each other but weren’t in love anymore. And that I needed to start living my own life. And so, while I was making my own plans to setup my own realtor business—for real—I watched Bruce and Wendy slowly fall in love. Initially I wanted to hurt them. Both of them. I took control of Bruce’s assets, planned to hit him where it hurt the most.” She shrugged. “But then you came back to town. An example of what can happen when you allow your emotions to rule. It backfired spectacularly for you and I realized that all the judgement I was heaping on you, well…people would be saying that about me. I’d rather walk away with my head held high.”

      “Gee thanks,” I muttered. “Well, you’re free to go, Whitney. The mystery of your death is solved. Move into the light or whatever it is you spirits do."

      She laughed, smoothed down her dress and tossed her head. "Oh no, I'm not going anywhere. I'm here to stay." 

      I looked at her in horror. "You can't be serious."

      "I've thoroughly enjoyed watching your investigation." She floated toward us and it was disconcerting, to say the least. "I've decided to stay. You're looking at Whitefall Cove's very first ghost detective."
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      “Oh my god, here he comes! Quick, get out of here.” Wendy waddled away from the front window of The Dusty Attic bookstore, hands caressing her swollen belly. I snatched up my bag and was almost home free when the bell over the front door chimed, bringing with it a gust of air and the unmistakable scent of Detective Jackson Ward’s cologne. Clutching my bag to my chest, I waited for the inevitable.

      “Ah good, you’re back.” The ghost of Whitney Sims immediately appeared, as she did whenever Jackson and I were together in the store. It appeared his necromancing powers, combined with my witch magic, tethered her to the Dusty Attic. It had been two months since her death and each time she appeared, she didn’t seem to notice the discrepancy in time or how long she’d been gone. “I’ve got more ideas for the book club.”

      She floated across the floor and a shiver danced up my spine, as it always did whenever she was near. I was new to ghosts and didn’t think I’d ever get used to having her around.

      “Harper Jones,” Jackson drawled, a knowing grin curling the corners of his mouth. “You weren’t leaving, were you?”

      “I swear to god, you duck in here just to amuse yourself,” I grumbled, tossing my bag back behind the desk that served as a counter. Plastering a fake grin on my face, I tuned out Whitney, who was rattling on about the book club and slowly drifting up to the mezzanine level. “What can I do for you, Detective?”

      “I hear the book club is reading an Agatha Christie novel this month,” he began, nodding a hello to Wendy, who eased herself into the chair behind my desk. “How’s it going, Wendy?”

      “Despite being the size of a whale and no longer able to see my feet, I’m remarkably well, thank you,” she replied, her whole demeanor radiating an Earth-Mother vibe.

      I’d taken pity on Wendy when she had to take leave from her job as a nurse, due to her pregnancy. Being on her feet for twelve-hour shifts was too much, so I’d offered her part-time work here at the bookstore. Despite the fact that the ghost of her best friend, Whitney Sims, haunted the place—and that Wendy had been having an affair with Whitney’s husband and was, in fact, carrying his child—it had all turned out remarkably well. It seemed ghost Whitney held no grudges, unlike the living Whitney, who’d been a bully and a terror.

      “Yes, we’re reading The A.B.C. Murders. Why? Did you want to come?”

      He shrugged, a sheepish expression flitting across his face.

      “Oh! You do want to come.” My grin widened. “Well, that will make it interesting. You do know I hold the meetings here. And that if I’m here, and you’re here...” I trailed off and he filled in the gap.

      “Then Whitney will be here.”

      “Yup. Think you can handle that?” 

      “You’re forgetting I’m a necromancer. I see ghosts everywhere, of course I can handle it.” 

      “Oh really? How come you couldn’t see Whitney until that day when my magic leaked through?”

      He lifted one shoulder. “Don’t know. Who really knows how the afterlife works? But I can tell you that there are no other ghosts inhabiting your store.” He seemed pleased to impart that piece of information.

      “Anyway, that’s not the point. The point is Whitney is going to bug the hell out of the book club members,” I pointed out.

      “Hey!” Whitney drifted back down to us and stood with her hands on her hips. “I heard that. And I’d love to sit in on the book club. I promise I’ll behave. Please come.”

      This last comment was directed at Jackson, and she sidled up to him in what I imagined was meant to be a flirty swagger. As a floating ghost, though, it was lost in translation and she sort of bobbled toward him.

      “It’s up to Harper, it’s her book club.” 

      I looked from Jackson’s hopeful face to Whitney’s pleading one. “Oh fine, you can come. Thursday at seven sharp.” 

      His smile lit up his face and stole my breath. He really was gorgeous to look at, and I had to remind myself, again, that he was dating Liliana, his co-worker. 

      “Thanks, Harper. I’ll be here.”

      He opened the door and I called after him, “You’ll need to bring your own copy of the book.”

      “Will do.” And then he was gone.

      Wendy fanned herself dramatically. “Phew wee, that boy is hawt.” 

      “That’s your hormones talking,” I chided, crossing to the coffee pot and pouring myself a cup.

      “Yeah well, I’m dead. Pretty sure I don’t have hormones, and I agree, he’s as hot as a summer day,” Whitney said, just before she vaporized into thin air.

      Cradling the cup in my hands and inhaling the intoxicating aroma, I closed my eyes in bliss, soaking in a brief moment of silence before my eyes popped open and I pinned Wendy with my gaze. “Have you two talked yet?” I asked.

      “Not really.” A blush crept up her neck and she wrung her hands together. “But she doesn’t seem angry at me and, you know, apparently, she says she knew about me and Bruce, and was planning on leaving him anyway, so...”

      “Maybe you’ll get the chance for a quiet word at the book club, if you’re coming?” I prompted. 

      “Well Bruce and I were both intending to come, but now I’m not so sure it’s a good idea, if Jackson is coming. Because then Whitney will definitely be there, and she hasn’t seen Bruce since…you know.”

      “She died.” I nodded. It was a strange love triangle, but if ghost Whitney was okay with it, who was I to question it. Wendy pushed herself to her feet and crossed the floor to tape a piece of paper to the front window.

      “You going?” she asked, nodding at the poster she’d just put up, advertising the annual Whitefall Cove fundraiser ball.

      “Sure am. I wouldn’t miss it.” Heaven help us all. I hadn’t intended to go, hadn’t wanted to go, but once more I’d underestimated small-town politics and sense of community—it seemed the whole town was attending and Gran wouldn’t forgive me if I bailed. 

      “You don’t look very happy about it.” Wendy pointed out. She wasn’t wrong. 

      “You know the story,” I grumbled. “The last ball I went to was the one where I caught Simon cheating. That was two months ago. I’m really not in the mood for another.”

      Ever the optimist, Wendy beamed at me. “It will be different this time, you'll see. No stuffy professors or librarians—no offense—and everyone here knows you, loves you. It’ll be great.” 

      “This Decadent Desserts competition is new.” I changed the topic. 

      “Oh yes, they brought that in, oh, about three years ago, I think.”

      “And I hear Bonnie Emerson has won all three years.” Now it was my turn to grin, for I’d been listening to Gran rant about knocking Bonnie off her perch this year and taking over the coveted position of first place with her chocolate crepe cake.

      Wendy rubbed her belly in appreciation. “Mmm, Bonnie’s angel food cake is divine, that’s for sure.”

      “Well, brace yourself. Gran is determined to topple her rival with her chocolate crepe cake. But keep that under your hat, I think it’s a secret,” I quickly added, belatedly remembering Gran had sworn me to secrecy as she practiced in the kitchen. She’d gone through several dessert recipes before deciding the chocolate crepe cake was going to be the one that wins this year.
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        * * *

      

      “Is that what you’re wearing?” 

      Turning from the mirror, I smoothed my hands down over my hips and eyed one of my best friends, Monica. “Why? What's wrong with it?” 

      She peered at me with her exotic blue eyes, tossing her hair over her shoulder as she reclined on my bed. I hadn’t seen much of Monica since my return to Whitefall Cove, our schedules out of sync since she’s a vampire and I’m a witch. Not that our species are enemies or anything, just that she’s a night owl, sleeping during the day, and I keep more traditional hours.

      Archie, my cat—and familiar—jumped up onto the bed and headbutted Monica for attention. Absently, she ran her hand over his orange fur, eliciting a loud purr of appreciation.

      “You need”—she paused, pursing her lips—“to be showing more skin.”

      “You’ve been hanging out with Gran too much,” I muttered. Gran was into exposing quite a lot of flesh. Her fashion sense was enough to make your eyes bleed, but Gran was, well, she was Gran. Unique. And I loved her to pieces, but I’d seen way too much of her eighty-year-old body than any granddaughter should have to endure. Which was also why I was moving out. The old lighthouse caretaker’s cottage had become available to rent and I signed the lease last week.

      “But seriously…” Turning back to the mirror, I twisted my hair and held it on top of my head with one hand, moving this way and that to capture every angle of my reflection in the strapless ruby red evening gown I’d squeezed myself into. “This is okay, right? It’s been a long time since I’ve attended the Whitefall Cove Annual Fundraiser Ball.” I ignored Monica's previous comment of showing more flesh—my arms and shoulders were bare, that was more than enough.

      “It'll do, I suppose.” She yawned before moving Archie from her lap and standing. “I'm getting hungry. Best I go before I get too distracted by that throat of yours.”

      She was gone before I could respond. As it was, my hand fluttered at my throat—I never knew how to respond to Monica's jokes about drinking blood. Would she really take a bite out of me if she let herself get too hungry? We'd grown up together, she was a born vampire, and never in all that time had I seen her succumb to bloodlust. I knew she'd adopted a purely synthetic diet, and that appeared to keep her fully functioning as a vampire, but was it enough? 

      After one last critical look, I released my hair and unzipped the dress. It immediately fell in a puddle at my feet and I stepped out of it, picking up the crimson fabric and securing it back on its hanger. The ball was this weekend and the only formal dress I had was back in East Dondure—and I had zero intentions of contacting my ex-fiancé, Simon, and asking him to ship it to me.

      That's if he even still had it. I'd left it in a crumpled heap on the bedroom floor when I fled, just before Christmas. And here we were, days away from Valentine's Day, and I still hadn't heard a peep from him – aside from the boxes of belongings that had suddenly turned up, no note, no nothing, and the handwriting on the labels hadn’t been Simon’s. Maybe his girlfriend had got sick of my stuff and sent everything on. Everything except for the ballgown that is. Not that I wanted to hear from Simon. Oh no, I wanted nothing from that cheating piece of trash, but still, the lack of communication did sting, just a little. So, this dress would have to do. As it was, I'd spent a small fortune on it at The Twinkle Star Boutique.

      The front door slammed and simultaneously Gran shouted up the stairs, “You home, Harper?”

      “Coming!” Pulling on jeans and a sweatshirt, I hurried downstairs to see Gran trying to lead a cow through the front door. “What on earth is that?”

      Gran paused from pulling on the rope around the cow's neck to look at me. “I would have thought it's perfectly obvious what it is. It's a cow, Harper.”

      “I know it's a cow.” I rolled my eyes. “But what is it doing here? And for god's sake, don't bring it into the house!”

      “I have to.” She continued to pull on the rope, but the cow mooed and held firm. Tilting my head, I considered the door’s width and the cow’s girth and figured the cow was right—it wasn’t going to fit, no matter how much Gran tugged on the rope.

      “Gran,” I warned, and she had the good grace to look sheepish. As sheepish as you could in purple leggings, yellow Ugg boots, and a black-and-red plaid shirt with a white fluffy vest over the top. She stopped tugging and threw her hands up in the air in apparent defeat. “Okay, look. This here cow”—she pointed at the black-and-white bovine—“is Annie’s Dalmatian, Rupert.”

      Clapping a hand over my mouth, I tried not to laugh. “What did you do?” I choked out.

      “I need fresh milk for my recipe!” Gran exclaimed, hands waving madly, “Can't get any fresher than straight from a cow.”

      “But, Gran, he's not really a cow. He's a dog,” I pointed out.

      “Yes, well, he's temporarily a cow. I just need to milk him.”

      “Uh-uh, absolutely not.” I wagged a finger at her. “Annie will go mental if she discovers you turned her dog into a cow!” I shook my head at her. “I'm sure milk from a carton will do just fine.” 

      Annie Robins was the head witch of the Sisters of the Sacred Flame coven, of which Gran—and me, by default—was a member. And I very much doubted that Annie knew Gran had absconded with her pet.

      “You spoil all my fun.” Gran pouted, chin almost resting on her chest. I put my arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “Sorry, but you know I'm on probation with Drixworths. We've got to keep our magic squeaky clean.” 

      “I'm so glad you've got your magic back.” Gran perked up immediately, “And without needing a wand to boot. Goes to show what a powerful witch you are!”

      “I wouldn't say that,” I demurred, but Gran was right. I'd re-sat my witch's license exam and passed. However, my transgression in using magic to harm humans was a big one and Drixworths Academy of Witchcraft and Wizardry were keeping a close eye on me, which was why I was on probation and had to meet with the headmistress of our local branch on a weekly basis. It was Izzy who'd informed me that I was, indeed, quite powerful, that I didn't need a wand to channel my magic. That was also why they'd assigned Archie to me, to keep a dampener on my power.

      “Come on, Rupert, let's get you sorted out, hmm?” Moving Gran to one side, I nudged Rupert out of the doorway and back into the garden. Closing my eyes, I visualized turning him back into a dog, whispered the spell under my breath, and poof, it was done. Rupert barked and jumped up with his paws on my shoulders, licking my face.

      “Okay, okay. Down, boy.” Grabbing his collar, I handed him to Gran. “Now take him back.”
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      Gran returned from taking Rupert home, looking like she'd been dragged through a bramble bush backwards. Her hair stuck up on end and twigs and leaves were tangled amongst the strands, one sleeve was completely torn off her shirt, and her Uggs were scuffed and filthy.

      “Now what's happened?” My concern overflowed as I raced toward her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders to help her inside. “Did Rupert turn on you?”

      “That mangy dog doesn't have it in him.” Gran puffed, but despite the bravado in her voice, I could see she was rattled.

      “Come and sit down. I'll make you a cup of tea.”

      She leaned against me the entire walk to the kitchen, something Gran never did. Whatever had happened was bad. Seating her at the table, I flicked my fingers at the kettle, setting it to boil, while a cup and saucer slowly spun through the air to settle gently on the countertop.

      “Now, tell me exactly what happened.” I leaned back in my chair and waited.

      “I took Rupert back, as instructed.” She snapped a sassy look at me before continuing, “All safe and sound, Annie didn't even miss him. Anyway, I took the long way home.”

      “Gran!” I admonished. “We've talked about this! You need to stop harassing Bonnie.” I knew immediately what happened. Gran had deliberately taken the route past Bonnie Emerson's house. And judging by the state of her, I'd say Bonnie had been in her front garden when Gran went past.

      “She started it!” Gran shook her fist. “Told me she looked forward to watching me lose the Decadent Desserts Competition. Said her angel food cake won every year and this year would be no exception.”

      “You should have walked away.” I shook my head, rose to silence the screaming kettle, and poured Gran a cup of tea. I needed to keep my hands busy in case I gave in to the urge of throttling her.

      “I started to. Then she squirted me with her garden hose!”

      My eyebrows shot up into my hairline. “That wasn't very nice.” Placing the cup of tea in front of Gran, I resumed my seat. “Why would she hose you down, unprovoked?”

      Gran stirred her tea, despite not taking sugar, and refused to look at me. “It was unprovoked, wasn't it, Gran?” I knew it wasn't. Gran had all the sass and swagger of a dozen witches. She never backed down from a fight and was never shy about speaking her mind. 

      “I may have said she was troll bait,” Gran muttered under her breath before taking a sip of tea. I bit back a smile. Gran called Bonnie troll bait, Bonnie squirted her with the hose, then—judging by Gran's appearance—a full-on brawl ensued.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked, peering closely. Despite the dirt on her face and shrubbery in her hair, I couldn't see any obvious injuries.

      “Just my pride.” She shrugged, unrepentant. 

      “Did you win?” I asked next.

      Gran smiled. “Probably a draw. We both used the same spell at the same time, a wind storm, and both got tossed on our asses.”  

      Chuckling, I lay my hand over hers on the table top. “Seems the Crescent Coven and the Sisters of the Sacred Flame aren't that different after all.”

      The two covens had been in competition with each other for as long as I could remember, and I think that's what bothered Gran the most. Not that it was Bonnie Emerson who was long-standing first prize holder in the Decadent Desserts Competition, but it was a member of the Crescent Coven holding that position.

      “I've started a bath for you. Why don't you go on up and soak away the bruises.” Snapping my fingers, I made it happen, my lips curling. Now that I had my magic back, life was so much easier.

      “I shouldn't let you get away with that crack about the covens,” she grumbled, pushing to her feet, “but a bath is a splendid idea, and I need to get ready for my date.”

      “Another one?” Gran dated...frequently. With much younger men. In fact, I think she is the town’s official cougar, and biggest flirt. “Who with this time?”

      Her smile lit up her face. “You'll just have to wait and see. You'll be surprised!” 
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        * * *

      

      To say I was surprised was the understatement of the year. Possibly century. Upon opening the front door, my mouth hung open at the sight of Detective Jackson Ward standing on the front step.

      “You?” I gasped, unable to comprehend that this man, that I secretly dreamed about, was taking my Gran out on a date!

      “In the flesh.” He grinned, held his arms out to the side, then let them drop. “Actually, I'm here to see your Gran.” His smile disappeared and a solemn expression settled over his face.

      “Oh, I know. She's spent the last two hours getting ready.” Standing back, I ushered him inside, my mind a whirl. Why was he dating my Gran? What happened to Liliana? And why was he dating my Gran? 

      “She told you?” He sounded surprised, brushing past me as he stepped inside and automatically turned into the sitting room. I followed.

      “Why wouldn't she?” I asked.

      “Because it would make you an accessory.” His frown pulled his brows together and I had the urge to smooth the lines away. Clenching my hands into fists, I resisted. He was dating my Gran. And that was, quite frankly, gross.

      “An accessory to a date?” My confusion doubled.

      “Wait.” With hands on hips, he stood before me, the T-shirt he wore beneath his suit jacket pulling taught across his chest. “What are we talking about here?”

      “Your date? With my Gran?” I heard a trace of Gran's sarcasm in my tone and bit my tongue.

      He snort-laughed. “Uh yeah, no.” Shaking his head, he slowly sobered. “I'm here on official police business, Harper.”

      Dread filled me, freezing me to the spot. “What is it? What's happened?” Pictures flitted through my mind of Gran returning this afternoon, battered and bruised from her skirmish with Bonnie. Had there been more to it than Gran had told me? Was Bonnie hurt? Had she pressed charges?

      “Bonnie Emerson was killed this afternoon,” he said solemnly, his green eyes full of sorrow and concern, “and I'm here to arrest Alice Brewer for her murder.”

      “What?” Gran screeched from the doorway, startling us both. “I did no such thing!” She stomped forward, her sequin-covered halter top dazzling as the overhead lights caught and reflected every last sequin. On her bottom half, black leggings topped electric blue shorts. And of course, sequin-covered Uggs. She was a walking disco ball.

      “Let's talk about this down at the station, Alice.” Jackson stepped toward her and I moved in front, blocking him. I couldn't let him arrest my Gran. The idea of her murdering Bonnie was preposterous. He sighed, shaking his head at me. “I have to do this, Harper. I'm sorry.”

      “It's okay, lass.” Gran touched her hand to my back. “I’ll go. We'll sort this out and then Jackson can spend the next decade making it up to me. I've got several ideas already.”

      “Gran, this is serious.” I turned my head, speaking to her over my shoulder, unwilling to move and let Jackson take her away. I knew what it was like to be a suspect in a murder, and I wasn't about to let my Gran go through that. But the worst part, the part that was niggling away and burrowing deep inside, was that Jackson said he was here to arrest her. Not question her. Not interview her. Arrest her. Which meant the police were pretty damned sure that my Gran, Alice Brewer, killed Bonnie Emerson.

      Placing one of his big hands on my shoulder, Jackson stepped close, his scent filling my nose, the warmth of his hand seeping into me, calming, but wakening emotions better left alone. He lowered his head, his face level with mine, his green eyes blazing. “Trust me on this, Harper.”

      I lost myself in the emerald pools of his eyes, drowning in their depths, and I vaguely wondered if he had any abilities other than being able to talk to the dead, because right now, I felt as if I were under a spell. A deep, dark, seductively delicious spell. We'd become friends, of sorts, over the last couple of months, and I told myself for the millionth time that was all it could ever be.

      “You can't lock her up.” My voice was barely a whisper and I had to blink away the moisture rapidly building in my eyes. I couldn't bear for Gran to be in jail. It wasn't right. “Please don’t do this.”

      My pleading sounded pathetic to my own ears, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      “I have a warrant,” he said flatly. “She’s wanted for murder. I have to take her in.” His face settled into hard lines, and just like that, he was in full-on cop mode. “Stand aside.”

      He didn’t physically move me, but I felt his fingers tense where they rested on my shoulder. Ready to toss me aside should I prove to be a problem? I jerked away, breaking contact and whirling to face Gran, a feeling of panic sweeping over me. This couldn't be happening.

      “Gran!” I cried and she cupped my face in her hands.

      “It's okay, child, just breathe. And call your parents. I'm going to need a lawyer and your dad has contacts.”

      She kissed the tip of my nose and released me, then addressed Jackson over my shoulder. “Let's go, Detective.” 

      I stood frozen to the spot as Jackson stepped around me, and before I could so much as suck in a breath, Gran’s hands were cuffed behind her back, and Jackson was giving the right-to-remain-silent speech.

      “I see you’ve heard I like handcuff play,” Gran observed, giving him a cheeky wink. Jackson actually blushed and I stared—partly in horror, partly in disbelief. Gran was being arrested and here she was, flirting with the sexy-as-hell cop who was intent on locking her away.

      “Gran.” I didn’t know what to say. I felt the weight of Jackson’s gaze but refused to meet his eyes, instead keeping my own glued to Gran. How could he do this? Gran wasn’t a murderer! My respect for him plummeted and I’m not sure what hurt more, Gran’s arrest or the actions of a man I considered a friend.

      The door clicked shut behind them, as soft as a whisper yet as loud as thunder in its finality. A lump knotted in my throat, and I balled my fists at my sides. I rushed to the window and peered outside, watching as Jackson assisted Gran into the back seat of his car. He shut the door gently then turned to look at the house. I quickly dropped the curtain and stepped back from the window, not wanting to be caught spying. Not that it was spying, technically. Watching. Yes, watching was a better word. But it didn’t matter what I called it, I didn’t want Jackson to know I was doing it.

      My stomach churned and I felt sick. This couldn’t be happening. Gathering my wits, I ran down the hallway back to the kitchen. I dug through my handbag for my phone and with trembling fingers, I dialed.

      “Mom?” My voice broke when the call connected.

      “Harper, love, what's wrong?” Her voice was so clear she could have been standing next to me, but I knew she was thousands of miles away, on the other side of the world in Australia.

      “Gran's been arrested!” 

      “Oh God, I knew it was only a matter of time.” Mom sighed. “What for? Public nudity? Drunk and disorderly?”

      “Murder.” There was such absolute silence I thought the line had dropped out. “Mom? You still there?”

      There was a rustling, then, “Harper? It's Dad. What's happened?”

      “Gran’s been arrested for murder. She said to call. That you knew a good lawyer.”

      “What happened?” I could picture him in my mind, always calm in a crisis. I realized it had to be the middle of the night there, that I'd woken them. No wonder Mom had almost fainted. Imagine waking from your sleep to be told your mother had been arrested for murder?

      “I don't know the details. Just that Bonnie Emerson was killed this afternoon and the police think Gran did it.”

      “Okay, love, don't panic. I'm going to call a lawyer in East Dondure, a friend of mine. He’ll be in touch. He’s the best, you can trust him. I'll get your mom and I on the next available flight. We'll sort this out, okay?”

      My chin wobbled and a tear trickled down my cheek. “Thanks, Dad. I miss you.” I hadn't realized just how much until hearing their voices. They hadn't made it home for Christmas, the archeological dig in Australia had kept them there. But now, hearing his deep voice in my ear, I longed to feel his strong arms around me, patting me between the shoulder blades like he had when I was a child, assuring me everything would be okay.

      “I miss you too, sugar. We'll see you soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Archie meowed, curling himself around my legs. I scooped him up, burying my face in his fur. 

      “I can't believe Gran killed her,” I said. “Not intentionally.” I added, for there was no denying Gran had returned home this afternoon frazzled and dazed after her run-in with Bonnie. Archie meowed again, bumping his nose to my chin and snuggling against me. “What do I do, Archie?” I whispered. “Wait for Mom and Dad? That’ll be hours, possibly days, away.” 

      Archie wriggled in my arms and I let him go, watching as he gracefully landed on all fours before he began to groom himself, paying particular attention to a patch of damp fur on his side where I'd buried my face. Damn it, I'd gotten snot all over my cat. Then it hit me. Why was I standing here doing nothing when I should be doing something to clear Gran’s name.

      “Oh my god, you're right!” I said out loud. Snatching up my bag and keys, I hurried for the front door, Archie's paws sliding on the wooden floor as he hurried after me.  

      I was pulling away, Archie perched beside me on the passenger seat, when another car pulled up outside. A glance in the rearview mirror showed a man, dressed in a suit, heading up the garden path. Gran's date, I presumed, and I felt sorry for the guy who'd effectively been stood up. I wondered who he was, and was incredibly grateful Gran wasn't dating Jackson. Then my mind replayed this evening’s events and my mood switched to one of anger. How could he believe Gran was capable of murder? My jaw ached from clenching my teeth so tight.

      There was only one thing to do. Prove her innocence myself. Which was why I found myself checking out Bonnie Emmerson’s house. Or, to be more precise, breaking into Bonnie Emmerson’s house. Considering the events that had occurred this evening, I felt justified in my actions. I kept telling myself that when I crept around the side of the whiteboard house to the back door. Police tape crossed the front door, so I’d vetoed it, deciding instead to try the rear of the house. Plus, I had less chance of being seen.

      To my utmost surprise, the back door was unlocked, and I paused as the knob clicked beneath my hand. Probably should have worn gloves, I realized, two seconds too late. Sucking in a breath, I glanced around before easing the door open and sliding inside. The door opened directly into Bonnie’s kitchen. I don’t know what I’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this. A chair was pulled out from the table, loose rope pooled around the legs, and the floor around the chair was littered with cake crumbs. Not so much crumbs. Chunks. She died here. In that chair.

      I’d never asked how she’d died and now I wish I had before blundering into her kitchen. Someone had tied her to the chair, that was the only explanation for the rope. The cake was puzzling though. Maybe it had been dropped in the struggle, for there had to have been a struggle to get her into the chair in the first place. Circling the table, I did my best not to tread on any of the cake. There was no blood—so she hadn’t been stabbed. Strangled maybe? There was a lot of rope. More than necessary, in my opinion. Yards of the stuff. Or suffocated? I couldn’t see anything laying around, like a plastic bag, but of course, the police would have taken it as evidence.

      On the table was a bowl of eggs, complete with feathers and smeared chicken poop. Fresh. Home laid. The bowl was full to brimming. A container with the word “flour” on the label stood next to a mixing bowl, along with a wooden spoon. She had either been baking or getting ready to bake. Which made sense given the Decadent Desserts competition was mere days away.

      Covering everything was fingerprint powder. I was wasting my time, I’d find nothing here that the police hadn’t already found. And if I wanted to know what they’d already found, I’d have to talk to Jackson, and hope to god he’d tell me. That’s if I decided I was even speaking to him.

      Archie wove between my ankles, meowed once, and then headed into the living room. Nothing to see here. Archie must have thought the same because he explored every room downstairs before heading upstairs, and I decided to follow.

      It wasn’t until I stuck my head into the attic that I found anything of interest. This was where Bonnie practiced magic. Not only could I feel the remnants of it, but I could see her altar, a dark purple cloth draped over a dresser, candles, chalice, and mortar and pestle. Her magic was strong—even though she was no longer on this mortal realm, her magic lived on and it pulled and repulsed me at the same time. Shivers danced over my skin as I took a step inside. The floorboard creaked underfoot, unnerving in its loudness. Hesitantly, I crossed the room to the altar, standing where she would have stood countless times before, and looked up and out the round window directly in front of me.

      “You’re here, aren’t you?” I said. No reply. Looking over my shoulder, I’d half-expected to see the ghost of Bonnie Emmerson behind me. But she wasn’t there. Peering into the dim corners of the attic, I waited. She didn’t materialize, but I swear I could feel her.

      “Jesus, Harper,” I muttered to myself. “You’re freaking yourself out.” I looked down at the altar and that’s when I noticed it. She’d burned something in the mortar and pestle. I reached in and pulled out a piece of paper, singed around the edges, but parts still legible.

      “What were you putting behind you, Bonnie?” Burning was symbolic. Letting go, releasing whatever it was into the past and moving forward. Only what was it?

      Holding up the paper, I squinted at it. Neat cursive handwriting, and the paper had been scorched in places, but I made out some words—my darling, your beautiful eyes, love. I had to assume what I was holding was a love letter. The amount of ashes in the pestle indicated more than one letter had been burnt.

      “Who was your boyfriend, Bonnie?” I asked out loud, “and why were you burning his letters?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      I let out a shriek and spun to face the door, relaxing a little when I saw it was Jackson.

      “I don’t think I should answer that,” I replied, doing my best to look like I just hadn’t been busted breaking into someone’s house. “What are you doing here?”

      “Investigating a murder.” His eyes narrowed on the piece of paper pinched between my thumb and forefinger.

      “Too bad you didn’t do more investigating before arresting Gran,” I snapped. “Then you might have found this.” I held it out and he stepped forward but instead of taking it from me, he peered at it while reaching into his pocket for an evidence bag.

      “Love letter?” he asked.

      “I’d say so. I didn’t know Bonnie was seeing anyone.” I watched as he sealed the plastic bag and tucked it carefully inside his jacket pocket.

      “Nor did I. No one mentioned anything.”

      “Who found her?”

      “Kristen Lane. Know her?”

      I shrugged. “Sort of. She’s younger than me. And a member of the Crescent Coven. In fact, her grandmother, Delores Lane, is next in line to be head witch.”

      “Is that right?” A dark brow arched over impossibly green eyes and I bit my lip.

      “I’m sure she told you all of that herself.” I huffed, feeling suddenly uncomfortable in this small space with him. It was so unfair my hormones went into overdrive around him and it was totally unreciprocated. Not to mention, I was pissed at him for what he’d done.

      He inclined his head. “She did. She dropped by to pick Bonnie up, they were having some sort of Coven…meeting?” He fished for the right word.

      “Probably a ceremony,” I supplied. “We’re having one tomorrow night. To bless the Decadent Desserts entry.”

      His eyebrows shot into his hairline. “For real?”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I shot him a look. “For real. A blessing ceremony.”

      “What’s that entail?” With his head cocked to one side, he looked like a curious puppy. My irritation rose.

      “None of your business, Detective.” Brushing past him, I hurried back down the stairs to the ground floor, stopping when I reached the crime scene in the kitchen. I felt his warmth when he came up behind me.

      “How did she die?” I whispered.

      “I could say it’s none of your business,” he drawled, and I stiffened as he continued, “but I won’t. She choked. Large amounts of cake were shoved into her mouth, blocking her airway.”

      “Oh my god. That’s the cake? On the floor?” I pointed with a shaking hand.

      “And the cake? Was it her angel food cake? Her entry for the Decadent Desserts competition?” Because if it was, that was very symbolic. No wonder he thought Gran did it. Not only was Gran arguing with Bonnie, but she was in direct competition with her for the title of Decadent Dessert winner.

      “We believe so. Waiting on forensics.”

      I nodded while studying the table and its contents, pushing aside the horror of Bonnie’s death and how awful it would have been to die like that.

      “Did you see her? Upstairs?” I asked as I looked over at him, remembering the feeling I’d had in the attic.

      Jackson shook his head. “Not exactly.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “It means that who I saw may or may not have been Bonnie. There was an orb, shapeless, hovering in the attic.”

      “An orb? So…not a ghost?”

      “Sometimes the afterlife leaves behind a lot of their energy and it doesn’t fully dissipate, so it remains as an orb, a sentient—usually—ball of power.”

      “Sentient. So, it doesn’t move? Do anything? Do they go away eventually?” I’d never heard of this phenomenon before and was curious.

      “There are no hard and fast rules,” Jackson explained, “I haven’t seen them move, not in a way that indicates they’re trying to communicate.”

      I was thinking about the orb Jackson had seen in the attic and the feeling that I’d had, that Bonnie’s spirit was there, when I had a realization. “I knew something was missing!” I practically shouted, spinning on my heel and hurrying back up the stairs. I passed Archie on the staircase, his fur rising as I rushed past him.

      “Wait! What?” Jackson called out, his feet thundering on the staircase behind me.

      “Bonnie’s grimoire. It’s not on her altar.” Flinging open the attic door, I hurried to the altar, scanning the surface. All her tools for witchcraft were here, but no grimoire.

      “Grimoire?” Jackson asked, joining me.

      “Spell book,” I explained. “We each have our own book where we write our spells and notes and things. Usually they are something that’s handed down through generations. They are very precious.”

      “Valuable?”

      “Not in the monetary sense. But to the magic world, yes, very valuable. I’d even say that aside from her wand, her grimoire is a witch’s most treasured possession.”

      Jackson rubbed his chin, his fingers dragging across the stubble with a rasping noise, loud in the attic.

      “Maybe she kept it someplace else? Locked away for safe keeping?” he suggested.

      I considered what he’d said. It was possible, I suppose, that Bonnie had hidden her grimoire but that raised the question of why. She lived alone. Who was she hiding it from?

      “Doubtful,” I finally said, “but it wouldn’t hurt to look.”

      “Here.” Jackson tossed me a pair of latex gloves. “I’ll search in here, you take Bonnie’s bedroom.”

      Snapping on the gloves, I left Jackson in the attic, rummaging among boxes stacked at one end, while I headed to Bonnie’s bedroom upstairs. Turning the door knob and pushing the door open, I stood on the threshold for a moment, breathing in her scent, which hit me in the face as soon as I’d opened the door. I crossed to the dresser and picked up the bottle of lavender perfume, bringing it to my nose, breathing it in and closing my eyes. I couldn’t sense her here like I had in the attic, but I had the feeling that Bonnie Emerson wasn’t gone, not completely.

      Putting down the perfume bottle, I got to work. I’d considered using a summoning spell, but I had no connection to Bonnie’s grimoire, it would be drenched in the other woman’s magic and essence, potentially blocking any magic I used to locate it. I made a mental note to ask Gran if it was possible to track the grimoire if we didn’t find it today.

      I was feeling through a pile of sweaters in the dresser when a floorboard creaked in the hallway outside.

      “Finished already?” I said to Jackson.

      “Still playing detective, Ms. Jones?” Officer Lilliana Miles asked. I froze, then peeked over my shoulder. She stood in the doorway, her navy-blue uniform immaculate, hands on hips, face cold.

      “Hi,” I offered, not quite sure what I should say.

      Jackson must have heard us because I heard his boots on the attic steps. Lilliana did too, for she crossed her arms over her chest and waited. Not impatiently, not exactly, but more…resigned. As if she’d known we were here together.

      “Who authorized this?” she demanded once Jackson was within earshot.

      “You know I’m involved in this case,” I said before Jackson could respond. Lilliana shot me a look, one that said I should shut my mouth and not say another word. Considering she was the one in uniform, sporting a gun, I opted to do just that.

      “Just hold on a minute.” Jackson brushed past her and stood between Lilliana and me, as if he expected us to launch into some sort of catfight at any moment. I cocked my head, wondering why he thought that. I had no intentions of brawling with his girlfriend. And just who was he protecting in this scenario? Her? Or me?

      “She’s helping me look for evidence.” Jackson kept his back to me, blocking my view of Lilliana. “Why are you here?”

      “Preliminary autopsy results are in.”

      “You could have called that in.” He seemed irritated, his voice tight. “But since you’re here now, you may as well tell me.”

      “In front of her?”

      He inclined his head. “In front of her.”

      “Cause of death was asphyxia as a result of choking. Upper lip lacerations, hematomas to the head, neck, and chest. Contusions to both arms and wrists.”

      Jackson nodded. “Consistent with being tied to a chair and force-fed. Thank you, Officer Miles, that will be all.”

      Despite not being able to see their exchange, I could feel it. There was animosity in spades, so much that I rolled my shoulders to shrug off the tension settling there. Lilliana stepped sideways and eyeballed me, her next words directed at me.

      “Do me a favor? Try not to come around here again.” Then she was gone, her footsteps retreating down the hallway, down the stairs. A door slammed, then I heard the sound of a car door closing and an engine revving.

      “She doesn’t appear to like me very much.” I sounded pitiful even to myself, which hadn’t been my intention.

      “She doesn’t like anyone very much,” Jackson said gruffly, then changed the subject. “How’s it going in here? Find anything?”

      “Not yet. I don’t think it’s here. I can feel a sense of her, of Bonnie, but not her magic. If the grimoire is anywhere, I’d say it’s in the attic.”
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      “I’ve got an idea,” I said.

      “Is it a good one?” Jackson asked, looking down at me.

      “Ha. Ha,” I grumbled. “We already know that we have some sort of mysterious mystical connection to the otherworld, that when we are together, the ghost of Whitney Sims appears. I’d like to try and channel our power, see if we can reach Bonnie.”

      “Can’t hurt to try”—he nodded, leading the way back up the stairs to the attic—“but remember, it didn’t happen straight away with Whitney.”

      “I remember. You said you saw an orb in the attic. And the attic is where I feel her magic. If she’s still here, that’s where she’ll be. And if we can communicate with her…” I trailed off.

      “She can tell us what happened. Who killed her,” Jackson supplied.

      “Exactly.”

      Standing side-by-side in the attic, a shiver danced over my skin, causing goose bumps. I was still weirded out by ghosts.

      “Have you always been a necromancer?” I asked, wondering what it had been like for Jackson growing up. Had he had an invisible friend who was really a ghost?

      “Yes.”

      “Was it hard? Seeing what other people couldn’t? Did they think you were crazy?”

      He glanced at me, then shrugged. “Not really. My grandmother had the gift. She saw me talking with the ghost of our neighbor when I was a toddler and guided me through it. There were times, as a kid, that I didn’t immediately realize that the person I was talking to was departed. That’s when it got problematic.”

      “Yet you decided to join the police force?”

      “I use my gift on the force. Just because I talk to dead people doesn’t mean I need to set up shop as a psychic or some such thing. I don’t draw attention to it—most people don’t know—but I’d rather help them by solving their…” he paused, and the penny finally dropped.

      “Oh! You use your gift to solve their murders! To bring them justice.” I felt embarrassed I hadn’t figured that out earlier. He must think I’m an absolute idiot, although he didn’t let on, just lifted one shoulder and continued speaking.

      “It seemed the right thing to do. Most of the ghosts I see are here because they died violently and unexpectedly. Not always a crime, sometimes due to an accident, in which case I try and help them come to terms with their passing.”

      “Is it true that they remain on this realm due to unfinished business?”

      “Sometimes. Not always. Some can’t bear to leave, they’d rather remain with their family, unheard and unseen, than move on.”

      “But you help them move on? When they’re ready?”

      He shrugged again. “I do my best.”

      “Whitney didn’t move on. Even when we solved her murder,” I pointed out.

      “Because she didn’t want to. It’s a choice. For some, it’s a no-brainer. They see the light, they cross over. Others see the light and decide to stay.”

      “Do they see the light again? Like, do they get a second opportunity to cross over?” I’d never talked about this stuff with anyone before and found it fascinating.

      “Again, sometimes. There are no hard and fast rules. Every situation is different.” He held up his hand to silence me, his eyes intent on something across the attic. I turned to look and saw a very faint glow.

      “Is that it?” I whispered. “Is that the orb you saw?”

      “Yes,” he whispered back. “Can you see it?”

      “I see a very dull glow, barely there.”

      “It’s bright for me. About four feet tall.” He reached down and entwined his fingers with mine, our palms pressed together. I did my best to ignore the spark of electricity that shot up my arm at the intimate contact. “Concentrate,” he ordered.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to do as instructed, focusing my energy on the orb.

      “It’s working,” he whispered, and I cracked open my eyes to see the orb, much brighter than it had been before.

      “It’s bigger. Brighter,” I said. “Has it changed for you? Is she taking shape? Is it Bonnie?”

      “No,” he said, voice low, a hint of puzzlement in his tone, “but it’s changing color and moving.”

      He was right, the orb was turning and moving closer to us. Could it sense us? See us? Suddenly, it flared, the light so bright it hurt my eyes and I flung my arm over my face.

      “Get down!” Jackson shouted, then tackled me to the floor, his body hard and heavy on top of mine as he shielded me from the orb, which flew over us and disappeared with a loud pop.

      “What happened?” I grunted, pushing at him. He planted his palms on the floor by the side of my head and levered himself up, easing the pressure on my lungs.

      “I think it got angry. I don’t think it’s a ghost at all. Energy, yes, but not a spirit.” With his face this close to mine, I could see the flecks of gold in his green eyes and the dimple in his cheek where his mouth quirked into a smile. Then he was moving away, standing over me and holding his hand down to help me up.

      “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he asked, eyes running over my body. I dusted off my jeans and shook my head. “I’m fine. You took me by surprise is all.” I looked around the attic—the orb had gone and all that remained was the remnants of Bonnie’s magic.

      “I can still feel Bonnie’s magic but not the energy of that thing. How about you?” I asked.

      Jackson shook his head. “I see nothing. Bonnie isn’t here. She’s crossed over.” He sounded sure of that and I couldn’t help the disappointment that we wouldn’t get to talk to her, to find out who killed her and clear Gran’s name.

      “So that begs the question, what the hell was that?” I waved my hand to where the orb had been hovering.

      “I have no idea”—Jackson ran a hand around the back of his neck—“but I’ve got a real bad feeling.”

      Goose bumps broke out over my skin as a shiver ran up my spine. This was dark. Was someone using black magic?
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        * * *

      

      Jackson walked me to my car, carrying Archie the entire way. I’d parked two blocks away to avoid the neighbors noticing me snooping. I waited for a lecture from him on sticking my nose into police business and basically telling me to stay out of it, but he didn’t, and that confused me more than ever. I’d been so angry with him yet working together had made my anger disappear. But now I was alone, and my unruly emotions resurfaced. I was angry, upset, and afraid. Afraid for Gran and what might happen to her. Angry with Jackson for arresting her. And upset with myself for still harboring unrequited feelings for him.

      Pulling up outside Gran’s house and parking, I waited for Archie to jump out of the car and down the garden path ahead of me. Once inside, it hit me. An avalanche of emotion. I picked up a lamp from the hallway table and threw it, tears welling in my eyes when it hit the floor with a satisfying crash.

      A loud thumping on the front door scared me to death. With a high-pitched “Eeek!” I spun, facing the door, hand to my chest.

      “Hello? Everything okay in there?” A man’s voice. A strange man’s voice. Could this be Gran’s date? Had he hung around all this time, waiting for one of us to return? I wasn’t sure if that was dedication or desperation.

      Cracking open the door, I peered through the slit.

      “Yes?” Standing on my doorstep was a bad guy, I was sure of it. He had that vibe. He was tall, with a solid frame and dark hair, so dark it looked black in this light. In denim jeans, a black T-shirt, and bomber jacket, he looked like he worked out. A lot.

      “Harper Jones?” This guy screamed danger in neon letters. It was in the hard set of his jaw, the steadiness of his dark eyes as they swept over me, the scar cutting through his right eyebrow that had me wondering just how he’d got it. A knife fight? He looked the type.

      “Well?”

      Well what? Oh, right. “Yes?” I squeaked, my voice rising three octaves. Now I sounded like a chipmunk. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Yes. I’m Harper Jones. Who are you?”

      “Blake Tennant.” His hand disappeared into his jacket pocket and I had visions of him pulling a gun. A possible overreaction, but nonetheless, he looked the type. I sagged in relief when, instead of pulling out a weapon, he handed me a business card. I squinted down at it, then looked up at him in disbelief.

      “You’re a lawyer?”

      He inclined his head, his gaze never leaving mine.

      “Where’s your suit?” I blurted.

      “At the dry cleaners,” he replied, unfazed, a slow, wolfish smile sliding across his face. “Are you going to invite me in?”

      Was I? An excellent question as I stood hesitantly clutching the door, my heart pounding in my chest. Dad had said he had a lawyer friend, but this man didn’t look like your typical lawyer. Seemed he’d gotten tired of my hesitation because he slowly raised his hand and gave the door a push. I let it slide from my fingers, revealing the shattered lamp strewn down the hallway.

      “You okay?” he asked, observing the destruction before turning his impossibly dark gaze to my face. He smirked, his eyes taking in my jeans, sweater, and booted feet. He leaned forward and flicked something from my shoulder, and I jerked back.

      “You had a piece of lamp,” he said, his eyes gleaming.

      I felt heat crawl up my neck and into my face and knew my cheeks were reflecting my embarrassment with a red glow. Busted having a tantrum and throwing a lamp, covering myself and everything else in shards of glass. Smart, Harper, real smart.

      “Are you going to invite me in?” he repeated, leaning casually against the door frame, waiting.

      “Nuh-uh.” I shook my head.

      He grinned. A slow, wicked grin that reached all the way to his dark eyes. It was the kind of grin that made women either cower in fear or want to rip his clothes off. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what camp I fell into.

      “Okay,” he said, cocking his head to one side, “how about we talk out here? I’m sure the neighbors are keen to listen in on what we have to discuss.”

      “Oh?” I licked my lips, my mouth dry.

      “Alice Brewer.” He raised one eyebrow at me.

      “Come in.” I turned away, my boots crunching on broken glass. The door closed quietly, and his boots crunched glass behind me.

      “Got something to clean that up with?” he asked.

      “No need.” I stood in the center of the living room and waved my hand. The lamp put itself back together in reverse slow motion, all the minute particles of crushed and broken glass and ceramic repositioning themselves until the lamp was whole once more and sitting on the hallway table.

      He nodded. “Impressive.”

      “Thanks.”

      He looked me up and down, his eyes doing a slow, thorough appraisal. “Do I make you nervous?”

      I nodded, which, of course, caused his smile to grow into a full-fledged grin, complete with wolfish white teeth. “Good.”

      He had me on the defensive, and I didn’t like it. I didn’t know what to think, of him, of my rioting emotions.

      “About my Gran—” My chipmunk voice was back, and I cleared my throat again. “About Gran,” I repeated. “You can get her off?”

      “Get her off?” The sexual innuendo was clear, and I felt myself blush. If my cheeks got any hotter, I’d erupt.

      “Out of jail. Clear her name?” I snapped, annoyed at him, and at my reaction to him. He was way too good-looking for his own good and the animal magnetism pouring from him was off the charts. He was older than me, in his late thirties, maybe early forties, which told me he was the type of man who knew what he wanted. That he also knew what a woman wanted—and exactly how to provide it. I gulped.

      He must have decided he was done toying with me because he eased himself into an armchair and indicated I should do the same. I did, simply because I was unsure how much longer my legs would hold me up.

      “The evidence against Alice is circumstantial. Not really enough for an arrest warrant but they got a judge to sign off on it, so not much we can do about that now,” he said. “Our first priority is setting bail.”

      “Bail?” I repeated.

      “A sum of money that’s lodged to guarantee she appears in court.”

      I blushed again, feeling like an idiot. I knew what bail was, but for some reason, around him I was reduced to one-word sentences. He must think I’m an absolute ditz.

      “I know what bail is,” I grumbled, crossing my arms over my chest.

      He grinned. “Okay then.”

      “I’m not an idiot,” I continued, secretly appalled at how off-balance I was around him.

      His smile widened, a dimple punctuating his left cheek. Clearly, he was enjoying this.

      “I never thought for one minute that you were.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “Mind if I record this?”

      “Record what?” I wanted to reassure him I wasn’t really this stupid in real life, but I was having issues following our conversation.

      “Our interview. I want you to tell me everything that happened.” He glanced up from his phone and saw my confusion. His face softened. “I know it’s late. You’re tired, I get it. But I need to gather as many witness statements as I can. The sooner I can get Alice’s bail application in, the quicker we get her out of jail.”

      I nodded. Made perfect sense.

      “Take it from the top. There was an altercation this afternoon between the victim and Alice, yes? Tell me about that.”

      I leaned forward in my chair and told him about Gran and Bonnie’s argument that afternoon, how Gran had been taking Annie’s dog back—leaving out the part about Gran turning the dog into a cow—but he was good. He knew something was missing and he leaned forward, eyes intent.

      “Stop.” His brows pulled together in concentration. “Something happened. Something else happened that you’re not telling me.”

      I looked away, toward the fireplace, stalling.

      “Harper.” His long fingers wrapped around my wrist, drawing my attention back to him. “I’m very good at what I do. But I can’t help you if you don’t tell me the entire story.”

      I looked into his dark eyes, transfixed, almost hypnotized as his thumb rubbed the inside of my wrist.

      “Tell me,” he demanded, his voice low and quiet. And I did. I told him the whole sorry sordid tale, and that despite Gran being in the wrong, she wouldn’t have—couldn’t have—killed Bonnie.

      An hour later, he tucked his phone back into his jacket pocket and stretched the kinks out of his shoulders.

      “Meet me at the police station at nine,” he said, as he stood and headed for the door. Was that it? It felt so…anticlimactic.

      “Okay.”

      He must have heard something in my voice because he turned, those dark eyes flashing, a sinful smirk curling his lips. “Sweet dreams.”

      Before I could react, he was gone. Sweet dreams? Sweet dreams! How could I even contemplate sleeping while Gran was in jail? My eyes welled again, thinking of her in a cell, on a hard cot with nothing but a scratchy blanket for comfort.

      Archie appeared, jumping onto my lap and biscuiting my legs into submission. I didn’t have the energy to move, slumping back to give him more room. I rested my head against the back of the armchair and mulled over the events of the day. At some point, I fell asleep, where I did indeed have sweet dreams. Of one sexy lawyer named Blake Tennant.

      Oh boy.
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      I woke up the following morning with the sun blazing in my face and a crick in my neck. I was still in the armchair where I’d fallen asleep, but Archie had long since left. Reaching forward with a groan and a creaking of bones, I picked up my phone from the coffee table and glanced at the time. Eight forty-five. Holy heck, I had told Blake I’d meet him at the station at nine. Staggering to my feet, I stumbled down the hallway to use the bathroom, smoothed the wrinkles from my clothes as best as I could, and cast a longing glance at the shower. Later, I promised myself.

      I arrived at the Police Station at eight fifty-eight a.m. Blake was already there, filling out what appeared to be a mountain of paperwork.

      “Oh good, you made it,” he said, without turning. How did he do that? How did he know it was me?

      “I said I would.” My voice came out like a bucket of rusty nails and his head swiveled just as Officer Miles appeared behind the counter. Oh goody. Her eyes ran over me from head to toe and then she smirked—the kind of smirk that told me I had toilet paper stuck to my shoe or something equally mortifying. Before I could react, Jackson joined her and his eyes widened at the sight of me. What the hell?

      My confused expression must have betrayed me because Blake put down the pen and turned to fully face me.

      “Come here.”

      I shouldn’t have listened, should definitely not have obeyed, but in my caffeine-deprived brain, resistance was useless, and I stepped toward him, stopping just short of touching. He raised his hand and ran it from the top of my head down the length of my hair, smiling slightly as he did so. Then I got it. Bedhead. I hadn’t stopped to look in a mirror, no doubt my hair had been in a massive beehive around my head—that was my default setting each and every morning.

      “Thanks,” I said gruffly, stepping back and putting some space between us.

      “Anytime. Anytime at all.” That wolfish grin was back, and my heart skipped a beat. Then Jackson caught my attention or, more precisely, the dark scowl on his face. Now what? Had he and Liliana had words again? I couldn’t sense as much tension between them this morning, but that was most likely due to the overwhelming presence of Blake Tennant and the effect he had on my senses.

      Blake turned back to the counter and pushed the paperwork toward Jackson.

      “Signed, sealed, and delivered.”

      “Officer Miles, would you bring Mrs. Brewer through, please?” Jackson initialed the paperwork while Liliana spun on her heel without replying and disappeared down the corridor. “Take a seat,” Jackson said curtly. I frowned at him. What’s up his butt?

      Blake cupped my elbow and guided me toward the chairs lining one wall. I sank down, my head fuzzy. I really needed a caffeine hit—I couldn’t think straight, I felt as if I were sleepwalking.

      “Rough night?” Blake asked, taking the seat next to me, the length of his denim-clad thigh heating mine where it touched.

      “Slept in the chair,” I grumbled, frowning when he chuckled. It wasn’t funny. None of this was funny.

      “Hey.” He wrapped one big hand over mine where it rested on my knee and I marveled at the contrast in our skin tone, his tanned to a smooth mocha, mine as pale as snow. “Everything’s going to be okay.” He mistook my sleep-deprived, caffeine-deprived, state for concern over Gran.

      “Thank you for everything you’ve done.” I forced a smile. It was my turn to reassure him. And I was grateful. If he hadn’t turned up, Gran would still be rotting in a cell.

      “I knew it.” He studied my face, his eyes intent, his own lips soft and curling slightly at the corners.

      “What?” He was so confusing I couldn’t keep up.

      “That your smile would transform you.”

      Oh. Said smile slipped. I didn’t know what to make of his words. Was he coming on to me? Was that ethical? But technically, his client was Gran, not me, so did that mean…but what about Jackson? My eyes shot to the man in question, watching us with a scowl on his face from behind the counter. For months, I’d fantasized over him, out of reach because he was with another woman. Could I have switched affection so quickly, so easily? It made me uncomfortable to think I could. I wasn’t even sure that was what was going on here.

      Blake chuckled. “Your face is an open book,” he said. “You might want to work on that.”

      Before I could reply, Gran waltzed around the corner, a massive smile on her face.

      “Oh hi, Jackson.” She beamed at him. “Thanks for a wonderful night.” She punctuated her words with a wink. “Sorry to take him away from you, darl,” she added to Liliana, who stood with her arms crossed and her mouth pulled together in the perfect imitation of a cat’s rear end. I giggled. She glared at me, her mouth puckering even tighter, if that was possible, and I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing out loud.

      Gran was still in her party gear from the night before, the sequins catching the fluorescent lights and sending patterns dancing across the walls and floor.

      “And you must be my knight in shining armor.” She sashayed up to Blake who’d stood at her arrival, wrapped her arms around his waist, and hugged him. Tightly. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure, ma’am,” he drawled, not in the least bit uncomfortable with the eighty-year-old sex bomb plastered to his front and her hand sneaking down to cup one cheek and squeeze. She turned her head and grinned at me. “He works out,” she told me. “Buns of steel.”

      Oh god. My cheeks burned but Blake took it in stride, disengaging himself from her but keeping a hand at her back. “Need your signature on a few things, Alice, then we can blow this joint.”

      “Promises, promises,” she declared dramatically but went with him to the counter where Liliana was pushing a sheet of paper and pen toward them.

      “Harper.” Jackson had rounded the counter and was now easing himself into the seat Blake had just vacated.

      “What?” Okay, I was unreasonably surly without my morning coffee. He should know this by now and cut me some slack.

      “I had to do it. There was a warrant.”

      I lifted one shoulder. So there was a warrant, so what?

      “You’d rather someone else do it. You rather Liliana?” he pressed, and I snapped my head round to look at him so fast I feared whiplash.

      “You. Arrested. My. Gran.” My voice was soft and calm and deadly. He swallowed, leaning back, away from me. I felt a little thrill of power.

      “I let you help me with the investigation, didn’t I?”

      Damn it, he was being reasonable. Yes. He’d let me poke around Bonnie’s house last night and had helped me try and contact her. That didn’t mean I wasn’t still mad at him.

      Gran and Blake had finished at the counter and Gran came bouncing over—I assumed they’d provided her with coffee in her cell. That was the only explanation I could come up with for her perky early morning mood.

      “Thanks for a great night, handsome.” She planted a kiss on Jackson’s cheek and again, he blushed, tipping his head at her.

      “Take care,” he said gruffly, disengaging from her and hurrying away without a backward glance, leaving me more confused than ever.

      “Jesus.” Gran stood with her hands on her hips and examined me. “You look like shit. Let’s go get breakfast.”
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        * * *

      

      We sat in Bean Me Up. I hadn’t expected Blake to join us, but he’d followed me and Gran in his rental car and was now ensconced at our cozy window table.

      “You move fast,” Gran told him, studying him intently as he stirred sugar into his coffee.

      He shrugged. “It’s what I do.”

      “She’s got a point,” I said. “Dad called you last night and you were here, what, an hour or two later? It’s at least a four-hour drive from East Dondure.”

      “Who said I drove?” Of course. I wanted to smack my forehead on the table. He must have flown in, although it would have had to have been a charter flight. No commercials flights were available after sundown in Whitefall Cove.

      “Open book,” he said under his breath, his eyes twinkling. “That your store?” He nodded toward The Dusty Attic, directly across the road from where we were sitting.

      I smiled softly, looking at my bookstore through the window. “It is.”

      “Wendy open up for you today?” Gran asked, bringing my attention back to her.

      I nodded again. “Yeah. I wasn’t sure how long all this would take, or where we go from here, so Wendy is holding down the fort for now.” Which reminded me. “So what happens now?” I directed the question to Blake.

      “Now you go about your business. You”—he inclined his head at Gran—“stay out of trouble. And don’t leave town. And you”—this time, his head came my way—“no more amateur detective work. Leave this to the professionals.”

      “Hey!” I protested. “I’m no amateur. I solved Whitney Sims’ murder.”

      “That does not make you a detective. Look at it this way. We are all agreed that your Gran didn’t kill Bonnie Emerson, right?” We nodded. “Which means the murderer is still out there. Knocking off witches. You two are witches, and you, Harper, have a habit of sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong. Stay out of it.”

      Crap, he had a point. Bonnie’s death had not been accidental. It had been violent, and I shuddered at the memory. “How did you know I’d been…investigating?” I demanded, finding it incredibly difficult to accept being told what to do.

      “It’s my job.” His reply was as enigmatic as his face, revealing nothing.

      “You’re a lawyer, not a cop,” I pointed out, but the sly grin sliding across his face told me there was more to him than that. “How do you know Dad anyway?” I decided to tackle the mystery that was Blake Tennant from another angle.

      “Your dad and I go way back.” He leaned back in his chair, idly turning his cup between his fingers.

      “Where did you meet?”

      “At a job.”

      “He was a client?” I pressed.

      “Come on, Harper, you know I can’t reveal that.” Oh right—client confidentiality and all that crap. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the table. Gran had been uncharacteristically quiet throughout our exchange but now she piped up with, “You married?”

      “Gran!”

      “What?” she protested. “It’s a fair question. No point you being all googly-eyed over him if he’s taken.” Once more, a blush heated my face and I feared this was my go-to reaction around him—red-faced.

      “No ma’am, I am not.” Blake’s grin was wolfish and when he winked at me, I nearly self-combusted.

      “Excellent news.” Gran beamed at him. “You’ll do nicely for our Harper here. She’s been a bit…unlucky…in the love department.”

      “Oh my god, Gran, shut up!” I had never felt more embarrassed in my life.

      “Is that right?” He was enjoying this. I had the urge to hit him, curling my fingers into fists in preparation.

      “Her loser fiancé in East Dondure was cheating on her. Took her long enough to see the real him, I have to tell you,” she grumbled. “Then she’s been mooning over Jackson, knowing full well he has a girlfriend.”

      I shot to my feet, my humiliation complete. To think, mere minutes ago, I’d been celebrating that Gran was out of jail. Now I wish she were locked away in that cell, far away from Blake Tennant, where she couldn’t blab about my entire life history. I didn’t know what to do or say. I could see the speculative gleam in Blake’s eyes and the cunning glint in Gran’s, and I’d had enough.

      Without a word, I stalked out of the café and across the road to The Dusty Attic, vowing to never speak to either of them again.
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      Fire licked at the sky, orange tendrils dancing and swaying in the evening breeze. It was our coven’s blessing ceremony and I’d had to relax my stance on not talking to Gran. Who was I kidding? As soon as she’d pranced into the store an hour later, talking a mile a minute about her adventures in jail, I’d given in. Who could stay mad at her? And I knew she meant well, it’s just…did she have to be so damn embarrassing about it?

      Standing in a circle, hands clasped, the moonlight shining down on us, I let my gaze linger on my coven sisters. To my left were the oldies—Gran, then Annie, and Agnes. To my right, the younger crowd—Jennifer, and Leah, the youngest of our coven at twenty-six.

      Annie led the ceremony, calling to the power of the earth, air, fire, and water, binding us in the circle. Then she led a prayer, asking for a blessing from the Goddess for Gran, not only for the trouble she was currently in, but to bring her success at the Decadent Desserts competition. Thankfully, our ceremonies were mercifully brief. Annie was of the belief that the Goddess was plenty busy enough that we didn’t have to call on her for hours on end, boring her with our tales of woe.

      “Your Gran wasn’t lying when she said you were powerful.” Annie approached me after the ceremony was over. The witches had other things on their mind, like drinking wine and dancing around the fire now that the formalities were out of the way.

      I inclined my head. “Thank you.” I was getting used to my magic, and of the idea that I was stronger than any witch in our coven. None of them could do magic empty-handed, they required a wand to channel and amplify their power.

      “Your grandmother tells me an equally powerful fae is in town,” Annie continued, watching me carefully.

      “A fae? Who?” This was the first I’d heard of it.

      “You’ve met him, I believe.”

      She had to be talking about Blake Tennant. Yet I hadn’t known he was fae. Why was that?

      “Ahhh.” Annie nodded. “You didn’t know? He must have been masking it. I’m sure Drixworths will teach you how to mask your magic too—it can come in handy.”

      “How did Gran know?”

      “She asked him.” I blinked at that. So, Gran had outright asked him if he was a paranormal and he’d told her? I couldn’t even get him to tell me how he knew my dad.

      “She could sense he was a paranormal but not his species. You know Alice, she has a way of getting you to spill all your secrets.” Annie grinned and I smiled half-heartedly in return. It was true, Gran had a special charm all her own all right.

      “Powerful, you said?”

      “Only a certain few can mask their power like that.”

      “And I’m one of them?” I kicked at the dirt, making a mental note to ask Izzy the next time I saw her.

      “You and he together could be—”

      “Annie, get over here!” Gran yelled, interrupting us before Annie could finish her sentence. Annie touched my arm. “We’ll talk later.” Then she was gone, joining Gran and Agnes as they poured wine into Dixie cups.

      Sighing, I turned my back, pulling my coat tighter to my neck. The days were getting warmer, but the temperature plummeted when the sun went down, and my breath was puffing in white clouds in front of my face.

      “Here.” Leah Griffith, the youngest member of our coven, shoved a hip flask into my hand. “You look like you need it.”

      “Thanks.” Lifting the flask to my lips, I took a gulp, the rum burning my throat and warming me. I held it out to Jennifer.

      “Your Gran seems to be holding up okay,” Jennifer said, as the three of us sat huddled on a log, our backs to the merriment going on behind us.

      “She is amazing,” I agreed. “I know she and Bonnie had their differences, but she didn’t kill her. Which reminds me”—I leaned in close—“do either of you know if Bonnie was seeing anyone? Romantically, I mean.”

      “I heard rumors that she was dating Vernon Garza, but they’d broken up,” Leah said, and I snapped my head to look at her in the darkness.

      “Really?”

      She shrugged. “Oh yeah, this was before you moved home. Turns out, Vernon was dating both Bonnie and Bernice…and Bonnie found out about it and wasn’t happy.”

      “Bernice? As in, Bernice Kemp?” Bernice was another member of the Crescent Coven. I imagine it wouldn’t have gone well that two members of the coven were dating the same man.

      Leah nodded. “Yep. I think Vernon and Bernice may still be dating, I’m not sure.”

      Jennifer piped up, “I saw them having coffee together at Bean Me Up last week.”

      Meow! Archie stood on his hind legs and stretched up my leg, clawing at me.

      “Ready to go, buddy?” I asked, reaching down to scratch his ears. I refused to turn around to address the witches dancing around the fire, knowing full well by now, they would be naked. I’d only made that mistake once, and the memory was burned in my brain.

      “Gran?” I called. “You staying here tonight?”

      “Sure am, doll.” Silence, then a giggle. I will not look, I will not look. “I’m taking Archie home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “We’ll see you at the ball tomorrow night, Harper,” Annie and Agnes chorused together.

      “You will,” I agreed in way of farewell. “You two coming?” I asked Leah and Jennifer who were passing their flask back and forth. Seems I was the only witch not intent on getting plastered out of her brain tonight, but both women jumped up and followed me out of the woods behind Annie’s house.

      After giving Leah and Jennifer a lift home, I headed back to Gran’s. It was early, only just nine o’clock, but I was exhausted. Still, there was packing to be done. Tomorrow, I collect the keys for my rental of the caretaker’s cottage up at the lighthouse. Although, as I stood in the kitchen, with packing tape and scissors in hand, I wondered if I should delay moving out? Gran needed me, and moving out now seemed a bit heartless.

      Still, it wouldn’t hurt to get some packing done—not that I had much. Most of what I’d left behind in East Dondure in the apartment I’d once shared with Simon had arrived in boxes that had barely survived the trip. I hadn’t contacted him to ask for my stuff, but it had arrived out of the blue early in the new year. When I opened a couple of the boxes, I’d cringed at the way my beloved belongings had been packed. Not so much as packed but shoved into a box with little regard for their welfare. There had been no note. Nothing.

      I’d been tempted to call. A moment of weakness, of wanting to hear his voice, of knowing at that point in time—even if he was throwing my things into boxes willy nilly—he’d been thinking of me. I’d weathered that storm by giving my phone to Gran, with strict instructions not to return it to me until the following day. Then, Jenna and Monica had come over and we’d watched Hallmark movies and got shit-faced drunk. My lips twitched at the memory. It had been a good night—a great night even—despite the killer hangover the next day. I’d gotten through without contacting my cheating ex-fiancé.

      Doubting the boxes my stuff had arrived in would survive another trip, I knew I needed to either repack or repair them. Either way, I’d be moving out at some point, even if it wasn’t tomorrow. May as well be prepared. Plus, it gave me something to do. As tired as I was, I also felt wired. Pretty sure if I headed up to bed now, I’d lay staring at the ceiling for hours on end.

      I was in the kitchen searching for a sharpie to mark the boxes when I heard a noise outside the kitchen window. Pulling back the curtain, I peered out but couldn’t see anything in the darkness. Out the corner of my eye, I saw Archie streak past and then the sound of the cat door flapping as he shot through it.

      “It had better not be that sneaky shapeshifter again!” Drixworths had sent one to spy on me when I’d first returned to Whitefall Cove, only the shifter had been a mouse and Archie kept catching him. He should be grateful he’d escaped any serious injury—he could have ended up inside Archie’s belly.

      What if it isn’t the mouse shifter though? Refusing to cower inside, afraid of every little noise, I snatched up a saucepan as a weapon and made my way to the back door, flipping the catch and easing the door open.

      I couldn’t see squat so I reached back in to turn on the porch light. Standing on the back porch, saucepan clutched in my hands, I scanned the garden. No sign of anyone or anything. Not even Archie.

      “Who’s there?” I shouted, proud my voice didn’t wobble. At my yell, the insects went quiet and I got that prickly sensation you get when someone is watching you. “Come out!”

      I took a hesitant step forward until I was at the edge of the porch and at the top of the stairs. With my heart thundering in my chest I made my way down the three steps to ground level. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if someone was hiding and did come out. Scream and run away, most likely. But they didn’t know that.

      My bravery was fading fast, and the saucepan trembled in my hands as I snuck around the side of the house. The porchlight didn’t reach this far, and darkness enveloped me. What was I thinking? Quickly regretting my brash actions and deciding it was far safer inside the house—with the lights on—I almost jumped out of my skin when something brushed against my leg.

      Meow?

      “Jesus, Archie.” I breathed out a shuddering breath. “You scared me, boy!” I bent to rub my hand along his back, smiling when he arched beneath my touch. “Let’s go inside, shall we?” As I turned, I walked straight into a brick wall. A warm, breathing, wall.

      “Yaaaaaa!” I swung the saucepan high and wide, connecting with a solid thunk.

      “Ow!” the human wall complained, grabbing hold of my wrist to prevent me from swinging again. “Jesus, Harper. Quit it, would you?”

      “Blake?” Peering closely in the dim light, I could just make out his face looming over me. “What are you doing skulking around in the dark?” I demanded, my heart rate nowhere near to a normal rhythm. He’d scared the living daylights out of me. With my free hand, I shoved against his chest, putting space between us.

      “Checking up on you.” His voice didn’t reveal anything. Not concern. Not remorse. I blew out a breath, unexpectedly irritated he’d felt the need to not only check up on me but scare me half to death.

      “You’d better come in. Let me look at that head.” I pushed past him, angry. He deserved a smack in the head with a saucepan. As I stormed inside, I felt him close behind me, heard the door close, and the lock click. “I can take care of myself, you know. I’m not some useless female who needs protecting.”

      My anger rose with each word and I could feel myself becoming more and more wound up. I ignored him each time he said Harper in that resigned way, and knew he was shaking his head even without looking at him. Which annoyed me even more. What was he really doing here? I didn’t need protecting—and what did he think he was protecting me from? There had been no threats, no one was out to get me.

      “Harper!” His sharp tone finally caught my attention and I swung around, saucepan still in hand. “What?!”

      Then I saw the blood oozing between his fingers where he held his hand to his head. All the blood left my face and I felt my stomach turn over. Oh god.

      “Don’t freak out.”

      Too late. Tears welled in my eyes until he was a blurry blob. A bleeding blurry blob. I’d done this. I’d hurt him, made him bleed. I was an awful person. Tears rolled down my face as the saucepan slid from my hand and hit the floor with a thwack.

      “Jesus,” Blake swore.

      Oh god, this was so humiliating. I wasn’t normally a crier, but here I was, with the waterworks not showing any signs of abating. Wiping my running nose on my sleeve, I turned my back and drew in a shuddering breath, trying to get myself under control.

      “Come here.” Blake pulled me against his chest and ran a hand up and down my back in a soothing gesture. “Heaven only knows why you’re crying. You’re the one who hit me,” he grumbled, but I heard the teasing note in his voice.

      I giggled, the sound muffled. We stood like that for long minutes, his hand running up and down the length of my back while I hiccupped against his chest before I finally dragged in a deep breath and stepped back.

      “Quit blubbering and let me take a look at that head,” I said, hurrying over to the cupboard that housed the first aid kit, keeping my back to him while I wiped my fingers under my eyes.

      He chuckled. “I’ll let you have that one, Jones.”

      “Thanks. Big of you.” I turned with the first aid kit in hand, stopping and taking in his big frame that was currently dwarfing one of Gran’s kitchen chairs. His hands were resting loosely on the table top, one of them stained with blood. I felt the color leave my face as my eyes sought out the wound I’d inflicted.

      “Relax,” he cautioned, seeing the look on my face, “it’s not bad. Head wounds bleed a lot, that’s all.”

      “But I—”

      “Let’s not argue about it, huh?” he cut in. “I snuck up on you outside in the dark. You did the right thing. In fact”—he paused, considering—“I’d have been disappointed if you hadn’t.”

      I paused at that. Was he being sincere or merely trying to make me feel better?

      “Why were you here anyway?” I asked, pressing a piece of gauze to his head.

      “I told you. Checking up on you.”

      “Why don’t I believe you? Why not knock on the front door?” I countered, dabbing at the cut just above his temple. He was right, it wasn’t bad, more of a scratch.

      “I did knock. You mustn’t have heard me. I saw the light on, figured I’d come around the back and check on things.”

      I rubbed at my temple, feeling a headache coming on. It was true, I hadn’t heard him knock—but Archie hadn’t reacted to a knock at the door. Why would he lie about such a small thing?

      Archie sauntered into the kitchen and headed straight for Blake, sniffing the toe of his shoe before deciding he approved and rubbing against his leg. Blake absently lowered his hand and stroked him.

      “You aren’t a healer then?” Blake asked, watching as I cleared away the bloody pieces of gauze. The small cut had stopped bleeding and didn’t even need a band-aid, although there was a bit of a lump forming.

      “No.” Some witches had the gift of healing. I was not one of them. Then I remembered what Annie had told me, via Gran—that he was fae.

      “Fae can’t heal themselves?” I asked, leaning against the kitchen counter with my arms folded over my chest and watched him through narrowed eyes.

      He didn’t squirm, merely looked at me with those impossibly dark eyes, then said, “I don’t have the gift either.”

      “What is your gift?” I pressed. I had a vague understanding of the fae, that they were blessed with different gifts, different powers that as a species, used together, made them very powerful.

      “I’m not sure we know each other well enough for this conversation.” He’d dodged a direct answer, which only made me want to know all the more.

      “What?” I protested. “Your gift is that special you can’t tell me? I’m sure Gran already told you my gift is great power. Although, I really don’t know what I’m doing with it,” I added. So far, all I really knew was I could use my magic without a wand. Convenient? Yes, but hardly earth-shatteringly awesome. Yet, everyone was telling me how powerful I was, and I still didn’t know what that really meant.

      His eyes crinkled at the corners a second before he smiled, dazzling with his white teeth. His shoulders shook with silent laughter and I almost stomped my foot in frustration. “Why are you laughing?”

      He cleared his throat, muttering, “Open book,” before sobering and saying, “I was teasing. So, the fae people are blessed with different gifts, as you call them, designed so that we work more effectively together. Mine is energy manipulation. I can control and manipulate energy to use as a weapon—or a shield.”

      “How come I managed to hurt you then?”

      This time, he laughed out loud and pointed to the scratch on his head. “This? This tiny scratch? Oh, honey, you are nowhere near capable of hurting me. Plus, if I’d used a shield, it would have landed you on your ass and I didn’t come here to hurt you.”

      “Why did you come?”

      “I promised your dad I’d look out for you.”

      “I can look after myself.” I huffed and he smiled indulgently at me.

      “Sure you can. But I promised your dad and when I make a promise, I keep it. But”—he held up a hand when I opened my mouth to argue—“I can see you’re fine. Tired, but fine.” He stood up, headed toward the kitchen door, and paused with his hand on the frame. “Lock up behind me.”

      Then he was gone. He’d left via the front door, moving at remarkable speed. By the time I’d stepped into the hallway, the front door was closing. I hurried to slide the bolt across as instructed.

      Deciding I’d had more than enough excitement for one night, I climbed the stairs to my bedroom. Packing could wait. Right now, I needed sleep. I’d collect the keys but moving out was on hold.

      Archie was already curled into a ball at the foot of my bed and I figured he had the right idea. Sleep now, follow up with leads on Bonnie’s murder tomorrow. And, above all else, push thoughts of Blake Tennant out of my head.
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      “I now call the murder club to order!” Gran clapped her hands, mimicking a gavel, and I shook my head. “Not a murder club, Gran.”

      “About time you called us.” Jenna waggled a finger at me, ignoring the banter between me and Gran. I’d had three missed calls on my phone from her and simply hadn’t had a chance to call her back. Until now.

      Since it was a Saturday, and the Whitefall Cove Annual Ball was tonight, I’d decided not to open the shop. Instead, I’d called Jenna and Monica, my two best friends, and asked them to meet me at the store. I’d moved the bookcase that had hidden the old case board I’d put together from Whitney’s murder and had pinned Bonnie’s name in the center. We had a new case, and the stakes were higher than before. Not only was Gran a suspect but they’d arrested her for the murder! I would not rest until her name was cleared.

      Monica pulled the blinds, blocking out the sun, before disposing of her big floppy hat, sunglasses, and ankle-length coat. “There, that’s better,” she said, easing down into one of the armchairs in the reading corner and draping her legs over the side.

      “Thanks for coming out during the day,” I said, knowing Monica’s vampire biology kept her out of the sun most days. Not that the sun would kill her, but it would give her a nasty sunburn in a matter of seconds.

      “For you babe, anything,” she purred in her sexy-as-sin voice.

      Jenna cleared her throat. “Here’s what I’ve got,” she said, approaching the board and pinning some notes to it. Jenna was a reporter for the Whitefall Cove Tribune, and I was extremely grateful to have her expertise on my side. Jenna had contacts that could prove useful.

      On the board, she’d pinned four names. Bernice Kemp, Vernon Garza, Kristen Lane, and Gladys Marquez. Bernice was the other witch Vernon was dating, Gladys was Bonnie’s neighbor who’d delivered the eggs, and Kristen Lane was the witch who had found Bonnie’s body.

      “Hey!” Gran protested. “Why aren’t I up there?” She stood with hands on hips, dressed in black stirrup pants—seriously, why are those things still around?—a yellow boob tube with a hot pink mesh singlet over the top, and a garish floral jacket with shoulder pads that a linebacker would envy. On her feet, instead of her beloved Uggs, she had novelty slippers. Tigers, to be precise.

      “Because you didn’t kill her,” I pointed out. “Therefore, you are not a suspect. Not in my book.”

      “Mine either,” Jenna and Monica said in unison. Gran considered our responses then, apparently satisfied, nodded her head and took a seat.

      I leaned on the edge of my desk and studied the names on the board.

      “Let me take you through it,” Jenna offered, standing by the board and pointing to Bonnie’s name. “Bonnie Emerson, seventy-four, head witch of the Crescent Coven. Died by choking. Unconfirmed reports it was the cake she’d intended to enter into the Decadent Desserts competition.” We remained silent, each lost in our own thoughts about how Bonnie had died. Jenna continued.

      “Kristen Lane, twenty-seven, fellow member of the Crescent Coven, discovered Bonnie’s body at approximately five p.m. Thursday afternoon. She’d called in to pick Bonnie up and give her a lift—the Crescent Coven had their blessing ceremony that night.”

      “Kristen’s grandmother, Delores Lane, is next in line to be head witch of the Crescent Coven,” Gran said. “Maybe she did it. Got tired of waiting to be top dog, decided bumping Bonnie off was faster than waiting for her to kick the bucket in her own sweet time.”

      “Interesting,” Jenna commented, but jotted down Delores’ name with a question mark and pinned it beneath Kristen’s. “We’ll have to explore that angle some more.”

      She continued with her presentation. “Then we have Bernice Kemp. Yet another member of the coven and also dating Vernon Garza—our other suspect.”

      “I hear that Vernon had also been dating Bonnie on the sly,” I said, “and that Bonnie and Bernice didn’t know he was dating the other.”

      “Oh really?” Jenna narrowed her eyes in thought. “Here’s a big motive. A love triangle!” She moved the pins around so Vernon was at the top and Bonnie and Bernice beneath, forming a triangle.

      “So maybe Bernice got wind that he was dating Bonnie and decided to remove the competition—”

      “Or Vernon did away with Bonnie. Maybe he tried to break up with her and things got out of control?” Monica piped up, tapping her ruby red lips with a slender finger.

      I cleared my throat. “We’ve got plenty of motive on this board, but little evidence. I can tell you that we found the remnants of burned love letters in Bonnie’s attic.”

      “From Vernon?” Jenna asked.

      I shrugged. “Could be. Jackson took them as evidence. Also”—this time, I aimed my words directly at Gran—“Bonnie’s Grimoire is missing.”

      “Hey,” Gran protested, hand to her chest, “don’t look at me. I didn’t take it. I’ve got my own. I wouldn’t want anything from that coven anyway, the Sisters of the Sacred Flame coven is clearly superior.”

      “You said we found the remnants of burned love letters.” Jenna pounced on my slip-up. “Are you saying you were there?”

      I bit my lip and nodded. “They’d arrested Gran and I couldn’t sit at home twiddling my thumbs. I had to do something, so I went to Bonnie’s house to look for evidence. Jackson busted me but let me stay and help. I thought I could sense Bonnie upstairs in the attic—wondered if she was a ghost like Whitney—but instead, there was some sort of orb there. Jackson could see it better than me, he said it can happen when a person crosses over and their magic still…hangs around.”

      “You know what else can create orbs?” Gran piped up, studying her nails with feigned interest. “Fae.”

      I caught my breath. Blake had said he manipulated energy. Could he have been behind the orb? Using it to spy on Bonnie? Or us?

      “You said yourself he got here awful fast,” Gran continued. “After I was arrested, you what? Rang your parents? Who then called him? And a couple of hours later, he was here? Like, he dropped everything for itty bitty me?”

      “Oh my god, you’re right!” I gulped. My first instinct had been right. The first time I’d laid eyes on Blake Tennant, I’d thought bad boy. With a squeaky voice, I said, “Add Blake Tennant to the board. Lawyer.”

      “Supposedly”—Gran sniffed and I frowned at her—“he got you out, didn’t he? There has to be some truth behind who he is.”

      “Okay, ladies,” Jenna soothed, writing out a card for Blake and adding it to the board. “Tell me what you know.”

      “Ummm.” I didn’t have much. “He’s a lawyer who knows my dad. I don’t know how—he wouldn’t say.”

      “Do you have a business card or anything?” Jenna asked. “I can see what I can find out about him and the firm he works for.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Yes! I do. Hang on.” Digging into my purse, I pulled out the card he’d given me and handed it to Jenna.

      She looked at it with raised brows. “Did you even read this?”

      I shook my head. I’d glanced at it and put it in my purse; my thoughts at the time had been consumed with getting Gran out of jail.

      “This business card is from the law firm Richards, Jones, & Tennant.”

      “He’s a partner? A partner is here in Whitefall Cove, defending Gran?” My mouth dropped open. That didn’t compute.

      Jenna chuckled. “You missed something, Harper.”

      “There’s a Jones in the mix,” Monica supplied. “Got any lawyers in the family?”

      Richards, Jones, & Tennant. It couldn’t be Dad. He’s an archeologist. The fact he knew Blake was irrefutable, since Dad had obviously called him and Blake had taken the case with no hesitation.

      “Don’t panic.” Jenna touched my arm, seeing the worry on my face. “I’ll look into it. Not hard to get the info on who’s who in firms like this. I doubt it’s got anything to do with Bonnie’s murder, but you want to know who you’re dealing with, so leave it with me.”

      “Thank you, Jenna.” I gave her a weak smile, my mind a whirl.

      “So, who do you think did it? Who knocked off Bonnie?” Gran demanded.

      Jenna, Monica, and I exchanged a look. “No idea,” I finally said. “But, we’ve got one more name to discuss. Gladys Marquez, also a member of their coven and Bonnie’s neighbor. Gladys has prolific egg-laying hens and from what I understand, she provides Bonnie with the eggs for her baking, along with selling them at the town markets and privately. There was a fresh bowl on the kitchen table.”

      “Indicating Gladys had been in the kitchen that day,” Monica said.

      “Bonnie could have gone next door and collected them,” Jenna pointed out.

      “Either way, the eggs were fresh. I remember seeing chicken poop and fluffy white feathers stuck to the shells. The two women saw each other that day.”

      “I think Vernon did it.” Gran sniffed. “I think Bonnie caught him with Bernice and kicked his sorry butt to the curb, and he got mad.”

      “It’s a possible theory,” I admitted. “But did he have the strength to subdue Bonnie and tie her to a chair in the first place? He’s an old man.”

      “She was an old woman,” Gran shot back.

      “Yeah, but she’s a witch. She had magic to protect herself with,” Monica pointed out. “So whoever it was either had magic too, or was physically stronger than her and surprised and subdued her before she had a chance to use her magic.”

      “Did you find her wand?” Jenna asked and I shrugged.

      “I didn’t see it in the attic, and I assume if it was in the kitchen or on her body, the police would have it. I guess I can ask Jackson.”

      “Her wand would be with her. At all times,” Gran said.

      “Then it has to be at the police station,” I replied. “Does it matter?”

      “The wand might help you locate the grimoire,” Gran said, then swung her oversized, rainbow-colored crochet purse over her shoulder. “Let’s go!”

      “Go where?” I sighed, just a little fazed by her energy and apparent lack of concern that she was on the hook for murder.

      “To go and pay our respects to the Crescent Coven, of course.” I must have had a puzzled look on my face because Gran sighed dramatically and spoke slowly and loudly, as if I were impaired.

      “We go see Delores Lane, who is now head witch of the Crescent Coven. Say how sorry we are about Bonnie. Ask questions about Bonnie and Bernice dating Vernon.”

      I couldn’t believe it. Gran actually had a good idea and both Jenna and Monica looked a little taken aback as well.

      “Right. Yes. We should take some flowers,” I said, pushing myself off the desk and grabbing for my bag.

      “I’m going to do some digging into Blake Tennant,” Jenna said.

      “I’m going to get some sleep. I’ll see y’all at the ball tonight,” Monica said, pulling on her sun shielding apparel. The annual ball was one of the few nights of the year where everything else closed down, which meant Monica, who was a bartender at Brewed Awakening, got the night off.
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      We selected a bouquet of colorful wildflowers wrapped with a pretty yellow bow, and Gran held them on her lap while I drove us to Delores Lane’s house. Delores’ house wasn’t too far from Bonnie’s, just a few blocks to the north, and as I pulled up out the front, I admired the dove gray federation house with white trim. Red brick pavers led up to the porch steps, lush lawn on either side and ample trees and shrubbery.

      The first step creaked underfoot as I stepped up, alerting the entire neighborhood it seemed of our presence, for there was a flurry of activity. Front doors opened, curtains twitched, and a shiver ran up my spine. Why did I feel like we were in enemy territory?

      The solid black door swung open just as I raised my fist to knock.

      “Harper. Alice. What an unexpected surprise,” Delores Lane greeted us. Delores was as tall as she was round. Each time I saw her, I thought of the childhood nursery rhyme Humpty Dumpty.

      “We’ve come to pay our respects and say how sorry we were to hear of Bonnie’s passing.” I waited for Gran to hand over the flowers and when she didn’t, I nudged her, hard. “Gran! Flowers!”

      Gran held out the flowers and Delores stared at them, but didn’t make a move to take them from Gran, making the entire encounter incredibly awkward. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought Gran with me. Maybe this was a bad idea.

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” I apologized, grabbing Gran’s wrist, and was turning away, intent on a hasty retreat, when Delores spoke.

      “Won’t you come in?”

      I froze. That was unexpected. Turning back to her, I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile and nodded my head. “Thank you.”

      The interior of Delores’ house was as delightful as the exterior. Dark wooden floors accentuated by white walls and trim. Simple furniture with clear-cut lines and minimal clutter.

      “Let’s get this out of the way right up front,” Gran said, following Delores into the sitting room. “I did not kill Bonnie.”

      “Of course you’d say that.” Delores crossed her arms and frowned at Gran.

      “Why would I kill that old bag of bones?” Gran demanded, voice rising. “Nothing in it for me, except a jail cell. And honestly, her angel food cake is not that good—never understood what all the fuss was about.”

      “How dare you!” Delores straightened her shoulders, her cheeks flushing red.

      “Gran! Go and wait in the car!” I pointed toward the front door and Gran looked from the door to me and back again.

      “You can’t be serious?” she asked incredulously.

      “I’m dead serious. Go. I’ll be out in a minute.”

      She eyeballed me for a minute, but I didn’t back down, not even when that steel-like stare cut through me and made me doubt the wisdom of my actions. A small grin curled her lips. “Fine.”

      She swung on her heel and stomped out, slamming the front door behind her.

      “I do apologize,” I said to Delores who was now grinning at me.

      “No need. Alice and our coven go way back. Sit, child.” She waved at the cream-colored sofa and I obediently sank into its plush depths.

      “I know Gran can be brash and come off as rude—” I began, but Delores cut me off.

      “When I said Alice and our coven go way back, I meant it. I’ve known Alice forever. And I know she didn’t kill Bonnie, that’s not Alice’s style at all. Where’s the fun in beating her in the Decadent Desserts competition if she’s dead?”

      I visibly relaxed my tense shoulders, relieved beyond measure that Delores believed Gran was innocent.

      “So, I assume you’re really here to try and find out who did kill Bonnie?” She pulled her wand from the pocket of her smock and waved it. Two glasses of iced tea appeared on the coffee table.

      “Well, I’m here to pay my respects, but yes, that too,” I admitted, leaning forward to pick up a glass. Delores followed suit, taking a sip of the sweet, refreshing drink.

      “What can I do? How can I help?” Clasping the glass to her bosom with pudgy fingers, she looked at me over the rim.

      “We’ve reason to believe that Bonnie was dating Vernon Garza,” I said. Delores blinked. “And Bernice Kemp. At the same time,” I added.

      Delores looked uncomfortable. “Oh dear. We had hoped to keep that quiet,” she breathed, picking at the hem of her smock. “That was most unfortunate.”

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “Do the police know?” she asked and I nodded. “Then I guess it’s only a matter of time before it gets out.”

      She sighed, taking a sip of tea. “It seems Vernon has been a bit of a cad. He told Bonnie that he and Bernice were no longer seeing each other, so when he asked her out, she said yes. They had a handful of dates, but Bonnie became suspicious when they never went anywhere public. She suspected something was amiss. When she confronted him with it, he confessed that he’d lied—he was still dating Bernice.”

      “That couldn’t have gone down well,” I said sympathetically.

      Delores grimaced. “Thankfully, not so much a case of a broken heart but wounded pride. Bonnie ended things with him and that’s all there was to it.”

      “Did Bernice know? That he’d been dating Bonnie?”

      “Only afterward. When Bonnie threatened Vernon that if he didn’t tell her, she would. Bonnie felt Bernice had the right to know the type of man he was, and that if she chose to continue seeing him? Well, then it was a fully-informed decision.”

      “And did she?” I pressed. “Continue seeing him?”

      Delores bowed her head in apparent dejection. “She did. Lord only knows why. Once a cheater always a cheater.”

      “And this happened recently?”

      Tears welled in Delores eyes as she nodded. “A couple of weeks back.” She sniffed. “There was such a kerfuffle within the coven, witches taking sides and being mad at Bernice, that Bonnie organized a healing ceremony, to mend any rifts. She had no hard feelings toward Bernice—none of what happened was her fault. Only…” She trailed off.

      Only Bonnie had been killed before the ceremony could take place.

      “So, when your granddaughter arrived to pick Bonnie up, it was for the healing ceremony? Not a blessing ceremony for the Decadent Desserts competition?”

      “That’s right. The blessing ceremony was meant to be last night. Of course, now we have no entry, so it’s a moot point.”

      “I’m very sorry.” It was truly awful what had happened to Bonnie and I could feel Delores’ grief as if it were my own. I finished my drink and rose to my feet, extending a hand to her. “Thank you for talking with me today.”

      She accepted it, and then winked. “Of course. Please don’t consider this a truce between our covens. The fun and games must continue.”

      With that, she pulled at her wand and tapped my shoulder with it. I was immediately swarmed by a hundred moths.

      “Argh!” Swatting at my head and cringing as they flew into my hair, I ran out of her house, arms waving like a mad person.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Gran asked. She wasn’t in the car as instructed, but standing by the bird bath in Delores’ front garden.

      “Moths!” I yelled, still waving and swatting. Gran laughed. “There are no moths, Harper. She got you, huh?”

      I stopped my uncoordinated moth dance and dropped my arms to my sides. I’d messed up my hair and could feel it in a tangled mess around my head. Oh yeah. Delores had gotten me good. I grinned, then sobered.

      “What are you doing?” I asked suspiciously, heading toward Gran. She’d moved to block my view of the bird bath.

      “Nothing. Come on, let’s get going. You have to collect the keys to the lighthouse cottage, don’t you?”

      She grabbed my arm and steered me away, back toward the car. I tried to crane my neck over my shoulder, but I couldn’t see what she’d done to the bird bath. Considering the spell Delores had just bestowed on me, I decided to let it slide.
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      The town hall looked amazing, decorated with swathes of fabric hanging from the center of the ceiling out to the sides, and then down the walls. It reminded me of the Arabian nights. Fairy lights were pinned to the fabric and dry ice pumped out over the floor, adding just the right amount of mystery and magic.

      Standing in the doorway, I watched as Gran sashayed across the room, her massive hoop skirt swaying. Tonight, she resembled Scarlett O’Hara from Gone with the Wind—except for the heavy blue glitter eyeshadow, that is.

      Jenna spotted me and hurried over, taking both my hands in hers. She looked me up and down. “You look amazing!”

      “Thank you.” I beamed. I was in my ruby red strapless gown, my hair artfully pinned to the top of my head with soft tendrils escaping the pins to rest against my neck. My makeup was on point with winged eyeliner and lips the same shade as my dress. In my hands was my silver clutch with lipstick, keys, and cell phone inside. I had no room for anything else and I wasn’t making the same mistake again—I would always carry my phone and keys with me rather than checking them.

      “You look pretty good yourself.” Jenna was in a midnight blue gown that accentuated her blonde hair and blue eyes to perfection. “Is Monica here yet?”

      “She was over with the band a second ago.” Jenna pointed and I turned to see Monica in a stunning, skintight dress that clung to her curves from her neck down to her ankles. It was jet black but had a slight shimmer to it, and with her dark hair left loose to cascade down her back, she was a walking dream.

      On the stage with the band was a trestle table with the Decadent Desserts entries displayed, and a microphone center stage. Whitefall Cove’s big night had arrived and judging by the number of people here, the whole town had turned out.

      “Are you okay?” Jenna asked, linking her arm through mine and guiding us across the smoky floor toward the bar.

      “I’m fine.” I smiled, but I felt it pull on my face like a drying face mask. Tight and uncomfortable.

      Jenna stopped. “What is it? Has something else happened?”

      “No, nothing like that,” I assured her. “It’s just, I haven’t been able to get hold of Mom or Dad. Gran told me I’m being a worrywart over nothing, they’re probably in the air or catching some sleep on a layover somewhere. I just kinda hoped they’d be here by now, you know?”

      Jenna rubbed a hand up and down my back in a comforting gesture. “You must miss them. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

      “Too long,” I agreed. Although we’d kept in touch with video calls, it had been over two years since we’d seen each other in person. Video just wasn’t the same.

      “Ladies.” We were interrupted by Jackson, who appeared in front of us looking jaw-droppingly gorgeous in a black tux, his wavy brown hair brushing his collar and his green eyes sparkling. My mouth watered in appreciation.

      “Hi, Jackson,” Jenna responded for both of us, “Liliana not with you?”

      He shrugged, sliding his hands in his pockets. “She’s around here somewhere. Can I get you two a drink?”

      “Champagne would be great.” I found my voice. And wouldn’t you know, as soon as I’d said it, two glasses of champagne appeared before Jackson could even move.

      “Your wish is my command,” Blake drawled, handing a glass to me and the other to Jenna. “Ladies”—he inclined his head—“you look stunning this evening.”

      His dark eyes devoured me from head to toe. Forget mouthwatering, my ovaries literally exploded at the sight of him. Despite wearing a tux identical to Jackson, who wore it well, Blake wore it ten times better.

      “Thank you.” Jenna beamed. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced. I’m Jenna Owens.”

      “Blake Tennant,” he replied, shaking her hand before I could gather my wits and introduce them properly. I’d been too busy having an internal argument with my wayward reproductive organs to remember my manners.

      “Didn’t expect to see you here tonight,” Jackson said to Blake, his voice distinctly chilly.

      “I’ve still got business in town…and I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Blake drawled, his dark eyes flicking to Jackson and dismissing him.

      “Any idea when Gran’s case will be?” I asked. She was on bail, not off the hook, and I felt the weight of it hanging over me.

      “As soon as I know, you’ll know,” he replied, taking a sip of his own champagne and watching me over the rim of the glass. Feeling myself flush under his gaze, I took a hefty gulp. The bubbles went up my nose and the champagne went down the wrong pipe, burning all the way. Coughing and choking, with my eyes streaming, I tried to catch my breath while not spilling my drink, very conscious of the fact I’d just made an absolute twat out of myself.

      Jenna took my glass while Blake rubbed my back. How embarrassing. With a throat full of razor blades, I rasped, “Going to the ladies’,” and took off as if the hounds of hell were after me. Busting through the bathroom door, my coughs had subsided and I cleared my throat a couple of times before looking at myself in the mirror above the vanity unit. Thankfully, my mascara and eyeliner had stayed put. I dabbed at the dampness beneath my eyes with a tissue and was just finishing up when Jenna arrived.

      “You okay?” she asked with concern.

      “I’m fine. Went down the wrong way,” I explained, smoothing my palms down my thighs.

      “So, while I have you alone…” she began, and I gave her my full attention. “Sounds ominous.”

      She fluffed her hair in the mirror. “It’s not. Just wanted to let you know that I looked into Blake Tennant today. He’s legit. Definitely a partner. Why he accepted Gran’s case, I cannot say. As for the Jones member of the law firm, he—or she—is a silent partner who doesn’t practice law. I’ve not been able to find out any information on who that might be, your father or not.”

      “Thanks for trying, Jenna.” I hugged her, then held her away from me. “I don’t want to worry about any of this tonight. Tonight is about having fun. I can hear the music has started, let’s go dance. I refuse to hide out in the bathroom.”

      We exited the bathroom to find the dance floor filling up. The band’s first set was jazz. Looking around, I spotted Blake at the bar, one elbow resting on it as he perused the room. Spotting me, he raised his hand, indicating he held my champagne glass. Jackson was nowhere to be seen, swallowed up by the swarm of bodies.

      “I can’t dance to this,” Jenna complained. “Let’s wait for the next set. How about we try again with that drink, huh? This time, swallow it, don’t snort it up your nose.”

      “Ha ha.” I followed her across the floor to where Blake waited, and could feel him watching me every step of the way. It was unnerving and exhilarating, all at the same time.

      “Better?” he asked, handing me my drink.

      “Much. Thank you.”

      He looked me up and down, his eyes doing a slow, thorough appraisal.

      “Red looks good on you.” The corner of his mouth quirked up.

      “It matches my cheeks.” Oh great. Brilliant response, Harper. Blake raised one dark eyebrow at me.

      “I meant, because I was red in the face from choking. Not that I go around with a red face all the time. Except when I’m around you, I mean, I feel like I’ve got constant heat in my face whenever I run into you.” Oh. My. God. Shut up, Harper! I took a breath, fixed him with a dazzling smile, and asked, “So what are you doing here?”

      “Alice invited me.”

      “She did?” I squeaked. Great. I was back to chipmunk voice. Jenna looked at me with a slightly horrified expression on her face, most likely wondering what the hell I was doing. Normal, intelligent, and most of all, articulate Harper Jones was reduced to a babbling incoherent mess around one slick city lawyer. Taking pity on me, she distracted Blake with a series of law questions, since she was an avid Law & Order fan. I listened in, nodded where appropriate, and sipped my champagne, careful not to bring on another coughing fit.

      Eventually, the band took a break and a woman dressed in a stylish plum-colored tuxedo, complete with top hat, took center stage.

      “Good evening, everyone!” she said into the microphone, her voice loud and clear. “Welcome to the Whitefall Cove Annual Ball and Fundraiser. My name is Donna DeGloria and I’ll be your MC for this evening.”

      A round of applause followed her announcement, then she waved us into silence. “Thank you, thank you. First of all, I’d like to ask for a moment of silence, in memory of a treasured community member, and reigning Decadent Deserts champion, Bonnie Emerson.”

      I dutifully lowered my head and sent up a prayer for Bonnie. I nearly jumped out of my skin when a warm hand wrapped around mine. Snapping my head up, I met the sizzling gaze of tall, dark, and unbelievably handsome. Jason Momoa had nothing on Blake Tennant, and to say I was having inappropriate fantasies was an understatement. I didn’t know why he’d taken my hand—as a measure of comfort, perhaps—but I didn’t pull away. Even though part of me was screaming “Bad boy, bad boy,” I couldn’t force myself to break contact. So, we stood there, hand in hand, while I silently recited the alphabet backwards just to keep my thoughts at bay.

      “And now, on with the show!” Donna declared, making me jump.

      “Easy,” Blake murmured in my ear, his hot breath dancing over my skin and making me shiver.

      “Let me tell you, the judges of the Decadent Deserts had their work cut out for them this year.” Donna smiled, waving her arm at the array of desserts on the trestle table behind her. “But there can only be one winner. And this year, that winner is…drum roll, please.” The drummer obligingly beat out a drum roll, ending with a clash of symbols. Donna opened a gold-colored envelope, read the contents, then beamed at the audience. “The winner is, Alice Brewer! Congratulations, Alice. Get up here!”

      Gran hooped and hollered with excitement, while a distinct murmur of disappointment could be heard from the Crescent Coven witches. I hoped this wouldn’t stir up more trouble between the covens. Skirts held high, Gran climbed the stairs at the side of the stage and made her way to the microphone, her smile wide.

      “While Alice makes her way up the stage, let me remind you that the desserts will be available for your consumption. Alice’s winning entry is the chocolate crepe cake, and folks, I’ve had a taste myself and it is divine.” Gran arrived at Donna’s side and she handed over the microphone, along with the Decadent Desserts trophy.

      “Thank you, ladies and germs,” Gran punned, and a good-natured groan met her greeting. “Y’all know I’ve been coveting this prize since it began, and that darn witch, Bonnie, kept beating me, year after year.”

      Closing my eyes on a silent prayer that Gran wasn’t about to do or say anything inappropriate or insulting, I subconsciously squeezed Blake’s hand. Hard.

      “Relax. She’s got this,” he murmured, not taking his eyes from the stage.

      Gran continued, “But I sure as heck didn’t want to win because the reigning champion couldn’t be here to defend her crown. So,” she held aloft the trophy Donna had handed her, “I’d like to dedicate this year’s trophy to Bonnie Emerson. May she rest in peace.”

      My shoulders sagged in relief as applause and whoops of approval reverberated throughout the ballroom. When the noise had settled down, Gran finished, “But watch out next year—the gloves are off. May the best witch win!” And with that, she triumphantly sashayed off the stage with the band serenading her as she left.

      Donna took the mic. “Looks like next year’s Decadent Deserts is going to be a humdinger!” She grinned. “Okay, folks, get your dancing shoes ready, the band is warmed up and ready to party. The crew will move the desserts to the back of the hall and we’ll have a few more sets from the band, and then it’ll be time for the Bachelor Auction. Hope you brought your check books!”

      The band started back up with a slow, soft rhythm and I jolted when Blake leaned down and whispered, “Let’s dance.”

      With my hand still tucked in his, I didn’t resist when he took my champagne from me and placed it on the bar, then led me onto the dance floor. We weren’t the only ones affected by the slow, sultry music. Couples swarmed the dance floor, their movements kicking up the dry ice, causing it to move and sway as if it were alive and dancing.

      Blake slung one arm casually around my waist, keeping my right hand in his, and began moving slowly with the music. He was graceful on his feet, and it was nice. A little too nice. A heat began to pool just south of my belly button, and I panicked, blurting out the first thing that came into my head.

      “Are you afraid of clowns?”

      Blake smiled. “No, I’m not afraid of clowns. Are you?”

      “A little,” I admitted. “I never used to be, not as a kid. But then they started to make scary movies about them, the type of movie that makes me afraid to go to sleep at night. Now I’m a little wary of them.”

      I was dying here. Why was I talking about clowns, of all things? I clamped my mouth shut and vowed I would not utter another word. That lasted all of thirty seconds.

      “Do you like cats? I have a cat. Actually, he’s my familiar. His name is Archie,” I blurted.

      He chuckled. “I know, I met him. At your house. Remember?”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “Relax,” he said, pulling me closer. I had a snowball’s chance in hell of relaxing when my body was totally fixated on jumping this guy’s bones. Then, as we swirled around the dance floor, I caught a glimpse of Jackson and my heart stuttered, just a little.

      I’d liked Jackson ever since moving home. Yet, put a tall, dark, and handsome man in my path and my heart switched affections faster than you could blink. Was this me now? Was this who I was after the betrayal of Simon? A flighty, unable-to-make-up-her-mind woman who lusted over more than one man?

      “Whatever you’re thinking about,” Blake murmured in my ear, “quit it. You’ve gone all tense.”

      “I was thinking about the case,” I lied. Well, not a total lie, because it was on my mind.

      “How about you leave that to the professionals?” he replied.

      I pulled back, staring at him. “You don’t know me, not even a little bit,” I grumbled. If he did, he’d know I couldn’t leave this alone. Not when it was family.

      “Oh, I know more about you than you realize,” he replied with a smile that had my toes curling and a shiver dancing up my spine. My eternal soul was saved by Gran tapping Blake on the shoulder and asking to cut in. I bowed out gracefully, hurrying back to the bar, leaving the two of them on the dance floor, their heads bent close together.

      The champagne from earlier had gone warm so I requested a fresh glass and was taking a grateful sip when Jackson appeared by my side.

      “You look lovely this evening,” he said, and I smiled at him.

      “So do you.”

      He laughed. “This conversation is giving me deja vu.”

      I laughed with him, remembering the Christmas Ball when we’d said the same thing to each other. Only then, we’d been investigating Whitney Sims’ murder.

      “How’s the investigation going?” I asked, taking my champagne and moving away from the bar, allowing others access. Jackson followed me.

      “Slowly,” he replied, shuffling from one foot to the other, before blurting, “Just be careful around Tennant, okay?”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “He’s a fast-moving, city slicker type of guy. I’d hate to see you hurt.”

      My eyes widened. Jackson was warning me off Blake? I mean, I should feel flattered—it meant he cared—but instead, I felt a twinge of annoyance.

      “Thanks for your concern, but I’m fine. He’s Gran’s lawyer, nothing more.”

      “I’ve seen the way he looks at you, Harper…”

      I blinked. Then blinked again. Before I could gather my wits and respond, Liliana appeared, and I marveled at her transformation from austere police officer to sex goddess. She wore a metallic gold dress that accentuated her long, lean figure, and her hair was no longer pulled back tightly but flowing down over her shoulders in lustrous waves. By day, coldhearted cop, by night, sultry seductress.

      “There you are.” She smiled at Jackson, linked her arm through his, and leaned into his side. Staking her claim. I pressed my lips together. Jackson had no business butting into my love life. And Liliana could relax, I had no intentions of stealing her man.

      “Enjoy your evening,” I told them both, slipping away, not turning when Jackson called out my name to my departing back.

      I was searching for Gran, wanting to congratulate her on her win, when I spotted Kristen Lane out the corner of my eye, dancing with her boyfriend, Cody.

      Kristen had found Bonnie’s body, and despite having spoken with her grandmother, Delores, a chat with Kristen wouldn’t be out of the ordinary. I waited on the sidelines and when the couple left the dance floor, I swooped.

      “Hey Kristen.” I smiled my friendliest smile. She stopped and returned the smile.

      “Oh hey, Harper.”

      “I was hoping I could talk to you? About Bonnie?”

      She looked around, spotted her boyfriend heading to the men’s room, then shrugged. “Yeah, okay, I guess. What about her?”

      “You found her?”

      “Yes.” Oh geez. This was like pulling teeth. I placed my hand on her arm in what I hoped was a soothing gesture. “Would you be able to walk me through it? I want to find who did this to her as much as you do.”

      Her breath left her lungs in a whoosh and her eyes filled with tears. “It was awful.” She sniffled, running her fingers beneath her eyes, wiping away the moisture. “I could sense it as soon as I pushed open the door. Her death. The energy was dark. Evil.”

      “You pushed open the door? It wasn’t locked?”

      “When I knocked, it popped open. Like it wasn’t properly on the latch. So, I went in and as soon as I set foot over the threshold, I knew something bad had happened.” She sniffled again. “I found her in the kitchen. Tied to the chair, her mouth wide open with cake…” She stopped, drew in a shuddering breath, and I ran my hand up and down her arm.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “That must have been awful.”

      “Her eyes were open. Glazed,” Kristen continued, as if I hadn’t spoken, “and just the pure mess of the cake, everywhere. It was everywhere.”

      “Did you notice anything else? You said the front door wasn’t on the latch. What about the back door? Windows?”

      She shook her head. “Everything else was shut. There was a note from Gladys on the egg bowl. Flour and butter and milk on the table from where she’d been baking.”

      “So, the cake, the one that was used to…you know…you think that was her entry in the Decadent Desserts competition? Or a practice run?”

      Kristen straightened her shoulders and dragged in another deep breath. “It was her entry. It had to be. There wouldn’t have been enough time for another—she slow bakes, says that’s one of the secrets—oops.” She clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes wide in horror.

      “It’s okay,” I soothed. “I’m not interested in her baking secrets. My lips are sealed, I promise.”

      “Thanks,” she whispered. “Anyway, that’s about it. I ran back out onto the front porch and called the cops. I couldn’t wait inside, not with that horrible feeling—it made me feel sick. I didn’t want to vomit, not on Bonnie’s beautiful garden, but it came close.”

      I patted Kristen’s arm again. “Thanks for talking with me.”

      “Hey! Get away from her!” Cody appeared, taking Kristen’s arm and dragging her away from me.

      “It’s okay, Cody,” Kristen protested, but he was having none of it, bustling her away with a thunderous expression on his face.

      “Stay away. Murderer!” he spat.

      Oh hey, unfair. This time, it’s Gran who’s the suspect, not me. But I decided not to argue the point. Kristen flashed an apologetic shrug my way before letting him lead her away.
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      I spotted Gran over by the trestle table that had been moved from the stage to the back wall of the ballroom and made my way over.

      “Congratulations.” I kissed her cheek and she winked, her extra-long fake eyelashes brushing her cheek.

      “Watch this.” She giggled, her eyes on Delores Lane, who was helping herself to the punch bowl on the far end of the dessert laden table.

      “What did you do?” Narrowing my eyes, I watched as Delores sipped her drink. She licked her lips then looked down into her cup suspiciously.

      Gran whispered, “Prune juice.”

      Trust Gran to spell the fruit punch. “Change it back. Now!”

      “I didn’t start it,” Gran complained. “Look at them all twitching out there.” She pointed to the dance floor where people were indeed twitching and scratching. “Hope you didn’t take one of them sweets from the bar.”

      I hadn’t, but I had noticed the bowl full of sweets sitting on the bar and thought it odd they were there.

      Donna DeGloria took to the stage, mic in hand, shushing the band mid-song.

      “Sorry for the interruption, folks, but I see our witches are at it again. If you find yourself under the influence of anything other than alcohol, please make your way to the booth out the back where antidotes are being dispensed. Witches, may I remind you that this is a magic-free event.” She turned off the mic and the band resumed playing.

      “See?” Gran grinned. “Happens every year.”

      “Well, just quit it, okay?” I mumbled, shaking my head at the witches and their mischief-making ways.

      “You’re such a goody-two-shoes, a rule follower.” Gran patted my cheek, taking any sting out of her words, but she wasn’t wrong. Rules were there for a reason, but I couldn’t help the grin that escaped when a young man executed a hell of a dance move, trying to scratch his back and leg at the same time.

      Gran handed me a paper plate laden with tasty morsels from the dessert table. I squinted at the selection. “They aren’t spelled, are they?” I asked suspiciously, not putting it past her.

      “Nope, cross my heart.” She mimicked crossing her chest. “Oh look, there’s Vernon and Bernice.” Before I could stop her, Gran had bolted, moving as fast as her hooped skirts would allow. I debated following her but decided to hang back and watch. For now.

      Bernice Kemp would have to be in her seventies, at least, and was small. Tiny, in fact, and incredibly slim. She looked as if a stiff breeze would blow her away. Bonnie Emerson had been twice Bernice’s size. I couldn’t see Bernice being able to physically restrain her. Unless, of course, it was all magic, which we couldn’t rule out.

      I turned my attention to her boyfriend, Vernon Garza. He had a debonair grace about him, a Frank Sinatra vibe with his gray pinstripe suit and hat dipped low over one eye. He took said hat off to greet Gran, bowing low and sweeping his arm, hat in hand, in front of him. He had a full head of gray hair that matched his moustache. Vernon was one hundred percent human, and of average height and build. I tilted my head and pondered the possibility of whether this elderly gentleman had the strength to restrain Bonnie. What if they’d done it together? Bernice’s magic combined with Vernon’s physical strength.

      “They have an alibi,” Jackson said beside me, making me jump. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”

      With my hand on my chest to calm my thundering heart, I glanced at him before turning my attention back to the elderly couple.

      “Oh?”

      “They were at the cinema. Ticket stubs prove it.”

      “Ticket stubs prove they were there, not that they stayed for the entire movie,” I pointed out.

      “True. Although we have witnesses seeing them leave. It was a double feature, started at three o’clock, got out at seven. They went to dinner afterward.”

      Damn. Bonnie was killed within that timeframe. “They could have snuck out and back in again,” I said.

      “Little bit difficult at their age, but yes, I suppose so.” He was humoring me.

      “And you’re sure Bonnie has crossed over?”

      “You were with me at her house. No sign of her there. I don’t like to do séances anymore—last time I did that, I got inundated with ghosts wanting me to pass on messages. Took me six weeks to get rid of them, one by one.”

      I found his necromancy talent fascinating. I couldn’t fathom what it would be like to see ghosts. “Are there any here?” I asked, looking around the ballroom, wondering if they were here, joining in.

      Jackson glanced around the room, his eyes shot back to a place at the foot of the stage, stayed there for a second, before moving on.

      “You saw one, didn’t you?” I pounced, casting my own gaze to the spot I’d seen him zoom in on. “There’s a ghost here. Who is it?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s a woman, she’s wearing a long dress, with an apron. Like an old-fashioned maid’s outfit, maybe. It’s hard to say, she’s incorporeal so there’s not a whole lot of detail.”

      “What’s she doing?”

      “Standing there, wringing her hands.”

      I frowned. Wringing her hands? Sounded like she was worried. “Do you need to help her?”

      “Shh.” He shushed me and I frowned. “She’s seen me. She knows we’re talking about her. Keep quiet, she’s coming over.”

      “Coming over?” I squeaked, wringing my own hands. I kept my eyes trained in the direction I thought she’d be coming from and almost fainted when an apparition began to take shape. The closer she got to us, the more I could see her.

      “Oh my god,” I breathed. “It’s happening again. Being with you makes me see ghosts.”

      She was gliding across the room, her feet a foot off the floor. My heart was beating double time in my chest. I did not like ghosts. I could tolerate Whitney haunting my bookstore, possibly because I knew her, but it still gave me the heebie jeebies.

      My skin prickled with goose bumps as the ghost drew near and I felt chilled to the bone. Without thought, I grabbed Jackson’s hand. His flesh was warm and comforting and he wrapped his fingers securely around mine.

      “Take a breath, Harper,” he muttered, “Don’t want to draw attention to ourselves. It’s always awkward talking with a ghost in public.”

      Oh. Right. Of course. No one else could see her. I couldn’t continue to stand by Jackson’s side, holding his hand, if he didn’t want to appear like he was talking to thin air. Reluctantly, I released my death grip and shuffled around so I was facing him. There. Now it would at least look like he was talking to me.

      The ghost drifted in between us and to say it was disconcerting to see right through her was an understatement. I waited for her to speak, shifting from one foot to the other. Then, without uttering a word, she disappeared. I sagged, from relief or disappointment, I wasn’t sure.

      “Did she say something and I just didn’t hear it?” I asked, regaining my composure.

      Jackson shook his head. “Nope. Sometimes it’s like that. She just came over to check me out, see if I was a threat or not. I’m guessing not since she left without any trouble.”

      “They give you trouble?”

      “Sometimes. Some are malevolent.”

      “What do they do?” I was all ears.

      “They can’t physically hurt me, but they can use objects to hurt me.”

      “Like what?”

      “Strong ones can pick up objects to throw at me. Like chairs.”

      “Could they restrain you?”

      His green eyes narrowed. “I see where you’re going with this, and no. Even a malevolent spirit can’t tie me to a chair and shove cake in my mouth.”

      “Okay, okay, it was just a thought.” The truth was, I was having a hard time believing any of the old witches who were suspects in Bonnie’s murder were physically capable of such a feat. Which left Kristen Lane as my only viable suspect. What if she’d killed her, then called the cops? They wouldn’t suspect her since she claimed to have discovered the body. I was about to question Jackson about it when a voice I thought I’d never hear again called my name.

      “Harper! Harper! There you are.” It was as if the world stopped. The entire ballroom went silent, and I was in a bubble with no sound as I slowly turned and watched as Simon made his way toward me. Of course, the ballroom wasn’t really silent. Everything was continuing on as normal, it’s just my ears had stopped listening. Suddenly, it all came back in a deafening rush.

      “So glad I finally found you.” He grabbed my shoulders and dropped his head to kiss me. I quickly turned away before he could connect, his lips brushing awkwardly across my cheek as I stepped backward, out of reach.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, proud my voice didn’t tremble.

      “Looking for you.” He was dressed in jeans and a blue sweater I hadn’t seen before. It was a stark reminder that this man, my ex-fiancé, had moved on without me. Once upon a time, I’d been intimately aware of every single item of clothing in his wardrobe. Not anymore.

      “We have nothing to talk about Simon,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “I suggest you leave.”

      “Simon?” Jackson cut in, not missing a thing. “As in, cheating ex-fiancé Simon?”

      “The one and only,” I replied, voice dripping ice.

      “Oh, that’s so mature, Harper.” Simon rolled his eyes. “I would have thought more of you than to slander me to your friends.”

      Jackson’s chest puffed out and he wedged himself between us, forcing Simon to step back.

      “I’d watch your tone, buddy,” he growled, full-on protective cop mode locked and loaded.

      “Who’s this?” Simon sneered, peering at me around Jackson’s bulk. “Your new boyfriend? You didn’t waste any time.”

      Oh, the nerve of him.

      “This is Detective Jackson Ward of the Whitefall Cove Police Department,” Jackson replied menacingly. “I’d advise you to watch your tone. And no, I’m not her boyfriend.”

      Our little encounter was starting to draw attention because suddenly, I was flanked on either side by Jenna and Monica, and Gran was approaching fast. My eyes welled with tears that they had my back, for despite outward appearances, I was shaken that Simon had shown up.

      “Is this him?” Jenna asked, eying Simon with distrust, and I nodded.

      Simon stepped around Jackson and held his hand out to Jenna. “Simon Lancaster. Harper’s fiancé.”

      I gasped at his audacity. Jenna didn’t accept his hand, just stared at him hard. He swallowed before turning his attention to Monica. She took his hand and smiled a smile that was so chilling I shivered. “Simon Lancaster. I’ve heard terrible things about you,” she drawled.

      “You have?” This time, it was his turn to squeak and my lips twitched. Good. Squirm, you bastard.

      Monica nodded, squeezing his hand, watching as he winced and sweat dotted his forehead. “You’re the cheating bastard who broke Harper’s heart. You don’t get to come to this town, to her home, and claim her as yours.”

      “Y-y-you’re right,” he stammered, desperately trying to retrieve his hand, but Monica wasn’t budging, and with her vampire strength keeping his hand trapped in hers, crushing it was effortless. She could do this all night. For once, Simon clued in pretty quickly. “I apologize,” he gasped.

      I elbowed her and she released her grip just as Gran arrived.

      “This him?” Seemed Simon didn’t need an introduction at all. I nodded. Before I could even guess her intent, Gran pulled her wand from her cleavage and sparks flew as she aimed it at Simon.

      Just as I gasped, “Gran,” and tried to stop her, he suddenly yelped. Oh my God, what had she done? I was already in trouble with Drixworths for using magic to harm a human, the last thing I needed was another infraction.

      I looked at Simon and couldn’t contain the laugh. He stood there in his tighty-whities and nothing else, hands clasped over his crotch.

      “Real mature!” he yelled, face red. “So, what’s next? A wedgie?”

      “Nah, I think you’ve got enough stuck up your butt.” Gran tucked her wand away, dusting her hands together.

      “Whatever, freak show,” he snapped.

      “Simon”—I finally found my voice—“I don’t believe you’ve met my grandmother.”

      He shut his mouth with an audible snap.

      “Harper, can we please go someplace to talk.” He turned beseeching eyes to me and for a nanosecond, I almost capitulated. Then I remembered my own humiliation, the recollection of another woman’s legs wrapped around him in the cloak closet. The memory of my own pain and humiliation scorched my cheeks and I felt my magic dance across my knuckles. A big hand wrapped around my clenched fist.

      “Easy,” Blake said into my ear. He knew. He knew the power that was roiling through me, tumultuous and uncontrollable. I felt it clawing at me for release, to do more to Simon than turn him into another creature, to inflict the pain I’d felt at his hand. Blake’s other hand slid around my neck to rest at my nape, softly stroking, massaging, easing the tension.

      It worked. He soothed the savage beast within and I slumped back against his chest. Simon’s beady eyes didn’t miss any of it. He opened his mouth and I braced myself for more vile words, but Blake beat him to it.

      “Zip it,” he ordered, his voice ringing with authority. “She doesn’t want to speak with you. She doesn’t want to see you. Take your repulsive pale-skinned body out of here and don’t come back.”

      “You can’t speak for her,” Simon spat out, the face I’d once thought handsome, twisted and bitter.

      “I’m done, Simon. With you,” I said, my voice level, calm. I was stronger without him than I was with him. “You should leave. Don’t come back. There’s nothing for you here.”

      He blinked at me, shocked beyond measure at my rejection. I turned to Gran. “Please return his clothes. I suspect his keys were in his pocket and I’d really like not to give him an excuse to stay.”

      “Fair enough, doll.” Gran whipped out her wand and bestowed Simon with his clothes. He tugged at the neckline of his sweater and swept a glance over all of us before hurrying away.

      Jenna threaded her fingers with mine and pulled me away. “Come on. There are shots at the bar.”
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      “She did what?” I asked, mouth agape. Standing on the doorstep before me was Blake Tennant dressed in jeans and a blue T-shirt, and looking more delicious than a man had a right to.

      “Alice won me in the bachelor auction”—he grinned—“and gave me to you. Don’t you remember?”

      No. I did not remember. Because I’d gotten shitfaced drunk after Simon left. Jenna and Monica had kept up protective duty around me for the rest of the night. We’d drank, danced, and drank some more. Today, I had the mother of all hangovers to prove it.

      “You look better than I expected.” Blake looked me up and down, and I couldn’t even summon the energy to be offended. I was pretty sure I looked as awful as I felt. I’d pulled on a pair of sweat pants and T-shirt, sans bra, and half-suspected last night’s makeup was now smeared over my face since I hadn’t bothered with the whole cleansing routine before flopping into bed.

      “Your hair, however, could use some help.” He reached forward and began plucking pins from my locks, apologizing when I winced. “Slept with it like this, huh?” He grinned, finally freeing all the strands and running his fingers through them.

      “I guess.” Proof that I was probably still drunk because ordinarily, I would have been mortified to have him see me like this.

      “Your Gran said you were moving and could use the muscle power. Are you going to let me in?”

      I sighed, pushed the door open so he could enter. “Sure. Why not,” I grumbled, heading down the hallway to the kitchen where I’d been nursing a mug of black coffee and pushing pancakes around my plate with a fork.

      “You got something to tell me?” I asked Gran, sliding back into my seat and ignoring the way my stomach was turning at the thought of food.

      “Oh good, you’re here,” she said to Blake. “Pancakes?”

      “Sure.” He sat opposite me and I glared at the comfortable comradery he had with Gran. Like they were best friends from way back.

      “You didn’t tell me about this,” I said to Gran, pointing my fork at Blake.

      “Didn’t I? Must have slipped my mind,” she shot back and I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “Look.” I gulped down a mouthful of coffee. “While I appreciate the gesture and all”—I gestured to both of them—“I don’t need the help. I have a handful of boxes, that’s it.”

      I’d picked up the keys for my new rental yesterday and told Gran of my reservations about moving out given she was on the hook for murder. She’d solved that problem by pretty much kicking me out of the house, telling me she loved me to the moon and back but apparently, I was cramping her style. Seemed she was more than ready to have her house back to herself, and we agreed I’d move today. It was Sunday, I didn’t have to open The Dusty Attic, and it would give me a day to settle in to my new place. I hadn’t expected Gran to buy a bachelor from the auction to assist. Then a thought hit me.

      “Who else did you bid on?” I demanded, not remembering the details of last night’s events. I had a vague recollection of doing my own bidding, only to have Jenna and Monica pin my arms to my sides—for my own protection, they’d told me.

      “All of them!” She grinned, winking at me.

      “Did you win any others?” I pressed, and Blake barked out a laugh before Gran shushed him.

      “Don’t tell her. I’d like to leave her stewing for a bit.”

      It was all the motivation I needed to finish breakfast and get packed and out of here. If there were going to be a stream of men coming through the front door, I’d prefer not to be here when it happened.

      “Ready for my help yet?” Blake asked, and I tossed my napkin on the table in resignation.

      “Okay, fine. It’ll be quicker with two of us, we can probably get it done in one trip.” I stood up. “Finish your breakfast,” I told him. “I just have some last-minute stuff to finish packing, then I’m set.”

      Rushing upstairs as fast as my hungover body could manage, I could hear the murmur of their voices and wondered again how Blake knew my dad. I’d pressed Gran on it but she’d said this was the first time she’d met Blake and to ask my father. I would if I could. I glanced at my phone for the millionth time. Why couldn’t I get ahold of them? I’d started checking the news every hour for word of plane crashes, but so far, nothing. Maybe it was like Gran had said, they were on a layover somewhere and their phones were dead.

      I was packing my toiletries and the last of my clothes into my suitcase when my phone chimed. Finally! Swiping at the screen, expecting to see a text from Mom or Dad, I was somewhat disappointed to see Jackson’s name. I opened the message.

      “Need a hand moving today?”

      My eyes narrowed. How did he know? Gran. I wondered if she’d bid on him too. I’d seen his name in the list of eligible bachelors and had figured Liliana would have outbid anyone who’d dared to try to win a date with her man.

      “Got it covered, thanks.”

      Then I remembered I had something I’d wanted to ask him and fired off another message.

      “There was a note?”

      My phone rang. It was Jackson.

      “Who told you that?” he asked without preamble.

      “Kristen Lane. She said there was a note from Gladys on top of the egg bowl. It wasn’t there when I—” I paused. I’d been about to say broke in, but hurriedly added, “I didn’t see it when I was there. Do the police have it?”

      “When you broke in, you mean.” Jackson chuckled. “Yes we have it, and yes, it was from Gladys, wishing Bonnie good luck in the competition.”

      “Oh.” I don’t know what I’d been expecting, that it had been a confession or something. I guess they wouldn’t have arrested Gran if that had been the case. I felt somewhat deflated.

      “Harper?” Jackson said, snapping me out of my stupor. “I said, are you sure you don’t need a hand today. Your Gran said you were moving.”

      “I’ve got it covered, but thank you.” I smiled, touched that he’d offered.

      “You finished packing yet?” Blake said from the doorway and I glanced at him over my shoulder.

      “Almost. You can start with those boxes.” I pointed to where four boxes sat stacked against the wall.

      “Tennant’s there?” Jackson asked, voice sharp.

      “Yes. Gran won him in last night’s auction and volunteered him to help with the move,” I explained.

      “I would have helped.” He sounded…jealous. But that couldn’t be. Why would Jackson be jealous that Blake was helping me? Men were so damn confusing.

      “I really don’t need any help,” I said. “I’ve literally got six boxes and a couple of suitcases. It will take ten minutes, tops. Blake wouldn’t be here if Gran hadn’t interfered.”

      “Right.” He sounded weird and I frowned.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      “I’m fine. I’ll see you around.” And he hung up.

      “Trouble in paradise?” Blake asked, and my frown grew deeper.

      “Why would you say that?” I asked, and Blake outright laughed.

      “You can’t be that naïve,” he said, hefting two boxes into his arms and heading out the door. “That man has the hots for you. Only he’s too much of a pussy to say so. And he’s too whipped by that girlfriend of his to do anything about it.”

      “What?!” I yelled after him, but all I heard was the thumping of his feet on the stairs and his laugh echoing behind him.
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        * * *

      

      All my angst over Jackson and Blake melted away when I turned the key in the lighthouse cottage lock and the door swung open. I was home. Stepping over the threshold with Archie in my arms, I felt the cottage embrace me as if it had been waiting all this time—just for me. Much like The Dusty Attic had.

      “Nice place.” Blake followed me inside, his eyes taking in the hardwood floors, white shiplap walls, and beach décor. Through the large living room window stood the lighthouse, majestic in its splendor. No longer in operation, it remained a tourist drawcard in the summer. And now I lived in the old caretaker’s cottage. With a smile on my face, I spun in a circle until Archie meowed and demanded to be put down.

      “Sorry, boy!” I lowered him to the floor where he immediately began exploring, sniffing every available surface. The cottage was a simple two-bedroom design. It was cozy, with the living room, kitchen, dining room, and half-bath downstairs, and two bedrooms and the main bathroom upstairs. I couldn’t believe my good fortune in not only renting it, but renting it furnished.

      Blake had half the boxes in his rental car and half were in mine, so I’d been right, it only took us one trip. What I really wanted to do was start unpacking and possibly lounge on the sofa, but with Blake here, it felt awkward, like I had to entertain him.

      “Seriously, Harper, you’ve gotta learn how to school your face,” he drawled, standing in the doorway with his hands behind his back. I did my best to wipe the guilty look from my face but from the way his lips twitched, I could only imagine I wasn’t very successful.

      “Thanks for your help today,” I said, trying to be a gracious hostess, “but—”

      “But you’d really like me to disappear so you can settle in on your own,” he finished for me.

      “Something like that.” I didn’t see the point in lying about it. It wasn’t like I’d invited him here. His presence was thanks to Gran’s interference, nothing more.

      “So, you have no interest in sharing this with me then?” he asked, pulling a picnic basket from behind his back. I blinked, lost for words. “I won it in one of the raffles last night,” he explained. “Seems a shame to waste it.”

      He held the basket out and I walked over to peer inside. It was filled with wine, a selection of cheeses, grapes, strawberries, and crackers, plus more treats, all buried beneath a checkered cloth.

      “I figured we could have a picnic up by the lighthouse.”

      Damn it, he knew my weakness. I glanced out the window at the magnificent white structure on the cliff top. I don’t think I’d ever get tired of the view.

      “That sounds lovely,” I capitulated without a fight. A girl had to eat, didn’t she? And I was hungry. I hadn’t been able to face food earlier, but my hangover was slowly receding and my stomach growled at the thought of sustenance.

      Setting up Archie’s litter tray and putting down fresh water and dry food for him, I decided to leave him in the cottage while we were gone. There was plenty of time for him to explore outside later. After locking up the cottage, we strolled side by side up the path to the lighthouse. At the base was a concrete path with steps and surrounding that was lush green grass. I made a note to ask the realtor who kept the grass mowed, because it was very well maintained. Between the lighthouse and the cliff was a park bench and we sat on it with the basket between us.

      Blake opened the wine and poured us each a glass while I popped a grape in my mouth. I wasn’t sure wine was a good idea but I accepted the glass when Blake handed it to me. “Hair of the dog,” he said.

      “Do you have a family?” I asked.

      “Yes ma’am.” He nodded, helping himself to a grape. “I have a sister.”

      “And your parents?”

      “Still alive. Living in Redmeadows.”

      “And is she a lawyer too? Your sister?”

      He chuckled, leaning against the bench, one arm resting along the back behind my head, his legs stretched out in front, crossed at the ankles. “My father is a retired judge. My mom was his secretary. Cliché, I know.” He grinned. “And my sister works for the SIA.”

      “Oh wow. The Supernatural Investigation Agency. That’s pretty badass.” As an only child, I didn’t know what it was like to have a brother or sister to share growing up with, to argue with, play with, laugh with. Not that I had a horrible childhood, far from it, but at times—especially when Mom and Dad were away on a dig—it got lonely, and I’d dream of having a big family.

      “Mom always told us we could be whatever we wanted. She didn’t care if we were a dog walker or a brain surgeon. To Mom, the most important thing was that we were happy.”

      “She sounds amazing,” I said softly, my eyes on the horizon where the ocean met the sky in a hazy mist.

      “She’d like you.” His voice was equally soft and I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. Last night, he’d rallied around me with my friends, like he was a part of my inner circle. The problem with that was how right it felt. That he belonged. Don’t get used to it, Harper. He’ll be leaving soon, remember that.

      We lapsed into silence, each lost in our own thoughts. I heard him rummaging around in the picnic basket, then he nudged my arm. I looked down to see him holding out a sliver of cheese on a cracker. I took it, enjoying the tang of the cheese and the crunch of the biscuit.

      “So, about those clowns,” Blake said and I laughed out loud.

      “Please forget I said anything about clowns,” I pleaded.

      “Well no, I can’t do that,” he teased. “Such a riveting topic of conversation.”

      “Stop.” I giggled, my cheeks heating.

      “And then it was cats,” he continued. “It’s got me curious what’s going to come out of your mouth next.”

      “I’m sorry. I babble when I’m nervous,” I explained.

      “And I make you nervous?”

      “Very.” Oh god, Harper, you’re doing it again. Just shut up.

      The hand that had been resting on the back of the bench moved to stroke my neck and I shot to my feet, startling us both.

      “I don’t know what Gran told you, or what you think might happen here, but I can’t.” I chugged the last of my wine and shoved the glass back into the picnic basket. “Thank you for your help today, but really, I think this…”

      He stood and caught one of my hands in his, stilling my anxious gesturing. “Harper.” God, even the way he said my name had me coming undone. “Your Gran didn’t say anything. There’s no hidden agenda here. Just two people enjoying each other’s company.”

      “I don’t think I can be trusted,” I blurted, and he frowned in puzzlement. “My judgment,” I elaborated. “I can’t trust myself right now. Seeing Simon last night brought up a whole bunch of stuff.”

      He looked at me with those impossibly dark eyes. “I would imagine so. Has he bothered you again?”

      “No, I haven’t heard from him.” I wrapped my arms around my waist and turned my back to him, focusing my attention on the ocean.

      “Do you want to?” I could feel him behind me, the warmth from his body, but he didn’t touch me. He just stood there, and his presence was strangely soothing and equally stimulating.

      I shook my head. “No. It’s stupid…I’d been longing for at least a phone call. A text message even. Something to say he missed me. But him turning up, out of the blue and unannounced? Well, it made me see something that I don’t think I consciously wanted to see. Or know.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That, despite the pain and hurt he put me through, I’m not in love with him. And last night, seeing him in person…he’s not the man I thought he was. He had me fooled. And admitting that? It stings.”

      I hadn’t meant to admit that, and panic welled up in me. I had conflicting emotions over Jackson, I’d had the hots in the worst way for Blake, and I wondered if I was merely on the rebound. Either way, my own emotions were too overwhelming and confusing to deal with right now. I’d much rather focus on catching a murderer!

      “Thanks for the picnic, but I’m going to head off,” I said, not giving him a chance to respond. I hurried down the path as quickly as I could without actually running—because that would look like I was wimping out.

      Arriving at the cottage, out of breath but alone, I unlocked the door and stepped inside, managing to catch hold of Archie who’d let out a godawful howling noise and bolted for the door as soon as I opened it. Clutching him tightly and managing to avoid his claws, I ran a hand over his fur which was standing on end. I don’t think I’d ever seen him this agitated.

      “What is it, Archie?” I ran my hand over his back, stroking until I felt him relax against my chest. “What happened, boy? Did something spook you?”

      I pushed the door closed with my foot and moved to the oversized plush sofa, sinking down onto it with Archie on my lap. Then I felt it. Magic. Power. No wonder Archie was freaked out. Moving him to the cushion at my side, I whispered, “Stay here.”

      The vibration in the air was similar to what I’d felt at Bonnie’s house. There was a dark, sinister undertone. Is this what Kristen had meant when she said she sensed evil?

      Whatever it was—ghost, spirit, or something else entirely—it wasn’t in the living room. I closed my eyes and centered myself, managing to pinpoint where the energy was coming from. Upstairs, in one of the bedrooms. Making my way upstairs, I paused on the landing, and my eyes zeroed in on the glowing light leaking out from under the door to the master bedroom. I tiptoed across the landing and wrapped my fingers around the knob, and slowly turned. I was trying to be quiet but with a house this old, it inevitably creaks and groans, and that is exactly what it did. The door groaned loudly as I slowly pushed it open.

      I gasped at what I saw. The orb. This time, big and bright, I could see it perfectly and it was hovering in my room by my dresser. It turned when I entered, almost as if it could see me, and again, I wondered if it could.

      “Who are you? What do you want?” I demanded. It started toward me, slowly at first but picking up speed, and I had flashbacks to Bonnie’s attic when it seemed the orb had been about to attack us. Throwing up a hand, I pushed out my magic. “Stop!”

      To my utter surprise, it worked. The orb stopped, but by the way it kept backing up and then rushing forward only to bounce back, I imagine my forcefield was an unexpected surprise to the orb as well. Trouble was, we were at a stalemate. I wasn’t used to using my magic and holding the orb back was draining me fast. I’d meant to ask Izzy at Drixworths about the orb but I hadn’t seen her for my weekly check-in yet. If what Jackson had said was true, someone was using it to spy on witches. I hadn’t sensed it at Gran’s house, but she had that place warded up the wazoo. No such protection existed here—something I needed to remedy, pronto.

      The orb started to emit a loud piercing noise and with one hand thrust out, holding it back, I couldn’t cover my ears.

      “Harper?” Over the screeching, I heard the front door burst open and Blake yelling my name. I was gritting my teeth so hard I couldn’t unlock my jaw to reply but figured he’d worked it out when I heard his footsteps on the stairs.

      Within seconds, he was by my side, thrusting his hand, palm out, next to mine and with a pop, the orb disappeared. I sagged in relief, bending forward to rest my hands on my knees and drag in a breath. I felt clammy and when I wiped the back of my hand across my brow, it came away damp with sweat. My battle with the orb had been intense and exhausting.

      “Thanks,” I puffed, straightening up. “We were at an impasse.”

      “You okay? You look pale.” He was too close, messing with my senses again, so I moved over to the dresser and tried to figure out what the orb had been looking at. Or looking for.

      “I’m fine. I’m not used to using so much magic.” I pulled open the top drawer of the dresser and peered inside. Empty. My suitcases were on the bed, untouched, waiting for me to unpack.

      “You aren’t?” His eyebrows shot up. “Why?”

      “Apparently, my magic is very powerful, and since I kinda neglected my witch heritage for the past five years, Drixworths have me on lockdown. They fear if I’m given full throttle, I could go a little nuts.”

      He regarded me for a moment. “Interesting,” was all he said.

      “And that’s why I have Archie,” I added. “My familiar. He’s meant to help me keep a lid on things. Although, I could have used his help with channeling my magic today.”

      Even though Blake hadn’t moved, his eyes had done a thorough inventory of my bedroom. “What do you think they were looking for?” he asked.

      “They?”

      “Whoever summoned the orb,” he prompted. “Clearly, they’re looking for something.”

      “I’ve seen it before,” I blurted. “In Bonnie’s attic, the night she died. The night you arrived. I thought it was you.”

      Not my most eloquent sentence but considering he’d been in the room with me and the orb, clearly, he wasn’t the one using it.

      “Did you now?” he drawled, dark eyes intent. I swallowed. Maybe I should have kept that observation to myself. “I assume that is no longer your opinion?”

      “No,” I quickly answered. “I mean, it can’t be you. You were here with the orb. You helped me get rid it. But then, you can manipulate energy, so maybe it is you. But I don’t think it is.”

      “It isn’t me,” he muttered, an underlying tone of annoyance lacing his words. Great. I’d pissed him off.

      “Well, Gran, said you were a powerful fae,” I said defensively. “And you know, a powerful fae turned up at the same time as the orb.”

      “And you put two and two together and got five.”

      “Seems like,” I admitted. Then he crossed the room so fast I could barely track his movements and touched his fingers to my cheek.

      “You’re too pale. Come downstairs and I’ll make some tea. And then you’re going to tell me everything.”

      And just like that, he was gone again. I frowned. He moved almost as fast as Monica, and she was a vampire. But he was right, I felt wobbly and a cup of tea sounded divine.

      Downstairs, I sat at the kitchen table, with Archie on the chair next to me, and watched while Blake unpacked the box of kitchen supplies Gran had insisted I take. A starter pack, she’d called it. Bread, tea, coffee, sugar, milk, and various other essentials. God love her.

      A headache was starting to niggle and I pinched the bridge of my nose, dropping my hand when a steaming mug of tea appeared in front of me.

      “Don’t know how you take it,” Blake said, depositing a box of sugar cubes and a carton of milk in the middle of the table.

      He sat opposite me and waited while I added sugar and milk to my tea and slowly stirred before taking a sip.

      “Better?” he asked. I nodded. “Alrighty then. Spill.”

      I blew out a breath and considered my options. He was a lawyer, I could trust him, right? It had been Gran who had planted the seed in my head that he was behind the orb and that maybe he was involved. But today proved that to be false. So, I could trust him. I think. I squinted at him and he regarded me passively while I debated with myself.

      “I think the best way is to show you. In my bookstore, I have this crime board…”

      His eyebrows shot up. “You have a crime board?”

      My eye twitched. “I do. It has all the information we’ve been able to gather so far and rather than rely on my memory—which, let’s be honest, is a little swiss cheese right now, thanks to a certain number of shots last night—we should go to The Dusty Attic.”

      “And who is we?”

      I frowned. “You and me.” Duh. “You and me should go to the Dusty Attic to look at the crime board,” I enunciated, slowly and clearly, figuring he hadn’t understood me. Maybe I was slurring…I wouldn’t be surprised.

      He grinned. “No, I got that. Back up a bit. You said the crime board has all the information we’ve been able to gather.”

      “Oh! Right. So, that would be me, Jenna, Monica, and Gran.”

      He shook his head and I couldn’t be sure if it was in wonder or resignation. “Seems you’ve got your own little murder club going.”

      “Don’t call it that. Gran calls it that and it’s not. You make it sound like we’re ambulance chasers, and we’re not.”

      He held up his hands. “Okay, okay. Not a murder club.”

      I finished my tea and glared at him. He smirked in return. Infuriating male. I carried my cup to the sink and rinsed it, leaving it to drain. It wasn’t until I looked down at myself, thinking I needed a shower, that I realized something critical. I’d been flouncing around in my sweat pants, T-shirt, sans bra, all day. The critical words here were sans bra. The girls had been bouncing about, unimpeded, without me so much as noticing, not even once.

      Heat scorched my cheeks, again, and I tried not to panic. I mean, he hadn’t said anything, hadn’t indicated at all that maybe I’d like to put a bra on. Oh god. Truly mortified, I tried to shuffle out of the kitchen, keeping my back to him.

      “Harper? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Um, I’m just going to quickly get changed, then we can go.” I continued with the most awkward of exits from a room known to mankind.

      “I didn’t say I didn’t like it.”

      Oh man. Just when I thought I was home free, he had to ruin it all. “What?” I squeaked in my chipmunk voice.

      “The…view.”

      I shot up the stairs as if the hounds of hell were after me.
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      We gathered around the crime board in The Dusty Attic—Blake, Jenna, Monica, Gran, and I. Archie sat on my desk and watched the proceedings with a critical eye.

      Seeing his name pinned to the board, Blake plucked it off and held it up. “Ladies, let me assure you I am not involved in this, other than as your lawyer, Alice.”

      Gran actually blushed. I blinked a couple of times, trying to clear my eyes. I’d never seen Gran look the slightest bit…abashed? Uncomfortable? Ashamed?

      She cleared her throat. “Yes, well, I call ’em as I see ’em and you know, you turned up at the same time as the orb did.”

      “Let’s find out, shall we? What’s the timeline here? Harper?”

      “Timelines are my job.” Monica jumped up and, with vampiric speed, taped together pieces of paper and stuck them to the bottom of the crime board to begin the timeline.

      “Kristen discovered Bonnie’s body at around five,” I said, to kick things off.

      “I was arrested at seven or thereabouts. I remember because I was getting ready for my date. Such a shame I missed it because he was really dreamy too,” Gran said.

      “Yeah, we don’t want to hear it, Gran.” I stopped her before she could overshare. “I called Mom and Dad after Gran was arrested, but I’m not sure what the time was…I was a bit dazed for a bit and time got away from me. I think it was after eight? Maybe closer to nine? And then I went to Bonnie’s house.”

      “How long were you there?” Blake asked.

      I shrugged. “A couple of hours, maybe? Jackson arrived. We thought we could try and summon Bonnie, if her ghost was there, and that’s when we saw the orb.”

      “And the orb was where in the house?”

      “Upstairs in the attic. Next to Bonnie’s altar.”

      “Not downstairs at all? At the crime scene?”

      I shook my head. “Oh, and her grimoire is missing. I would have thought it would have been in the attic where Bonnie clearly practiced magic. But Jackson and I searched for it and couldn’t find it.”

      “It’s possible the police already have it in evidence,” Blake said.

      “But surely Jackson would have known that?” Jenna pointed out.

      “I’ll ask him.” Before I could stop her, Gran had her phone out and was dialing. When he answered, she moved away so she wouldn’t disturb us.

      “What next?” Blake asked.

      I stared at the timeline. Gran was in jail. Jackson and I searched Bonnie’s house. Then…

      “You arrived. I was back home, I’d just got in and you banged on the door.” I said.

      “I knocked,” he corrected me. “That was around eleven,” he said to Monica, who dutifully added it to the timeline.

      I pointed at the timeline. “See? Gran was arrested at seven and you arrived at eleven, assuming my dad called you sometime between eight and nine, after I’d called him and Mom. How did you get here so fast?”

      “Helicopter,” he replied.

      “Really?” Jenna said, voice full of awe. “That would be so cool.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You hired a helicopter to fly down here to take on Gran’s case? That makes no sense. This is small fry to you.”

      “The helicopter belongs to the law firm I work for. It’s available for us to use. And since I’m friends with your dad, I said I’d do this for him. He was upset, stuck on the other side of the world, and he couldn’t be here for you. So, I came instead.”

      Jenna coughed. “I’d hardly call being a partner in a law firm working for them.”

      “Let’s not split hairs, hmm?” he replied. Damn it, he had a point. This wasn’t a matter of if he was a partner in a law firm or an employee. This was to prove he wasn’t involved in Bonnie’s murder. But so far, all we had to go on was what he’d told us.

      As if reading my mind, he held out his phone and we all squinted at the screen. “Flight manifest,” he said. “The pilot logs all jobs in the case files.”

      Gran rejoined us. “Jackson’s on his way,” she said, clearly distracted with something on her phone.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, watching as she held up her phone and took several selfies.

      “Chap Snatch!” She beamed. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      Monica slung an arm around her shoulders. “That would be Snap Chat, Gran.” She looked at Gran’s screen and grinned. “Oooh, he’s hot. You guys should see this.”

      I rolled my eyes. Nope. Wasn’t going to happen. Jenna took a peek and her eyebrows shot into her hairline. “Nice one.” She high-fived Gran and I shook my head.

      “Please don’t encourage her!”

      I took the sticky note with Blake’s name on it from him and tore it up, tossing it in the bin. He was no longer a suspect. Not in this case anyway. I still wanted to know more, like how he knew my dad. And was my dad the silent Jones in his law firm? So many questions. But they would have to wait—our number one priority was finding Bonnie’s killer and clearing Gran’s name.

      While the others gathered around Gran’s phone and sent Snap Chats to whatever hottie was on the other end, I pulled Blake to one side. “When Jackson gets here, something’s going to happen.”

      “You’re assuming he’ll drop what he’s doing and come running because Gran called?”

      “Oh, he’s on his way,” I said, full of confidence. “Gran would have told him the murder club is in session.”

      “You said it wasn’t a murder club,” he pointed out.

      “It isn’t.”

      “But you just said—”

      “It’s what Gran calls it, okay? And that’s not the point. The point is, whenever Jackson and I are together, in my bookstore, a ghost appears. I just want you to be prepared.”

      “I’m not scared of ghosts.”

      “Well. Good.” I wish I could say the same because despite having the ability to summon Whitney without even trying, just the thought of a ghost sent shivers down my spine. You’d think by now I’d be used to it, but I doubted I ever would be. “Anyway, her name is Whitney.”

      “The Whitney Sims case?” he asked, and I looked at him in surprise.

      “You’ve heard about it?”

      “Came up in your Gran’s research. So, she’s haunting you?”

      “Not exactly. She just likes to hang out. She’s not malevolent.”

      I heard a car pull up outside followed by a knock on the door. “Here we go,” I whispered under my breath, flicking the lock and opening the door to let Jackson in. Five, four, three, two…

      “What did I miss?” Whitney floated down from the ceiling, heading straight to the crime board where she hovered, reading what was pinned there.

      “Bonnie Emerson died?” she asked, shocked.

      “Yeah,” I replied, locking the front door again.

      “I wonder who’s managing her estate?” Whitney tapped a fingernail against her lip. “Her house is prime location.”

      Whitney had been the realtor for Whitefall Cove before her untimely demise. Now we had a realtor from a neighboring town visit once or twice a week to take care of any real estate needs.

      “Can you talk to other ghosts?” Jenna asked Whitney. “Because those two”—she pointed to Jackson and me—“haven’t been able to make contact with her. Can you?”

      “Oh! Well…I’ve never tried. I guess I could give it a go?” Screwing up her eyes and holding her hands out, palm up, then pressing her middle finger to her thumb like she was meditating, Whitney boomed out, “Bonnie Emerson! I’m calling Bonnie Emerson. Come in, Bonnie!”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. Seconds ticked by. Whitney opened her eyes and glanced around. “Nothing?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. We think she may have already crossed over,” I said by way of explanation.

      “Okay then.” She didn’t appear phased. “Hey! Did you have the book club without me?”

      “Book club got cancelled this week,” Jackson told her, “due to Bonnie dying. Don’t worry, you didn’t miss anything.”

      “Oh good! I’d hate to miss book club. You said you’d hold it here so I could come.” She pouted, then, losing all interest in us, she drifted up the mezzanine level and disappeared through a bookcase.

      “Has she gone?” Gran whispered.

      I shook my head. “Nah. She’s reading.” I’d discovered Whitney liked to snuggle in amongst the books, that it was her version of reading, and it suited me just fine.

      “So, what’s this all about?” Jackson stood with feet planted and arms crossed over his chest.

      “We were putting together a timeline and it came up that maybe the police had Bonnie’s grimoire in evidence,” I said.

      He looked at me, annoyed. “If we had it in evidence, I wouldn’t have been looking for it.”

      “Whoa, dude,” Monica drawled. “What’s with the attitude?”

      “What attitude?” he snapped. “You called me down here to ask stupid questions about a case that is, quite frankly, none of your business.”

      “Now listen here, sunshine.” Gran stepped right up to him, tilted her head back to eyeball him, and wagged a finger in his face. “You weren’t invited. You chose to come. And that’s fine, you are always welcome, but don’t you be telling me this isn’t any of my business. “You”—she punched him in the chest with her finger—“arrested me. For. Bonnie’s. Murder.” She emphasized every word with another jab to Jackson’s chest.

      Jackson wrapped his hand over Gran’s and looked down at her, his face softening. I don’t know what had gotten into him lately but he sure wasn’t acting his usual self.

      “You’re right. I apologize.”

      “Accepted.” Gran smiled and held up her phone for him to see. “Have you ever talked to the lady in here? She knows everything! I think her name is Susi or something.”

      “Siri. Her name is Siri.” Jackson chuckled, his eyes landing on me. We shared a smile before he looked away, his attention drawn to the clue board.

      “Vernon Garza and Bernice Kemp were at the movies at the time of the murder. A double feature. Witnesses put them at the theatre,” he said to the group in general, telling them what he’d told me the night before, at the ball. Monica put a line through both their names.

      “That leaves Gladys Marquez and Kristen Lane,” Jenna said.

      “Gladys was home at the time. She lives alone, so no alibi. She had been over to Bonnie’s house earlier in the day to deliver some eggs. She didn’t hear or see anything at the time of death,” Jackson supplied.

      “What about Kristen’s boyfriend, Cody? He seemed pretty angry when I ran into him and Kristen last night.”

      “Is he a witch?” Blake asked, and we looked at him. “Think about the orb,” he said. “It’s reasonable to suggest that whoever is using the orb is behind the murder. But keep in mind that it’s an assumption. It could be a misdirect. Therefore, if this Cody person is a witch, does he have the power and skill to use an orb?”

      “Gran, didn’t you say that calling an orb takes a fair amount of power? Skill?”

      “Sure does,” she replied, distracted with her phone again. My god, she was worse than a teenager with that thing.

      “So maybe your culprit isn’t even on the suspect board?” Blake suggested. “I’d start with making a list of the witches who have the talent and knowledge for orb spinning, and start investigating from there.”

      “I hate to admit it,” Jackson grumbled, “but that’s a good point. This has to be magic-related. The grimoire has been stolen. Only a witch would benefit from that.”

      “What if…” I was thinking out loud. “What if whoever is using the orb is looking for the grimoire?”

      Jenna almost jumped up and down with excitement. “Yes! That makes sense. The murderer kills Bonnie and takes her grimoire. And now…who? Who is using the orb to find it? Her coven?”

      “That’s where I’d start.” Blake nodded.

      “I’d start with the senior members,” I said. “Gran said it’s old magic. The younger witches possibly don’t know about it.”

      “It could be a group thing, though,” Monica pointed out. “You said the orb was brighter at your house, Harper, that it was dim at Bonnie’s. So maybe the coven is getting together and putting in a group effort.”

      “Wait. The orb was at your house?” Jackson was appalled.

      “Yes. And it moved like it did at Bonnie’s.” I mimed—as best I could—the orb, round and bobbing as it moved across the floor.

      “And you’re okay?” His concern was touching.

      Until I said, “Blake helped me get rid of it.”

      “Of course he did,” Jackson muttered under his breath and I narrowed my eyes. There was that jealous tone again.

      “We need to ward your house.” I’d finally gotten Gran’s attention away from her phone. “Are we done here? Good. Let’s go, Harper, we’ve got witch business to attend to.”

      I hid the clue board behind the bookcase, ushered everyone out, and locked up. Archie sat by my feet as I stood on the footpath outside.

      “You go on home and I’ll meet you there,” Gran instructed, and despite her ridiculous outfit of a canary yellow tutu, fishnet stockings, black wellies, and an orange halter top beneath an oversized raincoat, she’d never looked more serious.

      “Am I in danger?” I asked, and she paused from digging in her purse to look at me, her face softening.

      “You’re a little vulnerable, that’s all, dear. Silly me, I should have thought that your new place would need a good cleansing and warding.”

      “Oh, it doesn’t need cleaning. The realtor made sure it was cleaned before I moved in.”

      “Not that type of clean, love. We need to clear out all of the old energy. Even more so since an orb has been inside.”

      “Oh, you mean with sage and chanting…that type of clean.” I nodded my head, finally understanding.

      “Exactly. You go on home. I’ll gather up the rest of the coven and meet you there in a little while.”

      I didn’t argue. I was exhausted and a quick nap sounded wonderful right about now. “Come on, Archie.”

      Unlocking my car, I held the door open before sliding in behind the wheel. It felt odd not heading toward Gran’s house but instead, in the opposite direction. The lighthouse stood on the bluff, the cove to the left and the township of Whitefall Cove tucked in behind the horseshoe-shaped bay. I had my own private road. No other buildings were out this way, and the public carpark stopped two hundred meters from my cottage, meaning any tourists had to walk past my house before they reached the lighthouse. Thankfully, the path wasn’t directly outside my windows, so I still had privacy.

      After parking my car in the garage at the back of the cottage, I opened the back door, turning to look at Archie who was now seated in the middle of the path, refusing to move.

      “Okay, look,” I told him. “I’ll check, make sure no paranormal entity is inside first, okay?”

      Meow.

      Chuckling, I stepped inside, pausing to see if I could sense the orb in the house. Nothing. “All good,” I called to Archie, who immediately trotted past me with his tail in the air.

      After checking his food and water bowl, I stretched out on the sofa and was soon asleep, not waking until Gran was knocking on the door.

      Struggling to sit up, I wiped the drool from my chin, checked to make sure I didn’t have dribble on my shirt, then crossed to open the door. Lined up outside were Gran, Annie, Agnes, Jennifer, and Leah. The full contingent of the Sisters of the Sacred Flame Coven.

      Annie carried a basket that was emitting tantalizing smells and she smiled as she hurried past me to the kitchen. “We figured you haven’t had the chance to food shop yet, so we brought supper. By the time we’ve cleansed and warded, we’ll all be hungry.”

      I glanced out the window, noticing the sun dipping behind the lighthouse. We had a couple of hours of daylight left—the day had gone by so fast, I’d lost track of time.

      Agnes carried a sports bag that she heaved onto the table with a clang, before she unzipped it and started hauling out witchcraft supplies. Six bundles of sage. Six bowls. Pouches of herbs. Candles. Little plastic pouches of…stuff.

      “Archie, go explore outside, but don’t wander off, okay?” Gran addressed my cat. “I’m not sure this smoke is good for felines.” Archie head bumped her shin before heading out the front door that stood open.

      I rubbed my hands together. “So, what’s first?”

      “Cleansing! Getting rid of all the old energy,” Annie said, handing us each a bundle of sage. “I want every corner of this house covered, from top to bottom. You know what to do, Harper?” she asked, as I took the sage from her.

      “I think so,” I replied. “Waft the smoke while chanting.”

      She nodded. “Close. First, light your sage bundle.” With a snap of my fingers, a flame appeared, lighting the sage.

      “Now, blow out the flame so all you have is smoke.”

      I did as instructed.

      “First, we are going to cleanse ourselves. It’s called smudging. Use your hand to waft the smoke over your body from your feet up to your head and then back down again. Repeat after me. Air, fire, water, earth. Cleanse, dismiss, dispel.”

      We followed suit.

      “Now I want you to spread out throughout the house, wave the smoke into all corners, across doorways, into the shadows, and keep repeating the incantation. Do not extinguish the sage. I want a bundle left smoking in each room once we’re done. Take one of these bowls with you to put it in, so we don’t burn Harper’s new home down.”

      I headed upstairs. I was keen to smudge my bedroom, to make doubly sure any negative energy the orb had left behind was well and truly dispelled. Leah took the second bedroom and we both smudged the landing and bathroom. I left my sage burning in my bedroom while Leah left hers on the landing, with the bathroom and spare bedroom doors open for it to waft inside.

      Back downstairs, the others were just finishing up. The windows and doors were open, and the smoke was drifting through the room. It reminded me of the dry ice at last night’s ball.

      Annie rubbed her hands together. “Right, now we need to ward the property. Harper, I’ll need you inside. Sit over there.” She pointed to the sofa and I dutifully crossed to it.

      She handed Gran a feather. “Alice, you are air.” Gran nodded and headed outside.

      She poured sand into Agnes’ outstretched hand. “Agnes, you are earth.” Agnes joined Gran outside.

      “Jennifer, you are fire.” Annie handed Jennifer a candle, who carried the lit candle outside and stood with Gran and Agnes.

      She handed Leah a chunk of ice. “Leah, you are water.”

      I watched from the sofa as the four women began to walk the perimeter of the house, each of them chanting, depending on their element of air, fire, earth, water. “By air, I ward thee. Guard this space from all ill will and all those who wish us harm.”

      Annie turned back to me. “Now, I want you to strengthen the ward. Close your eyes, palms up. Visualize pouring your energy into the wards.”

      I did as instructed, feeling it like a physical manifestation. Like a rainbow streaming through a window after a summer rainstorm, my magic whirled around the house, strengthening the ward forming, combining with my coven’s and binding tight.

      “Excellent.” Annie beamed at me. “To maintain the ward, every time you come in or out of your house, I want you to lay your hand on the front door and pour a little energy into the ward.”

      “I can do that.” I nodded, pleased with myself. This was the first time I’d used my magic in such a way. Lately, it had been spellcasting under supervision at Drixworths, and mundane stuff, like moving objects around. Nothing like this. This felt tangible, purposeful, and I liked it. I liked it a lot.

      “This will keep the orb out?” I asked, stretching as the others made their way inside.

      “Yes”—Annie nodded—“and anything else of a magical nature. It won’t keep out a physical intruder.”

      “Hopefully it doesn’t come to that,” I muttered, before placing my hand on Annie’s arm. “Thank you.”

      “You are welcome. We are family. Together, we are stronger.” I liked the sentiment.

      “Where’s that food!” Gran demanded, stomping across the floor in her black wellington boots even though it wasn’t raining—it wasn’t even cold. With spring right around the corner, the weather was getting warmer and warmer every day. “I’m starving!”

      I left the others in the kitchen, happily poking around in the cupboards and serving up the meal of roast chicken and salad, with freshly baked bread and a fruit platter for dessert. Stepping out on the front verandah for a quiet moment, I spotted Archie sniffing around the gate post, saw him sense my presence, and begin to trot toward me with his tail in the air. Pulling out my phone, I texted Blake.

      “Have you heard from my dad?”

      “No. Why?”

      I gazed at the horizon, of the township of Whitefall Cove spread out before me—it looked like a postcard, a picture-perfect postcard. The sun was setting, and a riot of oranges, pinks, and purples streaked the sky, breathtaking in the display, bathing the town in an ethereal glow. From here, I could see the curve of the bay, could make out the dots of people strolling along the sand at sunset. And all I wanted to do was share it with my parents.

      My phone ringing jarred me out of my musings.

      “I said, why?” Blake didn’t even give me the chance to say hello.

      “Because I haven’t heard from Mom or Dad since the night he called you. They were getting on a plane, heading home. That was two days ago.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine. There are no direct flights from Australia, and if they’re traveling at the last minute, I’d imagine there is a fair amount of plane hopping going on.”

      “Gran seems to think I’m worrying over nothing,” I admitted.

      “You should listen to your Gran.”

      “I guess.” I lapsed into silence, my eyes still on the magnificent view before me.

      Blake let the silence ride for a minute before asking. “How did it go? With the cleansing and warding?”

      “Oh yeah, really good.” I described the process and then felt myself blush. He was fae, I’m sure he was already very familiar with it all.

      “What changed?” he asked, and I frowned. “You were all bright and happy telling me about the smudging, and then your voice changed. Why?”

      He was far more astute than what I was comfortable with and I was scratching around for an answer when Agnes called out “Dinner’s ready.”

      It was with a sense of relief that I blurted, “Gotta go, dinner’s ready,” and hung up. Hurrying inside, I closed the front door, rested my palm on it, and sent a little wave of energy into the wards before crossing to the table and taking a seat, smiling at the women who were indeed, my family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “Great minds think alike.”

      “Jesus!” I almost jumped out of my skin at Blake’s words in my ear as I stood in line to place my order at Bean Me Up the following morning.

      With my hand pressed to my chest to still my thundering heart, I looked at him over my shoulder. Dressed in jeans with a dark sweater, he screamed bad boy. Maybe that’s why I found him so irresistible?

      “It’s okay. I can wait until you’re caffeinated and fully functioning as a human adult before we attempt anything resembling conversation,” he teased, and I felt my face heat.

      “Sorry. Good morning. How are you?” I said.

      “I’m good. How are you? How was your first night in your new place?”

      “Yeah, it was good,” I lied. Truth be told, every little creek and groan the house made had jarred me from my sleep. I’d seen the dark shadows staring back at me from the mirror this morning, and despite trying to hide them beneath makeup, it seemed they were blatantly obvious because Blake whispered in my ear, “Liar,” as his lips brushed my skin, making me shiver.

      “Possibly.” That’s all I was prepared to concede on this topic.

      “Positively,” he shot back. Then it was my turn at the counter. I’d pre-ordered for Wendy, Gran, and myself, so our drinks were already in a cardboard tray. All I had to do was pay.

      “Have a nice day,” I said to Blake, leaving him at the counter while I headed toward the door. I didn’t see Jacob Holt, but I felt him as we collided—he was coming in as I was attempting to leave.

      “Oof!” I bounced off the door and felt it hit the side of my head as I staggered back, lost my balance, and toppled over. Oh great. This was going to hurt. Despite keeping a death grip on the cardboard tray, it nevertheless tilted and I sent up a prayer of thanks to plastic lids.

      Trouble is, plastic lids tend not to stay on when the cups they are attached to drop from a great height. As I hit the ground, so did the tray. Three to-go cups bounced once, twice, and liquid went everywhere. It was at that point, as I lay there staring up at the ceiling and wishing I’d stayed in bed this morning, it dawned on me that my fall hadn’t hurt. I’d been expecting a jarring impact. Then I noticed Blake, with his hand toward me.

      “Protective energy?” I asked from my position on the floor.

      “Indeed.” He dropped his hand, releasing the force field he’d shielded me with. “You okay?”

      “Totally fine, except for my dented pride,” I said, sitting up and pulling my soaked sweater away from my chest. Thankfully, the drinks, although hot, had not scalded me.

      “Shit!” Jacob exclaimed, looking at me in horror. “I’m so sorry! Are you okay? Oh my god, I didn’t see you.”

      I laughed good-naturedly, my head only now starting to throb where it had connected with the door before I fell. “Not your fault, I didn’t see you either.” I let both of them help me to my feet when Jacob reached out a hand and touched my face. I automatically recoiled—what was he doing? Jacob was a witch, a member of The Crescent Coven.

      “You’re hurt…” He held out his hand, showing me the blood staining his fingers. I lifted my free hand to my temple and felt the damp stickiness of blood. Oh great.

      “You’re hurt?” Blake spun me around to examine my injury, pushing my hair back. “Napkin!” he barked at the barista, who dutifully handed over a bunch.

      “It’s okay, Blake, honestly,” I protested, embarrassed at the attention. “Just a scratch.”

      “Yeah, and we know how head wounds bleed, don’t we?” he teased, pressing a napkin to my temple. “Hurt?” he asked, not easing the pressure.

      “No.” Only a little lie. The throbbing had eased and it didn’t hurt so much as sting. I brushed his hand away and replaced it with my own. “I’ve got this. Thank you, but I’m fine.”

      The door to Bean Me Up opened and Delores Lane, along with her granddaughter, Kristen, and fellow coven members, Bernice and Gladys, filed in.

      “Watch for the mess!” I warned, worried someone could slip and hurt themselves.

      “Oh goodness, Harper,” Delores exclaimed. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I waved away their concern. “Jacob and I ran into each other—literally.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Jacob shoved his hands into the back pockets of his jeans and looked awkward. “I’ll clean up.”

      “We all will,” Delores announced and before my eyes, she cast a spell to clean up the mess on the floor. Only something must have gone wrong with her spellcasting because a mini cyclone developed, dragging the empty cups and cardboard tray from the floor and whipping them into the air.

      “Oh no,” Gladys whispered, “not again.”

      “What do you mean, not again?” Blake demanded, ducking to avoid being hit by a flying cup.

      “Damn it,” Delores muttered, trying in vain to control the cyclone that was picking up momentum. Napkins and salt and pepper shakers joined the fray as the cyclone traveled around the café.

      “Everyone outside!” Blake commanded, ushering me out with a hand on my lower back. We all huddled on the footpath outside, watching through the window as the cyclone made an absolute mess of Bean Me Up.

      Gran, hearing the commotion, came out of The Dusty Attic and crossed the street to where we stood.

      “Delores tidying up again?” she asked, arms crossed as she surveyed the damage.

      Gladys glanced at Gran, opened her mouth, but then snapped it shut and nodded instead.

      “Here. Let me.” Gran whipped out her wand, tapped the window three times, muttered a spell under her breath that I couldn’t make out, and we watched as everything inside returned to its rightful place.

      “That’s how it’s done, witches,” Gran crowed, tucking her wand into the waistband of her pants. “I guess you’re wearing my latte?” she said to me.

      I nodded. “And my coffee and Wendy’s hot chocolate.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jacob said for the third time, and I shot him an irritated look.

      “It was an accident,” I assured him. Enough with the apologizing already.

      “Let me buy you replacements.”

      “Done!” Gran grinned and linked her arm with his. “I’ll place the order, you can pay. Harper, I suggest you go get cleaned up.”

      Brilliant suggestion, Gran, thanks. But I kept the thought to myself, standing back to allow the members of the Crescent Coven to file back inside. Blake gave me a mock salute and returned to his spot by the counter and I headed across the street to The Dusty Attic, sans coffee, but now soaking wet with a bleeding head wound. What a Monday.

      “Hey.” Wendy glanced at the blood-stained napkin pressed to the side of my head. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      “Bounced the door off my head,” I joked. “I’m okay, it’s just a scratch.” I pulled the napkin away and tentatively touched the lump forming. It had stopped bleeding so I tossed the napkin in the trash. “Gran is getting replacement drinks. I’m wearing ours.”

      I headed into the bathroom that led off the storeroom out back, dragging my soaked sweater over my head. The tank I wore beneath it was damp, but not sopping, so I pulled it over my head and held it under the hand dryer for a few minutes, getting the worst of the moisture out. Thankfully, it was black, hiding any stains. I really should go home and change but a book delivery was due in and I didn’t want Gran or Wendy hefting heavy boxes around.

      Peering in the mirror, I examined the cut to my head. There was a slight bump from the impact and a small scratch, which, of course, had bled like crazy, but it had stopped now. I dabbed at my blood-stained hair with a wet paper towel and was just finishing up when I heard Gran return with our order.

      “Thanks, Gran, I’ve never needed this more,” I said, pulling my coat over my tank and grabbing my coffee from the fresh cardboard tray that sat on the corner of Wendy’s desk. Wendy picked up her hot chocolate and cupped it in her hands.

      “Mmmmm, thank you.” She smiled, taking a sip and rubbing her rounded belly. “This one is going to come out craving chocolate. I’ve been obsessed with it this entire pregnancy.”

      “There are worse things,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee.

      “Your mom liked pickles with strawberry ice cream when she was pregnant with you,” Gran said.

      I made a gagging noise. “Gross.”

      Gran drained her drink and slammed the empty cup on Wendy’s desk. “Thanks for the latte, Harper, gotta run!”

      Before I could reply, she was out the door. Judging by her Jane Fonda outfit, complete with leg warmers, I assumed she was going to some sort of exercise group. Or yoga. Or pole dancing. Honestly, with Gran, it could be anything really.

      “Did you have fun Saturday night?” Wendy asked, leaning back in her chair and balancing her cup on her bump.

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “I didn’t see you there?”

      I cast my mind back, trying to remember if I’d seen Wendy or Bruce at the ball, but Wendy was already shaking her head.

      “I wasn’t feeling well so we decided to stay home.”

      “Oh no, is everything okay?” I was instantly on alert. Wendy laughed, waving me back.

      “Relax, I’m fine. Pregnancy plays havoc with your body. My morning sickness comes and goes and lately, it’s been mostly gone but it came back Saturday afternoon. In all honesty, I think it was a bit of anxiety about attending the ball.”

      “You and Bruce have been keeping a pretty low profile.” I nodded in understanding.

      “It’s just so soon after Whitney died. People won’t understand.”

      “Some won’t. But others will. Don’t let it get you down.” I didn’t really have any words of wisdom for her. After all, she’d been having an affair with Bruce before his wife died. It had been quite the scandal. With her death only happening two months ago, for Wendy to be pregnant on top of it all was even more scandalous.

      “Anyway, I hear you had some excitement at the ball?”

      Oh god, was she talking about the bachelor auction? I vaguely recalled bidding, but Jenna and Monica nipped that in the bud real quick. It wasn’t as bad as it sounded. They weren’t auctioned off for dates, not the raunchy kind anyway, they were auctioned off for chores.

      “Your Gran stripped some guy naked?” Wendy prompted.

      “Oh yeah. That.” I shuddered, remembering the scene with Simon. Once again, when I’d expected to hear from him, I got nothing but radio silence. The whole situation was bizarre.

      “So?” Wendy watched with anticipation written all over her face. “Do tell. What happened?”

      I gave her the reader’s digest condensed version and had just finished when the book delivery arrived. The rest of the morning was spent cataloging and tagging books and finding homes for them on the shelves. A perfect morning, in my book. If only I didn’t reek of coffee and chocolate.
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      I fell into bed that night, blissfully exhausted, but even as slumber claimed me, my mind was on the Crescent Coven and the possibility that they were behind the orb. I mean, who else could it be? They were using the orb to try and find the grimoire—and they thought…what? That I had it? Did they think that I killed Bonnie because the murderer had to have the grimoire. The thought was sobering. Maybe they thought I was in on it with Gran—or that I’d possibly framed Gran. After our meeting with Delores, I’d thought we’d left on good terms, despite the practical jokes.

      I tossed and turned, desperately tired yet unable to sleep. Probably because I was in a new bed, in a new house, with new sounds. Didn’t seem to bother Archie much, he was curled in a ball at my feet making little snoring noises, while I lay staring at the full moon out the window.

      Eventually exhaustion won out, and I fell asleep, but it was a disturbed one. Strange dreams, with magic pushing and pulling at me. The orb was here, bigger now, bigger than me, bigger than the house, and I was scared. I tossed and turned, mumbling in my sleep, then something changed, almost like an atmospheric change. What felt like pressure building now dissipated and, in my dreams, I saw a path of magic.

      I followed it, flying along at dizzying speeds, like a rollercoaster, making my stomach churn. My fingers wrapped into the bed sheets, clinging on tight, but I didn’t let go of the image. I followed it as we flew down the road into town, hurtled around a corner, down another street, zigging and zagging until I reached a house.

      I didn’t have time to check it out, to see if I recognized it, because I barreled through the front door, downstairs, and into a basement where a pentacle was painted on the floor, candles burning at each point. Sitting in the middle of the pentacle was a young man, and in his hand, a bloody napkin. His eyes snapped open as did mine. It was Jacob Holt.

      I woke with a start, sitting up in bed with the covers clutched to my chest. Had that been real? It felt real. And if it was real, I was pretty sure Jacob Holt had seen me. He knew I knew that he was behind the orb.

      Flicking on the bedside lamp, I grabbed my phone from the nightstand and called Gran, listening as it rang. After leaving her a voicemail, I tried Annie next. Hers didn’t ring at all, it went straight to voicemail. Damn it, what was with these witches and their phones?

      I had one more number to try.

      “Y’llo?” Blake’s voice was deep and sleepy. I’d woken him. But at least he’d answered his phone.

      “Sorry if I woke you,” I whispered. I heard rustling and did my best to block out the image that was currently playing in my head, of him sitting up in bed, sheets tangled around his waist, chest bare.

      “You don’t have to whisper, Harper.” There was humor in his voice and I was relieved he hadn’t bitten my head off for waking him in the middle of the night.

      “Sorry.” In the quiet of the night, my voice sounded super loud. Sitting in the middle of my bed, I kept my eyes glued to the door as if Jacob was going to burst through any second. Right at this moment, I missed the comfort of living with Gran, of knowing there was another body in the house. I was scaring the shit out of myself for no good reason. Well okay, a little bit of a reason.

      “What’s up, Harper?” Blake reminded me he was on the other end of the phone. “Something happen? Or is this a booty call? Because I’m totally okay with that.” The drawl in his voice had my stomach flip-flopping in girly anticipation.

      “Not a booty call,” I said, and he chuckled.

      “You sound disappointed.”

      “I know who’s in control of the orb.”

      That got his attention. “Who?”

      “Jacob Holt from the Crescent Coven. I had a dream. I saw him, in his basement, sitting in a pentacle painted on the floor, with candles burning, and a napkin with my blood on it.”

      Blake was silent for a moment. “You had a dream?”

      “It felt real. Like a vision.” I realized how insane I sounded, calling him in the middle of the night to tell him I had a dream that felt real. “Blake, I think he saw me,” I whispered.

      “This Jacob Holt…he’s the guy from the café this morning, right? The one you collided with?”

      “He is.” I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me.

      “This could be your subconscious playing a trick on you, you realize that?”

      I nodded again. “It felt really real.”

      “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. We will go and visit Jacob Holt tomorrow, see what he has to say.” At least Blake hadn’t written me off as a total nutjob.

      “Thank you.” My relief was evident. He’d believed me.

      “You’re welcome. Now, is there anything else I can do for you? Now that I’m up?” The insinuation was clear in his devilish drawl.

      “Not right now,” I squeaked, clearing my throat. “I’ll see you at The Dusty Attic, if that’s okay? Swing by when you’re ready.”

      “It’s a date.”

      “It’s not a date. It’s a…” I paused, fishing for the right word.

      “I’ll see you in the morning, Harper.” Blake laughed. “Sleep tight.”

      Placing the phone back on the nightstand, I snuggled beneath the covers but didn’t turn out the light. Sleep was a long time coming and when it did come, it was filled with dreams of being chased by Jacob Holt and rescued by Blake Tennant.

      I wasn’t sure which was worse.
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      Jacob Holt’s house was just as I had seen it in my vision. Or dream. I’d given up trying to work out which category it fell into, I just knew I had to follow through on it, to know, one way or another.

      “Ready?” Blake had picked me up from The Dusty Attic at ten and now we sat in his rental vehicle in front of Jacob’s place. I’d grilled Gran about Jacob but she knew as little as me. Seemed a nice guy, he was the youngest member of The Crescent Coven, worked as a mechanic over at Exhausted, and rented a room in the big old Victorian house in front of us.

      “You think he’ll be here?” I asked, my gaze flicking from Blake to the house and back again.

      “He called in sick to work. He’ll be here,” Blake assured me, opening the door and climbing out. I didn’t ask how he knew he’d called in sick to work. There was a mysterious, almost menacing air about Blake today, which made me wonder if he’d always been a lawyer and what, exactly, had put him on that path. Was he a reformed bad boy? Had he once led a life of crime but was now on the straight and narrow?

      With no time to ponder those particular mysteries, I climbed out of the car and followed. Last night, this had seemed like a brilliant idea. In the cold light of day, I wondered what on earth I’d been thinking.

      “Come on, scaredy-cat,” Blake teased, grabbing my hand and dragging me up the garden path. As soon as I set foot on the front stoop, I felt it. The energy.

      “Can you feel that?” I whispered to Blake, squeezing his hand tightly.

      “Yep,” he confirmed, peering at the panel of doorbells. Six in total. He found the one marked Holt and pressed. I heard the buzzer echo inside, but no other movement.

      “He’s not home.” I was half-disappointed, half-relieved, and turned to leave but Blake kept a hold of my hand.

      “Wait,” he commanded. He appeared to be listening, so I cocked my head and listened too. Faintly, in the distance, I thought I heard footsteps. Eventually, the door opened and a rumpled Jacob Holt looked at us through bloodshot eyes.

      “I knew it would be you,” he said. He looked awful, like he hadn’t slept.

      “And why’s that?” Blake asked conversationally.

      “Because I saw her last night. And she saw me.” He pointed at me, his finger shaking.

      Blake pushed his hand down. “It’s rude to point.”

      “Sorry.” Jacob was immediately contrite. Okay, so this wasn’t as scary as I’d built up in my mind. In fact, it seemed that Jacob was just as wary of me as I was of him.

      “Can we come in?” I asked. “Clearly, we have things to talk about.”

      All the color left his face and he swallowed audibly. “Are you going to kill me?” he croaked.

      I looked at him in surprise, and opened my mouth to tell him that, in no uncertain terms, we had no intentions of harming him at all, when Blake muttered menacingly, “That’s to be determined.”

      “What?” I whispered to Blake, who winked. Unsure what game he was playing, I decided I’d play along, for now.

      “We just have a few questions for you. About the orb. That’s you, right?”

      “I didn’t kill Bonnie,” he cried, and my heart went out to him.

      “Relax, kid.” Seemed Blake took pity on him too. “We don’t think you did. We want to know what you’re doing with that orb and why you’re spying on Harper with it. For the record, she nor her grandmother killed Bonnie either.”

      Jacob visibly sagged, grabbing the doorframe to hold himself up.

      “Oh, thank god for that.” His relief was palpable and his demeanor totally changed. Holding the door wide, he ushered us inside.

      “Let’s go to the basement. I have it warded.” Then he frowned at me. “Only you busted through.”

      “Err, sorry?” I offered, following him down a hallway, through a small mudroom at the back of the house that led to a narrow set of wooden stairs leading into the basement. It was pretty unremarkable, standard-issue type basement, if you didn’t count the pentacle spray painted on the floor.

      Jacob hurried to a pile of junk in the corner and tossed three milk crates into the center of the room. “Take a seat.”

      I flipped one of the crates over and gingerly sat down.

      “When I heard that Bonnie’s grimoire was missing, I got to thinking about ways we could look for it, track it. And I remembered my grandmother, God rest her soul, telling me about the orbs when I was a kid. I thought, if I could find that spell and make my own orb, I’d be able to freely search for her grimoire without anyone knowing,” Jacob said, producing a dog-eared notebook from beneath a canvas duffle bag.

      He flipped through the pages and briefly held the notebook out so we could see the page. On it, was a hand-drawn sketch of an orb. Ah, the tattered notebook was Jacob’s grimoire.

      “I take it you haven’t found Bonnie’s grimoire,” Blake said, only sitting once Jacob had settled himself on the crate opposite me.

      Jacob shook his head. “Sadly, no. I was hoping I could use the orb like a tracking device. Seems that wasn’t the case,” he admitted.

      “Well, I can assure you, I don’t have it,” I grumbled.

      “Sorry. But I saw you with Detective Ward in Bonnie’s house. You were my only lead.”

      “I’m not even a suspect!”

      “Well, your Gran is, and I couldn’t get a connection with her. And then you turned the tables on me last night…what did you do?” His eyes were wide with curiosity. “I knew you’d warded your house to keep me out. That’s why I took your blood, to try and break your wards, only I couldn’t. And then you were here!”

      Well, that explained what I’d seen, with him sitting with a bloodied napkin that he could only have gotten from Bean Me Up. I must have dropped one on my way out because I distinctly remember tossing one in the trash can in The Dusty Attic.

      I glanced at Blake, who was looking at me with speculation in his eyes.

      “I’m not sure. I wasn’t entirely sure if it was a dream or real,” I admitted.

      “Oh, it was real. You were here, like, right there.” He pointed to a spot on a floor. “Like an apparition. And then, poof”—He mimicked an exploding motion with his hand—“you disappeared. Scared the crap out of me.”

      “You and me both,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Well, Jacob, seems like you’ve learned a useful lesson, hmm?” Blake stood and we followed suit. “No more spying on people. You never know when it will backfire.”

      That was it? We were leaving? But then, I guess Jacob didn’t have anything new to reveal to us. He was looking for the grimoire just like we were, and it seemed his only lead had been me and I certainly didn’t take it.

      “No sir,” Jacob said solemnly, then turned to me. “But how did you do it? Was it astral projection? There have been whispers in the coven about you, about your power.”

      “I wish I knew. Sorry.” I shrugged. All I knew was that I’d felt stronger, more powerful than ever last night. Maybe it was the cottage? Maybe it was the fresh wards and my magic was amped because of them? I had no real answers. But I knew where to get them.

      After Blake had dropped me back at the bookstore, I called Izzy, the headmistress of Drixworths.

      “Harper, how are you?” she answered on the third ring.

      “Can I astral project?” I asked without preamble.

      “Doubtful, but it’s possible, I suppose. Why?”

      I told her about what happened last night, how I’d traveled down the energy path of the orb to Jacob’s basement.

      “Ooooh, exciting!” I heard her clap her hands. “Come to Drixworths when you finish work. We’ll explore this further.”

      I hesitated. “I don’t want you to dampen my magic anymore. I want you to teach me to use it. To control it.”

      “Harper, I haven’t been holding you back.” She sounded puzzled. “Why would I even do that?”

      “To stop me from going berserk? Like I did in East Dondure?”

      “I think you learned your lesson from that little episode, don’t you?” She was right. I had. Drixworths had stripped my magic and suspended my witch’s license. That hadn’t been a fun time at all.

      “But you assigned Archie to me to help control my magic.”

      “That’s what a familiar does, Harper. Helps control. But Archie can’t stop your magic—he can help you funnel it, draw on it, but from what you’re telling me, you don’t need his help at all.”

      I frowned at that. “I’m not giving him up!”

      She laughed. “Of course not. You’re connected. He is yours and you are his.”

      “Right then.” I huffed, calming down.

      “Drop by after work, Harper, and we’ll talk some more, I don’t think you fully understand what is happening.”
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        * * *

      

      After work, I headed straight to Drixworths Academy of Witchcraft and Wizardry. The school was deserted at this time of day, with no elf to greet me at the door like there had been in the past. I pushed open the big wooden doors and bypassed the massive staircase in the foyer, heading down the hallway toward the back of the building where I knew the headmistress’s office was.

      Esmerelda Higginbottom—Izzy, for short—had taken me under her wing when my witch’s license had been suspended and I’d been ordered to attend magic classes here at the Academy, and then re-sit my witch’s exam. Thankfully, I’d passed the exam and had been meeting with Izzy every week since. I was technically on probation, but we’d also developed a friendship and I looked forward to catching up with her.

      I knocked lightly on her door and pushed it open. Izzy was where she always was whenever I visited Drixworths, seated behind her desk.

      “Come on in, Harper.” She smiled as she finished typing something on her computer, hit the enter key with a flourish, and turned her full attention to me. “So, you’re coming into your magic, eh?”

      Her smile was warm and inviting. She was the type of person you instantly felt comfortable around. And slightly in awe of, not only because of her own personal power, but her goddess good looks.

      “Is that what this is?” I asked, slumping in the chair in front of her desk. “It feels like I’m too big for my skin, like I’m going to bust out of myself.”

      “You’ve got this, Harper.” She leaned over the desk, holding her hand out to me. Leaning forward, I placed mine it and she settled her other hand over the top, sandwiching my hand beneath both of hers. “I think you have denied your spiritual side for so long that you don’t recognize it for what it is. A blessing. An extension of who you are.”

      I shrugged. Possibly. Although, I recognized a thread of truth in what she’d said. I’d been in denial with my magic for a long time, having stopped practicing witchcraft altogether when I moved to East Dondure five years ago.

      “So, tell me what I’m capable of,” I said now. “Everyone keeps telling me I’m powerful, and well, there has to be some truth to it since I’m one of the few who doesn’t need a wand, but”—I paused, gazing out the window while I gathered my thoughts—“what does that really mean?”

      “It means whatever you want it to mean,” Izzy said softly, and I could have throttled her. She was an expert in saying plenty while saying nothing at all.

      She laughed, reading my mind. “Okay, tell me what happened last night. You said astral projection?”

      I explained what happened, the sensation between wakefulness and sleep, of zipping along the energy path the orb had left like I was an extra in The Fast and The Furious.

      “Okay, take a breath. A deep one, in through your nose, out through your mouth…and…relax.” She breathed with me. “It could be a form of astral projection, or energy manipulation. You don’t have to put a label on it. What you did, you did instinctively. The orb invaded your space and you did what you had to do to protect yourself. That’s not a bad thing, Harper. And you didn’t use your magic in an aggressive or inappropriate way.”

      “I guess.”

      “Something else is bothering you. What is it?”

      “It gets back to having all this power at my disposal but not being able to use it the way I want,” I said in a rush.

      “How do you want to use it?”

      “I want to find Bonnie’s killer!”

      “If only it were that easy.” She steepled her fingers, resting her chin on top of them and studying me.

      “How about finding Bonnie’s grimoire then?” I was desperate. I was out of clues and out of suspects. I was confident that whoever had killed Bonnie had taken her grimoire. It was the key to all of this.

      “Here’s what you do.” She leaned forward again, and I leaned in close. Finally!

      “Meditate.”

      Say what? I sat back, looking at her like I didn’t know her and she didn’t know me. Meditate? My mind was like a squirrel on crack. There was no way I could sit and meditate! I opened my mouth to argue but she cut me off.

      “Just try it before you dismiss it.”

      I crossed my arms and glowered. Of course, she took that as a challenge.

      “Right. We’ll do it together,” she declared.

      “What, now?”

      “Yes. Now. Get comfortable. Both feet on the floor, hands in your lap.”

      With a put-out sigh, I did as instructed. “Now close your eyes. Take a deep breath in through your nose, out through your mouth, and as you exhale, all your worries and stress leave you, you are relaxed. And again, breathe in…breathe out.” Her voice continued on, soft and melodic, issuing instruction, and I felt my body grow heavy in the chair.

      We were around the point where I was consciously relaxing different body parts, I think we were up to my hips, when my mind wandered—as I knew it would. I started to think about our coven, of Gran, of Bonnie and what had happened to her. I pictured her that day, not knowing what was coming, happy in her kitchen doing what she loved. I imagined her delight at taking her angel food cake out of the oven, how pleased she was with it. I felt like I was there with her, could smell the cake, feel the warmth from the oven.

      Then the image flickered, a quick snap of static, and I was back, standing now in the living room doorway, my back to the kitchen. Kristen rushed past me, anguish pouring off her in waves. I stiffened. This was it. Bonnie was dead. Had it been Kristen? I didn’t see the act itself and didn’t turn now to confirm that Bonnie was no longer alive, but I could feel it. Her spirit had gone. What caught my attention was Kristen running up the stairs. She said she’d gone out the front and called the police when I asked her about finding Bonnie.

      I followed, making it as far as the landing, when Kristen rushed back down, shoving Bonnie’s grimoire into her oversized purse as she hurried back down the stairs and out the front door. I stood, mouth open in surprise, then heard her on the phone to the police, her voice trembling with the shock and horror of what she’d discovered.

      “Harper? Harper?!”

      I blinked, dazed. Had I nodded off?

      “What?” Rubbing my hands over my face, I shook off the dream.

      “You did it, honey.” Izzy was beaming at me.

      “Did what?”

      “You’re not astral walking, you’re having visions. Your spirit is moving through time and space. This is wonderful!” She clapped her hands in glee while I frowned at her.

      “That was real?”

      She was nodding madly. “Where did you go? What did you see?”

      “I went to Bonnie’s house,” I said, voice flat. Her enthusiastic clapping and nodding stopped.

      “Oh.” Yeah. Oh. “And what did you see?”

      “I need to go,” I said, jumping up and scooping my bag from the floor. I was out and down the corridor, ignoring her calling my name. Outside of Drixworths, I sprinted for my car, fumbling for my phone as I ran.

      “Hi, Harper.” Jackson answered on the first ring. I liked a person who answered immediately.

      “Jackson!” I exclaimed. “Kristen Lane has Bonnie’s grimoire.” I puffed, my feet sliding in the gravel as I skidded to a halt by my car, jamming the phone between my shoulder and ear as I dug around for my keys.

      “She does? You found it?” he asked.

      “No, I saw it. A vision. I’m on my way to her house now. Meet me there!”

      “Do not approach her!” Jackson warned right before I cut him off, ending the call.

      I couldn’t say for sure that Kristen killed Bonnie, but she definitely took her grimoire and lied about it, and that made her look plenty guilty in my eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d had time to call one other person on the drive over to Kristen’s house. Gran. She was the one they’d arrested, and the one out on bail. She had more skin in the game than me, so I figured it was only fair she knew. I hadn’t counted on her getting to Kristen’s house before me. Or having the rest of our coven with her. Seems the witch’s version of the phone tree was working incredibly well.

      Slamming my car door, I made my way to the group of witches who stood huddled around Kristen’s front gate.

      “What are you doing?” My irritation was evident in my voice. “Gran, you shouldn’t have called them here.”

      “Nonsense, this is witch business.” Annie sniffed, her cheeks flushed. Oh, good grief, they were all primed for battle. I had to diffuse this right now.

      “No, this is police business,” I corrected her, “and Jackson will be here any second. I don’t want you all here when he arrives.”

      I was promptly ignored. Gran unlatched the gate and began stomping down the path toward the front door, Annie, Agnes, Jennifer, and Leah following. I threw up my hands and hurried after them, pushing through to the front to stop them from mounting the steps.

      “Wait here!” I hissed, holding my hands out, my back to the door. “I’ll take care of this.”

      I glanced over their heads to the street beyond—where the hell was Jackson? He should have been here before any of us, but there was no sign of him.

      I froze when I heard the door open behind me and glanced over my shoulder to see Kristen in the doorway, the Crescent Coven gathered behind her. Fan-freaking-tastic. This was going to get messy.

      Swiveling on my heel, I opened my mouth to address Kristen when a swarm of bees descended. So, rather than demanding she hand over Bonnie’s grimoire, I was instead flapping at my head, wincing as more bees than I would like managed to score a direct hit and deposit their stinger into my unprotected flesh. Our coven scattered and chaos ensued. The garden hose came to life, looping through the air, water chasing off the bees and dowsing the Crescent Coven mob who now stood side by side along the verandah, wands in hand. They were behind the bee attack!

      Oh, it was on like Donkey Kong. Magic sparked through the air, as spells were cast and deflected by both sides. The shrub I was crouched behind went up in flames. I quickly extinguished it and frowned at Gladys who had her wand pointed my way. As I eyeballed her, Jacob shot his wand my way and a bucket of slime hit me in the chest. I glared at him and he grinned with an apologetic half-shrug.

      “Eww!” I screeched. “So gross.”

      Gran saw the sliming I’d received and reciprocated tenfold. Only she didn’t quite get it right and every witch on Kristen’s property was now sporting a dose of green slime.

      “Oops.” Gran grinned.

      The war of the witches was lighthearted, the spells harmless, if not messy, until the slats in Kristen’s picket fence detached themselves from the railing, rose in the air, and came hurtling toward us. What the hell? My coven didn’t see them coming but I did. Closing my eyes, I held my arms out wide and pushed a forcefield over us. The slats hit the barrier and fell to the ground.

      Releasing the protective barrier, I squinted my eyes and tried to determine who had cast that particular spell. This was escalating and would get out of hand if it wasn’t stopped now.

      “What the ever-loving hell is going on here?” Jackson shouted over the din of a bunch of witches squabbling in the front garden. We all froze, and then all looked sheepish—myself included.

      “Harper! Over here. Kristen? Over here. The rest of you? Clean this mess up,” he growled, stomping to one side of the garden, clearly irritated. Jackson wasn’t one to lose his cool often, so I quickly trotted after him. As I stood in front of him, he lowered his voice. “You told them? Why would you do that?” He ran his hand through his hair, messing the strands.

      “I told Gran. That’s all,” I whispered, “I was not expecting the whole coven to be here. Mine or theirs.”

      Kristen made her way across the lawn to where we stood.

      “I hope you’re going to charge her for this,” she snapped. “Coming to my home and attacking us.”

      “What?” I yelped. “You set bees on us. Look at the stings!” I held my arm out where three red welts dotted my skin. I knew I had more, I could feel them—they hurt.

      Jackson grabbed my arm and looked closely at the welts.

      “Definitely bee stings,” he said, then looked to Kristen who shrugged.

      “She could have got those anywhere. Must have disturbed a bee’s nest in the garden or something.”

      “Show me this bee’s nest,” Jackson ordered, and Kristen’s eyes darted around the garden, her face flushing with color. Liar, liar, pants on fire.

      “Okay, fine. There is no bee’s nest,” she said sullenly.

      “See?” I crowed. “She started it. I was coming here to talk to her! She attacked first!”

      “You should all know better, grown-ass adults,” Jackson muttered, running a hand around the back of his neck. “Let’s get back to why we’re here. Harper seems to think you have Bonnie Emerson’s grimoire.” He didn’t take his eyes off Kristen’s face. “Do you?”

      “No,” she shot back, and I looked from Jackson to Kristen and back again. Surely, he didn’t believe her? I’d seen her take it!

      “So, if I were to search your house, I wouldn’t find it?” he pressed, his eyebrows raising in question. Her lips puckered together, and she shifted from one foot to another.

      “You are so busted!” I couldn’t help myself. Finally, a break in the case.

      “Harper,” Jackson warned.

      “Sorry.” I mimed zipping my lips closed.

      “I don’t give you permission to search my house.” Kristen was grasping at straws, we all knew it.

      “I don’t need your permission. Just a warrant.” Jackson pulled out his phone and eyed her, his face cold. “You can make this easy on all of us, or I can make the call. What’s it going to be?”

      “Excuse me? Detective?” a voice called, and we all turned to see Jacob Holt hurrying toward us, a canvas satchel clutched to his chest.

      “What have you done?” Kristen screeched, snatching for the satchel. Jackson grabbed her, hauling her back. I couldn’t contain the grin splitting my face. Jacob had come through for us.

      “I think this is what you’re looking for,” he said, not looking at Kristen who was twisting in Jackson’s grip and issuing vile threats to him.

      “Jacob has been looking for the grimoire too,” I explained. “He’s behind the orb we saw in Bonnie’s attic.”

      “Is that right?” Jackson eyeballed him, then nodded at the satchel. “Open it.”

      Jacob did as instructed, flicking open the two buckles and pulling back the flap closing the satchel. Holding it open, he revealed a large leather-bound book.

      “Take it out,” Jackson ordered. “We have to make sure it’s hers and not some decoy.”

      Kristen was squirming even harder now and Jackson snapped at her, threatening to put her in cuffs if she didn’t behave. I thought she should be in cuffs regardless. He’d slapped them on Gran quickly enough.

      Jacob pulled the book from the satchel and turned it over in his hands. There was nothing on the cover, no insignia or name to indicate it was Bonnie’s, so he opened it, and there, on the first page…Bonnie’s name.

      “Let’s go.” Jackson took the grimoire from Jacob and began moving Kristen toward the gate and his waiting car. “We’ll finish this down at the station.”

      “It’s not what you think!” Kristen cried, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I didn’t kill her. I just…” she choked, sniffing, then dragged in a sobbing breath before continuing. “It was a split-second impulse thing. I saw she was dead and…she’s a head witch. Her grimoire would be priceless. So, I took it.”

      Nine witches stopped what they were doing and watched, open-mouthed, as Kristen was bundled into the back of Jackson’s car and driven away. He hadn’t spoken another word. Probably still pissed at the witchy war that had erupted before he’d arrived. I have to admit I was a little ashamed of it myself, and standing here with green ooze dripping off me, was a stark reminder that we were behaving like children instead of grown-ass adults.

      I cleared my throat, getting everyone’s attention. “Ladies. And Jacob,” I added. “I’m sure you’ll agree that this got out of hand. And we’re all to blame. Let’s get this mess cleaned up and behave like adults, shall we?”

      “An apology would be nice,” Delores snapped. I felt for her. It couldn’t be easy watching your granddaughter be hauled away by the police. I knew exactly how she felt—I’d been through it when Jackson had arrested Gran. But Kristen hadn’t been arrested. Yet.

      “I agree,” Annie replied, standing with hands on hips. “I’m waiting.”

      I rolled my eyes. Here we go, two stubborn witches about to go head-to-head—again.

      “Let’s just say all apologies are inferred and get on with cleaning up. Then we can all go home,” I cut in before the spells started flying again. There was some grumbling, but it appeared they agreed with me because no more spells were cast. Now it was just cleanup.

      Cleaning up wasn’t nearly as fast—or fun—as the fight had been, but eventually, we were done. It was getting late, the sun dipping on the horizon, and I was starting to get chilled with the slime having penetrated my sweater, the tank beneath, and now my skin. I was dying for a nice hot shower and dinner.

      “Have a good night, everyone.” I was bustling Gran out the front gate when she stopped and poked her head around me to call out.

      “I forgot something. Gladys, can I get some eggs?”

      Gladys stared at us, hard. Then, without a word, she swiveled on her heel and disappeared into Kristen’s house.

      “Well that was rude,” Gran said.

      “You don’t really need her eggs anymore anyway,” I said, following Gran to her car and holding the door open for her while she slid behind the wheel. “The competition is over.”

      “Have you seen Gladys’s eggs? The yolks are so deeply golden yellow and they are, by far, the most delicious eggs I’ve ever tasted. I don’t want them for the competition, I want them for me.”

      “Ah, okay then.” I smiled, kissing Gran’s cheek. “We’ll do a trip to the market. She sells them there, I believe.” Gran nodded, then checked her watch. Seems she had someplace else to be.

      “Bye, darl.” She wriggled her fingers at me. “I’ve gotta get ready for my date.”

      I shook my head, watching as she drove off. Everyone else had left, and the Crescent Coven witches had retreated to Kristen’s house. Most likely, to discuss what to do about their wayward witch who had stolen Bonnie’s grimoire—and possibly killed her. All except for Jacob, who had followed us and now stood on the pavement while I unlocked my car.

      “Thanks for what you did back there,” I said, knowing it couldn’t have been easy for him to betray a coven member. He shrugged, a sad smile tugging his lips.

      “I wanted to get to the bottom of the missing grimoire, and I did. When word got out that you were headed here, I just knew that had to be why.”

      “I’m sorry.” I shrugged, not really knowing why I was apologizing, other than that I could sympathize with his situation.

      “Do you think Kristen killed her?” he whispered, his eyes sad.

      “I really don’t know. But taking the grimoire was a bad move. It makes her look guilty.”

      “You astral projected, didn’t you? That’s how you knew?”

      “It wasn’t really projection, more a vision. Like, I was there, but not. It was different than what I experienced with you—you saw me. When I had the vision of Kristen taking Bonnie’s grimoire, she didn’t know I was there.”

      “Couldn’t you, you know…”

      I knew what he was asking. Couldn’t I go back to when Bonnie was killed and see who murdered her. A shiver ran over my skin.

      “I don’t think I can.” It was my turn to whisper. “I think that would be too awful.”

      “It would, wouldn’t it?” he agreed. “Plus, it wouldn’t give Jackson the evidence he’d need. He couldn’t arrest someone because you said you had a vision.”

      “Good point.”

      A gust of wind buffeted the car, making me shiver again. Night was falling and with it, the temperature.

      “I’ve gotta go shower off this goo.” I nodded at his equally filthy appearance. “You should too.”

      “Yeah. You’re right. Thanks, Harper.”

      “Night, Jacob.”

      As I drove home, I called Blake through the car’s Bluetooth. There was no answer, so I left him a voicemail asking him to call me. Then I wondered just what he did with himself while in Whitefall Cove. Technically, he didn’t need to be here while Gran was on bail, he could leave and return when she went to trial. If it went to trial. Surely, we’d find the real killer before it got that far?

      With those thoughts, my mind went down the rabbit hole of who killed Bonnie. Was Kristen the killer? It looked that way, but I knew better than anyone that appearances could be deceiving. I could not say with one hundred percent certainty that she had killed Bonnie. I saw her leaving the kitchen, yes. But it could have been as she’d said—that she had discovered her body and made that split-second decision to steal her grimoire. What wasn’t clear to me was why she’d stolen it.

      Archie greeted me at the door. He hadn’t wanted to come to work with me today, so he had spent the day at the cottage on his own. Judging by the rubbing, purring, and meowing, he’d missed me.

      “Hey boy.” I bent and scratched his ears. “I can’t pick you up yet. I’m covered in slime and believe me, you don’t want this in your fur. Let me take a quick shower, then I’ll get us dinner.”

      Leaving my bag and keys on the hallway table, I hurried upstairs, stripping as I went. My bee stings still hurt and I knew I had to get the stingers out so, after rummaging in the bathroom vanity for my first aid kit, I found the tweezers and began the fun task of getting out each tiny stinger. Three from my arm, two from my face, one from my collarbone. Good thing I wasn’t allergic or today could have ended a different way entirely.

      After my shower, I dressed in my PJs, tossed a robe over top, and headed downstairs. The welts from the bee stings were still swollen and angry, but they didn’t hurt quite so much. I was a little puffy in the face but I figured that would subside soon enough.

      “Okay, Archie. What’s for dinner, huh?” He’d followed me into the bathroom, had dozed on the bath mat while I showered, and was now hot on my heels as I made my way to the kitchen toward his favorite thing—food.

      “How about chicken?” I asked, opening my fridge and remembering that I hadn’t had a chance to grocery shop yet. “Or maybe not.” I surveyed the contents of the fridge, grateful my coven had put the leftovers inside for me.

      “We’ve got some eggs. And cheese. Sounds like an omelet to me.” I glanced at Archie who sat at my feet, eyeing the contents of the fridge.

      “You know you can have cat food, right?” I added when he didn’t respond. He looked up at me with his big golden eyes and meowed.

      “Omelets, it is.” Taking the egg carton from the fridge and the remaining block of cheese, I quickly whipped up dinner, cutting a small portion off for Archie and putting it in his bowl. He purred as he ate.

      “Mmmmm, this is delicious,” I agreed, mouth full. “I wonder if these are Gladys’s eggs? They really are flavorsome.”

      After dinner, I poured myself a glass of red wine and curled up on the sofa, remote in hand.

      “What shall we watch?” I asked Archie when he jumped up onto my lap and began biscuiting my legs. I flicked through the channels, not really paying attention to the television, my mind on other things. Like, was it too early to call Jackson and ask him about the investigation? Would he even tell me what had happened with Kristen? Had she been arrested? But if that were the case, would that mean the charges against Gran were dropped? At which point, surely, he’d have told me.

      I must have dozed off because the next thing I knew, I was jerking awake. Archie was gone and the TV was playing an infomercial. Picking up the remote, I switched it off and stretched, yawning.

      “Archie?” I called.

      His meow came from the back door and I got up to find him scratching at it. “What’s up, boy?” I asked. “Something out there got your attention? I guess it can’t hurt to take a look, but no running off, okay.”

      He meowed again and I liked to think it was in agreement. Of course, he could have been telling me he was making no promises.

      I opened the back door and stepped outside, shivering a little. Archie darted past my legs and disappeared into the darkness. “Archie!” I called after him, so focused on my cat, I didn’t see it coming. A whack to the back of my head had me seeing stars and sent me crumpling to the ground in an unconscious heap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When I came to, I was tied to a kitchen chair and had the mother of all headaches. In the kitchen, Gladys was pacing back and forth, tapping a wooden rolling pin against her hand. I assumed that’s what she used to crack me on the head with.

      “Gladys?” I asked. “What are you doing?” I tested the ropes. She’d done a decent job—my wrists and hands were bound to the chair back and then the rope wound around and around my torso. I wondered if this is how she’d tied Bonnie up.

      She swiveled to look at me, her eyes wild, her face pale.

      “You shouldn’t have done that to Kristen,” she said, pulling out a chair and sitting at the table as if we were having tea. “Because now the police will look again. Look closer. And they’ll see my mistake.”

      I had a sinking feeling I knew her mistake because watching the woman with the crazy eyes across from me, I was also picturing the crime scene. And she knew.

      “It was the eggs, wasn’t it?” She shook her head and ran her hand through her hair, making it stick up in odd angles that somehow matched the crazy in her eyes. “It was,” I confirmed, certain now.

      Gladys had left the eggs, complete with a note, after she’d killed Bonnie. Bonnie had finished baking, yet the egg bowl was full and the note was resting on top. The eggs were Gladys’s alibi, and it had worked. None of us had noticed.

      “Why did you kill her?” I asked, keeping my voice level, calm, when inside, I felt anything but. I flexed my hands, searching for give in the rope, finding none. I couldn’t use my magic with my hands restrained and she knew it. Clever witch.

      “I didn’t mean to!” She shot to her feet, agitated. The chair tipped over and the crash made me wince. “Sorry.” She righted it and pushed it in, resting her hands against the back. “She just wouldn’t quit stealing the eggs,” she told me, staring at the wall.

      “Every day, she was over in my henhouse, helping herself. She didn’t ask. She didn’t pay. She just took what she wanted. She didn’t care that I sold those eggs, that they were money to me, money I needed. I know it sounds silly, what’s a few eggs? What difference would that make? To me, a lot. She was taking two dozen a week. That’s a lot of eggs.”

      She stopped, swiveling her head to pin me with a look. Her gray eyes were as cold as steel, waiting for my response.

      “That is a lot of eggs,” I agreed, not knowing what else to say.

      “So, that afternoon, when I discovered she’d taken even more, I went over to have it out with her. And she laughed at me. And then, she threw money at me. Said if I wanted it that badly, I could pick it up off the floor, as if I was trash. Then she stood there with her hands on her hips, waiting for me to grovel at her feet for the money.”

      Well, that wasn’t very nice. Although, killing Bonnie was a bit of an overreaction.

      “Of course, I didn’t,” Gladys went on to say. “Instead, I grabbed a saucepan from her sink and hit her over the head with it.”

      “What’s your plan here, Gladys?” I asked. “There’s no cake to shove down my throat. I haven’t been stealing your eggs. Do I really deserve to die?”

      I couldn’t believe how calm I felt. It was kind of like waiting for the other shoe to fall—any minute now, it would drop and then I’d freak out. But in the meantime, I wriggled my hands again and tried to get my fingers free.

      “If you’d kept your nose out of it, none of this would be happening. This is your fault!” she yelled, rushing around the table and slapping my face. My head snapped back, and my cheek was on fire where she’d hit me.

      “Enough talking!” Her voice was laced with hysteria. “If you keep talking, I’ll beat your head in with the rolling pin,” she threatened, and I believed her. I didn’t utter a sound, just watched her with wary eyes, my face stinging.

      In the kitchen, she turned on all the burners and the smell of gas filled the air. She did the same with the oven, opening the door, so the fumes poured out. Oh good. I think I’d rather be gassed than have my head bashed in. Then I saw what she pulled out of her pocket. Matches. Oh no, not fire, please not fire. Not only me, but my beautiful cottage—it didn’t deserve to burn.

      Thank god Archie was outside. He’d be spared. My mind drifted to Gran, to Mom and Dad. I thought of Jenna and Monica, Jackson, and finally, Blake. It saddened me I wouldn’t have another picnic with him, I’d never find out if his lips were as soft as they looked. I wouldn’t relive the thrill of his hand in mine, or the heat of him as he stood next to me.

      “What are you crying about?” Gladys snapped, and that’s when I realized tears were running down my face. I hadn’t noticed. But one thing was for sure—I wasn’t ready to die. I would not sit here and let her kill me, not without a fight.

      “You’re a coward,” I taunted. “Killing someone over some lousy eggs? That’s pathetic. And now you’re killing me because I found you out? You’re a chicken.”

      The mocking worked. She roared and lunged at me, her hands going for my throat, but I was ready for her. Using her momentum, I pushed down against the floor with my feet and we toppled over, crashing to the floor. Pain ricocheted through my spine and head, and my ears were ringing, but she let go of my neck to balance her hands on the floor and push herself up.

      But I had what I wanted. One hand was free. The other was tangled in broken chair and rope, but one was free, and I used my magic to release myself from the rest of the rope. Her back was to me as she got to her feet. I saw her reaching for the rolling pin and knew what she intended to do next. As she turned and swung, I rolled, and she connected with the floor and not my head.

      “Nooooooo!” she screamed, swinging again. I rolled back, avoiding the second blow. Bringing my feet up, I pushed her in the stomach, hard. She staggered back, not expecting the attack. I clambered to my feet, dizzy, my head throbbing. The air was thicker with gas now, making it difficult to breathe. I tried to think of a spell to contain it, but my mind was blank. I wasn’t sure if it was due to a brain injury from two blows to my skull in a relatively short period of time, the gas, or something else, but my sense of self-preservation was high. I had to get out of here.

      I made a run for the door, only I didn’t get far as I felt myself being jerked backwards by my hair. Spinning around, I flailed with kicks, yells, and slaps, anything to keep her off but I’d misjudged. Gladys was strong for an old witch. She wrestled me to the floor, and I wondered if she’d been working out. I got a few more slaps in before her hands circled my throat and I began to see stars. And Gladys’s eyes, crazed and intent on me.

      My hand slapped around on the floor, trying to find something, anything, to use as a weapon. When my fingers touched something wooden and smooth, I reached my fingers out as far as they would stretch, wrapping my hand around the rolling pin. Channeling all my strength, I swung the rolling pin at Gladys’s head.

      I heard a scream. I think it might have been mine. As she fell off me, I sucked in welcome breaths of air and scrambled to my feet, staggering for the door and flinging it open to drag in sweet, sweet, fresh air.

      Two police cars skidded to a halt, blue and red lights flashing, blinding me. I lifted my arm to shield my face against the unexpected glare.

      “Take her!” Jackson shouted, pushing past me, but I stopped him, grabbing his arm.

      “There’s gas!” I gasped, coughing. “She has matches,” I warned. Two uniformed officers were right behind him.

      “I’ve got you.” Strong arms swept me up and rushed me off the verandah. I clung to Blake, confused as to why he was here. With Jackson. Who had called them? He opened a car door and slid me onto the back seat. A furry head butted my arm, along with a familiar meow.

      “Archie!” I pulled him into my arms, burying my face in his fur.

      Blake squatted in the open door, his face full of concern. “He ran all the way into town. Pretty sure he was heading for the police station when I saw him.”

      “Oh, Archie, you good boy,” I cooed, then I looked at Blake. “She’s crazy. Please help Jackson. The place is full of gas and she has matches.”

      I blinked and he was gone. The adrenaline that had been keeping me going was fading fast and I rested my head against the back of the seat while Archie climbed on my lap and rested his head against my chest. I wrapped my arms around him and cuddled him to me, comforted by his purr.

      Hearing a commotion, I turned my head and watched as Jackson and the two officers escorted Gladys out of the cottage, her hands restrained behind her back. She was ranting and raving—I couldn’t make out what, it sounded like gibberish to me—and Jackson seated her in the back of the squad car before coming over to check on me.

      “You okay?” he asked, leaning one arm on the roof of the car as he ducked down to look at me.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I’ve got a tough head,” I joked.

      “Tennant tell you that this cat of yours is the hero?”

      “He did.” I smiled.

      “Glad you’re okay,” he said roughly, touching a hand to my cheek before straightening up. “See that she gets a checkup,” he said to Blake before shaking the other man’s hand and climbing into his car.

      Blake leaned in and pulled the seatbelt across both Archie and myself, then gently closed the door. I looked through the window at my cottage, relieved beyond belief that it was still standing.

      “What did you do?” I asked, once Blake had slid behind the wheel. “How did you stop her from sending it up in flames?”

      Blake adjusted the rearview mirror and met my eyes. “I surrounded her with an energy field. If she lit a match, there may have been enough gas trapped in with her that she’d have gone up in a ball of flame. Although, I couldn’t say for sure. Seemed she wasn’t prepared to risk it. Once Jackson got the cuffs on her, I released the shield. I’ve turned the gas off and opened all your windows.”

      It took too much effort to reply so I merely nodded and closed my eyes, the rocking of the car as we pulled away enough to send me into a light slumber.

      “Harper?” Blake’s voice blew hot breath into my ear, but I didn’t have the energy to wake up. Not fully, and not just yet.

      “Come on. We’re at the hospital, time to get you checked out.”

      Right. Yes. I’ll get right on that. In a minute. Just give me five more minutes and then I’ll get up. Archie’s warm body disappeared, and I grumbled in protest.

      “Come on, up with you.” Suddenly, I was lifted out of the car and cradled against a firm chest. It was almost enough to get me to crack open an eye. Almost. Blake’s chest vibrated as he chuckled. Then the glorious dimness of outside was replaced by harsh hospital lights and I turned my face into his neck to protect my eyes from the glare.

      The next few hours were a blur of being poked, prodded, stuck with needles, and generally not being left to sleep in peace like I so desperately wanted to do. Eventually, they decided to admit me and if it meant I could get some rest, I was all for it. After all, I couldn’t go home, not tonight.

      “Archie?” I croaked, forcing my eyes open. Blake sat by the side of my bed, watching the solution in my drip as it made its way down the tube and into my arm.

      “He’s fine. He’s in my car. I’ll take him home with me tonight.”

      “You can have cats in hotels?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not really bothered with what I can and can’t do right now.”

      “Are you okay?” I frowned. I was a bit spaced out—had he been hurt tonight?

      He barked out a laugh, clasping my hand in his. “I’m fine. I’m worried about you, you nut. You scared me for a minute.”

      “Oh, sorry.” I closed my eyes on a sigh. I was feeling better and not so fuzzy headed. My headache had gone, although my scalp was still tender, but I was still tired.

      “What’s the time?” I asked. He glanced at his watch. “Just after three.”

      “You should go. Get some sleep. Take care of my cat.”

      “I’d rather stay here,” he grumbled.

      “Please take care of Archie. He might poop in your car,” I felt compelled to point out.

      He laughed again. “A compelling argument. Okay. I shall see to your cat’s needs if it will make you happy.”

      “It will. All I’m going to do is sleep. Come back in the morning and break me out of here.”

      “You can count on it.” He stood, then leaned down and dropped a soft kiss on my lips. “Get some rest.”

      And then he was gone. With a sigh, I pulled the covers up to my chin and did as instructed.
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        * * *

      

      Gran, Jenna, and Monica arrived the following morning.

      “Ohmigod!” Gran sat on the edge of the bed and pulled me into her arms, her grip tight. God, had these witches been lifting weights or some sort of super workout? How did they get so damn strong? I winced a little and eased out of her grip.

      “Easy there, Gran.” I smiled, blinking a couple of times at today’s outfit. Cut-off denim shorts with black leggings underneath, a floral slash Hawaiian blouse, with a striped, what looked to be home knitted vest over the top. Oh, and on her feet, blue bedazzled Uggs.

      “You’re all over the news. You’re a hero,” Jenna said with a little smile.

      “I hope you got the scoop?”

      She snorted. “But of course!”

      “You could have been killed,” Monica felt compelled to point out. “That witch was all sorts of crazy.”

      “Well, I didn’t. I’m fine.” I was dressed and sitting on the side of my hospital bed, eager to go home. I kept glancing at the door, expecting Blake to walk through at any moment, growing more disappointed when the minutes ticked by and he didn’t appear.

      Gran clued in. “Blake called,” she stated. “Said something had come up, asked if we’d give you a lift home.”

      Monica, dressed in her oversized summer hat, long sleeved coat, with scarf wrapped around her neck and face so that all that was visible was her eyes— behind sunglasses—and her nose, sat on the end of my bed. “He also said,” she pointed out, “that he’s totes sorry he can’t be here himself and that he’ll explain when he sees you.”

      “And Archie?” He’d taken my cat home last night and I missed sleeping with my feline companion. Never mind the crushing sense of disappointment that Blake wasn’t here. Never mind that at all.

      “He’ll bring Archie up to your house as soon as he’s finished with whatever it is that’s keeping him away,” Monica assured me.

      “Don’t forget he’s a lawyer,” Jenna pointed out. “I’m sure he has other clients aside from Gran. Maybe more complex cases too.”

      “Good point.”

      “Oh, good news on that point.” Gran beamed. “Jackson called and said I’d been unarrested.”

      “What she means is the charges have been dropped,” Jenna added.

      “Oh, Gran, that’s wonderful. About time!” I hopped off the side of the bed and hugged her, breaking apart when a nurse bustled in.

      “Here are your discharge papers, Harper. Come back if you experience a return of any symptoms. Things like dizziness, nausea.”

      “I will,” I promised, eager to get home.

      “The bruising on your throat will settle, but if you have any trouble swallowing, or breathing, come back. It means there is swelling, and your breathing could be compromised.”

      I’d seen the angry purple bruises on my neck when I’d looked in the mirror this morning, but they looked worse than they felt.

      We bundled into Monica’s car, because hers had the darkest tint, and drove out to the lighthouse cottage. Having the windows open all night had done the trick, the gas had dissipated.

      “We’re going to have to smudge again,” Gran grumbled. “The energy is all off in here.”

      Jenna put the kettle on and busied herself making us coffee while I perched on the edge of the sofa. “I can’t believe it,” I finally said, and three heads swung around to look at me.

      “Believe what, love?” Gran asked.

      “That it was Gladys. That she killed Bonnie. Then tried to kill me. It’s so crazy and surreal.”

      Jenna handed me a coffee. “Did she tell you why she killed Bonnie?”

      I nodded. “Oh yeah. Over the eggs. Bonnie kept sneaking into her chicken coop and stealing the eggs. And that day, it just tipped Gladys over the edge.”

      “Crazy chicken lady,” Monica declared, accepting the coffee Jenna held out to her.

      We all heard a car pull up outside and I jumped to my feet, hoping it was Blake with Archie. Opening the front door, I smiled when I recognized Blake’s rental car. He opened the door and Archie leaped out, trotting toward me, meowing all the way. I bent and scooped him into my arms.

      “I missed you too, boy.” I kissed his nose and held him tight while watching Blake walk toward me.

      His dark eyes swept me from head to toe.

      “Hi,” I said, trying for sexy but nailing chipmunk once again.

      “Hi yourself,” he said, his voice low and smooth. He tucked my hair behind one ear, his fingers brushing against my cheek. “We have to talk, but first…”

      Then he kissed me. Boy, did he kiss me.

      Archie sprang out of my arms, freeing me to pull Blake closer and run my fingers through his hair. The kiss went on forever but ended all too soon.

      “What’s wrong?” I whispered, his face giving him away. Something was terribly, terribly wrong, and try as he might to hide it, I could see the truth.

      Blake took hold of my hands and looked deep into my eyes.

      “Harper…it’s about your parents.”

      My heart stopped. I closed my eyes for a second as a million wild ideas ricocheted around in my bruised brain. When I opened them again, Blake was watching me intently.

      “Tell me.” I braced myself. One part of me hoped this was some elaborate joke, that he was about to yell “surprise,” and they’d leap out from the back seat of the car. I even snuck a look over his shoulder, but I couldn’t see through the tinted glass.

      “Harper, your parents are missing. They missed their flight in Adelaide. No one knows where they are.”

      It was one of those moments where everything freezes and then comes at you at a million miles an hour. I kept my eyes locked on his, drawing on his strength, willing myself to remain calm.

      “Right,” I finally said. “Looks like we’re going to Australia.”
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        Ready to read Harper’s next adventure in Witch Way Down Under? Get your copy here: mybook.to/DownUnder
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        Tick Tock. Time is running out.

      

      

      My parents are missing in outback Australia. Only they’ve left me clues. Clues that tell me they were close to a significant discovery—the location of a copper scroll that leads to untold treasures. A scroll that treasure hunters would kill for.

      Now I’m in a race against time. Together with my Gran, best friend Jenna, my familiar Archie, and bad boy lawyer Blake Tennant, we head to an outback town called Arrowstrand, where the locals are hiding their own secrets, and I must rely on my magic and blind faith to venture into the unknown.

      The stakes have never been higher; can I reach my parents before it’s too late or will they be lost forever?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey! Welcome to the weird and wacky world of my imagination. I hope you enjoy your time here.
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      Okay, ready to weave some magic and solve some mysteries?

      I’ll see you on the other side!

      Jane Hinchey
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      “Oh, good grief.” Jenna pinched her nose and waved her hand in front of her face. “Who farted? Archie? Was that you?”

      Archie lifted his orange head, twitched an ear, and eyeballed Jenna with such a look of disdain that I couldn't contain a snort of amusement. “More likely it was Gran,” I said.

      We both looked at Gran, who was dozing in her seat, head lolling against the travel pillow around her neck. We were in a private jet, headed to Australia. I was still in a state of shock. Not only because my parents were missing, but also that Blake had procured the use of a private jet to transport not only me, but my cat, my Gran, and one of my best friends to the other side of the world to search for them. Blake was still a mystery to me. A very distracting, very hot mystery. He was Gran's lawyer. My dad had called him when she'd been arrested for Bonnie Emerson's murder. Yet despite the endless questions I'd thrown at him, he'd yet to reveal exactly how he knew my dad. 

      Jenna, being a journalist for the Whitefall Cove Tribune, always had a nose for a story and she'd immediately dug into the man who was Blake Tennant. He was a partner at the law firm, Richards, Jones and Tennant, and Jenna had yet to uncover who the Jones was in that partnership. Speculation was rife it was my father—although he was a professor and an archaeologist, not a lawyer. Blake had remained tight-lipped each time we'd brought it up, which was a lot. He'd simply say Dad was a friend and change the subject. 

      “What has she been eating?” Jenna grumbled, still waving her hand to dispel the smell.

      “I don't know,” I replied. “Could be anything really.” Even as I spoke a little prft of sound came from Gran and I bit back another laugh. “Brace yourself,” I said to Jenna. “Incoming.”

      “Oh my God!” Jenna wailed, loud enough that Gran stirred, cracked open an eye, then slipped back into slumber.

      Archie, who'd been curled up on the seat next to me lifted his head and sniffed the air, then promptly jumped down and headed toward the back of the jet. We'd set up a tray for him in the bathroom, along with a bowl of water and some dry food. I watched until he disappeared into the bathroom, his tail twitching.

      It was surreal we were on our way to Australia. I shuddered to think how much this little expedition was costing—and I sincerely hoped I would not be presented with a bill at the end. I'd asked Blake, and he'd told me not to worry about it, that it was taken care of. Still, I couldn't help but feel a little uneasy about the whole situation. I didn't like to think of myself as a charity case; I liked to pay my own way, but getting Archie on a commercial flight all the way to Australia just would not happen. Somehow Blake had circumnavigated quarantine requirements and Archie had a special dispensation to enter any country I cared to take him to. That told me that Blake was a powerful man. Or he had powerful connections, because really, who could do that?

      The chirping of my laptop interrupted my train of thought. Monica was face timing me. Hitting connect, I smiled at the dark-haired beauty on my screen.

      “How's it going, Mon?”

      “All good this end. Wendy is doing just fine at the bookstore. Bruce is helping too.”

      “Excellent, thank you.” The Dusty Attic was the bookstore I'd recently purchased in Whitefall Cove. I'd considered closing it while I was away, but Wendy had convinced me to let her run it in my absence. Despite being heavily pregnant, she'd been positive she could manage, provided I was okay with her soon-to-be husband Bruce helping. 

      “You nearly there?” Monica asked.

      I nodded. “I think we've only got a couple of hours to go. It's been a long trip. We’ve only had to refuel once, but I gotta say, flying in a private jet is the way to go, it's so darn comfortable.”

      Monica frowned. “Don't tell me. I don't want to hear it.” She grumbled, “If it weren't for the fact that the Australian sun would surely fry me in two seconds flat, I'd be there with you.”

      “I know you would. But you're still helping. Keeping an eye on the store for me. I appreciate it.” Monica was a vampire, and while she could tolerate short bursts of sunlight, extended periods would burn her to a crisp. And where we were going, the Australian outback, just would not work for her. Not this time anyway. 

      After chatting with Monica for a few more minutes, I hung up just as Blake walked through the cabin. “Everything okay?” he asked, pausing by my seat. He looked as delicious as always, snug jeans hugging his thighs, dark T-shirt clinging to rock-hard abs. He carried that bad boy vibe with him, and as much as it attracted me, I was cautious at the same time. After the kiss we'd shared on my doorstep before he'd dropped the bombshell of my parents’ disappearance, we hadn't had a chance to be alone—or talk about what that kiss had meant. If anything.

      “Sure.” I shrugged. “Why wouldn't it be?” 

      He opened his mouth to reply only to be interrupted by Gran, who woke with a yawn, a stretch, and a loud fart. “We there yet?” she asked, unclipping her seat belt and swinging her legs from the reclining seat.

      “Nearly,” Blake told her. “Another hour.”

      “Sweet. Got time for a shower then.” And off she shuffled to the bathroom that, yes, came equipped with a shower. A loud fart accompanied each step she took, as if she were gas propelled, and I giggled, more at the wide-eyed expression on Blake's face than Gran's stutter farting efforts.

      “Does she always…?”

      “Pretty much.” I nodded.

      He shook his head, a dimple showing as he smiled, then he patted my shoulder. “The pilot will let you know when to stop using electronics. Our satellite is okay until we get within Adelaide's airspace. Then we must shut it off.”

      That was another thing. A private jet with its own satellite, which meant I not only had phone reception the entire way, but internet too. Despite the journey around the globe taking us almost twenty-four hours, it was in absolute comfort. Being able to sleep horizontally was a plus, with the big leather chairs reclining so we could get a decent rest.

      “And then what?” I asked. “What happens when we get to Adelaide?” All I knew was that my parents had booked tickets to come home, but they'd never made their flight. The archaeological dig they were on was near a small township several hundred miles from the city of Adelaide itself.

      “I've got a car waiting and we head out to Arrowstrand.”

      Arrowstrand was in the Flinders Ranges, about four hundred miles from the city of Adelaide. Population? Around three hundred. I'd Googled what I could about my parents’ last known location, and I knew what had attracted them to the area. A fabled copper pyramid located within Grid Point 44 in the Flinders Ranges—and the whole region is a vortex zone. It had Mom and Dad's names written all over it.
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        * * *

      

      Australia was not what I’d been expecting. To be honest, I don’t know what I was expecting. Kangaroos hopping down the street, perhaps. But there were none. In fact, Adelaide looked very civilized, very… normal. Busy. Cars, buses, trains, traffic. 

      The heat had been a surprise. It was fall yet it was already eighty-two degrees—and it was an intense, dry heat, the sun searing. I’d exited the jet, sunglasses in place, but still I’d had to raise my arm to shield my face from the glare. 

      “Seriously, what do you have in here? Rocks?” Blake grumbled as he heaved my floral suitcase into the back of a gunmetal gray Land Rover that could, quite frankly, use a good wash. It was big and square and could have served time as an army vehicle. Robust was a word that came to mind. I hoped it had cushioned seats.

      “Shoes,” I joked, sliding my backpack off my shoulders. 

      Blake paused, wiping an arm across his forehead that glistened in sweat. We'd disembarked onto the tarmac and the Land Rover had been sitting waiting, a shimmer of mirage reflecting the heat.

      “Holy schamoly,” Gran exclaimed, fanning her face. “Sure is hot here.” 

      “Come on.” Jenna grasped her elbow and led her toward the car. “Let's jump in and get out of the sun. I hope you packed sunscreen, Gran.”

      Gran was nodding. “Packed my bikini too.” I held open the rear door for them, chuckling when Archie streaked ahead of them and jumped onto the back seat. The rear of the Land Rover was full of our luggage plus metal boxes with padlocks.

      “Whose car is this again?” I asked, moving to the front passenger side and opening the door, only to be confronted with a steering wheel.

      “Right-hand drive in Australia,” Blake pointed out.

      “Thank you, Captain Obvious,” I muttered under my breath, slamming the door and making my way to the passenger side.

      “It’s mine.” A woman’s voice startled me, and I swiveled. “Or rather, it belongs to the Bureau of Occult Research and Defense, but I drive it.”

      “Who are you?” I eyed her up and down. She looked like a female Indiana Jones with khaki green pants, a white tank, with a beige button-down shirt over the top, unbuttoned and tied at the waist with the sleeves rolled up. Around her neck looped a dark green cotton scarf. A canvas satchel hung off one shoulder, and a straw panama hat, with one long braid hanging over one shoulder completed the outfit. Oh, let’s not forget the sturdy boots. She looked like she was ready for the Australian outback.

      I, on the other hand, felt maybe I’d gotten the dress code wrong. Despite traveling with my parents as a child, it was a lifetime ago and apparently, I’d forgotten a lot. Like how to dress for an expedition. I stood in my black and white polka dot shorts, white flip-flops, a white halter top and a high ponytail. Had I even packed a hat? Or sunscreen?

      “I’m Remy Leigh.” She smiled and held out her hand. She indicated the black and white dog sitting patiently at her heels. “And this is Bandit.”

      Bandit had one ear sticking straight up, the other flopped over, but his most stunning feature was that his eyes were different colors. One brown, one a startling blue.

      I shook her hand. “Harper Jones. So… this is your car? You’re joining us?”

      She nodded. “I’m a field agent for the Bureau. Blake asked for our help on this case.”

      “There you are!” Blake strode around from the rear of the car and wrapped Remy in a bear hug, squeezing her tight and making her laugh.

      “How are you, big fella?” she joked. “Seb sends his regards.”

      “I’m good.” Blake gave her the full wattage of his smile before turning it my way and I practically melted on the spot. “You two met?” he asked. I nodded, watching as Blake greeted Bandit with a ruffle of his ears.

      “This is all Remy’s doing.” Blake waved at the Land Rover. “We’re hitching a ride with her.”

      “Right.” I guess having another person help us search for them couldn’t hurt. And Remy looked like she knew what she was doing. At least she dressed the part.

      “Ummm. Is Bandit going to be okay with Archie?” I glanced into the back seat where Archie sat.

      “Who is Archie?” Remy asked.

      “My cat.”

      “Oh, he’ll be fine. Bandit loves cats.”

      “Not to eat I hope,” I muttered under my breath, but Remy heard me and laid a hand on my arm.

      “Seriously, he won’t hurt your cat. In fact, he’ll probably become best friends with him. Bandit has a habit of becoming best friends with every creature he meets.”

      Before I could stop her, she opened the back door and emitted a shrill whistle. Bandit leaped inside, sniffed at Archie, then lay down on the floor. Remy walked around to the driver’s side and climbed in. Blake took the passenger seat, leaving me the back seat with our respective pets, and Gran and Jenna. 

      “So far I'm loving Australia!” Gran grinned, patting my knee. I grinned. So far all we’d seen was the airport!

      “Which way are you going?” Blake asked Remy as she gunned the engine. “Highway One to Port Augusta and then up?”

      She shook her head. “We’ll take the B80 most of the way, then it’ll be dirt roads to Arrowstrand.” She turned to look at me over her shoulder. “We’ll go past Chambers Gorge and Sacred Canyon, both sites of significance and places your parents stayed before moving on to Arrowstrand.”

      Sites of significance. Those were the types of words Mom and Dad used to throw around.

      “Do you know what my parents were working on?” I asked after Remy had pulled out into the flow of traffic leaving the airport. “All I could work out from Google was that the area they were staying is famous for a mythical copper pyramid.”

      “Have you heard of the treasure of the Copper Scroll?” she asked, moving into the left lane before stopping at the lights. I was glad she was driving; everything was backward in Australia. Not only was she on the wrong side of the vehicle, but the cars were traveling on the wrong side of the road!

      “It’s a scroll, made of copper, with a list of locations where treasure—gold and silver—had been hidden,” Blake answered for me. “Discovered in 1952, although the scroll itself is said to have dated back to 30 BCE.”

      “You’ve done your homework.” Remy cut him a glance before turning her attention back to the road. “Rumor has it there is another scroll. An actual map. With far more—or maybe just undiscovered—treasures,” she said.

      “And my parents are searching for it? In Australia? Is that where the first scroll was found?” I asked.

      “No, they found the first scroll in some caves near a town called Kalya in Israel.”

      “Wait, now I’m really confused.” I scratched my head. “So you’re telling me one scroll, made of copper, was found in Israel and my parents think there is a second copper scroll in Australia? That makes no sense.”

      “You were right when you mentioned that within the Flinders Ranges there is supposedly a Copper Pyramid, and that within that Pyramid the remaining copper scroll is hidden. Grid points are the connection between dimensions and your father had a theory—that Grid Point 44 created an artificial time warp where travelers from ancient civilizations used it to travel to a far-off secret land.”

      “Australia?” I said incredulously.

      “Exactly.” She nodded. “It makes perfect sense. Australia was so remote, unreachable by any other means. So, if you wanted to hide something…”

      “You’d get yourself to a grid point and use it like a wormhole,” Blake cut in.

      “Yes, but a copper pyramid isn’t something you could easily hide,” I pointed out. “I mean that sucker would be visible for miles.”

      “And yet it hasn’t been discovered,” Remy said.

      “Maybe that’s because it’s a story that someone made up?”

      “Could be.” Remy agreed, expertly maneuvering us through the traffic as she spoke. “But your dad shared his theory with me, and I figured if he was going to invest time and money into searching for it, then there has to be some merit behind it. Your dad is a smart man. Wives’ tales wouldn't fool him.”

      “How do you know him?” I asked.

      She adjusted the rear-view mirror and met my eyes. “He used to be my professor, back in the day. He’s the one that got me interested in archeology, artifacts, and the paranormal.”

      “Right. And you kept in touch?”

      She shrugged. “Sure. I’ve met your dad and mom several times when they came into Adelaide from time to time. We’d have lunch or dinner; they’d share what they were up to with their dig.”

      “For a mythical pyramid made from copper. Wait a minute—you don’t think they could have been sucked through this worm hole, do you?” I leaned forward and grabbed the back of Blake’s seat.

      Remy and Blake exchanged a look. My head swiveled between them.

      “You do think that!” I exclaimed, my heart thundering in my chest and my panic level rising. “So, they could have been dragged into the past?”

      “Harper,” Blake said, tone soothing, “take a breath.”

      “All we know is that your parents are not responding. We’ve lost communication with them,” Remy said soothingly. “They may not be missing at all.”

      I flopped back against my seat. She had a point. We knew nothing for sure. They missed a flight. A flight they’d booked in a hurry. Maybe they hadn’t allowed themselves enough time to get back to Adelaide? Maybe they had broken down? Or maybe they’d changed their minds? Figured Blake was on hand to take care of Gran’s murder charge and had stayed put.

      But they’d have told me if that were the case.

      “Maybe their phone is damaged?” I said out loud.

      “It’s possible,” Remy agreed. “Arrowstrand is remote, with limited resources. There is cell reception, but if a phone tower is out, then yeah, no phone coverage.”

      “You’ve contacted the authorities?” Blake asked Remy.

      She nodded. “Affirmative. We have lodged a missing person’s report—but they must speak with you, Harper, to confirm.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re next of kin. You spoke to them last; you knew their movements—or proposed movements. They have accepted my report and are keeping an eye out for your parents’ vehicle, see if it turns up anywhere. We’ll call in when we arrive and get an update. And we need to find out if foul play was involved.”

      A shiver ran up my spine. There were people out there who would kill for a copper scroll that led to untold riches.
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      The rugged, weathered peaks and rocky gorges of the Flinders Ranges created a dramatic and beautiful backdrop and I sat with my eyes glued to the window, taking in the stunning countryside.

      Remy played tour guide. “Wilpena Pound, from the air, looks like a massive bowl—or a crater—and spans sixty-two miles wide, but the rim is actually made up of the stumps of huge mountains, believed to be as high as the Himalayas, that have eroded over thousands of years.”

      “It is gorgeous,” I said as we approached, the late afternoon sun casting a red shadow over the rocks in front of us as we wound our way toward them. Jenna and Gran were as enthralled as I was. 

      “You should see it from the air.” Remy grinned. “It’s pretty amazing. If we have time, maybe Blake will take you up.”

      “Maybe,” he said, leaning forward and peering out the windscreen at the vista before us.

      We’d been in the car for five hours and I was overjoyed at the prospect of finally reaching our destination. Sitting back, I lapsed into silence, watched the breathtaking scenery of trees and rock formations as we made our way through the gorge. Despite the big green trees, the earth was dry and red and the sign that read Ikara Flinders Ranges National Park told me we were 430 miles north of Adelaide. It may as well have been a million miles for it felt like we were in another world altogether.

      Remy pointed out the window. “What you see around you? Eight hundred million years old! Mind blowing, huh? And this region has been home to the Adnyamathanha people for tens of thousands of years.”

      “Adnyamathanha?” I butchered the word, cringing, but she didn’t take offence.

      “The traditional owners of this land. And it's rumored the whole area of the Flinders is a vortex zone.”

      I believed it, all right. I could feel the power humming in the air, my body tingling with it.

      It was another two hours on the road, leaving the paved roads on the final leg of our journey and bouncing over rocky, barely there dirt tracks through rolling hills and red rocky escarpments before we finally arrived at Arrowstrand. 

      Remy slowed the Land Rover as we made our way down the main street, what there was of it. To the left a small church, stone cottages, a general store, bakery and café, then a hotel. To the right a post office, more cottages, a house with a police sign hanging out front, and an old stone building with an archway that read “Memorial Hall.”

      “This place used to be a mining town,” Remy said, indicating to turn right just before the gas station on the corner. “Back when there was copper in the ground.”

      “Mined out?” Blake said, pushing his sunglasses to the top of his head as he surveyed the town.

      “You got it.” Remy nodded. “Mines are still here, just not operational. The Caravan Park is a few miles down here. You’ll be surprised.”

      “Caravan park?” I asked.

      “Trailer park,” Remy explained. “Your parents’ trailer is there. This was their base, and they traveled out to the Arrowstrand Caves every day.”

      I remembered the photos Mom had sent of the trailer they’d bought when they’d first arrived in Australia almost a year and a half ago. They’d intended to travel around Australia and visit not only sites of archeological interest but tourist destinations as well.

      “How do you know that?” Gran piped up. She'd been quiet throughout the trip and I'd been worried she was car sick and likely to puke all over us. Thankfully, that hadn't turned out to be the case.

      “I called the park and asked.” Remy shrugged. “When Blake called Seb to ask for our help, the first thing I did was find where they were based.”

      “Seb is the Director of the Bureau of Occult Research and Defense,” Blake explained, turning to look at us over his shoulder. “It’s their jet we borrowed to get here.”

      Well, that was a shock. I’d thought it was Blake’s jet, or at least his law firm’s. To find out it belonged to the Bureau that I’d never heard of before was surprising. I mean, why would they send a jet to pick us up? It would have had to cost an absolute fortune. The longer I spent with Blake the less I knew about him. After the kiss he’d planted on me back home I’d been expecting… more. Instead, he’d stonewalled me. Every question went unanswered. He’d deftly steer the conversation back to me and it was niggling at me how little I knew about him. And watching him with Remy, clearly she knew him well. They’d greeted each other affectionately, and yet he hadn’t mentioned her at all.

      We drove for another ten minutes, turned down a narrow dirt track, winding around rock formations, through dried-out creek beds, over hills that resembled small mountains, but it was well worth the effort, for it was stunning.

      Gum trees as far as the eye could see, leaves of green and trunks of white, and then suddenly you’re in a massive clearing, at the far end a cliff with a waterfall cascading down into a waterhole. In the middle of it all a big white house with a wraparound deck. One end had been closed in and a painted sign above the door said “Office.”

      I spotted cabins dotted throughout the park, paths with rocks as borders, a large barbecue area sheltered beneath a wooden structure. Big trees dotted around the park, but despite the greenery the earth was dry, red, and dusty.

      Someone had outlined a parking area with logs in the dirt and Remy pulled up in a cloud of dust.

      “This is beautiful, absolutely stunning.” I breathed, opening the door, only to have Bandit launch over the top of me, eager to explore. Archie followed.

      “Here, boy.” Remy snapped her fingers, and he immediately returned to her side, but his whole body was quivering with excitement.

      “It sure is,” Blake agreed, climbing out and tilting his head back to look at the sheer wonder of the waterfall. Gran and Jenna joined us, looking around at the huge trees towering overhead, necks craned. Then our attention was drawn to the waterfall, an oasis in the dry, desert like earth. 

      Gran linked her arm with mine and leaned close to murmur in my ear, “You got any sense of her?” I knew she was referring to Mom without having to ask. Gran had been uncharacteristically silent because she was worried about her only daughter. And who could blame her?

      “Not yet,” I whispered, “but I will try to astral walk tonight. I'm hoping now I'm closer I'll be able to connect.” I'd tried in Whitefall Cove and kept coming up blank. I'd been unable to contact Mom or Dad. We'd discussed it with our coven and had surmised that possibly the physical distance between us had been too great and that I should attempt it again once we'd reached their camp.

      “I'll go check us in,” Blake said, heading up the stairs to the deck.

      “I'm coming with you.” I turned to Jenna who was standing behind me. “Could you keep an eye on this lot, make sure no-one wanders off?” My eyes moved from Gran to Archie and back again. They were both as bad as each other, you had to have eyes in the back of your head to keep track.

      “Sure.” Jenna smiled and slid her arm through Gran's left arm while I disentangled myself from her right.

      “I think that's Mom and Dad’s trailer over there.” I pointed to a big white trailer parked near the rocks. “It looks like the photos they sent me. Did you want to stay in the trailer? Or a cabin?”

      “Cabin, please.” Gran was frowning. “Never liked trailers. They move about too much.”

      “Okay, let me go organize our accommodation and then we'll get unpacked and see about dinner, okay?”

      Gran nodded, and I frowned, worried again about how subdued she was, but then I had to remember that she was eighty years old and I dragged her to the other side of the world. Not that she'd have agreed to stay home, she'd made that abundantly clear.

      As if reading my mind, she reached out and seized my hand. “I just need a nap, then food, and I'll be right as rain,” she told me. “I'm looking forward to getting to know some of these Aussie men.” She winked, and I finally felt myself relax. That was more like the Gran I knew and loved.

      I followed Blake and Remy into the small office. A bell chimed when we opened the door, alerting the residents of the house they had a customer. A woman in her early forties appeared from the doorway that joined the office to the rest of the house. Dressed in cutoff denim shorts, a faded Doctor Who T-shirt, bare feet and her hair cropped close to her scalp in an orange shade that could only have come out of a box, she looked us up and down.

      “Good afternoon.” She smiled, showing slightly yellow, crooked teeth. “Welcome to Arrowstrand Caravan Park.”

      “Afternoon.” Remy took the lead, stepping forward and resting her hands on the counter. “I'm Remy Leigh. We spoke on the phone?”

      “Ah yes, you're here about the Joneses, right?” Her eyes moved from Remy to Blake, then me.

      “That's right. This is Blake Tennant and Harper Jones.”

      “You must be the daughter.” She nodded. “Sorry, where are my manners! I'm Andi Webb. My family owns the land where the Arrowstrand Caves are located. It’s been in Colin's—that's my husband—family for generations. Used to be a working sheep station till they went under. Sold off a heap of land but kept the caves and surrounding land, figured we'd turn it into a tourist destination.”

      “About my parents...” I prompted. I’d been patient for the last twenty-four hours, but now we were so close, I could feel anticipation crawling across my skin like a thousand ants. I needed to find them, now.

      “Of course. Here's what I know, which isn't much. Tamir said he heard their four-wheel drive leave around ten o'clock Thursday night. They haven't returned.” She looked at me, her eyes apologetic. “After Remy called me, I tried their satellite phone and couldn't get an answer. I also tried their radio but got no response.”

      “You weren't worried they didn't come back?” Blake asked.

      She was shaking her head. “They often camped out at the caves. We're used to their comings and goings. I'm sure there's nothing to be alarmed about. Maybe they've gone deeper into the caves as they explore further. Neither satellite phone nor radio work in the caves.”

      “Did they take enough supplies to be gone this long?” It had been five days since they'd last been seen.

      “I can't say. But they are experienced campers. They wouldn't have taken unnecessary risks or gone anywhere unprepared. Although it is unusual for them to leave the caravan park that late at night.”

      “They'd booked flights back to Whitefall Cove. Family emergency,” Remy said.

      Andi frowned. “So if they flew back to America, why are you all here?”

      “Because they never made that flight,” Blake said. “This is the last place someone saw them.”

      “Oh!” Andi flattened a palm against her chest. “I didn't know. Do the police know?”

      Remy was already nodding. “I've informed them. We'll see Officer...” Remy paused, trying to recall the name of the police officer she'd been dealing with.

      “That would be Sergeant Mick Gould,” Andi supplied with a smile. “He's Officer in Charge around these parts, oversees the SES and CFS.” At our confused faces she elaborated, “State Emergency Service and Country Fire Service. A town our size doesn't have paid employees for these things, so we rely on volunteers and Mick keeps them all in order. Well, as best he can.” She rubbed her hands together. “So you're staying for a bit?”

      “Yes, a few days, possibly longer,” Remy said. “We'll need five cabins.”

      “Oh, if you have a spare key to Mom and Dad's trailer, I'll stay in that,” I jumped in. “So only four cabins.”

      “Let me look.” Andi heaved a large book onto the counter and opened it, running her finger down the page. “We have a group coming in a few days, but that still leaves enough cabins to spare, so we're good. Tamir and Omar have one each, and Nigel—he's our guide—has one of the on-site vans.”

      “If you don't have room, I've got camping gear and can set myself up in a tent if need be,” Remy offered.

      “Nah, it's fine.” Andi looked at me. “I have a key to your parents' van. They're paying extra for me to change the linens and towels.” She pulled out a metal box, unlocked it and rummaged around, pulling out a key with a red tag and holding it up. “Here you go, love. All yours. No charge for you since your parents are already paying site hire.”

      “Thank you.” I took the key from her and turned it over and over, hoping to get something from it, anything, but all I got was the feel of plastic and metal, no magic residue.

      Blake and Remy completed the rest of the bookings, Remy sliding a black credit card across the counter while Andi handed over keys and a hand-held CB radio.

      “You’ll have to share,” she said. “We’re on channel 15, we use CTCSS so you won’t get other chatter.”

      “CTCSS?” Blake asked.

      “Continuous tone coded squelch system.” Andi grinned, seemingly proud that she knew the answer. “Basically it means that a group of radios set with the same tone can use a channel without hearing other radios using that channel. We don’t have an infinite supply of channels. Stay off channel Nineteen, the truckies get cranky if you chitchat there. And five is the emergency channel—for road weather warnings, bush fires, that type of thing.”

      “And you said you couldn’t get hold of my parents on their radio?”

      “That’s right. But that’s not surprising if they’re in the caves. The radio doesn’t work in there.”

      “You mentioned Tamir and Omar,” Blake said, picking up the radio and pocketing his key. “Who are they?”

      “Oh, they’re tourists. Been here over a week. Hired Nigel for a couple of days to take them to the caves and show them around. They’re probably there now. My husband, Colin, runs a four-wheel-drive tour business. He’s out most days, takes a lot of folks out from town who don’t want to necessarily stay this far out. We recycle our water, our power is sporadic—although we have backup generators so don’t be alarmed. We run mostly on solar. Mobile phone service drops in and out, which is why we also have a satellite phone, and the radios.”

      We thanked Andi and were leaving when Andi came hurrying after me, linens and towels in her arms. “I haven't changed the linens yet. I was due to do them tomorrow, but I can do them now.”

      “That's okay, just give them to me. I'll do it.”

      “Are you sure?” Andi looked surprised, as if she'd never had a guest offer to make their own beds before.

      “Seriously, I don't mind.” I smiled reassuringly and took the linens from her.

      “Well... okay. Thank you.” She ran a hand across her cropped hair. “Yell out if you need anything. You must book Nigel if you want him to take you to the caves.”

      “We'll let you know,” Blake said with a smile, before holding open the door and letting me and Remy proceed outside in front of him.

      At the bottom of the stairs Remy turned. “I'll bring the Land Rover over so we can unpack your gear first. Archie is probably dying for a drink and something to eat.” As if he sensed we were talking about him, Archie trotted across to us, meowing and rubbing around my ankles. With my arms full I couldn't pick him up and was considering how I could juggle the linens and Archie when Blake interceded.

      “Here, boy.” He scooped Archie up in his arm and I blinked at him in surprise. “Go unlock the trailer. I'm right behind you.” He nudged me forward.

      Right. Squaring my shoulders, I walked across the hard-packed dirt to where the trailer was parked, about a hundred meters from the house. No paved pathways out here. As I approached, I could see they had hidden power lines in the trees sprouting from the rock wall, running along behind the trailer and on to the cabins further down. One other trailer was in residence. It was old and beat up and I assumed it belonged to the guide, Nigel. Judging by the weeds growing around the tires it hadn’t been moved in quite a while.

      With my palm suddenly sweaty, I slid the key into the lock and turned. It clicked open, and I pressed the button, opening the door and stepping up and inside. It was as if I’d been transported back in time. A childhood of camping at dig sites flooded my memory at the familiar scents. Sandalwood, leather and old cigars. But what I saw had my heart stuttering in my chest.
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      The trailer was a mess. Every cupboard door hung open, clothing was strewn across the bed and floor, the tabletop littered with maps and books. I frowned. This wasn’t like my parents. They were neat and organized. The trunk my dad loved sat on the bed amid the chaos, open. He’d never leave it like that. I approached cautiously and peered inside. It was disorganized, as if he’d rummaged through it in a hurry. I wondered what he’d been searching for that he’d leave one of his most prize possessions like this. And out in the open. Dad usually stowed his chest in the bottom of the wardrobe, away from prying eyes.

      The trailer rocked when Blake stepped inside. He closed the door behind him and set Archie down.

      “Whoa!” His eyes traveled around taking in the scene. “This place looks trashed.”

      Thanks Captain Obvious. I bit my tongue. “Yeah.”

      He crossed to the table and looked down at the maps.

      “They wouldn’t have left the trailer like this. Mom is a neat freak,” I explained, sinking down onto the end of the bed, dropping the linens by my side.

      “But they left in a hurry, remember? Packed in a rush to get home to you and Gran.”

      “Even more reason to stow this.” I thumped the side of the chest, drawing Blake’s attention. “They keep important stuff in here. Like those maps? They go in here. And the notebooks and stuff. Plus, Dad’s tools. He would never leave the chest out, let alone open like this.”

      Blake studied the trailer silently for a moment. “It looks like someone has searched the place. Pretty sure your parents wouldn’t have been intending to pack crockery for the flight home.” He shut the cupboard doors in the kitchen area.

      I watched, still stunned to find the trailer in such a state. “All I know is that they wouldn’t have left it like this.”

      “No signs of a struggle though. They weren’t here when it happened.”

      The sound of the Land Rover interrupted our musings. Remy kept the engine running while she hopped out and opened the back.

      “Everything okay?” she asked when Blake and I joined her.

      “Someone has been through the Jones’s trailer,” Blake said solemnly, lifting out my suitcase, then the box of Archie’s supplies.

      “Seriously?” Remy looked at me and rubbed her hand up and down my arm. “You okay, Harper?”

      I smiled wanly. “I’m fine.” Liar. Truth was I found little comfort in my parents’ trailer, being amongst their belongings. I guess I'd been expecting an instant connection and when it hadn't happened... I was a little stunned. But I still had my astral walking ability, and I fully intended to put it to good use tonight. For now, I needed to sort out the mess and get Archie fed and watered.

      “Let me clean this up, settle Archie and then maybe we can go find something to eat?” I suggested, glancing at my phone. Traveling across so many time zones had messed with my body clock and while the setting sun told me it was time for dinner, my body told me it was ready for breakfast.

      “I gave your Gran and Jenna their keys,” Remy said. “And I'm just about to drop off their luggage. Your Gran said something about a nap.”

      “How about we all meet up in an hour?” Blake suggested. “Enough time for us to refresh, nap, shower, whatever. Andi said the hotel in town serves a good meal.”

      “Should we book a table?” I asked and Remy laughed.

      “No need, not in a town this size. Would you mind if I brought Bandit over to hang with Archie when we go out? He's just going to scratch at the door and howl if I leave him on his own knowing his new furry buddy is over here.”

      “That's fine. Drop him over when you're ready.”

      After they’d gone I set up Archie’s litter tray, spooned his daily ration of wet food into a bowl and stroked along his back as he scarfed down his dinner, purring the entire time. “I don’t know how you do that without your food going down the wrong hole.”

      While he ate, I tidied the trailer, made up the bed with fresh sheets, splashed water on my face in the tiny bathroom before lying on the bed and staring up at the ceiling. Archie finished eating, then jumped up by my side and busied himself grooming. The only sound was the birds outside and Archie licking. I must have dozed off because the next thing I knew Remy was banging on the door. It was time for dinner.

      One other car was parked out front of the Arrowstrand Hotel when we pulled up. The rest of the main strip was deserted except for a lone dog wandering down the middle of the street. A gust of wind blew a tumbleweed past, and I immediately thought of the old western movies Gran used to watch with Pop when I was a child. Inside, however, was a different story. The place was bustling. A juke box was blaring out pop music, there was a pool table with half a dozen guys watching the two men playing, a young couple with two small children sat at a table, trying to wrangle their kids into eating the food they'd ordered rather than drop it on the table and floor.

      We'd followed Gran in, who'd busted through the doors full of vigor and pep. Clearly her nap had done the trick. She'd changed outfits from the hot pink velour leisure suit she'd worn on the plane to a spaghetti strap summer dress that hit just above her sagging knees. Around her neck she'd wrapped a red and white bandanna that clashed impossibly with the purple flower print of her dress. And on her head, the pièce de résistance. A baseball cap. A grin pulled at my lips as I followed her inside. Gran had always had eclectic fashion sense—these poor Australians would have no idea what hit them.

      Along the side wall was a bar, behind it, a slim woman with her back toward us, her long purple curls cascading down her back. She glanced over her shoulder when she heard the door close and gave us a big smile. It wasn't until we got closer I realized she wasn't the young woman I thought she was. She'd have to be sixty, at least, with laugh lines deeply ingrained and yet there was a youthful sparkle to her eyes. She reminded me of Gran—could have been the purple hair—and I immediately liked her.

      “Welcome to Arrowstrand Hotel.” She flipped a tea towel over one shoulder and turned to face us, resting her palms on the bar. “What can I get you?”

      “We were told you serve meals?” Remy said, and the woman nodded.

      “Sure do. Help yourself to the menus at the end there.” She pointed to the far end of the bar where a sign hung down from the ceiling that read order here. “Then just come back here when you're ready to order. Sit anywhere.”

      “Thanks,” we said in unison. Jenna grabbed some menus while Remy headed toward a table that would comfortably seat us all. It wasn't until I was nearly at the table that I realized Gran wasn't with us and I swiveled to find her still at the bar, chatting up a storm with the woman who’d welcomed us. I headed back to join them.

      Gran introduced us. “Harper, this here is Petrina. She and her husband own this place. This is my granddaughter Harper.”

      Petrina leaned forward to shake my hand, her grip firm. “Pleased to meet you, Harper. I see it now; you look a lot like your mom.”

      That caught my attention. “You've met her?” I asked.

      Petrina nodded. “Several times. They ate here a bit. Most of the folks from the caravan park do.” She glanced at the big white watch on her wrist. “In fact they'll probably dribble in anytime now.”

      “When was the last time you saw my mom and dad?” I asked.

      Petrina cocked her head, studying me. “I heard rumors they were missing.” She looked around and leaned forward as if to whisper something and I automatically leaned in to hear. “But I wasn't sure if that was another tall tale being bandied about to drum up tourism.”

      “Oh?”

      “A lot of things get exaggerated in these parts. Copper pyramids anyone?” She scoffed, leaned back and focused on tucking her tank back into her jeans. “I mean, seriously. If there were a pyramid made of copper here, we'd have found it by now.”

      “Did my parents talk to you about that? The copper pyramid?” 

      She shrugged. “Sure, a time or two. I warned them you have to take a lot of those sorts of tales with a pinch of salt. That whole story started because someone figured the ABC range—that rock formation you see on the horizon—looks like the tail of a dragon and those spikes are the tail and that last one is the copper pyramid. But your folks seemed pretty smart. Your dad told me they were archeologists, so I figured they had their heads on straight.”

      “And you last saw them…?” I prompted again, for Petrina hadn't answered my initial question.

      She tapped her chin, eyes focusing on something above my head. “Oh, let me see. A few days ago at least. They came in for dinner one day last week.”

      “Did they mention they were returning home?” I asked.

      She shook her head, purple curls dancing over her shoulders. “Nope.”

      “And they didn't seem stressed or rushed or anything out of the ordinary?”

      “Nope. They sat just over there.” She pointed to a table by the window. “And had their heads real close together and whispered to each other all evening. They looked so sweet, obviously they still like each other.” She winked and my lips twitched in a weak smile. Petrina continued, “So unusual to see that these days, more mature folks being sweet on each other. They are clearly in love, that's for sure. Even Kaylee noticed it and to get that girl to notice anything that doesn't revolve around taking her own photo and putting it up on Instagram is amazing.”

      Before I could ask who Kaylee was, a man called out from the pool table. “Hey, Petrina, two pale ales when you've got a minute!”  

      “Coming right up, Bluey,” Petrina yelled back. “You two want to order any drinks while you sort out what you want to eat?” she said to us.

      I shrugged. “Sure. How about a round of beers?”

      “Tap’s dry so it'll have to be a stubbie.” Petrina nodded at the beer taps that had a cloth draped over them.

      “That's fine.” I had no idea what a stubbie was but figured I was about to find out.

      “Any preference?” She jerked her thumb at the fridge behind her where an array of brown bottles was displayed. Ah. A stubbie was a bottle of beer. “Surprise us.”

      Petrina lined up five bottles of beer on the bar—the labels said Toohey’s—and expertly popped the lids. “I'll start a tab for you. You can pay when you order your food.” 

      “Thank you.” Gran had already picked up two bottles and was heading back to the table when the front door opened and four people walked in.

      “Here they come,” Petrina said, nodding towards the newcomers, “These are your folks from Arrowstrand Caravan Park. That skinny piece of work at the front, that old man’s name is Nigel. He's the guide for the caves. Those two strapping young fellas behind him are a couple of tourists he's been touting around for a week or so, and that…” She nodded at the young woman wearing daisy dukes, a low-cut tank that displayed her impressive double D's and cut off to display her flat abdomen, a spray tan you didn't get out of a bottle, long fake lashes and equally long fake nails. “That is Kaylee Webb, Andi and Colin's daughter. She helps behind the bar a few nights a week.”

      I watched the newcomers with interest. I was relatively sure one of these people had been responsible for breaking into my parents’ trailer—because whoever it was, had used a key. There had been no signs of forced entry. Which meant they knew where the key was kept and had borrowed it, but then returned it; otherwise Andi would have noticed it missing. Unless it was Andi herself. And I hadn't ruled that out. 

      “The husband, Colin, he'll probably turn up later. He does a lot of sunset tours.”

      “Really?” That surprised me. There didn't seem to be that many visitors to warrant it. Petrina twigged straight away. “There's another town about fifty clicks down the road. He gets a lot of business there 'cos it's on the main highway. Arrowstrand is a destination type place. We don't get many visitors passing through. The caves are a big draw card, but the Webb’s only started promoting the place as a tourism destination about three years ago, after the farm went belly up.”

      “Belly up?”

      “Bankrupt. Well almost. Price of sheep dropped, getting next to nothing for the wool and the meat, they were struggling, but hanging in there. The fire was the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

      “A fire?”

      Petrina nodded. “The original homestead burned down a few years ago. Unsalvageable. They auctioned off what farm equipment they could, the government offered them some decent money for the land—with the plan to add it to the national forest around Wilpena Pound—and they agreed with the proviso they kept the land where the caves are. They've got about twenty acres. Enough money to build a new place, setup a caravan park, run the tours to the caves.”

      Kaylee, who'd tied an apron around her hips and joined Petrina behind the bar, interrupted us. “Who's this?” she asked, looking at me with interest. 

      “Rude much?” Petrina sighed shaking her head. “This is Harper. She's a guest at the caravan park, along with her friends over there.” Petrina nodded toward the table where the others were watching us with interest. And that's when I realized I still had three bottles of beer in front of me.

      “Lovely to meet you both.” I smiled, scooping up the bottles by the neck. “I'd love to chat more later if that's okay?”

      “Sure thing.” Petrina smiled, wiping down the bar. “Anytime at all.”

      “You shouldn't listen to her,” Kaylee snapped. “She's nothing but an old gossip and a busybody.” 

      “Says you who's constantly listening in to everyone around her and posting about it on Instagram,” Petrina snapped back, face tight. “Those tables need clearing.” She nodded to the back of the room where the guys who were playing pool had set their empty glasses on a nearby table. Kaylee flounced away, an attitude in every step she took.

      “I swear,” Petrina muttered. “The older that girl gets the more the devil comes out in her. I don't know where she gets it from, not her mom, that's for sure. Andi is the sweetest, kindest person I've ever met. She deserves better than that brat of a daughter.”

      Raising one shoulder in an apologetic shrug I returned to the table, depositing the beers on the table.

      “What was that all about?” Jenna asked, her eyes following Kaylee.

      “Well, that is Kaylee, the daughter of the folks who run the trailer park,” I explained. “And there's a wee bit of tension between her and the bartender, Petrina, by the looks of things.”

      Remy chuckled. “I remember being that young and thinking I knew everything there was to know. And that my elders were a bunch of idiots.” 

      “Me too,” Jenna said sheepishly. “I was so mean to my mom when I was a teenager.”

      I thought about my relationship with my mother, the days I would snap at her because I thought she was being unfair, uncool. Now I'd give anything to have her sitting at the table with us where I could tell her how much I love her. I’d thought I had all the time in the world but now I had an ominous feeling time was running out.
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      “Set ‘em up, hot stuff!”

      I rubbed a weary hand over my eyes, resigned to the fact that Gran was at it again. Hustling the men at pool. So far, she was fifty dollars up.  To be fair, she had an unfair advantage, in that these poor unsuspecting country folk were not expecting the eyeful they got when Gran draped herself over the table. Those in front got the cleavage shot, those behind, the rear end shot where her dress rode up to indecent heights.

      “Come on, Gran,” I interrupted before she could fleece them of even more of their hard-earned money. “It's been a long day. Aren't you tired?”

      “Where's your stamina, girl?” Gran beamed at me, cheeks flushed. “It's morning in Whitefall Cove and I'm on Whitefall Cove time.” So was I, which was why I felt like I'd been awake for twenty-four hours and my eyeballs had been rolled in sand. By all intents and purposes Gran should be sound asleep by now. I couldn't fathom how the brief nap she'd had this afternoon had revived her so much. I narrowed my eyes, studying the rosy cheeks and sparkling eyes. Oh, that little sneak. She'd cast a spell. I wish I'd thought of it! 

      My attention was diverted from Gran when one of the men Petrina had pointed out earlier as staying at the trailer park stepped up to the table, placing a twenty-dollar bill down. “I'm game,” he said, his voice carrying a thick accent.

      “Sure thing, sugar.” Gran winked at him, spent an inordinate amount of time chalking the end of her queue before suggestively blowing the excess blue powder off. “What's your name, honey?”

      “I'm Tamir.” He grinned in return, his teeth white against his tanned skin.

      “Tamir. Interesting name.” Gran nodded. “Where you from, Tamir?”

      “Croatia, ma'am.” Tamir set up the billiard balls and grabbed a cue.

      “Pft, none of that ma'am stuff, thank you very much. Call me Alice.” Gran popped a hip against the table and eyeballed the young man who had to be late twenties, maybe thirty.

      Tamir laughed and nodded his head. “Okay... Alice. I've been watching you. Your winning streak is about to end.”

      Gran barked a laugh. “Is it now, young whippersnapper?” Tapping her fingers against her pool cue, she narrowed her eyes at him. “I love a challenge. Let's see what you've got.”

      Tamir gave Gran a run for her money, but in the end gracefully admitted defeat. Throughout the game, Gran had grilled him on his life story. He had traveled to Australia with his friend Omar two weeks ago. They'd spent time in Sydney, before traveling to Adelaide then out to Arrowstrand. The pair of them were treasure hunters. Gran had flicked a quick glance my way when Tamir had revealed that bit of information. His friend Omar was sitting opposite, watching the game. He had the same olive skin and dark eyes as Tamir, but instead of a head full of thick black hair that Tamir sported, Omar's hair was cropped close to his skull. Nigel, the wiry tour guide, stopped by a time or two and he and Omar disappeared into the beer garden at the rear of the hotel to smoke, coming back reeking of nicotine.

      Kaylee sashayed over, a tray balanced against her hip as she collected empty glasses. My eyes narrowed when she passed by Tamir and her hand trailed over his thigh. His dark eyes followed her every move. 

      “Do you work here every night?” I asked her. 

      “Nope,” she replied without looking at me. “Three, maybe four nights, depending on how busy they get and what other plans I have on.”

      “You wouldn't be hinting at your birthday, would you?” Tamir teased her, and she fluttered her lashes at him.

      “Now why would you think that, handsome?”

      “Oh, because you've dropped about a billion hints this week.” He chuckled, then told us, “Kaylee turns twenty-one this week.”

      “In three days, actually. The twenty-sixth.”

      “That's a blood moon,” Gran said. I looked at her in surprise. I hadn't known that.

      “What's that?” Kaylee asked, head tilted.

      “It's a lunar eclipse,” Gran answered. “It can have a significant impact on your spiritual and astrological sides.”

      Kaylee stared hard at Gran for a moment before shrugging one shoulder. “If you believe in that sort of thing.”

      Gran inclined her head. “Do you?”

      “Do I what?”

      “Believe in that sort of thing?”

      Seconds ticked by as we waited for Kaylee to answer. “No. I don't.” She finally said and moved away to continue clearing glasses.

      “Shame.” Gran picked up her beer and drained it. “Okay fella's, I think I need to get the granddaughter home to bed. She looks as if a stiff breeze could blow her over.” Gran laid her cue on the table. 

      “Oh, don't stop on my account,” I mocked, but stood, keen to get back to the trailer and try to connect with Mom and Dad via astral walking. We stopped by the table where Remy and Blake had been engrossed in conversation all evening—I figured they had a lot to catch up on but was a little put out he hadn’t paid me much attention to me this evening. Again, I wasn't sure what I was expecting from him, but I felt like one minute he blew hot, the other cold, and I didn't know what to make of it.

      “We're ready to go if you are?” I said to them both.

      Remy stood up immediately. “Oh God, it's ten o'clock. You guys must be so exhausted. I'm sorry, I should have wrapped this up earlier.”

      I smiled and patted her arm. “It's okay. Gran was having fun and we got to know some of our fellow travelers, it's all good.”

      “Where's Jenna?” Blake asked, pushing his chair in beneath the table.

      “I think she's outside taking a call,” Remy answered, leading the way to the door. 

      Outside, the air was cool enough to make you shiver, a pleasant change from the heat of the day. Crickets chirped loudly, the only sound in the night air, aside from Jenna's voice. She was pacing back and forth as she talked on the phone. From the snippets that reached my ears I figured she was talking to the editor of the Whitefall Cove Tribune, finalizing a story. Seeing us standing on the footpath, she quickly wrapped up the call and joined us. 

      Piling into the Range Rover, we traveled back to the trailer park in silence, each lost in our own thoughts. I was keen to connect with Mom and Dad. I'd been trying every night since I learned they'd gone missing, but so far, nothing. Now I was in Australia, and closer to them physically, I hoped to finally connect. Then it was just a matter of rescuing them from whatever predicament they found themselves in.

      “Can I walk you to your trailer?” Blake asked when we pulled up at the park.

      “Sure.” A little thrill went through me at the prospect of being alone with him. I was all over the place with how I felt about this man. One minute I wanted to fully explore a relationship with him, the next I wanted to back away. He was full of secrets and bad boy vibes that set off my radar, and having recently been hurt by my cheating ex-fiancé Simon, I was not in the market to have my heart trampled on by another man. And let's not forget the crush I had on Whitefall Cove Detective Jackson Ward. My love life had gotten more complicated since returning home.

      I could feel the heat of Blake's hand where he placed it against my lower back to guide me across the park to where my parents' trailer sat. 

      “Just let Bandit out when you get there,” Remy called. “I'll whistle for him.”

      Craning my neck over my shoulder, I could just make out her silhouette in the doorway of her cabin. “Will do.”

      The walk across the packed earth to my front door was all too short, and we made it in silence. Finally, I blurted out, “What are you thinking?”

      His reply surprised me. “That you look beautiful in the moonlight.”

      I tripped over my own feet at his words. “I do?” I squeaked, feeling a warm tingle spread through my bones. Gah, I was such a sucker for compliments. Was I that needy that all it took was a man to say something nice and I melted into a puddle at his feet?

      “You do,” he murmured. We'd reached my door, and I turned to look up at him in the darkness. Before I could say a word, he lowered his head and my eyes fluttered closed, face tilted in anticipation of his kiss. Only the kiss didn’t happen. He briefly rested his forehead against mine, before dragging in a ragged breath and stepping back.

      “Blake?” The word slipped out before I could stop it, an echo of the chaos ricocheting around in my skull.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s complicated.”

      “Complicated?” My voice went up an octave or two. “Complicated as in you have a wife? A girlfriend? Significant other?” Was he no better than lying cheating Simon? Life couldn’t be that unfair, surely?

      He shook his head, mouth grim. “None of those things.”

      I opened my mouth to demand answers but didn't get the chance. “Goodnight, Harper.” And he was gone, disappearing into the night.

      I stood there, mouth agape, shocked beyond words. Shutting my mouth with a snap, I opened the trailer door. Bandit bounded out. “Go back to your mom.” I told him, blocking Archie from following with my foot. “Oh, no you don't, mister. No nocturnal wanderings for you.” 

      Meow?

      “Sorry, buddy,” I leaned down and scratched behind his ears as I locked the trailer door. “Not tonight.” 

      Mrrrow. Meow, meow, meeeeow. I chuckled at Archie's noises. “I know you want to go out and play and explore. Just not tonight, okay? I want to try to contact Mom and Dad and... I might need you.” He seemed to accept that explanation since he immediately stopped his chirping and complaining and rubbed around my legs with a purr, as if he understood the angst burning through my veins. Confusion over my feelings for Blake, worry over my parents. And exhaustion from traveling around the globe to get here and find them.

      Blowing out a breath, I slipped off my shoes and climbed onto the bed, sitting in the center cross-legged. Archie jumped up and climbed into the cradle my legs made, turned around in a circle before finally settling with a soft purr. Closing my eyes, I ran my fingers through his soft fur.

      “Let's do this,” I whispered. Concentrating my magic, I searched for a connection to Mom, a thread I could follow. I was here, sitting on the bed she'd slept in, in the trailer she'd lived in. Surely, I could find a trailing ember of her essence to latch onto and follow. Yet I found nothing.

      I didn't even know I was crying until I felt the sandpaper lick of Archie's tongue on my chin. Quickly swiping my fingers over my cheeks to wipe away the moisture, I looked down into his golden eyes. “Sorry, boy,” I sniffed. “Didn't mean to drip all over you.” He head butted my chin, and I hugged him. “Why can't I find her, Archie? Why can't I connect? I mean, the obvious answer is because she's dead—they both are—but I'd know it. Gran would know it. It's almost as if they are in a bubble, cut off from us.”

      Meow... meow. 

      “I won't give up. I'll keep trying. Maybe in the caves I'll have more luck?” 

      Lying down, I dragged the covers over myself and closed my eyes. Sleep claimed me quickly. A deep dark sleep I eventually woke from with a start. Sitting up, hand to my thundering heart, I glanced around. Archie was meowing at the door and scratching at it. Sunlight poured through the windows where I'd forgotten to draw the curtains the night before.

      “Okay, okay. You can go outside.” Climbing out of bed, I crossed to the door. “But no wandering off, okay? Stay where I can see you. And don't play with anything that has fangs or venom. Understand?”

      Meow.

      Opening the door, I let him out, before hurrying through a shower and then a breakfast of toast and coffee. I was grateful Mom and Dad already had supplies in. I was brushing my hair and pulling it up into a ponytail when Archie scratched at the door to come back in.

      “Back so soon?” I held open the door for him, not noticing he was dragging something inside with him until he dropped it on my foot. The scream that involuntarily left my throat was long and loud. He'd brought me a dead bird.

      “Oh, Archie, you didn't kill it, did you?” I nudged it with my foot, only then noticing the black feathers were covered in blood. It was one of the native crows, similar to a raven. 

      Archie meowed in what I considered to be an outraged tone. Okay, so he didn't kill it. It couldn't have died of natural causes, too much blood for that. Even as it lay on the floor blood pooled beneath it and my stomach turned. Turning to the door that still stood open, I staggered outside and sucked in a breath of fresh air.

      Blake was running across the park. “What is it?” he yelled, “What's happened? I heard you scream!”

      I pointed a shaking hand to my trailer. “Dead bird.”

      He reached me, briefly touched my cheek before peering inside. “Sure is,” he muttered. “That's a lot of blood.”

      “That's what I thought.” I kept my back to the door, not wanting to see the dead bird again.

      “Did Archie do it?” Blake asked.

      Archie wound his way around my feet, protesting his innocence. I shook my head. “Archie doesn't kill wildlife.”

      “You sure about that? He's a cat, after all. It's what they do.”

      “He's also my familiar. He doesn't need to hunt. You're going to have to trust me—my cat did not do this.”

      I risked a glance over my shoulder. Blake was leaning into the trailer, examining the bird. “You're right. No cat did this. In fact, no animal did this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Someone has cut this bird's throat. With a sharp instrument.”

      My stomach lurched, and I almost brought up my breakfast. “What?” I gasped.

      “There's something else.” His voice sounded ominous. Did I even want to know? Seemed I didn't have a choice for Blake kept on talking. “There's dark magic involved. I can feel it. Someone killed this animal as part of a spell or hex.”

      “You're sure?”

      “Touch it. See for yourself.”

      “I really don't want to,” I muttered, yet found myself drawn forward and reaching out a trembling hand. I tentatively touched a silky black feather, my heart aching for this poor creature. As soon as we connected, I felt it, a wave of energy, dark and foreboding. I snatched my hand away as if burned. “Oh, that is dark.” I gasped. “Is it? Is it... black magic?” I whispered. I'd never dealt in black magic before. It was taboo. Forbidden.

      “What's happening?” Jenna and Remy joined us. Blake slung an arm around my shoulders and drew me away from the doorway so they could see inside.

      Jenna immediately pulled out her phone and took photos. I looked at her incredulously.

      “What?” she said defensively. “I'm documenting the evidence. The way you two are acting this isn't some random animal kill. And despite the amount of blood, this didn't happen here. Archie?”

      I nodded. “Not in the way you think. Archie didn’t kill it. He must have found it, brought it home. Although goodness knows how. It's almost the same size as him.”

      Remy waited until Jenna moved out of the way before inspecting the bird for herself. “You feel it?” she asked Blake, who nodded grimly.

      “Feel what?” Jenna asked, typing notes into her phone.

      “Black magic.” The three of us said in unison.

      “Seriously? I can't feel it.”

      “It’s masked, but there. Touch it,” Blake told her. “Physical contact may help.”

      Jenna reached back in, then quickly snatched her hand back not unlike what I'd done a few minutes earlier. “Oh my God, you're right. That's foul. No pun intended.”

      Blake and Remy had their heads bent close together, whispering, and Jenna looked at me with eyebrows raised. I shrugged. I had no idea.

      Remy straightened and cleared her throat. “Blake and I will take care of this.” She tilted her head to indicate the dead crow. “Harper, you need to drop into the police station to update them on your parents’ situation. How do you feel about driving in? Think you can handle it?”

      “I don't mind going with her.” Jenna jumped in before I could answer. “I'll drive. Unless you want to?” she added.

      I shook my head. “Happy for you to drive, Jen.” I wasn’t at all confident I could cope with driving on the wrong side of the road.

      Blake rested his hand on my shoulder, bringing my attention back to him. “We'll keep an eye on Gran and Archie. You focus on finding your parents. We'll deal with this.”

      There was a lot of we in that sentence and none of it referred to him and me. I glanced from him to Remy and back again. Was there something going on between them that I needed to be concerned about? They seemed close, but I put that down to the fact that Blake and Remy's bosses were friends, that they were friends too. But now I had a niggling suspicion something more was going on. Yet last night he said he wasn’t involved with anyone else. But there was more to their relationship than mere friendship. I was determined to find out what. But it would have to wait. Right now I needed to find out what the police knew about my parents' disappearance.
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      “Yeah, mate, all good.... nah, nah, don't be a drongo.” 

      “What's a drongo?” I whispered to Jenna as we waited at the counter of the police station. The one and only officer, dressed in a navy-blue uniform, was on the phone, although he'd acknowledged us with a nod when we came in.

      “I have no idea,” Jenna mumbled back, her eyes intent on the officer.

      “Catch ya later, Bluey.” The officer hung up and stood, making his way to the counter. “What can I help you with, ladies?”

      “I'm Harper Jones,” I introduced myself. “I believe there's a missing persons report for my parents, Judith and Keith Jones?”

      “Ah yes!” He snapped his fingers and swiveled on his heel to return to his desk where he rifled through the papers in a tray on the corner. “Thanks for coming in, Harper,” he said, eyes skimming over the file in his hand. “All the way from America. That's quite a trip.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you are?” He turned his attention to Jenna.

      “Jenna Owens, a journalist for the Whitefall Cove Tribune.” 

      His face registered shock before he quickly schooled his features. “Fair dinkum? You brought the press?” 

      “What?” I looked from him to Jenna and back again, then shook my head. “No, no. Jenna is my best friend. She's here for support.”

      “But if it turns out there's a story here, that'll be good too.” Jenna grinned. His eyes roamed over her, giving her a thorough inspection from the top of her head to the tip of her toes and the slight curl of his mouth told me he liked what he saw. A quick glance at Jenna and the flush of color in her cheeks told me the admiration was mutual.

      “Righto then. I'm Senior Sergeant Mick Gould. Call me Mick. Come on through to the interview room and we'll go over the official part and I'll fill you in on where I'm at with the investigation.”

      It turned out the investigation had turned up little. In fact, it had turned up nothing. Mick had an APB out on my parents' car—it hadn't been seen since leaving the caravan park the night they supposedly left. He'd put calls through to all the gas stations between Arrowstrand and Adelaide, put in a request for CCTV and plate recognition software to be run in and around Adelaide airport, but no trace of them or their four-wheel drive. Mick seemed confident they hadn't left the area, that it was most likely a simple explanation of them forgetting to inform us of a change in plans and that they were, in fact, camping off site somewhere.

      I'd had to sign paperwork, provided him with a recent photo of Mom and Dad, and then we were free to go.

      Outside the police station Jenna grinned at me. “He was hot.” 

      I snorted. “Yeah, I noticed the two of you checking each other out.”

      “I love his accent.” Jenna sighed, climbing into the cab of the Land Rover.

      “What? Australian? You sure it’s got nothing to do with the fact you’re a sucker for a man in uniform?” I teased settling myself into the passenger side and clipping my seatbelt into place.

      “That too.” She giggled. “Can you imagine being the only cop for hundreds of miles? Responsible for all of this?” She waved a hand, indicating the street we were parked on and the land beyond.

      “Nope, I truly can't,” I conceded. “It's a big job.”

      “We'll find them.” Jenna sobered, patting my knee before turning the key in the ignition. “Between Remy and her bureau, your magic, and the local police, something will turn up.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Putting on a brave face, I smiled. “So, let's go explore these caves then. Remy and Blake should have gotten rid of the crow by now.”

      Jenna frowned. “That crow business was so weird. Who could be using magic around here? And why?”

      It hit me then, why I hadn't been able to forge a connection with my parents and I gasped. “What is it?” Jenna swiveled her head to look at me as we turned off the main street and onto the track back to the trailer park. “Are you okay?”

      “Magic,” I said. “Someone is using magic to hide my parents. I've been trying to astral-walk ever since we found out they were missing, and nothing. It's like they don't exist. I thought for sure I'd be able to connect with them once we were here, and I tried again last night, but again, nothing. But now it makes sense. I should have thought of it sooner, but I never considered someone could use magic to hide them.”

      “Are there covens in these parts?” Jenna asked. “Any way we can find out who practices magic?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. I wonder if there's some sort of register for covens. I guess I could put a call in to Drixworths and see what they know? Although I'm not keen to alert them to the fact I'm involved with something involving dark magic.” I'd already had my witch's license suspended once for using magic to harm humans.

      “Couldn't you say you think it involves magic and do they know if there's a coven here? If there are witches here? I didn't sense any other paranormals at the hotel last night, but that's not to say they're not here.”

      “True. And Remy might have a way of outing them using some of her snazzy equipment.” Hope bloomed in my chest. Archie finding the dead bird may have been the breakthrough we needed. 
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      “Bad news I'm afraid,” Remy told us when we returned to the park. “Our guide, Nigel, had a booking he'd forgotten to tell Andi about.”

      “So, he's not available to take us to the caves?” Damn. I'd been hoping to visit Mom and Dad’s worksite today.

      “It's all a bit suss really.” Remy screwed up her nose. “Apparently Tamir and Omar booked him last night at the hotel.”

      “But they've been to the caves before.” Jenna planted her hands on her hips, ready for an argument. “Why would they need a guide now? I bet it's because we're here. They think we're going to swoop in and steal any treasure out from under them.”

      “Okay, okay.” Blake stepped in before Jenna could get any more wound up. “Let's not jump to conclusions. The upshot is, Nigel and the two treasure hunters left at dawn. There's nothing we can do about that now. The way I see it, we have two options.”

      “Which are?” Jenna demanded, still seething they had stolen our guide out from under us at the last moment.

      “We go by ourselves, with no guide. Or we wait until Nigel is available. Because they left early this morning, Andi thinks Nigel may be back around lunchtime or early afternoon. But to cover our bases, Andi has booked us with him again tomorrow.”

      Andi, who'd stepped out to join us when she heard us return, had a baby sling tied around her waist and shoulders and her hands ran over the small bundle supported inside. “I'm so sorry this happened. I'd really prefer it if you didn't go to the caves on your own, not for the first time at least. They are a vast network of interlocking tunnels and caverns that go on for miles and it would be so easy to get lost. Nigel has maps and local knowledge that is invaluable.”

      She was right. It was too dangerous to go alone, and I opened my mouth to agree with her when a baby kangaroo popped its head out from the sling and looked at us.

      “Oh, my gosh!” Jenna squealed, rushing forward, then quickly dropping her voice to a whisper. “I’m sorry, little fella,” she breathed. “Did I startle you?”

      “This is Joey.” Andi moved more of the fabric aside to reveal the small kangaroo. “A car hit his mother. The driver found Joey in her pouch and brought him to me to raise.”

      “That is amazing.” I joined Jenna, holding out my hand for Joey to sniff and then giving his fur a stroke.

      “Do you release him into the wild when he’s grown up?” Jenna asked.

      Andi shook her head. “No, he’ll be too used to hanging out with us humans. But he will have free rein of this place and he’ll wander and explore, but he’ll keep coming back. He’ll know there is food here.”

      “You’ve done this before?” Blake took a turn fussing over the tiny creature, its head looking impossibly tiny next to his large hand.

      “Many times. You’ll see roos come through the caravan park from time to time. Most of them are one’s I hand reared.” Joey fussed, burying his face back into the sling and wriggling around. “He’s hungry. Time for another bottle.” She tucked the fabric over his head, concealing him. “Sorry again about the mix-up. I should have called Nigel on his mobile last night when you made the booking, but I assumed he would have checked in the office first this morning.”

      “That’s okay,” Remy said. “Mix-ups happen. But yes, if we can absolutely make sure he’s available for us tomorrow that would be wonderful, thank you.”

      Gran cut in, changing the subject entirely, “How did it go with the cops?”

      “Nothing new,” I said, while Jenna quickly added, “You would have liked Senior Sergeant Mick Gould, Gran.”

      Gran's face split into a huge smile. “Dishy was he?”

      “Extremely.” Jenna nodded with an exaggerated wink. I couldn't contain my eye roll. I wasn't sure who was worse, Gran or Jenna! Then I noticed what Gran was wearing. A hot pink mesh tunic over a yellow bikini. And Ugg boots. Purple, but no bedazzling this time.

      “Interesting outfit.”

      “Thank you.” Gran curtsied. “I thought I'd take a dip in the swimming hole while you lot explore the caves, but since you're not going, maybe we could all take a dip.”

      “Are there crocodiles? Or is it alligators?” Blake asked Andi.

      “Neither. Not even eels,” Andi replied. “All you’ll find in there are yabbies. Great for cooling off in. You're welcome to take a dip anytime.”

      “What's a yabby?” I asked, worried Gran was in danger of being bitten by something nasty. 

      “Crayfish,” Remy supplied, then held up her finger and thumb. “Small ones.”

      “I might join you later, Gran. I need to put in a call to Drixworths. And we”—I indicated Jenna, Remy, and Blake—“need to decide what our next move will be.”

      Gran flipped a striped towel over her shoulder and hurried off toward the swimming hole, calling “Toodles” and giving us a wave over her shoulder as she left. Archie and Bandit trotted after her.

      “Traitors.” Remy chuckled, not in the least concerned that her dog had abandoned her to go swimming with Gran.

      “Does Bandit like the water?” I asked, cocking my head and watching until they disappeared from view.

      “Loves it. He'll be in before your Gran has even reached it. How about Archie? Is he a water cat?”

      “Not that I know of.” 

      Andi bid us farewell, returning to the house to feed Joey. As soon as she was out of earshot I asked, “What did you find out? About the dead crow? Did you find where it was killed? And who killed it?”

      “No. Just that it was tainted with dark magic. I'd say someone killed it for its blood.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Blood magic then. That is dark.” A shiver wracked me despite the heat. “And you couldn't trace where it had come from?”

      “We followed a blood trail of sorts, leading to a bin by the back of the house,” Remy said. “We think Archie may have found the bird there.”

      “So, whoever is practicing magic—dark or otherwise—has to be staying here in the trailer park,” Jenna said, and Remy nodded. 

      “We should ward the trailer and your cabins,” I said.

      Blake nodded. “Good idea. But let’s wait until nightfall. Don't want to tip our hand that we're onto them. We'll ward under the cover of darkness.” 

      “I'm going to do some more research on the copper pyramid,” Remy said. “See if I can find the thread your parents found and give it a tug, see what unravels.”

      “Great idea.” Jenna piped up, “I'm going to write this up. There's a story here, I know it.”

      Before Blake spoke, I grabbed his arm. “Actually, could you help me with something?”

      His eyebrows shot up. “Yeah of course.”

      Bidding farewell to Remy and Jenna, he followed me into the trailer where I busied myself putting a pot of coffee on.

      “What's up?” he asked, making himself comfortable at the diner-style booth seating. I told him my theory about Mom and Dad being hidden by magic. He listened in silence, tapping a finger on the table as I spoke.

      When I finished, he looked at me with his piercing dark eyes. “Sounds plausible,” he finally said, and I almost sagged with relief. “So, what do you need my help with?”

      “Well, I thought we could combine our powers? That maybe that would give me enough of a boost to bust through whatever spell has them hidden.” 

      “Combining our powers could be risky. I'm fae, not a witch. Our powers might not mesh well.”

      “We managed okay when that orb was attacking us back in Whitefall Cove,” I pointed out, but he was already shaking his head.

      “That was different. I wasn't combining my magic with yours. I was using my magic alongside you. A double pronged attack.”

      “Oh.” I turned my back and fiddled with the coffee cups, wishing the damn machine would hurry up.  

      “But I guess it can't hurt to try,” he added, and I spun to face him, hands clasped to my chest.

      “Really?”

      “Why not? This is our first strong lead; we should do everything it takes to find your parents and if that means experimenting with our own powers...” And that's when I hesitated.

      The way he said it. Experimenting with our powers. Pretty sure that was against my probation with Drixworths Academy of Witchcraft and Wizardry. I'd lost my witch's license last year for harming a human with magic—in my defense it hadn’t been intentional. When I'd caught my fiancé cheating on me with a student at the university where he worked, my magic had sort of exploded out of me and I'd changed him into a monkey. And then a rat. Then a snake. Of course, I'd changed him back to human, but the damage had been done and I'd lost my license. Then I'd lost my job. It was a given that I'd lost my fiancé. I'd packed up my car and moved back to Whitefall Cove that same day.

      “Regrets already?” Blake asked, one dark brow arching.

      I shrugged. “No.” 

      He laughed. “You're such a bad liar.”

      I gave him a tight smile but said nothing, instead turned my attention back to the coffee, pouring us both a cup. As I slid Blake's across to the table he asked, “Was anything missing?”

      “What?”

      “When you tidied up the trailer, was anything missing?”

      “Oh. Ummm. I didn't really check. I just kinda shoved everything back where it belonged.” And now I was kicking myself that I hadn't thought to see if whoever had searched the trailer had taken anything. I was saved from further beating myself up by my phone ringing.

      “Jackson?” I hadn't expected to hear from Detective Jackson Ward. Not when I was all the way in Australia, and he was back home in Whitefall Cove. “Has something happened?”

      “No, no, it's all good here,” he reassured me and I sagged with relief. For a minute I thought he was ringing with more bad news.

      “So...what's up?” I asked. Blake watched me with those mesmerizing dark eyes of his and I almost felt guilty for talking with Jackson in his presence. I'd had a crush on Jackson ever since I'd returned to Whitefall Cove, only Jackson was dating fellow police officer Liliana Miles. Jackson was also a necromancer, and we'd discovered that whenever we were together in my bookstore, The Dusty Attic, the ghost of my high school nemesis Whitney Sims would appear for all to see—and hear. It made for interesting conversations, and since I didn't particularly like ghosts, Jackson thought it a hoot to drop into the shop unannounced purely to amuse himself at my reaction to Whitney. 

      “Oh, nothing. I just wanted to check in, see how you're doing?” 

      “Oh.” Blinking twice in surprise, I filled him in on what we'd discovered so far. Which wasn't a lot. 

      “Blake's with you now?” Jackson’s voice turned sharp, and I rolled my eyes. The two men had some alpha male rivalry going on and I didn't have time for their egos.

      “Yes. Look I've got to go. Thanks for your call, Jackson. Say hi to Liliana for me.” I hung up and placed my phone down on the table a little too hard.

      Blake grinned. “Trouble in paradise?”

      “Shut up,” I grumbled. Blake had been teasing me for a while now that Jackson had the hots for me. I didn't see it. And I wondered how I'd gotten myself into this bizarre triangle of liking two men yet unsure of either of their feelings towards me. Or motives. Jackson was spoken for. And Blake was a mystery wrapped in an enigma and I feared that was partly why I found him so attractive. He was a puzzle I wanted to solve. But I also feared he would break my heart, and having it so thoroughly stomped on by Simon mere months ago, I wasn't sure I was ready to risk it again.

      We sat in silence and drank our coffee, my mind a furious whirl of anxiety. Find my parents. Sort out my love life— or lack thereof. What happened to the quiet life I'd planned for myself in Whitefall Cove?
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      “Are you sure you want to do this? Because you don't look sure,” Blake said, sitting across from me in the tiny kitchen of the trailer.

      “I am absolutely, positively sure,” I replied with a firm nod of my head. I needed the reassurance of connecting with my mom, to know that she was alive—Dad too—once and for all. It was the not knowing that was eating away at me and despite the I'm doing fine face I was presenting to the world, the truth was I was scared to death I may not see my parents again.

      Blake sighed like he wasn't convinced, but he went along with it, anyway.

      “I've no idea how to do this,” he told me. “Any suggestions?”

      “How about I try to astral-walk like I do normally but you...” I trailed off.

      “I what?” he pressed.

      “Touch me,” I blurted. “We'd need a physical connection for this to work. So, touch me. Hold my hand. Then focus on channeling your magic into me.”

      “So, I'd be using you as a conduit?”

      “More like I'd be using you. But it doesn't matter. We just need enough oomph to break through whatever spell is hiding them.”

      “If it's a spell,” he pointed out.

      “Can you at least pretend to be positive?” I grumbled, my stress levels rising.

      “Sorry. You're right. Okay, let's do this.”

      “Ummm.” I didn’t know how to word my next request without it coming out the wrong way.

      “Just spit it out, Harper.” Blake sighed, knowing me all too well.

      “Okay, I like to do this on the bed. Sitting up!” I quickly added, lest he think this was some nefarious plan to get him into bed. “Cross-legged. On the bed.”

      He stood up and moved to the bed. “I can do that.” Toeing off his shoes, he climbed onto the bed and positioned himself cross-legged, leaving enough space for me to join him. I followed suit, flicking off my shoes and crawling into position. I sucked in a deep breath, rolled my shoulders and blew out the breath, closing my eyes and centering myself. Without opening my eyes, I held out my hands, jumped a little at the hot sizzle that shot up my arms when Blake clasped my hands in his.

      Then I focused on finding my parents. Or more specifically my mom, since she was the one who was a witch. Dad was human. Which was strange then that I'd have such powerful magic, given my diluted bloodline, but nevertheless, Drixworths had assured me I was a powerful witch and they'd given me a familiar, Archie, to help me control and channel my magic. I wondered now if I should have Archie with us to help, but it was too late. I already felt like I was zooming down a superhighway, traveling beyond the speed of light through memory trails of my mom. Then, with an audible pop, there she was, right in front of me.

      “Harper.” Her smile was everything I remembered, and I smiled back at her, so full of relief I couldn't speak. She wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tight and I breathed in the scent that was purely Mom.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, my voice wavering. “Is Dad with you?”

      “We're both fine,” she reassured me, but then her image flickered, like an old movie on videotape.

      “Mom?” She shimmered and crackled. She was speaking, but I couldn't make out the words. She clasped my hands in hers and I heard the word geospiral before—snap, she was gone.

      My eyes popped open, and I stared into the dark pools of Blake's eyes. “Did you see that?” I whispered. He nodded, dazed.

      “Did you hear what she said? All I really got was that they're being held somewhere. I couldn’t see where, but it was dark. And the word geospiral. You?”

      He opened his mouth to speak, nothing came out, so he cleared his throat and tried again. “Same,” he croaked.

      “Are you okay?” 

      “I think I need a cup of tea.” He let go of my hands to run his fingers through his hair and that was when I noted the pasty hue beneath his tan.

      “Tea? Since when do you drink tea?” I asked, waiting for my own stomach to settle down.

      “I'm fine.” Swinging his legs off the bed, he scooped his boots up and hurried to the door.

      “Blake? You're acting a little weird,” I said, hopping off the bed and following him to the door. “Are you sure you're okay?”

      He fled without looking back and I stood watching him, puzzled. Did he feel ill and didn't want me to see him hurl? But it was his words that had me frowning. Asking for a cup of tea. I'd never seen him drink tea. I was sure I'd heard him tell Gran that he only drank coffee. How bizarre.

      Brushing aside the strange episode with Blake, I focused on what my mom had said— geospiral. Hadn’t Remy talked about geospirals on the way to Arrowstrand? Sitting on the front step of the trailer, I pulled my shoes back on and watched Blake as he made his way back to his cabin. I felt bad he felt unwell, but happy that I'd busted through whatever spell had been cast. Jumping up, I hurried over to Remy's cabin and knocked on the door. She opened it almost immediately.

      “Hey, come on in.” She opened the door wide, and I stepped inside, surprised to see Jenna sitting at the kitchen table, laptop open in front of her, furiously typing. 

      “Hi, Harper. Come to join the fun?” Jenna glanced at me, but her fingers kept flying across the keyboard. Remy had her own industrial-looking laptop open on the table with a stack of books and paperwork piled next to it. She moved them aside. “Come sit.” She smiled.

      “What do you know about geospirals?” I asked her, pulling out one of the kitchen chairs and taking a seat.

      “Geospirals are basically a circular pattern etched or painted into rocks,” Remy said. “Why?”

      “Because with Blake's help I managed to astral-walk and connect with my mom. We only had seconds together, but she and Dad are okay. Alive. Then we lost the connection and I could only make out one word. Geospirals.”

      “Get outta town!” Jenna slapped her laptop shut and grabbed my hand across the tabletop. “That's wonderful news, Harper.”

      My smile was wide. “Agreed.”

      Remy was puzzling over what I'd told them. “Do you think I could look at your parents’ notes? That might help with context.”

      “Absolutely. Mom always journaled about their adventures and there's a ton of maps and journals in Dad’s old chest in the trailer.”

      “You don't mind?” Remy was already gathering up her laptop, shoving it into her satchel along with a notebook and pencil.

      “Of course not. It would make more sense to you than it would to me.”

      “Good thinking.” Jenna stood, tucking her laptop under her arm. “I'm coming too.”

      Together we traipsed back across the park to the trailer. I hefted the chest out of the closet and onto the bed, opening the lid.

      “Wow!” Remy breathed. “This is amazing.” She removed journal after journal, stacked them one atop the other, placed the maps on their own separate pile. 

      “Anything we can do to help?” Jenna asked.

      Remy nodded. “They were both meticulous note takers. Can you sort these into date order? We'll work our way backwards.”

      “Do you think they found the copper pyramid?” I asked, handing Jenna a handful of the books and picking up the remaining ones for myself.

      Remy shrugged. “It's possible. Or should I say, nothing is impossible. It's good news that your mom got a message to you, Harper. Now we have something to work with.”

      “Yeah well, the word geospirals doesn't tell us a lot,” I grumbled.

      “It doesn't tell you much, but it could tell me a lot,” Remy pointed out, pausing in her rummaging of the chest to shoot me a sharp look. “How about you freshen up that coffee pot? This could take a while.”

      Three hours later Remy softly closed the notebook she'd been reading and laid her hand on the cover. Jenna and I had made quick work of the other journals, all of them pre-dating the trip to Arrowstrand. That left one journal for Remy to devour and make sense of. In the meantime, Jenna and I had found an old pack of cards in the chest and were playing Rummy.

      “I think I have something,” Remy said.

      “Oh?” I glanced from her to my hand of cards and back again. Remy looked excited.

      “What did you find?” Jenna asked, placing her cards facedown on the table.

      “The geospirals are a language. An ancient language. Your dad has started to decode it.” She picked up the journal and flicked to a page, holding it out for me to see. A bunch of swirly squiggles. “Okay.” Despite growing up with archeologists, I didn't know all that much about their craft. The swirly squiggles were simply swirly squiggles to me.

      “Also, I think they hid something here.”

      That got my attention. I sat up straight and looked around. “Hid something? What? It would have to be small.”

      “They found some geospirals etched into rock. Small. Pebble sized.”

      “Let's get searching!” Jenna was already up and out of her seat.

      I stood, hands on hips, and surveyed the trailer. Where would my parents hide a pebble? “Is it just one?” I asked Remy.

      “Possibly two or three.” 

      “And how big are we talking? A big pebble? Or small pebble?”

      She held out her hand, pointing to her thumb. “I'd say about the size of my thumbnail.”

      We searched the trailer from top to bottom. Nothing. Jenna was in the bathroom, shaking every bottle of shampoo and lotion. Remy had her nose buried in the journal again, while I went through the pantry—it was the only place we hadn't looked. Every open canister or package I stuck a fork in and swirled it around, feeling for the telltale clunk of an unexpected stone in the contents. Murphy's Law it was the very last thing I'd checked, and at this point I thought Remy was mistaken and nothing was hidden here at all when the container of rice I was idly stirring with the fork made a twang as the tines hit something solid. Remy's head shot up, and I looked down at the plastic container in my hand in shock.

      “You found it!” Remy jumped up, ditching the journal and snatching the container from my hands. Holding it over the sink, she plunged her hand in and felt around.

      “Gross. I'm not eating that now you've had your hands in it,” I said, watching with bated breath. Jenna joined us, sucking in a breath when Remy held up a smooth pebble between her finger and thumb. We leaned closer.

      “It has those circles on it,” I said.

      Remy nodded, carefully placed the pebble on the countertop, and continued searching. All up there were four. They all looked the same to me, but Remy pointed out the miniscule differences in the circles etched into the surface of the tiny rocks. “See? The distance between the lines is different, and the circles on this one are almost perfectly round, but on this one they are more oval shaped.”

      “And that means?” Jenna asked, snapping photos with her phone.

      “I’m not one hundred percent sure yet,” Remy admitted. “But it was obviously something important. Important enough to hide them.”

      “And important enough for someone to kidnap Mom and Dad. These have to be what the kidnappers want, surely?”

      “Most likely.” 

      “And who do we know who is interested in ancient artifacts and treasure?” I said, tongue in cheek.

      “The treasure hunters. Tamir and Omar,” Jenna declared.

      I was already heading for the door. “We need to go talk to them.”

      “Wait!” Remy grabbed my arm. “You can't go charging in. Remember, if it is them, they're dabbling in dark magic. And they're skilled enough to use it to hide your parents.”

      I hesitated. Darn it, she was right. “Let's go tell Blake. He can manipulate energy to create a shield. He could protect us if they tried anything.” 

      “Wait,” Remy said again, and I blew out an exasperated breath.

      “Now what?”

      “Aren't they at the caves? Didn't Nigel take them early this morning?”

      “What's the time?” I asked no one in particular, grabbing my phone to check. Almost lunchtime. Andi had said she thought they'd be back early afternoon.

      “Hold on,” Jenna said, putting her fingers between the horizontal blind above the kitchen sink and peering out. “Nigel's truck is parked next to his trailer. If he's back, then the others should be back too.”

      Excellent. We were putting the journals away when it started. The screaming. Long, loud, and bloodcurdling.
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      My initial thought was that it was Gran. I knew she had the lung capacity to scream that loud. Slamming open the trailer door, I barreled outside and was three strides in, heading toward the swimming hole, when I realized the screams were coming from the other direction. Skidding to a halt, I glanced around in confusion.

      Remy and Jenna joined me, with Jenna pointing towards the cabins. “Over there.”

      Blake staggered out of his cabin looking disheveled. I spared him a glance before jogging toward the cabin the screams were coming from. Bandit soon joined the cacophony of noise, barking. He must have moved like greased lightning to make it from the swimming hole to the cabin so quickly, and just as I wondered where Archie was, he came galloping around the side of the house.

      “Oh my God, oh my God!” Kaylee came tumbling out of the cabin, tears smearing dark trails of mascara down her cheeks. Her hands were shaking as she pressed them to her chest as if struggling to breathe. Jenna reached her first.

      “What is it? What's happened?” Jenna asked, wrapping an arm around Kaylee's shoulders. The girl trembled and shivered, her face reflecting pure terror as she pointed toward the open doorway.

      “Harper, wait,” Remy cautioned me, but I rushed to the door and stepped inside.

      My stomach flip-flopped at the sight that greeted me, and I swallowed the bile rising in my throat. On the floor in a pool of blood was Tamir. Dead. Just to make sure, I crept closer and pressed two fingers against his neck. Although I was pretty sure the massive wound in his chest was a dead giveaway he was no longer alive, I'd hate to deprive the poor fellow of life-saving medical intervention on the assumption he was dead. My suspicions were confirmed. No pulse. His chest, complete with a gaping wound, was not moving. His eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling.

      I quickly rose and stood in the doorway. “Better call the police,” I said to the others.

      Kaylee wailed, and I nodded grimly. “It's Tamir. He's been murdered.”

      “Murdered?” Blake reached us. “Are you sure?”

      Sucking my lips in and releasing them on a pop, I nodded. “Yup. Pretty sure. Check for yourself if you don't believe me.”

      His eyes zeroed in on the doorway behind me and he stepped around me to look inside. “Ah,” he said grimly, “I see.”

      Andi was hurrying across the park toward us. “What is it? What's happened?”

      Remy met her before she reached us and explained the situation.

      “Oh, my!” Andi's hand reached for her throat. “And Kaylee? Is she okay?”

      Kaylee was sobbing and hiccupping and Jenna led her over to her mother. “Why don't you take her up to the house and call the police?” she suggested. “We'll wait here.”

      “Yes, yes, I’ll do that.” Andi wrapped an arm around her daughter and led her back toward the house while the rest of us looked at each other, stunned.

      “Where's Omar?” I asked, expecting to see the other treasure hunter after all the commotion. “And Nigel?” 

      “They're in the swimming hole,” Gran said, making me jump. 

      “Geez. Where did you come from?” I gasped. I hadn't seen or heard her approach. 

      Gran shrugged. “Heard all the noise and came to investigate.” 

      “Hold on,” Blake said. “So you heard the screaming from down at the water hole and came to see what had happened, but Omar and Nigel stayed put?” Blake was right. It didn't make sense. The two men should have beaten Gran here.

      “It's entirely possible they didn't hear. You're forgetting I have my witchy powers.”

      “Your witch powers don't include supersonic hearing, Gran,” I pointed out, and she threw up her hands. “Okay fine! I heard nothing. I saw Bandit take off and figured something had caught his interest. I followed.”

      That sounded much more plausible. 

      “So, what's going on?” she asked, wrapping the towel that had been slung over her shoulders around her hips like a sarong.

      “Someone has murdered Tamir,” I said, stepping back so she could take a peek into the cabin.

      “So they have.” She nodded, then stepped further inside.

      I stood in the doorway and watched her. “What are you doing? Be careful,” I warned.

      Ignoring me, Gran skirted around the pool of blood and stood at Tamir's head, eyes narrowing on his chest. “Well, this isn't good,” she muttered. 

      “Of course it isn't.” I rolled my eyes. A murder was never good.

      “No. No.” She shook her head and a droplet of water from her damp hair plopped onto Tamir's forehead. “Oops.” She bent and wiped the water away with her thumb.

      “Gran!” I hissed. “Don't contaminate the crime scene. Get out of there. Now.”

      “I'm coming, I'm coming.” She joined us outside while we waited for the police.
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        * * *

      

      “No press.” Senior Sergeant Mick Gould stood with arms over his chest, refusing to budge. 

      “But—” Jenna protested, but he shook his head resolutely. 

      “All of you, go up to the house. I'll be up to take statements as soon as I'm done here.”

      Muttered grumbles met his words, but we obediently turned toward the house.

      “Not you, Harper.” Mick stopped me and I swiveled on my heel. “I'd like a word. In private,” he added, when it looked like Blake would remain by my side. I nodded, gave Blake a nudge telling him it was okay. I wasn't in any danger and I was keen to hear what Mick had to say. Did he have any leads on my parents?

      Blake nodded once, then spun on his heel and swiftly caught up with the others. Ignoring me, Mick stepped into the cabin and took photos with his phone. I stood in the doorway and watched, the coppery scent of blood filling my nostrils.

      “You wanted a word?” I asked.  

      “I think you're involved.” he said dispassionately, engrossed in snapping a picture of every inch of Tamir's cabin.

      “What? How?” I spluttered. “I didn't do this!”

      “I didn't say you did,” Mick replied without looking at me. “I said you're involved. Too co-incidental that your parents disappeared from here, and now this? Somehow your family is involved, and I'd rather speak to you away from that circus.” He nodded his head toward the big white house where everyone was waiting. 

      “I don't know how I can help,” I said, stepping inside and keeping a wide berth around Tamir's body.

      Mick busied himself with Tamir, crouching by his side and studying him intently. I turned my attention to what I'd missed before. The geospiral painted on the wall in Tamir's blood. I couldn't believe I hadn't seen it earlier, but maybe with the tangy scent of blood in the air, and the horror of his body on the floor at my feet, I could be forgiven for not noticing. It wasn't huge. About the size of my palm. Oh, it involved me all right. Whoever had my parents had done this. It was the only explanation. Glancing over my shoulder to check that Mick was distracted with the body, I quickly snapped a photo of the geospiral before sliding my phone back into my pocket, Mick none the wiser. I'd show it to Remy, see if she could figure out what it meant.

      “Do you get a lot of murders in Arrowstrand?” I asked.

      Mick glanced up at me. “Nope. This would be the first.”

      “Going to call in the big guns from Adelaide?”

      “I'd like not to.” Mick sighed, pushing aside Tamir's shirt with his pen. “But I may have to. This isn't looking good.”

      I snorted. “How could it possibly look worse?”

      “I think someone has removed his heart.” 

      I tried not to heave.

      “I think there's something in there,” Mick muttered. “It glinted when the light hit it.”

      Mick dug around in the case of equipment he'd brought with him, extracting a pair of tweezers. I screwed my eyes shut when he lowered them into Tamir's chest.

      “What is that?” Mick asked more to himself than to me. My eyes popped open to see him holding something small and round in the tweezers. He grabbed a swab and wiped the blood from the object. It was a small round pebble just like the ones we'd found in my parents’ trailer. And I'd bet it had a geospiral etched in its surface.

      Mick dropped the stone into an evidence bag and sealed it. “The pattern looks the same as the one on the wall.” Mick searched Tamir's pockets. When a gold pocket watch appeared, I gasped.

      “What is it?” Mick picked up the pocket watch he'd placed on the floor and looked from it to me. “This watch look familiar?”

      I nodded. “It's not actually a watch. It's a compass. And it belongs to my dad.” My voice trembled, partly with shock, partly with anger.

      Mick pressed on the button and the watch flipped open to reveal a compass. It had been in my family's possession for generations, handed down from son to son. Mick looked at me apologetically. “I will have to keep it as evidence for the time being.” He slid it into another plastic evidence bag and sealed it.

      My mind was a whirl. Had it been Tamir who'd broken into my parents’ trailer and searched it? Had he taken them? But then, who had killed him? Were he and Omar in cahoots but had a falling out? But Gran had said Omar was down at the waterhole. But it was entirely possible he could have killed Tamir first, then gone to the waterhole, so he'd have an alibi.

      Mick was scrolling through Tamir's phone when he paused and looked at me. “What?” I said warily.

      Without a word he held the phone out so I could see what was on the screen. A photo of my parents. Taken from a distance. I automatically reached for the phone, but Mick held it out of reach. “There are more,” he said, dropping the phone into another evidence bag. “Looks like Tamir was spying on your folks.”

      “Do you think he took them?” My earlier euphoria at connecting with my mom fizzled and died. For Tamir was dead. He couldn't tell us where they were. And wherever he was holding them, it was somewhere no one would accidentally stumble across them. Although, now that Tamir was dead, whatever spell he'd cast would be broken, which meant I could easily connect to Mom and follow the trail to her location.

      “He was certainly very interested in them. Have a look around, see if there's anything else belonging to your parents in this cabin. Here. Put these on.” He tossed me a pair of gloves and I struggled to pull them over my sweaty skin. While I poked around in Tamir's cupboards and drawers looking for anything that may belong to my parents, Mick called for a coroner’s van from a nearby town. Turned out Arrowstrand didn't have a morgue. Or hospital. They had a doctor travel in twice a week to run clinics and that was it.

      After Mick was finished with the body, he draped a sheet over it, then turned his attention to me. “Find anything else?” I shook my head.

      “You said in your report this morning that the caravan had been broken into?”

      I nodded. “Whoever it was must have used a key,” I said. “There were no signs of forced entry, but the place was a mess, like someone had rifled through everything, looking for something.”

      “But you noticed nothing was missing?”

      I shook my head. “Not at the time. I mean, I didn't notice Dad's compass was missing because it could have easily been with him. So, it's hard to know what, if anything, is really missing.”

      Mick pondered my words for a minute, tapping his pen against his notebook where he'd been taking notes. “Okay. I want you to make a list of anything you think may be missing from your parents’ van. It's too much of a coincidence that our victim not only had your father's compass but photos of your mom and dad on his phone too.”

      “You want me to do that now?” I snapped off the rubber gloves and held them out to him.

      He took them and shoved them into his pocket. “Please. I will be here a while. I must wait for the coroner to arrive, and dust for prints. Then interview everyone up at the house. So, if you can get that list sorted and I'll meet you up there when I can? Oh, and can you ask them not to leave? I need to get their statements.”

      “Will do.” Stepping outside into the bright afternoon sunshine, I saw Bandit and Archie sitting side by side, silently waiting. As if sensing my mood, they quietly followed me to the trailer, electing to wait outside under the shade of the canopy while I went through my parents’ belongings—again—to see if anything was missing. The trouble was...how would I know?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I found it shoved inside a sock, of all things. A velvet jewelers’ box. Mom wasn't much into jewelry, so I was curious what the box could contain. A ring was my best guess, going on the size of the box. Flipping open the lid, I frowned. Instead of a ring, I found nothing. Why would Mom hide an empty box? I sat on the end of the bed and turned the box over and over in my hand. I doubted Mom would be wearing the ring now. She would save it for special occasions, when she got dressed up. So where was it? It must have been special for her to hide it, but shoving it in a sock in the back of a drawer wasn't the safest of locations, so I figured it had more sentimental value than monetary.

      The box slipped from my fingers, hitting the floor. The block of foam fell out, revealing a folded piece of paper tucked in the box's bottom.

      Quickly unfolding the note, I scanned the words written there in my dad’s handwriting. A love note from Dad to Mom, telling her that the alexandrite gemstone in the setting was as precious as his love for her.

      Ah, it made more sense now. Dad had given Mom the gemstone ring for their anniversary. I'd have to research just how valuable an alexandrite gemstone is, because it was definitely missing and considering my mom doesn't even wear her wedding ring, I doubted she was wearing the ring now. Tucking the note back into the ring box, I snapped it closed. I'd give it to Mick when he took my statement, but I’d also ask Jenna, with her investigative skills, to see if she could trace where Dad had bought it.

      

      Before I left the trailer, I had one more thing to do. Tamir was dead, meaning the spell hiding my parents was broken. I could end this here and now astral-walking.

      Sitting cross-legged on the bed, I focused my energy, closed my eyes and prepared for the whooshing sensation of traveling down the magical power lines like a roller coaster on steroids. Only instead of the heart-pounding, nausea-inducing ride, I got nothing. Zip. My eyes snapped open and my brows furrowed. That was not the result I'd been expecting! Tamir was dead, it should break the spell.

      Unless he hadn't cast the spell. Disappointment weighed heavy on my shoulders as I made my way up to the house, pausing to watch a white van pull up next to Mick’s police vehicle. Here to collect the body I assumed. 

      Hearing voices from the rear of the house, I took the side staircase to the deck out back where the others had gathered. Omar and Nigel had come up from the swimming hole and were sitting with Kaylee, who was no longer crying, although her eye makeup was a total mess. Omar kept patting her knee while Nigel sat back with his arms crossed over his chest, a blank expression on his face. Jenna, Gran, Remy and Blake sat at a wooden table further down the deck.

      Jenna saw me first and jumped up. “There you are! What's going on? Why did he let you stay and send the rest of us up here?”

      “He thinks this involves my parents.” I told them about the compass we'd found in Tamir's pocket and, lowering my voice to a whisper, I filled them in on the geospiral pebble found in his chest and the one painted on the wall in his blood.

      Remy was frowning. “This doesn't sound good,” she muttered darkly.

      “Anything using blood magic isn't good,” Gran said, uncharacteristically subdued. “What else, Harper?” 

      Gran could see right through me; she'd always been able to. “I thought Tamir must have cast the spell to hide my parents, so I figured with him dead, it would break the spell. So, I tried to astral-walk, only I got nothing. A big fat zero like before.”

      “So Tamir wasn’t behind the spell,” Jenna whispered, whipping out her phone and madly typing in notes.

      Blake eyed me. “Tamir could hardly have cast the spell and then killed himself,” he pointed out.

      “Yes, well.” I cleared my throat. “I figured it was worth a shot. But Tamir was involved somehow. He had Dad’s compass. And photos of them on his phone.” 

      “The question is why?” Jenna asked.

      Remy was tapping her chin with her finger. “Tamir and Omar are treasure hunters, so we have to assume they're here for the copper pyramid. Most people think it's in the ABC range. Only your parents figured it out, Harper. It's here. Has to be.”

      “So what? Tamir and Omar followed them here?” My eyes zeroed in on Omar who had given up on consoling Kaylee and was now sitting back dragging on a cigarette. “And what about him?” I nodded in Omar’s direction. “Did he find the scroll and then kill Tamir so he wouldn't have to share?”

      “Sloppy of him if he did,” Blake said. “If it were me, I would have taken the compass, and either deleted those photos off the phone or got rid of the phone altogether.”

      “Sorry to keep you waiting.” Mick appeared at the top of the stairs, his face grim. “I will take a brief statement from each of you and then I'll need you to come into the station tomorrow to be fingerprinted.”

      “What?” Nigel grumbled, not looking happy at this turn of events.

      “To rule you out as suspects,” Mick added.

      “Oh yes, of course, that makes sense.” Andi nodded, cradling Joey in her arms.

      Mick's eyes zeroed in on Kaylee. “I'll start with you, Kaylee. Tell me what happened.”

      Kaylee's hands shook, but her voice was calm as she said, “I'd gone to Tamir's cabin to clean it. I knocked on the door. When there was no answer, I assumed he was still at the caves, so I used the master key to unlock the door and get the cleaning done while he was out. That's when I discovered his body.”

      “Do you normally clean the cabins at midday?” Mick asked, glancing up from his notes.

      Kaylee shrugged. “I do them when I can get to them. I worked at the hotel last night, so I slept in this morning.”

      Mick nodded. “And you?” He nodded at Omar. “What's your name?”

      “You know who I am,” Omar drawled, dragging on his cigarette.

      “For the record.” Mick eyeballed him and Omar crushed out his cigarette in the ashtray in front of him, exhaling a plume of smoke he said, “Omar Ali.”

      “And your relationship with the deceased?”

      “Tamir and I were partners. Here on business.”

      “What sort of business?”

      “Relics and artifacts.”

      “So, treasure hunters then.” Mick scribbled in his notepad.

      Omar grinned. “That is what some people call us, yes.”

      “And you're here from?”

      “Croatia. We arrived last week.”

      “To see the caves?”

      “Exactly. There are rumors about a copper scroll being hidden in the Arrowstrand Caves. We decided to check it out for ourselves.”

      Remy and I exchanged a look. So, they knew about the scroll. 

      “And where were you this morning?”

      “Tamir and I went to the caves early. Dawn. Nigel took us. We came back just before lunch. Tamir was tired—said he didn't get much sleep last night, so he wanted a nap. I thought I'd spend a couple of hours at the water hole. Nigel joined me since he didn't have a tour this afternoon.”

      I opened my mouth to argue that Nigel could have taken us to the caves if he'd let us know he was free, but Blake nudged me to keep my mouth shut. I snapped it closed.

      “Nigel.” Mick turned his attention to the guide. “You corroborate Omar's story?”

      “Yep.” Nigel nodded. “Took the two of them to the caves, came back around noon thereabouts. When Omar suggested a dip I figured why not? Was down there when this whole hullabaloo started. The old chick can vouch for us. She was there.”

      “Hey!” Gran snapped her fingers. “Who you be calling old chick?”

      “Gran,” I warned, placing my hand on her arm. “Let the sergeant do his job.” 

      Mick smiled briefly, turning his attention to Gran. “You were at the water hole too, ma'am?”

      “Sure was, soaking up the Australian sun. These two turned up, but not together.”

      Mick raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” he prompted.

      “The old skinny twig arrived first. Couldn't tell you what the time was. Around midday I guess, but it was a good ten minutes if not longer before Omar turned up.”

      “Thank you.” Mick nodded, not giving anything away. He glanced at Blake. “And you?”

      “I was in my cabin. Taking a nap,” Blake said.

      “Another tired one, eh?” Mick muttered. “And were you... alone?”

      “Yes, I was alone. I was helping Harper this morning and then I wasn't feeling so good so went to lie down for a while.”

      “And what were you helping Harper with?”

      “I don't think that's relevant.” Blake stonewalled and Mick looked at him with narrowed eyes.

      “That's right. You're a lawyer.”

      “Interesting that you already knew that,” Blake shot back, and I looked from one to the other in surprise. Good point. Jenna's fingers were moving like wildfire across the screen of her phone as she typed up her own notes.

      “Harper? Was Mr. Tennant with you earlier?” Mick asked.

      “Yes, he was. We were trying to work out what had happened to my parents.”

      “I see. And what did you discover?”

      “Not much,” I lied.

      There was a pause then Mick continued, “And what time did Mr. Tennant leave your caravan?”

      I shrugged. “Mid-morning, I guess. I didn't notice the time.”

      “And then what did you do?”

      “Jenna and Remy joined me and we spent the rest of the morning going through my parents’ journals to see if we could find any clues to their disappearance.”

      “Playing amateur detective?”

      Gran snorted. “You have no idea. My granddaughter solved two murders in Whitefall Cove. I'd hardly call her amateur.”

      “Gran. Shush.” 

      Mick looked at us for a moment before shrugging and turning his attention to Andi. “And you?”

      “I've been in the house all morning doing laundry and looking after this little guy.” She nodded at the sleeping bundle in her arms.

      He nodded, jotted down something in his notebook, then closed it and slid it into the breast pocket of his shirt. “I'm going to have to ask that none of you leave town. And if you think of anything else, remember anything, please let me know.” He glanced around again, frowning. “Where's Colin?”

      “He had sunrise and sunset tours in Darana so he stayed overnight. I'm not expecting him home until tomorrow.”

      Mick raised his eyebrows. “He stays overnight? Darana is only an hour’s drive away.”

      “He says it's too risky to drive after a tour when he's tired. Roos on the road and all,” she said defensively, and I looked at her more closely. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes flashed. I cocked my head, thinking. An hour wasn't that much of a commute to a job. Hardly an excuse to not come home when your day was done. Andi twisted her wedding ring around and around on her finger and my eyes followed the movement. Something was up in the Webb's marriage. There was more behind Colin spending the night away. Maybe they were fighting. Or he was a snorer. Or she was. There were a multitude of reasons why he hadn't come home, but my mind, full of Simon's cheating betrayal, immediately zeroed in on the possibility that Colin was cheating on his wife. My heart went out to her and before I even realized I was moving, I'd crossed to her side and wrapped an arm around her shoulders in solidarity. She gave me a small, grateful smile.

      By the time Mick left, the sun was low on the horizon. Omar had left as soon as Mick did. Nigel slung an arm around Andi's shoulders and gave her a squeeze before he too departed. Kaylee couldn't get inside fast enough and we all heard her bedroom door slam. Poor girl, it must have been traumatic to find Tamir's body like that.

      “I'd better go check on her,” Andi whispered, tears in her eyes. We left as quietly as we could, automatically wandering toward my trailer where Bandit and Archie were stretched out under the awning dozing.

      “What next?” I asked no one in particular. 

      “I say we get cleaned up and head into town for dinner. I'm starving. I totally missed lunch. Then we can regroup,” Jenna said.

      “Good idea,” Blake agreed, swiveling on his heel and striding toward his cabin.

      “Meet at mine in twenty minutes!” Remy called after him. He raised his hand showing he'd heard her but didn't turn around.

      “Is it just me or is he acting weird?” Jenna asked. 

      “It's not just you. He's been out of sorts ever since he helped me astral-walk this morning,” I replied, watching as Blake's long strides ate up the dirt in no time.

      “I'm going to take a shower,” Gran announced. “We're meeting at yours in twenty, right?” she said to Remy, having no interest in gossiping about Blake and his weird behavior.

      “Affirmative.” 

      Calling Archie inside, I dished up his food and sat on the bed, watching him scarf it down without barfing, when I suddenly remembered I hadn't told Mick about the jewelry box and the missing ring. Presumed missing ring. I’d give it to him tomorrow when I signed my statement and gave my fingerprints.

      With a sigh, I picked up the remote and switched on the TV, watching a mindless game show until it was time to leave.
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      Dressed in a full-length, figure-hugging, sequin-covered evening dress of canary yellow, Gran locked her cabin door and pulled up her skirt, revealing rainbow-colored converses, and made her way to Remy's Land Rover.

      “What are you wearing?” I snorted, blinking from the dazzling glare of her dress.

      “I dressed for dinner.” Gran huffed, heaving herself up onto the seat next to me. “You should do the same sometime. Maybe if you dressed in something a little more revealing, you'd get more action with Blake. Can't help but notice things have stalled there.”

      “Gran!” I protested, feeling heat creep up my neck and into my face. The fact that she was right compounded my embarrassment. As per usual. Despite the almost kiss the other night, Blake had made no moves to progress our relationship—if it even was one.

      “What's up?” Jenna asked, joining us. “You been friend zoned?” she asked.

      “No.” I grumbled, but there wasn't much conviction in it. Maybe I had, and I hadn't noticed. Back in Whitefall Cove Blake had been flirty, and darkly moody at the same time. Here he was... I didn't know how to describe it. And ever since helping me astral-walk he was decidedly off. I'd put it down to the fact the super highway sensation of astral-walking turns your stomach inside out and I hadn't warned him. Maybe he was suffering motion sickness. It sounded lame, even to my own ears.

      Remy came bursting out of her cabin. “Harper! Can I leave Bandit in your van again?”

      “Oh sure. Here's the key.” I was already strapped in the car but the door stood open so I held the key out and she dashed past, scooping it out of my palm as she jogged across the trailer park to my trailer on the other side, Bandit happily bounding along by her side.

      Gran, seated between Jenna and myself, grabbed each of our hands. “It will be a blood moon in two nights.”

      I nodded. “Correct. And Kaylee’s twenty-first.”

      “I fear today was just the beginning,” she continued on, ignoring my reference to Kaylee’s upcoming birthday. “I want you two to protect yourselves. No good will come from this.”

      “It does seem ominous,” I agreed. “That reminds me, Gran, I need to ask you something. Dad gave Mom an alexandrite gemstone ring for their anniversary. Do you know anything about it? When he gave it to her? Does she wear it?”

      Gran snorted. “Your father should have saved his money. Your mother doesn't wear jewelry. Not even her wedding ring.”

      “I know, but I was wondering if she wore it as a necklace or something?”

      “Have you ever seen your mother wear necklaces? Or bracelets? Or earrings? Nope. Why?”

      “Because it's missing. I found an empty ring box.”

      “How do you know what was inside if it was empty?” Jenna asked. I told her about the note.

      Remy returned and climbed behind the wheel. “Ready?”

      “What about Blake?” I asked, looking over to his cabin where the door remained closed. 

      “He's not coming,” Remy said, slamming her door and gunning the engine. “He wasn't feeling well, doesn't want to pass it around to you guys. He's hoping to sleep it off.”

      “Oh.” I swallowed the hurt that Blake had turned to Remy instead of me.

      Remy glanced at me over her shoulder. “Anyone want to ride up front?”

      “I will!” Gran shouted, elbowing me madly to get out of her way.

      “Okay, okay. Hang on.” Dodging her elbows, I unfastened my belt and hopped out, helping Gran down, then climbing back in, watching in resignation when Gran hiked her evening dress so high you could practically see her underwear—I sincerely hoped she was wearing underwear, it wasn't always a given with my gran. Once everyone was strapped in and the doors closed, we were off.

      “Remy, what do you know about the gemstone alexandrite?” Jenna asked, head buried in her phone once again.

      “Oh, alexandrite is beautiful. And not very common. It's made up of a rare combination of minerals that includes titanium, iron and chromium, giving it color-changing abilities. Why's that?”

      “Harper's mom had a ring with an alexandrite gemstone in it and now it's missing. So, it's valuable?”

      “Well yes, it's valuable. But we're not talking diamonds here though,” Remy said. “Remind me when we get back and I'll look into it. I'm not sure alexandrite is used in jewelry that much.”

      As soon as we stepped into the front bar of the hotel, my stomach grumbled. Loudly. I laughed self-consciously and pressed my hand to my protesting stomach. Jenna wasn't the only one who'd missed lunch. 

      Jenna headed to the bar for menus while the rest of us settled at a table by the window. Petrina gave us a wave. Given today's events I assumed Kaylee wouldn't be working tonight. 

      “Gran, what you said earlier about the blood moon…” It had been bothering me the entire car ride in. “What do you think it all means? And how do we protect ourselves?”

      “I'll make some charms tonight. Wear them at all times,” Gran said, nodding sagely.

      “What's this about the blood moon? What did I miss?” Remy looked at our faces, one brow arched. 

      “It's a blood moon in two nights. Coupled with the dead bird, Gran thinks it's a sign.”

      “Well, you can't ignore the fact that we also have a dead body,” Jenna added.

      “And the geospirals,” I said.

      Remy visibly paled. Slowly she leaned back in her chair and stared at me with dazed eyes. “What?” I whispered, reaching for her hand. “What is it?”

      “It can't be,” she muttered, shaking her head. 

      “What can't it be?” Jenna prodded.

      Blinking, Remy sat forward. “The blood sacrifice and dark magic and geospirals and alexandrite gemstone”—she ticked them off on her fingers—“are all part of a ritual.”

      “I knew it,” Gran grumbled, “I knew something bad was coming. I can feel it.”

      “You're not wrong,” Remy told her. “I need to get back, look this up.” She rose to her feet, but Jenna clasped her wrist, forcing her back down.

      “Hold on, hold on. Let's eat first, okay? Then we'll go. You can't work on an empty stomach.”

      “Jenna's right. Let's order dinner. We won't linger, just eat and then go. Sorry, Gran,” I added, knowing Gran had been looking forward to hustling more men at the pool table.

      “Not a problem with me, love. We've got those charms to make as well.”

      We quickly ordered our meals, our thoughts consumed with Remy's revelation, all eager to head back to find out what it all meant. But first—food.
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        * * *

      

      “Harper. Was Tamir's heart missing by any chance?” We were back in Remy's cabin amongst old leather-bound books and her industrial plated laptop. Gran was burning incense and muttering an incantation so we wouldn't be overheard. Archie and Bandit lay curled together on Remy's bed, their soft snores bouncing off the walls in the bout of silence that followed Remy's question.

      I cleared my throat. “Mick seemed to think so. I didn't look. I'm guessing that's pertinent?” 

      “I think whoever is behind this is calling forth the Goddess who will bring immortality and great riches.”

      “Does this Goddess have a name?” Jenna asked.

      Remy shook her head, turning the pages on the book spread out before her. “That's the weird part. No.” The air was heavy with the scent of incense and the wind outside buffeted the cabin in a sudden gust. Goosebumps broke out over my skin, along with an impending sense of doom.

      “Tell us about the spell,” I croaked, but I already knew, deep down inside it wasn't good. It was bad. Hell bad.

      Remy cleared her throat. “It's kinda gross,” she warned. I'd figured as much and motioned for her to continue. Gran paused to listen.

      “The ceremony is conducted in three parts. The first two are the nights leading up to the blood moon. The third is the night of the blood moon.” The wind howled again, and the cabin shook, as if the elements themselves were trying to silence Remy's words.

      “Part one is done, isn't it?” It wasn't a question. More of a statement of fact. Tamir had been the first sacrifice. They had cut his heart from his chest and replaced it with a geospiral rock. Remy inclined her head.

      “Sacrifice one,” she read from the book. “A human male heart is removed from the body and burned. In its place, the symbol of the Goddess.”

      “A glyph rock. Is that the same as the geospiral ones?” Jenna asked.

      Remy nodded. “A geospiral is a form of glyph. And as your parents discovered, Harper, they are a language. The circles mean different things. We just need to decode them.”

      “So, what's next on this crazy ass agenda?” Gran demanded.

      “Sacrifice two,” Remy continued. “A human female heart is removed from the body and burned. In its place, the symbol of the Goddess.”

      Chills danced up my spine, a sense of foreboding so deep my bones ached with it. A woman would die tonight. Gran's eyes were shrewd as she looked at each of us around the table. “It will not be one of us. I won't allow it.”

      “To be safe, I think we should stay together.” Jenna sounded confident, but I could see the slight tremor in her hands. She was as freaked out and scared as the rest of us. I wished Blake were here, a strong alpha male presence would have calmed our nerves, but he hadn't answered his door when I'd dropped by after dinner. He was either a very deep sleeper, or he wasn't there. 

      “And tomorrow night? The culmination of all this, assuming whoever is behind this is successful in finding a female victim tonight?” I asked.

      “Sacrifice three.” Remy looked right at me and my heart stopped beating. “Two sacrifices. Hearts in love. A male and female.” 

      Gran gasped, a rattling wheeze. I'd never heard such a noise from her before and I touched her arm in concern. “You okay?” I whispered. 

      “They have Judith and Keith. Saving them for the final sacrifice,” Gran said, voice shaking with anger. “For the ritual to work the two hearts have to be filled with love—for each other. I'd say there's not a lot of that around these parts, slim pickings. So, when word got out that they were heading back to Whitefall Cove, the killer made their move. Took them to use later.”

      “Oh God. You're right. That makes perfect sense.” Laying my arms on the table I briefly rested my head on them. “And the dead bird, and missing ring, they're all part of the overall ceremony, right?” 

      “Yes,” Remy said.

      Gran nudged me. “Okay, buck up, kiddo, we've got work to do. First up, let's finish these protection charms. Then you need to do what you do best.”

      I sat up. “What's that?”

      “Find out who the killer is. Focus on the clues. Someone killed Tamir. You just need to find out who, before tomorrow night. You need a murder board.”

      She was right. Rather than focusing on the horror of the dark magic, focus on the clues. Whoever did this was human. And they were here, under our very noses.

      “Remy, you have any Post-it notes in your stash?” I asked, standing up.

      She nodded. “Sure. Here, catch.” She tossed me a square, yellow pack of Post-it notes. Jenna was digging around in her bag and produced a marker, holding it out.

      “Okay ladies.” I smiled, pushing down the fear and worry. “Let's do this. Who do we have?”

      “Omar Ali.” Jenna was reading from the notes on her phone. I wrote Omar's name down on a Post-it and stuck it to the wall. “He had a ten-minute gap between when they came back from the caves to when he appeared at the swimming hole.” 

      “And the bean-pole guide. What's his face,” Gran said.

      “Nigel Franic,” Jenna supplied. “He had a smaller window of opportunity when he separated from Omar and Tamir to get changed into swimmers.”

      “Cutting out a heart would take time,” Remy pointed out.

      I tapped the marker against my palm. “It didn't look that surgical,” I admitted. “It was...rough. A lot of blood.”

      “And you'd have to get through the chest bone. So, you'd need to be strong,” Jenna said.

      “So, we're thinking a man?” Remy said.

      “But you can't discount the possibility that more than one person is involved,” I pointed out. “Omar and Nigel could have been working together. Who else do we have?”

      “The Webb’s. Andi, Kaylee, and the mysterious Colin,” Jenna read from her phone. “Maybe Colin is ducking back with no one noticing, doing the deed and hightailing it out of here all without being seen.”

      “It’s possible.”

      “What about Andi and Kaylee? I mean Andi seems as sweet as pie. I couldn't imagine her hurting a fly, let alone cutting a man’s heart out of his chest,” I said.

      “Kaylee has a lot of angst and anger. I heard her arguing with her mom, but that's not unusual for someone her age,” Gran said.

      I added all the names to the wall.

      “We need to interview them. Motives and alibis.”

      “But we need to be subtle about it,” I pointed out. “We can't tip our hand that we know what's going on.”

      “Play dumb, you mean?” Jenna's lips twisted in a grimace.

      “Yes. We can't just go marching up to them demanding answers.”

      “Harper's right.” Remy closed her laptop. “We have to be smart about this. We're going to the caves with Nigel in the morning. That seems a good place to start.”
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      “You look different this morning, Blake.” Remy cocked her head and studied him. I followed suit. She was right. His hair was more styled, he'd wound a scarf around his neck and his T-shirt was tucked in.

      “Thanks. I'm trying something different. You like?” He gave a little twirl and my eyebrows shot up into my hairline. Had he turned gay overnight? Remy laughed, then quickly sobered when he shot her a cold as steel frown.

      “You look great,” she assured him. “You even shaved.” 

      He ran his hands over his smooth cheeks. “Wanna feel?” he asked her, but she shook her head.

      “Nope. I'm good thanks.”

      Clearing my throat, I drew everyone's attention. “Are we all ready? Gran? Are you sure you won't come? I don't like leaving you here by yourself.”

      We'd survived the night in Remy's cabin, alive and intact. Andi and Kaylee were accounted for, so I allowed myself to relax, just a notch. The killer hadn't progressed to the second stage of their evil plan, which meant I was one step closer to finding Mom and Dad. Today’s plan was to search the caves. 

      “I'll be fine, love.” Gran was already dressed in her bikini, a large red brimmed hat shielding her face. “And I've got Archie and Bandit to keep me safe. I intend to spend the morning by the waterhole—less chance of anyone trying anything nefarious out in the open like that.”

      “Wear your charm,” I warned her, my fingers going to my charm tied around my wrist.

      “Already am.” She wriggled her foot, drawing my attention to the woven cord encircling her ankle. “Don't worry about me, you focus on finding Judith and Keith.”

      “Morning folks!” Nigel appeared, the heavy scent of tobacco clinging to him. “How many do we have today?”

      “Just us,” I said. “Gran won't be joining us.”

      “Okey dokey. So, you can ride with me or bring your own vehicle, the choice is yours. However, if you ride with me, be warned I can only stay a couple of hours. This is meant to be my day off and I've got errands to run today.”

      “You're working on your day off?” Jenna asked.

      Nigel shrugged. “To make up for the mix-up yesterday. It's all good, don't worry about it.”

      “We'll take my vehicle,” Remy interrupted. “That way we can stay as long as we want without disrupting your plans.”

      “Load up and follow me.” Nigel was chirpy this morning, and my eyes met Jenna's as we headed toward Remy's Land Rover. Nigel struck me as the quieter type, broody, maybe tired and fed up with dealing with tourists and counting down the days until retirement. Of course, that was just my impression, I had no idea if I was right or not.

      The track to the caves was rough, windy, but so worth it. We eventually cleared the rock-hewn dried-out creek beds to find ourselves in a clearing that Mother Nature had created. Instead of dirt, the clearing was one massive slab of rock. Nigel’s four wheel drive was parked on the opposite side and Remy pulled up next to him, killing the engine.

      She swiveled to look at us. “I will focus on mapping this place, and doing stuff for work, so I'll leave it to you to ask the important questions of our intrepid guide.”

      “Got it.” Climbing out, I grabbed my backpack from the floor and slipped it over my shoulders. Jenna and Blake did the same, while Remy opened the rear of the Land Rover and pulled out a larger duffle. Digging around in it, she pulled out a square box, clipped it to her belt, then slipped a head-mounted flashlight on. Another piece of equipment joined the first on her belt.

      “What's all that?” Nigel asked, curiosity drawing him closer.

      Remy didn't look up. “I work in ancient artifacts,” she explained. “These are tools to help me determine if an artifact is the real deal or fake.”

      “You're expecting to find artifacts down here?” Nigel scoffed. “Fat chance of that.”

      Remy winked at me but remained silent and the penny dropped. Her equipment wasn't to identify artifacts at all. I'd ask her about it once Nigel was out of earshot.

      He began handing out glossy printed maps to each of us. They were very basic.

      “Gather round,” he said, holding a map aloft. It fluttered in the breeze. “Obviously we're here because you want to see for yourselves where the Joneses were exploring.” His voice was even, no inflection of emotion. “They were experienced spelunkers—cave explorers—so I wasn't with them most of the time. Omar and Tamir kept me busy, as the pair of them apparently have no sense of direction.” The last was uttered with a small shake of his head. “Anyway. This”—he pointed to a spot on his map—“is where they were last. So that's where we'll start today. Has anyone done this before?”

      “I have,” Remy said. “Many times.”

      “Excellent. You're now the team leader.” Nigel dug a hand in the pocket of his shorts and pulled out a glow stick. “I'll be marking the trail with these, so you can find your way out. Like I said, I'll be taking you through the cave system up to this point, but I can't stay. These are your exit. They will stay alight for twenty-four hours so you have plenty of time, all I ask is that you pick them up on your way out, so we aren't littering the caves with burned out glow sticks.”

      Remy nodded, folding her arms over her chest as she listened to Nigel’s instructions.

      “As you can imagine, it's dark in there. There are no lights. You have your torches and glow sticks. Stick close together. Now if you'll follow me into the entry cave, I want to show you something.”

      We obediently followed him into the first cavern, which was massive. Easily the size of a football field. The entrance was the size of a tennis court; we could have driven our vehicles inside. But the pièce de résistance was the hole in the roof, a circle, letting a stream of light in. Beneath that light was a small hill covered in green grass with a tree growing on top. The tree was fully grown and still didn't reach the roof of the cavern. We traipsed across the floor of the cavern until we reached the mirage, which was stunning, beautiful in its dark surroundings.

      “Nature can do wonderful things,” Nigel said, pride in his voice. “You'll find a couple of these air holes throughout the caves, giving a reprieve from the darkness.” He held up his map again and pointed to two different areas. “Here and here.” 

      “How long will it take us to get to the area my parents were exploring?” I asked.

      “An hour, maybe less depending on how fast we travel,” he answered. “Hope you're not claustrophobic. Some tunnels are narrow. You can stand, but you'll have to shuffle through sideways. Other parts are low, and you'll have to crawl. Pleased to see you're all wearing long pants. Sensible.”

      “Remy warned us,” Jenna said in acknowledgement to our spelunking expert friend.

      “Okay, let's go. Stick together, don't lag behind. If you want to stop, we all stop. Do not get separated from the group.”

      Nigel led the way, Jenna directly behind, then me, Blake, and finally Remy.  

      Jenna struck up a conversation with Nigel, chatting away about the differences between Australia and America as we made our way through the main cavern and into one of three tunnels. Torch in one hand and map in the other, I followed, half listening to their conversation. Behind me Remy turned on one of her gadgets and a light flashed as it flared to life. “What is that?” I whispered.

      “Energy detector,” she whispered back. “It'll alert me of any other living creatures within our vicinity.”

      I crossed my fingers it would find Mom and Dad, although as we were plunged into complete darkness except for the beams of our torches I shuddered at the thought of being kept down here for days, for surely their batteries would have died by now, along with any glow sticks. Although, I argued silently in my head, it depended on how many glow sticks you had with you. They were explorers, therefore well equipped. And if one glow-stick lasted twenty-four hours, they'd have only used four, and from memory, my dad always had his pockets stuffed with the things whenever they were on an expedition. Ditto food and water. They'd have enough for a few days. I found that comforting. 

      “Have you always run the tours Nigel?” Jenna asked.

      “Yep. Colin takes care of the four-wheel-drive stuff, I do underground. I know these caves like the back of my hand, used to come here just for fun when Arrowstrand was a sheep farm.”

      “So, this was your R and R?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “But didn't you say part of the caves were unexplored? Because they're so vast?”

      “They're a labyrinth, all right. I meant, the caves and tunnels we're passing through now I know like the back of my hand. I've been visiting for years, which is why it made perfect sense for me to run tours of these parts of the caves.”

      “What about to the north?” Remy asked, “It looks like it ends abruptly on the map.”

      “There was a cave in,” he explained. “So we keep the tours contained to this area. And it's where your parents were focusing their efforts,” he added for my benefit.

      “And did they find any indications that there's a copper pyramid down here?” I asked.

      Nigel laughed and I could just make out the silhouette of him shaking his head. “Nope, not that I know of. Omar and Tamir were convinced it existed too.”

      “Oh?” Remy prodded.

      “Seems they were following the same leads as the Joneses. Or plain out following the Joneses and hoping to pip them at the post,” he said. “Keith and Judith had a theory that the circular etchings found at Chambers Gorge and Sacred Canyon form a map. Pointing here. I've looked at it a million times and I can't see it.” He shrugged. “But I know Australia sits on the 44th Parallel ley line and nothing can be ruled out.”

      “You know about Grid Point 44?” Remy asked, surprise in her tone.

      “Yup,” Nigel replied. “Careful now, watch your heads, we're branching off here.”

      I duly noted on my map our location and lowered my head as we shuffled through a tunnel. It was as black as Hades down here and the further inward we traveled, the colder we got. Jenna had lapsed into silence and the only sound was that of our footfalls scuffing over the dirt and rocks. It smelled different too. Earthy and musky.  There was a cracking sound, a flare of light, and Nigel dropped another glow stick when one tunnel intersected another. It was comforting that even without Nigel we'd be able to find our way out, for despite following on my map I had a feeling I'd never be able to make it out on my own.

      Although we had the backup of Remy. I could hear her scribbling something into the notebook she had resting on the energy-reading device. I wasn't sure if she was writing directions or just notes on the cave structure or things she observed. To me this was all dark rock of little interest, but to someone like Remy it must be a treasure trove of delight. After what felt like hours we finally arrived at our destination. Another cave with its own built-in skylight.

      “Here we are, folks. This—as far as I know—is where the Joneses concentrated their efforts.” Nigel stood, hands on hips, and peered around in the dim light. We still needed torches, but the light peeking through the small hole above us was enough to lift the pitch-black darkness.

      “Really?” The trace of skepticism in Remy's voice had my head snapping in her direction. I trusted her judgement over Nigel’s.

      “Like I said, as far as I know.” Nigel shrugged, unconcerned whether or not Remy believed him. As far as he was concerned, he'd done his job. He gave a talk on the origins of the caves, how inland Australia was once an ocean, and where we were standing was once underwater. He talked of stalactites and stalagmites and then bid us farewell, reminding us to follow the glow sticks out, and to pick them up as we did so.

      “What do you think?” I asked Remy, who was studying an area of the rock wall.

      “I call bullshit,” she said, not bothering to look up. “I don't know if he is lying intentionally, or if this is where he believes your parents were working, but I can say for a fact they were not working here.”

      “Oh?”

      “Look around.” She straightened and indicated the cave. “What do you see?”

      “A cave?” I said tentatively.

      She grinned. “And what else? Beyond rocks and dirt.” She paused, waiting while I looked. Honestly? I didn't see what she was seeing.

      “It's what's missing,” she finally said. “Your parents’ gear. If they were excavating fossils and rocks and things, their gear would be here. They wouldn't cart it in and out. They treated this like a normal expedition, meaning they'd have a crate of tools with them, lamps, supplies. None of that is here.”

      “Maybe they took it back to camp? When they knew they were coming home, they would have packed up?” I pointed out.

      “But they didn't know.” Remy jumped on it. “You called them in the middle of the night, right? They jumped online, booked tickets, packed up and hit the road, heading to Adelaide ready to take that flight home. They wouldn't have come down to the caves to collect their gear. That would have taken up hours of valuable time. They fully intended to come back and continue on with this expedition once they sorted their business back home.”

      Jenna joined us. “So, you're saying either they were here, and someone has taken their gear, or this isn't the area they were working.”

      “I'm saying this isn't the area they were working. This is one of Nigel’s typical tour destinations because of the skylight. It's been trampled through dozens of times, picked at, photographed to death. There are no archeological surprises here.”

      “He lied,” I said grimly. “So, we're no closer to finding my parents.”

      “Not necessarily. This gadget, the one that searches for energy signatures, I can try to track them through this. If they were off the beaten path, so to speak, there could be remnants of their energy left behind, enough for me to pick up.”

      Jenna was nodding. “And it probably won't work here—not for what we want—because this is a heavily populated area!”

      Remy was nodding. “Exactly! I think Nigel led us away from where your parents were working.”

      “Why would he do that?” I mused. “Do you think he has them?”

      Remy shrugged. “It could be something more mundane. Did you notice how chummy he is with Omar? Maybe Omar slipped him some dollars to lead us away, giving him time to find the scroll.”

      “What do you think?” I asked Blake, who was touching the cave wall a few feet away. “You're the lawyer with razor sharp instincts. Was Nigel lying?”

      “Hmmm?” Blake didn't turn from his inspection of the rock face. “Have you seen this?” he asked, ignoring my question altogether. “It's so pretty. And wonderfully amazing.” Remy shone a torch on what he was looking at. A fossil of what appeared to be a combination of a butterfly with a fish. It could have been either.

      “Not helping, Tennant,” Remy muttered. To me and Jenna she said, “I say we head in the other direction.”

      “Towards the cave-in?” Jenna said.

      “But was there really a cave-in? Or was that another ruse to throw us off the scent, to keep us away from that particular area?”

      “I promise I won't lead us into a cave-in. We'll head in that general direction, if I pick up any energy signatures, we'll follow it.”

      “It could be picking up Omar and Tamir though,” I pointed out.

      “Uh yeah, who were clearly following your parents around,” Jenna replied. “I'm with Remy. Let's go.”

      We were across the cave and heading out the tunnel when I realized Blake was still at the rock wall oohing and ahhing over the fossil. Seriously? 

      “Blake!” I called, annoyance tinging my voice. “Come on.”

      He glanced up in surprise. “Oh? We're going? Okay. Bye-bye butterfly.” And he pressed a kiss to his fingers and pressed them against the fossil. Oh, my good lord, what was wrong with him?
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      “Hold up!” Remy raised her fist in the air, and we all staggered to a halt behind her. “This isn't right,” she muttered. We were at an intersection of tunnels and a glow stick lay on the ground showing we should go left.

      “What's up?” Moving to stand by her side, I looked left, then right. Both tunnels looked the same. I studied the map Nigel had given me.

      Remy snatched it from my hand and turned it over before giving it back. “You're looking at it upside down,” she said by way of explanation. “And that map is useless,” she added, voice filled with disdain. “It doesn't show half of the detail. It's a glossy keepsake for tourists, nothing more.”

      “So, what do we do then?”

      “I've been using this to map as we go.” She tapped the other gadget attached to her belt. “It reads the land formations around us and has been creating a 3D map ever since we entered the caves. Between that and my own sense of direction, that is not the exit.” She pointed to the left, then let her arm drop. “Someone moved the glow stick.”

      “Say what now?” Jenna shone her torch on the ground where the glow stick lay, then to the opposite side where it should have been. There were scuffed footprints but nothing discernable. Did Nigel move the glow stick? Or was someone else down here? Someone like Omar, who would do anything to stop us from finding the scroll. Little did he know I couldn't give a damn about the scroll. All I wanted was my parents.

      “But...” I chewed my lip. “We don't want to go toward the exit, do we? I thought you wanted to go north?”

      “We have to head toward the exit first. There was another tunnel branching off early on, we need to take that one.”

      “Well, I trust you. Lead the way!” Jenna said.

      “Agreed.” I scooped up the glow stick, then nearly jumped out of my skin when Blake tapped me on the shoulder.

      “Can I have that?” he asked.

      I looked at the glow stick in surprise and then handed it to him. “Sure.”

      “It's so pretty,” he said under his breath. I think I'd scrambled his brain when I took him astral-walking, that was the only reason I could think of for his strange behavior. I'd have to talk to Gran about it when we got back, see what she thought.

      “Let's go then.” Remy turned right, and we followed. I dropped back, letting Blake move ahead of me, purely so I could keep an eye on him. I didn't trust that he wouldn't wander off or stop to look at something pretty.

      Remy set a mean pace; I was actually sweating by the time we arrived at our destination. 

      “This is more like it,” she said, hurrying across a wide cavern, her sharp eyes picking up something on the other side. I was standing, directing my torch at the roof of the cave, awed by its size, when lights flickered on.

      “Lights?” My eyes snapped to Remy who was standing next to a spotlight on a metal frame, beneath it a large, square, battery. Next to it a folding chair and a box, a water bottle and a canvas tarp spread on the ground like a picnic rug. “Is this it?” I practically ran over, Jenna hot on my heels.

      Remy was beaming. “This”—she indicated the surrounding items—“is your parents’ setup. This is where they were working.” 

      “Cool.” Blake sprawled in the chair, a collection of glow sticks clasped in his fist. Remy raised a brow but said nothing.

      “Your machine picking anything up?” I asked.

      She held it out in front of her and walked the perimeter of the cave. The light was flashing, and she was reading the screen before returning to us with a puzzled look on her face. “It's going crazy. Like...they're here. They are standing here.” She pointed the machine at the middle of the cave, and we all looked at the empty space.

      “Mom? Dad?” I called, my voice echoing off the walls. Nothing. I walked toward the center of the cave, hands out, expecting to bump into some invisible barrier at any moment, but it didn't happen; I walked right through.

      “This is weird,” Remy said, frowning at her device before tapping the side. Hard. “Maybe it's on the fritz.”

      Seeing the disappointment on my face, Jenna wrapped an arm around my waist and squeezed. “Hey, the silver lining, we found where they were working.”

      “You're right.” I nodded, swallowing my disappointment and squaring my shoulders. “So, what have we got?” I joined Remy who was rummaging in the box. She laid out a small pick, trowel, brush, the usual things I'd seen my parents use for excavating fossils and artifacts. 

      “How did they get all this in here?” Jenna asked. “It must've been heavy.”

      “They have a trolley,” I said absently, pulling out a jacket my mother wore and hugging it to my face, breathing in her scent.

      “It's not here now,” Jenna pointed out, her torch seeking and finding the wheel marks the trolley had left.

      I dropped the jacket back into the box when a notebook fell out of the pocket. Remy picked it up, slowly flicking through the pages. “Cool,” she said, more to herself than to us.

      “What is it?” I asked, and she glanced up at me.

      “Your dad's notes. Your mom’s were back in the trailer—this is the most recent one. But get this. They think this cave is an ante-chamber, and that”—she looked from the notebook to the cave, slowly turned, then pointed—“is the entry point to the next chamber.”

      “And is that where they think it is? The copper pyramid? Beyond that rock wall?” We both crossed to the wall in question and stood looking at it.

      Remy ran her hands over it, frowning. “There's something I’m not seeing.” 

      “Besides the fact that the trolley tracks go right up to that rock face and disappear?” Jenna commented, her torch shining on the marks in the dirt.

      I gasped. “Do you think they could be on the other side? Trapped?” I raised my hands and pushed against the rock. It was cold, hard, and didn't budge.

      “I guess it's possible.” Remy studied the track marks. “Let's just say we can't rule anything out.”

      “I'm hungry,” Blake complained from his spot sprawled in the chair. “Can we go now?”

      “How about you come over here and help?” I snapped, and he looked at me with hurt eyes. Oh, good grief. It was like he was regressing, from a full-grown man to a child. Sullenly he got out of the chair and slinked his way over to us, clearly not happy.

      “What?” he grumbled. Remy and I eyeballed each other. His weird behavior was escalating.

      “Can you feel any magic?” I asked him, “Is there an energy field here?”

      I hadn't been able to detect anything myself, but maybe Blake could pick it up. After all, his special gift as a fae was manipulating energy. He could use it as a weapon or a shield, so if anyone was using something similar, he should be able to identify it. 

      With an exaggerated sigh he popped a hip, rested one hand on it, and with a toss of his head placed his other hand against the rock face, rolled his eyes to the ceiling and appeared to concentrate. Dropping his hand, he said, “Got nothing. Can we go now?” 

      I looked to Remy. “Do you have everything you need?”

      She nodded. “I'll take the notebook back with us. Just let me take some photos and then we can go.” As she moved away, she whispered under her breath, “What is with him?”

      I whispered back, “I think something happened when I used his magic to help me astral-walk. But I'd no idea that was possible, or what has happened. I will talk to Gran about it when we get back, see if we can't get him back to normal.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After finishing up at the caves we collected Gran and headed into town, surprised at the level of activity that greeted us when we pulled up outside the hotel. 

      “Finally!” Blake grumbled, glow sticks still clutched in his hand. “I'm starving.” He headed into the hotel without waiting for us.

      “I wonder what's going on?” Jenna asked, eyeballing the cars parked in the street. There had to be over fifty. On previous visits we'd be lucky if there were five. People gathered on the sidewalk, swatting flies and talking. I saw Petrina hurrying in our direction, her eyes red.

      “Petrina? What's wrong?” 

      Wiping her fingers under her eyes, she drew in a shuddering breath. “Gosh, sorry.” She sniffed. “You guys here for lunch? Manny is inside, he'll take care of you.”

      “Wait.” I rested my hand on her arm. “What's happened?”

      She hesitated for a second, then blurted, “Someone has murdered my friend Beth.” Her voice wobbled and the tears she'd been trying to hold back overflowed.

      “Oh, no!” I gasped, wrapping her in a hug, “I'm so sorry.”

      Remy and Jenna made comforting noises, rubbing their hands up and down Petrina's back in support and comfort. “What happened?” Jenna kept her voice low.

      “I can't believe it.” Petrina's whole body shook. “Why would someone do something so awful? That poor girl.”

      “What did they do?” Jenna pressed.

      “Beth was getting married next month,” Petrina told us, “She was so happy and so excited. And then this morning her fiancé found her. Stabbed.”

      “In the chest?” Jenna asked.

      “Why yes? How did you know that?” Petrina sniffed, startled.

      “Because one of the tourists at the caravan park was killed the same way,” Jenna said.

      Petrina slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh, my goodness, that's right. That young fellow, one of the treasure hunters. He came into the hotel a lot. I think he was sweet on Kaylee.”

      “Oh?” Jenna prompted.

      “Only his friend didn't like it. I'd seen them arguing a time or two. Well, I assume it was about Kaylee. I'd caught them out the back canoodling.”

      “Canoodling? As in kissing?”

      Petrina nodded. “But this is awful. First him. Now Beth. Who could do this? And why?”

      “That's what I'm trying to find out.” The deep voice of Senior Sergeant Mick Gould startled us all. “Ladies,” he greeted us, “can I remind you I need you to come to the station to go over your statements.”

      “We're just grabbing lunch and will be right over,” Remy assured him. Petrina hurried away, wiping at her face as she did so.

      “Two murders in two days,” Mick said, studying us intently. “All around the time you lot arrive in town.”

      “What?” I gasped, hand to my chest. “You can't suspect us. We don't even know who this Beth woman is!”

      “Just making an observation,” he drawled, then touched a finger to the brim of his hat. “Make sure you swing by the station as soon as you're done. I wasn't kidding about those statements. And I have more questions.”

      Great. Now there had been another death—the second stage of the ritual had been completed—and the local law enforcement thought we were suspects. 

      “I wonder if he's single?” Gran was watching Mick walk away, her eyes glued to his butt.

      Shaking my head, I linked my arm with hers. “Come on, let's go eat. Blake isn't the only one who's starving.”
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      Lunch was uneventful. The police station, not so much. Gran had set the tone by asking Mick if a) he was single, and b) would he be interested in a pole dancing demonstration. The look on his face had been priceless.

      “You may need a chaperone when you interview her.” I felt obliged to point out, “Gran has a thing for men in uniform. Who am I kidding? She has a thing for men in general.”

      “It's true.” Gran winked, her thick lash extensions brushing her cheek. “You're the best thing about this whole trip.”

      Mick cleared his throat. “Maybe the two of you should come in together.” He held the door open and Gran sauntered in ahead of me, making sure her shoulder brushed against his chest as she passed him.

      “Sorry,” I whispered, mortified.

      By the time Mick sat opposite us he'd regained his composure. He opened a file, pulled out a sheet of paper and slid it across the table, then slid a different one toward Gran. “Read these. They are your statements from yesterday. Are they correct? Is there anything you want to add? Something you've remembered?”

      I quickly scanned the typed-up page. “Remember how you asked me to check to see if anything else was missing from my parents’ trailer?” I asked. He nodded. “Well....it may be nothing, but I found an empty ring box—and before you say anything, just know that my mom rarely wears jewelry. She will on special occasions, but day-to-day she doesn't.”

      “So, if she doesn't wear jewelry, why would her husband buy her any?” Mick asked.

      “There was a note saying it was for their anniversary.” I shrugged. 

      “So, you think someone has taken the ring? Diamonds, eh?”

      But I was already shaking my head. “Not diamonds. An alexandrite gemstone.”

      Mick cocked his head. “But you don't know what this ring looks like? And you're certain she wasn't wearing it?”

      “No. Sorry.” He made a note on the bottom of my statement, then handed me a pen to sign it.

      “So, I called Whitefall Cove Police last night,” he said conversationally.

      “You did?” I sat back, shocked. “Why?”

      “Because I'm conducting a murder investigation,” he said drolly.

      Gran signed her statement and slid it back toward him. “And what did you discover?” she asked.

      “It was quite enlightening.” He sat back, crossing his arms over his chest. “You didn't mention you'd been arrested for murder.” His eyes narrowed on Gran who merely shrugged as if it were a matter of no consequence.

      “Those charges were dropped.” 

      “Yet you were both involved in the investigation for the death of”—he paused, flicked the page in his notebook, briefly read whatever he'd scribbled there, and continued—“Whitney Sims and Bonnie Emerson. And here you are in Arrowstrand, with two murders since your arrival.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Coincidence?”

      “Absolutely coincidence!” I declared. “Who did you speak to at Whitefall Cove Police Station? Because if it was Officer Miles, well, she could be a tad biased.”

      Mick was shaking his head. “Nope. It was Detective Jackson Ward. Who, by the way, wants you to call him. Apparently, you’ve been ignoring his messages.”

      “Right,” I muttered.

      Gran was on it though. “Jackson has been calling?” A sly grin split her face, and I rolled my eyes. Here we go. Yes, Jackson had sent me some text messages I’d yet to read, let alone reply to.

      “Harper had the misfortune to be engaged to an utter—” Gran began.

      “Gran!” I cut her off before whatever vile word was about to spill from her lips would get us into trouble with law enforcement.

      “Cad,” she said, eyeballing me. “I'd been about to say cad. Geez, don't get your panties in a wad.” She tossed her hair, well, tried to, but since Gran kept her hair short, there was nothing to toss so with a rather odd movement of her head, she continued, “Anyways, Harper moved back home to Whitefall Cove where she met the rather delicious detective. What is it with cops? You're all rather gorgeous looking. Is that a requirement?”

      Mick blinked at her, but she continued on, not requiring a response. I could feel the heat rising in my face.

      “Unfortunately for poor old Harps here, the detective is already taken, dating Officer Miles—is that even allowed? Fraternization among employees? Anyway, Harper has been pining after Jackson for months, biding her time I guess.”

      Oh, God! “Gran. Shut. Up.” I growled, my face on fire. Why oh why did I bring her with me to Australia?

      She ignored me, nothing new there. “But then Blake arrived. My lawyer.” Gran fanned her face. “Phew-eeeeee, that boy is hawt! And apparently single. And I felt for sure the two of them would—”

      “Gran! Stop!” I shot out of my chair. Mick pointed at me and indicated I sit back down. I did. Slowly. He nodded once, then told Gran to continue.

      “Harper seemed to like Blake, and Blake seemed to like Harper, but from the pent-up vibes I've been picking up from her I'd say things have stalled.”

      Mick's lips twitched, but he maintained a straight face. “And why do you think that is?” he asked, and I groaned. “Do you have to encourage her?” He shrugged. “I'm just curious.”

      “Here's what I think.” Gran leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. “I think Blake is a secretive chap. He's a mystery, an enigma. And that is freaking her out, you know 'cos her cheating ass fiancé was a liar and a cheat and she needs someone she can trust. Someone she can rely on. So, I think she put the brakes on because she's not sure she can trust Blake.” She nodded. “He's very secretive.”

      Staring at her with wide eyes, I slowly blinked when it felt like my eyeballs were drying out.

      “And also, she still has the hots for Jackson.” Gran tacked on to the end and I buried my head in my hands, my humiliation complete. Silence ticked on for several moments before Mick cleared his throat and said, “Well, I suggest you give the detective a call, Harper. He seemed very keen to speak with you.”

      “Can we go now?” I asked without raising my head. 

      “Detective Ward also mentioned that you had some talent when it comes to investigations and that I shouldn't discount anything you discover.”

      This time I looked up. “What are you saying?”

      “I'm saying that I doubt anything I say will convince you not to investigate these murders—especially because you think it relates to your parents' disappearance—so all I'm asking is that you be careful and keep me in the loop.”

      “You're okay with us helping?” I asked, shocked that I hadn't been told to butt out.

      “This is a one-person police station,” he pointed out. “With two murders in as many days, I'll take all the help I can get. But please, for the love of God, be discreet.”

      “Does that mean we're deputies now?” Gran asked hopefully.

      “No, it does not.” He handed me a business card. “Call me if you discover anything. Don't take any stupid risks. The station number will divert to my mobile if I’m not here.”

      “I will.” I nodded, a little shell-shocked at this turn of events. “So... before we go, can I ask about the bodies?”

      “Same MO. Hearts had been removed, a small rock with that circular pattern etched onto its surface in its place.”

      Mick didn't miss the look Gran and I exchanged. “What is it? You know something?”

      I told him about our theory about the ritual, the sacrifices and the blood moon. I'd been expecting skepticism, but Mick just nodded, not surprised.

      “You know about witchcraft?” I asked.

      “I know someone has been up to something in this town lately. I guessed it was related to the occult.”

      “Why? What's been happening?”

      “Dead animals, throats cut, remnants of black wax found at the scene. Bird feathers too. It all had a ritualistic feel to it. I've been searching online to see if I could find any information, a clue what this person was trying to achieve. And who it may be. Or even if it was more than one person.” He lowered his voice. “Look, I wouldn't be telling you this if Ward hadn't vouched for you, so I'm counting on you to keep your heads down and not wind the locals up into a panicked frenzy. Think you can do that?”

      I was affronted. Of course I wouldn't frighten the locals. As if. “Sure.” I gave Gran the side eye. She'd better not let me down.
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        * * *

      

      After everyone had given their statements and fingerprints, we'd returned to the trailer park. Blake, who'd been dozing in the car, stumbled out and staggered toward his cabin, mumbling something about taking a nap. 

      “Something is definitely up with him.” Remy scratched her head.

      “That reminds me.” I grabbed Gran's arm. “Gran, could I have done this to Blake? I used his fae power to boost my magic to astral-walk. Ever since, Blake has been acting strange, definitely not himself.”

      Gran looked to Blake's retreating back, frowning in puzzlement. “I'm not entirely sure, love,” she said. “Could be. We could ask the coven?”

      “I may call Drixworths, see if Izzy knows.”

      “Good idea.” Gran gave me a hug. “But Blake's got the right idea. A nap sounds wonderful. I'm beat.”

      “That just leaves the three of us,” Jenna said, “What's the plan?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve got some calls to make,” I said. I'd been avoiding calling Jackson but now felt forced into it. Plus, I wanted to call Drixworths. Only it would be late in Whitefall Cove. 

      “I'm going to go through your dad’s notebook,” Remy said, pulling it from her backpack. “It may give us some clues.”

      “I'm going to update the murder board,” Jenna said. “We know that Nigel led us astray in the caves. And possibly moved the glow sticks, so we'd get lost down there. Although I don't think that was an attack on our lives, more a delaying technique. But to what end? He knows Remy is experienced, that she'd get us out.”

      “It may not have been Nigel who moved the glow sticks,” Remy pointed out. 

      “You think Omar?” Jenna suggested and Remy shrugged, “Could be. I doubt either of them would actually tell us the truth though.” Jenna and Remy continued their conversation as they headed into Remy's cabin.

      “I'll join you in a few,” I called after them. Jenna waved her hand in acknowledgement.

      Blowing out a breath, I pulled out my phone and slid my thumb across the screen to unlock it. Another message from Jackson. He would not give up; he'd keep leaving me messages until I responded. Urgh, may as well rip the Band-Aid off. With any luck, he'd be asleep, and it would go straight to voice mail. 

      He picked up on the second ring.

      “Hello?” His voice was groggy, heavy with sleep. “Harper?”

      “Hi.” Geez, titillating conversation there, Harper.

      There was rustling, and I imagined him sitting up in bed. “Finally. I was getting worried.”

      “Pft, I'm sure Senior Sergeant Gould told you I was fine.”

      “Ahh, he told you we talked.”

      “Of course he did. Look, if you're calling to warn me to be careful, no need. I'm being careful.” I didn’t mean to snap, but my words definitely had a sting to them.

      “Hey,” he protested, voice gentle. “What's wrong, Harper? Why are you so defensive? I thought we were friends.” There was a tinge of hurt to his words and now I felt like an utter bitch. I paced across the ground as I talked.

      “Sorry.” It wasn't much of an apology, but it was the best I could manage. It felt weird with him for some strange reason. 

      “What's wrong?” he pushed, his voice so deep and low in my ear, sending shivers down my spine. And in that moment, I realized I missed him. He was right. We'd become friends. Despite me having the hots for him, as Gran so eloquently put it, Jackson and I had formed a friendship and I'd been pushing him away ever since Blake arrived on the scene. And then I wondered if that had been Blake's intention, if he'd been manipulating me. My head was spinning.

      I sighed, the sound whooshing down the phone to Jackson. I blurted out everything we knew, everything that had happened, the two deaths and the fear that tomorrow night, the night of the blood moon, my parents would be sacrificed. We were running out of time to find them.

      “I wish I were there to help,” Jackson said, and I smiled. I wished it too. With his necromancing powers he might be able to speak with Tamir and the murdered girl, Beth, find out who did this. But we didn't have the luxury of talking to ghosts at our disposal. “Look, when you get home, we need to talk. There's something I have to tell you.”

      “What is it? I figured it's important since you've been blowing up my phone with messages.”

      “It can wait.”

      A brief flare of irritation that he'd left a message at the police station for me to call him and now that I had he said it could wait? Men! 

      “Jackson, I have to go,” I said instead. “Time is running out for my mom and dad.”

      “If there's anything I can do....”

      “There isn't.”

      “Bye, Harper.”

      “Bye, Jackson.”

      I disconnected the call and stared at my phone. That was weird. But then everything was weird lately. You'd think I'd get used to it. Pulling up my contacts, I dialed Drixworths, intending to leave a message for Izzy.

      “Oh!” I gasped in surprise. “I wasn't expecting you to be there. It’s the middle of the night!”

      “I've been expecting your call.” I could hear the smile in her voice. Esmeralda Higginbottom—Izzy for short—was the headmistress of Drixworths Academy of Witchcraft and Wizardry and had taken me under her wing when I'd had my witch's license suspended. Now I had it back, she'd been working with me on controlling my magic. Apparently, I was a powerful witch and didn't even need a wand to use magic.

      “Right. So, do you know why I'm calling?” I teased, testing her. I could picture her in my mind shaking her head and I chuckled. 

      “How can I help?” she asked instead.

      I explained the situation with Blake. “I see,” she said, her voice somber, and my heart stuttered a little. Had I damaged him? Injured his magic? “You would have been better placed boosting your magic with your Gran’s and not that of a fae,” Izzy told me. I bit my lip. It hadn't occurred to me at the time. He'd been there, he had magic, I hadn't stopped to think combining our power would hurt either of us.

      “So why is it affecting him and not me?” I asked.

      “Because you're stronger than he is.” Well, that was a surprise—one I hadn't been expecting. 

      “But his symptoms? His behavior is almost childlike at times. Why? And how do I fix it?”

      “You took a fae with you when you astral-walked, I assume to connect with your parents? Were you successful?”

      “Yes. I connected with Mom.”

      “Right. I imagine then that somehow Blake has absorbed some of your mother's essence.”

      I remained silent for a second. “Say what?”

      “He has...how do I put it?” Izzy paused while she searched for the right words. “He melded a little too closely with your mother. Now he has taken on some of her characteristics.”

      “But she doesn't act like a child,” I protested.

      “He may have inadvertently meshed with her inner child. Her memories of childhood, and now they are slowly taking root, growing stronger.”

      “How do I stop it? Is it reversible?” 

      “It took a great deal of magical power to make it happen in the first place,” Izzy warned, “so it will take a great deal of magic to reverse it. You'll need your grandmother. And your familiar. And of course, Blake.”

      “I can do that. They're all here.”

      “This is what you need to do.” Izzy rattled off a spell so fast I was lost after the first few words. “Don't worry. I'll text it to you. But please, once it's done, delete the text.”

      “I will, I promise.” We said our goodbyes and hung up and, true to her word, Izzy sent through the incantation I'd need. Only problem was, we had to wait until midnight. Witching hour. And I feared midnight on the night of the blood moon would be curtains for Mom and Dad. I had a decision to make. Save them, or save Blake?
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      “We'll do both,” Remy assured me when I told her of my dilemma. “Save your parents first, then help Blake.”

      “You make it sound easy.” I sighed, sliding onto a chair at her kitchen table, suddenly exhausted.

      “It is. Someone is holding your parents captive, right? We just have to figure out who.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “And how do we do that?”

      Remy moved to the murder board. “We know Nigel deliberately led us astray in the caves, yes? So that makes him a suspect. And someone moved the glow sticks, possibly to delay us, throw us off our game.”

      “Right.” I nodded.

      “But something has been bugging me and I think I finally figured it out.” She paced back and forth in front of the board. “When Tamir was killed, Kaylee found his body, right?”

      “Right.” Jenna nodded.

      “And she said she'd gone into his cabin to clean it, that she'd used the master key after knocking and thinking he wasn't there, so it was safe for her to do her job.”

      “And?” I prompted.

      “Where were the cleaning supplies?” Remy asked. I froze, my mind playing over the scene.

      “There weren't any,” I breathed.

      “Right? She should have had a trolley or at least a basket or vacuum or something with her if she was there to clean his room.”

      “There weren’t any of those things.” 

      “So, you think Kaylee is the killer?” Jenna said dubiously.

      Remy shrugged. “I'm saying she lied. I'm saying Nigel isn't the only suspect. Nor Omar. I think the two of them are in cahoots over the copper scroll and are trying to sabotage our attempts at finding your parents because they believe they know where the copper pyramid is and possibly the scroll too. They want to find it first. They just need time.”

      “We need to talk to Kaylee,” Jenna declared.

      Together the three of us headed up to the house. Andi heard the bell above the door jingle as we entered the reception area and came bustling through, an apron slung around her hips and her cheeks flushed.

      “Oh, good morning.” Her smile was genuine as she wiped her palms on the apron. “Sorry, I'm just doing some baking, I'm a bit hot and sweaty.”

      “Smells good.” I sniffed the air appreciatively. Whatever she was baking smelled divine.

      “Getting ready for Kaylee’s birthday,” Andi said. “Which reminds me, we’re having a little get-together here, a casual barbie before Kaylee heads into town to celebrate with her friends. We’d love it if you’d join us. It’ll just be us, Nigel and Omar. Oh, and Colin will be home.”

      “That sounds lovely, thank you.” I smiled. “What time?”

      “Six thirty?”

      “Great. We’ll be here.” Remy turned side on to the counter and leaned her hip against it. “Is Kaylee about?”

      “She's got a shift at the hotel today. Is there anything you need? Anything I can help you with?”

      “Nah, that's okay, we were just going to wish her a happy birthday, but we’ll see her tonight.”

      What better time to question everyone than when we had them all together in the one place? And we finally get to meet the elusive Colin. “Do you need us to bring anything?” I asked.

      “Just your appetites.”

      Jenna snort laughed. “We can definitely do that.” We bid farewell to Andi and made our way back outside. 

      “What should we do?” I asked the others. “Wait until this evening or…?”

      “Time is not on our side,” Jenna pointed out. “Let’s head into town.”

      “What about Gran and Blake? Take them with us?”

      Remy frowned. “They’re both resting. Let’s leave them to get their rest. Bandit and Archie will be here too. They should be fine.”

      I slipped a note under Gran's cabin door and the three of us piled into the Land Rover to head back into town. 

      “So…” Jenna waited until I was trapped in the car with no exit before she pounded. “Did you call Jackson?”

      I nodded. “I did.”

      “And?” she prodded.

      “And nothing. He said he had something to tell me when I get home.”

      She snorted. “So, he rings you to tell you he'll talk to you later. That makes no sense.”

      “I don't think he realized how crazy things were here.” It only felt right that I defended him, a little.

      “You know,” Remy commented, “when a man acts that way, it's usually a matter of the heart.”

      Jenna gasped. “Do you think he's broken up with Liliana?”

      “Why would he do that?” My words were automatic, no thought behind them.

      “Duh, because he likes you. And you like him. Admit it, you always have.” Jenna crowed with delight.

      “It might not be anything like that at all,” I felt compelled to point out. “Maybe he and Liliana are engaged, and he wants to tell me himself.”

      “Oh, shit,” Jenna said. “That could work too.”

      “See? No point speculating,” I told her.

      “Remy, you seem to know Blake pretty well. What can you tell us about him?” Jenna switched gears so fast my head spun.

      Remy raised one shoulder in half a shrug. “Not much. He's friends with my boss. Whenever he's in Australia he calls in to check up on the Bureau, other than that I don't see that much of him.”

      “What do you mean, check up on the Bureau?” Jenna frowned.

      “His grandmother founded the Australian branch of the Bureau. Professor Elizabeth Tennant. She was pretty badass.”

      “Blake is a member of Bureau?” I hadn't known that—although it made sense that he was. It would explain a lot of things.

      But Remy was shaking her head. “Nope. Not in the capacity you're thinking. The by-laws state a member of the Tennant family has to have a seat on the board and that's as far as Blake's involvement goes. Seb keeps him up-to-date with what's going on operationally, but Blake isn't an agent. He consults for us as a lawyer as and when we need it.”

      I remained silent pondering what Remy had just revealed. Blake's family were powerful. And obviously had connections around the world. It made it even more absurd that someone at his level would come to Whitefall Cove to represent Gran. And despite my best efforts I had unearthed no connection between Blake and my father, though Dad must know Blake to have called him when Gran was arrested. 

      Jenna sighed. “There's something attractive about a tall, dark, mysterious man.”

      Blake was all of those things, but I was starting to think Gran was right in her assessment. Blake was too secretive for me. Every question I asked was dodged, or half answered. I needed a man who would be truthful and honest. Although I liked to think Blake wasn't hiding the truth to be deliberately deceitful, maybe he thought he was protecting me, but still, after being lied to by Simon for over a year, I was leery of pursuing a relationship with a man who I knew was hiding something from me.

      We arrived at the hotel, pulling me out of my musings.

      “She's here.” I followed the others to the bar. Settling myself on a bar stool, I waited for Kaylee to finish serving a woman further down.

      “Oh, hi, ladies.” Recognizing us, she smiled. “What can I get you?”

      “Beers?” Remy asked Jenna and me. We nodded. “Three beers.”

      “Will have to be stubbies.” Kaylee nodded to the beer taps still covered by a tea towel. “Taps are out.”

      “That's fine. Tooheys if you have it.”

      “Coming right up.” Kaylee expertly flicked the lids off of three bottles, then placed them in front of us along with three glasses.

      Remy paid, then before Kaylee could move away, said, “Actually we'd like to talk to you if you have a minute?”

      Kaylee looked surprised but nodded. “Oh. Sure. I guess.”

      “You discovered Tamir's body when you went to clean his cabin, right?”

      “That's right.” She nodded, her ponytail swinging.

      “So where were the cleaning supplies?” 

      “What?” She frowned.

      “There were no cleaning supplies in Tamir's room. Now I'd imagine if I discovered a dead body, I'd probably drop what I was holding. And from memory, you screamed. Loudly.”

      “I... err....” she stuttered, eyes darting away, “I don't know what you mean.”

      “It's only a matter of time before the police come to the same conclusion,” Remy drawled. “Even faster if I go across the street and tell Mick myself.” Remy moved as if to get up and do exactly that.

      “No, wait!” Kaylee grabbed her wrist, preventing her from leaving. “Okay look.” She dropped her voice, glanced around to make sure no one else could overhear. “The truth is, I wasn't there to clean. You're right.”

      “Why were you there?” Jenna asked.

      Tears pooled in Kaylee's eyes. She sniffed. “Tamir and I were seeing each other. Only we were keeping it secret. My dad had already warned Tamir off. He'd seen him looking at me.”

      “Sooooo, you went to his cabin to hook up?” Jenna pressed.

      Kaylee nodded. “Tamir said they were going to the caves first thing, and that I was to meet him in his cabin when he got back. He said he'd tell the others he was tired and needed a rest, that they'd buy it too because he looked tired, he had shadows beneath his eyes.”

      “And he was tired because the two of you....” Remy trailed off, eyebrows raised.

      Kaylee nodded. “We spent the night together. Didn't get much sleep.”

      “So why meet up again so soon, if you'd already spent the night having all that sex?” I asked.

      “Because Dad is due back today and it would be harder for us to meet up. Mom doesn't notice, but Dad? He’d know. Plus… it’s my birthday. He said he had a present for me.” She looked from me to Remy to Jenna, her eyes beseeching. “Please don't say anything.”

      “We're going to have to Kaylee,” I replied, “It's a police investigation and if Mick is going to find Tamir's killer he needs to know the truth.”

      “Dad is going to kill me.” She wailed, tears splashing down her cheeks.

      I patted her hand. “I'm sure Mick will be discreet. You're an adult. You weren't doing anything illegal.”

      “I guess.” She wiped her face and dragged in a shuddering breath. “So....you think I should tell Mick myself?”

      “It would be better coming from you.” Remy nodded.

      Bowing her head in resignation, Kaylee blew out a breath. “Fine. I'll do it after my shift.” Then she walked away.

      I took a sip of beer. “Well, I didn't see that coming. Although now that I think about it, the night we arrived, Tamir was playing pool, and I saw Kaylee touch his leg. I didn't really think any more of it.”

      “I don't think any of us did.” Jenna took a gulp of her drink, resting her elbows on the counter. “I wonder if Omar knew?”

      “And Kaylee's dad,” I said more to myself than the others. “He'd already warned Tamir away. Was it a father’s intuition? Or did he know more?”

      “But if he really was concerned that the two of them were sleeping together wouldn't he have told his wife? Warned Andi to keep an eye on them? And why was it such a big deal, anyway? Like you said, Kaylee's an adult and Tamir, okay, he was older but not by much, a few years.”

      “An overreaction on Dads’ behalf, do you think?” Remy said.

      I nodded. “Could be. I'm keen to talk to Colin—he's been absent in all of this, leaving Andi to handle everything, and considering these tours of his are only an hour away that's no excuse not to come home.”

      “Definitely weird,” Jenna agreed. Then she gasped and turned to us, her eyes wide. “What if it's him? Colin. You said it Remy—he's been absent throughout all of this. What if he is holding Harper's parent's somewhere?”

      I nodded in agreement. “It's definitely odd you don't come home despite one of your guests being murdered.” A sense of foreboding danced up my spine. Tonight was the blood moon. If our suspicions were correct, whoever had my parents planned to sacrifice them tonight in the belief they'd become immortal, oh and let's not forget the part about great riches. Maybe they thought it'd show them where the copper pyramid was and the scroll. “Whoever doesn't turn up tonight,” I said, talking to myself, “is the killer.”

      “What's that?” Jenna asked, and I jumped.

      “Sorry, I was thinking out loud,” I admitted.

      “No, but you're right. You said whoever doesn't turn up tonight—I assume you mean to Kaylee’s birthday barbeque—is the killer.”

      “They'd be getting ready for the ceremony. Their final sacrifice,” I said.

      “The most important one though, it has to be perfect,” Remy cut in. “At the stroke of midnight. Under the rays of the blood moon. They'd have to control your parents and bring everything they needed, like a couple of hearts, candles, the glyphs.”

      “Wait! You said midnight? But… I need to cast Blake’s spell at midnight. I can’t be in two places at once.” Panic was starting to rise.

      Jenna clasped my hand. “Take a breath. Does Blake’s need to happen tonight? Does it have to be a blood moon or just midnight?”

      I sagged in relief. “He just needs it to be midnight,” I said.

      Jenna smiled. “There you go, he’ll just have to wait until tomorrow night. It’s all good.” Then Jenna’s smile slipped. “Now back to what Remy said. How would you subdue two adults? Drugs?” She swiveled to check out the patrons in the bar. “I wonder who you'd go to for drugs in this town?”

      My beer hit the bar with a thunk. “You're right! They would have to be drugged. Mom and Dad are both very healthy, active, and strong people. They wouldn't go down without a fight. And they most certainly wouldn't cooperate in such a hair-brained situation.” 

      “Right.” I finished my beer in one long swallow. Wiping the back of my hand across my mouth, I told them, “Here's what we do. Jenna, I want you to ask around and see where you can score some drugs. As far as these people know you're just an American tourist. You could totally sell it that you're bored and looking for a buzz.”

      “And what will you be doing while I'm trying to score?” she asked.

      “I'm going to talk to Mick, fill him in on what we've discovered so far. Remy, can you see what you can find out about Colin? Where his tours go, what he does when he's not conducting a tour, any gossip that we probably wouldn't otherwise hear out at the trailer park?” 

      “Let's do this!” Jenna grinned. We all fist bumped and then went our separate ways, agreeing to meet at the Land Rover in an hour.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “I've got a lead.” Remy was practically hopping from one foot to the other when we met at the Land Rover an hour later.

      “Oh?” That was good news since my meeting with Mick had been a bust. He'd already figured out that Kaylee hadn't been at Tamir's cabin to clean it and he had her on his list of suspects to interview again. 

      “Apparently Nigel is in town, and he's really pissed off about something.” She folded her arms and nodded her head in a what do you think about that gesture.

      “I don't get it. How is that a lead?”

      “Because Mrs. Butcher was filling up her car at the same time as Nigel was refueling his Ute—and let's not ignore the fact that we didn't know he had another vehicle! Where was he hiding that? I thought he only had the four-wheel drive he used to take us to the caves? Anyway, that's not the point. Mrs. Butcher said he was muttering and cursing under his breath. About Colin!”

      That caught my interest. “What was he saying?”

      “Something like ‘That no good son of a bitch, I'm done saving his sorry ass.’” 

      “How long ago was this?” Pulling out my phone, I texted Jenna: Get here NOW!

      “Not long. Ten minutes tops. Why?”

      “We need to follow Nigel. I think he's going to Colin.” It was a mad guess, but my gut told me I was right.

      “But he'd have gone by now,” Remy pointed out.

      “Exactly. Which means we need to leave right now. Get in. This is a one road town. He either went east or west. We'll swing into the service station and ask.”

      “What about Jenna? We can't leave her behind.”

      “I'm here!” Jenna came rushing out of the hotel. “What's up?”

      “Get in. I'll explain on the way.” 

      Climbing into the Land Rover, I was still pulling on my seatbelt when Remy gunned the engine and pulled out with a spin of tires. I grinned. “I like your style.”

      “What's happening?” Jenna asked. I filled her in on what Remy had learned, and what had transpired at the police station. “How about you? Any word on where you can get drugs in this town?”

      “Well, here's the interesting part.” Jenna leaned forward from where she sat in the rear seat and held onto the back of my seat. “There isn't a drug scene. The town is pretty clean. Word is if I want to score, I'd have more luck in Darana.”

      “Probably not enough business for someone to set up shop here,” Remy agreed.

      “But definitely easy enough to do,” I said, “especially for someone who is on the road constantly.”

      “Geez, you don't think it's Colin, do you?” Remy snorted in disbelief. “Wouldn't that be funny! Not only is he smuggling drugs, but he's dealing in black magic too.”

      “You know that isn't such a stretch.” I looked out the windscreen as Remy swung into the gas station. She jumped out, leaving the engine running.

      “You've got a point,” Jenna agreed. “If he's messing around with drugs it may have triggered a psychotic break. Some people are more susceptible than others, so maybe he takes a hit of cocaine and his mind creates this whole new world of immortal goddesses and vast treasures that are just his for the taking. All he has to do is kill a few people, and it's all his.”

      “And he's on the road a lot, he's his own boss, the tours could be the perfect cover.”

      “Do you think Nigel is involved in the drugs too?” Jenna wondered out loud. “He doesn’t seem the type. But then they never do.”

      We both watched as Remy came hurrying back. I was shaking my head. “I agree, he doesn't seem the type, but then that's why he'd be perfect. Who would suspect him?”

      “He headed west,” Remy said, climbing in and slamming the door. 

      “Towards Darana.” I nodded. The two towns were close enough you could do a roaring drug trade in both. But what if we were wrong? What if Colin had nothing to do with drugs and nothing to do with my parents' disappearance? Everything we'd discovered so far was circumstantial. 

      “Keep your eye out down the side roads,” Remy instructed. “He may have turned off. Most of the roads are dirt, so you'll see the remnants of a dust cloud.”

      “Will do,” I said. “I'll do this side, Jenna you do the right-hand side.”

      Jenna unclicked her belt and slid across the back seat until she was behind Remy, then re-did her seat belt, her gaze glued to the side window.
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      Nothing. We didn't see any sign of Nigel having turned off the main highway and here we were driving into Darana. It was bigger than Arrowstrand. The sign as we hit the city limits said Darana had a population of just over three thousand.

      “Where could he be?” I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I tried to put myself in the shoes of a man I'd never met and didn't know that much about. It was an uncomfortable fit. “Nigel is looking for him... why? Why not phone him? Why drive all the way here?”

      Jenna snapped her fingers. “Because his phone is off. Or the battery is dead. Or he's out of range.”

      I nodded. “So their communication is cut off. Which may explain why Colin didn't return home when Tamir was killed. Because he doesn't know. Although I'd imagine the local grapevine between Arrowstrand and Darana would work pretty well. Word should have reached him by now.”

      “Out of range then? He's not in town. He hasn't heard the gossip,” Remy said.

      “Did we miss it? Did Nigel turn off, and we missed the dust cloud because it had already subsided?” Jenna huffed, flopping back against her seat, disappointment clear on her face.

      “Let's do a drive through, anyway,” I suggested. “Keep your eyes peeled for Nigel's Ute.” 

      We spent the next hour driving aimlessly around Darana, but there was no sign of Nigel or his Ute. Remy pulled up beneath a tree at a park on the outskirts of town. “It's a bust.” Her frustration was equal to my own. Time was running out. I could practically hear a clock ticking in my head as the seconds counted down my parents impending death. Needing to stretch my legs, I opened my door and was halfway out when Jenna squealed, “Oh my god! Is that him?”

      “It is!” Remy yelled. “Hold tight!” The Land Rover was already moving as I swung my legs back in and I slammed the door.

      Jenna was pointing, her finger jabbing the glass. “He came from down there!”

      Nigel's Ute was at least two hundred meters away and he'd turned from a side street onto the main highway leading out of town. “He's heading back to Arrowstrand,” Remy said.

      “Which means he found Colin and delivered his message!” Jenna was bouncing up and down on the back seat and I couldn't hide the grin that tugged at my lips.

      “Hang back Remy,” I urged. “Don't let him see us.” She eased her foot off the accelerator, and we watched as Nigel was soon a speck on the horizon.

      Flicking on her indicator, she turned down the street he'd just come from. “This may be where the trail goes cold,” she warned.

      “Not necessarily. Remember that Colin takes tourists on four-wheel-drive tours. He's bound to have a logo or signage on his vehicle.”

      “You ever considered a career as an investigative reporter?” Jenna said. “Because you'd be darn good at it!”

      “That's high praise coming from you.” I chuckled. “But no, thank you, I’m happy with my bookstore. And as much as Australia is very interesting and beautiful, I'm looking forward to going home.”

      We drove slowly down the suburban street, past house after house until we were almost at the end and I'd been ready to admit defeat when I spotted it. A white four-wheel-drive with a sign on the door reading Arrowstrand Scenic Tours. Remy crept past while we all craned our necks and eyeballed the house where the vehicle was parked. 

      “Drive down further, then turn around,” I said. “And stop. We'll watch from down the street.”

      “You think he'll leave?” Remy asked, doing as instructed.

      “Yep. Nigel just delivered important news in person. We can only guess it was something along the lines of ‘get your butt home.’ And let’s not forget it’s his daughter’s twenty-first birthday. But that means he would have been intending to return home today anyway, so why did Nigel hunt him down? Let’s see whose house this is.”

      “Jenna's right. You are good at this.” Remy turned off the ignition, pulled on the handbrake and we all watched out of the front windshield, waiting.

      “I guess I've had a bit of practice.” I shrugged. Two murders in Whitefall Cove since I'd returned home. Officer Liliana Miles had said I attracted trouble, and I was starting to think she was right.

      “Here we go,” Remy murmured. We watched as a man in his late forties left the house. Colin Webb, I assumed. He was dressed in blue cargo shorts, boots, and a dark blue polo shirt stretched taught over a large belly. On his head a baseball cap. In his hand, an overnight bag. I cocked my head and watched as he opened the back door of his car and tossed the bag inside. So this was where he stayed when in Darana, supposedly for convenience’s sake for his early and late tours. Then I saw the real reason. A young woman came out of the house, dressed in a flowing sundress, her long hair shining under the sun. She waited by the car and when Colin closed the door, he pulled her into his arms, planting a long, slow kiss.

      “Oh god. I think I threw up in my mouth a little,” Jenna choked. “He looks old enough to be her father. And look at her. She's gorgeous. What's she doing with an overweight middle-aged man? He's probably balding under that cap too.”

      “He does appear to be punching above his weight,” Remy agreed.

      I couldn't say a word. I was seething. Dirty, rotten, cheating bastard. Poor Andi. I knew what it felt like to be the one cheated on. I wondered if she suspected her husband was having an affair. It was easy from the outside looking in to assume there would be signs, but I'd had no clue Simon had been maintaining an affair with one of his students right under my nose for a year. I'd had absolutely no clue. The remembered hurt and shame resurfaced, and I wanted to burst from the car and confront the pair.

      “Easy, Harper.” Jenna laid her hand on my shoulder when she saw me reach for the door handle. I let my hand drop. Colin ended the kiss and climbed into his four-wheel-drive, and waved an arm out the window as he reversed out the driveway and drove away. Back home to his wife. We continued to watch the woman who wound her hair on top of her head and secured it with a hair tie she had around her wrist. 

      “Christ, she doesn't look to be any older than Kaylee. I wonder if she knows he has a family in Arrowstrand?” Jenna said. I shrugged.

      “Do we go talk to her?” Remy asked, fingers tapping on the steering wheel as she waited for instructions.

      I looked from Remy to Jenna. “What do you think?”

      “I think we should,” Remy said. “We can't rule her out of this. She could be in it with Colin. What if your parents are here, in her house?” A very good, valid point.

      “Okay. Let's do it.” I opened my door and climbed out, Remy and Jenna following suit. We walked along the uneven footpath to the woman’s house and knocked on the door.

      “Hello?” We couldn't see through the mesh of the screen door.

      “Hi.” Remy reached into her back pocket and pulled out a badge, holding it up briefly. “My name's Remy Leigh, I'm an agent from Adelaide, and these are my associates. We're investigating the murders in Arrowstrand and were wondering if we could ask you some questions?” Oh, she was good. Enough detail to be convincing without actually lying.

      “Oh yes, Nigel was just here telling us about what had happened.” The screen door opened, and she ushered us inside. Her house was lovely with a quaint, hippy type vibe. 

      “What can I do to help?” Her worry and concern looked genuine, as did her youth. So damn young.

      “Can we start with your name?” Jenna whipped out her phone and hit record.

      “Of course. I'm Annabel Price.”

      “And the man who was just here, he's your boyfriend?” Remy asked.

      Annabel nodded. “Yes. Colin Webb.” 

      “What else can you tell us about him?”

      She paled, her hand clutching at her throat. “You don't think he's involved, do you?”

      “We're following up several lines of inquiry,” Remy deadpanned. “So Colin lives here with you?”

      “Yes. He stays overnight in Arrowstrand a few times a week because of his tours. Sunrise and sunset tours. It gets tiring traveling between the two towns so sometimes it's just easier if he stays over there, plus”—she blushed,—“he says I don't always let him get enough sleep when he's here.” 

      I ground my teeth together but didn't say a word. He spun Annabel the same lie he told his wife, with neither being aware of the other.

      “And who is Nigel?” Remy asked.

      “He books the tours for Colin, like his tour manager, I guess. He dropped in today because he needed to talk to Colin about business and couldn't get him on the phone. That's when he told us about the deaths in Arrowstrand. It's truly awful.” She wrung her hands together.

      “Do you mind if I borrow your bathroom?” I asked.

      “Oh, sure.” We were standing in her living room and she pointed over her shoulder. “Off the kitchen is a hallway. It's the second door on your left.”

      “Thank you.”

      I left Jenna and Remy to continue the questioning of Annabel and headed down the hallway. Of course, I didn't have to use the bathroom—it was a rouse—but I opened the bathroom door, poked my head in, then silently closed it again. Tiptoeing down the hallway, I peeked into each room. No sign of my parents. No sign of witchcraft either, no altar or witch tools. If Colin had my parents, he wasn't holding them here. Creeping back to the bathroom, I flushed the toilet, ran the tap, then joined the others.

      “Thanks for your cooperation, ma'am,” Remy said. “We'll be in touch if we have any further questions.” And with that we hustled out the front door and back to the Land Rover.

      “Well?” Jenna hissed once we were inside the car.

      “Nothing. They're not there. And the backyard is nothing but weeds. No garage or anything. What about you guys, she reveal anything else? Besides her so-called boyfriend is a cheating scumbag, that is.”

      “Nope. She said Nigel turned up, had a heated conversation with Colin out the front, then left. Colin told her he had to leave, told her about the murders and that he might be tied up in Arrowstrand for a while because, get this, the Arrowstrand Caravan Park was one of his biggest clients and they needed his support right now.” Jenna sneered, her fingers mimicking air quotes.

      “Let's head back. We know Colin's secret—not drugs, an affair. And Nigel knows his secret and is covering for him.”

      “Yeah, but he's not happy about it,” Remy pointed out. “Mrs. Butcher said Nigel was furious when she saw him earlier.”

      “It will be interesting to see them together tonight at the barbecue,” Jenna said. “But also, we don't know who is peddling drugs in Arrowstrand.”

      “Maybe Kaylee would know?” I suggested. “She works behind the bar at the hotel. She's probably seen a few deals go down. See if you can bring it up in conversation with her tonight.”
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      After freshening up, we headed to the house for the birthday celebrations. Andi was bustling between the kitchen and the rear deck where everyone was gathered. Colin was at the barbeque, tongs in hand. Nigel was at the far end of the deck, a cigarette clamped between his lips, Omar with him.

      Kaylee arrived, looking frazzled. She paused by my side. “I spoke with Mick. He knows the full story. I'd appreciate it if you kept your mouth shut.” She strutted off before I could answer. My eyes met Jenna's, and she quirked an eyebrow. I shrugged.

      “I think we should split up,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Gran, you go talk to Nigel. See what you can find out.” We'd already filled Gran in with what had transpired today with Nigel’s mad dash to Darana to warn Colin to come home. “Remy, you take Omar. He knows about the scroll; we can't discount he knows about summoning a goddess too.” 

      “On it.” Remy broke off, snatching up two beers from the cooler and approaching Omar with a smile, holding out a beer. His eyes registered his surprise, but he accepted the beer and clinked bottles with her before taking a swig.

      “Jenna, try to get close to Kaylee,” I said.

      “Easy.” Jenna nodded. “We struck up a bit of a friendship at the hotel today. Shouldn't be hard to pursue that further.”

      “Where's Blake?” I craned my head, finally spotting him ascending the staircase at the side of the house. I crossed to meet him. He would not be of much use investigative wise, but he was still an extra set of eyes. “There you are.”

      “Oh hey, Harper.” His smile was wide and genuine.

      “Hey, Blake, how are you feeling?”

      “I’m good.” He nodded, sliding his hands into the pockets of his jeans and rocking back and forth on his heels. “What’s happening?”

      I frowned. “We’re celebrating Kaylee’s birthday. Remember?”

      “Oh yeah, I got that.” He scoffed. “I meant, what’s up? With you? You look sad.”

      I blinked. “I’m missing my mom and dad, that’s all.”

      His jovial mood sobered. “Yeah. Your mom is great.” I didn’t know what to think. Did Blake actually know my mom, or was he reacting to the inadvertent mind meld he had with her?

      “Will there be cake? I like cake.” And he was off, following Andi inside

      “And that leaves me with Colin,” I said to myself, my eyes landing on the man turning sausages on the grill.

      Dinner was a loud and raucous affair. The food was delicious and plentiful, and each of us was plying our respective charges with alcohol to loosen lips. So far it wasn't working. We had nothing and I could hear the tick tock of time running out.

      Andi tapped the side of her glass with her fork to get our attention. She stood. “It's been lovely to have you all gathered here around our table.” She smiled in genuine appreciation. “And I'm especially happy to have my husband home.” She bestowed a loving hand on Colin's shoulder.

      Sitting directly opposite, I met his eyes. He didn't blink, just stared blindly at me. Yeah, you cheating bastard. I know what you did.

      Andi continued, “But most of all, we’re here to wish our baby, our beautiful Kaylee, a happy birthday.” She nudged Colin. “Sweetheart? Can you do a toast while I get the cake?”

      “Oh. Sure.” Colin snapped out of whatever daydream he’d been indulging in and stood, holding a beer in his hand.

      Kaylee watched expectantly.

      “Twenty-one years ago today, you came kicking and screaming into the world,” he began, “and boy, did our lives change.” He chuckled. “Let the sleep deprivation begin. Over the years we’ve watched you grow into the beautiful, wonderful young lady you are today, and your mother and I couldn’t be prouder. I know you don’t enjoy being the center of attention and I also know you’re holding your breath and hoping I don’t turn this speech into an embarrassing moment. Relax, baby girl, I’ve got you.” He paused, checked over his shoulder to see Andi give the nod from the doorway. As she walked out with a birthday cake glowing with candles, Colin smiled and said, “Happy birthday, Kaylee.”

      We burst into song, all watching, enthralled as Andi set the cake in front of Kaylee. As the last “hip, hip hooray” faded, she blew out the candles. Andi dropped a kiss on her daughter’s cheek and handed her the knife.

      “Who wants a piece?” Kaylee asked, plunging the knife into the cake, expertly serving up slices of rich chocolate cake onto plates that Andi then passed around.

      Colin continued to stare at me and I arched a brow at him. A dark flush of color ran up his collar and into his face. I had gotten little out of him in our conversation by the barbeque earlier. I'd pushed—hard—about his tours and my skepticism about needing to stay away from home because of them had crept in. I practically told him I knew he was having an affair, but it had been water off a duck's back. Until now. Now he seemed to be piecing it all together, the penny finally dropping. Which told me he wasn't the sharpest tool in the shed if it'd taken him this long. 

      After we ate the cake, the women helped gather the dishes and carry them to the kitchen. I caught sight of Colin grabbing Nigel's arm and dragging him down the stairs leading off the deck. Handing Jenna the stack of plates I was carrying, I hurried to follow, being as quiet as possible as I eased down the stairs. It was dark now; the sun had set with a magnificent display before dipping below the horizon and now the blood moon was dominant in the sky, casting more light than I'd like. Keeping my back pressed to the side of the house, I crept along until I spied the two men standing close together near the far corner of the house, voices low.

      “How the hell would she know then?” Colin hissed, voice full of rage.

      Nigel shrugged, putting another cigarette to his lips and cupping his hands around the end as he lit it. “How should I know? I told you, I haven't told anyone. How long do you think you can keep this up? I may have kept your secret, but it doesn't mean I approve. Andi is a good woman. She's stood by you throughout everything, yet you continue to lie to her.”

      “Shut up,” Colin grumbled, grabbing Nigel’s shirt in his fist. “You don't know anything.”

      “Oh, I know plenty,” Nigel scoffed. “Not just about Annabel either.”

      “What do you mean?” Colin paused and Nigel pushed him away. There was a scuffle, Colin slammed Nigel up against the side of the house and I winced. “I said, what do you mean?” Colin's voice rose, carrying on the night air.

      “I know about the fire,” Nigel snarled. “And the missing drugs from the vet's bag.” 

      Colin released his hold on Nigel and ran his hand around the back of his neck. “Well shit,” he said.

      “Exactly,” Nigel spat. “So if you don't—” He was cut off by Andi calling Colin’s name. 

      Shit. If she came down the stairs, she'd see me. I quickly swung beneath the staircase and crouched low to the ground, holding my breath and praying no one saw me.

      The two men had frozen in place when they'd heard Andi call and now Colin spun on his heel, shouting, “Coming!” He climbed the stairs, his feet only inches from my head. Nigel watched, dragging on his cigarette before tossing it to the ground and grinding it out with his boot. He turned and headed toward the front of the house.

      Darting out from behind the stairs, I followed.
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      Keeping to the shadows as best I could, I followed as Nigel headed across the open expanse of the park towards his trailer. I mulled over what I'd overheard him say to Colin. He mentioned a fire. Was it the one that heralded the collapse of the sheep station? The one that destroyed the Webb family's homestead. I tried to remember if Andi had said anymore about the fire, what had caused it, because now I was thinking that maybe, just maybe, someone had lit it intentionally. And what was that about drugs being stolen from a vet’s bag? I'd stumbled upon the idea that Mom and Dad had to have been drugged to make kidnapping them possible, but so far, we had found no one in Arrowstrand who had access to drugs—even the medical center where the visiting doctor ran his clinics was drug free. It seemed Nigel had the answers to all of my questions.

      A sharp sting in the back of my thigh had me slapping at my leg. “Ow!” Damn mosquitoes. This wasn't the first time they had bitten me, but considering the little blood-sucking insect had managed to bite me through my jeans he must have been the size of a bush turkey. My fingers brushed against something, forcing the stinging pain to flare again. “What the hell?” Stopping, I twisted to try to see the back of my thigh, my fingers softly brushing over a foreign object sticking out. Was that... a dart? I plucked it from my leg, holding it up in front of my face, and peered at it in the dim light. It was a dart. A small one. I blinked, my vision turning hazy.

      “Oh no. No, no, no.” The realization that I'd been drugged hit me with the force of a sledgehammer. Of course it could have been whatever drug was in that dart, but nevertheless, my words were slurred, my vision blurred, and my limbs heavy. I was halfway between the main house and my trailer and I wasted precious seconds trying to decide which was my better option. Back to the house and the safety of others?

      Or my trailer, where I could lock myself inside and hopefully sleep off whatever drug was rendering me incapacitated. I couldn't think, my brain was a fog, but my legs staggered onward with little control from me. When they gave out, I fell to my hands and knees and crawled. I had no idea my trailer was so far from the house, but when you're crawling over hard dirt everything seems a million miles away. My arms gave out, and I crashed to my chest, my chin hitting the ground with a thunk, my teeth rattling in my skull. Ouch. 

      I lay sprawled in the dirt, trying to think. I should call for help. Opening my mouth, I tried calling out, but nothing came out, just a feeble croak, my tongue swollen and thick. Then I heard it. Footsteps. Oh thank goodness, someone was coming, I was saved. I lay with my head resting on one arm and waited for my rescuer to reach me when a niggling thought popped into my ever so sluggish brain. It's not your rescuer you idiot. It's the killer.

      Adrenaline spiked and with a burst of energy I began commando crawling, ignoring the bite of gravel tearing up my elbows. I was making great progress until a foot pressed down between my shoulder blades, pinning me to the ground.

      “Not so fast.”

      I struggled to identify the voice. Was it Colin? I couldn't be sure. My eyelids were so heavy I couldn't open them, and I was sliding deeper under the effects of the drug. The pressure on my back eased, but I couldn't take advantage, I couldn't move. With a sigh, I gave in and darkness claimed me.
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      Urgh. Mother of God, my head hurt. I stirred, the drumming inside my skull relentless. And my mouth was dry, drier than a dessert. Must have been one hell of a bender. I went to roll out of bed and that's when I discovered I couldn't move. A brief flash of panic shot through me. Was I paralyzed? Cracking open an eye I frowned at the corrugated iron filling my vision. I wasn't in my trailer. Where the hell was I? As I blinked my eyes and my vision sharpened, I moved my head to take in more of the room where I was being held. It was slowly coming back. Someone had drugged me.

      “She's waking up.”

      “Mom?” I swung my head too fast and the whole room spun, making me want to hurl. Quickly squeezing my eyes shut, I sucked in a deep breath through my nose and held it, feeling my lungs expand, before slowly releasing it, feeling the nausea abate. 

      “It's okay, honey.” Dad's voice. Slowly I opened my eyes again. Sitting next to me, tied to their chairs, were Mom and Dad. I sagged in relief. They were alive.

      “Harper?” My attention zeroed in on my mother and I gave her a weak smile. My happiness at seeing them was tempered with feeling like death thanks to the drugs in my system. “Mom? Dad?” I croaked. 

      “Don't talk,” Mom said. “They drugged you. It'll take a while to fully leave your system.”

      I nodded and then wished I hadn't, as another wave of nausea descended. This time I couldn't stem the tide and I hurled all over the floor in front of me. I tried to free my arms, but they were zip tied to the arms of the chair, as were my ankles. I coughed and then spat, hating the taste of vomit in my mouth. “Sorry,” I croaked.

      “Don't be,” Mom soothed. I could hear Mom and Dad softly talking to each other, couldn't make out the words, and I must have dozed off because the next thing I knew water was being poured over my head. I woke with a gasp, coughing and spluttering. Through my dripping hair I saw Kaylee holding a bottle of water over me, a sneer on her face.

      “Awake yet?” 

      “Kaylee?” I hated to state the obvious, but in my defense I'd just been drugged and wasn't exactly thinking straight.

      Satisfied I was awake, Kaylee tossed the now empty water bottle and grabbed another one from a table shoved up against the wall. She poured it over the puddle of vomit, and I watched as it washed away between the gaps in the floorboards. My eyes traveled along the floor. How odd. There was a sizeable gap between each board and beneath us, through the gaps, a long way down, was dirt. Looking up, I finally took stock of my surroundings. A shed. A big, shed. It smelled funny. There were pens and a large round table.

      “Where are we?” I asked. 

      “The old Arrowstrand Station shearing shed,” Kaylee replied, rummaging inside the backpack she'd tossed onto the bench next to the lined up water bottles. 

      “Is that what I can smell? Sheep?”

      “Probably. Now shut up. No talking.”

      I glanced to Mom and Dad who were frowning at me and jerking their heads toward Kaylee. I raised my brows. What? You want me to shut up or you want me to stop her?  Since I wasn't in a position to stop her, I elected to shut up. Keeping one eye on Kaylee, I wriggled my wrists, trying to slide them free from the cable ties, but it was no use, they were on good and tight. 

      “Sorry,” I said, not being able to sit in silence, “but I've just got to ask, how did you get my parents here with no one noticing?”

      Kaylee shot me a look over her shoulder. “Same way I got you.”

      “But where did you get the drugs? And what were they, because I feel like shit?”

      She shrugged, placing a black candle on the bench, followed by a silver dagger. “Horse tranquillizers. Don't worry, I didn't give you a full dose. That would've killed you and I need you alive. For now.”

      “So it was you...” Nigel had been talking about Kaylee. Kaylee had stolen the tranquillizers from the vet's bag. He must have been visiting the sheep station when it was still operating, administering to a sick animal, and Kaylee... what? Had the foresight that one day she'd need a powerful tranquilizer?

      Kaylee shrugged, not caring about what I had to say.

      “Did you set fire to the homestead?” I asked.

      That caught her attention. She turned, leaned back against the bench and crossed her arms over her chest. “Aren't you the clever one?” There was such a lack of emotion on her face, it was creepy. Her eyes, that had always seemed so blue, were uncannily dark, although it could have been the light in the shearing shed. A single lantern was dangling overhead. “We wanted out. It was the best way.” She shrugged again and then turned her attention back to her bag of tricks.

      “We?” Was the whole family in on it? Burn down the homestead for the insurance money?

      “Enough talking!” She spun and threw something at me and for a split second I thought it was the dagger, thought I was about to die. It was almost a relief when an apple bounced off my chest and rolled to the floor.

      “Harper,” Mom warned. “Shush.”

      “You'd better listen to mommy dearest.” This time Kaylee picked up the dagger, and I froze, not daring to breathe. She pointed the dagger at me, and I sat there, silent, unable to breathe until she nodded in satisfaction and put the dagger back on the bench. “That's better.”

      “We're almost ready folks!” Suddenly she was animated. The dull, lifeless face was replaced with sparkling eyes and curled lips. “I'll be right back.” I listened as her footfalls faded into the distance, the sound of a metal door sliding open.

      “What's going on?” Mom asked. “What does she have planned?”

      “She didn't tell you?” It surprised me. I was sure Kaylee was sadistic enough to have rubbed it in their faces but seeing their confusion she obviously hadn’t. “She intends to summon the Goddess of Immortality.” I explained. “She's doing a blood ritual, and tonight is her grand finale.”

      “Dark magic,” Mom hissed.

      “Sounds bad,” Dad added.

      “It's very bad. She's already killed?” Mom questioned me, her eyes, so much like mine, were sharp and alert.

      I nodded. “Twice. One male, one female.”

      Mom thought for a second. “I'm guessing she found my ring?”

      “The alexandrite one? Yes. How did she even know about it?”

      “We were talking about marriage and anniversaries in the hotel at dinner one night, Andi and Colin were there too, and your dad was teasing me that he'd bought me this ring for our anniversary, but it never saw the light of day.”

      “And Kaylee overheard.” 

      Mom nodded. “She must have. She was working.”

      “How do we stop her? Can you use your magic?”

      Mom was shaking her head. “I don't have my wand, and you know I rarely practice. But Gran tells me you're doing really well with your magic, Harper.” Mom smiled softly at me. “That you don't even need a wand.”

      “Wait,” Dad interrupted, “does Kaylee know you two are witches?”

      “I don't think so,” I said. “It's not something we talk openly about, not amongst strangers. And Remy said that whoever it was that was practicing dark magic was not a witch, but human. Remy has some sort of gadget that reads energy signatures or something.” I couldn’t recall all of the details as most of the explanation that Remy had given me had gone straight over my head.

      “Remy’s here?”

      “Yes. And Dad, Blake Tennant is here too. He got Gran cleared of all charges—well actually, we found the real killer which meant they dropped the charges.”

      “I knew he would.” There was a level of pride in Dad's voice, which prompted me to ask, “How do you know him? He works for Richards, Jones & Tennant and apparently the Jones is a silent partner. Is that you?” 

      Dad was silent for a moment and suddenly the ridiculousness of my question wasn't so ridiculous anymore. “Dad?”

      “Keith, tell her. She deserves to know,” Mom urged him.

      “You're right, of course you're right.” He blew out a breath, cleared his throat then said, “Yes, I'm the silent partner in Richards, Jones & Tennant. I have a law degree but never practiced.”

      “But... why? Why even be a partner if you don't practice? I don't understand.”

      “You mentioned the Bureau,” Dad replied, then paused. “The Tennant family formed the Bureau in Australia after the SIA was formed in America.”

      I nodded. “Blake mentioned something about his sister working for the SIA.”

      “Right. So both organizations work hand in hand in keeping supernaturals legal.”

      “But what does that have to do with you? You're human.”

      “Well, you know Grandpa was a lawyer. And his dad before him. So of course, it was expected that I'd follow in their footsteps and I did, went to law school, graduated. Then I met your mom and for the first time I was exposed to the world of the paranormal.”

      “Riiiiggghhhhtttt.” I had no clue where this was going.

      “And it was then I discovered that my dad had worked with the SIA when they were first founded, helped them establish their infrastructure, their laws and punishments, etc.”

      I sat in silence, my mind slowly turning over what he'd said. I wished like hell I wasn't still feeling the effects of the drug Kaylee had shot into me.

      “What he's saying,” Mom cut in, “is that your dad’s family has been involved in the supernatural world for a long time, and that when Dad got out of law, he still kept a foot in that camp by becoming a silent partner in the law firm.”

      “So why the secrecy? Why couldn't Blake have just told me this? He said you were friends, that you went way back, but he refused to tell me anything else.”

      “Because we have a code of conduct just like everyone else and he couldn't tell you what you wanted to know. It wasn't his secret to tell.”

      We heard movement outside and Mom said in a rush, “Harper, I want you to try to use your power to push the toxins out of your body. I know you feel like crap right now and it's impeding your magic, but you are our only shot to get out of this alive.”

      “Why?” Dad asked. “What's Kaylee going to do?”

      “She's going to sacrifice us,” Mom told him. “She's already killed two people to reach this goal and now that I know what she wants, it makes perfect sense. She'd already targeted us as her final sacrifice—two hearts in love. But she needed to wait until the night of the blood moon to kill us.”

      “Only we would not be around.” Dad nodded, the penny dropping. “We were going home.”

      “Exactly. She couldn't afford to let us go. I don't think there are many residents in Arrowstrand who would qualify as truly being in love.”

      I snorted. “Got that right. Did you know Colin has a second home complete with a younger woman in Darana?”

      “Doesn't surprise me,” Mom said. “I got a vibe from him from day one.”

      A car door slammed outside. “Enough chitchat,” Mom whispered. “Harper, draw on your magic. Close your eyes and focus. She'll think your sleeping and won't suspect.”

      My mind was a blank. “Then what?” I whispered back. “How do I free us? How do I stop her?”

      “A protection spell first. Then break these cable ties. Your dad and I will take care of her if you can get us that far. Do you think you can do that?”

      “I'll try.” Closing my eyes, I concentrated on my magic, but it was sluggish to respond, slow and disobedient. It felt as crappy as I did. 

      “Look what I found skulking around outside,” Kaylee crowed.

      My eyes popped open when I recognized the outraged yowl of Archie. No! She couldn't have my cat, could she? I turned my head to see her holding Archie by the scruff of his neck, avoiding the claws he swiped at her. Oh my God, she was going to kill my cat, and I was powerless to stop her.
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      “Archie!” I cried, tears welling in my eyes. He howled, long and loud. Kaylee jerked her arm, and he dangled there in the air, his legs kicking but not connecting. His golden eyes were black, his ears flat against his head. She crossed to the bench and picked up the dagger and I couldn't have it.

      I couldn't let her gut my cat. My sluggish magic awoke, sensing the danger of my familiar. It rose within me, ricocheting through my body, burning through my veins. Narrowing my eyes, I focused on Kaylee, on the dagger in her hand. I made the dagger burn hot. It startled Kaylee, and she dropped it, crying out when it slipped through the gaps in the floorboards to fall to the earth below.

      “Damn it!” she yelled, tossing Archie aside. He flew through the air, twisting as he did, to land on his feet, hackles raised. “I'll deal with you later,” she spat at him, rushing back out the door, appearing beneath us minutes later.

      “Archie,” I whispered. “Come here. I need us all to be close if I’m to protect us all.”

      He blinked, then slowly slinked over to sit under my chair, bumping the back of my calf with his head. Having him near helped flush the toxins of the drug from my system even faster. I could only assume my cat had hitched a ride in the car Kaylee had used to bring me out here. Smart cat. I hoped that Bandit noticed Archie was gone and raised the alarm.

      Closing my eyes once more, I concentrated on allowing my magic to increase, for my power to build on itself until I felt I would burst at the seams. I held it for as long as I could, then cast it, like a giant bubble, out and over Mom, Dad, me and Archie. Now I just needed it to hold while I worked on getting our bindings loose. It would be tricky to hold the protection spell while simultaneously working on another. From my peripheral vision I saw Kaylee under the shearing shed swipe up the dagger and then move out of sight. On her way back.

      “Come on, hurry up.” I heard her voice from behind, heard the door sliding open and then closed again. Who was she talking to? Did she have an accomplice?

      “Well, if you didn't waste time messing about with that damn cat we could be done already,” Colin grumbled, coming into my line of sight. He was carrying a red cooler with chains stacked on the lid. My eyes widened at the realization they were working together, but I couldn't let myself get distracted. The protection spell was holding steady—I just needed to get our hands free. I focused on Dad first; he was physically the strongest.  

      “Put the Esky there. It'll make a good altar.” She pointed and Colin set the cooler down directly in front of us. Picking up the chains, he eyed the beams above our heads, then with a grunt, tossed one end of the chain up toward the ceiling. It flew over the beam and he caught the other side as it swung by. “Still got it.” He smiled to himself. Kaylee lifted two plastic containers from the cooler and placed them on the bench, then she covered the cooler with a black cloth, placed the dagger, the containers and a small drawstring pouch on top. 

      “Which one first?” Colin asked, his face gleeful.

      “The mom.” Kaylee pointed. “The men mourn the women harder. His heart will be full of love when he dies.”

      “His heart will be full of rage,” Mom snapped, “and that'll ruin your spell, stupid girl.”

      “Hey!” Colin straightened and took a threatening step forward. “Don't you be calling my girl stupid! She's brilliant.”

      “Hardly,” Mom scoffed. Good. She was keeping the attention on her, away from Dad, where I was valiantly trying to loosen the zip ties around his wrists. From the corner of my eye, I saw him flex his fingers into a fist and then relax. Was it working? Were they loosening? I didn't have much time. Once they realized they couldn't touch us through the protection spell I'd have to redirect my power back to reinforcing the spell and we'd be at a catch twenty-two. I couldn't divert my magic to loosen our bonds, and with our hands tied we couldn't defeat them.

      “We'll chain them both up at the same time,” Kaylee told her dad. “I'll get the mom, you get the dad.” I noticed how Kaylee didn't refer to mom and dad by their names, as if she were distancing herself from the fact they were people and she was about to murder them. I wondered if growing up on a sheep station where animals were routinely slaughtered had damaged Kaylee's psyche, for I couldn't help but notice the dark-stained wood over a particular spot in the shearing shed. Sheep had died here. She fully intended for us to die here too.

      Well, not today, not if I had anything to do with it.

      Both Kaylee and her dad stepped forward, ran into the power of my protection spell and staggered back, confused.

      “Hey!” Colin protested, stepping forward again only to be forced back. As predicted, I felt the dip in my magic at his attack on the perimeter and I closed my eyes, channeling more energy into the shield, while all the while trying desperately to loosen the zip ties.

      Then it happened. Dad was free, the ties from his hands and ankles fell to the floor and he lunged at Colin with a roar, the two of them toppling to the ground. Taking advantage of the chaos and confusion I let the protection spell drop, just long enough to get Mom and me free, then flinging my arm toward Kaylee, I hit her with a bolt of magic, sending her scooting backwards and pinned to the wall. 

      “You all right, Dad?” I asked, feet braced as I kept one arm raised toward Kaylee and the other, pointed toward Dad and Colin where they wrestled on the floor.

      “Do it,” Dad grunted, rolling out of the way. I hit Colin with a bolt and seconds later he was pinned to the wall beside his daughter.

      “Oh my God!” Kaylee cried in delight. “She's got magic! We should have killed her first and drained it. The Goddess would surely love such a sacrifice.”

      “Doesn't work like that, dipshit,” Remy said from the doorway. I almost released my hold on the two of them as I sagged in relief. The cavalry had arrived. Remy hurried across the floor to my side. “Mick is seconds behind me. Lower them to the floor,” she whispered in my ear. Right. Don't reveal my magic to the human. I did as instructed, lowering Colin and Kaylee to the floor.

      “Professor Jones.” Remy held out a hand to my father and helped him to his feet. “Help me restrain them.”

      “On it.” 

      Remy positioned herself behind Kaylee and seized her arms, pulling them tight behind her back. My dad repeated the movement with Colin, but I kept my magic in place, just in case, only to any human onlookers, they wouldn't know it involved magic.

      The next thing I knew, the shearing shed was full of people. My God, had the whole town turned up? Gran, Jenna and Blake, plus Andi, Nigel and even Omar. Mick cuffed Colin and made good use of our discarded cable ties on Kaylee.

      “How did you find us?” I asked Remy, my legs wobbly now I'd let go of my hold on my magic.

      “Bandit and Archie.” She grinned. “I'm guessing Archie jumped in the back of the Ute when he saw you being taken, and Bandit saw the Ute leave with Archie in the back. He kicked up a ruckus, barking and howling and running down the road, so we followed. When I realized he was leading us down the road that led to the old homestead, I phoned Mick.”

      “The Ute? Nigel's Ute?” I frowned.

      Nigel shuffled forward. “It's the old communal Ute from when the sheep station was in business.” 

      “Did you know about this?” I demanded.

      Nigel held his hands up. “I didn't, I swear. I mean, I knew Kaylee was fooling around with Tamir.”

      “What?” Colin spluttered. “I told you to stay away from him,” he ground out, eyes latched on Kaylee, who shrugged, “Like you stayed away from sweet, sweet Annabel?”

      “What's going on?” Andi cried, her face wet with tears. “I don't understand. Colin? Kaylee? What's happening?”

      Remy put an arm around Andi's shoulders in comfort. “It's really a bit out there and hard to believe, but Kaylee has been practicing black magic,” she told her.

      “What? Black magic? But why? I didn't even know that was a thing... beyond TV shows and movies, that is.” Andi wiped her nose on the hem of her T-shirt.

      “She believes that she can summon a goddess who will make her immortal. Only black magic requires blood sacrifices.”

      “Are you telling me...” Andi swallowed and looked at Remy, her face fearful. “Are you telling me Kaylee killed that lovely young man, Tamir?”

      Mick nodded. “She did. And Beth. And she was about to kill Mr. and Mrs. Jones. And probably Harper too just to keep her quiet.”

      Andi sniffed, then looked to Colin. “And you knew? You helped her? And who is Annabel? Another girl you killed?”

      Kaylee laughed, a note of hysteria tinging her voice. “Whose idea do you think this all was?” She jerked her head. “The old homestead? That was his idea. Burn it down, be done with it. Start afresh. Only you wouldn't leave Arrowstrand.” Kaylee turned her nose up in the air. “So he was stuck here. With you. Until he met her. Annabel. Young. Pretty.”

      “What is she saying?” Andi whispered, her eyes beseeching her husband to deny what his daughter was telling her.

      Colin ducked his head, mute and Kaylee scoffed, “See, Mom. He's weak. Just like you are. I mean, my god, how clueless can you be that he's been having an affair practically under your nose and you just merrily go about living your life, raising baby joeys, oblivious to what is going on around you. Dad hates it here. Always has. When Pop finally kicked the bucket, Dad saw it as his opportunity to sell up and move, but you loved it here and wouldn't let him.”

      “To be truthful”—Colin raised his head and pinned his daughter with a hard stare—“the fire was an accident. A happy one. She was practicing magic and accidentally set the kitchen on fire.”

      Andi looked from one to the other with wide, dazed eyes. “I don't even know you,” she whispered. “My own husband and daughter are strangers to me. What is wrong with you people?” Her voice rose in anguish and Mick jerked on Colin’s handcuffs.

      “Okay. That's enough. Let's go.” He pushed Colin and Kaylee ahead of him and out the door.

      Mom and Dad both wrapped me in a bear hug, and I hugged them back. “I'm so glad you're okay.” I sniffed, my relief overwhelming. 

      “Come here, family.” Gran sniffed, joining in our group hug and before I knew it Jenna and Remy were in on it too.

      “Now what?” Jenna asked.

      “Well,” Gran drawled, “I do think it's time we got Blake sorted out, don't you? It’s not midnight yet, we’ve got time.”

      “Let’s do it.” I nodded, but Gran was shaking her head at me.

      “You didn’t read the spell properly,” she chided. “Besides saying the incantation at midnight, Blake also needs to be submerged in water.”

      I rolled my eyes in disbelief. So close, yet so far.

      “To the swimming hole!” Remy declared.
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      I basked in the company of my parents on the drive back to the caravan park. Sandwiched between them on the back seat, I held each of their hands, beyond grateful I had them back, whole and unharmed.

      Mom yawned. “I’m really looking forward to a shower.”

      “Me too. And a decent night’s sleep,” Dad added.

      “Did she keep you tied to those chairs the entire time?” I asked, my anger bubbling to the surface, only to subside when dad shook his head, “No, we were chained in one of the sheep pens most of the time.”

      “We’re here.” Remy pulled up right outside the trailer and we climbed out. “I’ll meet y’all at the swimming hole,” she said before driving off.

      “I’ll just grab my gear and get changed in Jenna’s cabin,” I said to Mom and Dad, knowing they were looking forward to getting cleaned up and some much-needed rest.

      “You can stay with us if you like, darling,” Mom offered. “The kitchen table folds down and converts into another bed.”

      “That’s okay, Mom,” I said. “You deserve privacy after everything you’ve been through. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      I gathered my bags, hugged them goodbye, then hurried to Jenna’s cabin, catching her as she was leaving.

      “Can I stay with you?” I asked. She’d just closed the door but promptly opened it again, holding it wide.

      “Of course you can. As long as you don’t mind a bunk bed.”

      “I don’t mind at all.”

      After changing into my swimsuit, I grabbed a towel and slid my feet into flip-flops I headed toward the swimming hole with Jenna, lips curling in anticipation. I was fully recovered from the drugs and since I hadn’t had the chance to experience the swimming hole yet I was looking forward to it. Not to mention my conscience would feel clear once we got Blake back to his usual self. I felt awful my magic had harmed him, as unintentional as it was.

      The blood moon hung big and bright in the sky, illuminating the way. We’d missed the actual eclipse, and all was back to normal. Well, relatively normal. I shivered a little in the night air and wrapped my towel around my shoulders for warmth. Rounding the corner of the house, I paused for a moment, watching in awe as water thundered down the rock face, the waterfall splashing into the pool below where Blake frolicked as if he didn't have a care in the world.

      My eyes narrowed when I noticed Archie. He was actually in the swimming hole, swimming. I hurried forward, thinking he was in trouble, that he'd fallen in accidentally, only to skid to a halt when he climbed out, shook himself off, then promptly turned around and launched himself back into the water, executing a perfect feline belly flop. Bandit barked, then followed him in.

      “Well, now I've seen it all,” Remy drawled, coming up behind me. “A swimming cat.”

      I was shaking my head in surprise. “I had no idea.” 

      A few feet from the swimming hole was a picnic table, and I tossed my towel on it before heading to where Gran was sitting on a ledge submerged in the water. Leaving my flip-flops at the water’s edge, I eased myself in, gasping at the coldness.

      “You get used to it,” Gran told me, scooting over so I could sit next to her. 

      “Pft, you're doing it wrong,” Remy scoffed, then launched herself into the air, clutched her knees to her chest, wrapped both arms around them, then crashed into the water, sending a giant wave all over us.

      “Cannonball!” Blake shouted, swimming across the water hole to climb out and mimic Remy's efforts. Within seconds I was absolutely soaked. I may as well have dived in from the get-go. 

      Wiping the water from my face, I turned to Gran. “What's the plan for Blake?”

      “It's a cleansing spell, and since we need to submerge him in water, I figured this is the perfect place.”

      Jenna joined us, sucking in a startled breath when she eased herself into the water. “Hooley dooley,” she squeaked, “I wasn't expecting it to be quite so...”

      “Refreshing?” I laughed. “It's okay. You get used to it.” 

      “We should do this,” Gran said, watching Blake as he dove to the bottom of the pool and then torpedoed himself up and out of the water.

      “Can we help?” Remy had overheard and was already making her way to where we were sitting, half submerged.

      Gran nodded. “Yes. It's a simple enough spell. I won’t need you for the spell itself though. Since it was Harper's magic that messed him up, I need her to call her magic back.”

      “Tell me what I need to do,” I said. Despite having briefly read the spell Izzy had sent, I couldn’t recall the details.

      “We're going to enclose Blake in a circle,” Gran explained. “And I'll cast the spell. I want you to focus on drawing your magic back to you.”

      I nodded. “I can do that.”

      “I'll do the incantation,” Gran said, then nodded at Remy. “When I let go of Harper’s hands, Jenna and Remy, I need you to push Blake under the water.”

      Archie shook himself, water flying from his fur, before coming to sit on the rock ledge behind us, lending his support to my magic.

      

      Gran slid off the rock she'd been sitting on and swam to the middle. I followed. Holding hands and treading water would not be as easy as I thought, and I looked at Gran with concern. She was an old woman; did she have the strength for this? Seemed Jenna had the same thought for she followed and took up a position behind Gran, giving me a slight nod. I relaxed a little knowing Jenna was there to lend support should Gran need it. Remy took up a position just to my left.

      “Ready?” Gran asked.

      I nodded. “Hey, Blake, come on over here for a sec,” I called. 

      He ducked under and swam toward me, popping up just in front of my face with a grin.

      “We're going to play a game,” I told him. “Kinda like ring around the rosy. Did you ever play that when you were a kid?”

      “The one where you held hands and went around in a circle?” He cocked his head quizzically.

      “Yeah, that one. Gran and I are going to make a circle, with you in the middle. But you have to stay there, okay?”

      His face split into a big smile. “Sure! This sounds like fun.” He obediently stayed put while Gran and I reached an arm either side of him, clasping our hands together and kicking our legs to stay above water.

      Gran started the incantation and Blake snapped his head around to look at her, concern pulling his brows together. “What's happening?” he asked.

      I shook my head at him, focusing on pulling any of my residual magic from him. I couldn't feel it, so I wasn't sure if I was doing it right or not, but Gran released my hands and said, “Now!”

      Remy and Jenna placed their hands on Blake's shoulders and shoved him underwater, his protesting gasp cut off.

      “Let him go.” Gran was already swimming back to the ledge, and I followed to make sure she was okay. I heard Blake surface behind me.

      “What the hell?” he demanded. “What did you do that for?” 

      The four of us looked at each other. Had it worked? His voice had lost the childish lilt but that could be because he was angry we'd dunked him. 

      “What happened?” He swam to the edge of the swimming hole and hauled himself out, stood dripping in the moonlight, face shadowed so I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Or feeling.

      “Do you remember helping me to astral-walk?” I asked, climbing out of the water. Goosebumps popped up on my skin and I shivered. I hurried to the picnic table and snatched up my towel.

      “I do.” He gave one nod, but other than that, hadn’t moved. He must be freezing but didn’t give any indication he felt the cold.

      “Well, something that neither of us considered a possibility… happened,” I admitted. “You sort of got pulled into my mom’s psyche, developed some of her… traits.” I paused. “Do you remember?”

      He shook his head as if dazed. “Yeah. Bits of it. Kind of like remembering a dream. I’m not sure what’s real and what’s not.”

      “We had to do a cleansing spell on you.” I nodded toward the swimming hole. “Which is why we’re out here swimming in the middle of the night.”

      “And your parents? Did I imagine that? Are they okay?”

      “Yes. We got them back. They’re sleeping now. Kaylee and her dad were behind their kidnapping and the murders. They’ve been arrested. Everyone is safe.”

      “Good.” He spun on his heel and walked away.

      “Are you okay?” I called after him.

      He paused, his back ramrod straight. “I'm fine,” he growled and stalked towards his cabin.

      “Will he be all right?” I asked Gran.

      “He just needs a little time to re-adjust. His brain got a little scrambled,” she assured me, climbing out of the swimming hole. “A good night’s rest will see him right as rain. Speaking of, it’s late, and this girl needs her beauty sleep.”

      I couldn’t agree more.  The adrenaline rush that had been keeping me going had well and truly worn off and exhaustion took its place. Sleep had never felt so appealing.
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        * * *

      

      We were woken the following morning by someone banging on the door. Jenna scrambled out of bed, hair askew, and cautiously opened the door to find Mick standing on the other side. I sat up, wiping sleep from my eyes.

      “Mick. Hi,” Jenna squeaked in surprise.

      “Sorry if I woke you.” His eyes traveled over her, taking in the pink-and-white-checkered shorts and threadbare T-shirt she slept in.

      “What time is it?” she muttered, abandoning the door to cross to the small kitchenette and put the coffee pot on. “Can’t function without caffeine,” she said by way of explanation.

      “It’s just gone nine,” Mick said, still in the doorway.

      “Come in, come in,” I told him, throwing the covers off and sliding out of bed. “I guess you need statements and stuff?”

      The door closed, and I heard his booted feet on the floor as he headed for the kitchen table. “Yes. And to check in on how you all are. Do you need medical attention?”

      I shot him a look. “No. You asked last night, remember? I’m fine. Whatever she dosed me with wasn’t that strong. It wore off fast.” I didn’t mention I’d used my magical ability to rid my body of the tranquilizer faster than a mere human could.

      “Your parents seem fine too. It’s remarkable.”

      “The Joneses are made of strong stuff,” Jenna said. “Coffee?”

      “Please.”

      I excused myself to use the bathroom. After taking care of my bladder and quickly washing my face and brushing my hair, I was semi-respectable. Jenna had coffee waiting, and I gave her a quick hug of appreciation. “Thanks, hon.”

      “Anytime.”

      We seated ourselves opposite Mick at the table and waited. He didn’t disappoint. He confirmed that the containers Kaylee had placed on her makeshift altar contained the ashes of Tamir’s and Beth’s hearts. That Kaylee’s DNA matched the other occult scenes he’d come across over the past year and that the horse tranquilizer she’d used to drug us matched the one stolen from a vet who was visiting the Arrowstrand Station a few years back.

      Colin had assisted his daughter in both murders, and of course his second life in Darana was blown clean out of the water. Kaylee and Colin were being held in cells at the Arrowstrand station while detectives from Adelaide were on their way.

      “They’ve requested that you don’t leave until they’ve questioned you, and that you will be required to testify when the case goes to court,” Mick told me.

      “Hanging around for a few more days isn’t a hardship,” I told him. “Now I know my parents are safe, I can relax and play tourist for a while.”

      “Would the courts be open to a video link for her testimony?” Jenna asked.

      Mick shrugged. “It’s a possibility for sure. Considering all the main witnesses live in America I don’t think it’s an unreasonable request.”

      There was a light tap at the door, then it swung open to reveal Mom and Dad. “Good morning.” Mom smiled. “Sergeant Gould came to visit us first, so we waited a few minutes to make sure you were up before coming over.”

      Jumping to my feet, I hugged them both. “You’re both okay?” I asked, looking them over. They had no physical injuries that I could see and looked well rested this morning.

      “We’re fine, honey,” Dad said, patting my shoulder. “But we could sure use a coffee. Seems someone used up the last of our coffee stash.”

      I knew he was teasing, but I felt a wave of guilt. “Sorry. And yes, come in, sit, I’ll get you coffees.”

      Once we were all settled, I turned my attention back to the events of recent days. “Something that’s been bugging me,” I said, cupping my coffee cup between my palms. “Was Nigel involved?”

      Mick shook his head. “He knew about Colin’s affair. He also knew that Kaylee was responsible for the fire at the original Arrowstrand station. It’s yet to be determined if charges will be laid.”

      We were interrupted by another knock at the door. This time it was Remy. Bandit bounced in, happy to have located Archie who was still curled up on the foot of my bed.

      “I heard voices, figured you were all gathered here, and didn’t want to miss out on the big reveal,” Remy said, helping herself to coffee and leaning back against the kitchen cupboard, watching my parents expectantly.

      “The big reveal?” Mick asked.

      “The copper pyramid and the scroll,” Remy said, as if it were perfectly obvious that was what she was talking about.

      Dad laughed. “Yes, we made significant progress.”

      “And?” Remy demanded. “Don’t keep me in suspenders!”

      I snorted. That was something Dad used to say.

      “You always were one of my best students, Remy.” Dad chuckled. “So to ease your burning curiosity, yes, we discovered the copper pyramid.”

      My jaw dropped. “You did? Where? We found your dig site and for the life of me I still can’t fathom how a copper pyramid could be hidden down there. And the tracks from your trolley? Did they lead to a secret chamber?”

      “Ah!” Mick held up a hand. “I can help with that one. The tracks were fake. Kaylee took the trolley and left the fake tracks to make it look like you had disappeared in the caves. Like Harper suggested, the tracks disappeared into a wall, leading people to believe you were trapped on the other side.”

      Remy’s face fell. “So no secret chamber?”

      Dad shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”

      Mom nudged him under the table. “For goodness sake, Kevin, put her out of her misery. Tell her about the pyramid.”

      “Yes! Tell us!” I demanded. Remy perked up again.

      “I can do better than that, I can show you,” Dad said, standing up.

      Remy frowned. “You want to go to the caves?”

      “No need.” Digging in his pocket, he held out his fist and slowly uncurled his fingers. There, in his palm, was a tiny copper pyramid. I burst out laughing. Oh, my God. We’d been expecting a giant whopping pyramid—instead, the real thing was a miniature version of what we’d been looking for.

      Remy took it from him and studied it intently.

      “Do you see the engravings?” Dad asked her.

      Remy nodded. “Geospirals. So you deciphered the language?”

      “Enough to know that we weren't looking for your typical pyramid,” Mom said.

      “And what about the geospirals Kaylee used? She left a rock with a geospiral carved into it at each of the crime scenes.”

      Mom was shaking her head. “Kaylee got the wrong end of the stick with that. Tamir knew that the geospirals were important, but he hadn’t figured out they were a language. Kaylee assumed they were part of her ritual, that everything was happening for a reason and that Tamir had appeared in her life to reveal the geospirals to her. The truth is, they have nothing to do with ancient goddesses and immortality.”

      “Remy, you were telling us about Dad’s research, that he thought the geospirals could be linked to a portal allowing people to travel through time and space?” I asked, remembering what she’d told us in the car when we’d first arrived. “Dad, is that true?”

      Dad smiled, his expression proud. “We think so. But not necessarily traveling through time, but space, yes. How much did Remy tell you?”

      “That the geospirals linked two portals and when activated they formed something like a wormhole where you could travel from one side of the world to another,” I answered. “That you thought the second copper scroll could be here because thousands of years ago Australia was undiscovered, no one had traveled here, so it made the perfect hiding spot.”

      Remy snapped her fingers. “I’ve got it. The copper pyramid is the key.”

      Dad closed his fist around the tiny pyramid and nodded. “That’s what we think. It’s a key in the shape of a pyramid.”

      “A key that will unlock what?” Jenna asked. Her phone was out, and she was making notes.

      “The wormhole—for want of a better word—that will allow us to travel. Either between destinations or dimensions.”

      “Dimensions?” Remy breathed, eyes sparkling with anticipation.

      “We think it’s a possibility,” Mom said. “We’ve got the key. The next problem is finding the lock.”

      Remy sagged back against the kitchen counter. “You don’t think the lock is here?”

      Both Mom and Dad shrugged. “We don’t know. The Arrowstrand caves are definitely a portal. But is it controlled from here? We have found no indication…yet.”

      “Well, all of that is outside of my investigation I’m afraid,” Mick said, draining his coffee and standing. “I need to get back. I just wanted to check in with you all and let you know where we’re at. The Adelaide detectives will be here later today—I’m not sure if they’ll want to interview you straight away or if they’ll be busy with the crime scenes.”

      “Not a problem.” Dad stood and shook Mick's hand. “Thank you for everything.”

      Dad saw Mick out, then paused at the door. “Didn’t you want to find your mom?” he asked my mother.

      

      “Oh yes. I thought she’d be here. Maybe she’s sleeping in.”

      “Gran is either up at the house mothering that baby joey,” I said, “or down by the swimming hole working on her tan.”

      Mom and Dad left to find Gran, Remy tagging along, as she wasn’t done grilling them about their discovery of the copper pyramid.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” Jenna announced, gathering up the empty coffee cups and putting them in the sink. “Then I’m writing this up for the Whitefall Cove Tribune. I’m thinking I’ve got enough material for a series of stories.”

      “I’d say you’ve got enough for a book!” I joked. “I think I’ll go check on Blake while you’re using the bathroom.”

      “You’re worried?”

      I nodded. “Just a little. We didn’t leave things very well last night.” In fact, he’d seemed pretty angry. I wanted to clear the air with him, put things right.

      “Good luck.” Jenna squeezed my hand, and I watched as she gathered up some clean clothes and headed into the small bathroom at the back of the cabin. Forgetting I was still in the track pants and tank I’d slept in, I hurried two doors down to Blake’s cabin and knocked.

      The door sprang open, and I looked at Andi in surprise. “Oh! I was expecting Blake,” I said, pressing a hand to my chest, for my heart had leaped at the sight of her.

      “He checked out,” Andi said, “and I need to keep busy, so I’m giving the cabin a thorough going over.”

      I froze for a split second. He’d checked out? Andi turned her back and went back to work. I followed her in where I could see the stripped bed, linens on the floor. The wardrobe door stood open. Empty.

      “When did he check out?” I whispered, shocked that Blake had left without a word to any of us.

      “Early this morning. About six.” Andi paused where she was tossing the towels from the bathroom onto the growing pile of linens on the floor. “He didn’t tell you?”

      I shook my head. “But we’ve got the Land Rover. What, did he walk?”

      “Nigel gave him a lift.”

      “To where?” Because Blake had told me when we were first planning the trip to Australia that the jet couldn’t land at Arrowstrand, the airstrip wasn’t big enough. Which meant he wasn’t flying out. Had Nigel agreed to drive him all the way to Adelaide?

      “Darana,” Andi said, gathering all the linens and shoving them into a cloth sack, then pulling the drawstring tight. “I think he’d arranged a lift to the city with a truck driver from there,” she added.

      “Right.” I didn’t know what to think. Or say. Then I focused on Andi. “Are you okay? This must have been an awful shock for you… Kaylee and Colin.”

      Andi paused and looked at me, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. “I had no idea. No idea the two people I love most in the world are such evil, vile creatures.” Crossing to the kitchen, she began a cleaning frenzy that indicated she did not want to talk about it. Swiveling on my heel, I left silently, walking back to Jenna’s cabin, all the while wondering why on earth Blake would have left without saying a word.

      “Oh, here she is now.” Jenna was talking to someone on her laptop when I came in.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “Monica!” Jenna swiveled the laptop around so I could see the screen.

      Smiling, I slid onto a chair. “Hey, Mon. It’s so good to see you.”

      “Jenna tells me everything is sorted. You found your folks and can come home soon?”

      “Yes. Happy ending for all.” I smiled. “But enough about me, what about you? What’s new? How’s Whitefall Cove? Any exciting goss?”

      Monica tapped a blood red fingernail against her chin and cast her eyes to the ceiling as if in deep thought. “Hmmmm. Let me see. Anything interesting happening in Whitefall Cove?”

      I laughed. “Come on, spit it out. You’re clearly dying to tell me something.”

      “Oh, okay!” She grinned, leaning closer to the camera. “Jackson and Liliana have split!”

      “What?” Jenna and I said in unison. Jenna scrambled from her seat to scoot next to me on my chair, almost sending me tumbling to the floor. “Spill!” she demanded.

      Monica laughed. “I knew that would get your attention. Okay, so here’s what I know. It was Jackson who did the dumping.”

      “But…why?” I asked.

      Monica sent me an are you brain dead look. “I don’t know the details,” she said, “but I would strongly suspect it’s because he has finally come to his senses and realized he has feelings for someone else.”

      I sat stunned for a second. This morning had started off so well—Mom and Dad were safe, Kaylee and Colin had been arrested, then things had kinda spiraled, sending my thought processes into chaos once again. Blake had left without a word. Now Jackson had ended his relationship with Liliana. Both events threw me for a loop. Just when you thought you knew someone, it turned out you didn’t.

      “So what’s the plan?” Monica asked.

      “You know…” I hesitated, confusion vying with anticipation making me feel unsure. “I have no idea. We don’t know why Jackson ended things with Liliana. If it really was him who ended things. I know how the gossip mill works and it’s not always right. Or kind. Or fair.”

      “Yeah, but you’re overlooking one thing,” Jenna said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Jackson is single.”

      And suddenly I had a burning desire to get my butt back to Whitefall Cove and find out exactly what had happened—and what it all meant.

      “And what are you going to do about your hot, sexy, lawyer?” Monica drawled.

      “Oh, that’s easy. He left.”

      “He what?” Jenna screeched in my ear. Slapping a hand over my potentially damaged eardrum as I turned to her. “He took off early this morning.”

      “Without saying goodbye?” Monica asked.

      I nodded. “Yup.”

      “Oh.” Yeah. Oh. We all knew what that meant. I guess I’d never understand the mystery that was Blake Tennant. But now, new possibilities concerning one Detective Jackson Ward were suddenly, tantalizingly, within arm’s reach.

      “I tell you what, Harper Jones,” Monica drawled. “Life is never dull with you around.”
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