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        Looking for fun, spooky Halloween mysteries? Then you'll be spellbound by this paranormal cozy collection crafted by more than a dozen of your favorite witchy authors.
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      Rory Hawthorn is used to dealing with mayhem in her family's magical library, but when a decades-old ghost escapes from a hidden corridor, she must solve a long-forgotten murder in order to lay the wandering spirit to rest.
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      Another day, another book to return to the right shelf. In theory, shelving books shouldn’t be the trickiest part of being a librarian, but since the library I worked at was of the magical kind, sometimes the books could be a little… challenging.

      For instance, this particular book had decided to take flight and chase my crow familiar around the second floor. Jet flew past, shrieking, while I ran in pursuit of the book, waving a net I’d borrowed from my Aunt Adelaide and making a mental note to master levitation spells as soon as humanly possible.

      Net in hand, I lunged for the book and missed, catching myself against the nearest shelf. In the last few weeks, I’d fallen into secret passageways, been tricked by disappearing shelves, and dealt with all manner of bizarre situations that I’d have never conceived of in my old life, and I still had yet to unearth even a fraction of the enchanted library’s secrets. Even my aunts didn’t know all of them, and they’d lived here for their entire lives. As biblio-witches, we had more command over the written word than most, but that didn’t make this an easy job. Far from it.

      I gave another wild lunge with the net and the book soared past, colliding with a bookshelf and flopping open in mid-air. Ducking underneath, I caught the book in the net, staggering under the sudden weight. With my free hand, I waved my wand at the book and sent it soaring through the open door on my right. The door slammed closed in an instant, and I released a sigh of relief.

      Now all I had to do was find my way back downstairs. Which, in a library where everything moved around on a regular basis, was harder than it sounded. I took three wrong turnings before walking headlong into what I thought was a passageway but was actually a solid wall.

      Ow. Rubbing my nose, I stepped back and found myself faced with my own reflection. A bruise was already blooming across the pale, freckled skin of my face, while my red hair was tangled from my flight across the second floor in pursuit of the book. At first, I thought the gleam at my elbow indicated the silver badge on my cloak had slipped out of place, but it turned out to be a door handle sticking out of the mirror. The door wasn’t marked with an X, like the ones leading into the library’s more dangerous regions, so I assumed it must be safe to look inside. Maybe it was a shortcut back downstairs. Since there were no other stairs nearby, it was as good a guess as any.

      A wary voice in the back of my mind cautioned me to hesitate before opening an unknown door, but I hadn’t gained anything in my new life without taking a few risks. In the last few weeks, I’d left the world I’d grown up in to move in with my magical family, made new friends, and even started dating the local Reaper. I couldn’t let a mirror disguised as a door intimidate me.

      Here goes nothing.

      I reached for the doorknob and turned it. The door opened, revealing a corridor with oddly shiny walls. The smell of salt water drifted from somewhere within.

      “Don’t go in there,” said Sylvester. My family’s owl familiar swooped overhead, forcing me to duck, and dug his sharp talons into the door, yanking it closed. “That’s cursed, that is.”

      “What’s cursed?”

      “You are. No, that corridor is.” He released the door and flew over to a bookshelf at my side, perching on top of it. “They say it contains a book that kills everyone who reads it.”

      “I’m assuming you haven’t read it, if you’re still with us.” I suspected the owl was winding me up. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      “What part of ‘cursed’ do you not understand?” said Sylvester.

      “He’s right,” said a spooky voice. “The corridor is cursed.”

      I’d nearly kicked the habit of jumping whenever my aunt Candace sneaked up on me, but occasionally, she still took me by surprise. Like now, when she appeared from behind the bookcase, wielding a pen as though it were a wand. Tall and willowy, she had wild red hair that looked like it hadn’t been combed in years and never went anywhere without a notebook and pen to scribble down ideas for her next book.

      “If it’s cursed, shouldn’t the door be sealed shut?” I asked.

      “It hasn’t been seen in years,” she said. “Really, you can’t expect me to keep track of these things.”

      Uh-huh. The only things Aunt Candace kept track of were her manuscripts and the coffee pot. “I assumed a cursed corridor would be right up your alley.”

      “It would be,” she said, “but I don’t have a death wish.”

      No, but you do have an insatiable sense of curiosity. Or rather, an insatiable knack for finding anything that would make a good story. “What kind of curse are we talking about, then?”

      She leaned in closer to whisper in my ear, “They say that corridor is haunted by a cursed spirit.”

      “So, a ghost.” Our library had a resident vampire who’d been sleeping in the basement for a few decades, so a ghost didn’t surprise me as much as it might have. After all, vampires scared me a lot more than anything else I’d encountered in the paranormal world so far.

      “You don’t sound suitably impressed,” said Aunt Candace.

      “I’d have thought you’d be following the ghost around with your notebook, asking for the morbid story of their death,” I said. “Weren’t you saying the other day that you were short on good research material for your horror pen name?”

      “Oh, nobody has ever seen the ghost,” said Aunt Candace. “We just hear her wailing every time the door opens. That’s why we keep it shut.”

      “I didn’t hear any wailing.”

      I hadn’t seen a ghost, either, though if Aunt Candace of all people was the one warning me away, I should probably take her at her word.

      “You can’t see invisible paper-eating worms either,” she said. “Doesn’t mean you want them crawling all over your paperbacks.”

      “Ew,” I said. “Thanks a bunch for that mental image. I take it the ghost didn’t actually die here in the library?”

      It wouldn’t be the first time someone had stashed a dead body in here—not counting the undead body of the vampire sleeping in the basement—but the library was such a maze that it might go undiscovered for months or years. Like the corridor itself, come to that. Not a pleasant thought in the slightest.

      “No, but they say the killer hid evidence of his crime here.” She lowered her voice to a dramatic whisper. “The murder was never solved. Shortly after the police dropped the case, we started hearing the ghost wailing whenever we went close to that door. Then the rumours began. They say a book lies in there that cannot be read without the person dropping dead. They also say the last person to step into that corridor came out with no limbs.”

      “Who’s ‘they’?” I asked. “Someone must have survived, if they started the rumours, surely.”

      “That doesn’t make for half as good a story.” She sniffed. “Anyway, we never did find the ghost, and after complaints about all the ghastly howling noises, we ended up closing the whole corridor.”

      “And Grandma was fine with just… leaving it like that?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      That didn’t surprise me. Our grandmother, who’d created the library, had left no map of its secrets behind after her death ten years prior, long before I’d moved to the library. I’d never even met her, though I’d seen enough of the library to get a good handle on her personality. I suspected Aunt Candace took after her more than Aunt Adelaide did—and considerably more so than my dad had.

      “You’d think there’d be a warning to visitors, if it’s dangerous,” I commented.

      “A warning?” The owl hooted with laughter. “If a mere ghost prompted a warning, we’d have to issue them for half the books up on the third floor, and the monstrosities in the Unwritten Books Division—"

      “Unwritten?” I glanced at Aunt Candace. “Is he having me on?”

      “Of course not,” she said. “If I’m stuck on my work-in-progress, I sometimes look in there for new ideas.”

      “You’re just messing with me now, aren’t you?” I shook my head. “Right, I’ll leave the corridor. Guess I’m going the long way around.”

      Better to be safe than haunted. As I followed Aunt Candace on a looping route towards the stairs, a whispering noise came from behind my shoulder.

      “Sylvester, stop that.”

      “Spoilsport.”

      Honestly. My family were more troublesome than any ghost could possibly be.
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      “You’re quiet, Rory,” Estelle commented at the dinner table that night. She and I sat opposite Aunt Adelaide and Cass, while Aunt Candace occupied the end of the table, accompanied by her pen and notebook.

      “She thinks she’s being haunted,” said Aunt Candace through a mouthful of mashed potato.

      I scowled. “Thanks.”

      Cass snickered. “What, did you find another talking book?”

      “It’s not funny if she did.” Estelle gave her sister a frown. The two Hawthorn siblings took after their mother with the same red hair and freckles our whole family shared. Estelle was softer and curvier like her mother, while Cass was tall and lean and generally wore her hair tied up to stop it from being bitten by the magical creatures she kept hidden up on the third floor.

      “Don’t worry, no talking books,” I said. “Aunt Candace decided to bring out some of her horror stories and Sylvester played along, that’s all.”

      “Not the horror pen name again,” said Aunt Adelaide. “Please tell me you aren’t going to test any more shock endings on our patrons.”

      “It was all in good fun,” insisted Aunt Candace, shovelling food into her mouth. “Besides, I have to know if the twist is twisty enough, and what better way to find out than to test it on a captive audience?”

      “They were eleven-year-olds!” Aunt Adelaide shook her head. “Really. What did she come out with this time, then, Rory?”

      “I found a hidden corridor upstairs,” I explained. “Behind a door disguised as a mirror. Aunt Candace said it was haunted by the ghost of someone who died in Ivory Beach a while ago, and she claimed you had to close the place because of the screaming.”

      “Oh, yeah,” said Estelle, nodding at Aunt Adelaide. “I remember you telling me that story when I was a kid, Mum.”

      I lowered my fork. “Wait, it’s true?”

      “In a way,” answered Aunt Adelaide. “Candace and I were teenagers when the girl died. Neither of us knew her well, but she used to hide here in the library a lot, our mother said. It’s a sad story, really. They say ghosts often haunt a place where they spent a lot of time when they were alive, so that’s likely why she turned up here.”

      “They found her body in the sea,” Aunt Candace interjected. “It was a big story at the time. Headline news. I even kept the newspaper, now I think about it.”

      “Candace! Not at the dinner table.”

      “Tell me more,” said Cass eagerly. “Is that the story you used to tell Estelle and me when we were kids, until Mum made you stop? The one about a book covered in blood?”

      Aunt Adelaide put down her knife. “What did I say about appropriate conversation topics?”

      “It’s appropriate if I say it is,” said Aunt Candace. “Should I mention the last living people who went into that corridor ended up being turned inside-out?”

      “Candace,” Aunt Adelaide said warningly.

      I sensed an argument on the horizon. Estelle did, too, because she took one last bite and rose to her feet. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      I pushed my plate away. “I’m getting an early night.”

      “Don’t read any horror stories!” Aunt Candace said.

      “Ha.” I made my way to the stairs and climbed up to the first-floor corridor with Estelle.

      “For the record, Rory, I don’t think the story’s true,” Estelle added, as we reached my bedroom door. “Or if it is, I think Aunt Candace embellished the facts.”

      “I don’t doubt that.” I grimaced at the sound of Aunt Adelaide’s raised voice from downstairs, telling off her sister. “But stories come from somewhere, right? It seems odd that they just… left the place like that, if they thought the corridor was dangerous.”

      “That’s nonsense,” said Estelle firmly. “I wasn’t even born back then, and if it was that serious, there’d have been more complaints from the patrons.”

      “True.” Aunt Adelaide had suggested there was some truth to the story, but it wasn’t worth fretting over. “See you in the morning.”

      Waving goodnight to Estelle, I opened the door to my room, ready to find a good book to dive into before going to sleep. Definitely not a horror story.

      There was a slight problem… someone else sat on my bed.
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      I stared at the girl for a moment. She was about seventeen, with long dark hair—not that it was easy to tell, considering she was transparent—and wore clothes that wouldn’t have looked out of place in an eighties fashion magazine.

      There’s a ghost in my room, but I’m not going to scream. Nope. Aunt Candace and Sylvester wouldn’t ever let me live it down. Unlike vampires, ghosts couldn’t read my thoughts or move faster than the speed of light or drain my blood by biting me. This girl was a kid, probably one with a tragic story. I took in a steadying breath, my heart racing.

      “Hello,” said the girl. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Aurora—Rory.” I swallowed my fear. “Who are you?”

      “My name’s Cathy,” she said.

      “Um, hi, Cathy. Why are you here?”

      “I heard you open the door behind the mirror,” she said. “You can help me get back home.”

      Oh, no. The ghost must have escaped when I’d opened the door. That’s what I got for being curious.

      “Uh… you know you’re a ghost, right?” In fact, she’d been dead for decades. Would anyone from her life still be around, aside from my aunts? I was in way over my head here.

      “Yeah, I know I’m a ghost.” She flounced upright. “I don’t show up in mirrors. How am I supposed to know if my hair looks okay?”

      “Er…” It probably wasn’t charitable to imply that it didn’t matter at this point. “It looks fine,” I hedged.

      The ghost burst into laughter. “Fooled you.”

      I gave a weak laugh. “Good one. Look, it’s getting late, and I don’t want to bother my family. Can you wait until morning? I’ll help you then.”

      “I’ll go and ask someone else, then.”

      And with that, she turned around and floated through the bedroom door.

      “Wait.” I pushed open the door, but the ghost was nowhere to be seen. “Cathy?”

      Estelle’s bedroom door opened further down the corridor, and she stuck her head out. “Rory, what’s going on?”

      “Have you seen a teenage girl?” I asked. “She looked a bit… transparent.”

      “Partner!” Jet, my crow familiar, flew down the corridor, his wings flapping frantically. “There a ghost!”

      “Where?” Estelle stepped out of her room. “I didn’t see anyone.”

      An alarming crashing noise came from downstairs. “That wasn’t her, was it?”

      “Who?” Estelle ducked as Jet flew over her head and landed on my shoulder. “There’s not actually a ghost, is there?”

      “There is, somewhere.” I grimaced when Jet’s claws dug into my shoulder, looking around for the transparent teenager. “She just showed up in my room. I think she heard us talking about her in the kitchen.”

      “Whoa, Rory,” she said. “You mean the ghost? From the story?”

      “You’ve got it.” I hurried down the stairs, Estelle on my heels. As we reached the living room, Jet took flight with a shriek, while I skidded to a halt.

      The sofa was hovering in mid-air, at least three feet off the ground.

      “Not only is she a ghost, she’s a poltergeist, too?” said Estelle.

      “Did you say ghost?” Aunt Adelaide ran into the room, her wand in her hand. “This had better not be a joke.”

      “It’s true,” I said. “Did you see where she went? She disappeared—”

      “Cass,” Aunt Adelaide bellowed. “Candace. Get in here.”

      “What now?” Cass hurried into the room, staring at the floating sofa. “Don’t look at me. I’m not doing that.”

      “I know you aren’t.” With a wave of her wand, she lowered the sofa back onto the carpet. “There’s a poltergeist somewhere in here.”

      “You have got to be joking.” Cass narrowed her eyes at me. “Let me guess… you decided to peek in that corridor again.”

      “Of course not,” I said. “Apparently, she escaped when I opened the door and got loose in the library.”

      “Wonderful. Where is she?” Cass said.

      “She keeps appearing and disappearing,” I said. “She’s just a kid, really.”

      Estelle gasped and pointed. “There she is!”

      A cabinet door sprang open, and a bottle of wine floated into the air. At the same time, the ghost appeared, her brow furrowed in concentration as she lifted the wine bottle with her transparent hands.

      “Put that down, now,” Aunt Adelaide ordered. “You can’t drink that.”

      “Why not?” said the ghost. “I’m dead, aren’t I? The legal drinking age doesn’t matter.”

      “But—” I jumped back as the bottle slipped from the ghost’s hands and fell to the floor, spilling all over the carpet.

      The ghost crouched down, burying her head in the puddle of wine. “I can almost taste it.”

      “What is all this yelling for?” Aunt Candace entered the room, looking aggrieved. “Why is a ghost drinking our wine?”

      “She’s not drinking it,” said Cass. “She’s lying in it. Is nobody going to clean that up?”

      I pulled out my wand. One of the first spells I’d learned was how to clean up spillages, and in a single wave, the wine vanished.

      The ghost let out a shriek. “You ruined it!”

      “A teenage ghost.” Aunt Candace hooted with laughter. “And she’s a poltergeist, too. Of course she would be. Excellent.”

      “It’s not excellent,” I told her. “I hardly knew she’d follow me out of the corridor. Have any of you seen her before?”

      “No.” Aunt Adelaide dug in her pocket and pulled out a flat, square book—her Biblio-Witch Inventory. I reached for mine, then stopped. None of the words I’d learned so far would be much use against ghosts. In fact, there was only one person I knew whose speciality involved sending lost souls straight to the afterlife.

      Estelle took out her Biblio-Witch Inventory, too. “I don’t know if banish will work on non-living beings.”

      “It won’t.” Aunt Adelaide jabbed the page with her fingertip. As biblio-witches, we could draw magic out of words, but my magical education had yet to cover disembodied spirits. “She’s too strong.”

      The ghost twirled on the spot. “Hey, don’t talk about me like I’m not here.”

      There came a crash from elsewhere in the library. Estelle winced. “How’d she do that?”

      “I did mention she’s strong.” Aunt Adelaide cursed under her breath. “Put barriers around the rare books before—”

      Another crash resounded from upstairs, which sounded like a bookcase falling over.

      “Is there anything I can do?” I asked. “I can call—”

      “Sylvester,” said Aunt Adelaide. “Estelle, Cass, come with me. Rory, can you find the owl?”

      “Jet, have you seen Sylvester?” I glanced around for the crow, only to find he’d disappeared. “Aunt Candace?”

      “Not my problem,” Aunt Candace said. “I for one will be sleeping with sage around my room.”

      “Sage?” I asked.

      “It repels ghosts.” Aunt Adelaide walked to one of the other cabinets, where she kept our family’s store of spell ingredients. “We can’t ward the entire library, but we can at least keep her from damaging the rare books.”

      “I have a name, you know.” The ghost gave another twirl on the spot, and the cabinet door jerked open, hitting Aunt Adelaide in the face with a crunch.

      “Mum!” Estelle hurried towards her mother, alarm flashing across her features.

      “I’m fine. Protect the books.” Aunt Adelaide held a hand to her bleeding nose. “That means you too, Candace.”

      While the others hurried around the library, I went in search of the owl. As I walked, curtains folded over the shelves to hide the books, while barriers sprang up around the cabinets containing valuable manuscripts. The library was in siege mode, anything breakable sealing itself away, but I found no signs of Sylvester. Knowing him, he’d heard the ruckus and gone to hide in a tower until the ghost went away.

      Resigned, I returned the living room, where Aunt Adelaide had left bags of sage scattered on every available surface.

      “Put some by your room,” said Estelle. “It won’t keep her out indefinitely, but it should at least stop her from disturbing you in the night.”

      “You’re speaking like you won’t be able to banish her.”

      “We’ve never had a ghost that old in here before,” she said in a low voice. “But I’m sure my mum can handle her.”

      I hope so. I couldn’t help feeling responsible, since I’d opened that door and caught the ghost’s attention to begin with.

      “Help yourselves to the sage,” said Aunt Adelaide, walking into the room to pick up another bag. “Sylvester—where is that owl?”

      “Hiding, if he’s got any sense,” said Cass, marching towards the door. “I’m going to bed.”

      The door closed behind her, and I heard her footsteps thundering upstairs.

      “She didn’t take any sage with her,” I observed.

      “Cass can scare ghosts away just by glaring at them,” said Estelle.

      “You aren’t wrong.”

      Not that the ghost seemed fussed about our precautions. She careened around the living room in an excitable whirlwind, knocking over everything she could reach. While the library might be locked up for the night for now, what would happen in the morning when the patrons started showing up? “I’ll message Xavier. If anyone can handle this, it’s the Reaper.”

      “He—right, he doesn’t need to sleep, does he?” said Estelle.

      “No, but knowing my luck, my message will get lost again.” Xavier was one of few people who routinely dealt with ghosts, so this wouldn’t be too far away from his usual duties. The problem was, his boss had strong opinions on what he saw as trivial matters. Meaning, me. And since his boss was the literal Grim Reaper, arguing wasn’t generally an option.

      I’d managed to convince Xavier to get a mobile phone so we had some means of contacting one another in case of an emergency, but between the library’s tendency to scramble phone signals and the lack of any reception in the Reaper’s haunts, it would probably take him until morning to receive my message. And if we weren’t careful, the poltergeist might well wreck the whole library before tomorrow came.
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      “There is a ghost on your bed,” Sylvester said into my ear, waking me from sleep. “Where did it come from, I wonder?”

      I rubbed a hand over my bleary eyes. “Where’d you think? You and Aunt Candace summoned her up with your stories.” I woke up a little more. “Did you move the sage I put outside the door?”

      “I thought that was a snack,” said the owl.

      I groaned. “It was supposed to help me sleep in peace.”

      Not that I’d had much sleep. I’d spent hours tossing and turning, hoping Xavier would answer my message, but I’d been dead right when I’d guessed it wouldn’t reach him until morning, and judging by the ghost sitting on my bed, she had no intention of disappearing.

      “I don’t like your pet bird.” The ghost tried to grab Sylvester and missed. My shelf tipped over, its books falling onto the floor and dislodging a snoozing Jet.

      The crow woke with a screech, “It’s a ghost!”

      I gave another groan. “Please, get out so I can get dressed. Jet, can you distract her? I’ll make it up to you later.”

      Jet flew out through the door, pursued by the giggling spirit. Cursing under my breath, I shooed the owl from my room and set about pulling on my clothes.

      The sound of the two birds chasing the ghost rang from the corridor as I grabbed my cloak and Biblio-Witch Inventory, but by the time I’d tracked down my wand, the ghost was already downstairs. Hooting and crashing from beneath my feet punctuated my steps as I ran out of my room into the corridor.

      “Have you called the Reaper yet?” Estelle emerged from her room, tugging a brush through her hair.

      “My text message took forever to get through.” I made for the stairs, wincing at another crash from below. “He’ll be here soon.”

      At least, I hoped so.

      In the living room, Estelle and I found Aunt Adelaide surrounded by empty bags of sage.

      “At this rate, I’ll need to buy up the apothecary’s entire supply,” she said. “Estelle, dear—can you go and buy some more sage?”

      “Of course.” Estelle fastened her cloak and hurried out into the main section of the library.

      My phone buzzed. Finally. “Xavier’s on his way. He should be able to handle the ghost.”

      “Good,” said Aunt Adelaide. “Where did all the sage I left out last night disappear to?”

      “I think Sylvester’s eating it.” I went into the kitchen to grab some coffee, which I sorely needed. “Is the library going to be open today?”

      “Of course it is.”

      No surprises there. In the time since I’d moved to the library, we’d had troops of horsemen rampaging around, a pack of strange werewolves, talking elves, a book that wouldn’t stop screaming, a boggart, a manticore—and rarely had the library ever been closed to the public. Usually, we just got on with things.

      It came as a relief when the door swung open and the Reaper entered the library. Xavier could move as fast as a vampire when he wanted to, and I still felt a little thrill every time I saw him, even sleep-deprived and with a hyperactive ghost on the loose.

      Xavier wasn’t what you’d expect of the angel of death. His golden hair and aquamarine eyes put me in mind of a different kind of angel entirely—the sort with wings, not the sort who reaped the souls of the dead. The only sign of his nature was the scythe strapped to his back, which I’d seen him draw in the blink of an eye when I was under threat. I could still hardly believe he’d chosen to date me, in defiance of the Grim Reaper himself.

      “Where’s this ghost?” he asked.

      I pointed up at the first floor, where the ghost sat on the balcony. “That’s her. She’s just a kid, really, but that didn’t stop her from raiding Aunt Adelaide’s liquor cabinet.”

      He chuckled. “Never a dull moment with you, is there?”

      “Nope.” I took the lead, slowing to climb the stairs so I didn’t fall through a missing step. Xavier, who was incapable of tripping or falling, took the lead and approached the ghost.

      “Hey there,” he said. “What’s your name?”

      The ghost took one look at the scythe strapped to his back and let out a squawk of terror, flipping headfirst off the balcony and vanishing into thin air.

      “Cathy?” I said, addressing the spot where she’d vanished. “Cathy, it’s okay. Xavier won’t hurt you. It’s his job to help spirits like you move on.”

      Her disembodied voice spoke. “I don’t want to move on. I want to go home.”

      Xavier turned to me. “How long has she been here, Rory, do you know?”

      “At least a few decades. We’re not sure.”

      “Decades?” His eyes widened. “Ghosts don’t normally stick around that long.”

      “She’s been lost in a corridor up on the second floor for years,” I explained. “My aunts were teenagers when she died. I don’t know why her ghost started haunting this place in particular, but she seems to want to stay here.”

      A book slid off the shelf and threw itself at me. I threw my arms over my head to protect my face, and the book hit my elbow, dropping to the ground.

      “Oh, she’s a poltergeist, too,” said Xavier. “That explains why she has so much presence. Poltergeists are more raw energy than personality. They usually need to calm down before they’re open to being convinced to move on to the next world.”

      I had to take his word for it on that. I knew more about the Reapers than any human was technically supposed to know, but Xavier had been immersed in the Reapers’ world his whole life. Being the local Reaper wasn’t the sort of career you wandered into accidentally like I had with the library.

      The ghost reappeared, a sullen expression on her face. “Hey, I have lots of personality.”

      Xavier looked her in the eyes. “I’m not here to harm you. You said you want to go home. Where is that?”

      Cathy folded her arms across her chest. “You can’t fool me with your handsome smiles. I know you’re the Reaper.”

      “Then you’ll know it’s my job to banish you,” he said. “You won’t feel a thing.”

      “You sound like my dentist.” The ghost disappeared once again, and I heard another crash from downstairs.

      Retrieving the book she’d thrown at me, I slid it back into place on the shelf. “Her murder was never solved. Do you think that might be what’s keeping her here?”

      “Could be.” His expression turned serious. “I’ve heard cases of poltergeists sticking around for the long-term, though. They aren’t like ghosts. They feed off chaos, and they can even grow stronger with time.”

      “Oh, no.” I lowered my hand. “Are you sure your boss can’t deal with her?”

      Not that I made a habit of begging the Grim Reaper for help. He might have promised to stay out of my relationship with Xavier, but that didn’t mean he’d approve of me contacting him every time I had a problem the library couldn’t solve.

      “He’ll accuse you of wasting your time if you ask,” Xavier confirmed. “If she’s been trapped in one particular corridor, though, there’ll be a reason for it.”

      “My aunt said it’s cursed,” I said. “Granted, Aunt Candace is also the one who tried to convince me I had to do an interpretive dance to get through one of the locked doors up on the first floor, so I’ll take her claims with a grain of salt.”

      “It’s worth looking into,” he said. “I find it easier to help souls move on if they accept that they’re dead. With her, she feels… different. Scattered. If you find out what happened to her, it should be easier for me to help her move on.”

      “All right.” In all likelihood, we’d have to solve her murder if we wanted to give the ghost the send-off she deserved. “I wouldn’t mention this to your boss, then. He won’t be amused at you playing Ghostbusters.”

      He cracked a grin. “I actually know what you’re talking about this time. I watched the new movie last night.”

      “Wait, you did? Does your boss know?”

      The Grim Reaper, I was sure, had never watched a movie or done anything fun in his life. Or death either, come to that.

      “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” said Xavier.

      A loud crash echoed up from downstairs. Oh, no. “I’d better help my aunts deal with that.”

      “I should leave,” he said. “If the ghost is afraid of me, she’ll keep hiding or running away rather than opening up to you about the circumstances of her death. Let me know if you need me for anything else, okay?”

      “Sure.” I hugged him goodbye, disappointed but not surprised. After all, if the ghost had been here for decades, she had some serious staying power.

      When Xavier had gone, I went in search of the source of the crashing noise, finding a group of books juggling themselves in the Reading Corner while Aunt Adelaide attempted to return the shelves the right way up.”

      “Hey!” I waved my wand, levitating the shelf back to earth. “Stop that.”

      “She can’t get back into the living quarters, at least.” Aunt Adelaide waved her own wand, causing the books to fall out of the air. “Couldn’t the Reaper banish her?”

      “She’s too powerful,” I said. “And she’s afraid of him. It’d be easier for him to banish her if she came willingly.”

      “Never!” the ghost shouted. “Absolutely never.”

      In time with her words, the books rose into the air and dropped again with a series of thuds.

      Aunt Adelaide grimaced. “Oh—Estelle’s back. Give her a hand with the sage, won’t you, Rory?”

      “Sure.” I headed towards Estelle, who’d entered the lobby via the front doors, laden with bags of fresh sage.

      “Has Xavier been here?” she asked.

      “He has. She’s too strong.” I gestured to the bags. “Did you buy the apothecary’s entire stock?”

      “More or less,” she said. “At least I’ll get my money’s worth. How can a ghost be too strong for the Reaper?”

      “No idea, but she’s wreaking havoc in the Reading Corner.”

      I helped Estelle carry the bags through to the living room, where Aunt Candace sat on the sofa sipping coffee. “No luck?” she said.

      “The ghost is stuck here until we find out why she ended up coming back to haunt the corridor upstairs instead of moving on,” I informed her. “Which means solving her murder. Were any parts of the story you told me about that corridor true?”

      “All of them, dearest, but I’m afraid it was a very long time ago.” A thoughtful expression crossed her face. “I may have kept some of the newspapers from the time, for research purposes.”

      Estelle put down the bags of sage. “In your research cave?”

      I blinked at Aunt Candace. “Cave? Seriously?”

      “Yes, seriously, Rory,” said Aunt Candace. “I suppose you can take a look around, but please don’t damage anything.”

      “It’s not me you want to worry about.” On cue, another crash came from somewhere on the ground floor. “Aren’t you going to help your sister?”

      “She can handle it.” Aunt Candace laid down her teacup, rising to her feet. “Very well. I’ll show you my lair.”

      Rolling my eyes, I followed my aunt up the staircase. After two floors, the staircase turned into neat spirals leading into a tower. I’d never been in Aunt Candace’s quarters before, but from what I’d heard, it was more hazardous than the Dimensional Studies Division.

      The stairs came to a halt beside a door covered in cobwebs—decorative or not, I couldn’t tell—which Aunt Candace unlocked with a tap of her wand. “Go ahead. Do refrain from touching anything you don’t have to.”

      Estelle and I entered the room, coughing in the dust-filled air. Instead of ceiling lights, old-fashioned lanterns hovered above our heads, while bookshelves stood at odd angles, as though Aunt Candace had thrown them in here without much caring about the aesthetics.”

      “Good luck in there.” I heard Aunt Candace laughing from behind us as she closed the door, leaving us in the dusty room.

      “It might look like a mess, but it was pretty well organised the last time I came in here,” said Estelle. “Also, fair warning: some of the books bite. She likes to ‘rescue’ the ones my mum considers too dangerous to keep in the main section of the library.”

      “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me at all either.”

      I refrained from touching anything as we made our way through the oddly arranged shelves, but most of them appeared to be full of stacked newspapers.

      “Has she kept every paper from the last two decades?” I remarked.

      Of course she would. Aunt Candace was the woman who’d written a book based on my dad’s life story, after all, and it was just like her to collect all the details from every murder case in town in case she needed to use them in a book. Judging by the labels on the shelves, Aunt Candace had a particular fascination with serial killers.

      “Pretty much.” Estelle crouched down to read the labels on the shelf level with our knees. “My mum told me the year… it was a headline story, so it shouldn’t be too hard to find.”

      I inhaled and choked on dust, which had covered my cloak in a thin layer in the short time since I’d entered the room. “Good. This place is a health hazard.”

      Estelle pulled out a thick paper, unleashing a fresh cloud of dust. “Here we are.”

      Holding my breath, I squinted at the faded yellow page. The photo of the girl on the front page was blurred, indistinct, but it was definitely our ghost.

      Estelle shook dust off the page, coughing. “Edwin was still an assistant police officer at the time, but he might remember some of the details.”

      “Are you sure you want to tell him Aunt Candace has kept records every crime committed in the town in the last two decades?” I said. “I’m surprised she isn’t on any lists.”

      “I’ll spare him.” Estelle shook out her sleeves, dislodging yet more dust. “C’mon, let’s get out of here before we end up buried alive.”
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      After escaping Aunt Candace’s research cave, we headed back downstairs to the living room, where Aunt Adelaide had left out breakfast for all of us. After the morning I’d had so far, I was in dire need of a caffeine fix. Estelle and I sipped coffee and munched toast while we showed Aunt Adelaide the newspaper.

      “Did you know she kept all this?” I asked.

      “No, but it’s no surprise,” she said. “Unsolved cases have always fascinated Candace.”

      The newspaper said the girl’s body had washed up on the beach beside the pier, and the one suspect, an ex-boyfriend of the victim’s, had been cleared of murder.

      “How soon after her death did her ghost show up in the library?” I asked. “Did you know her when she was alive? I mean, you were close to her age.”

      “I’m afraid I didn’t know her that well,” she said. “We were in different classes at school and ran in different circles. It was several weeks after her death that we started to get complaints from anyone who went up to that part of the second floor and heard the screaming. Eventually, your grandmother closed off the corridor.”

      “Is that why it’s hidden behind a mirror?” asked Estelle.

      “No, it was already like that,” said Aunt Adelaide. “That’s why it’s so rare for anyone to stumble across it.”

      “But you heard the ghost screaming,” I said. “Has the Reaper ever been up there before?”

      “Like I said, none of us has ever set eyes on the spirit, so the Reaper wouldn’t have been able to do anything about her,” said Aunt Adelaide. “I don’t know why she chose to attach herself to you.”

      “Guess I just got lucky.” I sipped my coffee. “She seems to think I can help her, but if the police at the time couldn’t solve the case, I’m not sure I can, especially after so many years.”

      Dating the Reaper had brought me face to face with more dead bodies than the average person ran into in a lifetime, but dealing a ghost who’d been here since before I was born would require a new approach.

      “She spent a lot of time in the library,” Aunt Adelaide said, scanning the newspaper clipping. “I believe there was only one suspect in her murder case, this Ronald person she was involved with. Eventually, the police decided to let him go.”

      “Should we take it to Edwin?” I asked. “And ask him to reopen the case?”

      “I doubt he remembers,” said Aunt Adelaide. “We’d need more proof, and only witches and wizards can see and speak to ghosts. Edwin wouldn’t be able to see a thing.”

      “Really?” If that was the case, the elf policeman might well accuse us of wasting his time. When I’d first moved to the library, Aunt Candace had spent a night in a jail cell due to a misunderstood accusation and had turned it into a research opportunity that had nearly driven the poor police chief out of his mind. If we showed up with one of her newspapers, he’d probably send us packing.

      I gave the newspaper story another scan. “There’s no mention of the library, but Aunt Candace mentioned something about a book when we talked about the corridor earlier.”

      “What book?” asked Aunt Adelaide.

      “Sylvester mentioned it, too,” I said. “He claimed there was a book in that corridor that killed anyone who read it.”

      “And you want to go looking for it?” Cass stole into the room, grabbed a piece of toast, and started eating it. “Sometimes I really wonder how you’ve survived two months here.”

      “Hey, I’m capable of picking up a book without reading it,” I said.

      She snorted. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      “You don’t actually believe the story, do you?” I added. “I thought you said it was nonsense.”

      Cass rolled her eyes. “That corridor is not nonsense, and if you open the door again, you’ll let another horde of spirits loose in here. Can’t that Reaper of yours get rid of her?”

      “He can, if we find out what’s keeping her here,” I said. “She might not have died in the library, but her spirit ended up in that corridor for a reason.”

      Which meant I had to find out if there was any truth to Aunt Candace and Sylvester’s warnings.

      Aunt Adelaide sighed. “She’s right, Cass. I suspect the corridor does contain answers, but if you’re going to look in there, please take someone with you. I have to get this place cleaned up before the patrons figure out we have an unwanted guest.”

      “I’ll go with her,” Estelle said.

      “Thanks,” I said gratefully. “The door looks like a mirror, so it might be tricky to find it again.”

      Not as tricky as stopping the ghost wreaking havoc before it put anyone off coming into the library, however. The instant Estelle and I reached the first floor, the sound of several bookshelves toppling like dominoes came from below with a series of jaw-clenching crashes.

      Estelle groaned. “Please tell me I didn’t leave a gap in the sage.”

      “You go and help your mum,” I said. “Jet can help me find the corridor. Right, Jet?”

      At the sound of his name, my familiar flew over to join me. “There’s a ghost!”

      “Yes, there is,’ I said. “And we’re going to help her.”

      “Be careful,” Estelle called after me as I held out my hand so Jet could land on my arm.

      I reached the second floor in anticipation of a long search, so when I turned off the staircase and found myself nose to nose with my wild-eyed reflection, it took a moment for me to realise it was the mirrored door. “Whoa. That’s new.”

      While the shelves had a tendency to rearrange themselves on a not-infrequent basis, it was rare for the library’s magic to make my life easier rather than harder.

      “What did I tell you?” Sylvester flew over to perch on the bannister at the top of the stairs. “Are you incapable of listening to warnings?”

      “I can’t get rid of the ghost until I figure out how she got here,” I told the owl. “If you’re volunteering to come with me and explore the creepy corridor, by all means, be my guest.”

      “I’ll do no such thing.” He ruffled his feathers.

      “All right, Jet and I will brave it alone.” I held up my arm, and the little crow flapped his wings eagerly. “We’re going in, right?”

      “Right, partner!”

      “Well, all right,” said the owl.

      Whenever I implied that the crow could do a better job than him, Sylvester mysteriously gained the desire to help out. I needed all the backup I could get, so having the owl on my side would work in my favour. If he stayed in an accommodating mood, that is.

      Taking a deep breath, I turned the door handle and pulled back the mirror to reveal a long, winding corridor. It seemed a weirdly empty place for someone to hang out, even a lonely teenage girl.

      “Hello?” I called. “Cathy, are you there?”

      No reply. I stepped over the threshold of the door, holding my breath.

      “What are you staring at?” said Sylvester.

      “I’m looking for traps, like tripwires or flying arrows,” I said. “Or falling boulders. Maybe I’ve seen too many action movies.”

      Sylvester swooped over my shoulder and into the corridor. “Go on. There’s nothing here.”

      I stepped forward, halting abruptly as my head hit a mirror. Ow.

      Sylvester hooted with laughter. “Fooled you.”

      I stumbled back into another mirror. “Ow!”

      Jet dug his claws into my arm. “There’s another mirror over there, partner!” he cawed helpfully.

      “I know.” Now I was properly in the corridor, it became clear it wasn’t empty at all. The walls, floor and ceiling were all made of mirrors—moving mirrors that had shifted to block the way forwards and backwards all at once. This… might be tricky to navigate.

      “I’ll lead the way!” The crow jumped off my shoulder and hit a mirror headfirst, bouncing back into my hands. Sylvester howled with laughter, and the sound echoed off the mirrored walls.

      “Stop that.” I held Jet up to check he was okay, and he gave a feeble stir. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, partner!” Jet righted himself, his feathers sticking out in all directions.

      “Is this a magical hall of mirrors?” I looked to my right and left, seeing copies of my bewildered face at all angles.

      “Looks that way,” said Sylvester. “This is going to be fun.”

      “You and I have very different ideas of what ‘fun’ is,” I said. “We’ll see who’s laughing.”

      Not me, as it turned out. Somehow the owl managed to navigate the maze with ease, and without colliding with any mirrors. I, however, had bruises all up my arms by the time I escaped the first set of mirrors, only to find another mirrored corridor waiting ahead.

      I groaned. “Wonderful.”

      Jet stirred in my hands and reached out a foot. “There’s nothing in front of us, partner!”

      I inched forward a step or two. He was right. The mirrors enclosed us on both sides, but the way ahead was clear. There’s got to be a catch.

      I glanced to my left and found myself face to face with a version of my reflection that showed me a foot taller and a lot thinner, stretched out.

      “That’s an improvement, that is,” said Sylvester. “Look at yourself.”

      I looked down. My body had turned long and stretchy, and when I took a step, my head cracked on the ceiling as though I’d suddenly shot a foot taller.

      The owl collapsed into a laughing fit. In my hand, Jet was barely visible as a thin slither of feathers. “Partner!” he squeaked. “I don’t like this.”

      “How come you still look the same?” I said to Sylvester, who hovered before the mirror, as large and irritating as usual.

      He hooted. “I’m a superior being.”

      I ducked my head under the ceiling and moved on to the next mirror. This one showed me shorter and rounder. The ceiling shot into the air as I shrank, while Jet turned into a balloon-shaped crow. He let out a distressed squeak. “Partner!”

      Sylvester’s demonic laughter sounded more alarming than any ghost.

      “Don’t just stand there laughing, tell me how to undo it!” I said to the owl.

      “I wouldn’t even if I knew, which I don’t.” He howled with laughter, flopping over in the air. “This is priceless.”

      I scowled. “You know, with the racket you’re making, you’ve probably scared off any ghosts who might be able to help us navigate this place.”

      “Your ghost is gone,” he said. “She won’t leave the library anytime soon, mark my words.”

      “Maybe I can convince her to help us find our way through here.” I shook my head at the endless corridor of mirrors up ahead. “I don’t really want to know what the next one will do to us.”

      “She won’t know anything,” said Sylvester. “Ghosts don’t have reflections, remember?”

      Regardless, I suspected Cathy had hidden the evidence of who her killer was somewhere in the corridor, and I wouldn’t be able to find it without her help. Maybe I could convince her the police wouldn’t take the word of a ghost as proof, but if she gave me a hand, we’d be able to resolve her case and see justice served.

      To my intense relief, my proportions were back to normal by the time I staggered back into the library. Sylvester swooped ahead, while Jet returned to my shoulder, back to normal as well.

      “You can sit the next one out, Jet, don’t worry.” I rubbed my bruised arm. “Let’s go and see where that ghost went.”
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      The sound of loud, out-of-tune singing greeted my return to the ground floor of the library.

      “What’s she done this time?” I called to Estelle, who stood at the foot of the stairs, armed with a bag full of sage.

      “The ghost broke the radio,” said Estelle. “Somehow it only plays music from the nineties now.”

      “I guess she wants to party.” The ghost’s transparent form through the lobby, singing into an imaginary microphone. No wonder we hadn’t had any visitors today—though admittedly, only people who could actually see ghosts would be able to hear her singing. Anyone else would just hear the radio and assume my aunts had decided to throw a nineties-themed event. “Cathy? Stop singing. I need to talk to you.”

      The music came to an abrupt halt, and Cathy turned to me with wide eyes. “You went back in there, didn’t you?”

      “I tried,” I admitted. “The mirrors chased me out. I’d be really grateful if you gave me a hand.”

      “You don’t want to go back there.” She sank into a sitting position on top of a bookshelf, her head hanging. “I don’t want to go back. You can’t make me.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Is there evidence in that corridor which proves who killed you?”

      “You can’t find it.” Her voice trembled. “The police can’t, either.”

      “The police can’t see and talk to you,” I said. “Look, I’m not going to force you to come with me, but I could really use your help. Once I find the evidence, we’ll be able to put your killer behind bars. You’ll be free. “

      Silence.

      “Also, you’ll get to watch the mirrors play tricks on me,” I added. “Sylvester will confirm it’s hilarious.”
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        * * *

      

      Once again, I reached the mirrored door on the second floor, this time with the ghost in tow. I needed to find the evidence, whatever form it took, preferably without any of my body parts being rearranged in the process.

      As nobody appeared beside my reflection in the mirror, I had to turn to the side to make sure the ghost was still there. “You okay?”

      Cathy nodded mutely, her hands trembling. What’s she afraid of? What could possibly scare a ghost? Not the mirrors, surely. As Sylvester had noted, she didn’t even have a reflection.

      “This won’t take long.” I turned the door handle, revealing the glittering mirrors of the corridor. “How do I avoid the mirrors? Is there a shortcut?”

      “Turn left just before you get to the first mirror,” she whispered. “It bypasses the whole mirror hall.”

      “Thanks.” I stepped into the corridor, using my hands to judge the distance of the first mirror I’d walked into. Sure enough, on my left-hand side, a narrow passage snaked between two mirrors, leading down into darkness. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      A squeaking noise came from my right. I glanced to the side and saw that a rude word had appeared in scrawling handwriting where my breath had fogged the mirror. “Cathy? Is that you?”

      The ghost said nothing. All right, then. Ducking behind the mirror and into the passage, I hurried downhill, my footsteps echoing in the gloom.

      After a short distance, the corridor came to a halt, opening into a hall filled with bright, floating birds. No, not birds. “Are those… balloons?”

      The entire hall was full of balloons, drifting from floor to ceiling. They must be enchanted, surely, if they’d been here for so long without being discovered. All of them appeared to be in the form of animals, judging by their wing-shaped shadows on the walls. Dim lighting came from somewhere up ahead, but I didn’t see any windows.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      No reply came from the ghost, so I walked on, one hand on the wand in my pocket. The balloons drifted lower as I walked, and I glimpsed shapes among them, warping from kittens and birds into strange and frightening nightmare creatures with wings and claws. Giggling came from above as the balloons descended, their rubbery forms bringing static to my skin and making my hair stand on end.

      “Hey!” I looked for a way out and saw the ghost floating at the edge of the hall, beckoning to a ladder in the corner.

      I grabbed my wand and waved it at the balloons, levitating them into the air and away from me. More disembodied giggling echoed off the walls, and it didn’t appear to be coming from the ghost. Thoroughly spooked, I raised my arms over my head and sprinted through the hall of monster-balloons to the ladder, which led up through a trapdoor in the ceiling.

      I grabbed the rungs and began to climb, emerging in a narrow space which resembled a smaller version of Aunt Candace’s research cave.

      “Is this where you used to spend your time when you were alive?” I asked the ghost.

      Cathy gave a small nod, her head drooping.

      I turned back to the small room. There wasn’t much there. Just a heap of cushions, almost concealing a single book with a cover so faded it was impossible to read. The book was also sopping wet and smelled distinctly of seawater, as though it’d been thrown in the ocean.

      “What’s this?” I lifted the book and opened it, the name on the first page leaping out at me. Ronald. Her ex-boyfriend.

      I turned the pages, my hands shaking. Letters had been stapled to every page, meticulously. The handwriting had run and blended together on most of them, but it was legible enough for me to discern that the letters were addressed to Cathy herself. I took in a steadying breath, feeling the dampness of the pages on my palms, and without warning, the book jumped out of my hands as though pulled by an invisible force.

      “Hey!” I reached out, but the book dropped down through the hole in the floor.

      I scrambled after it, slowed by the ladder, and climbed down into the balloon-filled hall as swiftly as I dared. Rubbery hands and feet brushed against my face, bringing a shiver to my skin, but I dismissed them with a wave of my wand.

      The ghost appeared in their place, her eyes wide with terror. “I told you not to come in here!”

      I looked for the book, but she wasn’t holding it. “What did you do?”

      “I didn’t take the book.” She pointed over her shoulder with a shaking hand. “They did.”

      “Who…” I broke off, spotting the book dart out of sight into the narrow passageway I’d come in through. Breaking into a run, I sprinted across the hall, tripping over something invisible and bruising my knee. Wincing, I sprang onto my feet again and hurried up the narrow, twisting passage—faster—faster—

      I caught myself on the edge of the first mirror, staring at the reflection of a dozen floating books. The book leap-frogged around the mirrored hall, accompanied by a series of disembodied giggles. Not Cathy, but someone else.

      The poltergeist and the ghost weren’t the same person. There were other spirits in here, invisible, and now they’d taken the book.
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      The book flew overhead, skimming my fingers and whirling out of sight before I could grab it. How many ghosts are there? No wonder we hadn’t been able to keep track of the chaos in the library if Cathy had had an unknown number of invisible companions the whole time. And now they’d swiped the only existing evidence of Cathy’s murder and decided to play catch with it.

      I used my hands to feel my way around the first set of mirrors, cursing when the book zipped around the corner and into the second part of the corridor. How could I possibly chase it down with my body warping into weird forms beyond recognition?

      Cathy’s ghost appeared at my side. “I’m sorry.”

      “Do you know them?” I asked. “The other ghosts, I mean? Why are they here?”

      The ghost didn’t answer.

      “Please,” I said to her. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. “When I used to hang out in here, I wrote letters to Ronald. He was a pen pal friend I had, and we knew each other for a year. One day, he asked me to meet him in person.”

      There was a long pause, in which the only sound I could hear was my own heartbeat. Even the faint giggles of the disembodied ghosts had quietened.

      “I met him on the pier,” she went on. “He showed me the book. He’d put my letters in here, and… and I saw that not all the letters were mine.”

      “He lured in other girls, too,” I said, my stomach lurching.

      “So I confronted him over it, and he…”

      He’d killed her and thrown her body into the sea, along with the book. “Then… how did the book end up in here?”

      “I woke up there on the beach,” she said in a tremulous voice. “With the book. He found it lying there, and he tried to throw it away again, but it kept coming back. Eventually, he realised that if he wasn’t careful, someone else would find it.”

      “You mean you haunted him,” I said. “Until he hid it here in the library to get rid of it.”

      But in the process, all the ghosts of his other victims had ended up being trapped in here, too.

      Cathy gave a silent nod, her knees drawn up to her chest in a childlike manner. The other ghosts were so quiet, we might have been alone in here.

      “I don’t know how to help ghosts move on into the afterlife, but my boyfriend does,” I told her. “Xavier. He’s the Reaper, but he’s not a bad guy. He’ll help all of you escape this place. And we’ll track down Ronald no matter where he is and make sure he goes to prison for what he did.”

      “He moved away…” She shook her head. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

      “We can still help you. All of you.” I addressed the empty corridor. “Just give me the book and I promise I’ll make this right.”

      The book floated into view, moving closer. I held out a hand for it. The instant my arm passed within sight of the mirror, it turned long and stretchy. A series of disembodied giggles came out of thin air, and the book flew out of reach. I jumped for it and smacked my head on the mirrored ceiling. Sparks burst before my eyes. Ow.

      “I’m on your side!” I gave another lunge and found myself in front of the mirror that turned me short and round. At once, my head swelled to twice its former size, while even my hair gained twice the volume. The ghosts’ laughter rang in my ears.

      I could see how stories of people losing limbs and turning inside-out might have started, but the mirrors had given me an idea. I took a careful step backwards, one eye on the book’s progress, and stepped into view of the mirror that turned me long and stretchy. My body stretched, my head brushing the ceiling, and I reached out my longer arm, snagging the book by my fingertips.

      An invisible force tugged back. “Not fair!”

      “Trust me, I’m doing you a favour.” With a firm tug, I pulled the book free and held it close to my chest.

      Then I ran for it, ducking around the first set of mirrors. Ghostly hands grabbed at me, giggles sounded, growing fainter until I tumbled out the door into the library.

      “Ow.” Clutching the book with one hand, I gave the door a firm shove, pushing it closed. My reflection showed my body had gone back to normal. Thank god for that.

      “You did it.” Cathy appeared, doing a backflip in mid-air. “You did it!”

      I held the book tightly as I walked back downstairs, not about to take any chances. Cathy leapt and sang at full volume while I walked, my head pounding. I was bruised all over, the balloons had made my hair stand on end and I stank of seawater, but triumph surged within me when I reached the ground floor, where my entire family gathered in the lobby.

      “What in the world is going on?” Aunt Adelaide raised an eyebrow at the dancing ghost. “What’s she shouting about?”

      “This.” I held up the book. “They’re not the same person. The poltergeist and the ghost, I mean. I think the spirits of all the victims of the same killer are attached to this book. The good news is, his name is right here on the book, along with letters to the victims. That’s enough evidence to put him behind bars.”

      “Him?” She peered at the soaked book. “That Ronald… he was never convicted of murder. They let him go.”

      “Because he disposed of the evidence,” I explained. “And the corridor was booby-trapped and full of screaming spirits, so nobody ever went looking until now. I don’t know if he’ll be living at the same address, but…”

      “I’ll look him up,” said Aunt Adelaide. “He’ll be receiving an unexpected visit from the police later. It’ll be some manner of closure for the poor girls’ families, I imagine.”

      “I’ll call Xavier.” I pulled out my mobile phone and sent a quick text, hoping this one wouldn’t take so long to reach him.

      While Aunt Adelaide called the police, Estelle and I waited in the lobby for Xavier to show up. While we did so, a number of books jumped off the shelves and started juggling themselves.

      “Oi.” Estelle waved her wand at them. “Cut that out.”

      The books dropped to the floor. Then, a set of transparent hands lifted them into the air, one by one, and put them back on the shelves.

      “I think all the ghosts followed me downstairs.” Maybe they sensed the end was near, and that they’d finally be free.

      As Estelle and I were returning the rest of the books to their former positions, Xavier entered the library with his scythe in his hand. “There’s more than one ghost?”

      “Yeah.” I indicated the place where the books had been floating. “We found evidence that will lead the police straight to the killer. That should be enough closure, I think.”

      “Good.” Xavier held up his scythe. “Ready?”

      Cathy appeared, her ghostly form more transparent-looking than before. I caught her eye. “It’s okay.”

      “I know,” she said. “Thanks, Rory.”

      Xavier raised his scythe into the air, and shadows folded outwards from his feet. As he did so, a number of transparent figures appeared within the shadows, floating towards him. Behind the Reaper’s glowing scythe lay a door edged in light, shining against the darkness.

      One by one, the ghosts disappeared through the doorway and out of sight. Cathy was last to leave, and she turned and smiled at me before she approached the Reaper’s door. As she passed through it, the door glowed brighter, and then she was gone.

      The shadows folded back, leaving blessed silence behind. Xavier returned his scythe to its sheath on his back. “Job done.”

      Shaking off the chill of the shadows, I closed the distance between us. “If you’re ever looking for extra work, it looks like we have more ghosts in here than we first thought.”

      Xavier brushed a strand of hair from my forehead. His hand was cold, but I didn’t mind. “Why are you covered in bruises? And what did you do to your hair?”

      “Long story, involving a hall of trick mirrors and a bunch of weird balloons.” I turned to Estelle. “Who put those there, do you know? It wasn’t the ghosts.”

      “Trick mirrors?” She pursed her lips. “And balloons? Doesn’t sound familiar. Though if we’re not careful, Aunt Candace will find a use for them.”

      “Unfortunately, I think you might be right.” I turned to the water-soaked book on the desk. “What should we do with the book? I don’t know if Cathy would have wanted us to keep it.”

      “No, but I think we should do something to honour her memory,” she said. “Maybe put a plaque up in the library.”

      “Good idea,” I said. “I think she’d like that.”

      “Along with a plaque declaring Rory an honorary ghost hunter,” added Xavier. “We’ll make a Reaper out of you yet.”

      I smiled. “I think just being a biblio-witch is enough for me.”
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        For more of Rory’s magical adventures, you can start her series from the beginning with Spells & Shelves. Find out more at: http://smarturl.it/LibraryWitchMystery.
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      What if you could travel back in time to solve a crime?

      

      Mariana Galvin, mom, witch, retired paranormal cold case crime solver, and psychic medium is SO over time travel and crime solving, but her dead mother isn’t.

      

      When her mother volunteers her for a tough assignment in 1980’s small-town Indiana, Mariana is forced into a baffling triple murder investigation with eerie coincidences.

      

      Unsure what she’s up against, Mariana isn’t convinced she can solve this case before the 7-day clock runs out.

      

      Will she find the answers she needs and make it home before anyone discovers she’s gone?
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      “The best part of being dead is spying on the breathers.”

      Ignoring my dead mother wasn’t something I’d thought I’d ever do––especially long after her death, yet, somehow, it became a necessity.

      “Did you hear what I said, Mariana?” she asked.

      I flipped an omelet over on the griddle and sprinkled cheese on top. “Yes, I heard you.”

      “How do you want to handle this? Do you want me to contact the agency and tell them you’ll do it, or do you want to call them yourself? They’d love to hear from you.”

      There wasn’t enough cheese in the world to make up for what my mother had planned. I poured the whole bag of cheese on top the omelet, grabbed a green pepper and an onion from the hanging vegetable basket to my right, and sliced and diced them like my life depended on it, because knowing my mother, it probably did. I swept the pieces onto the griddle, then slammed the knife on the counter for dramatic effect. “No, Mama. Neither of us will contact the Agency of Paranormal Peculiarities, because this case, or whatever it is you volunteered me for, is a hard pass for me. The kids are gone for a whole week. A week! I planned to do nothing but stuff my face and live in my pajamas while they’re gone.”

      “Maybe you should stop feeding your attitude and feed your gifts instead. You know what they say, if you don’t use it, you’ll lose it. You don’t want to lose your abilities. Not everyone is born as lucky as you. For starters, you had yours truly for a mother, a relatively decent father. God rest his soul. And you see dead people. How cool is that?”

      “Dad’s not dead, Mama. I don’t know why you say things like that,” I groaned.

      “Because it’s funny. Besides, I’ve peeked in on him since I’ve been gone, and let me tell you, he needs all the prayers and whatnot he can get. My house is a pigsty. He’s lucky I love him, otherwise, I’d have to put him out to pasture.”

      “Mama.” That’s all I could manage. The surprise case had my head spinning.

      I grabbed a fork out of the silverware drawer and dug into the omelet. I didn’t care if I got botulism or whatever it is one gets from uncooked eggs. At worst, they’d kill me. At best, they’d get me out of whatever it was my mother had planned for me. It was a win-win no matter how I looked at it.

      “This is serious. I haven’t been this excited about a cold case since… since… ever.” Her voice raised to an octave only dogs, and apparently, reluctant witches, full-time moms, and retired paranormal cold case investigators could hear. Translation: me. “I’m hungry, Mama.”

      “I can’t tell,” she said.

      I turned in the direction of her voice, because after hearing her since the moment she took her last breath, I still hadn’t found a spell reversal that would let me see her again. Who knows what she’d look like? She probably floated around naked as a jaybird.

      “Stop thinking. Your head will explode,” she teased. “And it’s none of your business what I wear. Do you think there’s a great big clothing store in the in-between? There’s not. We’re up here in the clothes our ungrateful spawns chose for us.”

      “No, you’re not,” I said. “You chose your outfit.”

      She clucked her tongue. “There’s the problem right there. Who lets their dying, medically challenged, feeble mother choose her own clothes?”

      “We do,” I said of myself and my five siblings. “We had no choice. You made us swear on a stack of bibles we wouldn’t bury you in anything else.”

      “I did?”

      “Yes, you did.”

      She chuckled. “Suckers.”

      I scanned the countertops for other ingredients to add to what was supposed to be a good, healthy breakfast. The list of contenders was a half-eaten peach, courtesy of one of my teenage boys, and a box of Little Debbie’s something or other.

      “Can you let the egg cook before you snort it?”

      Deep breathing was my new thing. It came in handy with my teenagers and husband but didn’t work with my mother. She was the reason the doctors monitored my blood pressure and insisted I changed my diet. A lot of good that did. They didn’t have a clue what it was like to live with my dead mother hanging over my shoulder. Of course, they didn’t know that part of my story, but spirits aside, they wouldn’t understand unless they’d spent some time with her, and last I checked, there wasn’t a line of eager volunteers in the wings.

      “Get over it. I’m back. I’m here. You know, some people never get to see their loved ones again after they’ve passed,” she said.

      “A girl can only dream.” I lifted a forkful of sliced peppers and cheese to my mouth. Before I could take a bite, the fork flew out of my hand and slammed against a cabinet door.

      “Dream about that,” Mama said.

      Something built up inside my belly. It reverberated through my chest and up into my throat. By the time it hit my mouth, Mama and I burst out laughing.

      “I still got it,” she said.

      I cried when I laughed. It was a trait I’d inherited from her. “I can’t believe you did that. I wanted that bite.”

      The swinging doors between the kitchen and the mudroom swung open.

      “What’s so funny? Sounds like I’m missing a good time.” My husband, Rob, was the picture of perfection from head to toe: dark hair, athletic physique, and a mega-watt smile. It’s no wonder women swooned in his presence. Now that he was mayor, the list of women who ogled him from afar had grown long. He claimed he never noticed. I doubted that.

      I walked over and kissed him on the cheek. “It’s nothing, Mayor Galvin. Would you like some breakfast?”

      He looked around the room. Peppers, cheese, and eggs sprinkled the floor, countertop, and cabinets. “Yes, please, but can I have mine on a plate?”

      I pivoted to see if by chance I’d see my mother, but I didn’t. “Yes, you can, handsome sir. Your wish is my command.”

      “Ach! Gross,” Mama groaned. “You’ve been married over twenty years. What’s with all the honey poo poo nonsense?”

      She always had something to say about my marriage. She didn’t mean any of it. She adored Rob. Everyone did. But he didn’t know I could hear her. He didn’t know our daughter could hear and see her either. We hoped to keep it that way.

      Mama cleared her throat as I floated around the room to clean the mess and make an omelet for Rob.

      “What are you up to today, sweetheart?” he asked.

      I glanced at the massive to-do list I’d hung on the refrigerator. “A little of everything. I figure I might as well take advantage of all this alone time we have.”

      He sat at the kitchen table and flipped through the newspaper. “I can’t remember the last time we were alone for an entire week. What will we do with ourselves?” He winked at me.

      “Don’t even think about it, buddy,” Mama said.

      I was glad he couldn’t hear her.

      “I’ll tell you what we’ll do. We’ll solve a creepy cold case in Indiana,” Mama said.

      “Indiana!” I blurted.

      Rob lifted a brow. “What about it?”

      “Did I say that aloud? Oops! It’s the answer to a question I heard on the radio.” I snapped my fingers. “I knew it would come to me.”

      “You know what else you’ll get if you don’t get rid of him and take this trip to the 1980s with me?” Mama asked.

      I flipped Rob’s omelet over. “The 1980s?”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. “Why don’t you let me take over?” He rose from his seat and walked over.

      “It’s now or never,” Mama said. “Five, four, three… In two seconds, I’ll recite the time travel spell. You might want to brace yourself. It could be a bumpy ride.”
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        Cosmos guide me

        Into the time travel light

        To the past I’ll travel

        Absent of any time ripple

        1985 is my time

      

      

      “Well, that’s one way to do it,” Mama said as I fought to get my behind out of a trash can. “You know, if you didn’t eat the way you did, your behind wouldn’t be stuck.”

      No matter which way I pulled and tugged, I couldn’t get out. The only other option was to laugh, so that’s what I did.

      “Hey! What’s going on back here?” a petite lady in an apron walked out of the back door of a brick building. “If you’re hungry, come inside. Don’t dig through trash bins.” She grabbed my arm and pulled. I popped out of the trash can and landed on the ground. “Get up and follow me. There’s plenty to eat inside.” She marched to the back door.

      I did as she said because a good, hot meal sounded better than my current situation. “What kind of business is this?” I asked as she escorted me into a working kitchen where two big, burly men stood in front of large ovens. They worked in tandem. One worked the grill. The other chopped vegetables and threw them in a huge pot.

      “Guys, this is…” She turned to me. “What’s your name, sugar?”

      “Mariana,” I said. “Mariana Galvin. Hi!”

      One of the cooks gave me the once over. “Lettuce.”

      “What about it?” I asked.

      He pointed to my behind. “You got half a head on your rump.”

      The woman and the other cook laughed.

      I wiped the lettuce off and searched for a trashcan. “I had a little accident.”

      The woman looked at the top of my head. “You had more than a little accident. There’s salami in your hair.”

      “Way to make an entrance,” Mama whispered. “That’s my girl. Hot Mess Mariana.”

      I ignored her and asked the woman if I could use the restroom.

      “Sure thing. Follow me.” We walked to the front of the building. “Welcome to Mason Jar. This is my bar. The best bar in town. We have the best food too, in my humble opinion.” She pointed to the other side of the bar. “The ladies’ room is that way. Take your time. The doors don’t open for another hour.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” I said.

      She shook her head. “No. No ma’am here. I’m Alice. Alice Pawinski. I’ll meet you right here when you’re done.”

      I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. This wasn’t supposed to be how my kid free days were supposed to begin.

      The bathroom was bright pink and surprisingly clean for a neighborhood bar. It even had a station for a bathroom attendant.

      “Nice digs,” Mama said.

      “Yes, nice and clean.” I checked my reflection in the mirror. I looked like I’d recently returned from battle. “So, why am I here and who gave you permission to tell the agency I’d take this assignment?”

      She chuckled. “Which do you want first, the good news or the bad news?”

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Are you okay? Need anything? Wash cloth? Soap? An exorcism?” Alice laughed. “Kidding. Been there. Done that.”

      “Uh-oh,” Mama said. “That was supposed to be a surprise.”

      “Did you hear me?” Alice asked.

      I gulped. What had my mother gotten me into? “Yes, I heard you.” Suddenly, I was acutely aware of spirits all around me, vying for my attention.

      “Okay. I’ll be in my office if you need me. Nina is here now. She can help you. She’s one of my bartenders. Tell her what you want, and she’ll make sure you get it,” Alice said.

      “Sounds great. Thank you,” I said as I sunk into the chair in front of the mirror. I waited until I was sure Alice was gone before I said anything. Her heels clicked on the hardwood floors, then I heard her voice in the kitchen.

      “What did she mean by exorcism?” I asked.

      Mama giggled.

      “Mother?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe she’s crazy,” she said. “Maybe she’s born with it like that song in the commercial. Who knows? I thought I heard someone mention a mean ghost, but I could be wrong.”

      I hung my head.

      “Fine. I’ll tell you the whole story, but you have to promise you won’t be mad,” she said.

      “I’m already mad.”

      “Promise you won’t be any madder than you are right now. That’s all I ask.”

      Deep breaths, I told myself.

      “Take ten or twenty,” she said.

      I covered my ears to muffle the spirits’ voices. “Why am I here?”

      “Why are any of us here?” Mama mused. “I’ve always wondered that myself.”

      “Run!” a female spirit yelled in my ear.

      I was no fool. I ran.

      Into the door. Hit my nose and forehead on it.

      “Do you still need me to answer that question?” Mama asked.

      A knock on the door interrupted us.

      “Everything okay?”  a soft female voice asked.

      “Yes. Yes. I’m fine.” I pulled the door open to find a young, dark-haired woman on the other side.

      She smiled. “Hi! I’m Nina. I’m a bartender here.” She glanced over my shoulder. “I thought I heard someone fall.” Her gaze floated to my forehead. “What happened there?”

      Mama laughed.

      “Oh, that? I ran into the door,” I said.

      “Good. I mean not good.” Nina chuckled. “I thought you’d seen one of our ghosts or something.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “One of them hates women. Hates them so much, she killed three of them. Right here. Right where we are.”
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      “No, no, no,” I whispered as my mother did her best to convince me to see this out.

      Nina turned her head as she guided me to the bar. “You don’t have to eat if you don’t want to. Don’t worry. No one will force you.”

      “What? I don’t think that. I feel fine. A little hungry but fine,” I said.

      “Is that why you were in the trashcan?” Nina asked.

      Alice walked in the room with an armful of brandy bottles in her hand. “Don’t be insensitive. If Mariana wants to tell us her story, she will.” She locked eyes with me. “Feel better?”

      I rushed over to help her with her load. “Good, thank you. Let me help you.” I grabbed as many as I could. “I didn’t go through the trash. I tripped and fell in it.” I chuckled.

      Alice lined the bottles up on the bar. “How is that possible? Did you fall from the sky? The trash can is tall.” She winked. “It’s fine. You don’t have to explain yourself to me. Trust me, that’s not the strangest thing we’ve seen around here, especially this time of year. People come from all over for the annual Halloween Fest. The adult partygoers always find their way in here and cause a ruckus.” She shook her head. “Last year, they got the biggest surprise of their lives when Evil Edna showed up.”

      “Who is Evil Edna?” I asked.

      She and Nina exchanged glances.

      “You don’t need to worry about her. I’m sure she’s moved on,” Alice said.

      “Liar,” Mama said.

      Alice glanced at my shoes. “Fancy. Where did you get those?”

      I grew up in the eighties. Unfortunately, I never quite grew tired of my eighties style. My hair was still impossibly big. I still rocked the iconic Flashdance style. My shoes, though. They’d long outgrown Jelly shoes.

      “These? I picked them up at a thrift store.” If my mother had given me a warning, I would’ve ditched the Uggs for something more era appropriate.

      “They look comfortable,” Alice said as she placed two bottles on a shelf behind the bar. “Did Nina tell you about our guests that won’t leave?”

      “She mentioned something about a killer ghost,” I said. “I thought it was a joke. Ghosts don’t kill people, do they?”

      Nina chuckled. “I told her about Edna.”

      Alice rolled her eyes. “She’s more bark than bite. I’ll think that until she proves otherwise.” She lowered her voice. “I hope she never proves otherwise.”

      I still didn’t know what the case was, but it didn’t sound like anything I wanted to tackle.

      “Where are you from, Mariana?” Alice asked.

      “I’m…” I didn’t know what to tell her. It’s not like this was my first case. Usually, something close to the truth worked, but if this case involved something evil, I didn’t want the ghosts to follow me home.

      Nina popped a piece of Bubbalicious gum in her mouth and said, “Let me guess. You look like you’re from a small farm town. Do you live in Iowa? They have farms there. I know that because that’s where my pen pal lives.”

      “Pen pal?” I hadn’t heard that term in ages. “No, not Iowa, but close.” She was a good guesser. “I’m from a neighboring state.” That wasn’t a lie, but it also wasn’t the truth, and that worked for me. Just enough information to satisfy her curiosity, but not enough for an evil ghost to find me. Of course, she could always attach herself to me, but I didn’t want to think about that.

      A loud bang in the kitchen interrupted my thoughts.

      “Alice!” one of the cooks yelled. “She’s at it again. If she wasn’t dead, I’d kill her with my bare hands.”

      “Be right back.” Alice ran out of the room.

      Nina offered me a piece of gum.

      “No, thank you,” I said as I scrambled to come up with the right questions for her. Serial killer ghosts were above my pay grade. I didn’t know how I’d handle it, or even if I could. There wasn’t enough time. According to agency rules, I had seven days to solve the crime, or I’d be stuck in the era until someone decided I’d had enough. The eighties weren’t my best years. I didn’t want to relive them.

      “Find a seat,” Nina said. “There won’t be anyone here for another forty minutes or so.” She walked behind the bar. “Alice said to make you comfortable.”

      “Thanks.” I sat at the end of the bar. There was a man next to me––the spirit of a tall, slim elderly man, dressed in a white button-up shirt, brown slacks, and slippers.

      He nodded at me.

      I looked away. No need to encourage a conversation, especially not if I’d have to deal with Evil Edna soon.

      “Can you hear me?” he asked.

      I glanced at Nina. She was busy stacking cups and lining up glasses under the bar.

      “She can’t see or hear me. Can you?” he asked. “I’m George Pawinski.”

      I nodded. Why did the last name Pawinski sound familiar? Where had I heard it?

      “Are you here to help?” he asked.

      I shrugged.

      He furrowed his brows. “If you are, it’s about time. That woman has done nothing but make our lives miserable since the day she was born.” He pointed over my right shoulder.

      Nina glanced at me. “Want a drink?”

      “Orange juice, if you have any,” I said as I glanced behind me, expecting to see Edna, but she wasn’t there. The jolt of electricity that hit my spine told me she was nearby.

      George held his hand to his mouth like he had a cigarette in between his fingers, but there was nothing there.

      He noticed my gaze and dropped his hand on the bar. “Force of habit. Smoked fifty years. That’s how I got here. The cancer took my lungs, then my life.”

      I nodded.

      He pointed his thumb behind his back. “Used to walk around with a portable iron lung. Don’t need that now.”

      Nina slid a glass of orange juice to me. “Hope you don’t mind. I added a little something extra to it. You look like you could use a pick me up.”

      George leaned close to me and whispered, “Watch out. That one has a heavy hand with the vodka.”

      I took a sip and nearly spit the drink out. “She sure does.”

      He laughed. “Taught her good, didn’t I?”

      Nina giggled as she handed me a stack of napkins. “I should’ve warned you about the vodka. It’s kind of my thing. I never got any formal bartender training. The guy who used to own this place taught me everything I know.”

      I glanced at George.

      He winked. “I did, but now I wish I’d taught her how to get rid of the mean ghosts.” His eyes went wide as he looked at something over my shoulder again. “Watch out. Here she comes.”
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      There were ghosts and there were ghosts. I’d seen my fair share of them, but I’d never seen one quite like this. She towered over me like a giant angry beanstalk. Maybe it was the costume. She had a long black cape that hung open. Her hair stood on end as if she’d been struck by lightning.

      “Run!” she screamed next to my ear.

      George shook his head as he watched. “That doesn’t work with everyone, Edna. You might want to try another costume. Something more fitting like a horse’s behind.”

      She wedged herself in between us and screamed in George’s face, but he didn’t flinch.

      “Nice try. How about you get a new script? This one is old news,” he said.

      She grumbled something unintelligible.

      “Go ahead and get mad. It won’t hurt my feelings. It’s not like you can do anything to me. I’m already dead, so too bad,” he taunted her.

      If this was the evil spirit, the last thing I wanted to do was upset her. I slid off the stool and took one step back, but she noticed.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” George said. “This one has a temper, and she’s not afraid to use it.”

      Boy, did Evil Edna have a temper. Before I could do anything to protect myself or anyone else in the room, she’d knocked over the bottles of brandy, flipped over two barstools, and ripped pictures off the walls.

      “Get down!” Alice yelled as she gathered the remaining bottles of liquor. “Don’t let her destroy my bar.”

      I didn’t know how to stop her. I still didn’t know who or what she was and why she was so angry.

      “Don’t just stand there,” Alice said. “Do something.”

      “What do you want me to do?” I ducked as an autographed photo of Little Richie flew past my head.

      Alice opened the cooler under the bar and shoved the bottles in there. “Get the spray!” She pointed to a plastic crate under a table next to the kitchen. “Hurry!” She ran to the door between the kitchen and the bar and yelled, “Francisco! I need you out here now. Bring the broom.”

      He barreled through the door and knocked Alice over. “Sorry, boss.” He lifted her with one tug of her arm. “Where is the crazy witch?”

      “Hey! I’m not crazy,” I said.

      He and Alice exchanged glances.

      “Not you. Evil Edna. Where is she?” he asked as he swung the broom around like a baseball bat. “You want to fight? I’m ready for you. I’ve had it up to here with your nonsense!”

      I ran under the bat and dove for the ground and slid under the table to grab the plastic crate. “There’s nothing in here but cleaning supplies.”

      “Yeah, that’s it. Grab the spray bottle and spray it everywhere,” Alice said.

      “Everywhere?” That was a lot of ground to cover.

      She yelled, “Everywhere. It’s the only thing that chases her away. Trust me, I know. We’ve tried everything. A priest. A rabbi. Sage.”

      “Did you hear the one about the priest, the rabbi, and the sage who walk into a bar…” Nina’s words trailed off as she laughed at her joke.

      I did as Alice asked and sprayed everything in the room, including myself, Alice, Francisco, and Nina.

      “Stop!” Nina yelled. “Don’t spray me. I’m not the one with the problem.”

      The other cook stood in the doorway, watching and shaking his head at us as we ran around the room. Edna wasn’t anywhere in sight, but I couldn’t tell them that.

      When they tired of their futile search, they settled into different booths and one by one started laughing.

      “This never gets old,” Alice said. “Evil Edna thinks we’ll never catch her. That may be true, but at least I’ll always have my window spray.” She winked at me.

      I held up the empty bottle. “This is window cleaner?”

      “It was.” She held her arms out to her sides and signaled for everyone to be quiet. “I think she’s gone, but let’s sit still until we know for sure.”

      George reappeared behind the bar. “She’s not,” he’s said. “She’s right there.” He pointed to the kitchen. “You might want to do something about her now, while she’s tuckered out. It’s Halloween. That will only make her stronger.”

      Given how powerful she was and the story about her murdering three women, there was no time to waste. I had to do something now.

      “Yeah, now.” Mama’s voice scared me.

      “What is it? Is she back?” Alice pulled the empty bottle out of my hand and sprayed but nothing came out. “She is not going to ruin Halloween this year.”

      “She might,” the cook said.

      “Over my dead body,” Alice said.

      The cook shrugged. “Probably.”
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      The bar was set to open any minute. After our wild adventure in clueless ghost hunting, everyone who worked here went to their own corners to set up for the big day. According to Alice, it was the first day of the town-wide Halloween festivities, and she wanted to be prepared.

      “Have you ever waited tables before?” Alice asked me.

      I shrugged. “No, not professionally, but I have three kids and a husband, so does that count?”

      She smiled. “I like you.”

      “I like you too,” I said.

      She shook her head. “You don’t get it. I don’t like anyone, but I like you. I feel like we might be kindred spirits.” She motioned for me to follow her as she hung Halloween decorations from the ceiling. “I know what it’s like to struggle.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m not––”

      She held a hand up to stave off another word out of my mouth. “You don’t need to tell me. Not my business. All I know is you look like someone who needs a leg up. I want you to know as long as you are with me, you’ve got nothing to worry about. Everyone in town knows they can come to me with anything and I’d gladly help them figure things out. Free of charge.”

      Nina unlocked the front doors and placed doorstops underneath them. “Come on in. We’re open for business. Before I forget, here’s today’s menu: no yelling, no swearing, no drama, and no funny business.” She walked over to a small closet next to the front entrance and pulled out a dry erase board and wrote her list of what not to do on it, then leaned the sign on the front entrance. “Get it? Got it? Good. What can I get you?”

      I got the impression this was part of her daily routine. Customers filed in and greeted her like they were old friends. No one questioned what she’d said. No one flinched.

      Alice whistled to get my attention. “Here’s what I need from you. She pointed to the bar. “Nina and I handle all the drink orders. I could use you to deliver drink and food orders to the tables inside and out. Francisco and Harry will cook all the food. They’re fast, so expect a good workout. Also, every hour or so, I’ll need you to check the bathroom and make sure there’s no funny business. How does that sound?”

      I shrugged. “Fine, I guess, but I’m not here for a job.”

      “Take it,” Mama said. “You needed an in. This is an in.”

      Alice tilted her head. “Don’t let your pride get in the way of your hide. Everyone needs money. This will put a nice chunk of change in your back pocket. The tips alone should help get you to your next destination.”

      “Next destination?” I asked. “I didn’t know I had another destination.”

      Mama shushed me. “Don’t say anything to blow your cover.”

      I turned away from Alice and mouthed the words: What’s my cover?

      “She thinks you’re down on your luck. Why not go with that? Just don’t say a word about the itch-way or aranormal-pay or ime-tay ravel-tay,” she said in Pig Latin.

      Why did she always do this to me? Why couldn’t I have a normal mother?

      “Normal? No one wants to be normal,” Mama said.

      Alice tapped my shoulder. “Is there a problem? You okay?”

      I decided it was better to suck it up and play the part. She wanted to pay me to wait tables, then that’s what I’d do. No problem. Should be a piece of cake.

      “Doubt that. I’ve seen the way you keep house. Let’s just say, you didn’t get that from me,” Mama said.

      “I’m fine. I just wanted to get my bearings,” I said.

      Alice nodded and motioned for me to follow her into the kitchen. “There’s a linen closet next to the cooler. Technically, it’s a cooler too, but the health department said it’s not cool enough, so we use it for storage.”

      I nodded. There were two double-wide doors, the size of a small garage door. “Wow! That’s a lot of storage. You must have a lot of linens in there.”

      She tugged the door handle. After a few tugs and a lot of words I’d never repeat in public, the door finally gave way and popped open.

      “Whoa! Almost lost a nail that time,” Alice said as she struggled to open the door all the way. “Go on in. The aprons are on the back shelf, next to the banker’s boxes. Don’t touch those or I’ll have to cut your arm off.”

      I stopped short.

      She grinned a sinister grin. “Kidding. I don’t need another useless arm around here. Your leg will do.” She winked.

      I gulped.

      “Go on. Walk. It was a joke. Get a couple of aprons because things get messy around here.”

      I nodded and walked in.

      The door creaked behind me.

      “Is there a light in here?” I asked.

      The door creaked louder, then slammed shut.

      “Alice!” I yelled. “Did the door slip?” I laughed, but when she didn’t immediately pull the door back open, I panicked. I couldn’t see my fingers in front of my face. I flailed my arms in the air in search of a light switch, a cord, a lamp, or any source of light. “Alice! Open the door!”

      I could hear movement outside the door, normal kitchen noises: water running, food sizzling on the grill, pots and pans banging.

      “Francisco!” I called out.

      “Hey, Nina! Fire the old jukebox up. Let’s get the party started,” Alice said.

      “No! No! I’m in here!” I yelled. I blinked to adjust to the darkness. “Where is the door?” I moved forward and ran into something that stood taller than me. “What is this? Why won’t she open the door?”

      I moved toward the sound of the kitchen noise and the muffled sounds of music playing in the bar area. “Alice? Francisco! Harry! Anyone?” I ran into something else. This time it felt like a person. I lurched back and hit a stack of boxes. They fell over with a loud thud.

      “What’s that?” I thought I recognized Francisco’s voice. “Did you hear someone scream?”

      “It’s me! Yes!” I yelled as loud as I could. “I’m stuck in the walk-in!”

      Alice’s voice is the one I heard next, “That was me. Sorry, guys. We’ve got a big crowd out there. Chop chop.”

      “Alice! Alice!” My throat hurt from yelling so much. I sunk to the floor. “How do I get out of this?”

      “You could start by turning on the lights,” Mama said.

      I jumped to my feet and ran. In which direction? I didn’t know. It didn’t matter. I slammed into the wall or the door or…”

      Suddenly, it was like the earth moved. Loud creaking and a dragging sound followed by a smell of something floral.

      “What is that?” I asked. “Perfume.”

      A light came on the distance.

      It took a second for my eyes to adjust.

      “A secret passage?” I couldn’t believe my eyes. The large shelf that was on the back wall split in two separate directions to reveal a small room. “Why is there a secret room?”

      “Go find out,” Mama said.

      That’s the last thing I wanted to do.

      “Move,” she said.

      I took two steps forward, keeping my eyes peeled for any movement. “I don’t want to. Secret rooms mean bad things. Someone has something to hide.”

      Mama groaned, “Are you sure you’re my kid? You may have hit the jackpot. For all you know, there could be money hidden in there or, better yet, my real fifty-year-old daughter. You know, the one who isn’t afraid of her own shadow?”

      “That’s not nice, Mama. And if I’m fifty, that makes you… you…”

      She laughed. “You want to finish that sentence?”

      I shook my head.

      “I didn’t think so. I’m rubber and you’re glue, and you still have no clue how to investigate cases, do you?”

      “Not cases that include getting locked in a giant cooler,” I said. “This wasn’t part of the plan. None of this was part of the plan. Do you know what I could be doing right now?”

      “Stuffing your face?” Mama said.

      The light in the adjoining room flickered.

      “Did you see that?” I asked.

      What sounded like a door creaked open. Sunshine brightened the little room. A table sat in the center of the room.

      “Aren’t you curious?” a woman’s voice startled me. “Come on. I won’t kill you.” A woman in a black dress and matching hat walked into my view.

      I took two steps forward. “How do I know you won’t?” I asked.

      She moved to the table. The light hit her face. She smiled.

      I gasped as I stepped back.

      “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” she said. She sat on the table, her legs swinging like a child on a playground swing set.

      “Pardon me, but I beg to differ.” My fear gave way to anger. Edna wasn’t a ghost. She was a witch. “Tell me; what did you do to deserve this?”

      She threw her head back when she laughed. “Funny girl. I love a woman who can laugh. Don’t you?” She jumped off the table. “I’ll tell you my story if you tell me yours.”

      I walked toward her. “I don’t have anything to tell you.”

      She walked around the small room, touching the walls. “Do you know what this is?”

      “Limestone, probably,” I said.

      She removed her hat. Her hair fell over her shoulder in long dark tendrils. “It wasn’t a spell,” she said.

      I scanned the room to see what I’d stumbled upon.

      It was a small room. No pentagrams in sight. No Quija board. Nothing that told me something evil was present.

      “Is this the cellar?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I think it’s a converted crawl space.” She pointed to the open door behind her. “It’s also how you get out of here.”

      I glanced outside. “Is that the alley?”

      She nodded. “Bingo.”

      I glanced at the door again. I could escape.

      Edna shook her head. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Alice didn’t lock you in here on purpose. She’s forgetful. Way too much on her mind. Between the bar, her loony employees, ornery George, and her sick husband, she has a lot on her mind. She’ll come back for you.” She glanced over her shoulder at the open door. “Or you could run for your life and spend the rest of your days wondering if the rumors about me were true or not.”

      “Are you sure?” I glanced at the closed door behind me. “It sure seemed lie it was on purpose. She even turned up the music, so no one could hear me.”

      Edna chuckled. “You’re the first person she has locked in a room. She even tried it with me.”

      I arched a brow. “She locked a ghost in a room?”

      Edna laughed. “Yeah, that was her ingenious plan. Can you imagine? What did she expect me to do? Sit in the corner and twiddle my thumbs.” She yawned. “Boring!”

      I leaned on the table, facing the open door. As soon as she looked the other way, I’d make my escape.

      “No, you won’t,” she said.

      I gasped.

      She winked at me. “Yes, I can read minds. It’s one of my many gifts.”

      “What are your other gifts?”

      She smirked. “Killing witches.” She lifted a hand in the air and recited a spell I’d never heard.

      Suddenly, the back door slammed shut, and the space fell into darkness again.
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      “What are you doing in here?” Alice flipped a light on in the cooler. “I have a room full of hungry and thirsty people. I need you up front, not in here.” She chuckled, then noticed the secret room. “How did you get that open?”

      I was too stunned to talk. I glanced over my shoulder to see if Edna was there. She was, but apparently, she’d used an invisibility spell, because Alice nor Francisco acted like they’d seen her.

      “It just opened,” I said finally.

      Alice shook her head. “No, it didn’t, honey. I don’t even know how to get that open. Believe me, I’ve tried, but I could never figure out what gadget or gizmo opened it.”

      Francisco tapped the walls. “I told you there’s a button somewhere. I can’t remember where, but I know there is one because George locked himself in there once. Scared the socks off him. He swore he’d seen Edna. Of course, that was long before we knew her name.”

      Edna giggled. “I forgot all about that. I chased him from Whihala Beach on the other side of town to here. It was amazing.”

      Alice shook her head. “Okay. No time to talk about this right now. Customers. Let’s go.” She clapped her hands and walked out of the room. “Get to work. What am I paying you for?”

      Francisco remained behind to wait for me.

      “Don’t you have food to prepare?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yes, but I can spare a minute.” He twisted around to look at Edna. “I can’t leave you in here with her. She’ll kill you.”

      Edna cupped her hand over her mouth and gasped. “He can see me?”

      Francisco shook his head. “Nope. I can hear you. I hear you walk down the hallway, walk across the bar top, mess around in my kitchen.”

      “I don’t do that,” she said. “That’s George.”

      He shook his head again. “No, that’s you. George messes around behind the bar.”

      Alice yelled, “Hey! I need you up here!”

      Francisco and I exchanged glances. “Better listen to her. I keep my ears open for this one. Don’t you worry. She’s not going anywhere.”

      I didn’t have to be told twice. I practically ran out of the cooler, but right before I left the room, Edna screamed for help.

      I twisted to see, but Francisco pushed me out the door. “Go before she leaves!”

      “But you can’t see her,” I started.

      He pulled the door shut.

      I stopped it with my foot. “What do you plan to do? She’s not what you think she is.”

      He pulled a sheet of paper out of his front pocket. “I don’t care what she is. I found this.” He flung it open. It was a spell, in handwriting I recognized.

      “Mama?” I groaned.

      He furrowed his brows. “Edna is your mother?”

      “No.”

      Edna yelled again. This time she ran toward me. “I’ll kill him!”

      I’d never learned to whistle. Not that I could remember, anyway, but desperate times called for anything I could do to prevent Francisco’s death.

      “What is wrong with you, Mariana?” Alice stormed into the kitchen. “If you’re in the middle of a meltdown, save it for later. I have two-hundred and fifty people who want drinks and sandwiches.” She glanced at Francisco. “What is this? What happened? Please don’t tell me you’re sick. I need you.”

      Francisco locked eyes with me. “Do you want to tell her or should I?”

      “Give me a break,” Mama groaned. “Why do you have to do everything the hard way? Step aside. Let me handle this. Clearly, you don’t know which way is up.” She recited a spell, and everyone promptly fell asleep where they stood. Everyone except me and Edna.

      Edna tiptoed around Francisco and walked into the kitchen. “Why didn’t you tell me you could do that?”

      “Why are you terrorizing these people?” I countered.

      She laughed. “I’m not. Those stories about murder are made up. Just because I happened to be in the room when they died doesn’t make me a murderer. If anything, I’m a victim.”

      “Are you dead?” I asked.

      She placed her hand on my arm. “Do I feel dead?”

      I pulled my arm away. “You have to tell me more. No offense, but your word means nothing to me. I don’t know you. The stories I’ve heard aren’t the kind that makes me want to befriend you.”

      “She’s a witch,” Mama said.

      Edna turned around. “Who said that?” She spun around the other way and stopped, staring at a space next to the refrigerator.

      “Can you see her?” I asked.

      “Who?” Edna asked. “That old woman?”

      I cringed. My mother abhorred being called old.

      “You’ve got a lot of nerve,” Mama said. “Let’s do the math. What year is it? In 1985, I was…”

      Edna laughed. “You win. Is that what you want to hear?” She glanced at me. “Wait a minute. You can’t see her, can you?” She clapped her hands. “Looks like I’m not the only one the agency punishes. What did you do?”

      “I didn’t get punished,” Mama said.

      “You sort of did,” I mumbled.

      Edna danced around the room like that was the best news she’d heard in a long time. She stopped next to Alice. “I like this one. She’s a good person.”

      I needed to get her back on track. “What agency did you work for?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Do I really need to tell you?”

      “The agency I work for?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Why are you here? You know it’s against the rules to harm people?” I said. “Murder is a crime.”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t murder anyone.” She sighed and leaned against the wall. “I was with them when they died, but their deaths had nothing to do with me. One’s ticker went out while she was in the ladies’ room. She fell forward, slid to the floor, and boom, cracked her crown. Blood was everywhere. I tried to help her. I ruined the one white blouse I owned.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that.

      Mama did, though. “What about the other two? How did you happen to be there when they died and why were you here to begin with? Were you on a case?”

      Edna sighed again. “I quit. I retired. I fell in love. It was silly. Thought we’d spend the rest of our lives together, then he dumped me for…” Her words trailed off.

      “For who?” I asked.

      “For Nina,” she said. “I don’t know what I was thinking. He was a cop. Excuse me. He was a detective. He’d just been promoted. His name was Angus.” She laughed at the memory. “Young and dumb.” She shrugged. “Long story short, when he left me, I didn’t take it well. I swore I’d get even.”

      “Did you?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Not the way I wanted to. I dove into work. I returned to the agency and begged them to take me back. As luck would have it, they had a job for me here. I jumped at the chance. Angus lived here. Nina worked here. It was the perfect chance to get even. I got a full makeover. I showed up one day and no one noticed. Nina had only seen me once, but she sees so many people, she didn’t remember who I was. My disguise worked.”

      “What was the case?” Mama asked.

      Edna hung her head. “George claimed he saw his dead wife. I was sent to get rid of the ghost who’d impersonated his wife.”

      “And you failed? Is that why you’re stuck here?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No, I found her, but let’s just say things didn’t go well.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Her cheeks turned red. “I got the wrong person, and it jeopardized the future, so they punished me. The dead women are my bonus prizes, I suppose. For the record, the second one died following a seizure and the third one did it to herself. Don’t make me go into details.”

      “How did people know to blame it on you? Did they see you and why can’t they see you now?” I asked. Then, it occurred to me. When I’d messed up an investigation, the head witches at the agency threatened to make my life miserable; specifically, they said, I’d spend the rest of my days with my mother hanging over my shoulder. I laughed it off, but now everything made sense. My mother was my punishment and Nina is Edna’s punishment.

      “Don’t think so hard,” Mama said.

      “I know what we have to do to get you out of here,” I said. I rushed over to Francisco to pry the spell out of his hands. “Mama, where did he get this spell?”

      “From the case file,” she said.

      “What case file?” I hadn’t seen one. The agency had always supplied one before, but because I’d been thrown into this, I hadn’t thought to look for it. “Mama?”

      She chuckled. “Oops! I guess I forgot.”

      I read over the spell to make sure I had it right. “This is it. Francisco skipped a line.” I waved the paper in the air. “Are you ready to get back to your life, Edna?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I hope this works.”

      “It will,” Mama said.

      I recited the spell and waited for the proverbial magic to happen. It took several seconds, but when it happened, it arrived like a tornado. Menus flew around the room. Pots and pans rattled. Our sleeping friends swayed like giant leaves. I ran to the bar area to check the liquor bottles.

      “And done!’ Mama yelled.

      The place went silent.

      “Is she gone?” I asked. I scanned the space for any signs of her. “Does the air feel lighter to you?”

      “She had a broken heart. She’s not a murderer. Yes, she’s gone. They’re all gone,” Mama said.

      I remembered George. “All?” I asked.

      “No, he’s still here. That spell helps those who don’t belong here go back where they belong. Edna’s time was up. She’d been punished long enough,” Mama said.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Is it over now?”

      George floated into the room. “I don’t know what you did, kid, but you need to clean it up.”

      I laughed. “Don’t you worry. I will.”

      He nodded and went behind the bar. “Go ahead. Start this place up. Time is money. And next time you want to come around, you can.”

      As if on cue, everyone woke up, the music blasted, and glasses clinked.

      “Happy Halloween, everyone!” Alice said as she walked into the bar area with a giant pumpkin in her arms. “Let’s get this party started.”

      I glanced around the room. Everyone was in costume. Giant pierogies, bunches of grapes, bananas, ghosts, ghouls, and, yes, several witches.

      “Ready to blow this joint?” Mama asked.

      I shook my head. “Can I stay until the party is over, Mama? I promise I’ll behave.”

      She laughed. “See you on the other side. Try not to embarrass me, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Time for tricks, everyone,” Alice said as she shut the lights out. “Who wants to go ghost hunting?”

      The crowd broke out in applause.

      She handed me a flashlight. “Lead the way. The one who sees the ghost first gets a drink on the house.”
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      A cool breeze captured the rogue red tendrils of hair from under my pointy witch’s hat and blew them across my face. Although during the day, we could still wear short sleeves, I grinned at the slight chill in the air. Finally, fall had arrived in the South, and we’d be devouring pumpkin-spiced everything for the next two months.

      A shrill shriek followed by echoes of children’s giggles floated in the air, and I watched one of the local kids run by holding a plastic jack-‘o-lantern full of treats, her glittering gauzy fairy wings bouncing on her back. Seeing her and all the other youngin’s enjoying themselves made the long hours bush hogging the weeds and tall grass on the tractor worth it.

      Someone bumped my hip, knocking me off balance. “You gonna stand there and gawk or you gonna help your family out?”

      I shot Uncle Jo a smirk and righted my pointy hat on my head. “I thought we witches got a night off since it is Halloween.”

      “Just because you blend in tonight doesn’t mean you let it all hang out. And you know better than to think you’ve earned time off, Miss Thang.” My uncle checked the area around us and snuck a small metal flask from his pocket, taking a quick swig from it.

      “And that’s a better idea, drinking in front of the kiddies, Drunkle Jo?” I accused him.

      He screwed the top back on and hid it out of sight again. “Relax. It’s just a little tipple. Plus, it’s infused with pumpkin, therefore it doesn’t count.” He sniffed the air. “Speaking of, it smells like my darling daughter’s pumpkin cinnamon rolls are ready. I’m gonna nab one while you go to the storage barn and get the two boxes I pulled down to put out for the miscellaneous sales table.”

      “You mean the junk table.” My stomach growled at the mere mention of my cousin’s baked goods.

      Uncle Jo backed away from me with a devilish grin. “Hey, one person’s junk…”

      “Is another’s treasure. I know, I know,” I finished. “Make sure Dani saves me something,” I called out after him.

      He turned around and wiggled his fingers in a weak wave goodbye. “I’ll make no such promises. Now get to working.”

      I shook my head, watching his generous behind sashay back and forth in sassy triumph at recruiting me into the role of worker bee while he stuffed himself with sugary snacks. Before heading to the storage barn, I went over to the area where my family and some of our friends were selling their goods. Just because we put on a good Halloween party didn’t mean we weren’t gonna try to make a little money from the happy hordes.

      Eyeballing the two empty tables waiting for the stuff Uncle Jo wanted me to fetch, I memorized the space to make sure whatever he’d set aside would fit. Whenever we sold anything deemed miscellaneous, it meant the odds and ends from our pickings at everything from flea markets to estate sales. The flotsam and jetsam of uncategorized but sometimes interesting objects might still gain us a little cash while clearing out storage space.

      Ready to fill up the empty tables, I moseyed away from the festivities. Lights blazed from the windows of our white clapboard monstrosity of a family homestead. No doubt the ghosts who lived inside were having a high time on the night where the veil of magic was at its thinnest. If only those who’d passed on would, you know, pass on instead of taking up permanent residence inside, I could maybe move back in. Until the day every nook and cranny wasn’t occupied by a spirit, I’d stay in my tiny rundown cottage or my travel trailer, thank you very much.

      “I got a call tonight,” my father’s voice interrupted from a dark shadow on the porch. He rocked forward in his chair enough for me to see his face.

      I clasped my hand over my chest. “You scared me.” My heart raced until I could hear it thrumming in my ear. “Was it her?” With all of my might, I hoped it wasn’t.

      “No,” he admitted, a little gloomy dejection lacing his response. “It’s an old acquaintance I know. Says she’s sent someone our way to search for something specific.”

      Annoyance replaced my trepidation. “Like what?”

      My dad shrugged. “She didn’t give many details, but she assured me that her proxy would know it in an instant. And insisted that tonight was the best chance to find whatever it is.”

      I cocked a suspicious eyebrow. “So, whoever this visitor is must be like us. And that means he or she is going to want to look through our special stock. Great.” I slapped a mosquito braving the cooler weather to take a bite of my arm to cover up my frustration.

      “Look, I know the burden falls on you,” Dad uttered with a sigh.

      Wishing I could make him stop wanting my mother, I stooped to begging. “You could help.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “You know I can’t leave the telephone.”

      “Mom is not going to call tonight or ever again, Daddy. I know it’s your anniversary and all, but she’s been gone for over a decade. Since before I hit puberty. When are you going to let her go?” I huffed in anger.

      Without a word, my father rocked his chair back into the shadows. “I hope you never have to know what it’s like to lose a great love. But I’ll never regret my time with her because she gave me you.”

      Shame heated my cheeks. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “It’s okay, butter bean. Now, get on with whatever you were doing.” The creaks and groans of the wooden boards of the porch under his rocking underlined my embarrassment.

      “Send the strangers my way and I’ll help out,” I gave in, walking away from the house.

      Someday, I hoped my father would get over the betrayal of my mother’s leaving the two of us. For added measure, I closed my eyes, crossed my fingers, and sent out a Halloween wish for my father not to be burdened by old desires and to find another way to spend his time tonight.

      When I finished, I moseyed forward lost in my thoughts. I really couldn’t blame him for holding on so tight since I still harbored deep resentment every time I glanced in the mirror and found her red hair framing my face and her green eyes staring back at me. A chill blasted over my skin, and I shivered. Unwilling to let the memory of my mother ruin another second, I used the lingering trembles to shake off the remnants of negativity.

      The last streaks of the sunset painted the sky, reminding me to get my hustle on, and I picked up the pace, my eyes trained on one of our smaller storage barns. Conjuring a bit of magic at my fingertips, I unlocked the spell on the the door and pushed it open. A lone light hanging in the middle of the space clicked on with a flick of a switch, casting shadows over the chaos of stacked boxes, miscellaneous furniture, and odds and ends crowding the room and collecting dust.

      I picked up my foot to step over the threshold when two arms snaked around my middle and lifted me up. My legs flailed, and I spit out curses at the culprit while summoning a quick hex.

      “Finally, you’re all alone,” rasped a familiar deep voice into my ear.

      Relieved, I let out a breath, letting my defensive magic dissipate with a chuckle. “Oh, no, whatever will I do? What is it you want from me, you monster!”

      With a thud, my well-worn cowboy boots hit the ground. “You’re no fun. Couldn’t you at least play along and, you know, act like a damsel in distress?” complained Luke, spinning me around to face him.

      I placed my hand on my hip. “You know what you were gettin’ into when you picked me. Since when have I ever been that girl. And by the way, what are you wearing?”

      “It’s Halloween, Rue. What’s wrong with my costume?” He backed a step away and surveyed his tuxedo. Luke fingered the black cape that framed his body in flowing black silk with a red stiff collar at his neck. His normally wavy dark hair that hung in his face was slicked back with some sort of shiny hair product. “Isn’t this what everybody expects a vampire to look like?”

      “I guess so, although I’ve never known you to want to reveal your true self to anybody.” I ran my fingers over his well-fitted outfit and quirked an eyebrow at him. “Although I think I approve. This tuxedo fits you in all the right places.”

      Luke leaned down and planted his cold lips on mine in a quick peck. “Thanks, love. I figured tonight would be a fun time to just be myself. I mean, you’re wearing a witch’s hat.” He plucked it off my head, holding it just out of my reach with a playful sparkle in his eyes.

      My hand patted the uncovered mess of hair. “As much as I would love to stay here flirting with my vampire boyfriend, I came here on a mission.” I snatched my hat back and put it back in its rightful place. “Uncle Jo said there are some boxes around here he wants me bring out since people might be more likely to buy smaller items than big expensive ones at an event like this.”

      “A discount junk table?” asked Luke. “Sounds like a solid plan, although I’d much rather keep you here all to myself.” He wrapped his arms around me and nuzzled into my neck.

      Familiar tingles of excitement flared to life, and I gave in to his frisky wooing until animal sounds of snuffling and snorting interrupted us.

      A large black pig with white markings appeared in the doorway. “And I’d much rather you didn’t try any hanky panky with my cousin, grunt, oink.”

      Luke let go of me and hung his head. “Hey, Deacon.”

      I closed my eyes to calm the fire sparking to life inside me ready to escape and cook my cursed cousin’s proverbial bacon. “A pain in my behind when you were human, a bigger pain while a pig.”

      Deacon grunted in response. “I saw the light on and wanted to see what was happening. I didn’t expect to find you two going at each other like two skunks in a sock.”

      I snorted in my own way. “I’ve caught you doing far worse not that long ago.”

      “And look where it got me, squeal, grunt. Cursed and unable to return to normal.” He dropped his enormous head to the ground and snuffled in the dirt.

      My heart always squeezed a little tighter when my cousin talked about his inability to change back. While we’d always warned him to be careful with the witches he flirted with, it never occurred to any of us that one day, one of them wouldn’t take his player games well and would dare to turn him into the actual pig she claimed him to be.

      Luke touched my arm. “Come on, let’s find the stuff your uncle wanted and get it set up.”

      Figuring Deacon would take his pity party elsewhere, I got my head back in the game. “Okay, Uncle Jo said there’d be a couple of boxes on the floor I could take.” When we looked around, we found the two boxes. Plus a third.

      “Should we take them all?” Luke asked.

      I opened the top flaps and glanced inside at the jumbled mess in each of them. “I don’t know. I assume Uncle Jo already cleared every item to keep anything magical out of reach of the humans. There’s so much stuff inside, it would take me hours to go through it all right now.”

      “Bring the boxes here. I can check for you,” Deacon’s voice called out from the door.

      Before he became an animal, my handsome cousin had used his particular talents to help us find and clear the things we purchased to resell of any lingering magic, spells, or curses. Only his libido was stronger than his powers of detection.

      With unnatural speed, Luke lifted the boxes and set them in front of Deacon. Dust and dirt covered my boyfriend’s costume, and I did my best to wipe off one of a hundred cobwebs off the expensive fabric.

      He captured my hand and kissed my knuckles. “It’ll add to the effect of me being an old vampire.”

      “Maybe someday you’ll tell us your actual age,” Deacon teased, urging one of us to open the cardboard tops wider.

      He stuffed his head inside and rooted around. A few items spilled out with metallic clangs. “Nope. No trace of magic in this one.” My cousin repeated his efforts on the second box. “This one’s clear, too.”

      “I’ll go ahead and take these out,” Luke offered. He picked up both containers as if they were full of feathers. “I’ll be back to help with the third.” With a cool peck on my cheek, he disappeared in a blur.

      “It must be nice to have superhuman speed,” I muttered under my breath.

      Deacon snorted and stuck his snout in the air. “It does no good to wish for other people’s gifts or for things out of your reach. I’d give up all traces of magic to be able to sleep in a regular bed again.”

      Pity flooded my heart, and I scratched the tuft of wiry hair on the top of my cousin’s head between his ears. “I know, Deac.”

      He shook off my touch and waddled over to the last box. Rooting around inside, he took longer than before.

      “Is there something in there that shouldn’t be?” I asked, trying to look past his mammoth girth.

      He lifted his head. “No. At least, I don’t think so.”

      “I can leave it here if you have any doubts.” No use in taking a chance. The penalty for causing magic to affect humans was too steep.

      My pig of a cousin squealed and grunted, his head cocking up with arrogance. “It’s fine. If you don’t trust me, then you can double-check it yourself.” He trotted away on his tiny hooves.

      “I do trust you, Deacon!” I yelled after him. One second, he earned my loyalty and sympathy and the next, he’d come pretty close to being turned into roasted ham with my fiery frustration.

      Luke returned in a flash, his cape billowing around him when he stopped just inside the door. “What’s wrong with Deac?”

      I sighed. “Everything and nothing, as usual.” I crouched down and pulled out a few objects, assured they possessed nothing of notice. “Do you think we need the rest of this stuff?”

      “There’s still some empty space on the second table.” Luke captured a strand of my hair and tugged gently to tease. “Whatever you want.”

      For good measure, I stuck my hand way down inside the jumbled assortment and cast a small discovery spell. When nothing replied or stood out, I closed the cardboard flaps. “It’s all clear.”

      “Good.” He picked up the box and balanced it on his hip with one hand and laced his fingers through mine with the other. “By the way, I got two of Dani’s pumpkin cinnamon rolls and hid them away for us to enjoy later.”

      I almost knocked the box out of his grip when I threw my arms around his neck and gave him a long kiss until the heat of my lips warmed his. “I knew I kept you around for good reasons.” A blanket of happiness enveloped us on our walk back to the action, and I forgot to be irritated with Uncle Jo leaving me to be the only Jewell to man the junk table.

      I finished placing a brass door knocker and a tin of antique buttons into a bag, thanking the customer dressed up in a yellow and black striped shirt to match her daughter’s bumblebee costume. After I handed the woman her change, I flicked one of the wire antennas of her daughter’s headband and smiled at the little girl’s delight. Another young woman waited off to the side until we were alone.

      “Excuse me, but I think you’re the one I’m supposed to talk to.” She stuck out her hand. “You’re Ruby Mae Jewell, right?”

      I returned the shake, narrowing my eyes. “And you are?”

      “Charli Goodwin. My nana sent me here to find you.”
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      Charli let go of my hand and looked around as if searching for something. “I’d introduce you to my friend if I could find him in the crowd. This seems like a fun event y’all have going on.” A wide smile brightened her face, easing some of my initial wariness.

      “We’ve been putting on our small carnival for a few years now. It gives the local families a place to enjoy the evening together. The adults like it just as much as the kids do.” The grin that I managed masked the slight dip in my happiness.

      I’d proposed holding the event as a way to distract Dad from his turmoil of sadness over my mother. In the first couple of years, he’d thrown himself into the preparation. It had been his idea to start selling our stuff at the same time and to allow other vendors to take advantage of a gathering of potential customers. But in the end, the anchor of my mother’s absence drug him away from the merriment and back down into his dark depression.

      Charli picked up a nondescript rectangular wooden box and inspected it. “It also doesn’t hurt that you give the adults a chance to shop, too.”

      I shrugged. “Nobody expects to make a whole lot. But it’s good exposure for my friends,” I admitted, pointing down the line of vendors hawking their goods. “And it allows us to empty our storage spaces so we can bring in more goods. Speaking of, my dad didn’t say much about why you’re here.”

      She placed the ordinary item back on the table and cleared her throat. “I run a small business in my hometown, and sometimes people hire me to find things for them.”

      “I get hired for that, too. People want me to go to estate sales or auctions to find and authenticate specific pieces or have me call them if I discover what they want at a flea market and such.” A little heat rose in my cheeks, unsure of why I needed to explain myself to her.

      She met my gaze full on. “What I do is a little bit different than that.”

      My instincts buzzed to life. Something about her didn’t ring true, and whatever she wasn’t saying seemed more important than the actual few words we’d exchanged.

      “Are you two witches done yakking yet? Let’s get this done so we can head home.” An older man approached the table balancing a plate loaded with food with one hand and stuffing a baked good dripping with frosting into his mouth with the other.

      Charli’s eyes widened. “We just ate burgers and fries on our way into town! How can you still be hungry?”

      The man stopped chewing for a moment and cocked his left bushy eyebrow. “Who can turn down fresh caramel kettle corn, homemade pumpkin rolls, or this delectable cinnamon thingy? You’re not the boss of me.”

      “Technically, I am. And you’ve got a glob of icing on the side of your mouth,” the young woman stated in exasperation, pointing.

      “Where?” The older gentleman licked his lips for all he was worth but kept missing the spot.

      I pulled a napkin out of my pocket. “Here, maybe this will help.”

      Charli thanked me and wiped her friend’s mouth. “I can’t take you anywhere,” she huffed. “And what’s that pie looking thing?”

      “I told you that you should have brought Mason and not me. And to answer your question, it’s pumpkin cobbler, it’s yummy, and it’s all mine. ” The grumpy guy wolfed down the last frosted bite and spoke through his mouthful. “Excuse her rudeness. I’m Henry.”

      I refused to shake his frosting-riddled fingers and nodded instead. “Nice to meet you. I’m Ruby Mae Jewell, but my friends call me Ruby or Rue.”

      Henry chortled, “Ha! Ruby Jewell. Either someone didn’t like you very much or you were born under an unfortunate star.”

      Charli elbowed her companion in his ribs, almost causing him to spill all the contents of his plate. “What did I tell you about your impolite manners,” she chastised.

      The old man grinned with his mouth full of a fresh scoop of cobbler. “That they’re part of my charm.”

      I couldn’t contain the snicker that burst out of me at their unexpected banter. “He’s not that different from everybody else who teases me about it. My mother had the great idea to name me Ruby since I had a thick head of red hair when I was born. She thought it would make everyone think I was precious or something.”

      Talking about my mother always soured my stomach, but I forced my smile to remain on my face. It would take a miracle or a complete change in personality to get me over the irony of her leaving us despite the valuable name she bestowed upon me.

      “Aww, that’s a sweet story,” gushed Charli.

      In an attempt to hold back the familiar anger that surfaced, I moved some of the objects on the table around in no particular order to distract myself. “So, what brings you to our place on Halloween? It’s an odd time for you to come visit.”

      Henry nodded in agreement behind Charli’s back but stopped when she shot him a sideways glance.

      “My grandmother sent me here tonight because she thinks it’s the best chance to locate a particular item.” The young woman avoided my curious scrutiny.

      Her vague response erased my good humor. “Can you be a little more specific?” For all I knew, whatever she wanted was already out here for sale on one of the tables.

      Panic settled on Charli’s countenance when a couple with two small kids toddling next to them approached the table. She held up a finger to let me know she’d wait and struck up a quieter private conversation with her friend. Since the children weren’t interested in what I had for sale, the parents moved on in quick fashion.

      Henry frowned and spoke out a little louder. “Just tell her and let’s get this thing done. Here.” He gripped her arm and sidled closer. Once within reach, he grabbed me with his other hand. “You two talk while I peruse the goods.”

      “You’re not the boss of me,” complained Charli with the left corner of her mouth crooked up.

      Henry pushed us both and pointed at us. “Nope, I’m your lowly unpaid volunteer assistant. Let me do my job and assist you. Now, talk.” With a quick wave, he sorted through the miscellaneous hodgepodge.

      Following his command, I walked away from the table and on the edge of our little carnival, laughing despite the discomfort of not knowing what was wanted of me. “He’s pretty funny.”

      “Oh, he’s a hoot and a half.” Sarcasm dripped from Charli’s words. “But he’s right. However, I don’t think we should converse in front of everyone.” She gestured at what she may or may not have known was a mix of humans and a few other supernaturals enjoying the night.

      Since she chose to be cryptic, it forced me to pick up on the first clue. Whatever she was searching for had to be of the magical persuasion. “I take it you need to check out our special collection of goods?”

      Charli dipped her chin in acknowledgment. With better comprehension of her need to talk in a less open space, I summoned a bit of power and cast a couple of spells to give us the needed privacy.

      Finishing with a slight flourish of my fingers, I drew in a deep breath to steady myself. “Okay, now you can talk.”

      She gawked at me for an extra beat. “What did you do?”

      “If you’re anything like me, which I’m pretty sure you are, you’ve done spellcasting before? I made sure no one would take notice of us and then set up a bubble of isolation so we could talk privately.” I tilted my head. “That surprises you?”

      With a light sniff, Charli composed herself again. “You just did it so fast and without a whole lot of effort. I always have to say the spell out loud, usually in rhyme.”

      “Off the top of your head?” I asked.

      She considered my question for a moment. “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “See, I think that’s impressive. It would take me hours to come up with rhymes that worked. I guess we all have our own skills and talents.” My gut prickled less the more I got to know her, and I relaxed a little bit. For the sake of us not taking all night, I hoped she would open up a little more.

      She absentmindedly twirled one of her pretty curls in her fingers and shifted her weight to a more relaxed stance. “Sorry if I’m being a bit cagey. It’s not often I use my magic in the open outside of our protected small town. Sometimes it garners the wrong kind of attention.”

      “Hey, I get it. What we bring back here from our adventures picking and buying attracts some weird notice, too. Or during our New Moon Market once a month, we bring in an odd mix of supernatural customers.” The memory of a green warty goblin clutching our entire collection of silver spoons in its slimy hands flashed through my head.

      Charli laughed in earnest. “You get that once a month. I live every day in a town full of others who are different. We’ve got a troll who dates a fairy, some gnomes, a couple of new dryad residents, and a small contingency of vampires. And of course, a whole heapin’ lot of witches.”

      It was my turn for my mouth to drop. I only had one time a month where I dealt with such a wide variety of beings. She got to live it every single day. “Wait, are you from that town where they had the barbecue contest? What’s it called?” I snapped my fingers. “Oh right. Honeysuckle Hollow. That’s not too far from here.”

      “A short drive away, although if I keep delaying you, it’ll be well into the night before I can get us back.” Charli glanced up at the position of the moon in the sky.

      I reached out to lay a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Hey, if it’s too late, you and Henry can stay here for the night. The family house has more than enough room to accommodate you. As long as you don’t mind staying with a few ghosts.”

      She chuckled until she caught my serious expression. “Wait, you’re not joking? How many ghosts are we talking?”

      If I told her the real number, she might run away and never come back. “Enough that the house has to keep adding rooms for everyone to have their own space.” Before her eyebrows could lift off her forehead and fly away, I pushed on. “By the way, what is it you’re looking for?”

      I attempted to look cool while waiting for her answer. But secretly, I sent a second Halloween wish out into the universe that what she wanted wouldn’t require me to go to paddle out to our super-secret vault on a nearby sea island. With midnight approaching, the veil between the human world and the paranormal realm dimmed, which allowed all magic to be amplified. The last place I wanted to be was the one where we guarded only the best…or at times, the worst…enchanted items.

      Just as Charli opened her mouth to explain her visit, my eye caught the irritated figure of Henry waving his hand at us in increasing rapidity. Once I recognized his urgency, I picked up my pace. When we got close to him, he stuck his finger out and popped the bubble of silence surrounding us.

      “Wow, you broke through my spell fast,” I exclaimed, wondering why he’d done it.

      “Young lady, when you get to be my age, there aren’t a whole lot of tricks that can bamboozle you. All except this one.” He held out his left arm in between Charli and me, his eyes resting on the black ink adorning his pale skin.

      “When did you get a tattoo, Henry? That’s so unlike you and I think I would have noticed it before.” She reached out to touch the mark, but the older man flinched away.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he warned, cradling his own arm.

      My brow furrowed. “I don’t understand. What’s all the urgency about?”

      Henry groaned in exasperation. “Stop talking and look closer.”

      Closing the distance between us, I forced my hands to stay at my side and leaned in. A pool of black dripped down his arm from his fingers. But it wasn’t stationary. The longer I stared, the more I noticed how it changed and morphed.

      All attempts at staying cool drained out of me in a gasp. “Are those words appearing out of nowhere?”

      “Not out of nowhere. From that pool of black at his wrist. It looks like he spilled ink down his fingers. And now his arm is serving as the paper.” Charli’s hand drifted right above the surface of his arm but she stayed careful enough not to actually touch him.

      “And it’s slowly traveling further up my arm. When it first happened, I thought I’d tipped the inkwell over or something.” Henry took a step back as if trying to get away from what was happening.

      A high-pitched giggle from a child not too far from us interrupted our strange discovery. “We need to get you somewhere safer until we figure out what’s going on,” I insisted in a loud whisper.

      “Agreed,” Charli nodded, concern for her friend rolling off her in waves.

      I turned in a circle, attempting to hide my panic by looking for the best place for us to go. “Let’s head up to the family house. No one is allowed to go in there, so it’ll just be us.” And a few ghosts to boot, but in this case, they might be helpful.

      Charli lifted her arm to put it around Henry’s shoulders for help, but he glared at her. “I’m old and a little foolish, but I ain’t dying. I’m still able to walk there myself.” He hurried off in a huff, his arm held tight against his body.

      I turned to follow, but she held me back. “Whatever’s going on, we’re not going to have a lot of time to deal with it.” Her eyes tracked her assistant.

      “What do you mean?” I spit out in haste. “And do you understand what’s going on?”

      She shook her head and walked toward the house. “Not completely. But I know something’s terribly wrong.”

      Her cryptic answer further confused me, and I hustled to keep up with her pace. “With what?” I pressed.

      Charli took me by surprise when she stopped in her tracks and turned to face me. “I’m pretty sure Henry’s managed to get himself cursed.” After stunning me into silence, she continued to follow her friend.

      We reached the stairs, and the wood creaked under our steps. As she opened the screen door, I stopped her from crossing the threshold. “How do you know all this?”

      The light from inside illuminated her downcast face. She placed a hand over her heart. “Because whatever helped me to survive my own curse is screaming at me that Henry’s in trouble.”
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      Dad held Henry up by his shoulders, ignoring warnings from multiple people not to touch the man. He escorted the stranger with gentle care through the foyer filled with family portraits on the walls and into the cozier space of the living room. Propping decorative pillows up, my father helped the newcomer get comfortable on the fluffy couch.

      Once Henry was able to find some level of comfort, chaos erupted around him. With several control freaks living under the same roof added to my Leo need to take charge, we all shouted our best guesses at what to do next. In the mass confusion, our voices rose to an indecipherable level. Henry argued with just about everybody that he’d be okay, but I caught him wincing in pain too many times to believe him.

      A blast of air and an immediate chill to the temperature of the space interrupted our squabbling, and my father’s dearly departed grandmother’s incorporeal being materialized. She put two fingers to her mouth and forced out a shrill whistle that shut us all up.

      Granny Josephine used the moment of silence to investigate Henry. “Every second you argue is a second you waste.” She crouched down next to him and placed her spectral hand on the man’s forehead and cheeks. “What’s your name, son?”

      It weirded me out to have my ghostly great-grandmother refer to Charli’s assistant as son. “This is Henry, Granny. He came with Charli from Honeysuckle Hollow.”

      “Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” Henry uttered in the sweetest tones I’d heard from him so far. “Sorry to inconvenience you.” The slight grin on his face morphed into a grimace.

      “You hush, now. Trouble might have followed you here, but when you’ve got one Jewell on your side, you can be sure you’ll be well taken care of. And in here, you’ve got a gracious plenty of us to go around.” The whole house shook underneath us, no doubt fueled by Granny’s words and tonight’s weakening of the veil.

      Dad crossed his arms. “How did this happen?”

      Charli and I gave each other astonished looks. In all of our panic, we never asked Henry that question.

      “I was minding my business, letting these two get to know each other, and then bam! I’ve got black ink swirling and spelling out nonsense on my skin,” he explained.

      I opened my mouth to push him for more information, but my nosy ghost of a great-grandmother beat me to the punch. “Things like this don’t just happen all bam-like. What did you do to cause it?”

      At first, the man narrowed his eyes preparing to argue. But he let a long breath out and laid his head back on the pillow behind him. “There was a wooden box laying there with a bunch of other stuff on the table. I picked it up and examined it. I can tell you, I would know if there were a curse laid on it. As you can see, I’m not new to this world.” He pointed at the wrinkles on his face and the few wisps of gray hairs still growing out of the middle of his bald dome.

      In my head, I ran through the inventory that I’d helped put out, trying to picture what Henry had picked up.

      “I think I touched that box.” Charli spoke up, holding out both of her arms to inspect. “And I don’t have anything on me like he does. It was rectangular and not that heavy, but there was nothing really special to notice. I’m pretty sure I would have detected a curse on it.”

      Dad got that look on his face when he was all business and definitely no play. “Where did it come from?”

      I waved at him. “Uncle Jo sent me to get a few containers he said he’d put aside in the storage barn for me to bring out for the junk table.”

      My father shook his head once and cleared his throat. “I’m going to go find this wooden box and bring it in here so nobody else will be at risk.”

      His grandmother took her eyes off Henry for a brief moment. “Don’t go touching that thing without—”

      “A neutralizer. I wasn’t going to do anything without one, Granny.” Dad sounded more like a petulant child than my father. “I think I have one upstairs.”

      “If you don’t, there may be some in Old Bessie’s tool box,” I offered, talking about the old truck we used to haul all the furniture and objects we found home with us. “She should be parked out back somewhere.”

      Dad raised his fingers to his brow as if he were tipping an invisible cowboy hat in acknowledgment. He rushed upstairs, his heavy footsteps rattling the floor above.

      In a matter of minutes, he returned and shook a large piece of fabric at all of us. “Found one.”

      “Good. Now, go on and git.” Granny’s body dematerialized and wind whooshed past my body. She reappeared at the front door. “And bring your brother back with you!”

      Henry scrambled to sit upright on the couch. “Y’all, I can feel something slithering inside me. And look, the words are moving further up my arm.” He slapped at his bicep in a flimsy attempt to stop it.

      Charli knelt at his side, her face crumpling at her inability to do anything. A lone tear ran down her face, and she dashed it away before she turned to us. “Please, is there anything you can do?”

      Granny Josephine rubbed her chin. “Without knowing what’s causing it, I’m hesitant to attempt any spellwork. But we can’t just sit here like bumps on a log.”

      Henry groaned, unable to hold back how much he was affected. “Whatever you want to try, I’m onboard, ma’am.”

      Granny hovered near him. “Those who are close to me call me Josie.”

      I snorted. “I’ve never heard anyone call you that.” When she shot me an annoyed glance, I clapped both hands over my mouth.

      Henry attempted to chuckle. “Josie, I’d be mighty obliged if you tried every trick you’ve got up your sleeve.”

      My ghostly great-grandmother nodded in agreement. She backed away from the sick newcomer, floating back and forth in her manner of pacing across the living room floor while deep in thought.

      “Can I do anything?” pleaded Charli. “I can’t just wait around for things to get worse. Maybe I should call Nana.”

      “Don’t you dare,” commanded Henry. “No sense in worrying her when she can’t do anything from Honeysuckle. I think we should place our trust in these good people and see what they can come up with. In the meantime, how about getting me something to wet my whistle.”

      I pointed Charli in the direction of the kitchen, understanding her desire to actually do something. Anything. “Granny Jo, do we have anything in the house that could at least slow things down?”

      Her see-through head snapped up and the first glimmer of a smile graced her face. “Good thinking. You know where I keep my jewelry?”

      “In that ornate box that great-granddaddy brought back with him from a trip to Sorrento, Italy, upstairs on the second shelf of your closet,” I replied with a nod. “Want me to fetch it for you?”

      My great-grandmother’s figure floated over to me with unnatural speed. She cradled my chin in her hand, sending slight tingles over my skin. “See. That’s why you’ve always been my favorite great-granddaughter.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m your only great-granddaughter.” Without waiting around to cackle with her, I took the stairs two at a time to retrieve her big jewelry box.

      When she was alive, I used to love to use my great-grandmother’s room and closet as a place to hide from Deacon and Dani when we were playing. After she passed, I tended to stay out of there out of respect but also from sorrow at not having her able to give me real hugs anymore. Having her spirit linger meant she was never far away, but it would never be the same.

      I dragged the small wooden stool she used to boost herself over to the right place and stood on it, craning my neck to see up to the top shelf. Spotting what I needed, I carefully gripped the side handles of Granny Josephine’s box filled with her most prized possessions and pulled it down. I could steal a moment to push the top open and look inside, but she would figure out a way for her ghost hand to tan my hide if I delayed any longer.

      When I headed back downstairs, Luke waited for me at the bottom. My boyfriend met me halfway and pulled the ornate container of jewelry out of my hands with ease, joining me with everyone else in the living room. A few other nebulous family spirits hovered around, making the space a bit too crowded for my taste.

      “Where’s Dad?” I asked, not seeing his tall frame amongst all the bodies.

      “Still trying to find his brother. Seems your uncle got into some moonshine and is wandering somewhere on the property.” Luke placed a steadying hand in the middle of my back. “He gave me that other wooden box to bring in.”

      That explained the sudden uptick of family phantoms levitating around. Curiosity might have killed a cat or two, but it definitely drew the interest of the deceased who possessed nothing but time in this house. Chills broke out over my skin as I accidentally walked through one of the spirit onlookers.

      As soon as I saw it, I remembered the plain rectangular box. Even I’d handled it when setting it on the table of miscellaneous goods and never guessed there might be some magic spell involved with it. If my negligence caused Henry’s troubles, I didn’t know what I would do.

      The old man caught my expression of guilt. “Don’t you go fretting over whether or not this is all your fault. I wouldn’t have touched the thing if I had any notion it was bespelled.”

      “So, you admit you opened it.” Charli crossed her arms, irritated not to have that detail before.

      “Never said I didn’t,” grumbled Henry. “Then again, I didn’t tell you I had, so I guess it’s a sin of omission. Yeah, I opened it up because it felt like it wasn’t exactly empty.”

      I pushed a little closer to gaze at the object laying on a large black square of fabric on the coffee table. I’d have to replace the neutralizing cloth from wherever Dad had taken it. And if the object was strong enough, it was possible we’d need another one to keep the rest of us from getting infected like Henry.

      Luke glared at a spectral form that materialized in front of him, blocking his view. A slight inhuman growl rose in my boyfriend’s throat, and the air shimmered clear around him. “Too many ghosts,” he murmured, pulling me in tighter to his body out of instinct.

      “Here it is,” declared Granny Jo. She lifted a large piece of dark green jewelry. “This has a huge jade stone in it that my Jasper brought back with him from one of his wanderings. He claimed he bargained for it with a monk in China, but you could never tell if what he told you was true. That man was full of codswallop half the time. Ruby Mae, take your nimble fingers and carefully place this on his shoulder.”

      I followed her instructions, but the brooch slid off when Henry moved to get a view of the piece of jewelry. “I think I can pin this on him without touching his skin,” I offered. “Then it’ll stay put.”

      “Be careful,” Luke warned at the same time my great-grandmother and my father uttered the same sentiment.

      At first, my fingers shook when I got close to Henry’s shirt. I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath, reminding myself why he needed me to stay steady. Calmer, I plucked a bit of the cornflower blue fabric away from the man’s body and thread the pin in and back through without touching his skin. Happy to be of some help, I stuck out my tongue for good measure as I placed the pin in its fastener.

      “There. I hope it does some good at least.” I moved to sit next to the wooden box on the coffee table. “Now, did all this happen when you opened the box?” My red hair hung down as I leaned over it.

      “See that tiny clasp holding it closed? All I did was slip it off its latch and pull it open. That wasn’t what got me,” Henry explained, pointing an inked finger. “You should probably open it.”

      Voices raised in the room with varying degrees of excitement and denial. I cringed at the din that included a chorus of ghost moans to boot. I raised my hand. “I think we’re forgetting something. My entire job is finding objects like this and cleansing them with my magic. I could always try my fire powers to burn out the curse.”

      Charli frowned at me. “You’re not barbecuing my friend or the box with fire until we know more.”

      I held up my hands to try and get the newcomers to listen and understand. “I don’t necessarily mean literal red and orange flames and heat. Fire exists in many forms. If he’s willing, I can try to dissolve the spell from the inside.”

      Charli rushed to Henry’s side and blocked him from my view. “Let’s come up with another idea that doesn’t involve boiling my friend’s blood in his veins. Why don’t you try the same trick of fire on the wooden box and what it contains first?”

      “I could. But maybe we should take a look inside in order to get a better understanding of what we’re dealing with.” Pulling a corner of the neutralizing fabric to shield me from touching the wood, I slowly covered the top and carefully pulled it open, flinching away in case Henry was wrong and some form of magic burst out.

      Granny Jo gasped and clutched a hand to her neck where her pearls used to lay. “Land sakes alive! I think we’re in bigger trouble than we thought.”
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      Luke let out a low whistle. “I’m pretty sure that’s not from this century or even the last two. In fact, I know it isn’t.”

      I raised an inquisitive eyebrow at him. “How exactly do you know?”

      With a twinkle in his eye, the vampire lifted his head a little higher in the air. “I used to use a quill pen myself. If prepared correctly, a feather can be a very useful writing tool. It can last a long time and be sharpened when needed again and again until there is no shaft of the feather left. I rather liked the sound of its scratches across parchment.”

      The more Luke talked about his past with reverence, the more a strange accent overtook his slight Southern one, reminding me he didn’t come from here nor quite belong in this place or time. I blew him an air kiss when he winked at me, needing to keep him sweet since I’d be peppering him with questions about his past later on.

      “If I’m putting enough of your explanation together and adding things up right, then you’re probably the oldest vampire I’ve ever met,” Henry mused. “Forgive me if I don’t shake your hand right now.”

      I turned my attention back to the contents of the open object. My fingers itched to touch the stunning black feather cradled inside the barely worn velvet lining, and a slight compulsion almost made me reach out.

      At the last second, I curled my fingers and pulled them back. “I wonder what bird that came from?”

      “My best guess is it’s a crow or a raven’s flight feather,” Charli proposed. “At least it looks like it could have been plucked off of my Biddy.”

      “Aw, you have a pet crow?” I asked, intrigued by everything I didn’t know about her.

      Granny Jo clicked her tongue. “Don’t be rude. The crow could be her familiar.”

      Charli’s shoulders relaxed a little. “She’s…well, Biddy’s part of my family at least. But hold on. Did anybody else see that?” She pointed at the feather.

      A tense silence fell over the room while we crowded closer and watched for whatever had caught her eye. A slight change in sheen and a glimmer of sparkling color ruffled through the dark vanes as if something alive danced through the very fibers of it.

      “There’s your magical item.” Luke stretched out his fingers to grasp it, his eyes a little hazy.

      I slapped his hand away, and he blinked his eyes as if waking up. The sting of my touch must have broken the same compunction that I almost fell under. “It’s probably enchanted to draw a person in to use it.”

      “Ha. I guess my stubborn curiosity isn’t completely to blame then,” chortled Henry, fingering the jade brooch pinned near his shoulder.

      “But you definitely activated it. Look at the tip. I’d bet my vampire life that’s blood on it, not ink.” Luke placed a hand on my shoulder and pulled me back, allowing him to lean right over the feather and the small glass bottle with a dark liquid inside.

      “Don’t get too close,” I reprimanded, having no desire to find out if a curse could shorten an immortal being’s lifespan.

      The room quieted again as Luke engaged his vampiric senses for an initial examination. “I can detect a faint odor from the bottle.”

      “It’s got a top on it. You can smell the contents inside it?” I questioned.

      He grunted in affirmation. “I can when there’s blood involved.”

      Granny Josephine squeaked, “You mean to tell me we’re dealing with blood magic?” She wrinkled her nose and floated further away as if whatever spells existed might affect her afterlife.

      The screen door slammed open. “Who’s using blood magic? I thought that’s against the rules or something.” Uncle Jo stumbled in, his eyes a little glassy but still trying to focus on the situation at hand. “Phew. Why are y’all looking like someone walked over your graves. Oh, that’s right. Because there’s a whole lotta ghosts up in here.”

      “Josephus Burton Jewell, have you been drinking?” his grandmother placed a hand on her hip. “There are children out there.”

      “Drunkle Jo strikes again,” I muttered low enough only Luke heard me. “He was drinking moonshine earlier.”

      My uncle aimed his unsteady gaze at me. “Nobody likes a tattler. And I wasn’t imbibing around the kids. I was out yonder chewing the fat with my pig of a son.” He wheezed out a red-faced laugh. “Get it? Deacon’s a pig and now he’s fat like one. I thought he might like a little ‘shine to cheer him up.”

      Dad gripped the scruff of his brother’s neck. “We don’t have time for this. We need to know where the boxes of stuff that you sent Ruby to get came from!”

      “What boxes?” slurred Uncle Jo.

      I huffed with impatience. “He’s not going to be much help in this state.” Without his permission, I caught my Dad’s attention and conveyed what I wanted to do in a silent glance. My father held his brother in place while I gripped my uncle’s hands in mine and concentrated. Calling on my inner fire, I sent tendrils of the energy down through my arms, out my fingers, and into his. Imagining the thin blaze of threads entering his body, I willed them to enter his veins.

      “Time to sober you up.” I closed my eyes and sparked my magic to life, willing it to find the alcohol and burn it out of his system a bit quicker.

      It wasn’t delicate work, and I wouldn’t usually force someone to comply with my invasion. Ignoring the swear words that erupted out my uncle’s mouth, I increased the heat a tiny bit.

      Sweat poured down Uncle Jo’s face, and his shrieks of protest increased in volume until he couldn’t take anymore and yanked his hands out of mine. “Yow! You had no right, little firecracker!” Despite his protests and promises to hex me every day for the next year, his voice and his eyes were clearer.

      “I regret nothing. We need you as sober as possible to help. Where did the objects in those boxes you had me put out on the miscellaneous table come from?” I pushed.

      “From all over,” he pouted, wiping the sweat from his brow with a bandana. “What’s the big deal?”

      “The big deal is that what’s affecting Henry came from the items you sent me to fetch. The stuff that shouldn’t have had a drop of magic in it.” I gestured at the man propped up on the couch for my uncle to catch on. “And tonight of all nights, we couldn’t risk anything getting out that could harm the normal humans.”

      Uncle Jo sniffed with indifference. “Sounds to me like you’re trying to place the blame on my shoulders that I missed something. If an enchanted item made it out there, then I think it’s your fault for not checking the boxes more thoroughly.”

      Dad punched his brother in the arm. “You know my Rue knows better than that.”

      “And,” I added, wanting to hit a specific target with my uncle, “your son, the pig, actually checked the boxes for me and declared all the items inside clean. And I double-checked them as well.”

      Charli leaned her head back and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Who’s to blame for it getting there isn’t the issue. We need to know where it came from in the first place. Don’t y’all keep records of where you acquire objects?”

      Uncle Jo hung his head, finally connecting to the gravity of the situation. “We do, but when it comes to smaller items that are more throw away than anything else, we might not be as thorough.”

      “Or it could take us a long time to try and track down the right list of items,” Dad added.

      Luke held up his forefinger. “Everyone needs to be quiet for one moment.” Before I could ask him why, he alarmed me into stunned silence when he picked up the box with his bare hands, dumped out the quill and capped bottle of ink, and raised it right in front of his face.

      “You shouldn’t touch—” I started.

      “It’s okay. I think its the objects inside that triggered the curse, not the receptacle itself.” My boyfriend closed one eye and brought the wood even closer in his view. “There’s enchanted writing all over this thing. On the outside, it’s very faint. Probably worn away over the centuries. But inside, I can see it much better.”

      I rushed to his side to see what the writing said. Blinking more than once, I doubted Luke’s sanity. “I don’t see anything at all.”

      He planted a quick kiss on the top of my head. “Vampire vision, sweetie. The words are in a very old language.”

      “What language?” my dad asked, more intrigued and livelier than I’d seen him in ages. “I used to be able to read a little Italian. And even less Spanish.”

      Luke stopped twisting the box in his hands this way and that and shook his head. “My best guess is French. It’s very hard to read it and make sure I’m not mistaking the words. But there’s one thing I think I’m sure of. It’s a warning.”

      “For what?” asked Charli. “Does it say, ‘This is mine. Don’t touch?’” She did her best not to glare at Henry.

      “You’re not that far off.” Luke pointed at the inside of the box at words undetectable to the rest of us. “Think of it like a magical alarm system. Anyone who wasn’t authorized to use the quill and ink properly would get a hex or curse placed on him or her. I’m astonished that it still works all this time later.”

      “Save your fascination for you to muse on in another century from now, vampire,” Henry spit out. “How do we take the durn curse off me? Can Ruby burn it out of me like she sobered up Josephus there?”

      I looked to Dad to answer the question, but he shrugged. “My girl can do just about anything she puts her talents to.”

      Swallowing hard, I met Henry’s imploring eyes dead on. “I could try, but burning out alcohol ain’t the same as trying to burn a spell. You saw how long Uncle Jo was able to take it. I would imagine it would take much longer to burn that curse out of you. But you just say the word, and I’m willing to try.”

      Charli kicked the edge of the couch. “Don’t even think about it. We’re not going to risk her grilling you from the inside out.” She directed her vexation at Luke. “Can you make out any important directions? Like how to turn off the alarm system?”

      My boyfriend concentrated, his lips moving as he tried reading. “Best I can make out, it says something about writing a friendly word in the book.”

      “Any book? We’ve got tons of those in the house.” The panic in my stomach lessened at the easy solution.

      Luke repeated something in a foreign language I didn’t understand but found very alluring coming from him. “No, it says the book. Not a book. A very specific distinction. It means we’re missing a piece of the puzzle to end all of this.”

      I groaned. “How are we going to find whatever book it’s talking about when we don’t know where it came from in the first place? For all we know, one of us picked it up at a flea market two states away ages ago.”

      “I don’t think so,” interjected Uncle Jo. “Everything I put in those boxes came from the last month. And we were pretty busy locally if you think about it. The farthest away we went was about two hours west of here at max.”

      Charli perked up and clapped her hands together, looking less mad at the world. “Finally, I can actually help in the situation. I’ll need someone to drive me, someone who might know the place where we end up, and as much as I don’t want to bring it, that blasted wooden thing with its contents, too.”

      “I’ll go get the keys for Deacon’s F-150,” I volunteered.

      “Your cousin won’t like it,” Uncle Jo warned. “But it’s better to drive that truck instead of Old Bessie, especially if you need any type of speed on your side.”

      Luke closed the lid to the box. “I can carry this so you don’t have to, in case you’re worried.” I kissed his cheek for being so sweet.

      Dad interrupted our excited banter. “I still don’t understand what this young lady can possibly do to help.”

      Henry pushed himself up to a better sitting position on the pillows, a smug smile spreading on his face. “That’s simple. She’s gonna do what she’s best at. Her job.”
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      Everyone but Luke buckled their seatbelts when we got in Deacon’s F-150. The fresh smell of clean leather seats filled our noses. Since my cousin no longer possessed the ability to drive his baby, I’d promised him to keep it pristine until his own curse was lifted. Maintaining his precious Jolene to his exacting standards was the least I could do for taking it for a spin once in a while.

      I turned the rumbling engine on and waited for instructions. “Okay, how do your talents work?”

      “What I tell you now needs to stay as private as possible. Like I said earlier, it’s possible for the information to bring me very unwanted attention.” Taking a deep breath, Charli looked straight ahead where the headlights pierced the night. “I’m a tracker. Also known as a magical hunter. But my great-uncle Tipper used to call it bird-doggin’.”

      Luke tilted his head. “You have tracking powers? No wonder you want to keep that quiet. Do you know what familial line your magic is inherited from?”

      Anger contorted Charli’s face. “Blood doesn’t make a family, love does. The one’s who chose me and those I choose back are what’s important to me.” She tightened her lips, and Luke and I took our cue from her not to push for more specifics.

      “So, how are you going to find this book?” I asked, putting the truck in gear and easing us down the dirt road past the remaining few stragglers still lingering at the festivities, blissfully oblivious to our mission.

      “The fastest way for me to make a connection would be to hold the box. I’d rather not have to use any of its contents,” she explained, holding out her hand to Luke.

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Luke gripped the wood a little tighter in his hand.

      She wiggled her fingers in insistence. “If I don’t hold it, I won’t be able to activate my magic. I could have brought Henry with us and tried using him to find the book, but I thought he was better off under the watchful eyes of the entire Jewell family, the quick and dead.”

      With a reluctant grunt, Luke handed the wooden object to her. I held my breath, waiting to see if touching it would harm her. When nothing happened, eager anticipation replaced worry to see how Charli’s magic worked.

      She closed her eyes to concentrate and spoke her spell out loud in a clear voice. “Because my friend is getting worse, I need some help to stop the curse. Show me where to find the book, the specific place where we should look.”

      A zing of power crackled in the air and the hairs on my arms stood up. The magic that existed in Charli was as powerful as mine, if not more. Awe mixed with respect as I received my first directions.

      “Take a right to head down Highway 24,” she said while pointing.

      “Towards Bogue,” I muttered as I pushed down on the gas and got us moving.

      Luke tapped her on her shoulder from the backseat. “How’s it going? You feeling okay so far?”

      She gave a slight dip of her chin. “I’m good. Keep driving straight. I’ll let you know when you should turn.”

      Despite the chill in the air, I needed to roll down the window for space from being in such close proximity to Charli’s intense powers. The cold air distracted me from the doubts and questions of what we would do if we didn’t succeed. How could I live with someone as nice as Henry’s death on my hands?

      I got lost in replaying my hasty check of the items in the boxes Uncle Jo sent me to get. Maybe Luke put me off my usual game or maybe I was too keyed up for Halloween in the first place. Whatever the reason, I never should have trusted that my uncle had checked the objects first or that Deacon still had the ability to detect magic within them. Didn’t he pause a little over that third box?

      Luke tapped the side of my head. “I can hear the gears in there working overtime. Stop trying to change the past when you can’t. Focus on what we can do right now.”

      Charli reached out to grab my right arm. “Turn right. Do it now.”

      The wheels of the truck squealed on the pavement, and I prayed we wouldn’t tip over as I took the turn a little faster than I liked. We bounced up and down as we drove down a dark dirt road hitting potholes left and right. I switched the beams of the headlights to high and concentrated on staying on the overgrown path.

      “You sure about this?” I asked, wincing when we hit the biggest hole yet.

      Charli braced her free arm against the dashboard. “It’s getting closer. Up there on the left.”

      I slowed down, trying to get a feel for where the dirt road ended and wild weeds took over. It was lucky the nights were cool enough for me to wear jeans and my cowboy boots, but I began yearning for a jacket as well in the dark wilderness surrounding us.

      She tapped me with greater force. “Here. Stop here.”

      Obeying, I slammed on the brakes, and the three of us lurched forward. “Sorry,” I grimaced.

      Using the light from the truck, I failed to see anything nearby. “This doesn’t look right.”

      “But it is,” insisted Charli, unbuckling her seat belt. “Come on.” She opened her door and hopped down.

      My stomach dropped at the suggestion I had to get out in the pitch black to walk around. I reached over and popped the glove compartment open. “Bingo.” I pulled out a small flashlight and flipped the switch. Nothing happened.

      “Weak human eyes,” Luke teased. He scooted out of the truck, and every noise of nature stopped in his presence.

      The headlights illuminated Charli as she walked around the front of the vehicle. “Hurry up.”

      In a blur, Luke made it to my side and opened the door. “Milady,” he teased, offering me his hand.

      I took it and hopped down. Letting go of his grip, I snorted. “Maybe you need a reminder that I’m much more than a human.”

      With a snap of my fingers a flame flickered to life at my fingertips. Using a little more energy, I turned the small glow into a blazing fireball in my palm and threw it out in front of us to light the way.

      Luke hugged me from behind, his mouth at my neck. “Oh, I don’t need any reminders of what a fiery witch you really are.” He nipped my sensitive flesh for fun and walked with me to catch up to Charli.

      The light from the fireball danced across her face. She glared at the space in front of her. “This is where the thread ends, but there’s nothing there.”

      Luke stepped around me and disappeared into the emptiness before us. “Yes, there is,” his voice called out from the dark. “Can the two of you make out the stack of bricks there to the left? I’ll bet that was a fireplace once. And there are some more bricks laid out in a rectangular pattern. There was a house here once upon a time.”

      I smacked my forehead. “I’ll bet this is the old Sikes homestead.” I turned in the dark to try and figure out where we were, pointing. “I think if we kept driving down that way, we’d reach a branch of Sanders Creek. And Old Man Sikes had a trailer Uncle Jo picked over about three weeks ago. I remember him saying something about Luther Sikes being a bit of a hoarder with lots to sift through. He came from a family line that had settled here long ago. I think my ancestor knew his or something since they settled so close to each other.”

      “Well, someone in his family was a practicing witch. My guess is the book is buried somewhere in the rubble where the old house stood,” Luke proposed, appearing in front of us in a blur. “Here, let me help you two.”

      Without warning, he picked me up, and I lost my fireball. He carried me to the middle of the space where he claimed a house had stood. I produced another blazing ball of light by the time he brought Charli to join me.

      She gripped the box tight against her chest. “We’re close to it.” Taking careful steps, she walked toward the pile of bricks that might have been a chimney. Charli stopped and crouched down.

      Luke joined her, brushing away leaves and debris to reveal an organized stack of bricks. “Is this where you think the book is?”

      She nodded. “I’m sure of it.”

      I aimed the new fireball to hover above them. “Why would it still exist here?”

      With inhuman ease, Luke ripped out and tossed the bricks one by one. “Because things that are enchanted don’t react to the outside world in the way we expect. And because whoever buried it did so in the safest place. The hearth.”

      I stepped out of the way of a stray brick flying past me. “Why is that a good hiding place?”

      “Because,” my boyfriend exhaled as he struggled to work another brick loose, “the hearth was the heart of the home. They cooked over the fires in it. They used it to warm themselves on cold days. And since it was built using materials that were strong and would last…aha!” He pulled out an object wrapped in tattered cloth. “Then it would be the safest place to hide something precious.

      I watched him unwrap the fabric to reveal a book bound in leather. It looked like it was from this century, not at least three hundred before.

      “That’s it!” Charli exploded. “The items inside must recognize it as their companion because the entire wood of this thing is humming with power.”

      The three of us stood, and I bumped Luke with my hip. “Then wrap that book back up. We don’t need to trigger another curse out here in the dark of night. Let’s get back in the truck.”

      Charli smiled in relief. “I’ll be glad when Henry is—” she stumbled and fell, emitting an oomph sound as she hit the ground.

      Luke rushed to help her. “Are you okay?”

      She brushed off dirt and dead leaves from her legs and froze. “Oh, no. The box. I lost it. Rue, shine your fireball over here in front of me.”

      I willed it to move back and forth on her command until she sighed with relief.

      “There’s the box next to the quill. And I can see the reflection of light on the ink bottle.” Without thinking, she bent down to pick up the items.

      “Charli, no,” I cried out, too late. Her fingers wrapped around the shaft of the quill.

      She winced and dropped the antique writing device. “Ow, it stung me.”

      “No, it was tapping you for its source of ink. I can smell your blood.” Luke lifted his head to scent the air.

      “I’ll bet Deacon has a first aid kit in his truck. Luke, carry Charli there first.” I waited alone in the creepy skeleton of the old homestead. Maybe one of the ghosts back home would know more about the Sikes family, but what mattered most right now was getting Charli and the book back there.

      Luke returned and whisked me off my feet. The fireball disappeared again, but it didn’t matter once he settled me into the driver’s seat. He kissed my cheek. “Hurry, love,” he whispered, tilting his head in Charli’s direction.

      She cradled her right arm with her left hand. A dark mark dripped from her fingers down to her wrist just like we’d seen it do to Henry. Now there were two people affected by the centuries-old curse.

      Sure, my family was experienced in dealing with antiques and vintage items sometimes holding magic deep within them. But tonight, I’d learned a very good lesson—be more careful when inspecting every object we sold. Even the trash that could turn into someone else’s treasure. It was our family’s duty to make sure it didn’t ultimately turn into trouble.

      Charli remained eerily calm on the drive back. “Stop worrying about me. If Henry’s not done in yet, then I have a while to go before it gets bad.”

      When we arrived at the house, the living room was far less crowded. Based on the way Granny Jo hovered and fussed over Charli’s friend, no doubt she’d shooed the other ghosts away. My father greeted me with a hug and a handshake for Luke, who unwrapped the cloth from the book and set it on the coffee table. Charli placed the box with its contents next to it.

      “Okay, you have what you think are all the pieces.” My great-grandmother inspected them with a wary eye and glanced back at Henry. “Now what?”

      Luke picked up the rectangular box again and opened it to read what only he could see on the back of the lid, careful not to touch the items inside. “It says to write a friendly word. I guess both Henry and Charli will need to pick up the quill and write something nice inside the book.”

      Unwilling to let either of them handle the leather-bound tome without me clearing it of any lingering magical booby traps, I stopped anyone from touching it and spellcast a few foolproof discovery enchantments.

      Uncle Jo insisted on doing his own check. When he finished, he placed it back on the coffee table. “It’s clean, as far as I can tell.”

      Charli touched the leather and faced the book toward her. “Since the jade seems to be working for you, Henry, let me try first.” Throwing her shoulders back, she opened the book.

      No writing appeared on the first page. Or the second. She flipped several pages and found nothing on any of them. The blank parchment showed no signs of age or decay, confirming some level of enchantment laced into every fiber of its being.

      “Are you sure you have the right thing? Let me see it,” Granny Jo insisted. She linked her fingers together and stretched them out to crack. “I think with me feeling a little stronger tonight, it being the last hour of Halloween, I can risk using a little of my own magic without diminishing too much.”

      “You sure, Granny?” my dad asked. “The last time you cast a big spell, you disappeared for weeks. I don’t want to lose you. Let me try to discover its secrets.”

      Granny Josephine straightened in the air. “Buckley Jewell, I’ll have you know that I’m not totally useless. If ever I trusted my magic not to take me out of this world permanently, it would be on this night. Plus, we all have specific talents in this family. Y’all know this is my kind of thing.”

      Instructing Charli to close the book and leave it in the middle of the coffee table, my great-grandmother waved her hands back and forth over the leather cover, her lips moving but emitting no sound.

      When I knew her as a child, she was elderly and frail. In her spectral form, she had more gumption and energy. However, whatever spells she cast caused her to flicker in and out for a moment.

      “Granny Jo,” I cried out.

      Her figure dimmed and wavered for far too long. But then she stopped moving and hovered like a shadow caught in ice. Everyone in the room held their breath until she sighed and shimmered back into view.

      “Well, I won’t be trying that again for at least another year,” she declared, her expression more haggard and worn. “But try opening the book one more time.”

      Charli lifted the leather and let the parchment pages settle. “The first page is still blank. But this second one has writing on it.”

      Luke looked over her shoulder. “More old French. Those words look like a list of some sort. Almost like a recipe. Flip to another page, please.”

      She did as he asked and waited for him to read and translate. He lifted the book out of her reach and turned the vellum until he perused it all in a quick glance.

      “It goes from old French language to one that I understand a little better to English. Pretty sure it’s a grimoire, a family spell book that’s been passed down through the generations.” He closed the book and started at the beginning again. “This would have been extremely valuable to the family. Something to be treasured and definitely guarded.”

      I raised my hands in the air. “We’re the witches here. How do you know all this?”

      He winked at me. “Experience of a life long-lived, love.”

      I’d have to grill him later for more specifics. “We found it on the old Sikes land,” I explained, hoping that would make sense to someone in the room.

      Uncle Jo wiped his face with his bandana. “Luther always claimed he was descended from powerful witches. I thought he was full of malarkey. And whiskey.”

      Henry propped himself up, his eyes focused on the book in Luke’s hands. “I’m guessing the contents of that are pretty valuable. Probably why there was an alarm system curse thingy.”

      Granny Jo attempted to place her hand on his shoulder to keep him from moving too much, but her body passed right through him. She might not have disappeared into the permanently gone afterlife, but whatever magic she’d wielded had taken its due from her current form.

      Charli unscrewed the cap to the glass bottle and held it up to Luke. “You think this has blood in it?”

      My boyfriend’s nostrils flared. “Blood and ink mixed together. Blood must be a catalyst to the magic that hides the written word from unwanted eyes.”

      Picking up the quill, she looked around at all of us for support. “Wish me luck.”

      She winced when the magic in the feather stung her again. A single drop of blood dripped down the hollow shaft of the feather fashioned into a tip. Holding the end of it over the bottle, she waited for the red drop to fall into the small glass reservoir. Furrowing her brow, she dipped the nib of the quill into it and pulled it out, wiping the excess liquid off.

      Charli smoothed the book open to that first blank page. In slow cursive script, she scratched something out. “There. I think that’s pretty nice.”

      I maneuvered to read over her shoulder and read the words, “You are a very clever book.” She held out her infected hand and arm and waited for the dark blot to disappear. When nothing happened, she wrote something else onto the page and waited. Another negative result caused her to shriek in frustration.

      “We’re going to be here forever trying to find the right phrase,” I complained.

      “Don’t mind me,” Henry scoffed. “I guess I could stay here and take up permanent residence in this house full of spirits.”

      I tugged on my boyfriend’s arm. “Luke, are you sure you translated the words inside the lid right? Write a friendly word in the book?”

      He picked up the box and held the lid open to read. “See this word here? This is book. And this one is the verb to write. This one is…” Luke stopped reading and muttered what sounded like a couple of expletives in a foreign language. “I was wrong. I think it’s more like a riddle and being purposefully obtuse. The words don’t mean to write a friendly word. The solution’s more literal. Write ‘friendly’ in the book. The actual word itself.”

      I tapped Charli on her back. “Try writing friendly on that page.”

      She waited after she scribbled on the page. Her shoulders slumped when it didn’t work again.

      “No, no!” crowed Luke. “Try the word in the original language of the warning. Try amitié.” He spelled it out for her to copy down onto the parchment.

      The word disappeared as soon as she finished writing it, and other script appeared in its place. Luke read out his rough translation. “‘Greetings, friend. Here you will find the good works of Amelia Sikes, neé Fontaine. May they be blessed by the Mother Earth.’”

      My finger followed a line of signatures underneath. “Those are probably future generations of ancestors who came after and filled in more of the book until the memory of it and what it contained was lost.”

      Henry cleared his throat. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to try my hand at banishing this dang blasted curse myself.”

      It took a couple minutes for the writing on the first page to vanish again before he could copy down the old French word for friendly in his own handwriting. When the words and marks vanished from the top of his arm and slowly receded, we all breathed easier and congratulated each other.

      “Before you all claim a victory, we should decide what to do with these items,” insisted Granny Josephine.

      Henry curled his lip in disgust. “I say we get rid of them. Better that than have to watch over them to make sure nobody else is affected.”

      Uncle Jo rocked back and forth on his feet. “We have the ability to do that job here. It seems a shame to waste the amount of knowledge that might be contained in the book.”

      “Then again, there may be other spells or curses that could get out.” I rubbed the heels of my hands against my itching eyeballs. “I’m too tired to make a decision tonight.”

      Dad hugged me around my shoulders. “We can put it in the temporary safe until the morning. Why don’t we all sleep on it and decide then.”

      I kissed the stubble on his cheek. My first Halloween wish had kind of come true. I’d wanted my father not to sit around moping over whether or not my mother would call on their old anniversary. I’d have given all the money in my piggy bank for my wish to have come true in any other way.

      “You did good tonight, butter bean.” Dad gave my forehead a quick peck. “Let’s not go to bed all discombobulated. How about we have a small celebration? I’ll pour some sweet tea for everybody,” Dad called out, disappearing into the kitchen.

      Even Uncle Jo cheered up. “I’ll call my sweet wife and daughter and see if they can bring us whatever’s left of their pumpkin-spiced baked goodies. If we’re lucky, they’ll have squirreled away a whole cobbler for us. We definitely deserve some celebration.”

      He reached in his pocket to pull out his flask of moonshine, and I raised an eyebrow at him. Instead of uncapping it and taking a drink, he raised it in the air in an empty toast and shoved it back in his pocket with a bit of a pout.

      The grandfather clock in the corner of the living room whirred to life and chimed out twelve times. “Happy Not-Halloween, everybody” I chirped, glad to put this year’s night of mischief to rest.

      Luke pulled me into his arms and into the foyer, swaying me back and forth in a slow dance. “You were incredible tonight.”

      My heart warmed, and I lifted my eyes to meet his. “I think you were a big part of everything turning out okay. I’m glad you were here to help out with your ancient knowledge, old man.” I stood on my tiptoes and pecked the end of his nose to take the sting off my joke.

      “It was kind of fun to be included in one of your adventures, but if you don’t mind, I think it should be you and your family in charge of it all. I’ll stick to being a mechanic and working on cars. They’re much less complicated.” Luke twirled me away from him, letting his adoring gaze warm me all over.

      I couldn’t stop my silly grin as he danced me around in the small space. “Oh, I don’t know. If you’re this handy to have around, maybe we should make you a permanent part of the family.” Lifting my head, I intentionally glanced around at the painted and photographed portraits of family members adorning the walls around us.

      Luke tugged me in closer until my head nuzzled into his chest. “Maybe someday,” he whispered into my ear.

      His promise of a possible permanent future with him would have to satisfy me. Too tired to form a coherent rebuttal, I reveled in the sounds of laughter emanating from the kitchen and my boyfriend’s skills at not dropping me when he dipped me in dramatic fashion.

      Dad cleared his throat, interrupting the private moment. “I poured y’all some tea. Get in here and drink it before it’s all gone.”

      Luke pulled me upright from the dip and placed a chaste kiss on my lips. “We’ll tango together later.” His eyebrows wiggled, but I already knew it wouldn’t be tonight.

      With the adrenaline inside of me waning, exhaustion took over. I dragged my tired behind into the kitchen. Granny Jo kept Henry pinned down in a rickety chair at the table, but the rest of the family—both alive and departed—moved around the room with jovial contentment.

      Charli caught my attention and mouthed a thank you to me.

      “You, too,” I mouthed back.

      Perhaps the greatest treasure I gained after all the mess that had happened this Halloween would be a good friend.
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      For good measure, I wrapped a fourth cloth of neutralization around the object Charli was taking back with her before stuffing it into a box and taping the flaps down.

      She joined me in the small kitchen of my dilapidated cottage on the back of my family’s property and the last bit of land in tiny Jewell, NC. Slurping on a cup of coffee, she stared out the window at the morning sun reflecting off the waters of Bogue Inlet lapping at the shoreline not too far away from my little back porch.

      I poured myself a cup and ushered her outside to the Adirondack chairs to enjoy a small moment of peace together. “I hope I didn’t keep you up with my snoring. Luke claims I’m a champion at it.”

      No amount of consumed sweet tea could keep any of us awake for too long the night before. Granny Jo had insisted that Henry stay at the big house so she could keep tabs on him and make sure he fully healed. Being surrounded by ghosts had bothered him far less than it disturbed Charli, who readily accepted the invitation to sleep at my place. Luke gave up his side of the bed so she could stay with me, promising to return sometime today to help me clean up the aftermath of our little festival.

      Charli nestled into the back of the chair and drew up her knees until her socked feet rested on the edge of the seat. “I slept pretty well considering everything we went through still circulating in my head. If we hadn’t been able to cure that curse…”

      “It’s best not to think about it. I, for one, am glad we had the right team of witches to get things done.” I held up my hand for a high five.

      She slapped my palm with hers and giggled. “Don’t forget ghosts and vampires, too. My grandmother is going to love hearing the whole story when I get home. By the way, thank you for taking me out to your family’s vault first thing this morning. Does it really change location in the small sea islands here or is that an illusion?”

      I wouldn’t have taken Charli to the place of our biggest secret and burden to carry if she hadn’t become someone I trusted completely. “It’s a little of both. It can be disorienting to find the vault if you’re not prepared to shield against the spells protecting it.”

      “But I can see why you have to keep it hidden away. The stuff you’re keeping in there…it would be disastrous if even one piece of it got out into the human world.” Her eyes widened. “And you’ve got a treasure trove of things to hide.”

      At least someone else in this world finally understood why I could never leave the small sliver of land my family and I called home. We were tasked with being the guardians of great and powerful things. If we didn’t continue to do the job our ancestor had started all those centuries ago, who knows what kind of magical trouble would exist in the world.

      “We’d better bring you back to the house so Henry doesn’t think I’ve taken you as a prisoner. You can finally get out of here and head back home.” With a final swallow of coffee, I pushed myself out of the chair to get ready for the adventures today would bring.

      Back at the farmhouse, Dad and Granny Jo had prepared a huge breakfast of eggs, biscuits and gravy, and country ham. Even after we devoured a lot last night, there was still a bunch of baked goods left over to sweeten our savory meal. As starved as I was, I forgot to think one guilty thought about Deacon while I ate.

      Before we said our goodbyes, my great-grandmother reminded us of the heavy decision still awaiting us. When my father brought out the book and the box, it was difficult not to take a few steps back.

      “I don’t feel like I have the right to choose the fate of these. Do we know if there are anymore family members that should inherit them?” I asked.

      My great-grandmother hovered closer. “I talked to some of the older members of our family. They claimed that Luther was the last of the Sikes line. Without one of them to claim it, we’ll never know if the power within the spells protecting it will stay controllable or not.”

      “And Luther wasn’t even a witch anyway. Somewhere in their history, their bloodlines got diluted to the point where the last of the family witches has long been forgotten,” Dad chimed in.

      Henry stepped forward. “Well, after my little interaction with all three pieces, I feel pretty confident that Charli and I can make the final call. If I get a vote, I say to let whatever knowledge the Sikes witches kept in this book go and let that family rest in peace.”

      “If you’re sure there’s no one else who can claim it, then it might be best to get rid of it.” Charli turned to address me. “Do you have the ability to do that?”

      I wished I’d eaten another heap of eggs. And an extra biscuit. “I can.”

      “Not inside the house,” insisted Granny Jo, shooing us outside.

      “Take these, and we’ll make sure to cast a shield of protection around you if you need it,” Dad insisted.

      I accepted the book and the box from my father. “You might want to give me some space,” I warned.

      Summoning my own magic, I let the heat inside of me build. I closed my eyes and visualized a spark building into a blaze. I possessed the ability to create and control fire in all its forms, but the flames I needed to wield to destroy these objects could grow into a raging inferno if I weren’t on my game.

      I directed the glowing warmth through my body, down my arms, and into my hands. The book and box vibrated as if trying to get away from my grip. An orange and red glow licked over the skin of my hands, and I tightened my hold and willed my power to increase to full blast. Sweat beaded on my forehead as the intense heat wafted off me in waves.

      Finally, a little wisp of smoke curled out from the edge of the book. Fascinated, Henry took a step closer to watch.

      “Get back,” I gritted through my teeth.

      With a grunt, I allowed a large amount of my magic to flow through me. The parchment burst into flames, and I refocused my efforts to direct the intense blaze to the box. Once the wood started charring, I threw the rest of my efforts into containing the small bonfire burning in my hands. Little by little, the book and box crumbled into scorched rubble and floated away.

      When all that was left was a little bit of ashes, I released my magic and brushed the last of the soot off my palms. “There. It’s done.”

      Dizziness hit like a train out of nowhere, and Dad caught my elbow before I crashed to the ground. He handed me a glass full of sweet tea to bolster my energy.

      “That was impressive, fire witch,” Henry stated, his voice full of respect. “Remind me to stay on your good side.”

      With their stomachs full and the end of the magic that threatened them burnt into oblivion, Charli and Henry said their goodbyes. The older man lingered on the porch so he and Granny Jo could have a private goodbye to themselves.

      I followed Charli to her car and made sure she secured the particular piece she’d come to find. “I hope your client will be thrilled you procured what he or she wanted.”

      She slammed the trunk closed with a smile. “Oh, she will. The client was the one who sent me here. It was my grandmother.” Her light chuckle tapered off. “Frosted fairy wings, I wonder if Nana knew something was going to go down here last night.”

      “Is she a psychic?” I asked.

      Charli shook her head. “Not really. But she does seem to always know everything. It’s both endearing and annoying.”

      “That’s family for you.” I held out my arms and embraced my new friend.

      Henry stomped down the porch steps to join us. “Let’s not get all mushy,” he teased.

      To punish him, I squeezed him into a tight embrace and rocked him back and forth. “It was good to meet you.”

      When I released him, his cheeks colored to a rosy pink. “I’d say it was a pleasure, but I’d prefer if we ever meet again that you hide away all objects that contain any magic.”

      A little guilt bloomed in my stomach. “It’s a bit of a hassle, trying to keep the special stuff away from regular humans. But I guess that’s the life we choose, living among them.”

      Charli slid into the driver’s side of her car and rolled her window down. “I’ve got your spell phone number. I’ll text you when we get back. Hopefully, the rest of your day will go much smoother than last night.”

      I glanced over at the mess waiting to be cleaned up in the middle of the field. “I think it’ll take at least one more cup of coffee and maybe another pumpkin roll to prepare for the big task. Unless the two of you want to stay and help?”

      She started her car. “That’s my cue to leave. Take care, Rue.” Waving her hand at me, Charli drove away.

      With a surprising amount of emotions rising inside me, I stayed and watched them make their way down the long driveway to the road. The car’s brake lights flashed red as it rolled to a stop, and I jogged to make sure they were okay.

      Charli popped out of her side of the car. “I just had a brilliant idea. You know Honeysuckle Hollow is a sanctuary town for supernatural beings, right? Well, wouldn’t that be the perfect place for you to sell some of the stuff you find that has magic still left in it. I mean, just the stuff that you feel is safe to sell.”

      I didn’t quite understand what she was suggesting, but I nodded anyway. “Okay.”

      “And it just so happens I manage a block of stores on Main Street.” She jerked her thumb at her chest. “The space where the old diner used to be might make an interesting spot for you to turn into your own store that you can stock with some of your items. I can help you hire some local residents to run the place.”

      Catching on to her idea, my heart raced with excitement. “That would be really cool. And it would give me a reason to come visit your small town from time to time.” I gave her two thumbs up. “Make sure you call me later this week and we’ll talk more about this.”

      She slid back into the car and closed the door, rolling down her window. “Sounds like a great plan. And Ruby? You’ve got an open invitation to come visit us whenever you want.”

      I waved at her one last time as she drove away again. Putting my hand to my mouth, I called after her, “Same goes to you.”

      Although I felt lightheaded, I couldn’t tell if it was because of the magic I’d used or my giddiness at new friends and interesting prospects. I turned to head back to the house to rummage for more food and claim the last scoops of pumpkin cobbler keeping warm in the oven.

      One bright thought solidified with each footstep. This would not be the last time I would see Charli. Building a friendship with her would become a priceless treasure I would happily guard for the rest of my life.
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      Shay Graves is spending her first Halloween back on the paranormal island of Mystic Key stuck at home and missing the town festival, since someone has asked to use the graveyard right outside her door as a wedding venue. Determined not to let this Halloween be a bust, she’s planned a nice night in watching horror movies with her best friend and a pitcher of mango mojitos.

      Besides, it’s only a wedding in a graveyard on Halloween… what could possibly go wrong?
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      An ear-piercing scream split through the air and I bolted upright from the couch, my heart pounding in my chest. After a terror-filled moment, I groaned in annoyance.

      “Ember, I swear on all that is holy, I am not letting you hang that stupid banshee decoration on the porch next year.”

      My fifteen-year-old daughter, Ember, made no attempt to hide her laughter as she raced through the family room to see who was at the front door. 

      I plopped back down onto the couch and scowled at my cat, Steve, who had taken to eating my cupcake while I had been distracted by the sudden fear of my potential death. 

      He tilted his head to the side and met my gaze, a generous amount of white frosting had formed a moustache on his orange face. 

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      I barked out a short laugh. “Can you help me? You’re eating my cupcake, pal.”

      “Possession is nine tenths of the law, Shay. And right now, my belly is in possession of that cupcake.” 

      “As is your face.” I pointed out.

      He licked at his upper lip. “Better?” 

      I shook my head and reached over to wipe the frosting away, just as Ember walked back into the room with Dolly Parton following close behind her. This Dolly Parton, however, bore a striking resemblance to my best friend, Lee Tucker. Lee and I had been thick as thieves when we were little kids and we’d reconnected when I moved back to Mystic Key. He was an angel who didn’t quite have the chops to keep his job as an Afterlife Chaperone, but he was happily fulfilling his dream as the drama teacher at Mystic Key High School.

      “I brought treats!” He beamed under a heavy layer of makeup and a big blonde wig. He dropped a bag filled to the brim with junk food onto the coffee table and adjusted his sequin-clad dress. 

      “I barely made it though. It’s a zoo out there.” He lamented in his thick Southern drawl. 

      “It’s been a zoo all week.” I complained.

      Halloween was a big holiday in a place like Mystic Key. It was a hidden island that was only accessible to paranormals. That coupled with its gorgeous beaches and perfect weather made it a tourist hotspot.

      The town always went all out and threw a massive Halloween festival. This year, however, I was stuck at home thanks to the cemetery being rented out for a wedding. The wedding party had brought a wedding planner with them so there really wasn’t much for me to do, but someone needed to stick around for legal reasons. I’d volunteered to be the one to stay in since we had guests on the property, but the rest of the Graves family, including Ember, had plans to go to the festival.

      I suppose this is the part where I explain that my family owns the only funeral business in town. And for some unknown reason, my ancestors began building their houses directly across from the graveyard on Shadow Lane. Short walk to work, I guess.

      A wedding at a cemetery on Halloween is a bit macabre, I know. But for folks like us, it’s akin to getting married on a snowy white Christmas day or saying your vows on a beautiful, exotic beach. The bride had wanted the best of both worlds which is why she’d chosen Mystic Key. Not only did her guests get to experience a destination wedding on a beautiful island, but she was able to have her graveyard wedding too. We’d never had anyone rent the graveyard for a wedding before and after the current bridezilla experience, we likely wouldn’t allow it again. 

      The banshee screamed from the front porch again and Lee jumped onto the couch next to me, smashing me in the face with his enormous fake bosom.  

      “That must be Chloe.” Ember slipped on the hockey mask that transformed her into a petite version of Jason Vorhees and made a beeline for the door. She stopped halfway and spun around, lifting the mask to reveal her face. “I know. Be safe and be home by ten.” She leaned down and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek before she was off again. 

      “And have fun!” I called out after her. I leaned over to examine the contents of Lee’s bag of goodies and plucked out a candy bar.

      “All right, Ms. Parton, I’ll get the drinks and you pick the movie.” I tossed the remote to Lee. 

      “What about me? I want to pick a movie.” Tito sat sulking in the recliner. Tito technically belonged to my Aunt Hattie, but he spent an exorbitant amount of time at my house. He was her dragon familiar and though he was small in stature —not much larger than a parrot— he had an attitude the size of a kraken.  

      “Tito, you can pick next. It’s a Halloween night movie marathon, remember?”

      The miniature dragon perked up and turned his attention to the thumbnails of movies flickering across the screen. 

       Steve skittered in front of me and headed for the stairs. 

      “Hey, where are you going?” I asked. 

      “Upstairs. You know I can’t stand to watch movies with Lee. He talks the entire time.”

      I laughed. “He’s not that bad.”

      “Oh, yes he is. I’ll be upstairs watching my own movie marathon in blissful silence.” 

      “We’ll be here if you decide to join us.” I called out after him as he raced up the stairs.
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      “Wait … what’s he doing?” Lee asked, his fingers hovering centimeters from his mouth. “Is he a good guy or a bad guy?” 

      I didn’t answer, straining to hear the dialogue over Lee’s questions. 

      “What’s he gonna do?” Lee gasped. “Run, girl! Run for your life!” 

      I took a sip of my drink. Tito had abandoned us halfway through the movie and joined Steve upstairs. 

      “Oh, sweet sorcery! Is he in on it, Shay?”

      I pressed pause on the remote. “Lee, stop asking me questions. I have no idea. I didn’t write this movie. I have the exact same information that you do.”

      “Oh, you’re right. Sorry.” He waved a hand at me as if I was the one being irritating. 

      I pressed play again and enjoyed silence for exactly four seconds.

      “Oh, what in hot Hades!” Lee cried out.

      “All right.” I paused the movie again and jumped to my feet. “Lee, I love you to death, but if you say one more word I will kill you myself and play the grieving best friend in the most dramatic performance since Beaches.” 

      He widened his eyes. “Wow wee. Somebody’s got a bee in her bonnet. Now, is that anyway to talk to your husband?”

      “Lee,” I snorted, “when are you going to stop saying that? You know people think you’re serious, right?” Lee and I had been pretend-married in the graveyard when we were little kids and he liked to remind me that we’d never divorced so technically, he was still my husband. 

      “I am serious, Shay,” he said with a straight face.

      “Lee, since we didn’t legally marry it’s impossible for us to legally divorce.”

      “Exactly!” he pointed his finger at me. 

      “I have no idea what that means.” I grabbed his empty glass up off the table. “More drinks.” I said, heading for the kitchen. 

      I pulled the pitcher of mango mojitos out of the refrigerator and began to pour when a scream ripped through the air. I jumped, knocking both glasses onto the floor. I cursed under my breath and reached for a towel.

      “Lee, can you get that?” I called out.

      I looked up to see Lee standing in front of me. “I don’t think that was the door, Shay. It sounded too far away.”

      “Oh, you’re just freaked out because of the movies we’ve been watching, you big scaredy cat.” I tossed the towel down over the mess on the floor and made my way out of the kitchen. Another shriek rang out, this time followed by a chorus of screams and shouting. I stopped dead in my tracks and Lee slammed into me from behind. 

      “I told you.” He whispered. 

      “Something’s going on out in the graveyard.” I muttered. “Maybe the bride finally lost it. She’s been a hot mess all week.”

      Tito suddenly appeared in front of me and I gasped.  “Shay, come on, we don’t have time for games. You gotta see this.”

      “Games? You scared me. You have to quit popping up like that. Especially after I’ve been watching horror movies for the last two days.” 

      He flapped his wings in a quick, efficient motion, sending himself sailing to the front door and Lee and I hurried to catch up with him. I grasped the door handle and sucked in a big breath before I pulled it open. It took at least a full minute for my brain to comprehend the absolutely shocking scene in front of me. 

      The top had been ripped off the wooden gazebo, previously arranged white folding chairs were strewn all over the place, and string lights lay in disarray on the ground and over headstones. People dressed in suits and stylish dresses ran about in a frantic, disordered state. It was utter chaos. I squinted through the dark to survey the scene so I could try to get a handle on what in the world was going on. I noticed the formerly manicured grass in front of the headstones was now a lumped up mix of grass and dirt, like someone had been digging from the inside out. And that’s when I saw it —hands and arms and heads popping up from the graves. It seemed the wedding had a few unwanted guests.

      “Zombies? What in tarnation?” Lee asked in disbelief. We watched in shock as the dead climbed from their graves and began milling about with no real sense of purpose. 

      “Shay!” I heard Aunt Hattie’s voice and saw her waddling up the path to my house dressed in a hotdog costume and carrying her dragon head cane. Aunt Hattie didn’t actually need the cane and she didn’t mess with pretenses when she was just with the family. But she liked to take it with her when she went into town for two reasons. One, she thought the helpless-old-lady routine might land her free stuff and two, she liked to use it to whack people when she deemed they were deserving. 

      She hobbled up the porch steps muttering curses under her breath. 

      “Did you see the zombies?” Lee asked. 

      She ducked to make sure the top of her hotdog costume made it under the porch roof and strained so her face poked out through the head hole, “Is that a real question?” 

      “Well, you’re out walking around.” 

      “I came to check on Shay.” She bounced the end of her cane against his arm. “Big dummy.”

      “Ouch!” He cried out. 

      “Aunt Hattie, I thought you were going to the festival?”

      “I was on my way when I heard all the screaming. You know how hard it was to get this thing on all by myself?  Anyway, I knew you were watching movies at home and at first I thought it might’ve been dime store Dolly over here.” She motioned to Lee. “But then I realized it was more than one person screaming.”

      Lee gasped. “Dime store Dolly? I beg your pardon but I am at least an inexpensive but well-made knockoff.”

      “You mean the kind you buy out of a guy’s trunk in a blood-stained alley somewhere?”

      Lee opened his mouth to argue but I cut him off.

      “Enough, you two. Literal zombies are crawling out of their graves and people are freaking out. We need to figure out how to contain them and then we need to figure out what in shifter’s sake is going on. Aunt Hattie, what do we do?”

      “I can create a barrier of sorts to keep them in the graveyard until we figure out how to get them back where they belong, but we have to get everyone out of there first. Otherwise they’ll be stuck inside the bubble and I doubt any of them wants that.”

      “Okay, let’s head down and see if we can get the wedding guests somewhere safe. Tito, can you go down to the festival and find Matt?” I asked. My brother, Matt, was Mystic Key’s Deputy. 

      “Why don’t you just call him?” Tito asked.

      “Because there’s no way he has his cell on him. Did you see how tight his Batman costume was? Besides, you can fly wherever you want in a matter of minutes. If you can’t find Matt, find someone else that can communicate with you and bring back help.” I instructed. While not all paranormals could communicate with animals, nearly everyone in town was at the festival so that meant there would be at least a few that could.

      I slipped my wand from my back pocket and used it to create a flashlight effect so we could see down the gravel road that ran between the row of houses occupied by my family and the funeral home and graveyard. I heard Lee’s stilettos clomping down the staircase behind me.

      “Are you sure you want to come?” I asked. “I’m afraid you’re going to trip and fall and make yourself zombie food.”

      “Oh, baby, as long as I can outrun the hotdog I’ll be just fine.”

      Aunt Hattie took the opportunity to smack Lee in the arm with her cane again.

      “Ouch!” He rubbed at his bicep. “You are one mean old broad, Hattie Mae Graves.”

      “And don’t you forget it.” She jutted her chin out from the hotdog costume. 

      “This is going to be a disaster.” I muttered under my breath just as a group of formally dressed wedding guests scurried in front of us making a beeline for my father and stepmom’s house. 

      “Going to be? It already is.” Lee corrected. 

      Aunt Hattie suddenly veered off the path. “I’ve got to get my Grimoire. You wrangle the living.”

      Great. “Any chance you’ve got a bullhorn up at your place?” I called out after her.

      “Yeah, I’ll bring it.”

      “Lee, go with her. She might need some help.” I told him. 

      He opened his mouth to protest but I cut him off. “Please?”

      “Fine.” He stomped a stiletto-clad foot and wandered off after Aunt Hattie.

      I scanned the graveyard trying to figure out the best course of action. The zombies, at least those of them that had managed to crawl out of their graves, were sort of wandering aimlessly and bumping into anything in their path sent them in a new direction. It reminded me a little of pinball. Contrary to popular belief, zombies don’t actually mean any real harm. They don’t search out brains because, frankly, they don’t have enough brains to know they’re missing any. They do bite though —think of them as uglier, creepier puppies. Unfortunately, their bites do have consequences. For nonhumans, that means that instead of turning us into zombies too, they kill our magic instead.

      I caught a flash of white out of the corner of my eye and turned to see the bride, Jessica,  marching toward me. She held her dress up with both hands and her sleek updo now hung haphazardly on the side of her head. And she looked mad. Once she was within a few feet of me I realized she had her teeth bared, and I thanked the gods she wasn’t a vampire because she for sure would’ve broken the no biting law. 

      “What have you done!” She spat the accusation at me. 

      “Me? What?” I sputtered. “I didn’t do this.”

      “Well, someone did!” She shouted. I hadn’t even noticed him before —what with the angry bride barreling toward me— but the groom was behind her. He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder and she ripped it away from him, turning to shoot a glare and snarl in his direction. 

      “Look, lady, I didn’t do this. Nor has this ever happened before.”

      The wedding planner, a petite fairy named Juniper, came rushing up. “What do we do?”

      A zombie attempted to cross in between us, carrying her head under her arm like a basketball, and the bride held out an arm to clothesline her in the chest. She fell backward and her head rolled away. 

      “Fix this!” Jessica screamed.

      “I’m working on it!” I yelled back and moved around her. 

      The zombie was on her hands and knees feeling around for her head and I actually felt sorry for her. I spotted the head poking out from behind a gravestone and I started toward it. I certainly wasn’t going to touch it, but I could give it a few light kicks back in the right direction. 

      “Shay!” I heard Lee’s voice and turned to see him and Aunt Hattie already on their way back. 

      “Warning! Zombies! I repeat, zombies!” Aunt Hattie’s bullhorn blasted her voice into the night. “Remain calm!”

      “Aunt Hattie, I don’t think zombies and remain calm really work together.” 

      She shrugged and put the bullhorn back to her mouth. “Living people, listen up. I need you to convene in the house directly across the road. If you don’t, you’ll be trapped inside a bubble with the zombies. Once inside, I won’t be able to help you.”

      Everyone began scurrying across the road to my dad and Bev’s house. 

      “I’m going to count down from ten,” Aunt Hattie said. 

      I ran down the road a little way just to make sure there weren’t any children or older guests that needed help while Aunt Hattie began her countdown. 

      When she finally reached one, she began to recite a spell to create a bubble of sorts around the graveyard and its inhabitants. 

      Once the spell was complete, I let out a deep breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding in. 

      “Now what?” Lee asked. 

      “Now we have to figure out what kind of magic brought them back so we can undo it.” I said. 

      “Does it really matter?”

      “Of course it does.” Aunt Hattie scoffed. 

      Lee stuck out his tongue at the back of her hotdog head and she turned to smack her bullhorn against his arm. “I saw that.” 

      “How long will that hold, Aunt Hattie?” I asked.

      She scrunched up her face. “I can’t say exactly. Maybe an hour at most.”

      “Great. So we’ve got an hour to solve this.” I thought for a moment. “I sent Tito down to the festival to find Matt. Maybe one of us should start making phone calls.”

      “Uh, Shay.” Lee’s eyes were wide as he stared at something behind me.

      I spun around on my heels and saw a small horde of zombies that had missed being trapped inside the bubble. They were at the end of Shadow Lane making their way toward town. Or, more precisely, toward the Halloween festival.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re going to have to try to head them off!” I shouted above the noise of zombie moans coming from the graveyard.  

      My cell phone buzzed in my back pocket and I slid it out, hopeful that I might see Matt’s name on the screen. Instead, it was Roman Daniels. Under normal circumstances, I would prefer a call from him over just about anyone. He was a handsome druid who had become a close friend since I moved back to Mystic Key… and I may have started to develop a tiny crush on him. 

      “Hey, Roman,” I answered, breathless.

      “Hey, I think I have enough from the festival to write up a good article.” Roman owned the Mystic Key Tribune and, though he didn’t have to do it anymore, he loved being a reporter too much to give it up. “I was thinking about ducking out and wanted to know if I could come crash the party at your place.”

      I guffawed, “sorry, but zombies beat you to it.”

      After a long pause he simply said, “Huh?” 

      “Zombies. I don’t know what’s going on, but the graveyard basically erupted during the middle of the wedding, the guests are freaking out, Aunt Hattie’s managed to contain most of them for the time being, but we do have a marching band sized group of the undead heading toward town.”

      “What?!”

      “Listen, can you try to find Matt or Chief Leach and let them know what’s happening? If we don’t stop them then they’ll walk straight into the town festival and all hell will break loose.”

      “Yeah, of course—”

      “And Ember. I need you to find her and get her somewhere safe.”

       “Already on it. I just saw her and her friends a few minutes ago and I’m headed back that way.”

      “Okay, call me when you have an update on something.”

      “Roger.” He hung up and I saw Lee prancing toward me.

      “Don’t you have any other shoes? You sort of look like a baby gazelle trying to walk on a waterbed.”

      “No, what else would go with this costume? I wasn’t planning on having to run from zombies tonight.”

      “You should always be prepared for that.” I said. 

      “I got the keys to the hearse.”  

      “Great, where’s Aunt Hattie?” I scanned the property for a giant hotdog and saw her standing by her car, shoving a zombie back with her cane. 

      Aunt Hattie drove a bright pink convertible that she’d had professionally sprayed with a thick layer of glitter. It wasn’t a surprise that a rogue zombie had been attracted to the bright, shiny object. 

      Lee and I raced over to her. Well, I raced, Lee hobbled and occasionally cried out in pain.

       “Are you coming with us?” I asked her.

      “Look at this idiot.” She jabbed the dead redhead back again. “Just as dumb as the day she was born.”

      “That’s Aunt Marla?” I asked in surprise. I’d never met Aunt Hattie’s sister, but I’d heard enough stories to know that I should thank the gods I hadn’t.

      “That’s her.” She had a contemptuous look on her face.

      “I think we might need to use your car to try to lure them back here.” I suggested.

      “No way! This is my baby. I’m not having nasty old zombies muck it up.”

      “They won’t. We’re not strapping them in. But I think they’ll be attracted to the sparkly moving thing and we can have them follow the car back here. That might be the easiest way to keep them from crashing the festival.”

      “Fine, but I’m driving.” she said, throwing her cane into the backseat. 

      Lee and I jumped in and he used her cane to push the zombie away while she started up the engine. She threw it into reverse and we propelled backward over a zombie-sized bump. 

      “Aunt Hattie!” I leaned out to see Aunt Marla pinned under the car. 

      “What?” She pushed the shifter into drive and rolled over Aunt Marla one final time. I watched in the side view mirror as she stumbled to stand, waving her arms after us. “It’s not like that’s really her. It’s just her body. Besides, I never liked her much anyway.”

      We traveled down the lane only a short distance before the bride ran out into the road, nearly getting squashed by Aunt Hattie’s car. 

      “Where are you going?” She shrieked.

      I leaned out over the top of the door. “I’m not sure if you noticed, but there’s a large group of the undead traveling toward town.”

      “So? How is that my problem? You need to deal with the ones still here ruining my wedding.”

      Aunt Hattie cackled and pushed the gas pedal to the floor, swerving around the horrified bride and spitting gravel in her wake. 

      We rounded the corner from Shadow Lane onto Wolfsbane and spotted the zombies halfway down the hill. The sound of the festival could be heard and no doubt it was drawing them. 

      “We just need to get their attention and I’m sure they’ll follow the car.” I said.

      “I’ve got just the thing.” Aunt Hattie lay on the horn and “Highway to Hell” began to play in lieu of a traditional car horn. The zombies stopped one-by-one and began to cumbersomely turn to look in our direction. They started to meander toward us, their arms hanging limply at their sides and their feet scuffling against the concrete.

      “They’re getting close.” Lee whispered. 

      “I know. But we need to make sure they follow. I can’t just speed off.” Aunt Hattie said, taking her foot off the brake and letting the car slowly creep forward. 

      “How do you think this happened?” I turned in my seat so I could keep a good eye on them.

      “Maybe someone decided to spice up Halloween around here for once.” Aunt Hattie offered.

      “I don’t know. I’d think anyone in Mystic Key is smart enough to know zombies wouldn’t be the way to achieve that. People take a lot of pride in this town. And if word gets out about this, it’ll be murder on the island’s tourism economy.”

      “It’s about to be murder on us. Can you pick it up a little?” Lee was squirming in the back, his back pressed up against the passenger seat. 

      “We’re fine. Wuss.” Aunt Hattie glanced in her rearview mirror. 

      “Objects in mirror are closer than they appear!” Lee shouted at her. 

      Aunt Hattie turned onto Shadow Lane, the gravel crunching under the tires and the horde of zombies following close behind the sparkling pink car. The road was lined with oak trees, and moonlight streamed in through the Spanish moss where it could. The tree tunnel, as we called it, was the reason the road had been named Shadow Lane.

      Aunt Hattie pulled to a screeching halt, throwing rocks behind the tires and pelting the approaching zombies. I saw the bride standing on my parent’s front porch, her hair still askew and deep red lipstick smeared across her face. It actually made a great Halloween costume, but I’d have to tell her that when she didn’t look like she wanted to strangle everyone in her path. 

      An older man, who I assumed to be the bride’s father given his gray hair, tuxedo, and strained expression, was a few feet in front of us yelling at a zombie in a pink dress suit that was pushing against the bubble.

      “Why are you bringing them back here?” the bride snarled as she marched down the porch steps. 

      “Where else do you suggest we take them?” I climbed out of the car and slammed the door.

      “Everything is ruined. You’ve ruined everything!” she began to wail. 

      “I already told you I didn’t do this.”

      “Then who did?” Her eyes searched mine.

      “How am I supposed to know? I’m as surprised as you are.” I turned to Lee, “Jeez, talking to her is like watching a movie with you.”

      “I’ve got to get my Grimoire.” Aunt Hattie poked at a zombie as she walked around the front of the car. 

      “Bev keeps one on the hallway table. It’s quicker than going back to your place.” I called out after her. 

      She nodded and switched directions, brushing past the angry bride. 

      “What are you doing now?” Juniper had joined us, still clutching her clipboard.

      “We have to put these guys in a timeout bubble too and then figure out how to make them dead again.”

      “Mom, no. No! Go back now. Go back to your… hole.” The father of the bride was still attempting to rationalize with the zombie.

      “Mom?” I asked him.

      “Yes, my mother-in-law.” He ran his hand through his hair. His dress shirt had come untucked and he attempted to stuff it back in his pants as he walked toward us.

      He looked at his daughter. “We’ll just … we’ll redo the whole thing.” He started.

      “That won’t fix this mess. It’s ruined. Everything is ruined.” She cried.

      “We’ll do an even bigger wedding. Better! Maybe down at the resort?”

      “I don’t want a resort wedding!” She stomped her foot. “I wanted it here! A graveyard wedding! Just like Nana had.”

      “Your grandmother was married at a graveyard?”  

      “What?” she spun around, apparently having forgotten my presence. 

      “Yes, my mother-in-law.” Her father answered, motioning over his shoulder to the zombie he’d just been yelling at. “She lived in Mystic Key her whole life. She was both married and buried here.”

      “Shay?” Lee called out. He was pacing back and forth in front of the bubble that housed the zombies. 

      “What is it now?”
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      “Something weird is going on.”

      “You’re just now figuring that out?”

      “No.” He rolled his eyes and marched over to me. “The zombies. Look,” he did a sweeping motion with his arm, “see how only some of the graves are disturbed?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t notice before what with all of the dead trying to chase us. But you’re right.”

      “And look closely. They’re all older women.” After a beat he said. “I mean, some of them are so old you can’t tell, but if you look at their gravestones you can see from their birth and death dates.”

      “So, wait… you’re telling me that it’s only... grandmas?”

      “I think so.” 

      “Found it!” Aunt Hattie called as she came out of the house with Bev’s Grimoire tucked under her arm. “Check this out though.” She waddled down the steps and handed Lee her cane once she reached us. She opened the book and flipped through the pages until she found what she was looking for. “There’s a spell in here for conjuring spirits, right?” She held out the book for us to see. “But here, on this page, is a spell for death magic.”

      “What’s death magic?” The groom jogged down from the porch to join us. 

      “Raising the dead.” She answered. “It’s the practice of magic involving communication with the dead – either by summoning their spirit as an apparition or raising them bodily. This spell here though, is specifically for raising their bodies.” She slammed the book shut. “I think someone used this spell who didn’t know what they were doing.”

      “So most likely not a witch? Just someone trying to use witch magic?” Lee asked. 

      “Exactly.” She nodded, the top of her hotdog head bobbing. 

      I gave the bride a pointed look. “So your grandmother was buried here and old lady zombies just so happen to have risen on the day of your wedding?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Do you have a point?”

      “Yeah, I do. Did you do this?”

      “Why would I do this?! Look around you. Everything is ruined!”

      “I can assure you, miss, Jessica had no part in this.” her father said firmly. 

      “How do you know?” Lee asked.

      “She would never do anything to jeopardize her special day.”

      “Well, someone did.” Aunt Hattie shrugged. 

      “It doesn’t matter now. Can you just fix it?” Juniper pushed her glasses up her nose with the end of a pen. 

      “Yeah, we’re going to fix it. But that doesn’t mean we aren’t going to find out who did this.”

      Aunt Marla had joined the rest of the zombies and was getting a little too close to Aunt Hattie. Just when I thought I’d need to intervene, Aunt Hattie pointed a finger in Marla’s direction and sent her flailing backward until she landed on her backside with a hard thud.

      “I see you’re still mistreating me.” A spirit suddenly appeared in the place where Marla’s zombie had just been. She had the same red hair, though hers was far more lustrous. She was tall and thin and looked nothing like Aunt Hattie.

      “Oh, great. What are you doing here?” Aunt Hattie groused.

      “What mess have you made now, Hattie?” Marla placed her hands on her hips and looked around.

      “It wasn’t me. I’m the clean-up crew.” Aunt Hattie refused to look at her sister, instead busying herself with flipping through her Grimoire. It was for that very reason that she missed Marla’s body coming up from behind. And by the time she slipped right through Marla’s spirit, it was too late for any of us to do anything. Zombie Marla lunged forward and bit into Aunt Hattie’s hand.

      She yelled out and ripped her hand away and I whipped my wand from my back pocket. I sent a streak of magic through the air, forcing Zombie Marla backward until she crashed into the group of free-range zombies and they all went down like bowling pins.

      “Oh, sweet sorcery. This is bad. This is really bad.” Lee was rambling while Aunt Hattie examined her hand.

      “Did she break the skin?” I asked.

      Aunt Hattie’s head snapped in the direction of Marla’s spirit. “Look what you’ve done!”

      Marla balked and took a large step back. “You can’t possibly blame me for that!”

      “I can and I do!” Aunt Hattie pushed her chin forward out of her costume.

      “Well, you started it.” Marla argued, crossing her arms over chest. “You ran me over with a car, for shifter’s sake.”

      “Oh, boohoo.” Aunt Hattie waved a dismissive hand in the air. “You’re already dead. Who cares?”

      “Oh, I’m telling mama and daddy about this, I hope you know.” Marla jabbed her finger at Hattie.

      “You always were such a tattletale.” Aunt Hattie stuck her tongue out.

      “Enough!” I yelled, garnering the attention of not just the people in front of me, but the zombies too. “Listen, we need to figure out what to do here. Aunt Hattie, did she infect you?”

      “Yes.” Aunt Hattie glared at Marla.

      “I need to get Roman up here then. Now.”

      “Who is Roman?” Juniper asked.

      I’d nearly forgotten members of the wedding party were still standing there.

      “He’s a druid. He can heal her, but only if he gets here before she’s lost her magic completely.”

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and called Roman.

      “Hey. I was just getting ready to call you. I’ve got Ember and Matt with me. Chief Leach is securing the festival. Do you still need help?”

      “Well, my current zombie hunting team consists of Dolly Parton and a hotdog, so yes, help would be great. But a bit more pressing issue —if you can believe there is one— Aunt Hattie’s sister bit her so we need your help fast.”

      “Okay, we’re on our way.” Roman said. 

      I ended the call and made sure everyone was looking at me before I spoke. “My brother’s coming too. He’s a cop.”  

      “A cop? What do we need a cop for?” The groom asked. 

      “Because someone set zombies loose!” Aunt Hattie yelled. “Are you dense?”

      “Is that illegal?” He widened his eyes.

      “Yup, definitely dense.” Aunt Hattie shook her head and went back to flipping through the pages of her Grimoire. 

      “Aunt Hattie, you won’t be able to perform the spell.” I reminded her.

      “I know that. But you can.”

      “Me?” I’d spent the past fifteen years living in the human world which meant my magic was more than a little rusty. I’d been practicing since I moved back to Mystic Key, but I was nowhere near the witch that Hattie was.

      “Yes, you. You have to.” She said firmly.

      “You can do it, Shay.” Lee encouraged.

      The zombies were closing in on us again and let out a deep breath. It’s just a simple spell. No pressure, I lied to myself.

      “Found it!” Aunt Hattie said victoriously, “Lee, go lure them closer to the graveyard.”

      “Me?” He recoiled. “But why me?”

      “You made me use my sparkly car. Now we’re going to use your sparkly dress.” She gave him a sharp look. “Go on.”

      He stomped his foot and started off toward the graveyard. “Come on, y’all!” He waved his arms to attract the attention of the zombies. 

      I took the Grimoire from Aunt Hattie and focused on Lee. Once I was satisfied that he was far enough away, I fixed my attention on the words written in the pages of the worn book in my hands. I held my wand in one shaky hand and forced myself to concentrate. I recited the words with as much force as I could muster and once I was finished, I felt a jolt rocket from my wand, sending me off balance. I looked up to see that the bubble had formed exactly as Aunt Hattie’s had, and Lee was stumbling back up the gravel road with a proud smile spread across his face.

      “I told you you could do it.” Aunt Hattie gave me a pat on the arm.

      “Shay!” Lee was waving his arm up over his head. “Shay, you did it!”

      A bald zombie in a raggedy black dress lunged at the bubble just behind Lee and let out a fearsome growl. He jumped at least a foot off the ground and scrambled to run.

      I failed to hide my laughter. “Lee, you’re like a real-life Shaggy and Scooby Doo.” I teased.

      “Oh, hush your mouth.” He muttered.

      The sound of crunching gravel coming up from behind caused me to turn around just as Roman was parking his car. Matt jumped out first, still in his Batman costume, his head whipping around as he tried to take everything in. 

      Roman climbed out next and I felt a fluttering in my stomach at the mere sight of him. He motioned to Ember still sitting in the car.

      “It’s safe.” I called to him.

      “What’s happened here? Who did this?” Matt asked. 

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out.” Aunt Hattie answered.

      “And the scene is secure?”

      “I mean,” I motioned to the zombies bumping up against each other and their respective bubbles, “call it what you want to call it, but they’re contained. At least for now.”

      “What a mess.” Roman was dressed as Aquaman and the way the ridiculously tight costume hugged his muscular frame didn’t do much to quell those pesky butterflies in my stomach.  

      “Oh my god! Zombies! Real zombies!” Ember couldn’t contain her excitement.

      “Just don’t get too close. We don’t exactly how long these bubbles will hold.” I cautioned her. 

      “Aunt Hattie, how are you feeling?” Roman asked.

      “My hand hurts.” She rubbed at the bite mark that had started to take on a strange green glow.

      “Okay, we better hurry then.” He grabbed her hand in between his and closed his eyes. A light breeze began to blow. First through the Spanish moss that hung down over Shadow Lane and then over Roman and Aunt Hattie. I hadn’t seen a druid heal anyone since I was a kid and I was fascinated with the power he had inside of him. It only took a few seconds before he opened his eyes and released her hand.

      He gave her a kind smile. “All better?”

      She rubbed at the spot where the bite used to be. “Yes, thanks. You know, having you around comes in handy.” She patted his bicep and motioned to Lee. “Which is more than I can say for this one.”

      Ember was bouncing excitedly next to me. “This is the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “Well, I’m glad you think it’s so cool, kid. It’s ruined my entire wedding!” Jessica seethed. 

      I stepped in front of Ember and placed my hands on my hips. “Watch your tone with my daughter.” I narrowed my eyes. “I’m not going to tell you again.”

      She kept the same hard look etched on her face, but she didn’t protest. 

      “I found the spell that should get them back to being… dead dead.” Aunt Hattie announced. 

      “In theory, they should put themselves back in the right spot too.” She took the Grimoire from my hands and walked off toward the bubble.

      “Can someone please tell me what exactly is going on here?” I could tell by Matt’s tone that he had already lost his patience.

      “Well, I think it’s safe to say that someone here is responsible for this.” I answered.

      Jessica suddenly turned to her groom. “Did you do this?” 

      He blanched. “Me? No. No, of course not. Why would I do this?”

      “Maybe you decided you didn’t want to get married after all, but you were too much of a coward to just tell me.”

      “No.” The fear was evident in his eyes. “It wasn’t me!”

      “Coward.” she hissed.

      I made eye contact with the bride’s mother. She had been busy fluffing her enormous updo and hadn’t said a word. She appeared to be completely unfazed by the whole thing. 

      “Ma’am, what do you think?” I asked her.

      “Who me?” She pointed at her chest. “Well, I certainly don’t know. I’m just in shock over seeing my poor old mother over there.” She shuddered.

      Her husband put his arm around her and rubbed her arm comfortingly.

      A thought popped into my mind. “You know, maybe someone wasn’t trying to ruin your wedding. Maybe someone was trying to conjure your grandmother so she could be here.” 

      “That’s not a bad theory, actually.” The groom agreed way too enthusiastically. 

      Jessica opened her mouth to protest, but her father spoke first. “It was me.” 

      “You?” she turned on him. “How could you?”

      He knit his brow together and leaned in to speak in a low voice. “It wasn’t you?”

      “What are you talking about?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “Well, I thought maybe it was you. I was trying to take the blame.”

      “No, it wasn’t me!” She roared.

      They all broke out into fits of side arguments.

      “Okay, okay. Everyone calm down!” I tried to yell over their incessant chattering.

      “Listen, I don’t think who did it matters right now.” Juniper started, “I think we just need to get back on schedule. We’re a little behind,” she looked down at her watch, “but it should still be doable.”

      “Have you seen what it looks like out here?” I scoffed, “There’s not going to be a wedding tonight. And there’s not going to be one here again. Ever.”

      “No, you can’t do that. We paid.” She argued. “That’s not fair.”

      “No one’s having a wedding here.” Matt said in a booming voice. “Once we know things are safe, you all will need to clear out. Well, most of you, anyway.”

      “What do you mean?” Juniper asked. 

      “At least one of you is in serious trouble. Death magic is a punishable offense.”

      The groans coming from the graveyard had finally died down and I saw that the zombies were falling back into their coffins with little protest. Aunt Marla seemed to be giving Aunt Hattie the most trouble along with the zombie missing her head. I was so focused on Marla and Hattie that I missed the headless zombie bump into Juniper. She fell forward, bumping into Lee’s big fake bosom and dropping her clipboard. A handful of papers fluttered to the ground and I bent to help her pick them up. One in particular caught my eye and she snatched it up before I had a chance to reach for it. It took a few seconds to register what I had seen.

      We both stood at the same time and I asked, “It was you, wasn’t it?”

      The color drained from her face but she shook her head empathically. 

      I looked over at Matt. “She has the death magic spell written on a piece of paper.”

      “No,” she started to look frantically between all of us, “I just wanted to give Jessica the wedding of her dreams. With her grandmother in attendance. I had no idea it would go so horribly wrong.”

      “Why would you? I don’t understand.” Jessica seethed.

      “Don’t you get it? When we were setting up this week I went inside the house to use the restroom and I spotted the Grimoire. That’s when I got the idea. Do you have any idea what it would do for my business if I could be the one wedding planner that could bring spirits of loved ones back for my client’s special day?”

      “Yeah, well, all you did was ruin mine.”

      Matt pulled his enchanted handcuffs from his Batman duty belt and put them around Juniper’s wrists. 

      “I’m so sorry.” She said teary-eyed. 

      Matt lead her to his cruiser parker in his own driveway and the wedding party headed up the porch steps of my dad and Bev’s house.

      Roman waited until they were out of ear shot and leaned in close. “You know, I can fix this in less than ten seconds.”

      “You can?”

      He drew back in mock offence. “You doubt me?”

      “Of course not. I would never.” I smiled. “Hey!” I called out to Jessica. 

      She turned around, her shoulders slouched in defeat.

      “How fast can you make yourself look presentable again?” 

      “Why?” She eyed me suspiciously. 

      “You can have your wedding.”

      A mix of emotions crossed over her face. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah, we’re going to need some help but I think we can pull it off.” 

      She ran straight for me and I wasn’t sure if she was going to punch me or hug me until she threw her arms around me. 

      “Oh, thank you. Thank you so much!” She mumbled into my shoulder.

      “Okay. It’s fine.” I pushed her off. “Just stop hugging me.”
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      Roman wasn’t exaggerating. It took him exactly seven seconds to fix the graves and level them thanks to his druid abilities. The rest of us, along with most of the guests, worked together to fix the chairs and arrange the decor that hadn’t been completely destroyed. We watched the wedding from my front porch with Lee’s bag of candy treats and a new pitcher of mango mojitos. 

      “Some Halloween, huh?” Aunt Hattie said. 

      “Sorry, sweetie.” I tugged a loose strand of Ember’s hair. “Your first Halloween in Mystic Key was kind of a disaster.”

      “Are you kidding?” She looked at my wide-eyed. “Mom, this was the best Halloween ever. I saw real zombies. Real ones!”

      I laughed. “That’s the spirit.”

      “Well, mine was ruined.” Lee groused and rubbed at his feet. Matt had lent him a t-shirt and shorts so at least he’d been able to change into something more comfortable.

      Steve sauntered out onto the porch looking a bit sleepy. “What are you all still doing up?”

      “Are you kidding?” I asked.

      He titled his head to the side. “No. I mean no offense, but you aren’t exactly the party girl you used to be. The sun’s almost up.”

      “What have you been doing all night?” Ember giggled.

      “Watching movies. Why? Did I miss something?”

      “Oh, just the zombie apocalypse.” I reached over and snatched a bag of M&Ms from the bowl on Ember’s lap.

      “Who is that walking down the lane?” Aunt Hattie jumped up from her chair and peered out at the road.

      “Did we miss one?” I asked.

      “Hey.” My sister, Kiki, smiled and waved her arm.

      “Are you just getting home?” Aunt Hattie asked.

      “Yeah,” she huffed as she climbed the porch steps. Once she reached the top, she sat down and let out a deep breath. “Gosh, what a long night. My feet are killing me.”

      “You had a long night?” I snickered.

      “Yeah, for some reason they shut down the exits to the festival for awhile and by the time they opened them back up I’d already had four Frogs in a Blender.”

      “What?” Roman shot me a sidelong glance.

      “Oh, it’s a cocktail.” She explained. “Anyway, I was having a blast by then, so I stayed until they shut it down.” She unzipped her boots and pulled her feet out. “Did you guys have a good night?”

      “We had an interesting one.” Lee answered.

      “How was the wedding? No problems, I hope. That bride was a nightmare.”

      I leaned back against the bench and looked around at everyone. “I’m too tired to explain.”

      “Explain what?” she asked.

      “Zombies.” Ember told her matter-of-factly.

      “Zombies?” She knit her brow in confusion.

      “Yeah, you know… zombies.”

      “Yes, I know what they are. What are you talking about?”

      “We had a zombie infestation and Mom and Aunt Hattie had to fix it. That’s why they shut the festival down.”

      “Wait…” Kiki scrunched up her face. “You saved the town from zombies? Seriously?”

      I shrugged.

      “We.” Lee corrected her. “We saved the town.”

      “You helped?” Kiki was in disbelief.

      “Yes, I helped.” He balked. “What kind of question is that?”

      “I don’t know. You’re kind of a big scaredy cat.”

      He blew a small puff of air from the back of his throat. “I am not. You take that back. You take that back right now, Kiki Rose.”

      “Fine.” She giggled. “I take it back.”

      “I swear, I don’t why I even hang out with y’all. Ain’t a single one of you nice in this family.”

      “Hey!” Ember and I said in unison.

      “Well, except you two. Bless your hearts.” He smiled a little too sweetly and I gave his arm a playful slap.

      “Hey, whatever happened to Tito?” Aunt Hattie asked.

      “He’s upstairs.” Steve hopped up onto my lap.

      “What do you mean? How long has he been there?” I asked.

      Steve circled around until he was satisfied and settled himself. “Most of the night. He fell asleep a long time ago.”

      I shook my head. “Figures.”

      “Who’s hungry?” Aunt Hattie stood and stretched out her back.

      “Why? Are you cooking?” I asked.

      “No, but I bet we can talk Bev into it seeing as how we’re superheroes now.” She motioned to my dad and Bev arriving in their driveway.

      “They were out later than Kiki? That’s new.” I commented.

      “It’s a Halloween of firsts.” Ember said as we all piled down from the porch and headed for my parents’ house.

      I overheard Kiki and Aunt Hattie discussing her run-in with Marla.

      “Aunt Hattie, that’s so scary. You could’ve died.”

      “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you. I’m immortal.”

      Kiki snickered. “Until you stop saying it. You’re not immortal.”

      “How many times have I died?”

      “None, but—”

      “There you have it. Immortal.”

      Kiki started to argue but I couldn’t hear her over my own laughter.

      “Pretty eventful first Halloween back home, huh?” Roman came up alongside me.

      “Yeah. It’s never dull around here, that’s for sure.” I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Thank you for your help and for saving Aunt Hattie.”

      He shrugged. “No thanks necessary. I’m just glad everything turned out okay in the end.”

      “Me too.” I studied my feet as I walked. “It doesn’t always.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” He said. “But you do have a pretty great band of merry misfits you can count on.” He motioned to everyone walking in front of us.

      “That I do.” I agreed. “That I do.”
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        * * *

      

      Want to read more about the Witches of Shadow Lane? You can find book one, Witchy Business HERE. Or click here to find other books by Misty Bane. You can also visit her website: www.mistybane.com
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      What is a sidelined, time-traveling, cold-case solving witch to do with all her free time?

      

      Nuala Walsh is an empath witch and isn’t one to stay side-lined for long. Especially once she realizes there might be a missing persons case she can solve without having to use a single time-travel spell. Can she sneak in a little action without causing trouble?

      

      Time Witch on the Sidelines takes place almost immediately after the events of Right Witch Wrong Time.
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      “I had to beg for this assignment.” I hiccupped and patted my chest, talking at the cell phone I’d placed in the console so I could eat. Again. I sat in the newly purchased car with the air conditioning on full blast because October in Florida only meant slightly less humidity and heat. “No time travel assignments until the baby comes, and Seth is making me crazy at the gym. He won’t even let me pick up a broom. I need something productive to do.”

      “I dig it, Nuala. I’d go stir-crazy too,” the friendly voice came over the speakerphone.

      I snorted. “Dig it, huh?”

      “Sorry. Apparently I’m stuck in the 50s. Anyway, speaking of your hunky ball-and-chain, have you told him yet?”

      My fellow time-travel witch, Vee, didn’t do commitment, hence the ball-and-chain comment. She did like honesty though, and it bugged her I hadn’t told my non-paranormal boyfriend that I had special empath witch powers or that his future baby would probably have them too.

      “I plan to…soon.”

      She shushed someone in the background. Most likely her cat familiar who had an opinion about everything. “Call me over when you finally do, and I’ll keep erasing his memory until he gives us a reaction we like.”

      I snickered and took a big bite to finish off my extra spicy burrito. What could I say, the baby liked jalapeños.  “Let’s hold that for a last resort,” I said with half full mouth of food.

      “Lexi wants to host a gender reveal party for you,” Vee said.

      “Ugh. I don’t want to know the gender yet. It makes it all too real. If it’s a girl, there’s a witchy kid in my future, but if it’s a boy…” I’d recently discovered the boys in my family didn’t get powers so maybe I wouldn’t have to tell Seth after all.

      A black sedan glided into the empty parking lot. “Someone’s here.” I crumpled up my now empty food wrapper and tossed it into the take-out bag. I almost wished I’d gotten two burritos. “I’ll let you know how it goes.”

      “I still can’t believe you get to see the warehouse where our assignments come from. Tell me everything later.”

      I still couldn’t believe it’d been only a few miles from my apartment all along.

      “You got it. Bye.” I disconnected and watched a short—no, that wasn’t the right description— a dwarf-sized woman exit the driver’s side. She waved for me to join her.

      I grabbed my keys and wiped burrito sauce from my chin with a napkin. I eased out of the car, careful not to smoosh my protruding stomach against the steering wheel. At only three months pregnant, I already had a bit of a pot belly. And I loved it. I patted the top. “Now, listen here my little bundle of joy. We need to go a couple of hours without eating. Momma forgot to pack extra snacks.” I didn’t expect a response. The doctor had said I wouldn’t begin to feel the little fists and feet of fury until closer to my fourth month.

      As I approached, the woman removed a flower-patterned scarf to reveal short, spiky black hair. The hair matched her thin eyebrows. A deep frown pulled her mouth toward her chin. She wore a neat gray suit tailored to her smaller frame and shiny black flats. With me being an average height of five foot five, she stood almost eye level with my chest. I waited while she raked me over with a stern gaze.

      “Well aren’t you adorable!” She patted my stomach, then cringed. “I’m not supposed to do that, am I?”

      The cheeriness in her voice surprised me. Talk about a mismatch. “I don’t mind.” I really didn’t. People liked to connect with the new, unblemished miracle of life. If that kept their emotions on the side of happy, I’d oblige a few tummy pats.

      Otherwise, if the person within touching distance got grumpy, I’d end up with a headache. My empath powers allowed me a strong glimpse into the feelings of others. With the heightened hormones raging through my body, the feelings came through even stronger. Worse than that, sometimes I couldn’t distinguish between other people’s feelings and my own. But today, this woman’s cheeriness folded around me like a comfortable blanket.

      “Witch?” I asked, the bluntness being another side effect of the hormones.

      “Telepath,” she said. “And I like the fact that you’re already comfortable with me.”

      Telepathy? A mind reader. She heard the blanket thing. Don’t think anything weird. Don’t think anything weird. Oh gosh, something weird is coming.

      “Posh, you don’t have to do that. I can shut it off and on like a light switch.” She turned toward the front of the warehouse and made a motion with her hand as if she’d flipped an actual switch. “Now that I know you are who you say you are, I’ll shut down the mind reading.”

      Her reassurance released the tension building between my shoulder blades. I sighed and smiled down at the back of her head. “Thanks, Mrs.—”

      “Call me Lenormand.”

      “Like the tarot deck?”

      “I, like the deck, am named in her honor.”

      “Cool.”

      She swung the door open and revealed an empty warehouse.

      “Um…”

      “You have to step over the threshold to see.”

      A magic barrier. “Is that safe for the baby?”

      Her eyes twinkled with humor. “The agency wouldn’t let any harm come to your preciousness.” She arched a thin eyebrow. “By the way, I can tell you the gender if you’d like to know.”

      “Not yet.”

      She swept her hand across open doorway. “I thought so but it didn’t hurt to check.”

      I crossed the doorjamb and felt a tingle, much like a fly landing on my arm but multiplying that feeling times ten. The once empty room shifted before my eyes and rows and rows of white file boxes stacked on metal shelves came into view.

      “Whoa.”

      “It’s a magic traveling warehouse,” she said, the pride evident in the chirpy tone of her voice. “The location changes every twenty-four hours and anyone not approved to be here can’t see what’s inside.”

      “Fascinating.” My eyes glossed over with tears, and I couldn’t even say why. Great. Big hormones and limited vocabulary are the norm for the next six months. “All these boxes are full of unsolved cases?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      I walked to the first row of shelves and traced my finger over the only identifier—1955. The entire row was dedicated to the one year. “Can’t you recruit more time travelers?”

      “It’s not the lack of manpower that’s the problem. It’s picking cases that won’t greatly affect the future. We are very careful to select cases that won’t hurt our victims’ families more than what they’ve already suffered.” She tucked in her lips and tsked. “Not to mention, altering the present is always a great concern.”

      The reason for the strict agency rules, I guessed. But there had to be hundreds of thousands of unsolved cases lining these shelves. Sadness overtook the earlier comfort and placed a dark cloud in my thoughts.

      Lenormand grabbed my hand and patted the back. “There’ll be none of that. I don’t need to read your mind to know where your thoughts are going. The agency does great things and you’re a part of that. The most important thing we provide in the universe is balance.”

      “You’re right.” But her words didn’t bring back the earlier cheerfulness. I settled for less sad than a minute ago. Plus, I really, really needed busy work. If I had to return to our co-owned boxing gym with Seth’s constant worry I’d trip over a set of weights or a client would mistake me for a punching bag, I’d go nuts. “What do you need me to do?”
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      Lenormand led me to a row of unlabeled white boxes. “The newer boxes need labels by year.” She handed me a Sharpie. “Don’t worry about moving them around too much. All we want you to do is open the box and make sure all the files are from the same time period. When you’re sure, just write the year number on the outside like the rest.”

      I tilted my head to the side and listened to the surrounding area. The only sound I picked up was the hum from the industrial air conditioner unit. “Am I the only one here?”

      One side of her mouth lifted. “That you can see.”

      Great. So there could be ten other pregnant witches in the building but I couldn’t see them. I thought to my own team of witch friends. Did I know any who could rock a reveal spell? Not that it really mattered if I could see anyone else or not, but I didn’t want to step on any invisible toes.

      “I have some matters to attend to so I’ll leave you to it. The break room has juice and fresh baked butter pecan cookies. Take a break any time you need.”

      Mm. Cookies. And my favorite flavor. My stomach gave a rumble of joy. Being alone didn’t sound as bad if I didn’t have to share the snacks.

      I made my way to the break room first and grabbed the entire tray of cookies. No reason to waddle back and forth every ten minutes. A stool had appeared—magically of course—in front of a table with a row of ten boxes. I imagined that every time I took a bathroom break, the marked boxes would switch out with unmarked ones.

      After I munched down a warm and perfectly chewy cookie, I removed the lid from the first filing box. Manila folders of various thicknesses stared back at me. The edges were well-worn and smudged as if someone had spent their days and nights working the cases. By the computer generated labels on the tabs, I could also tell they came from different police departments around the States.

      These all had dates from 2004. Fifteen years ago. I’d been barely eighteen at the time.

      I thumbed along the edges until I recognized one from the Polk County Sheriff’s Department. A missing person case. I opened the file and flipped through the pages hung on the two prongs. Not all the cold cases handled by our agency were paranormal in nature but most leaned toward that spin. Since the non-paranormal community didn’t have the special skills to handle the paranormal, I had a job.

      The 4x6 picture of the woman on the right hand side reminded me of my shifter-familiar, Lily Rose. Rough around the edges with years of wisdom and experience built into every wrinkle.

      In fact, if I wasn’t mistaken, she looked weirdly similar to Lily Rose. Almost like they could be sisters or first cousins. I read the woman’s name again. Sheila Jenkins. Did I know Lily Rose’s last name? A ping of embarrassment hit hard. I’d known Lily Rose since my thirteenth birthday when my witch powers manifested. Thanks for that, puberty. All familiars needed a witch and all witches needed a familiar. She’d chosen me. As a mentor, I couldn’t ask for a better guide. Especially since I’d been adopted and had never known my true witch family growing up.

      I set the file aside. Even with their facial similarities, it wasn’t my place to meddle in a case. I looked through each file in the box making sure they originated in 2004. Then I put the top on, labeled it with my Sharpie, and shoved it to the side. I placed the Sheila Jenkins case on top just in case I wanted to look at it one more time.

      Throughout the afternoon I worked my way through over sixty boxes for the year 2004. Murders, suspected arsons, missing persons, and missing valuables (usually tokens with magical properties) were packed away to be solved years from now with the aid of magic.

      I scooped up the last cookie on the tray and made my way back to the missing persons case. Gazing at the specifics during a break wouldn’t hurt anything. The missing person report had been filed over the telephone by the woman’s niece. I chewed slowly and read the choppy scribble of the detective’s notes.

      Homeless woman last seen at St. Vincent de Paul’s on the east side of Lakeland. She’d been a resident for years, showing up for Thursday night spaghetti dinner without fail. The pastor noticed she missed three Thursdays in a row and asked I speak to Gail Lewis.

      “I wonder why this got passed to a detective,” I mumbled to the air around me. Seth would probably know. He’d worked robbery/homicide for a few years before being forced into early retirement. A bullet forced the retirement, not the department. Too bad that I couldn’t ask him like I usually did without having to answer some questions of my own.

      The agency cold case assignments came to all of us in a box complete with case file and anything we needed to travel to the past to keep up appearances—clothes, money, even suggestions on correct hairstyles. Seth thought they were my subscription boxes for a murder of the month club. The cover worked well between us and I lucked out with an insight from him that sometimes felt like cheating. But random questions about a missing person, those would send up some flags.

      I placed my hand over my stomach. If I went ahead and told him about the true me, then I could ask all the questions I wanted.

      On the left hand side of the file a few pages back, I noticed the reason for the thickness of the file and most likely the detective’s involvement at one time. Sheila Jenkin’s niece wrote a letter once a month inquiring on the case. Her third letter indicated she’d been told a simple call would suffice, to which she answered that she’d like all correspondence between her and the police to be in writing. Smart lady. Over the years the letters had gone from once a month to every two months to every six months. The latest one being six months ago. The niece had yet to give up hope. But the police had stopped looking long ago.

      Why hadn’t this been assigned to an agency witch yet? When the agency meddled in non-paranormal cases it was usually because of some misconduct or neglect in the law enforcement system.

      I flipped up the picture of Sheila and noticed some writing on the back at the very top. The prongs moved easily enough and after I removed it from the file, I turned it over.

      One word—Spared—written in neat cursive.

      Spared from what? Or from whom?

      I flipped the picture over and stared at Sheila’s face, memorizing every detail. She had brown eyes and age spots on her cheeks. Sprigs of curly gray hair stuck out from beneath a black beanie. The edges of an emblem were tucked beneath the curl of the cap. Could that be the emblem for St. Vincent’s De Paul Catholic church? When Lily Rose wasn’t hanging with me, that’s where she could be found watching over the vulnerable. The church had a dinner and clothing ministry.

      I clipped the picture in place and put the file in the box. What were the chances Lily Rose knew this woman? Lakeland wasn’t a huge town but I knew for a fact that since 2000 the population had almost doubled to over one hundred thousand residents. Even half of that would make it improbable that this woman and Lily Rose ran in the same homeless circles.

      Someone might know something though. I pulled the file back and took the picture. What could a few questions hurt?

      The sharp clip of heels against the concrete floor drew my attention to the area near the kitchen. Lenormand approached, her frown leading the way. I put the picture of Sheila in my back pocket.

      “All finished for today, dear?” Lenormand clasped her hands in front of her.

      “I’d love to help again tomorrow if the warehouse is still in the area.” Who knows? I might be able to help on a few more cases from this time. After I made a few inquiries about Sheila Jenkins, I’d approach Lenormand with the possibility of taking the super light missing person cases.

      I blinked hard as she continued to stare at me. I’d forgotten about her telepathic abilities. “Are you reading my mind right now?”

      “Of course not. I promised I wouldn’t.” A corner of her lips lifted into a somewhat smile and made me wonder. She gestured to the exit. “Tomorrow, same time would be excellent.”

      My last obstacle would be to get through the magical doorway without setting off an alarm. I paused before placing the first foot over the door sill. Was it worth it to mess up my perfect case closure record and risk possible dismissal from the agency? I thought back to my last case. People deserved to have closure on family. What could a few inquiries hurt?
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      My first line of inquiry led me straight to St. Vincent de Paul’s trunk or treat and community expo. With a week before actual Halloween, the popular Catholic Church offered the event as an alternative to the dying ritual of door to door trick-or-treating. I envied kids growing up in the 2010s as they got to hit up churches, malls, and finally the neighborhood (if parents allowed) in a week-long candy-fest.

      Lily Rose had asked me to donate a cavity’s worth of candy. She used a borrowed shopping cart as her trunk, her goal being to teach children not to fear the homeless.

      I supported her people come from all walks of life attitude. She didn’t have to be homeless. Especially since she was actually a shifter who preferred cat form but could turn into any animal when the situation dictated a furry approach. I’d buy her a house in a half beat of a witch’s heart. But on the inside of her gruff exterior, Lily Rose had the heart of a lion and protected those who couldn’t always fend for themselves.

      I snatched a Tootsie Roll from her cart while she handed out candy to two girls dressed as the Schuyler Sisters from the Hamilton musical.

      Would my adoptive mother, Momma Carla, be excited to make homemade costumes for my little one too?

      Lily Rose turned around and I coughed, almost spitting out the candy. She’d drawn a cat nose and whiskers on her face. Other than that she wore her usual garb of a worn flannel shirt over saggy jeans.

      “Nice costume,” I said, getting my initial surprise under control. I’d seen her many times as a real cat but never as a fake one.

      She rolled her eyes. “Got it done a few trunks down by the mom who likes to face paint.”

      “It’s a good look for you,” I teased.

      She shrugged and gave a handful of candy to the next group of kids. I reached for another Tootsie Roll and she smacked it out of my hand. “No costume, no candy.”

      “I am wearing a costume.” I pointed to my stomach. “I’m a pregnant woman in need of sugar.”

      Lily Rose harrumphed. “How did the warehouse of mysteries go?”

      “Glad you brought it up. I found a local file and thought I’d do some digging.”

      “I thought you were off case duty.” Lily Rose eyed me with confusion. “They approved you working a cold case?”

      “I didn’t get zapped on the way out if that’s what you mean.” I retrieved Sheila’s picture. “Does this woman look familiar to you?”

      After a cursory glance she answered, “No. Should she?”

      “Back in 2004 St. Vincent’s was her hang out. Maybe you crossed paths with her?”

      Lily Rose took the picture from my hand and gave it a closer look. “A lot of people pass through here.”

      “Are you saying that you don’t see the similarities between you and this woman?”

      She twitched her nose and it moved the cat whiskers back and forth. “Are you saying that all of us homeless women look alike?”

      “No.” I took the picture back and studied it again.

      “Maybe you wanted to see something there to give you a better excuse for stealing the picture.”

      Had I? That’s why I trusted Lily Rose as a mentor. She knew me better than I knew myself sometimes. But since I already had the picture, I could still ask around. I thought of the woman mentioned in the file. “Is a Gail Lewis still a part of the staff?”

      Her shoulders rolled forward into a nonchalant shrug. “This is a big church with a lot of staff. But the main hall has recent pictures along with their titles.” She picked up a Tootsie Roll and handed it to me. “Be careful poking your nose where you don’t have the agency as back up.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I reassured her, keeping my tone light and airy. “Baby bump and I will check in with you before you run out of candy.”

      I walked across the parking lot and up the front steps into the main hall where the parishioners had set up refreshments of juice and cookies for the children. Along the wall above the Kool-Aid pouch table, pictures of the staff were lined in a neat row. I followed the trail of smiling men and women until I landed on the name I’d seen in the file. The only person on the entire wall not smiling in their photo. Her dark hair and even darker eyes suggested secrets. I’d become a connoisseur of secrets over the years and I knew the look well.

      A woman with a clipboard and a sixty watt smile approached me. She wore a Little Bo Beep costume. Instead of carrying a full-sized shepherd’s staff, she held a pen in the same shape. She used it to point behind her. “Did you try Mrs. Olsen’s oatmeal raisin cookies? They are divine.”

      I rubbed my belly, appreciating her kindness. Her vibes gave me a feeling that she had everything under control. Must be nice. “I think the little one might need a sugar break, but maybe you can help me. Where can I find Gail Lewis?”

      The vibe changed instantaneously with Bo Peep’s expression. Caution. “Ms. Lewis is in the main office. Would you like me to show you the way?”

      I wanted her to go back to the happiness vibe and to let me deal with any disagreeableness from my witness. “Give me a finger point and I’ll find it.”

      She wrapped two cookies in a napkin, the relief showing in the return of her smile. “Take two for breakfast tomorrow. They do have oatmeal in them.” Then she pointed down the hallway to a set of offices. “Third one on the left.”

      “Thank you.” When Seth gave me the are you eating another cookie look in the morning at the breakfast table, I’d remind him of the volunteer’s wise words on the oatmeal portion.

      I wandered down the hall. In all cold cases assigned to me, I had a properly vetted case file and a cover written out for me. They also came with professionally falsified identification. My cold case experiences were with the 80s and late 90s and for the first time realized that I could come up with a modern cover. I could use Google searches and ask Siri for help too. I pulled out my cell phone almost ready to ask Siri for a proper cover when I caught the bold purple of my podcast icon. Perfect. Podcasters don’t need credentials.

      Before I could knock on the door with Gail Lewis’s name on a plaque in the middle, it flew open and I came face-to-face with the frowning woman.

      Her eyebrows flickered with a twitch. “Can I help you?” Then her gaze dropped to my stomach and again moved over to my left hand.

      Ah, searching for a wedding ring to go with the bump. The judgment radiated off of her like a wave hitting the beach shore. I didn’t need to touch her to know she’d become disappointed in my lack of marital status before even knowing my name.

      Can only go up from here, right? “I’m Nuala and I own the podcast ‘Missing for Years.’ Maybe you’ve heard of it? We put the spotlight on missing persons all over the country in hopes that one of our listeners can provide leads.”

      “I know you. I recognize you from our approved volunteer list. Nuala is an odd name. I don’t know anything about podcasts.” Her irritable gaze traveled down to my toes and back to my face. “Sounds like you’re selling false hope.”

      I pressed my lips together and took a half-step back before her orneriness infected me with a bad mood. Gail didn’t mince words, and that meant I needed to get to the point. “I’m trying to help find this woman.” I held up the picture. “Sheila Jenkins. Do you remember seeing her around the church back in 2004?”

      Gail’s eyes widened at the picture I held close to her face. “Never seen her before,” she rattled off.

      “Are you sure?” I wiggled the picture, picking up on her unease. “You’re one of the few people on staff who was here back then.”

      “I don’t know her.” She took a large step backwards into the office. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      She shut the door in my face. With any other case, I’d have more witnesses and more time. Not to mention less hormonal rage and a larger amount of patience.

      I leaned against the wall and waited. She probably thought I’d leave and she would come out in a few minutes. I’d wait and ask again.

      When I heard her voice on a phone call, I could tell by her tone she was telling someone about me asking questions.

      Down the hallway a few kids giggled and played the part of their character costumes. All the adults seemed occupied with their antics. I turned my head toward the wall and whispered my eavesdropping spell. “Nosy am I, and full of need, let me hear her words, make haste and with speed.”

      Gail’s voice came through as if I had a listening device planted in her office. “She said something about a missing person podcast. Very suspicious.” The person on the other side of the conversation must have spoken because she took a very long pause before starting up again. “I told her I didn’t know her, detective. But she had a photograph and I have a feeling she spoke to Sheila’s niece directly. If she’s looking for details, then you’re probably her next stop.”

      Interesting. I nibbled the edge of one of the cookies. Why would she call the detective on a missing persons case from fifteen years ago? If anyone acted suspicious, it would be her and not me. I didn’t want to call Sheila’s niece yet. Giving false hope after this long would be a crappy thing to do. That’s one thing we agreed on.

      Gail ended the phone conversation and I pushed away from the wall and headed toward the exit. I wouldn’t get much more information out of her than I already had. Why would she lie about knowing Sheila? My mind worked up some conspiracy theories but I shut them down. I knew better than to speculate. I dealt in clues, facts, and hard evidence.

      Outside on the front steps, I dialed the number of the Lakeland Police Department and asked for the General Crimes Division. After patching me through, the monotone voice on the other end of the phone passed along that Detective Creegan had retired several years ago. I thanked the bearer of information and disconnected.

      I placed my phone and the picture of Sheila back in my pocket. I could do some leg work and ask the multitude of parishioners following along behind their kids or I could make a call to my boyfriend and ask him for a favor. In order to get that favor, I’d have to lie.

      Lily Rose pushed her cart near the steps. “I’m wrapping up for the night. I promised the shopping cart owner I’d have it back to her by sundown.”

      I sat on the stairs and placed my chin on my intertwined hands. Several children ran by and into the church. To call Seth or not to call Seth.

      Lily Rose pushed the cart two steps away then paused. She scratched under her nose. “I’m going to be sorry I asked, but what did you find out about your missing person?”

      “Only that Gail pretended she didn’t recognize her, but after she shut the door in my face she called the retired detective and told him I was snooping around.”

      “Like she had him on speed dial?” Lily Rose asked.

      “I guess.”

      She glanced at the darkening sky like she’d lost all patience with me. “Or maybe from the church directory?”

      “Oh!” Smart familiar. “He goes to this church you think?”

      “It would be too random to call a retired detective about an old case unless that person was very familiar with him.”

      “You really should be my sidekick,” I teased.

      “Not in a million years.” She pulled a chewed cigar from the pocket of her jeans. With a wave, she stuck it in her mouth and pushed the cart out of the parking lot.

      I could work with sneaking into the church and getting a directory of parishioners much easier than lying over the phone to my significant other. I glanced around thinking about how much longer I’d have to wait for everyone to go home. The volunteer dressed as Bo Peep passed me on the stairs and it hit me that all the adult church volunteers wore costumes. I walked my fingers across the top of my stomach. “Ready to play dress up with Mommy?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I knew for a fact St. Vincent’s had a clothing closet due to Lily Rose’s wardrobe coming from there. But after wandering through the maze of halls, at the last minute I made a turn into the closet labeled Christmas pageant storage. The angel and Mary costumes stared me in the face, and I felt the better choice to be the Wise Man costume, complete with fake beard.

      Any of the main offices would likely have the directory with phone numbers, emails and addresses of members. If what I and Lily Rose surmised to be right about Detective Creegan, then I could slip in to any open office and grab the number.

      I slipped the red dressing gown over my clothes and tied on the coordinating red and white stripped robe. The beard tied on and the cheap fuzzy material made my face itch. All in the name of investigating, I reminded myself more than once. A little red hat accompanied the costume and I shoved my long brown hair beneath it, praying that it held for at least fifteen minutes or less.

      Kids ran through the halls and parents shouted after them. I smiled in spite of being focused on my mission. Three volunteers began breaking down the refreshment tables and I mumbled I’d be right back after a bathroom break to help them out. I gave one woman a wink and pointed at her, the gesture coming across as awkward and weird. Sell the part, act like you belong.

      Gail’s office sat open and empty. She’d be the last person I’d want to walk in on me borrowing confidential information; however I’d already seen in her office and knew the layout.

      Her laptop sat open on her desk. I eased into her chair and typed in the detective’s name. His phone number and address popped into view. Easy peasy. I scribbled the information I needed on a yellow sticky note and stood to leave.

      Gail walked in and blinked rapidly with a startle. “Who are you and what are you doing in here?”

      I needed Vee’s power to erase minds right about now because my empath power did nothing for me in situations where I got caught snooping.

      A kid ran by in the background squealing and laughing. It gave me an idea.

      I shouted, “Bobby, is that you?” I disguised my voice as deep southern—the only real accent I could pull off. “I swore I saw Bobby run in here. I checked under your desk but I guess he fooled me good.”

      I swallowed hard and pushed past her into the hall, my heart rate rising with each second passing.

      For good measure, I shouted again, “Billy, when we get home, you are grounded.”

      Gail put her hands on her hips and leaned forward as if to see past my beard. “Didn’t you say Bobby?”

      Did I? I’m losing my edge. “Billy Bob is his full name,” I countered. “I like to call him by each one to see if he’ll respond to either. Kids these days, huh?”

      Before Gail could ask me another question, I grabbed two handfuls of the red dressing gown and pulled them away from my legs so I could trot off toward the pageant closet. I had to ditch the costume and escape before she realized that I had left Detective Creegan’s information open on her laptop. Rookie mistake. Gail didn’t appear to be a woman who let things go easily.

      I hung the Wise Man costume back where I’d found it and smoothed the beard. Having to pass back by Gail’s office to get outside, I sat on a wooden chair and entered the detective’s information in my map app. Perhaps if I gave her a few minutes she’d get distracted with the trunk or treat breakdown and I’d be able to make a clean break after that.

      Interestingly enough, Detective Creegan lived close to my adoptive sister, Paige. I sent her a quick text asking about a late dinner. After I questioned the detective over why he’d done a half-hearted job trying to find Sheila, I’d need a good meal.

      Twenty minutes of mindless Facebook scrolling later, I opened the closet door and checked the hallway. Voices traveled from the main hall but I couldn’t waste any more time hiding from Gail. If I had to, I’d resort to magic to get out of my sticky snooping situation.

      My heart rate increased as did my indigestion. Out the door and halfway down the front steps, I could hear Gail call out to me. I didn’t acknowledge her and kept a quick pace to my car. I needed to save any remaining lies for Detective Creegan. She hadn’t wanted to talk so I’d find someone who did.

      I plugged in my phone and connected it to the car’s GPS. With traffic, the ride took a little over fifteen minutes. I hadn’t anticipated the gated Over 55 community or skeptical gate guard who looked old enough to be my great, great grandfather. His gray mustache covered his upper lip.

      I turned on my sweetest smile. “Mr. Creegan, 315 Bella Vista Street.”

      The guard picked up a clipboard and ran a finger along the list. “There aren’t any visitors listed for that address.” His raspy voice held an air of finality to it. “You can use your own device to call over and ask to be put on the list.”

      I chewed the edge of my lip and considered my options. Giving Detective Creegan a heads up wouldn’t do me any favors, but thanks to Gail I’d already lost the element of surprise. The worst that could happen was he’d say no. I glanced back at the man in the light blue uniform shirt. I would not spell the elderly to get my way. Witches had standards and codes of conducts.

      I could play the concerned daughter routine and say I needed to check on him. The downside to that lie would be the guard calling the police to do a welfare check with me. Or he could know if the detective had a daughter and the police would come for me.

      My stomach growled. I’d already eaten the two cookies I’d planned to save for breakfast. I tapped the steering wheel.

      “Miss, there are other visitors waiting to get through. You can pull over to the side but without prior verbal or written consent, I’m not letting you in.” He’d spoken as if he read off of a cue card.

      “That’s okay.” I put the car in drive and circled to the exit eyeing the large estate. I could always park on the street in the next neighborhood over and walk in through the large golf course I’d seen connected to the retirement community.

      If I got caught by security Seth would ring my neck, as Momma Carla used to say.

      I pulled onto the main road and headed toward Paige’s apartment. She’d texted back and promised lasagna and garlic bread. After a full meal, I’d regroup and make a plan for how to move forward.

      Paige lived on the second floor of a motel turned apartment complex. Her rent was cheap and she didn’t mind that her bathroom sink was visible from her living room.

      She waited for me on the stairs, her long blonde hair pulled into a ponytail. A few years after Momma Carla and Chuck adopted me, Paige had come along as a surprise. Even though we differed in looks in every way, my skin tone and hair showing off my Latina heritage, we were closer than most sisters I’d known born of the same parents. The only thing I kept from her—kept from everyone in my life—was that I’d been born an empath witch.

      “I didn’t bring anything but my appetite,” I said as we hugged each other hello.

      “That’s fine.” She gave my belly a loving pat. “I’m happy to feed my niece or nephew a hearty meal.”

      I followed her up the stairs and into the one-bedroom apartment. Paige had a sparkly personality and her apartment reflected that on every level. The green couch had throw pillows with flip sequins in the shapes of hearts and unicorns. The walls were painted the lightest pink I’d ever seen and she’d used border wallpaper in a bold blue with gold falling dots.

      She’d once called her décor style fairy-tale chic. Even her dishes had a bit of sparkle to them.

      There wasn’t room for a dining table, so we sat on barstools at the counter connected to the kitchen. Not wasting any time, she placed cheesy rectangles of lasagna on two plates and cracked open a couple of diet sodas.

      “What’s new in baby land?” she said.

      I shrugged one shoulder. “It’s a waiting game. Although, I’ve heard in six months or so I’ll be as big as a house and begging for labor to start.”

      Paige laughed. “I can’t wait. I’ve already bought three more onesies.” She held up a hand to stop my protest. “In neutral colors, of course.”

      “You’re spoiling her or him already.”

      A shrill car alarm broke into our conversation. A dog barked in the distance as if it wanted to join in on the noise.

      “Ugh, someone’s car alarm is going off.” Paige rolled her eyes. “Sometimes I think I need to move out to the country to get some peace and quiet.”

      “We hardly live in a metropolis,” I said.

      The alarm continued for another full minute.

      “That’s odd. Usually the alarm offender figures it out within the first thirty seconds.” She slid off the stool and pulled down a gap in the blinds to see out of. She turned back to me with a chuckle, “That’s your car.”

      “Really?” I grabbed my keys from where I’d set them on the counter and clicked the alarm button. The noise stopped. “That’s odd.”

      I moved to stand beside Paige and noticed a piece of paper stuck under the windshield wiper.

      “I wonder if someone bumped into your car and left their insurance information.” She walked to the door. “I’ll grab it and be right back. Finish your meal.”

      Seth and I had lived so close to our boxing gym that we hadn’t needed more than one car to get back and forth around Lakeland. Only after Momma Carla went into great detail about strollers, car seats, doctor appointments and other things needed for a little one did I take the hint and purchase a car of my own. It wasn’t that I couldn’t afford it since the agency paid me quite well for solving cold cases. Until now I couldn’t justify adding to the carbon footprint if Seth and I were able to share.

      Paige skipped down the stairs and grabbed the paper from the windshield. Her change in expression from happiness to one of confusion gave me a twinge of anxiety.

      I met her at the door.

      She handed me the paper. “This is weird.”

      I read the note written in shaky printed handwriting. “Stop looking for Sheila Jenkins or else.”

      “What the…” I trailed off and pushed past Paige to look into the parking lot. Who would have the resources to follow me to my sister’s apartment? Maybe a certain detective who’d been tipped off I was coming? But why?

      “Nuala? Do you know what this is about?”

      For my cold cases, I used the lie of subscribing to a Murder of the Month club and it worked to throw my family off the scent of my real secret life. With the pregnancy, both Paige and Seth had noticed that I wasn’t getting my subscription packages (aka cold case assignments) and I’d shrugged it off as taking a break.

      The note led me to believe that Sheila Jenkins’ disappearance had a sinister undertone. Why wouldn’t the detective want me looking for her? I needed to talk to him. And it was time I spoke with Sheila’s niece too.

      I turned to Paige. “How would you like to help me with something?”
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      After we finished our lasagna, I put in a call to Sheila’s niece and left a voicemail that I had some questions about her aunt’s disappearance. I made sure to mention that I wasn’t trying to give false hope. I wasn’t, I told myself for the millionth time.

      I explained to Paige in abbreviated detail my plans for the fake podcast and the missing person who I’d found connected to St. Vincent de Paul’s Catholic Church. Lily Rose had convinced me long ago that my lies to my adoptive family kept them from having me committed to a mental institution. That went for Seth too.

      Not one to hide her feelings, Paige’s expression said she knew I sold her a slice of bologna about the podcast, but she didn’t argue with the favor I’d asked. Paige hadn’t liked that I’d possibly stirred up a hornets’ nest with a few simple questions at the church, but she went along with my plan anyway. No one left threatening notes for the Walsh sisters and got away with it.

      I made a huge production of hugging her at the door and saying our goodbyes. I pulled out of her parking lot and onto a side road that led to a newer housing development. Sometimes Paige and I were jogging buddies and we’d set up a course that took us through the undeveloped streets. We knew it well.

      Three minutes after I left the apartment complex, my phone rang. I clicked on the speaker phone. “What do you see?”

      Paige’s voice came over strong and clear. “A silver Volvo followed you through two stop signs. I can tell it’s a man in the driver’s seat. No one else appears to be in the car.”

      “That’s probably our guy,” I said. “When I get over to the street where the first house is going up, I want you to pull up close behind him. I’m going to make a quick U-turn and we’ll box him in.”

      “I always knew it,” she said, a heaping amount of glee coming from her voice. “You’re in the CIA or the FBI or some special ops team. Momma told me I was crazy but you are secretive and have skills. I knew it all along.”

      My heart pounded in my chest. And here I’d thought I’d kept my secret life amazingly secret all these years. “We’ll talk about this later,” I finally answered and disconnected.

      The car Paige had described came into view, and I wheeled a quick U-turn in the middle of the street to face it. Paige’s car flew into view so fast I worried that she’d smack into the Volvo’s bumper. I pulled forward, and as I almost had the driver boxed in, he took an unexpected turn across the plots of land being developed for housing. He drove through a maze of white PVC pipe sticking out of the ground.

      I pointed to the car and said a quick spell. “Stop that car, put on the brakes, he has information I need to take.”

      The rear passenger side tire popped and the car swerved and pulled to the right. That didn’t stop him. He practically drove the rim out and blew through all the stop signs out of the housing development.

      Darn it.

      Paige pulled up beside me and lowered her window. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “Me either.”

      “What do we do now?” she asked checking her hair in her side mirror.

      I glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “It’s getting late. Seth will be wondering why I’m keeping his little one out so late.”

      “So, FBI or state police or something?” Her raised eyebrow told me she expected a good story.

      “No,” I said, glad that I could answer without a lie. “I don’t work for any government agencies. This is a hobby thing. Not to mention, I’ve picked up some skills from Seth over the years.”

      At least it really was a hobby while I was on maternity leave.

      “Uh huh.” She glanced in the direction from which the Volvo had made its escape. “Are you really going home? No more chasing cars tonight? I didn’t like the ‘or else’ part of that note.”

      “I am going home. I’ll send you a text when I get there.”

      I did drive home but took a long route checking gas stations for a silver Volvo with a flat tire. It had to be Detective Creegan behind the wheel. I couldn’t see Gail shadowing me to my sister’s apartment and writing a scary note.

      The reason why he’d do either eluded me. A few blocks from my apartment, my phone rang and I recognized the number as Sheila’s niece. I hit the hands free button on my steering wheel.

      “Mrs. Lonnie Backstrom?”

      “Yes. Who is this?”

      “My name is Nuala Walsh and I’m calling from Lakeland, Florida. As I explained in my voicemail, I’m doing some filing for the Lakeland Police Department and I came across your aunt’s file.” I cleared my throat. Connecting my name to the police department was a risky move, but I didn’t imagine her making a follow up call since she preferred written correspondence. “I saw your letters.”

      Lonnie’s heavy sigh spoke volumes. “I don’t know why I still write them. I feel I owe it to her to keep trying.”

      “I don’t want to give you any false hope. I’ve been to the church where she was last seen and so far I haven’t come up with anyone who recognizes her. But I wanted to know what you thought of Detective Creegan and his efforts.”

      “What efforts?” Her voice took on a hard edge. “He wrote her off as just another homeless woman not worthy of his time.”

      “Can you think of anything that wouldn’t be in the original file? Any piece of information you shared that you felt was particularly ignored?”

      “We had a joint banking account where her social security check was deposited. I’d put a little money in there to help her with convenience items. Right before her disappearance, she removed me from the account. I don’t think she did that of her own free will.” There was a tightness in her voice when she relayed the information about the bank account. Getting information over the phone meant being unable to get an empath vibe.

      I pulled over to the side of the road. “What bank was that?”

      I scribbled down the bank name and noted the closest branch to my location.

      “I can’t make any promises but I’ll keep you updated on what I find.” I merged into traffic and continued home.

      She thanked me and we disconnected. If Sheila had access to social security, then maybe someone else had used her to get to that money. People had scammed and killed over less than a monthly social security check. I scrolled through my contacts. Who did I know that could make some inquiries with the local social security office? The only person I had in my life with contacts like those was Seth. How to convince him without setting off any alarms?

      The podcast lie had to become a second nature reflex and I practiced it on the ride up our apartment elevator. So far no one had asked any technical questions about my supposed podcasting but Seth would know that I didn’t own any equipment for the set up. I’d have to say this was a practice run to gather information and if it didn’t work out, at least I hadn’t wasted the money that could be used for a video monitor in the baby’s room.

      I unlocked the door and swung it wide, only to stop before I took my first step over the threshold. Sitting at my dining table with Seth was an older man. My boyfriend was not a small man and could be described with the cliché of being built like a Mack truck. If he felt threatened by this man’s presence, I didn’t sense it from him or see it in his eyes or body language.

      The man glared at me and pointed at Seth.

      “I told you there’d be an ‘or else,’” the man said.
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      I took up a fighter’s stance and internally ran through a litany of spells that would incapacitate but not hurt the older man dressed in a green polo shirt like he’d come straight from the golf course. The wrinkly face and bald head didn’t mean I would let down my guard. What if he had a gun in his lap?

      “Nuala,” Seth began. “Please tell me you aren’t interfering in an ongoing missing persons case?”

      He crossed the room to give me a hug and kiss on top of the head. With his touch, I used my empath powers to deduce that he didn’t feel in danger. Not for himself or for me. What did the “or else” mean in this instance?

      I kept my attention on the other man. “Who are you and why are you in my apartment?”

      “This is an old pal from the force. Detective Creegan, this is my cold case obsessed significant other, Nuala.” He put a hand on my lower back and guided me to the table where Detective Creegan shot out his hand in greeting. “She subscribes to those cold case monthly boxes that are all the rage now.”

      I shook Detective Creegan’s hand and held it for a few beats. Irritation rolled off of him in waves but not the anger or full-on craziness I’d expected. “What do you mean by or else?”

      “Or else I’d tell on you to this young buck.” He pulled his hand away. “Seems the best way to stop a snooping woman is to tell her man to reel her in.”

      Hello misogyny. Seth swallowed so hard beside me I could hear him. He put a hand on my forearm as if to say please don’t hurt him. I gently removed it.

      “Seth, please pour me a glass of water while I deal with the detective.” I sat in the chair opposite Detective Creegan and leveled him with a hard stare. “I’m looking into the disappearance of Sheila Jenkins. She’s been missing for fifteen years and her niece has never given up hope of finding her.”

      He made a humph sound and leaned forward. “Has it occurred to you that she doesn’t want to be found?”

      Seth put a glass of iced water in front of me. “Creegan’s filled me in on the situation, Nuala. I think you should hear him out.”

      After a slow sip, I gestured between the two men. “How do you two know each other?”

      “The police force is a small world,” Seth answered. “We bowl in the same league. He heard your name and it took about five minutes for him to track you back to me.”

      “Okay. Sheila Jenkins?”

      “Has it occurred to you—”

      “Nope,” I interrupted. “You said that already. Skip to the part about why you think Sheila doesn’t want to be found.”

      “She’s not mentally ill and she gets money from social security. Plus, having a worried niece means she should have a place to live, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Wrong.” He wiped his brow. “Did you speak with this Lonnie woman?”

      “Less than twenty minutes ago.”

      “And she brought up the joint bank account?”

      “She did, and she seems to think someone is stealing her aunt’s money.”

      “Yeah,” he sat back, a smug look on his face. “It was her.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “Sheila has been hiding from her so-called loving niece for fifteen years. I bet that niece didn’t mention she’d tried to have Sheila declared mentally incompetent. Sheila fled to stop from being put in a home where she would lose all control of her life.” Creegan clasped his hands and put them on the table. “Gail and the church helped her get her thieving niece off of her bank account and find a place to live. We agreed to give that woman the brush-off so she’d never find her.”

      Unsettled by the revelation, I crossed my arms. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

      His face turned a shade of red that made me worry about his blood pressure. “I have no reason to lie to a nosy podcaster. But after you and that other car cornered me, I figured you weren’t the kind to give up.”

      “Why did you follow me?”

      “Let’s just say I have trust issues.”

      I glanced at Seth who raised his eyebrows as if to say the detective wasn’t the only one. He meant me.

      “I’d like to speak to Sheila to confirm your story.”

      “I don’t owe you that.”

      “But,” Seth interjected, “Nuala’s tenacious and if you don’t, she’ll continue looking for Sheila. It’s best to give her a phone number with our promise she won’t pass it on to the niece.”

      Creegan nodded and pushed out of his chair. “Fine. I’ll have Gail call you with her number in the morning. They’re still in contact.”

      Seth walked the older man to the door where they said stiff goodbyes.

      “That’s not going to win me any points with the boys on the bowling team,” Seth said and sat down beside me. He reached over and placed his large hand on my stomach. “I think it’s time you and I had a chat about your extracurricular activities.”
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      I’d lied to Seth again. And this time he knew it. He sat in the passenger seat of our car and stared out the window.

      I told him how my murder of the month club subscription—my cover for the cold-cases from the agency—had inspired me to do some amateur detective work. He hadn’t said much the rest of the night or this morning other than he planned to accompany me to see Sheila.

      Gail had called first thing with an address instead of the phone number and now we sat in front of a modest one-story duplex. Seth stared out the window, and I stared at his profile. The great thing about being an empath witch was knowing people’s emotions but it was a bad thing too. Like now, when I knew my significant other battled with distrust.

      I rubbed the top of my stomach. The agency had rules against telling people in the past about what we did but it didn’t have restrictions on telling loved ones in the present. I could hear Lily Rose’s voice inside my head warning me against telling Seth the truth.

      I agreed with the voice. This wasn’t the time. Not yet.

      “Do you want to come inside with me?” I asked.

      “I’ll stay in the car,” he answered, his tone one of distraction.

      I didn’t say anything else as I exited and made my way to Sheila’s front door. She opened after the first tap.

      The woman standing in front of me was remarkably different from the woman in the picture I’d snagged from the case file, although I knew them to be the same person. Sheila looked like a sweet grandma with her white hair in tight curls and bright red rouge on her pale cheeks. I towered over her by an inch or more. Lily Rose had been right about another thing. They didn’t resemble each other at all. I’d seen what I wanted to see at the time.

      “Are you the woman stirring the pot with Gail?” she asked. Her voice held a smidge of laughter. “Not that it takes much to get that woman stirred. But she’s a good one.”

      “I’m Nuala Walsh and I apologize for causing you or Gail any distress. I wanted to be sure you were right where you wanted to be.”

      “I don’t know what I would have done without Gail. I got my life back.” She opened the door wider. “Would you like to come in and have a sit?”

      I glanced back at Seth. “Maybe another time.”

      I held out my hand, our touch being the final way of assuring myself that Sheila was happy and content. She grasped it and gave it a squeeze. Total contentment.

      Tension eased away from my shoulders and I wished Sheila well as I made my way to the car. Her niece had been so convincing over the phone, and I’d fell for the lies. My fingers itched to come up with a spell that would make her grow warts on the end of her nose. Maybe I’d ask Vee to pay her a visit instead. Then she could erase all memories of her aunt.

      I climbed in the driver’s seat. Or I could do neither and focus on myself and the baby like I’d been instructed when I’d been sidelined.

      After I dropped off Seth, I stood in the parking lot where the agency warehouse sat the day before. Today, no warehouse. They knew what I’d done. I held the picture of Sheila Jenkins in my hand. I’d only wanted to ease suffering. Instead, I’d opened up a can of squiggly worms that the lid wouldn’t fit back on.

      While sitting in the parking lot, I received a second call from Gail where I’d been informed I’d been removed from St. Vincent de Paul’s approved volunteer list. Lily Rose would argue with them on my behalf, but I knew it’d be a while before I could show my face over there again.

      A minute or two later, the same black town car from the day before pulled into the lot. Lenormand exited and waved me over. Her suit matched the one she’d worn the day before except this one was navy blue in color. She didn’t remove the pale pink scarf covering her hair.

      “I’m sorry,” I started.

      She held up a hand. “You have an exemplary record and friends in high places, Nuala. That is the only reason we aren’t removing you from our agent roster.”

      I handed her the picture I’d taken from the file. We brushed fingers and my empath powers told me loud and clear about her disappointment. “I thought I was helping.”

      She held up the picture and tapped the back that said spared. “Spared from further embarrassment and abuse is what this means. Spared from family who didn’t love her the way she deserved to be loved. Spared from the agency digging it up.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “I understand, more than most, it is hard to see all of those unsolved files sitting in the warehouse. But we carefully vet each one before assigning them to an agent. The rules are important and must be followed. We keep just as many files that we don’t want solved as the ones that we do. There’s a reason for everything.”

      “I get it now.” A sick feeling twisted my gut. “It won’t happen again.”

      “I believe you. And I believe that this mistake will only make you a better agent. We’ll see you after your maternity leave.” She opened the car door and pointed to my stomach. “By the way, you need a better obstetrician.”

      “Why?” A quick shot of fear shot down my arms and into my fingertips making them tingle. The baby.

      Her hawkish features pulled into a tight smile. “There are two heartbeats in there. One boy. One girl.”

      Well, dang.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Want to read more about Nuala and the other time-traveling witches? CLICK HERE to find Right Witch Wrong Time by K.M. Waller.
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      When time-traveling, cold-case solving witch, Lexi, is sent back to 1973, she’s sure it’s nothing she can’t handle. Of course, she has no idea she’d be arriving as a jilted bride to the honeymoon capital of the world—the Poconos Mountains. With her trusty familiar, Rex the Rat, by her side, Lexi squares her shoulders, lifts the hem of her wedding dress, and tackles the unsolved murder. But just when she thinks everything is “groovy” and she has things figured out, a curveball is thrown her way. Can Lexi figure out who murdered the woman in the heart-shaped Jacuzzi before the killer comes for her, or will time not be on this jilted brides side?
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      “You sure you don’t want to go with me?” my boyfriend, Shawn Turner, asked.

      “Not this time.” I shifted the cell phone to my other ear. “I need a little more warning before I can just get away.”

      He chuckled. “I understand. I’ll call you when I get back in town.”

      “Have fun and be safe.”

      “Miss you already, Lexi Catherine Sanders.”

      I smiled. “Ditto.”

      I clicked off and tossed the cell onto my bed. Truth was, I had no desire to go out of town with Shawn. Mainly because I wasn’t really a traveling kind of girl—or should I say witch. And the reason why I wasn’t a traveling kind of witch was because I traveled for a living. Not like as a travel agent or anything exotic like that.

      Nope.

      I was a time-traveling, cold-case solving witch for the Agency of Paranormal Peculiarities. Although, when I’m on the job to solve a cold case, I always use my mom’s family name of Howe. I come from a long line of witches. My too-many-greats-to-count grandmother was tried and convicted for being a witch during the Salem Witch Trials.

      The women in my family have certain abilities that come naturally. My gift was movement. I can move objects up to six feet in any direction. Plus, if I concentrate just right, I can “sense” people who are not immediately in front of me. Not their names per say, more like I can sense where they are in my surrounding area. A pretty good perk when you need to snoop.

      Using my magical abilities and an enchanted spell given to me by the Agency of Paranormal Peculiarities, I can travel back in time and solve crimes that were never solved by the police.

      So when I come home after a case, I like to stay home. I know going away with Shawn to some lawyer conference wouldn’t be the same as traveling back in time to, say, the nineteen sixties…but I just wasn’t feeling it.

      Besides, I hadn’t heard from the Agency in a while, which meant I was due for an assignment soon. I could feel it in my bones. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

      I padded into my tiny kitchen to make myself some hot tea. I loved my barely-there apartment above a salon on the square. I set my kettle on the stove and waited for the water to heat up.

      Thump!

      I grinned as my heart raced. I knew what that sound meant. It was a good thing I hadn’t agreed to go with Shawn.

      I stepped out onto the rickety balcony off the kitchen. It was a twelve-foot drop to the ground. No stairs, nothing. How in the world the packages always managed to get dropped this high up was a mystery to me.

      Lugging the box inside, I had to admit I was actually excited to go on this assignment. I was missing my familiar, Rex the Rat. He was a little ADHD, but he was good under pressure. The Agency had agreed to make him my permanent familiar since we’d had such a great working relationship on our last assignment.

      Praying I wasn’t going back to the nineteen sixties where miniskirts were the rage, I tackled the box. It was three times larger than the other boxes that usually arrive.

      “What the—”

      The first item I pulled out of the box was a puffy, long-sleeved wedding dress. An actual wedding dress…complete with myriad ruffles and a three-foot train. I was glad to see there wasn’t a veil to drag along.

      Throwing the dress down beside me, I reached inside for the next item. A pair of red Birkenstocks with a buckle at the top.

      They’ll pair nicely with the frou-frou wedding dress. Not.

      I dug in for more…but found nothing but a manila folder with Top Secret sprawled in big red letters. Intrigued, I quickly leafed through the paperwork and gasped when I read I’d have to solve the case within forty-eight hours or it would forever remain an unsolved case. Usually I had up to seven days!

      Flipping to the next page, I learned Marguerite Ailers was found murdered in a jacuzzi at Penn Lake Resort in the Pocono Mountains in October of nineteen seventy-three. She’d worked at the resort for only six months, kept to herself, and since she was new to the area, no real motive could be established.

      Scrawled in cursive at the bottom was a note saying that a day or two later another body had been found in the woods, but no connection could ever be made.

      That was it…no name or other identifying factors.

      The brochures from the resort let me know this assignment was gonna suck. The place was beautiful—dense forest, five-acre lake, and indoor and outdoor activities. But it was a place for lovers only. There were thirty rooms inside the resort and twenty outdoor cabins. So if they were all full, that meant I’d be surrounded by one hundred honeymooning couples or couples celebrating their anniversary.

      Picking up the satin wedding dress, I shimmied into the awful thing. Puffy shoulders with lots of lace and ruffles.

      I walked back into my bedroom and began preparing for my journey. I knew the spell I needed to say by heart. I was free to write it down and then burn the paper as I said it, but I preferred to picture the words in my head as I said the spell aloud.

      Sitting down like I usually did was going to be out of the question in the bulky wedding dress. I took a deep breath, held it, and then slowly let it out. Seeing the words in my mind I’d use to not only propel myself through time, but to also make sure I didn’t cause a ripple of any kind…I centered myself, closed my eyes, and focused on the job at hand.

      When I felt the time was right, I started the spell:

      
        
        “Crimes are unpunished

        The world’s not right.

        Cosmos guide me into the time-travel light.

        To the past I’ll travel

        Absent of any time ripple.

        Nineteen seventy-three is my time

        To solve this heinous crime.”
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      I slowly opened my eyes and took in my immediate surroundings. About one hundred yards ahead of me stood a dark Tudor lodge completely surrounded by a thick forest of multi-colored leaves and a lake to the right of the main building. To the left of the lodge were twenty tiny cabins in a straight row that backed into the rainbow-like forest.

      I caught sight of the entrance sign.

      Penn Lake Resort—For Honeymooners and Lovers Only.

      “Hey there! Hey there! Long time no see!”

      I smiled down at Rex as he scurried over to me.

      “Nice threads, Lexi. Had I known this was a formal affair I’d have worn my tuxedo jacket and bowtie.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny.”

      He scampered up the train of my wedding dress and perched himself on my shoulder. “No, really. I like the dress. It’s very…ruffley.”

      “Shut up. It’s hideous.”

      Rex let loose with a high-pitched laugh and rubbed his paws together. “Right you are! Right you are!” He moved his tiny head back and forth. “So what’s our assignment? Where are we?”

      I pointed to the sign.

      Rex’s teeth protruded from his mouth as he laughed again. “You the widow, Lexi? Huh? Huh? The widow?”

      I snorted. “No. The woman who died was Marguerite Ailers. All I know is she was found murdered in a jacuzzi tub. She worked at the resort, but not very long. No motive could ever be established. Oh, and we only have forty-eight hours to find the killer.”

      Rex whistled. “No time. No time. I’ll hide under one of these ruffles on your train. Ride in like a king entering his kingdom.” He cackled and scampered down my back.

      “Don’t make me regret asking for you to be my permanent familiar,” I said.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, kid.”

      I gathered up the bottom of the dress and headed for the resort. I was about thirty yards from the lodge when I saw a man dash out from behind one of the cabins. I wasn’t sure if he’d come from the woods or one of the cabins. He was dressed in plaid bell-bottom pants and a wide-lapel burgundy button-up shirt. He glanced furtively behind him before jogging to the front entrance of the lodge.

      Hurrying the best I could in the cumbersome dress, I sprinted toward the building and up the front steps. I could hear whispers around me, and even saw a few fingers pointed my way. I guess it wasn’t every day a woman in a wedding dress went sprinting into a building.

      Although, they had no right to point at my hideous outfit as far as I was concerned. To me, fashion in the nineteen seventies was one of the worst decades to dress from. I’d already seen enough plaid, bell-bottoms, and huge collars to last me a lifetime.

      I skidded to a halt in the middle of the grand foyer. Blinking a few times to make sure my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me, I took it all in. Red everywhere. The carpet, walls, and even parts of the ceiling were draped in red. At the base of the staircase stood an eight-foot see-through champagne glass that almost reached the ceiling. Three couples sat inside drinking and laughing. I looked around for a ladder but didn’t see one.

      “Are they bathing in that thing?” Rex asked.

      “I think it’s a community hot tub. Although I have no idea how they got up there.”

      To compliment the Halloween season, a little plastic ghost carrying a pumpkin sat on the fireplace mantle.

      I slowly made my way to the counter. Two workers stood with their backs to me, heads together, whispering. I figured I’d better check in. Or at least I hoped I was checking in. I had no idea how to explain my present condition.

      “She’s not picking up,” the woman said, her ponytail bobbing as she spoke. “Last I knew she was cleaning the end cabins.”

      I cleared my throat and the two workers turned around. I immediately recognized the guy I saw running just a few moments ago.  Up close, I guessed him to be mid-thirties, dark hair, dark mustache, physically fit.

      “Good afternoon. Welcome to the Penn Lake Resort for lovers. I’m Donald Granger, the hotel manager. How may…” He trailed off when he realized he was only talking to me. His face registered panic as his eyes scoured the room.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Is your husband with you?” he whispered as he leaned in close.

      I looked down at my wedding dress. “I got stood up, so I decided to drive straight here for a honeymoon of one.”

      His eyes grew wide. “Oh, madam, my deepest apologies!” He turned to the woman beside him. “Which room was Mr. and—I mean, what room were—”

      I swallowed hard. I realized he was wanting my last name without having to come out and ask. I let out a tiny sob. “I don’t know what last name it’s under.”

      I could see panic bubbling on Granger’s face. “Um, which rooms are unaccounted for?”

      The woman—whose name tag read Betsy—ran her finger down the ledger in front of her. “I have two couples not checked in. One in a cabin and one in the lodge. Then I had three cancellations this morning. Plus the Steinburgs that left a couple hours ago. Then there are a total of six rooms vacant.”

      Figuring I needed to sell my despair so I could secure a room, I whimpered and pretended to wipe away a tear. “I can’t believe he’d not only cancel the wedding, but also our honeymoon.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Betsy said.

      Donald lifted his hand in the air. “Not to worry. We have everything ready for you.” He reached down and grabbed a walkie-talkie. “Rita? Rita? Can you hear me?”

      Static on the other end.

      Donald gave me a wan smile. “Your name, miss?”

      “Lexi,” I said.

      “Groovy,” Betsy said. “Never heard that name before.”

      “I’ll take Lexi to her cabin,” Donald said. “We’ll put her in Cabin B since it’s been vacant for a few days.”

      “You’re the boss.” The girl marked my name on a line in the registry then handed a set of keys to Donald.

      “Do you have any bags?” he asked.

      “Does he not see the ones under your eyes?” Rex joked.

      I bit back a growl.

      “Not to worry,” Donald said quickly. “I’m sure we can find something for you during your stay with us.”

      “Thank you,” I said tightly.

      He ushered me out of the lodge, and once again I tried to ignore the stares from the countless couples we passed as we walked toward the cabin. “How long have you been the hotel manager?”

      “Not long. Maybe a month.”

      “Oh,” I said. “You’re really new.”

      I was about to ask him about Marguerite Ailers when he pointed to a cabin a few feet away. “This will be yours while you stay with us.”

      It was the cabin I’d just seen him run around when I first arrived. Lifting the hem of my dress as far as I could, I followed him up the three small steps and onto the small wraparound porch.

      Donald bent down to unlock the door, but it was already ajar. Grasping the knob, he pushed the door open all the way. “Hello? Rita? Are you still in here cleaning?”

      No answer.

      The tiny cabin was almost identical to the main lodge—red everything. Red shag carpet, red walls, and red shag circles on the ceiling where the light fixtures hung down. It was freaky. Like the room was drenched in blood. Who the heck thought all this red was romantic? I almost laughed out loud when I saw the round circular bed in the middle of the room. I looked up. Correction. A round bed with mirrored ceilings!

      “The missus would love it here. Yes, she would. Yes, she would.”

      I bit my lip to keep from giggling.

      “Breakfast, lunch, and dinner are all served at the main lodge. Times vary. Just check the paper on your bedside,” Donald said. “There’s a tiny bathroom through that doorway, and over here behind this partition is the famous heart-shaped jacuzzi that the resort recently put in all the rooms.”

      He pushed the folded doors together, and I sucked in my breath. Lying crumpled at the bottom of the red, heart-shaped jacuzzi was a uniformed maid. Her name tag read Marguerite Ailers.

      I mentally smacked my head. Of course, Rita for short.

      “Good night!” Donald exclaimed as he hurried over and felt for a pulse. “No pulse. Don’t touch anything! I need to call the police.”

      As he hurried out of the cabin, Rex scurried out from under my train, jumped up onto the lip of the Jacuzzi, then slid down the slope of the tub and crashed into Marguerite’s shoulder.

      “Ligature marks on her neck. Possible strangulation.”

      “Like the killer used their hands or—”

      “No. No fingerprint bruising. Solid all around. But thicker than a cord.”

      “So something circular, but thicker than an extension cord?”

      “Yep. Yep. Looks like.”

      “Maybe a thick rope?”

      “Maybe. Maybe.”

      “What else ya got?”

      “I think there’s something under her arm.”

      I knelt down and saw the top of a book. Not wanting to disturb the crime scene, I put my magic to use. Waving my hand in the air, I gently slid the book out from under Marguerite.

      

      “Do me a favor, Rex, and be my lookout. Let me know if you see Donald coming back.”

      Rex stood up on his hind legs and gave me a salute. “I’m on it! They don’t call me Rex the Lookout Guy for nothing!”

      Leafing through the first couple pages, I realized it was a diary. Some entries discussed what she did that day, what rooms she cleaned, who she spoke to, what she had to eat. Mostly benign entries. A couple were curious. Vague mentions of residents asking her if she’d seen misplaced items.

      I flipped to the back page, and my witchy senses went into overdrive. The last page—essentially her last entry—had been ripped out of her book. I could only make out a few words: “Finally figured,” “I know who,” and “meet in.”

      “Alert! Alert! He’s coming! He’s coming!”

      I closed the book and gently slid it back where I found it. Hopping up to my feet, I scanned the room looking for more clues. Other than the fact I didn’t see Marguerite’s cleaning supplies, nothing else jumped out at me as being off.

      “The police are on their way,” Donald said as he walked inside the cabin. “We need to vacate the room. I informed our head of housekeeping, Loretta Wallace, what has happened. She assured me the Steinburg’s cabin is cleaned and ready for you.”
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      “Where are the Steinburgs?” I asked.

      Donald waved his hand dismissively. “There was a small mishap this morning. Poor guy thought he took off his wedding ring before he and his wife went swimming in the pool. Evidently he didn’t, because he realized as he was getting ready for lunch it was gone. They wanted to get a replacement quickly, so they cut their honeymoon short one day.”

      I couldn’t help but think after reading Marguerite’s diary that maybe something a little more sinister was going on at the resort. Had Marguerite somehow discovered a thief at the resort? Or maybe an actual theft ring? Was that what got her killed? How had the police not put that together?

      I felt Rex scamper up my back and hide underneath my cascade of blonde hair, snuggling down in the curve of my neck and shoulder.

      “Time to go to work! Find us a killer!”

      “The cabin is actually right next door. You’ll now be in Cabin A.” He looked over at me and frowned. “I told Loretta about your predicament regarding your clothing situation. She’s gathering clothes for you right now from the lost and found. I hope it’s okay?”

      “That’s fine,” I lied.

      It would only be fine if they’d been laundered first, but I wasn’t going to say that aloud. No sense kicking a gift horse in the mouth.

      Donald opened my new cabin and handed me the copper key dangling from a plastic keychain. “Loretta should be here shortly. I need to get back next door. Please come find me later if you need anything else.” He looked me over one more time. “Again, I’m sorry for your unfortunate circumstances. I hope you do enjoy your stay here.”

      He turned and jogged back down the stairs. As I watched him bound up the set of stairs next door, I couldn’t help the niggling at the back of my brain. Like something wasn’t right about Donald. He spoke like a hoity-toity manager of a fancy place, but everything else about him didn’t gel. He was athletic, spent a lot of time outside if I had to guess, and he’d reacted to the murder swiftly and without a whole lot of fanfare.

      “Whaddya want me to do? Spy on the chefs? I bet it was a chef. I should probably check out the kitchen.”

      I laughed at Rex’s one-track mind. “Go check out the kitchen, and see if you can overhear anything from other employees. I’m sure they’re gonna be talking.”

      “You got it! I’m outta here!”

      He tried to flatten himself as much as possible as he squeezed through the bottom of the door, but his backside got caught. He wiggled his butt a little more, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “The missus is a heck of a cook. Yes, she is! Yes, she is!”

      He finally popped through to the other side. Walking over to the partitioned off section of the room, I slowly slid the screen open. I was relieved to see there wasn’t a dead body inside the red heart-shaped tub, but I was still appalled at the kitschy thing.

      Five minutes later, a knock at the door revealed a police officer ready to ask me questions. He took one look at me in my getup and stammered through his questions. I knew he basically just needed to make sure Donald’s story and mine coincided. It was obvious I knew nothing. A couple more questions and he finally left me alone.

      I sat down on the round bed and thought about where I wanted to start.

      “Knock, knock,” a female voice called as she tapped on the door. “Anyone home?”

      I opened the door and the woman on the other side blinked in surprise. She had long, brown hair parted in the middle and feathered on both sides of her face, doe-brown eyes, and a sweet smile. She couldn’t have been older than twenty-five…tops. A little young to be in charge of the housekeeping department I thought.

      “Far out! Mr. Granger wasn’t joshin’ when he said you arrived in your wedding attire. You literally arrived in it.” She thrust a set of clothing at me and barged into the room. “Everything look okay in here? This was the last room Rita radioed in and said she cleaned.”

      My ears perked up at that. Maybe I could get a little pertinent information. “Really? So you spoke with her this morning? When was the last time she checked in?”

      Loretta frowned. “Chill! What’s with all the questions?”

      I shrugged, back peddling fast. “I guess I’m just so freaked out about finding the body. Just nervous talk.”

      “Rita was all right, ya know?”

      “I’m sorry for your loss. You knew her pretty well, then?”

      Loretta shrugged. “Well enough. She kept to herself a lot. Can you dig?”

      I bit the inside of my lip. “I can dig.”

      “Well, I’ll try and stop back by later tonight and see if you need anything. Once you get settled in. You need help gettin’ that thing off?”

      I looked down at the bulky wedding dress. “I should be fine. Thanks.”

      “I’ll see what else I can find for you in the lost and found for tomorrow.”

      Loretta shut the door, and I immediately discarded the dress. Once naked, I unfolded the lost and found outfit and groaned. It was a psychedelic bodysuit! Complete with bell bottoms and bell sleeves.

      Good thing Nuala, another crime-solving witch who works for the Agency, insisted I keep in shape by sparring with the new punching bag she gave me. Two months ago, this outfit would have had a different story to tell on my body. I made a mental note to thank her when I got home.

      Picking up the key, I decided to go see if I could ferret out any more information about Marguerite and what she may have stumbled upon that got her killed.
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      The place was jumping when I strolled my psychedelic butt into the lounge. There were countless couples cuddled up next to a low-burning fireplace, while others were entangled around circular tables. Once again, the color red prevailed on the walls, carpet, and ceiling. Made even worse by the fall and Halloween decorations thrown about in a haphazard way around the room.

      I decided to forgo talking with other couples since the killer was probably not a newlywed. The actual bar room was even scarier than the dining lounge. Heavy red drapes dropped down in low swags, encasing the round bar. In front of the dark oak counter sat red barstools.

      “Diggin’ the outfit, man,” the handsome bartender said as he laid a napkin down on the bar. “What can I get you and your husband?”

      I slid onto the barstool and did a quick assessment. Curly blonde hair, blue-green eyes, broad shoulders, and just the hint of a five o’clock shadow. I put him around thirty.

      “My husband isn’t here. I’m the jilted bride that just arrived.”

      Recognition flared in his eyes, but he didn’t say anything more. “What’s your poison?”

      “How about a Harvey Wallbanger?”

      I’d read about them in my brush up of the seventies I’d recently done.

      “One Harvey W comin’ up.” He slapped the counter lightly with the dish towel slung over his shoulder. “Name’s Greg by the way.”

      “Lexi.”

      “Right on.”

      I felt a scrape against my toe and glanced down at my Birkenstocks. Rex sat perched on the shoe’s buckle.

      “Lots of gums flappin’, but no one knows anything.”

      “Dang.”

      He scrambled up my pant leg and onto my lap. I leaned forward so no one passing by could see him.

      “I think your outfit just hypnotized me.”

      I snickered. “Shut up.”

      “What’s that?” Greg asked as he placed my drink down in front of me.

      “Oh, nothing. I was just thinking of my almost-husband.” I paused then added. “The rat fink.”

      “Not funny! Not funny!”

      “Sorry to hear about that.” He gave me a shy smile. “Tell ya what. How about I make the first one on me? You hip with that?”

      I slid the drink closer and gave him a sly smile. Bartenders weren’t just good listeners, they were good talkers, too. “I’m hip with that. Thanks, Greg.”

      He gave me a wink and slid around to the other side of the bar to wait on another couple.

      “Lots of workers knew Rita, but no one was really friends with her.”

      I put the straw up to my mouth to hide the fact I was talking aloud. “Maybe we’re going about this the wrong way. Instead of looking for the killer, maybe we set up the thief to capture the killer that way?”

      “Like it! Like it! How exactly?”

      A young couple sidled up next to me, kissing and giggling.

      “Hiya,” the woman said. “Did you just get here? We’ve been here for almost a week, and I don’t remember seeing you before.”

      “New here,” I murmured.

      “Far out!” she exclaimed. “This here’s my Barry, and I’m Prissy—well, really Pricilla, but everyone calls me Prissy. We just got married last week. Isn’t married life grand?”

      Greg came back over and took the couple’s order.

      “Have you and your husband been out on the lake yet?” Barry asked. “Prissy and I try and go out on a paddle boat every morning to watch the sun come up. It’s a little cold this time of year, but we find ways to stay warm.”

      Prissy squealed and hugged Barry. “Isn’t he rad?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Rad.”

      Greg slid the two drinks onto the counter and collected the money Barry laid down. I silently prayed Barry and Prissy would take their drinks and move along so I could pump Greg for some information.

      My prayers weren’t answered.

      “So,” Prissy giggled, “what are you and your man doing for fun around here?”

      “Is this girl for real?” Rex asked.

      I grunted to let him know I agreed. “Not much. What else besides paddle boat do you recommend?”

      “Archery if you’re into that,” Barry said. “The activities director, Todd, can show you how to shoot a bow if you and your husband don’t know how. Plus, there’s water skiing and kayaking, but it’s a little too cold right now for that.”

      “Todd, huh? What’s he look like so I can find him?” I asked.

      Barry pursed his lips. “About six foot, dark hair, dark skin, mustache.”

      Prissy giggled. “He looks like he spends all day in the sun.”

      “Well,” Barry said, “we should probably take our drinks back to our crib.”

      Prissy threaded her arms through Barry’s and looked up adoringly at him. “We’re still getting to know each other. Ya dig?”

      I sighed. “I dig.”

      Prissy and Barry grabbed their drinks and turned to walk away. I was about to remind Barry about his wallet on the counter when Greg beat me to the punch.

      “Barry, my man,” Greg called out. “Don’t forget your wallet.”

      “Thanks man,” Barry said, pocketing his wallet.

      The couple linked arms again and stumbled out of the bar.

      “That must happen a lot,” I said. “People forgetting things.”

      “You have no idea,” Greg said. “These cats are all in love and looking only at each other. Why, I once had a woman leave—”

      “Ahem.”

      Startled, I jerked my chin over my shoulder. Donald was standing behind me, his arms crossed over his chest. “I saw what you did, Greg. That was a nice save.”

      Greg shrugged. “Ain’t no thang, Mr. Granger.”

      Donald gave a terse nod to Greg then looked down at me. “Happy to see Loretta was able to find you something to wear. Are you enjoying your stay so far?”

      “I know I am. Got some great grub here!”

      “I am, Mr. Granger. Thank you.”

      He gave me a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Donald, please. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to mingle with the other guests.”

      “How long have you worked here?” I asked Greg once Donald was gone.

      “I was one of the first guys hired. Been here about a year now.”

      “Wait? What? This place has only been open a year?” I asked.

      That explained why everyone seemed new and young. Donald had been here only one month, Marguerite six months, and I had no idea about Loretta yet.

      I had to wonder how long the thefts had been going on. Was it a relatively new thing, or had it been happening for months now?

      “But Barry and Prissy are right,” Greg said. “This place is filled with lots of outdoor activities.” He glanced over at the clock on the wall. “Todd’s off the clock now, but sometimes he sticks around down by the dock after work. You might catch him there tonight. Ask him what he suggests for you to do.”

      “We ain’t got time for you to play! We got us a murder to solve.”

      I barely refrained from rolling my eyes. I didn’t want Greg to think I was doing it to him. “Do you live here at the resort?”

      “Pretty much all staff does if they want. We have a rotation of three days on and two days off. We put in about twelve hours a day. We’re free to leave the resort on our days off to go stay with family or whatever.”

      That explained the need to solve the murder within a certain period of time. Anything over a certain amount of hours and the suspects would be gone.

      “There’re about six hidden cabins out by the lake, right before you hit the trees. Staff lives there. Four people to a cabin.”

      “Oh,” I said. “That’s rough.”

      Greg laughed. “You know it. Not a lot of privacy, shared bathrooms. I room with Todd and two other waiters. The chefs and Mr. Granger all stay inside in the resort.” He took the towel off his shoulder and wiped down the counter in front of me. “Can I get you anything else?”

      I held up my still-full drink. “Nope. But thanks for the free drink.”

      He gave me a wink. “Anytime, doll. That ex of yours was an idiot to let a groovy girl like you walk away.”

      Rex snorted. “I think I’m gonna be sick!”
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      “Lexi. Wake up! Wake up!”

      I groaned and opened my eyes. Rex stood inches from my face, peering down at me.

      “People in the woods. Get up. Let’s go.”

      “Who’s in the woods?” I flung the covers aside and rolled over to the non-existent side of the round bed—dumbest invention ever—and slipped on my Birkenstocks.

      “Don’t know. Don’t know. But we gotta go!”

      I looked down at the square, white alarm clock. One AM.

      “We better not be following a randy couple wanting to get naked in the woods,” I grumbled.

      “Hurry up!”

      “What did you find in Donald’s room?”

      “Nada! He made a phone call to someone and said to meet at nine in the morning at their usual place.”

      “Guess we follow him at nine and see what’s going on. Maybe they’ll make a stolen goods exchange.”

      We slipped out of the cabin and into the woods. The sounds of the night forest surrounded me as I inhaled deeply.

      “I’ll give us some light,” I whispered.

      I conjured up a light orb—well, my version of a light orb anyway. I still hadn’t perfected the spell yet. Instead of a nice, soft, round globe of light overhead, my orbs were usually multicolored and shot off tiny puffs of glitter. Tonight’s colors were blue and green.

      “I’ll go see if I can find them. Be back soon.”

      Rex shot off deeper into the woods while I crept along listening for voices. I was about ready to give up on Rex and head back to my cabin for some sleep, when he came flying by three feet off the ground.

      “They’re coming! Hide! Hide!”

      “Where?” I hissed as I popped the glitter orb.

      I spotted a tall shrub four feet away and hurried behind it. Squatting down low, I waved my hands in the air, causing the branches to part down the middle in a perfect arc.

      “You’re sure you marked it?”

      “Chill, Julie. I marked it.”

      I couldn’t see their faces, but I recognized one voice…Todd. The female voice wasn’t Loretta’s, but someone named Julie.

      “Just nervous, that’s all,” the girl said.

      “Everything’s cool, baby.” They stopped in front of me, but all I could make out were their legs. A few seconds later I heard kissing sounds and almost gagged.

      Poor Loretta. She probably had no idea Todd was two-timing her.

      “I’ll come out in the morning to make sure it’s still marked,” Todd said.

      They continued walking out of the woods. I waved my hands in the air again to close the gap and waited another twenty seconds before standing up.

      “Did you see where they marked anything?”

      “No. But I know the general direction.”

      “Good enough. I’m already going to be in the woods tomorrow anyway. We’ll check it out in the daylight. I recognized Todd, but I didn’t know the girl.”

      “I hope Loretta goes all spider monkey on her when she finds out!”

      I chuckled. “Me, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Luckily, today’s clothing wasn’t so bad: a pair of faded bell bottoms with a striped shirt. The red Birkenstocks went with everything.

      Rex and I exited the cabin at ten till nine. I wanted to make sure I had plenty of time to tail Donald when he came outside.

      “Morning, Lexi,” Loretta called out as she wheeled her cleaning cart down the path. “Clothes look good.”

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      Loretta glanced over at Cabin B as she passed. “Mr. Granger said the police want the cabin closed for a couple more days.”

      “Were you and Marguerite friends?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yeah. I mean, kinda. She roomed with me and two other girls. She really just kept to herself, ya know? She once told me she left home when she was seventeen, lived in a commune for a couple years, then hitched a ride to the resort and got a job here.”

      “Did the police question you?”

      Again she nodded. “Yeah, man. It was intense. I was totally freaking out. I mean, I’d just spoken with her earlier that morning, ya know? And then to find out she’s dead, that’s just crazy.”

      “Had you been cleaning rooms all morning, too?”

      “No. I usually supervise. I’m cleaning some of the outdoor cabins now because…well, because it’s what Rita did. So I’m covering for her until someone else gets hired. Usually I keep track of all supplies, give the girls their rotations, fill in when needed. That kind of thing.”

      Pretty solid alibi. But not rock solid. Loretta could easily have slipped out of the lodge to meet up with Marguerite under the guise of giving her more supplies or something. I didn’t want it to be true, but it was possible.

      “Did the police question all the other workers?” I asked. “Like the other cleaning girls and people like Todd and Greg?”

      Loretta’s brow furrowed. “Yeah. I guess. I mean, I know the police questioned Todd because he told me. We’re dating. Been dating for about three months now.”

      “Hmm.” I wasn’t going to touch that right now.

      “I don’t know about Greg. I don’t really talk to him much. I mean, he’s super nice, but Todd doesn’t like me talking to him. He thinks Greg flirts with the girls too much.”

      “Pot meet kettle.”

      “Do you know why someone would want to hurt Marguerite?”

      “No. She was a real nice girl, ya know? She was always nice to people.”

      “Did she like to write?” I asked, hoping Loretta would mention the diary I found on her.

      Loretta frowned. “Write? Like books or something?”

      “No, like in a journal or diary.”

      Her face brightened. “Oh, yeah. I remember sometimes she’d write about her day in a book she always kept on her.”

      “Did she let you read it?”

      Loretta laughed. “Nah. It was her private thoughts, ya dig?” She turned to her cleaning cart. “Well, I guess I should get started. Is it okay if I clean your room? Or do you want me to come back later?”

      Movement caught my eye, and I saw Todd jog out of the lodge and head away from the lake and toward the cabins.

      “You want me to follow him?” Rex asked.

      “Yes.”

      Loretta frowned. “Yes I can clean your room? Or yes I should come back later?”

      Rex scampered away, and I stepped aside. “Clean away.”

      “Groovy. Maybe we can meet up later?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Loretta gathered up a handful of supplies and headed inside the cabin. I watched Todd slip into the woods and was about to get closer when Donald exited the lodge.

      I flattened myself against the side of Cabin D and waited for him to pass by. I wasn’t disappointed. He was headed toward the same path he’d come out of the first day I saw him. So maybe he hadn’t been inside Cabin B but in the woods. Could he have strangled Marguerite minutes earlier and then went into the woods for some reason?

      Jogging over to the start of the path, I kept a fair distance from Donald as we meandered through the forest…just enough to see his lime green polyester leisure suit complete with thick white stitching. No way could I miss him in that getup.

      We walked for half a mile before Donald finally stopped. Not wanting to get caught, I tiptoed to the largest shrub I could find but still keep an eye on him. Waving my hands to magically part the branches like I did last night, I settled in.

      Seconds later, a dark-haired woman walked out from behind a tree. She was dressed in dark bell-bottom trousers and a white shirt. In one fluid move, she moved her sunglasses from her face to the top of her head.

      I could see her mouth moving, but I was too far away to hear everything she was saying.

      “Got for me? Not…more. When?” she asked.

      More than ever I wished Rex was here so he could hear everything that was going on. Donald said something, but with his back to me, I didn’t hear a word.

      The woman nodded and again when she spoke I only caught a couple words. “Tonight then…one. Something good.”

      Donald handed her a piece of paper then turned and headed back toward me. I quickly swiped my hand to close the branches and held my breath until he walked past. A few minutes later, I peeked out from behind the shrub. No one around. Coast was clear.

      I was almost to the end of the path and could see the backside of my cabin when I sensed someone near me. Turning slowly, I scanned the area. Muttering to himself, Todd suddenly popped into view. He stopped short when he saw me.

      “Whaddya doing in the woods?” he asked.

      “I thought I saw a deer.”

      Todd narrowed his eyes and stared at me.

      “What are you doing out here?” I asked in a teasing manner.

      “Checking the trails and making sure there are no hazards.”

      Seemed plausible.

      “Well, I think I’m going to go sit by the pool for a while,” I said. “Maybe after lunch I’ll come find you and we can plan an activity.”

      He gave me a slow grin and winked. “I know of a couple activities. You come find me around three. My calendar is free.”

      I grimaced, hoping it passed for a smile. “Sure thing, Todd.”

      “Peace.”

      He sauntered past me, putting a little more swagger in his walk. It was all I could do to hold back the vomit.

      “Hey, Chica. What’s shaking?”

      I blinked in surprise as Rex came staggering out of the trees holding onto a sandwich twice his size. Before I could respond to his odd greeting, he shoved his face through the center of the bread, chewing rapidly.

      “Isn’t that sandwich a little big?”

      He didn’t answer, just kept gnawing away.

      “I followed Donald into the woods, and he ended up meeting a woman. He gave her a slip of paper, but I don’t know what was on it. Hopefully it’s the missing piece from Marguerite’s journal. They’re meeting up again around one tonight. Looks like another late night for us.”

      “Uh huh.” Rex swiped a paw over his mouth. “Man this sandwich is good.”

      I rolled my eyes in disgust. “What about you? What did you find when you followed Todd?”

      By now the sandwich had been gnawed into two large sections, and Rex held each in his tiny paws. He leaned down, bit off a hunk, chewed, swallowed…then burped.

      “Did you just burp? Gross! What is your deal?”

      “Can’t help it! I really can’t.”

      “What did you find out with Todd?”

      “Good news and bad news.”

      Rex finally finished one of the halves, patted his stomach, then went to town on the other half.

      “What’s the good news?” I asked.

      “I found what they were marking. I put it in my sandwich for safe keeping.”

      He whipped out what I thought had been lettuce in his sandwich and handed it to me.

      “Holy crap! Have you been eating this? It’s a marijuana leaf!”

      “Oops. Guess so. Which could be why there’s bad news, too.”

      I groaned. “What’s the bad news?”

      “I’m still hungry!”

      Rex fell to the ground on his back, his protruding stomach high in the air, rolled around, and laughed hysterically.
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      By the time Rex came down from his high, lunch was almost over. I sent him to dig around in Todd’s and Greg’s cabin to see if he could come up with anything while I grabbed a sandwich and drink from the bar.

      “Hey, Lexi,” Greg said.

      I lifted my hand in greeting. “I thought I’d grab a sandwich and drink and sit by the indoor pool.”

      “Another Harvey Wallbanger?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Sure.”

      “What kind of sandwich?”

      “With a Harvey Wallbanger? I think I need a peanut butter and jelly.”

      Greg threw back his head and laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      I crossed the bar into the connecting wanna-be arboretum and swimming pool. Exposed wooden beams in dark oak, panoramic windows, and fake plastic flowers filled the large room. Plastic lounge chairs lined the mint green and gray indoor pool. At least it wasn’t all red. I chose an empty chair and sat down to wait for my meal.

      I’d just closed my eyes, deep in thought, when Donald’s voice sounded next to me.

      “Enjoying your stay with us?” he asked.

      I gave him a tight smile. “I am.”

      “Good.” He looked around the pool at the other couples. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”

      “Will do.”

      I closed my eyes again and proceeded to run through my suspects and motives both for stealing and for killing Marguerite.

      “Excuse me?”

      This time when I looked up from my reclining position, it was to see a beautiful woman in her early thirties peering down at me.

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” she said, “but have you seen a pair of brown sunglasses? I lost them yesterday.”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, no.”

      “Well, if you see them, could you please turn them in to the front desk?”

      “Sure,” I said. “They also have a lost and found you can check.”

      “Far out! Thanks.”

      She straightened up and gave me a small wave before strolling across the cement floor and into the lounge. Deciding to give up on taking a nap, I sat up and waited for Greg to bring me my food and drink.

      “One peanut butter and jelly sandwich with a Harvey Wallbanger.” Greg set my food down on a table next to the recliner. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “I don’t think so. Thanks.”

      “Have you gone to see Todd today about activities?”

      I picked up the sandwich and took a small nibble. “He’s my next stop.”

      Greg gave me a smile and turned to leave, but before he got too far, he turned back around. “I have a customer who misplaced her sunglasses yesterday. She was sitting where you are now. Have you seen them?”

      I shook my head. “No. She already stopped by and asked.”

      “Okay. See ya around, Lexi.”

      Once I finished my food and drink, I went outside to see if I could find Rex. He’d had more than enough time to snoop around the employee cabins.

      I crept over to the lake, on the lookout for Todd. I didn’t want to be caught snooping around the cabins. Clearing my mind, I focused in on Todd’s presence. I wanted to make sure I could sense him if I needed to. It wasn’t a gift I had perfected, but it worked enough to keep me out of serious trouble most investigations.

      I spotted the cabins practically hidden in the woods and pushed Rex’s name through my mind.

      “I’m right here. Right here.” He hurried over to me. “Found a box, but it’s wedged too tight.”

      I followed him back to Todd’s cabin. If it was like mine, there’d be a window I could probably push open and crawl through.

      I wasn’t disappointed.

      Rex leaped up my back and onto the window sill. Squatting under the edge, he tried to push the window open for me.

      “Let me,” I said.

      Lifting my hand in the air, I let my magic effortlessly slide the window wide open.

      “Show off!”

      I hoisted myself up until I teetered precariously over the ledge. Looking around the inside of the cabin to make sure no one was around, I slid the rest of the way in.

      The cabin was barely bigger than mine. I wrinkled my nose at not only the smell coming from the cabin, but also the fact four men had to live in these conditions. I don’t care what Greg claimed, no amount of money would be worth staying here.

      “Over here. Over here.”

      Wedged behind a dresser was a box shaped like a chest. The latch was in the front, which was partially hidden. There was no way Rex could have gotten in. Once again, instead of yanking on the box or moving furniture, I slowly motioned my hands upward and watched as the box rose high enough in the air that I could grasp it without effort.

      “What’s inside? Stolen goods? Murder weapon?”

      I scoffed. “Murder weapon? Really. You said the murder weapon looked round and thick.”

      Rex’s whiskers twitched. “Okay. Maybe not murder weapon.”

      I lifted the lid and frowned. Inside was a small black notebook. I gingerly picked up the book and leafed through. “Got some dates, initials, and dollar amounts. Not exactly sure what it is.”

      “Lexi! Lexi! Look!”

      I looked down at Rex, who was tugging on the hem of my jeans and pointing excitedly. Glancing over to where he was pointing, I gasped. Propped up against a wall was a thick rope used for tying off boats or maybe hiking.

      Or strangling a woman who knew too much.

      Feeling a tug inside my head, I closed my eyes and opened myself up. I wasn’t sure, but I thought I felt Todd’s presence coming closer.

      “Let’s go,” I hissed. “I think Todd’s coming.”

      I dropped the box where it’d been hidden and took off for the window. Rex was leaning over the edge, looking out for me.

      “Coast clear. Let’s go!”

      I swung one leg over the edge and then the other, dropping down onto my feet. Reaching up, I’d just slid the window halfway closed when I heard Rex screaming in my ear and my witchy senses going crazy.

      Instead of heading toward the front of the cabin, I turned and fled for the woods. I’d just reached the edge when I heard my name being called. I slowly turned around, willing myself to be calm.

      “Oh, hey, Todd. I was just taking a walk. I think I got lost.”

      Todd said nothing…just glanced over at the open window in his cabin. He then smiled and held up a bow and arrow.

      My heart lurched.

      “I have an archery set handy.” He motioned to me with it. “Why don’t you let me show you how it works?”

      “Don’t do it!”

      I was touched Rex was worried, but I knew if I said no it would look even more suspicious.

      “Sure.”

      I ignored Rex’s groan and smiled once more as Todd walked by me and went deeper into the woods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good. Now just pull back and release,” Todd said.

      I let go and the arrow immediately curved to the right and didn’t come anywhere near the target. Instead, it hit the ground with a thud. I growled in disgust.

      Todd chuckled. “Chill, babe. Sometimes girls have a harder time handling the bow and arrow.”

      My mouth almost dropped open until I remembered what time period I was in…the early seventies may have already seen the start of the Women’s Movement, but not enough of one.

      I gave him my best syrupy smile and thrust the bow and arrow at him. “Maybe you can show me one more time?”

      Todd winked at me then proceeded to get the contraption ready again. This time I was ready, too.

      He lifted the bow, took aim at the target, and released. Only this time, instead of going straight to the bull’s-eye like the other ones had, I surreptitiously waved my hand in the air and the arrow suddenly took a sharp right turn and landed next to my arrow in the ground.

      “What the—”

      “Nice one!”

      I know it was petty, but I couldn’t help it.

      “I guess neither one of us is having a great day, are we?”

      Todd looked sharply at me, but remained silent.

      “Well,” I said, “I better be getting back to my cabin. Dinner will be ready soon. Thanks for showing me how to shoot.”

      He gave me a curt nod then stalked over to where our two arrows had landed. Not wanting to spend another minute in his oily presence, I took off in the opposite direction and walked down by the lake. It was such a picturesque view I wanted to remember it in my mind.

      I decided to sit down by the dock for a few minutes to clear my head. It was still too light outside for anything scary to jump out of the water, grab me, and drag me down below into the bottomless abyss. Rex nestled in my neck, my long hair hiding him from prying eyes.

      I’d just stuck my feet in the water when Loretta and another girl dropped down beside me. I smiled over at them.

      “This here is Julie,” Loretta said. “We room together.”

      My heart tripped over itself. Could this be the same girl that was in the woods with Todd last night?

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      “Ditto,” Julie replied.

      Hmm…not enough for me to recognize.

      “So you work here, too?” I asked Julie.

      “Right on!”

      “I’m so glad tomorrow is our last day,” Loretta said. “I need a few days off.”

      “And we need a few days more.”

      “What time do you get off tomorrow?” I asked.

      “Five,” Loretta sighed. “That’s when the next shift takes over.”

      I had less than twenty-four hours to solve this case.

      Julie lifted a pair of brown sunglasses that had been dangling from her front shirt onto her face, and I blinked in surprise.

      “I like those glasses,” I said. “Where did you get them?”

      Julie giggled. “From…a friend.”

      I’d noticed the way she paused. Like she didn’t want to say the person’s name. I couldn’t help but think it was because then Loretta would know about her and Todd.

      But if Todd was the thief and killer, and he was seeing both Loretta and Julie, he could have easily given Julie the sunglasses as a gift.

      “I’ve tried to get her to spill the beans on who gave them to her, too,” Loretta said. “But she’s being tight-lipped.”

      “If this doesn’t look like trouble.”

      The three of us glanced up to see Todd towering above us.

      “Todd,” I grumbled.

      The other two girls immediately perked up.

      He stared hard at Julie before turning to me. “A bunch of us are going to get together around nine and go for a swim or whatever. It’ll be cold, but you’re welcome to join.”

      I gave him a tight smile before standing. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

      With a wave, I set off toward my cabin.

      “Being around Todd makes me need a shower,” I said.

      “Too bad all you have is that heart-shaped tub.”

      I groaned. I needed to get back home to my time soon. Never had I needed a shower more.
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      “Psst! Lexi. Wake up!”

      I groaned. “I still have a little more time. The alarm hasn’t gone off.”

      “I just saw Donald go into the woods. He’s early.”

      “Damn.”

      I rolled my body to the pretend edge of the round bed and dropped onto the floor. I’d slept in my clothes so I’d be ready to run out the door.

      “Thanks for waking me. I’d hate to have missed him.”

      “Let’s go! Let’s go!”

      I swung open the front door and carefully crept down the front stairs. Once again there wasn’t another person in sight. A plus for me.

      As we entered the woods, I conjured up a light orb and tossed it out in front of me. Tonight’s orb was red. Not a good sign.

      Rex scampered ahead periodically and came back with directions on which way I should go.

      “Both ahead!”

      I extinguished the orb.

      When I heard voices, I ducked and wove my way back and forth until I found a place I could hide without being seen. Parting the leaves with a wave of my hand, I cocked my head to catch everything I could.

      Unfortunately, I lost my balance and stumbled forward.

      The two whipped around and stared open-mouthed at me as I scrambled to stand up.

      “Lexi?” Donald said. “What the hell is going on? What’re you doing out here?”

      I wiggled my fingers, getting my magic ready in case I needed to use it. “I could ask you two the same question.”

      “Who is this?” the brunette asked.

      Donald frowned at me. “I don’t know. I thought she was just a jilted bride, but now I’m beginning to wonder.”

      “I saw you pass her something on a piece of paper,” I said, ignoring his query. “What was it? The info on when the next theft will be?” I looked Donald in the eye—or at least as best I could considering it was dark outside. “How exactly did you kill Marguerite?”

      “What?” the brunette asked. “What’s she talking about?”

      “I don’t know,” Donald said. “She’s obviously high or something. Been smoking that weed with a couple of the other workers, I’d guess.”

      I could hear Rex’s high-pitched laugh in my ear, and I did my best to tune him out. We both knew it wasn’t me who’d stumbled upon the wacky-weed.

      I was about to give Donald a piece of my mind, along with a little zap of my magic, when Rex flew through the air, swinging on a vine, bellowing the Tarzan yell, and brandishing a white plastic knife he’d somehow found.

      He dropped down on the woman’s head, and the scream she let out left me with no doubt she’d just woken up the whole resort.

      “Attack!”

      I took off and leaped in the air, smacking Donald in the chest with both my feet. He stumbled backward before righting himself.

      “What the heck are you doing?” Donald asked.

      I got in my fighting stance. The last time my best friend and fellow crime-solving witch, Vee Harper, and I had gotten together, we’d done some damage to each other. Okay, she’d done some damage to me, but she taught me a lot in the process. I couldn’t wait to unleash my new-found fighting skills on Donald.

      I motioned him with my hands. “C’mon. I’ll fight you one-on-one.”

      For a few minutes anyway. Then if it looked like he was gonna take me, I’d uncork the magic.

      Donald sighed then lashed out with a right to the left side of my face. I stumbled backward. I shook my head to clear my vision, the whole time hearing Rex shouting and fighting in my head.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Lexi,” Donald said. “Let’s just sit down and talk about this.”

      My answer was a kick to his left knee with my foot. He groaned and fell onto one knee. I leaped onto his back and began punching him with my fist on his face. He reached up, grabbed my punching arm, and flung me over his shoulder.

      I landed with a thud on my back and the air whooshed out of my body.

      “Get up! I almost got her!”

      I opened my eyes and saw Rex jabbing the woman with his knife as he ran up and down her body. She was on the ground, writhing and howling.

      Flipping back over onto my stomach, I pushed myself off the ground. Once again I got in my stance and motioned Donald forward.

      Only he was no longer watching me. Instead, his mouth was hanging open as he took in Rex and the brunette. I grabbed the window of opportunity, dropped my head, and charged into his gut.

      We both crumpled to the ground.

      I wasn’t expecting him to be so physically fit. I mean, he was a hotel manager for pity’s sake. He wasn’t supposed to have abs like a brick wall.

      He reached for his back pocket, and I brought my hands up. A white spark bounced between my cupped hands. Only Donald wasn’t paying attention. Instead, his head was down as he flipped open the wallet he’d just pulled out.

      “My name’s Charles Cabbott, and I’m a private investigator. This is my partner, Sally Hanson.”

      I dropped my hands, praying he hadn’t seen the electrical dance my fingers had just displayed. “You’re a PI?”

      He straightened. “Yes. Hired by the owner of the resort to ferret out the employee who’s been stealing.”

      “And now,” Sally said from her fetal position on the ground, “who’s stepped up his or her game and gone to murder.” She slowly got to her feet and looked around. “How the heck did you train a rat to fight?”

      I saw a pile of leaves rustling and heard Rex’s gleeful laugh. He’d gone into hiding once Charles had announced who they really were. No sense drawing even more attention to ourselves.

      I ignored her question. “So the thefts have been going on for a while now then?”

      “Yes,” Donald said. “Wedding rings, wallets, women’s jewelry, things of that nature. It not substantial, but the resort is still new and struggling to break even. The owner doesn’t want word to leak out of anything negative.”

      “So have you figured out who the killer and thief is?”

      Donald/Charles frowned. “Who exactly are you?”

      “Let’s just say you aren’t the only one who’s been hired to figure some things out.” I looked him in the eye again. “And let’s agree to leave it at that.” I could tell he wanted to argue with me, but I held up my hand to stop him. “So what did you pass to your partner then?”

      “Coordinates. I stumbled over Todd’s stash of weed the other day. I haven’t been able to prove he’s the thief and killer, yet, but he’s my number one suspect.”

      “Mine, too,” I agreed.

      I filled him in on what I’d found in Todd’s cabin earlier today, along with the rope as a possible murder weapon, and my suspicions about him giving Julie the missing sunglasses as a gift.

      “I’ll find her in the morning and question her,” he said. “Thanks for that.” He stared at me a little bit longer. “Are you going to tell me who you really are?”

      “Nope. Not important. What’s important is that we find the killer and the thief before the employees clock out tomorrow afternoon.”

      He gave me a curt nod.

      “Are you good with her explanation?” Sally asked. “Because I’m not.”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “I’m good,” Donald/Charles said. “And she’s right. We need to catch this guy before tomorrow.” He turned to me. “Just don’t forget to call me Donald.”

      I grinned. “Don’t worry, this isn’t my first rodeo.”
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      Pounding on my door woke me the next morning. I stumbled out of the bed and headed for the door. Cracking it open, Donald stood on my porch. He didn’t look happy. In fact he looked downright shaken.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      He ran his fingers down his mustache. “It’s Julie. I went to question her early this morning in her cabin before she clocked in, but when Loretta went to wake her up, Julie’s bed was still made. When I questioned Loretta where else Julie might be, Loretta said Julie announced she was going to go for a walk around ten-thirty. When Julie didn’t return to the group, Loretta just figured Julie met whoever this new guy of hers is and stayed with him.”

      I frowned. “I thought she was seeing Todd behind Loretta’s back? Did you question Todd?”

      “Yes. He said he didn’t see her last night after she went on a walk. So I started combing the woods and—and I found her body hidden under some brush.”

      I gasped. “Strangled?”

      “Looks that way.”

      I leaned against the door, my heart breaking for Julie and her family. “Let me get dressed. I’ll be right out.”

      “Not good! Not good! We only have today to find the killer!”

      “I know. I’m almost one hundred percent sure it’s Todd. We found the rope in his room, along with whatever is in the box he has, plus he saw Julie in her sunglasses yesterday.”

      “But so did Loretta and anyone else she was with last night.”

      “I was so sure I was on the right track! So unless Loretta has totally fooled me, I don’t know what to do.”

      “I’ll check Loretta’s cabin. You go with Donald.”

      With a promise to Rex to meet back up in an hour, I followed Donald inside the resort. I was almost gonna miss the hideous red foyer layout complete with the fancy champagne glass hot tub.

      “When the police get here,” I said, “make sure they find the box hidden behind Todd’s dresser along with the rope. I can’t imagine it’s still there, but maybe they can match that as the murder weapon for both Marguerite and Julie.”

      “I will,” he said. “You go question Greg, and I’ll question a couple of the ladies here on staff. I think Greg may open up to you a little more than he did me.”

      “Is your partner not here at the resort?” I asked.

      “No. She’s working other cases. We just meet up when I have something important to tell her or evidence to give her.”

      I headed toward the lounge/pool/bar section and smiled at Greg wiping down the counter with his trusty dish towel. I hopped up onto the barstool.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      He stopped wiping. “It’s not exactly a good morning. Did you hear what happened to Julie?”

      “I did. I’m sorry.”

      Greg sighed. “She was a nice kid.”

      “I hear Todd is the major suspect.”

      “I just can’t believe it,” Greg said. “I mean, I know he’s a little arrogant and all, but killing someone. That takes someone cold and evil, but also a little smart. Conniving. That doesn’t sound like Todd. Do you think?”

      I shrugged. “You just never know about some people, I guess.”

      “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “How about a plain orange juice?”

      Greg laughed. “You got it. Taking it a little slow are you?”

      “A little.” I watched him get my OJ around. “Hey, Greg, when was the last time you saw either Todd or Julie?”

      “Mr. Granger already asked me. I told him I saw both Julie and Todd at the lake last night. I was pretty tired, so I left early. Maybe around ten. Both of them were still on the dock with about eight other people.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “Back to my room.” He set the glass in front of me. “I’m the oldest of the bunch. Sometimes I feel I need to set a good example, ya dig? Like show them how a responsible person should behave.”

      He gave me a wink, and I knew he was only half serious.

      “And you didn’t hear anything suspicious?”

      “No. I went to our cabin and pretty much fell asleep.”

      “Did you hear Todd come in last night?”

      Greg furrowed his brow and looked up at the ceiling. “Maybe. I remember waking up for a second and looking at my clock. I think it was around midnight. But I fell right back asleep and didn’t even wait to see who was coming through the door.”

      I took a sip of my orange juice and thought about everything Greg had told me. If Todd was the killer, then the murder probably happened sometime before midnight.

      “Can I get you anything else?” Greg asked. “I got some customers coming in.”

      I swiveled in my chair and saw four couples laughing and pushing into the lounge. “No. I’m great. Thanks for helping me out. And I’m sorry about Julie.”

      “Thanks, Lexi.”

      I finished the rest of my drink and went to find Donald. I wanted to know what the other housekeepers told him. I found him behind the front desk.

      “Well?” I asked.

      Donald sighed. “Todd said he didn’t see Julie after she left around ten-thirty, but one of the housekeeping girls told me Todd left the group for about fifteen minutes around eleven to go get something.”

      “Plenty of time to find her and strangle her,” I said.

      “Yeah, but only if he knew where she was. I mean, these woods are huge. Unless he knew exactly where she was, there’s no way he could have found her, strangled her, and been back to the group in fifteen.”

      “Unless he had plans ahead of time to meet up with her,” I argued.

      “Let’s hope the police find something concrete that places him at both Marguerite’s and Julie’s murder.”

      I nodded. “I think the rope is the key. Should you go to his cabin and make sure it’s still there?”

      “I think I will. I’ll catch back up with you later.” He looked at his watch. “The police should be here by now.” About that time the front door opened and two uniformed police officers came in. “I’ll fill them in on what all we know and steer them to Julie’s body. Where will you be in case they need to talk with you?”

      “Either with Loretta or at my cabin,” I said.
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      It ended up I didn’t need to go hunt for Loretta or Rex. I found them, and about twenty other people, outside watching the police officers talk with Todd. He looked scared.

      I caught Loretta’s eye and motioned her over. Her eyes were swollen and red.

      “Oh, Lexi, this is horrible. I can’t believe the police think Todd killed both Marguerite and Julie.”

      “Is that what they’re asking him?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I think so. I heard both their names mentioned, anyway.” She swiped at a tear that rolled down her cheek. “I thought I knew him.”

      “Why don’t you go lay down for a while,” I suggested. “I’m sure Donald would understand.”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      I glanced at my watch after she left. I had less than four hours before the killer had to be captured or remain forever an unsolved cold case.

      “Rex, go see if you can hear what they’re saying.”

      Less than five minutes later he was back and the officers were physically escorting Todd with them toward the cabins.

      “Well?”

      “Donald told them about the rope in Todd’s room. Todd says it’s for climbing.”

      “Good. At least that’s one more step closer to closing this case.”

      “Todd is going with Donald and officers to Julie’s body.”

      “Where the heck is everyone else? Where’s the ambulance and crime scene people?”

      “Times are different. Procedures are different.”

      “I know. But it doesn’t help when I’m on a deadline crunch.” I started walking back to my cabin. “Can you think of anything we missed? Anything that might help convict Todd for sure?”

      “Only to find the stolen items.”

      “And from my count, it’s quite a few items. I’m pretty sure the wedding ring the Steinburgs thought they lost the day I got here was palmed by Todd.”

      We stayed out of everyone’s way for the next hour. When my stomach started growling around noon, I decided to head back up to the lodge to see what was going on. I technically had about an hour and a half before I needed to move on back to my own time. As I reached the lodge, I saw an ambulance near the edge of the woods beside the lake, along with two more cop cars. Looked like they were finally going to start processing the scene.

      I ran into Greg coming out of the lodge. And, like always, a large dish towel was slung over his shoulder.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “I was headed to your cabin to bring you some lunch. I know you only had orange juice for breakfast.” His eyes strayed over to the police cars. “Plus, I heard they took Todd away in cuffs, and I wanted to see for myself what was going on. I heard the police found some kind of book in his half of the room that had names and dates of people he sold drugs to. The police also found Todd’s homegrown marijuana stash in the woods.”

      “Wow. I’ve missed out on a lot. Let’s go sit on my front steps,” I said. “Thanks for the lunch.”

      He nodded. “You’re welcome. Gives me an excuse to get away for a little bit.”

      We sat down on my front steps, and I started eating the peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “It’s good.”

      He smiled but said nothing.

      “I think after lunch I’m going to head back to where I’m from,” I said. “It’s time for me to go home and put all this behind me. First the disastrous wedding and now two murders. I need to go home and heal.”

      Greg leaned back against the steps, his elbows resting on the steps behind him. “I hate to hear that. I was beginning to think maybe we had a connection.”

      I almost laughed out loud at that, until I realized he was serious. “Oh. Well, you know I just got out of a relationship.”

      Greg nodded. “Me, too.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. So how about it? Maybe give me your number and I’ll ring you sometime? I have access to a phone on my days off.”

      I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, and I knew it wouldn’t matter what number I gave him, he’d never find me after I left. “Sure.”

      He blinked at me in surprise. “Really?”

      I laughed. “Yeah. Why not?”

      Greg frowned and stood up, patting his shirt pocket and then moving down to his dark blue bell bottoms. “Aha” He handed me a piece of paper from his jean’s pocket and thrust it at me. “Just write your number on this.”

      “Sure thing.” I swallowed, set my sandwich down, and slowly unfolded the paper.

      And when I read what was on the paper, I felt like I’d been sucker punched. It was the other half of the paper that had been torn out of Marguerite’s journal!

      “Oh, crap, Lexi! We’ve messed up! Messed up big!”

      Trying not to panic, I attempted to stand up, but Greg reached out and grabbed my ankle. With one jerk, I landed on my butt and slid down the stairs on my back. Twisting the towel he always used into a long rope, he leaned over and wrapped it around my neck, securing it in one hand, practically cutting off my air supply.

      I saw dots.

      “I hoped you wouldn’t notice my little slip up there,” Greg sneered. “But I see you’ve put two and two together. Now I have no choice but to get rid of you. Get up. We’re going for a little walk.”

      “I’ll get him.”

      “No,” I croaked. “Need to know why and how first.”

      He lifted the towel in the air, and I had no choice but to stand up and follow. Staggering into him as we went farther into the woods, I tried to put the pieces together. I also wanted to lead him as far away as I could from everyone else. I didn’t want anyone to see me use my magic. The Agency appreciated it when I wrapped up things nice and neat and no one had to be dispatched to wipe minds.

      “I’m right here with ya, kid. Not going anywhere. You’ll be okay. Okay I say!”

      “You killed Marguerite?” I gasped.

      “Yep. Somehow she realized what I was doing before anyone else did.” Greg snorted. “I told her to meet me in Cabin B. I knew she’d be cleaning that morning. Then she had the audacity to try and blackmail me. Said if I split the goods with her, she’d never tell. I knocked her down and twisted the towel around her like this.” He unclenched the fist he had on the two ends and quickly wrapped both hands around the towel, tightening the towel around my throat.

      I gasped and tried smacking his hands away. When that didn’t work, I sent a spark of electricity from my palms into his forearms.

      He cursed and loosened his hold on me.

      “Where are the stolen items?” I gasped, taking in huge gulps of air. “What did you do with them?”

      He wrapped the towel around my neck again and secured it with one hand, dragging me deeper into the forest. “A few items are hidden in a hollowed-out tree. Sometimes I gave them back, pretending I found them so I’d look like the hero.”

      I snorted and Greg slapped me upside the head.

      “I’m gonna rip his arms off! Just watch me! Just watch me!”

      “Other times,” Greg continued, oblivious to the death threats Rex was heaping on him, “I gave them to my secret girlfriend. You remember her? Julie?” He laughed, and the hair on my arm stood up. He was one sick puppy. “I wasn’t kidding when I told you I’d recently broke up with my girlfriend.”

      “You practically shoved it in my face when you said a killer had to be cold and calculating and smart.” I reached up and tried to loosen the towel, but Greg smacked my hands away. “You were daring me to peg you the killer.”

      “I guess I was.”

      “Why kill Julie?”

      “She didn’t think I knew she was also getting friendly with Todd. There are a lot of things I’m willing to overlook, but cheating isn’t one of them. So I told her to meet me at our favorite spot in the woods at ten-thirty then left the party early.” He looked around and smiled. “I think this is far enough away from prying eyes.” He yanked me closer. “Don’t worry, I’ll make it quick for you.”

      He squeezed the towel tight, and pain immediately engulfed me. Using that pain as a catalyst, I placed my hands on his chest and gave him a shock. He staggered back, dropping the towel ends around my neck, and glared at me.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he demanded.

      I sucked in another breath before raising my hands to him. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

      I threw my right hand out and shot him full of electricity again. This time he screamed in pain. Yanking the towel off my neck, I sent it slithering through the air with magic, to wrap around his neck. With a wave of my hands, the towel began to tighten around Greg’s own neck.

      “Let’s see how you like that.”

      “Lexi? Lexi? Hey, kid! You gotta stop! You gotta stop!”

      Through my red haze of anger, I slowly processed the fact that Rex was on Greg’s shoulder, trying to pry the towel from around his neck. With a cry of alarm at what I’d been about to do, I dropped my hands, and the towel went instantly limp. Greg fell to the forest floor.

      “Is he dead?” I asked.

      “Nah. Probably just passed out.”

      Suddenly Greg sat up and grasped Rex in his large oversized fist, squeezing with all his might. Rex dropped his head back and his little rat mouth screamed in pain and agony. Without thinking, I hurled my magic at Greg with enough force it lifted him three feet off the ground before slamming him back to the earth. He released Rex and once again crumpled to the ground.

      I ran over and scooped up Rex.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I think my ribs are crushed. Missus is gonna be mad!”

      Tears fell from my eyes onto Rex’s rotund body. “What can I do?”

      “Don’t worry. The Agency has great veterinarians. They’ll fix me up and give me good drugs! Yes, they will!”

      I laughed and cried at the same time, relieved Rex wasn’t hurt too badly.

      “Whoa, man!”

      “Far out!”

      I turned and saw a young couple holding hands. They looked to be in their early twenties, both sporting long hair, flowers woven into their braids. She was wearing a gauzy dress that flowed to her feet, and he was dressed in a white flowy shirt with faded bell bottoms.

      I wasn’t sure how long they’d been standing there, but by the looks on their faces, they’d seen enough to make me panic.

      He looked at the woman and frowned. “Exactly what kind of mushrooms were in that magical mushroom dip you made last night?”

      She giggled and slipped her arms through his. “I don’t know, but they sure were outta sight!”

      He shook his head rapidly and blinked his eyes a couple times. “No doubt. You’ll never believe what I thought I just saw.”

      They continued on down the path, not even stopping to acknowledge they saw me or Greg, who was still crumpled on the floor.

      “Lexi!” I turned and saw Donald/Charles rushing through the woods. “Are you okay? I thought I heard screaming and…” He trailed off when he saw Greg on the floor. “What’s going on?”

      “You’re never gonna believe it,” I said. “But first, you need to tell the police they got the wrong man.”

      I quickly filled him in on what had happened—or at least my version of what had happened—and the fact that Greg had some of the stolen items hidden in a hollowed-out tree somewhere.

      “Wait right here,” he demanded, “and I’ll be back with the police.”

      He took off through the woods.

      “We gonna wait around?”

      “Nope. We’re going home. You need a doctor.”

      “Veterinarian.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.”

      I glanced over at Greg, who was moaning and starting to come around. With a snarl, I gave him another zap with my magic, causing him to go lights out again.

      “Agency might see that as excessive force.”

      I shrugged. It wouldn’t be the first time me or my other time-traveling, cold-case solving witch friends had been called on the carpet by the Agency…and I was pretty sure it wouldn’t be the last.

      “Hold on, my friend. We’re going home.”
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      By the time I said the enchanted spell to get us back to modern time exactly when I left, rushed Rex to the Agency’s veterinarian, filled out the mile-long paperwork that went with a job-related accident, made sure Rex was gonna be okay, and made it back to my apartment…it was almost eight o’clock, and I was exhausted. Too exhausted to do anything other than drink wine and watch TV.

      My cell phone rang, and I immediately recognized Shawn’s ringtone. For half a second, I thought about letting it go to my voicemail. But I knew I couldn’t. Especially since he was leaving in the morning for his lawyer convention.

      “Hey. You done packing?” I asked.

      “Yep,” Shawn said. “And I know this sounds sappy, but I’m already missing you, and I haven’t even left yet.”

      My heart quickened at that admission, and I muted the TV.

      “Was that The Brady Bunch I heard on the TV?” Shawn asked.

      “Yep. You know I love my Nick at Nite.” I took a drink of wine. “So, what’re you up to now?”

      “Not much. Thought maybe I’d come over and watch a little TV with you if that’s okay?”

      “Next up is The Partridge Family,” I said. “Think you can handle it?”

      “Sounds groovy.”
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      An evening of trick-or-treating babysitting fun is disrupted when Ella runs into her mentor at a Halloween party turned unfortunate murder scene. What was supposed to be a family matriarch announcing her heir has turned into a dead body on the floor, multiple suspects on hand, and lots of finger pointing. Can Ella solve the case or will the murderer get away with a foul trick?
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      I waited for Patagonia to exit the car, then we trotted to catch up with Vanessa and Bitty. Bitty was the youngest of twelve kids and small even by six-year-old standards. She was Vanessa’s fifth or sixth cousin, possibly twice removed if I understood correctly, whose whole family was visiting from Pennsylvania. Bitty, being from a very traditional mage family, had never been trick-or-treating and had gotten it into her head that she wanted to try it. In fact she had sat on the ground and refused to breathe until she turned a spectacular shade of purple if she didn’t get to.

      I scooted around a gaggle of acne-riddled preteens dressed as superheroes and caught up with Vanessa. I handed her a pair of bunny ears and slid on my own pair. Bitty was dressed as a cat, with black pants, a T-shirt, and a pair of black kitty ears. It was the best I could do last minute. The costume aisle at the drugstore was almost picked bare.

      Vanessa took the headband and slid it on before bending the ears into place, using the reflection of a parked car. “I hope you don’t mind that I volunteered us. You know everything about this kind of human stuff, and honestly if I had to stay and help Mom and Olivia for one more minute, I was going to run away.”

      Vanessa and I were supposed to be helping out at a large party being hosted at the Golden Pyramid Casino, but it had already been a long week of preparations, and I was glad to get a few hours of freedom. There had been fighting, late nights, and all-around unpleasantness.

      “It will be a nice, relaxing evening.” I had picked out what I hoped would be a good trick-or-treating neighborhood. There were wide sidewalks, and the houses were extremely large but didn’t have gates that closed them off. There were clusters of kids moving around but not so many that houses would run out of candy. I was an expert at the “human stuff,” like trick-or-treating.

      It was still light enough to see, and we had a few hours before we had to drop off Bitty and get ready for the party.

      I crouched down to talk to Bitty. She had big, round blue eyes and hair so pale that her eyebrows disappeared into her face. “You ready, kiddo?”

      She nodded. “You’re going with me, right?”

      “Sure thing. We’ll be right behind you. Remember to be polite.”

      We went up to the door. She hesitated to knock, holding her little fist up but not making contact with the wood, so I reached around her and rang the doorbell.

      The door flew open a second later with a smiling gray-haired lady looking down. “Oh boy, what a scary kitty!” She held up her hands.

      “I’m not a real kitty cat. Look.” Bitty pulled off her ears.

      “Aren’t you just the sweetest thing? Now what do you say?” The woman grabbed a large bowl of candy from behind the door and waited.

      “Um…” Bitty looked back at us.

      “Go on. You can do it,” I encouraged her.

      She turned back to the door. “Please give me food, or I will be forced to destroy your house.” She extended her plastic pumpkin.

      I kneeled next to Bitty. “Say trick or treat. Remember when we practiced in the car?” I looked up at the woman and smiled. “You’ll have to excuse her. This is her first time. She’s… Amish.”

      She nodded, though I assumed she was starting to think I was a moron.

      “But you said to be polite, and…” Bitty leaned in. “I could destroy her house. I won’t, but I could. Is that not a good threat?”

      I patted her frightening little head. “A very good threat, but this is a custom. Just say trick or treat.”

      She nodded and extended the pumpkin. “Trick or treat.”

      The woman dumped the entire bowl of candy into the plastic container then closed the door as quickly as possible without actually slamming it. A second later came the telltale click of a dead bolt being locked, and the lights all turned out.

      We left the house, and Vanessa leaned down to grab a handful of candy. “I better check that none of these are poison.”

      Bitty stopped dead and looked up with wide eyes. “What?”

      I squeezed her shoulder. “Vanessa’s just teasing. She wants some candy. It is standard that adults take a little bit of candy to help keep up our energy.”

      She smiled at me and extended her bucket. “You can have some if you want.”

      I grabbed a couple of chocolate and peanut butter candies and tore into one as we approached the next house. Something familiar caught my eye, and I stopped to stare at a car.

      “That’s weird. I think that it’s Bear’s car. I thought he said he was working tonight.” I trotted to catch up, as Vanessa and Bitty were already rapidly approaching the next house.

      It was large and unusual. It had to be at least three stories, but no two windows were at the same level. There were pointy turrets all over and not more than four feet of smooth surface before corners erupted. It reminded me of a haunted house and asylum for the architecturally insane.

      This time Bitty knocked on the door herself, and a moment later, a familiar man opened the door, holding a bowl of candy.

      “Bear? What are you doing here?” I asked.
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      Bear looked equally surprised to see me. “I’m working.” He grabbed a handful of candy and leaned over to put it into Bitty’s plastic bucket.

      She yanked it away. A dozen tiny chocolate candies fell across the sidewalk. “No, I haven’t said trick or treat yet.”

      He looked her over. “I apologize, Bitty.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “How do you know my name?”

      “You’re quite famous for your finding ability. Are you out here to find candy?”

      She seemed to accept his answer and extended her bucket. “Trick or treat, please.”

      He dropped in the rest of the bowl of candy. “Ella, do you think you could help me out with something?”

      “Like real quick or…?” I looked at Vanessa.

      She checked her watch. “We have at least an hour or two until we need to head back.”

      Bitty stared down at her candy, which was only a few inches from overflowing. “I’m going to have so much candy!”

      I turned back to Bear. “Will that be enough time?”

      “We’ll see.” He stepped back into the house.

      Before I could even say more than the “good” in “goodbye,” he yanked me inside and slammed the door behind me. Then he turned off the porch lights and directed me into the kitchen. A gray-faced woman looked up at us, and her eyes flicked to the top of my head.

      I pulled off the bunny ears and stuffed them into my hood.

      Bear gestured to me. “Madame Suzanna Adams, this is Ella. She’ll be assisting me. Do you think we might speak privately? I would like to apprise her of the situation. Why don’t you sit with your nieces and nephews to make sure none of them leave?”

      She nodded and, despite her pale face, stood up with great grace and left the room.

      Once she was gone, Patagonia jumped onto the counter and started to lick the frosting off a cupcake.

      “No! Bad!” I started to chase after her as she leaped down and hid under the table with her stolen cupcake. She bit into it with such force that there was a cupcake explosion, spreading crumbs in every direction.

      “Leave her. The party was called off anyway. Can you do a quick reading in here and tell me if you can see a murder?”

      I sighed and sank into a chair. If a death occurred because of magic, it left an imprint in the area. I could read the magical hologram, at least until it faded with time. It wouldn’t take more than a few seconds to start the reading, but I needed some time to mentally prepare myself for the task.

      Once I viewed the death scene, it would be inside me forever, or so I was told. Like many magical skills, the exact details weren’t freely shared in the general mage population. After a few deep breaths, there were no more excuses.

      I held a hand out to my side, and a moment later, Patagonia walked by and pressed her head into my calf. She was my familiar, and not only did she seem to know when I was about to work magic of any kind, but she assisted me.

      I closed my eyes, and the moment I committed to starting the spell, the vision sprang into my mind. It was so fast, vivid, and surprising that I gasped though the sensation seemed to be very far away.

      What I saw wasn’t the room in front of me but must have been close by, as my ability was limited by distance. Perhaps on the far wall of the kitchen? It was a room I thought of as a library or perhaps a study. It had dark wood bookcases lining the walls except where a large, ornate hearth and fireplace dominated one wall. A variety of people stood around in animal onesies.

      I had seen the outfits at some of the stores I had shopped and even debated picking one up, as they looked comfortable for a cold winter night snuggled up with a book. But I hadn’t expected to see them in the lead-up to a death.

      There were windows between some of the bookcases, and I could see the sunlight was fading. It must have been at least an hour earlier than it had been when I first came to the door.

      The scene was focused toward whoever was about to die, so though there was general chatter, it was tough to pick up the details. A man in a moose costume was in the center of five people, all of them facing Madame Suzanna, who stood in front of the fireplace.

      To the right of the moose were a female costumed gray mouse and a female white swan. To his left were two costumed men, a red fox and a white rhino. The scene was oriented such that I saw their backs as they faced Madame and could only catch glimpses of their faces as they turned to talk.

      Everyone seemed to be in a good mood, and the energy felt good, but I knew that would change soon, as only a short window of time would be captured by the vision. During that time, I could not only see and hear, I could sense the emotions.

      There was excitement and merriment, as was expected for a party, but more than that was an undercurrent of deceit, trepidation, and malice. It was all jumbled together. Perhaps the people were too close together, but my gut said that my inability to nail down the truth was because the emotions were coming from everyone.

      Madame cleared her throat. “I have made my final decision, and it has been a long time coming—”

      She stopped talking when suddenly the lights went out. Or so I thought for a second, then I realized the darkness was too thick. The windows should have let light in, but instead the blackness was complete, as was the tingling of mint, an aura associated with the magic being done. Usually I experienced auras as a scent, but occasionally I experienced them as a taste instead. It reminded me of the first few minutes after brushing my teeth, and I ran my tongue across my teeth out of habit. Most mages, as far as I knew, didn’t have the ability to sense auras, but I tucked away the information for future use. If I could match a person with an aura, it could be an easy case.

      A moment later, the lights returned, and everyone was scattered to various corners. As the lights returned, so did the sound, which made me realize that everything had been silenced, perhaps by a general sense-blanketing spell that countered light and sound.

      Then I realized that there was a man on the floor, his eyes staring straight up.
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      I reviewed it several times to see if I had missed anything, but nothing new stood out, so I opened my eyes to face Bear.

      I was slightly dizzy and tired, not uncommon after a vision, so I grabbed a can of soda off the counter and sat down. Guzzling it down, I felt a bit better as the sugar hit my system. Little prickles of magic danced across my skin, and I twitched when a pleasant chill went down my spine.

      Bear grabbed a cupcake and handed it to me on a napkin. “Tell me about it.”

      “Pretty simple. The five guests were facing Suzanna, and she was about to make an announcement, but everything went dark. When the light returned, he was dead. That’s about it.”

      “Hear anything?” He pulled a small notepad from his pocket.

      “No. In fact, there must have been some kind of magic behind the darkness and something that prevented sound. I could sense a magical aura. I might be able to match it to a user if you can get them to perform some small magical act.”

      I bit into the red cupcake with a thick white frosting top. Red velvet. Moist and delicate but flavorful. Cream cheese frosting was the perfect partner—sweet and smooth without being a large block of sugar. “Wonderful,” I said around my mouthful. “So, what’s the deal here?”

      “Suzanna was about to name her heir. She never had children of her own, but her three siblings did. She has quite a fortune and a good business making potions, so she was going to name which child would come work with her and inherit her abilities and magic.”

      “What if they didn’t want to work with her?” I asked.

      “They all did. According to her, they have been jockeying for years. The house was locked up and sealed, so we know it was one of the four sitting in the living room.”

      “You mean the swan, mouse, fox, and rhino?”

      He looked over the notes on his pad, then he reached over and grabbed a cupcake for himself. “Yep, that is a lot easier to remember than their names. Apparently she picked out their costumes based on personality. She thought they could have a fun party, she would surprise them by naming the heir, give the rest of them some inheritance, and then head out to parties for the rest of the night.”

      “I think she really misjudged that.”

      He nodded. “Agreed.”

      “Tell me about the fox, rhino, swan, mouse, and the dearly departed moose. How did their personalities match the animals?” Patagonia leaped into my lap with a bit more use of her claws than I felt necessary. She had a bit of frosting stuck to the base of her whiskers and was eyeing my cupcake for round two.

      “Suzanna has on older brother, and his son was the moose. Then she has a younger brother, who has two boys, the rhino and the fox. The rhino is blunt, stubborn, and occasionally not the smartest. The fox is the younger, and he’s personable, funny, but seems to have a devious side to him. Suzanna’s youngest sibling is a sister, who has two girls. The older is the swan, who is beautiful but mean.”

      I held the cupcake away from Patagonia, who had given up on begging and resorted to batting at my arm with a paw, claws extended. “Swans are mean?”

      “Nasty buggers. You ever been at a park trying to feed the ducks when swans were around?”

      I had a sudden flashback to being young and a swan chasing me all the way back to the car, hissing and honking. I shuddered. “Got it. And that just leaves the mouse. Timid and skittish?”

      “That sounds about right.”

      Patagonia caught my skin particularly well with a claw, and I dropped half the cupcake with a yelp. “What about the moose? I can’t think of any personality qualities about a moose.”

      He sighed. “Moose were her favorite animal.”

      “Yeesh, she wasn’t subtle at all.”

      “I chastised her a bit for not seeing this coming but I didn’t say much. She is bummed out. Didn’t realize how badly they all wanted it.”

      “How did you get involved?” I debated cleaning up the cupcake from the floor, but Patagonia was making a great show of licking up every single speck. Maybe just a quick wipe when she was done. I grabbed a second cupcake off the counter, checking Patagonia’s location before I risked taking a bite.

      “I run security on her business. After the lights came back on, they tried to revive him and then called for help. The medical team came and declared him dead and made arrangements to remove his body. She then called me. I showed up as soon as possible. I’m on call on Halloween, as parties can get pretty wild. I arrived a few minutes before you did. I only had enough time to meet everyone and talk to Suzanna about what was happening.”

      “You haven’t interviewed anyone yet? Can I stick around?”

      “I was hoping you would. Finish up the cupcake, and we can get to work.”

      I stuffed the remaining half into my mouth and wiped off my hands and the floor. “By the way, how did he die? I didn’t see any wounds.”

      “He was allergic to a certain ingredient in potions. Someone spiked his food, and when it was dark, they activated the spell. He had a severe allergic reaction and died instantly. Magic allergies work like that.”

      The cupcake felt like a bowling ball in my stomach. “Just so you know, if the food is spiked, you should probably tell me before I chomp down a bunch of it.”

      He chuckled. “Don’t worry. If you are allergic to something, we’ll find out at the autopsy.”
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      We entered the living room, and it was just as I had seen it in my vision though the light was fading in the windows and the mood was far sourer. The four suspects were still in their costumes while Suzanna sat in a corner, watching her nieces and nephews, or at least the ones who were still alive.

      The fox stood up quickly. “Pardon our appearance. None of us thought to bring a change of clothes. We hadn’t expected a tragedy to occur.” He ducked his head in respect briefly but had spoken with a dazzling smile that conveyed a bit of humor while not being out of place given the circumstances.

      I fought my innate response to joke back and managed to keep my reaction to a friendly smile.

      The swan stood up to refill her glass from a decanter on a rolling cart. “This is ridiculous. Can’t we go home now? I’m exhausted, and this whole night has been nothing but a disaster.”

      Suzanna cut her eye at the swan. “Your cousin has been murdered, and I intend to find out who did it.”

      The rhino, who was warming himself in front of the fire, joined in. “Won’t bring him back, so what’s the point?” When everyone turned to stare, he cleared his throat and continued. “Which is a shame. May he rest in peace.”

      The mouse was wrapped in a thick blanket despite the warm room and cowered in a high chair in the corner. “I just can’t stand the thought of someone here doing it. It must be one of his enemies. What if they come for us next?”

      The swan turned to her sister. “You ninny. If it was one of his enemies, then why would they come after us?”

      “Doesn’t the mob do that? Take out the whole family when someone owes a debt?”

      The fox went over to her and squeezed her shoulder. “Easy, kiddo. It’ll be okay.”

      The swan lifted her head higher and hissed. “No, it won’t, because one of you morons killed him, and now we are stuck here until they figure it out.” She gestured at us.

      Rhino glared back. “One of us? If anyone around here did this, it was you.”

      The two of them started shouting at it each other while the fox leaned back and watched with a smile and the mouse cried.

      I tried to catch what they were yelling, but it appeared to be a more sophisticated version of the childish I-know-you-are-but-what-am-I.

      Bear stepped forward and raised his voice. “Enough! Suzanna, we’ll speak with you first.”
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      He went over to the elderly woman, who was so small and quiet that I had forgotten she was there. He offered her an arm and carefully escorted her back into the kitchen.

      Once she was settled in, Patagonia came to her to walk back and forth against her legs. Patagonia wasn’t normally sweet and kind even to me on a consistent basis, but perhaps she sensed the woman’s deep sorrow. It was so strong, I could practically taste it in my mouth.

      “I fear this is my fault.” She pulled a lace handkerchief from her sleeve as she patted at her red and watery eyes. “I knew I should have gotten rid of those vials.”

      Bear sat opposite her and patted her hand lying on the table. “Tell me.”

      “We have a recipe passed down through the family. My side of the family, that is. It takes years to make and will turn your hair raven black for a year of your life. No weekly spells. I was just starting to turn gray, so I made it. My dear husband took it as well and had a terrible reaction and passed. It was just awful. My husband and I were from a small town, and they suggested that it might be common in the population. The rest of the family was tested, and my older brother and his son also had the… allergy? Is that what humans call it?”

      We nodded, and she continued. “Killed my husband instantly. Brain just stopped functioning. I knew it would be deadly to them, but I had spent so much time working on it that I couldn’t just throw it out. I locked the potion in the safe. I thought that was enough to save anyone from an accident.” She sniffed again.

      Bear nodded. “And you were right. It wasn’t an accident. The murder was intentional, and if it wasn’t this potion, it would have been something else. And we don’t know for a fact that it was your potion.”

      She shook her head. “I know what it was. I should smash the vials right now.” She stood up and stormed from the room as quickly as her elderly frame could take her.

      Bear went to stop her, but I put a hand on his arm and pulled him close. “If she gets the vials out, I could activate one and tell you if the aura matches the vision. Then we could confirm the weapon.”

      We followed her out of the kitchen, which was across from the library where the rhino and swan were still arguing and the fox leaned back, smirking. The mouse was probably still hiding in a corner. Bear had been right that their personalities matched their costumes. It helped me keep them straight as well.

      I followed the hall back farther into the house. At the end of the hallway was a small door, perhaps a closet or bathroom, and a staircase that disappeared as it turned a corner at the top. There were doors on each side of the hallway. The door on the left was open, so I leaned in slightly to look around. It was a brightly lit room. Crystal, lace, and flowers covered almost every flat surface, while paintings of crystal, lace, and flowers covered the walls. A dainty pink china tea set with a teapot and enough delicate teacups to serve at least a dozen proper patrons were on the glass table between two pink couches covered in five million pillows. I wanted to step in and explore the enclave of traditional feminine values more but couldn’t risk missing any of Bear and Suzanna’s conversation.

      We raced across the hall into a room that was an ode to old-time male aesthetics. There was an ancient pool table dominating the room. It wasn’t so much the space it took up, which was considerable though there was still ample room to move around and sit in any of the large leather couches or high-back chairs. Mostly it was the sheer weight of it. I could feel its gravitational pull, and without thinking, I ran a hand over the smooth, hard wood. The legs were carved into an ornate design depicting ocean waves, and each corner was a bare-breasted mermaid riding the surf.

      “Wow,” I said, drawing Suzanna’s attention from a desk in the corner.

      “It was my husband’s. I think he loved those naked harlots more than me,” she grumbled then crossed herself. “God rest his soul. Where is that danged key?” She slammed shut a drawer then eased into the seat, leaning back and sighing loudly.

      Bear gently opened a different drawer and sorted around. “It is likely that the killer took the key to get to the potions. Where did you keep them?”

      “I’m not daft. I know that. I’m just annoyed that they couldn’t put things back where they belong if they were going to murder someone.” She huffed and marched from the room.

      I fell into step beside Bear and leaned over to whisper. “She’s pretty tough. Lost her favorite relative and still energetic enough to snap at you.”

      “Do not confuse favorite relative with well loved. This is an old family, and they can barely stand each other. She is sad but not heartbroken.”

      We followed her into the lady parlor, where the fox was laughing loudly at something the mouse had just said. Her face was tinged pink with delight, and he caught my eye and gave me a wink.

      I whispered back to Bear. “The cousins aren’t heartbroken either.”

      “They probably aren’t even a little sad. Ruthless bunch. Frankly I’m glad to have you here to watch my back. Where’s Patagonia?”

      I looked around for my large black cat familiar, but she wasn’t right next to me. Given that she wasn’t a real cat and could pop in whenever it suited her, I wasn’t concerned.

      Suzanna was chastising the fox. “What are you doing in here?”

      “I have never been in here, and it seemed like a good enough time, Auntie. You have excellent taste. It is as bright and cheery as a spring morning.”

      “Don’t you try to butter me up,” she said, but her cheeks were as pink as the mouse’s, and her tone had lost its edge. “Go on, both of you.”

      After they left, Bear closed the door. Suzanna grabbed a picture on the wall that swung out like a door on a hinge, exposing a safe. She grabbed the handle, and it opened up to show four vials inside filled with green liquid next to a stack of blue vials.

      “Drat! I was still hoping it wasn’t true.” She grabbed the vials and went to leave. “And now the key is missing.”

      “Ma’am, may I see one? And what are the blue vials?”

      She shoved one at me. “The blue ones are for my migraines. They get worse every year. The potion blocks out the light and sound. And you can have one of these, but if you’re allergic, don’t come whining to me.” She handed me a green vial and left the room.

      I uncapped the vial and pushed a little magic into the potion, activating whatever spell was contained inside. It would be useless since it wasn’t inside anyone, but I could read the aura. Certainly enough, I sensed the magic as being the same minty green that I had sensed in the vision of the death. Both Suzanna and I were in agreement that the potion was what killed her soon-to-be-named heir. There hadn’t been much doubt before, but it was good to double-check.

      I gave Bear a quick nod to indicate that potion matched the spell and followed Suzanna out the door. She was in the small bathroom next to the staircase, emptying the vials into the toilet. I handed her the vial I was holding.

      “Decided not to risk it? Smart.” She dumped the contents and flushed the toilet. “I would like to go lie down in my parlor.” It was more a statement than a request.

      “Ma’am, is there anything upstairs?” I asked.

      “Nothing other than bedrooms. My hip is bad, so I only go up to sleep. Everything of use is down here.”

      She hobbled off and slammed the door in a very unladylike fashion. There was the sound of billiard balls being knocked around aggressively in the smoking room and a blender and laughter from down the hallway where the kitchen and library were.

      “Plan?” I asked Bear.

      “Talk to everyone one by one.”

      I nodded. It was a good plan.
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      We walked down the hallway, leaning into the kitchen to see the fox and rhino at the blender, making some kind of drink. Bear instead turned to go into the library, where the mouse was reading a book in a chair pulled up to the fire.

      She looked up with a squeak then put a hand to her chest. “How long until we can go?”

      Bear turned a chair to face her then indicated I should sit down. He angled another chair for himself and joined us. “As soon as I can get everyone’s information. Why don’t you tell me about what happened this evening?”

      Fear spiked the air around her, and I rubbed my arm against the sensation. I could block her emotions to give myself a respite, but that would hamper my ability to investigate. Patagonia pawed at my leg, and I moved my arms to give her space on my lap. She jumped up and arranged herself carefully to expose her face to the heat of the fireplace.

      “What do you mean, ‘What happened?’” Mouse’s nose twitched. “Someone killed my cousin. That much should be obvious.”

      Bear nodded. “Of course. I meant when did you arrive? What did you do when you got here prior to the murder and after?”

      “Oh, I don’t know when I arrived, but it was pretty close to the announcement. I didn’t even know that was going to happen today. I hate these family get-togethers. My cousins are…”

      She stared at the fire for so long that I thought she wasn’t going to continue, but Bear just patiently watched, waiting for her to continue.

      “It’s important that I am honest, right?” she asked, but she didn’t wait for an answer. “They are not good people. Even my own sister. Mean, hateful bullies. And none of them really love our auntie like I do. They just want her money, but I am the one who spends time with her by choice. I take her to appointments, like the doctor or hair dresser. She goes every week, you know?”

      “To the doctor or the hairdresser?” Bear asked.

      “Both! She has a standing appointment to get her hair set and always has some follow-up appointment with a doctor.” She let out a long sigh. “We stay at the salon forever. Her hairdresser might as well be a therapist, the way Auntie prattles on about every detail of her life.”

      “Did you feel that you deserved to be her heir, considering how much time you spent taking care of her?”

      She turned to him with wide eyes and a hand covering her mouth. “Of course not! It would have been nice, but I wasn’t very well suited to run a business, though I suppose Auntie could have taught me.” I sensed a bit of smugness from her and not even a hint of surprise at his question.

      “That might be exactly what happens now,” Bear said leisurely. “Tell me more about your movements in the house since you arrived.”

      “I came and went straight into the library and was there until after you arrived. Then you saw me in the ladies’ parlor with my cousin. I went down there for a moment of quiet. You wouldn’t believe how much the rest of them fight, and it just wears me out. I’m not like them.” She sighed and looked back at the fire.

      “Nowhere else?”

      She dramatically put her finger to her lips and looked at the ceiling. “No… that’s it. Sorry, I can’t help more.”

      “Who do you think did it?”

      She gasped and turned to Bear even as she emitted glee from every pore of her being. “I couldn’t even say. Although… I do love my sister, but she can be ruthless. She spends every ounce of gold that Daddy gives us on clothing, jewelry, and beauty potions. She is so lovely, not like me, and she is used to getting whatever she wants.”

      “You are attractive too. Don’t compare yourself to your sister,” Bear said in response to her self-deprecating comments.

      And it was true. She didn’t have the striking beauty of her sister, the swan, but with large eyes and shiny-brown hair, she was cute in a way that men probably wanted to protect.

      She smiled shyly though I sensed that Bear had said the same thing that was normally said when she fished for compliments. She was a sneaky mouse.

      Bear was good at investigating and had done it much longer than I had. He also shared my gift of sensing emotions, so I didn’t need to worry about cluing him in. Though her attempts to manipulate him for compliments didn’t mean much, it was shockingly common. Everyone seemed to have a series of learned behaviors they fell into from years of conditioning.

      “What about your cousins?”

      “The one in the rhino costume, he is a brute through and through, always saying hurtful things to make you cry. He feels he has the best business head and should be heir. One of his favorite sayings is ‘You have to crack a few eggs to make an omelet.’” She did a gruff imitation of his voice. “He had ample time to prepare a murder while he knocked around the stripe and solids earlier.”

      “And his younger brother? The one in the fox outfit?”

      She hesitated as a rolling mix of emotions came over her. “He is fun and funny, but… I wouldn’t put it past him. There is more to him than I think any of us know.” She let out a long sigh, as though a great weight was suddenly resting on her shoulders.

      “Thank you. We appreciate your honesty.” Bear stood up and jerked his head to the doorway.

      I pushed Patagonia off my lap, though she showed her displeasure by digging her claws into my thighs, most likely leaving claw marks in the skin under my pants. She curled up on the rug while I followed Bear out of the room, leaving Mouse to stare at the fire.
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      We stepped to the front door to give ourselves a bit of privacy in the tiny entrance area, where jackets would muffle our voices slightly.

      Bear spoke in hardly more than a whisper. “Thoughts?”

      “She was pleased to tattle on her cousins and wouldn’t mind being the heir, though she implied otherwise.”

      He nodded. “Agreed.”

      “Do you know anything about them? I mean prior to the case? If you work for Suzanna, did she confide anything to you about her family?”

      “I mostly work with her business assets. I was on call tonight because something always comes up and I hate cancelling plans, but she hadn’t suspected this would happen. She knew her nieces and nephews were money hungry but never thought they would go this far.”

      The fox left the kitchen and crossed the hall to the library. Bear beelined it for the kitchen, with me in tow.

      The rhino was leaning against the sink, drinking some bright-red slushy drink. He seemed to be enjoying it until he saw us, then he put it down. “Dang girlie drink. I wouldn’t normally drink such a thing, but free liquor is free liquor. I assume you need to hear my story. Well I didn’t kill him, and if I had, I would have done it with my own two hands.” He crashed onto a kitchen chair with enough force that I wouldn’t have been surprised if the four legs shot off in opposite directions.

      Bear and I sat opposite the rhino. I was glad that Bear was conducting the interview, as the rhino’s machismo attitude was grating on my nerves right off the bat. “Why would you do that?”

      The rhino narrowed his eyes in what appeared to be belligerence, but the emotion coming off him was genuine confusion. “Do what?”

      “Strangle your cousin with your bare hands?”

      “I didn’t do that. He was poisoned!” he replied with a force that said Bear was the idiot for forgetting that fact.

      “I know, but you said that if you killed him, you would use your bare hands. Why would you want to kill him?” Bear asked, the end of his patience in sight.

      “But I didn’t.” The rhino looked at me for support.

      I sighed. “Did you like the murder victim?”

      He shook his head. “He was the wrong choice to take over the business. Always pussyfooting around with employees. You need to have a firm hand, or they will walk all over you. I tried to explain that to Auntie, but she is so kindhearted. Gave her foreman three days off when his wife died. Three days! The funeral was only two hours long. A few hours to clean up, and he was good to get back to work. Would have cheered him up, rather than sitting at home boo-hooing. His wife had been dying for years. It was hardly a shock.”

      I did my best to relax my face rather than show my disgust at his attitude. I put him at the top of the list for coldheartedness, though his intelligence was pretty low.

      Bear was watching him with an impassive expression. I was pretty sure Bear had similar thoughts about the rhino’s intelligence. “Tell me about your movements this evening.”

      “Movements? Like in the bathroom?”

      Bear suppressed a sigh. “What did you do when you arrived?”

      “Oh geez, man, you don’t have to be so vague. Just ask. I got here early to talk to Auntie about her choice of heir. See if she would listen to reason. Then I played a bit of pool until she said it was time to meet in the library.”

      “And afterward?”

      “Came in here to get a drink from my brother. I wouldn’t normally come into the kitchen, women’s work and all that, but I desperately needed something to steady my nerves, and I’m not trusting anyone to make me anything unless I see them make it. Not anymore.”

      “Did you use the bathroom?”

      “Oh yeah, maybe halfway through the game of nine-ball. Doesn’t seem right to talk about it in front of a chick, but if you need all the details—”

      “No, that’s fine. Who do you think is the murderer?”

      “Not me. That’s for sure. Could be my younger brother. Everyone thinks he’s so easygoing, but watch your back.”

      “What about your cousins?”

      “They’re women,” the rhino said with a tone that conveyed it was as unlikely for a female to kill as it was for a duck to perform opera.

      “One more question, then we are done. Who do you think will be named heir now?”

      He pulled a face of pure shock that matched his emotions. “Me, obviously.”
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      We stepped into the hallway as the fox was about to enter the kitchen, but he sidestepped and made a sweeping gesture to let us pass.

      “I assume you will speak to me after you interrogate my sharp-beaked cousin? She is in the hall, playing billiards.” He winked at me again, and my heart fluttered against my will.

      I couldn’t stop myself from interacting. “Is she a good player?”

      “She is always four steps ahead, but when things go badly, she struggles to recover. I will get myself a drink and comfort my youngest cousin. She is always in over her head.”

      We went down the hall and into the smoking room. The swan had her back to us, her feathered butt waggling back and forth as she lined up a shot. She hit the cue hard, far harder than necessary. It hit the nine ball, which bounced into the corner of the pocket and might have gone in with a gentle tap but instead bounced out.

      “Oh, screw you, you little—” She cut herself off when Bear loudly coughed in the door.

      She spun around. For a split second, the ugly expression on her face was present before she wiped it clear. “Pardon me. I’ve never been a gracious loser.”

      “The harder you hit, the smaller the pocket,” Bear observed.

      She seemed to fight the urge to tell him her thoughts on that matter before gaining control of her temper. “I know how to play pool. It was just a poor shot, and you can’t blame me. This is a stressful evening. Someone killed my cousin, and now I am being held hostage until you figure out who did it.”

      “When did you arrive?” Bear leaned against the desk in the corner while I sat down to observe their interaction.

      “I arrived second. My cousin was trying to convince Auntie to change her mind and doing a lousy job of it. He is all brute-force. He treats Auntie like an idiot, which is not the way to get anything done. He’s just like his younger brother.”

      “The man in the fox outfit? He also treats her like an idiot?”

      “Yes, him. Only in the sense that he thinks she believes his clever act. He is always buttering her up with compliments and jokes. She likes him well enough, but no one could possibly buy all the winking and flirting.” She cut her eyes to me quickly before looking back at Bear.

      My cheeks heated up briefly at her unspoken accusation even more so because I knew she was right. I did buy his act, and darned if I could help it.

      “He came in the door just a few minutes after me. We tried to have some pleasant conversation, but then the heir apparent came in.” She said it with such condescension. I could believe she killed him from that statement alone.

      She either didn’t care or didn’t know how her tone had shifted to pure venom. “He swanned in, excuse the pun”—she gestured to her swan outfit—“and no one else mattered but him. Auntie about fell over herself paying attention to him, and she announced that tonight she was naming her heir. It was pretty obvious who the choice would be. My big, bulky cousin went to go play billiards, and my sly cousin went to make himself one of those mixed drinks he loves. My younger sister was late, so Auntie called us back together then sent me to get a tray of the red velvet cupcakes she had brought as a special treat. Sent me, like a maid. We ate then sat around having awkward small talk until my sister showed up. Auntie was ready for her big announcement, but instead, the lights went out, and bam, he was dead.”

      Bear watched her carefully. Her emotions had been relatively steady the whole time. “Who do you think will be the heir now?”

      “It should be me. I’m the smartest of the bunch, but Auntie is intimidated by smart women.”

      “Your younger sister gets along with her. Takes her to all her appointments.”

      “She told you that, did she? Did she mention that Auntie pays her a healthy sum for that help? A few ounces of gold a trip.”

      The swan swiveled her head on that long, elegant neck of hers. “There have been times I was tempted to take over, but my sister is so meek and submissive, I’d probably strangle the old lady the first day. Don’t get me wrong. I love Auntie, but yeesh, she can be difficult. Probably best that I’m not the heir. It will probably be one of the cousins. The older one is too much of a blockhead, so probably the younger one. She likes him a lot despite him being a cheesy suck-up. Some women like that.” She gave me a pointed glare before looking back to Bear.

      “Who else do you need to talk to? I’ll send them back.” She walked to the doorway.

      “Your flirty cousin, please.”
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      Apparently just smiling at a guy meant I deserved being given a hard time. I checked my watch both to hide my blush and see how long until Vanessa and Bitty returned. The time had flown by. They would be here any minute.

      I twisted my arm and tapped my watch.

      Bear nodded. “I think we almost have everything we need.”

      The fox strode in and, light as a feather, jumped up to sit on the edge of the pool table, facing us. “What can I do you for?”

      Bear shrugged in a mimic of the fox’s casual nature. “Who do you think did it?”

      “That’s your job.” He gave me a dazzling smile before it faltered. Either he was great at shielding his emotions, or he genuinely was overcome with sadness. “It must have been someone outside the family. My brother is a blockhead, but he couldn’t plan something like this to save his life. And both girls are ill-suited. The oldest didn’t want it bad enough, and the youngest one is just too timid. And I know it wasn’t me.”

      “Tell me about your evening from the time you arrived until now.”

      “Oh.” He was genuinely confused, losing his bluster. “I arrived and came in. Auntie and my cousin in the swan outfit were talking, and I went to make a drink.” He lifted up the glass at his side and waggled it at us before finishing off the red icy mix.

      “Your brother was there?”

      “Was he?” His eyebrows knit together. “Yes, I guess he was because he asked if I wanted to play pool, but I wasn’t in the mood. But wait… everyone was there at that point. I don’t know when he arrived. I think it was before me because… dash it all.” His frustration and confusion came off as boyish, especially when his bangs fell across his eyes as he looked at the floor.

      “What is in your drink?” Bear asked.

      “My own creation. Two parts cranberry juice to one part each of vodka, gin, rum, and Kahlua then blended. I normally only have one at the start of the evening, but no one can fault me tonight. It was a rough night.”

      Mages had a higher alcohol tolerance than any human I knew, but that quantity of hard alcohol could take down an elephant.

      Bear took over again. “So the only place you went was the kitchen?”

      “Yes, sir. Then we had that unfortunate murder, and look at how I’m dressed. Just disgraceful. Then I went to the ladies’ parlor to check it out.”

      “What did you think of it?” I interrupted.

      “It was cute, with its little couches and yellow teapot. Very feminine and girlie. Then I went back to the kitchen for another drink, and then…” He stared off into space for so long that I thought he had forgotten we were there. “My cousin came in to tell me that you wanted to speak to me.”

      Bear tipped his head to the side. “And you played pool with your cousin?”

      “I what? No, I told you that my brother asked, but I declined.”

      “That was before the murder. Remember, just a little bit ago we passed you as we left the kitchen, and you said your ‘sharp-beaked’ cousin was playing pool? Did you play a game with her?”

      “That’s right.” He snapped his fingers and almost lost his balance on the table. “I went to the bathroom, and she asked me to play pool, but I was a bit parched, so I said no and went to the kitchen. Sorry about that. Just slipped my mind.”

      The doorbell rang, signaling what I hoped was the final clue about to fall into place.
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      Bear and I exchanged a glance. I nodded to him.

      “We’re on the same page?” he asked.

      “I think so. I’ll gather everyone into the library, and you can go with Bitty to find… it. And bring Suzanna with you afterward.”

      Fox was watching us with confusion painted all over his face.

      I gestured for him to follow me. “Come on.”

      He offered me his arm, which I took mostly for his sake, as he looked ready to tip over. He patted my hand as we walked to the library. He let out a noise that was a burp-hiccup hybrid. “Pardon me. I don’t understand what’s happening.”

      “I know, and that’s the problem.” We entered the library, where the mouse, the swan, and the rhino were already sitting in opposite corners. I gestured to a chair by the fireplace. “Why don’t you sit down?”

      He shook his glass at me. “Or I could refill this.”

      I took the glass. “I’ll do that for you.” I stepped into the hallway just as Bear escorted Vanessa and Bitty down the hall. I gave them a little finger wave then went into the kitchen. I rinsed out the glass and filled it with water, then dumped the rest of the red velvet cupcakes into the trash for good measure.

      By the time I was done, they were coming down the hallway again. Suzanna was slightly bleary-eyed from her nap, and Bear gently directed her into the library. “We’ll be just a minute, then we can sort this out.”

      I crouched down to Bitty. “Did you have a nice time?”

      She nodded. “I got so much candy!” She had the bottom of her oversized shirt pulled up to make a pouch that was overflowing. The pockets of her pants were equally lumpy.

      I smiled and turned to Vanessa. “We’re almost done. I just want to see this play out. Why don’t you and Bitty sort her candy in the kitchen?”

      “Sure, but you have to tell me everything in the car.”

      “Deal.” With them gone, it was just Bear and me left. “Was it in there?” I gestured to the teapot in his hands.

      He nodded. “We didn’t really need it.”

      “I know, but it will be such a great ta-da! moment.”

      “Do you want to do this?”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Can I? Interrupt me if I am doing anything wrong. Hold the teapot behind your back until I turn to you.”

      “I think I know how to do a big reveal,” he grumbled.

      We entered the room, and I waited until everyone turned to face me, then I cleared my throat. “First, let me ask one last round of questions.” I skipped the fox since we had just finished with him. I turned to Suzanna first. “Do you already know who you would pick as your heir now that option one is gone?”

      “Well… I-I don’t think I want to say,” she stammered briefly.

      “You don’t have to say who, but you already know, don’t you?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I believe I do.”

      “And you’ve told others, haven’t you?”

      She avoided my eyes. “I suppose word could have gotten out at the beauty parlor.”

      I turned to the swan. “You brought in the food this evening. Was the tray already loaded, or did you do that yourself? One for each person present?”

      “Yes, but that is what I was told to do. It wasn’t like—”

      I cut her off with a jab of a finger at the mouse. “You, have you left this room since you came from the ladies’ parlor? Perhaps you got hungry or thirsty for a treat.”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t like frosting or alcohol.”

      I turned to the rhino. “What is your preferred game when the pool table is free?”

      “Eight-ball, of course.” His stony face showed as much confusion as his blockhead would allow.

      I nodded at Bear, who was following my questions.

      He mouthed, “You got it.”

      I cleared my throat to begin my speech. “Let me tell you what happened tonight. When your auntie said that she would announce the heir early tonight, and it was clear who it would be, someone decided to act fast. They got the key to the safe from the smoking room then went to the ladies’ parlor to get the potion. They sprinkled the potion over the food that everyone ate then waited. When everyone arrived and Auntie was ready to announce it, someone used the migraine potion to block out all sound and light and activated the hair-dye spell. It was the kind of potion that would be dormant until some magic was pressed into it. Everyone present had ingested it, but since only the future heir was allergic, only he died.”

      Whatever reaction I had hoped for didn’t happen. They listened, but nothing I had said so far was a surprise, as that was virtually the only way things could have played out. But only one person knew what happened after that. I watched everyone carefully for their responses to the next part.

      “Afterward, when your auntie called in Bear, the killer got nervous. They still had the key to the safe, but with everyone around, they couldn’t unload it, so they went to the ladies’ parlor and put it in…”

      I turned to Bear, and from behind his back, he revealed the pink teapot. Lifting the lid, he removed the key from inside.

      I felt a spike of panic, but it was so well controlled that I was unable to pin down where it came from. They had always known finding the key was a possibility.

      I looked around. “When Suzanna went into the ladies’ parlor with us, I noticed the pink teapot. But”—I gestured to the fox—“he just referred to a yellow teapot. Bear, what did you find when you went into the parlor just now?”

      Bear looked grimly around the group. “I went in there, and there was a small yellow teapot out, and under the couch, I found this.” He lifted the original pink teapot. “It was the only thing in there big enough to hold the key. The killer stashed the key in it then switched it for another teapot that had been on a shelf behind the door.”

      I picked up where he left off. “The pink teapot had been out when I poked my head in originally, and just a few minutes later, we returned to find”—I pointed to the fox and mouse—“in the ladies’ parlor. At any point, did anyone join you in there?”

      The mouse was wide-eyed and shook her head. “No, it was just us.”

      The fox tipped his head. “Right, what are you getting at?”

      I continued. “Suzanna kicked them out and has been in there napping ever since, so the only time the killer could have switched the teapots and put a key in one was when those two were in there. But only one of them admits to being in the kitchen prior to the poisoning—a trip that would raise no concern from anyone because they always make their special drink at a family, or any, event. Someone who everyone knew was the next in line to be heir. Isn’t that right?” I pointed accusingly at the fox.

      The reaction I had hoped for occurred. Gasps and shocked exclamations filled the room.

      Suzanna grabbed a kerchief to her face. “I was such a fool.”

      Tears welled up in the mouse’s eyes. “You must have done that when my back was turned. Why?”

      The fox leaped to his feet, unsteady as they were. He half fell onto the mouse’s chair and squeezed her shoulder. “It’s okay, little cousin. I’m innocent, and I will prove it… somehow.”

      “He’s right,” I shouted over the general noise and waited until I had everyone’s attention, “because he’s being framed.”
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      The tone in the room shifted to confusion.

      Suzanna slammed the arm of the chair. “You just said that he did it. Now you are saying he was framed? Just speak clearly!”

      The swan jumped up and stalked toward me. “Don’t you dare try to pin this on me just because I went to the kitchen. I didn’t even want to do that.”

      The rhino’s face slowly changed expressions as he lumbered from the chair. “Wait a second. You’re not thinking I did it, are you?”

      “No, sit down, both of you. Neither of you did it. The only other person in the ladies’ parlor did it.” I waited until everyone turned their eyes to the mouse quivering in her chair.

      She looked around with big eyes. “What? Me? I only arrived as Auntie was about to announce the heir. I wasn’t even here when everyone ate the red velvet cupcakes!”

      “Right,” I countered. “Then you went to the ladies’ parlor and back here, never leaving again.”

      “Exactly. So you see, I couldn’t have done it.”

      I attempted to hide my smile. “Then how did you know that the potion was on red velvet cupcakes, if you never went into the kitchen?”

      The tone of the room shifted, and they all watched the mouse more closely as she stammered, “I must have heard someone mention it earlier. You asked if she put the cupcakes on a tray! That is when I heard.”

      “No, I was very careful to not say what food, and she didn’t mention it either. Plus, you said earlier that you didn’t like frosting. That was the first slipup. But that isn’t the only thing you screwed up. Let me tell everyone what you did.”

      I paused dramatically. I had always enjoyed being the center of attention. “You came in through the unlocked door and overheard your auntie saying that she was going to announce the heir. You panicked and ran up the stairs to come up with a plan, but by the time you had committed to murder, your cousin was already in the smoking room, where the key was hidden. But when he went to the bathroom, you ran in, and do you know how I know this?”

      She shook her head. “I did no such thing.”

      I pressed on. “You said he had time to set up the murder while playing billiards. How did you know he was playing billiards?”

      “He always does that.”

      “But you knew exactly what game he played. You made a reference to him knocking around the stripe and solids. Stripe, singular. He told us in private earlier that he was playing nine-ball, which is played with all eight solid balls and one striped ball, the nine ball. It is a thinking player’s game, where you need to plan ahead and even account for the possibility of not making your shot. Neither of those things are his strengths, and he admitted it is not his preferred game. Only way you would know what he was playing is if you went into that room midgame.”

      I could feel and see that I was winning over the room. The way they watched her had shifted from shock to cold realization.

      “Then you went to the ladies’ parlor and got the poison. Running down the hall to the kitchen, you sprinkled it over all the cupcakes then hid somewhere, maybe in the pantry, or went out the front door. What amazing luck that they decided to eat the cupcakes before you ‘arrived.’” I put little air quotes around it to stress the timeline.

      The mouse was shaking her head in protest, but everyone else was hanging on my every word.

      “Afterward, you made your way into the library and said you had just arrived. No one thought to question you, then bada bing, bada boom, murder. But that is not the end of it. You didn’t plan for an investigation to start immediately, did you? You still had the key on you. Maybe you even overheard that the little girl in the kitchen was a finder. If you had the key on you, then you would be caught.”

      “No! You are just making this up.” She turned to Suzanna with pleading eyes.

      Suzanna looked at me. “Go on.”

      “While everyone was fighting and we went to the kitchen, you raced to the bathroom. Maybe to use it or to splash water on your face or to think of a new plan. That was when I peeked into the ladies’ parlor and noticed all the pink. Pink teapot, pink teacups, pink couches. I also noticed that the door to the bathroom was closed though I didn’t realize it was a bathroom at the time. When we went into the smoking room, you raced into the ladies’ parlor to ditch the key. You dumped the key in the teapot and hid it somewhere, then grabbed the smaller teapot and put it in its place. You probably planned to run back before anyone noticed you missing, but it was too late. Your dear, sweet drunk cousin came to check on you, and that gave you an idea. You kept him there until we found you both, putting him near the key, if it was ever discovered.”

      The fox had been following my explanation, though he always seemed several steps behind, but suddenly his face lit up. “You told me that you were scared to be alone but really needed some quiet. You insisted I come in and visit with you.”

      If even he was putting it together, then I assumed everyone was following. “We kicked you both out, and you were quite happy to go back to the library and wait things out. If we were going to blame anyone, it would be him.”

      “Anyone could have poisoned those cupcakes anytime today,” the mouse countered.

      “No, they were brought to the house only a few minutes before the murder.”

      She shook her head. “Fine, I admit I was here earlier, but it isn’t what you think. I arrived and heard them talking about naming the heir. I just wasn’t ready to face everyone. They are always fighting and so mean to me. Or drunk.” She glared at the fox. “I saw the cupcakes and the nine-ball game. You were right about that. But I wasn’t lying about being scared, and I don’t know anything about the key or murder. I don’t even have a motive. He was going to be named heir. He’s the only one here with a motive.” She jabbed a finger at the fox.

      Everyone’s head swung toward him.

      “You knew that as well. You took your auntie to the parlor every week, where you overheard her talk, and to the doctor once a week, and each time you got an ounce or two of gold. I did the math, that adds up to almost a quarter of a million a year in US dollars. You didn’t need to be the heir to inherit. You were better off with no heir, but if there was going to be an heir, the best choice was your drunk cousin who wouldn’t notice what was going on. You know, your auntie seems like a pretty healthy woman, other than her worsening migraines. I wonder why she had to go to the doctor every week. Perhaps someone who was comfortable with poison and often in her company was—”

      The mouse darted to her feet and was gone from the library before I could blink. Bear was faster than me but still several steps behind. From the hallway came a yelp then a scream of pain. I got to the hallway to find Patagonia sitting on top of the mouse, who was on the ground, clutching her clearly broken wrist.

      Bear went over to detain her, calling out to me, “I’ve got it under control. Great job in there, but maybe next time a little less drama?”

      I nodded. “Hey, I saw my chance and took it. I’ll catch up later.”

      I went into the kitchen. Bitty had chocolate smeared from the corner of her mouth to her hair, and she was shoving a full candy bar into her mouth like she was worried someone was going to take it away any second. “Ease up, Bitty. You don’t have to eat it all tonight. I still have a lot to teach you about trick-or-treating, and trust me, murder’s not a normal part.” I grabbed an empty bag off the counter and started collecting Bitty’s candy for her. “I can’t wait to tell you what happened, but first I need a couple of these candy bars to get the taste of red velvet cupcake out of my mouth.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Interested in learning more about Ella, Patagonia and the whole gang? Visit Nikki’s website for more books, information and sign up for a newsletter and receive another free short story. http://nikkihaverstock.com/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Nikki Haverstock is a writer who lives on a small ranch high in the Rocky Mountains. She has studied comedy writing at Second City and has published 13 cozy and paranormal mysteries that are heavy on the humor.

      

      Before fleeing the city, she hosted a competitive archery reality show, traveled the world to study volcanoes, taught archery and computer science at a university and worked on her family's ranch herding cattle. Nikki has more college degrees than she has sense and hopefully one day she will put one to work.

      

      Nikki likes to write comedy pieces that focus on the everyday humor of friends, family and the absurdity of life. She tried stand up but the cattle weren't impressed.

      

      Follow Nikki Haverstock online at:

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

        [image: BookBub] BookBub

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Graveyard Gala

          

        

        
          Danielle Garrett

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It’s Halloween in Beechwood Harbor and the resident ghosts are throwing a once-in-an-afterlife extravaganza! Spunky witch Holly Boldt and a few of her supernatural roommates score invites to the living-impaired soirée, and it’s a good thing they do—because a dangerous curse threatens the entire community of spirits on the most magical night of the year. Holly has to act fast, or risk losing her spectral friends ... forever.
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      “Can someone please take a picture of this kitchen and then show it to me next year when I start dreaming up ideas for a Halloween party?”

      I smiled at Evangeline’s request, even as I added a hearty nod of agreement. The party was a blast, but the kitchen was ravaged in the aftermath. It was hard to remember all the fun we’d had while staring at stacks upon stacks of dishes and trash. Empty punch bowls and party serving trays lay abandoned on the table behind us, looking as if a flock of vultures had buzzed through the party at some point, leaving nothing but crumbs and unwanted garnishes behind. I didn’t even want to know how many empty candy wrappers we’d have to sweep up—the festive-themed wrappers dotted the floors like peanut shells after a baseball game.

      “I’ll take the picture, but I’m not going to try to talk you out of throwing it again next year,” Adam St. James, our resident shifter, declared as he raised his smartphone to snap a shot of the wreckage.

      Evangeline’s grimace melted into a smile. “It was pretty fun, wasn’t it? The costume party was the perfect idea, Holly.”

      I took a formal bow. “Thank you, thank you.”

      I’d shucked out of my own costume about ninety seconds after the last guest was shepherded out the door. The glittery pleather thigh-high boots that went with my disco-girl party dress were fantastic but hell on my high arches. My auburn hair was still teased to within an inch of its life in a poofy updo held back with a colorful silk sash tied to one side of my head. A pair of spangly earrings and a face full of thick makeup completed the look.

      In hindsight, the hair and makeup probably looked a little crazy now that I’d lost the costume and slipped into my faded Disneyland t-shirt and cotton pajama pants with a hot pink Minnie Mouse ear print, but Evangeline had worked so hard on it, I didn’t have to heart to scrub away all of her artistry just yet.

      “It’s times like these that I envy Merlin,” I said glumly, my eyes feeling heavier with each pass over the stacks of dishes. “You know, that scene from Sword and the Stone, when they’re in the castle? All he has to do is wave his wand and all dishes magically do themselves.”

      “I love that scene!” Evangeline smiled and then ticked her fingers in the air, conducting the tune as she started to hum the music. “Do-da-la-dee do dum, do-da-la-dee. Bump, bump, bump!”

      Hey, even witches like Disney magic.

      Adam rolled the sleeves up on his button-up flannel shirt. “This is why people use paper cups and plates,” he muttered. “Lacey doesn’t live here anymore, remember?”

      A wistful smile pulled at my lips at the thought of our former vampire roommate. She’d always been the party planner of the house and I could only imagine her face if we’d dared to suggest paper products for one of her parties. “To be fair, Lacey served a lot less food at her vamp soirées,” I pointed out. “Less food. Less dishes.”

      Evangeline snorted. “Besides, it’s 2019, Adam. We have to think eco-friendly. Go green!”

      She resumed humming her song and started stacking the party trays on the table.

      He shrugged. “They make biodegradable stuff, don’t they? Holly could have thrown it all in a compost heap for her garden beds.”

      “Hmm.” Evangeline tapped a finger thoughtfully against her lips for a moment before raising it with purpose. “Next year!”

      Adam shuffled to the sink and cranked on the hot water. He squirted a glob of clear dish soap into the sink, and it wasn’t long before bubbles filled the basin to the brim. “Who’s washing and who’s drying?”

      I groaned as I bent over to retrieve a pair of rubber gloves from underneath the sink. “I’ll wash.”

      Adam snapped a dishtowel over his shoulder and joined me at the sink. Evangeline placed the stack of trays beside the sink on the L-shaped counter and then grabbed the broom from the shallow closet by the back door. We made it halfway through the carnage when a soft pop sounded, and Gwen, one of Beechwood Harbor’s friendliest ghosts, materialized. “Hello!” she bellowed before her wide smile drooped. “Cleaning up already?”

      I pointed at the large clock above the kitchen door. “It’s ten-thirty, Gwen.”

      “Shoot! I was hoping I was in time to make a very late but highly fashionably entrance!”

      Ghosts often lost track of time. They weren’t bound to it in the same way most humans were. They didn’t have schedules to keep, appointments to make, or any kind of inner countdown ticking away the remaining minutes and hours of their mortal lives.

      Being dead had its perks.

      “Are you still coming to the Graveyard Gala?” Gwen asked with a note of eagerness. “It technically starts at eleven, but I was planning on showing up a few minutes early so I can see who comes with who.”

      Evangeline smiled. “Is there a burgeoning ghost romance we should know about?”

      “Besides you and Hayward,” I added. “Word around town is that the two of you are hot and heavy these days.”

      Gwen laughed off the question. “Oh, you know me. I like to keep tabs on everyone. As for me and Hayward, we’re enjoying each other's company.”

      “Uh huh,” Evangeline replied, tossing me a knowing look. I bit back a smile. Gwen was the gossip juggernaut in town, but when it came to discussing her own love life, she clammed right up.

      Gwen clasped her hands together and surged off the floor a few inches. “The party is going to be so much fun! You just have to come. Please?!”

      I looked at Adam, and he frowned. A few weeks back, when Gwen first invited us, I’d run the idea past him but none of us had committed. At present, we’d all hit the end of our candy-fueled sugar rush and were ready to crash out for the night.

      “I don’t know, Gwen,” I said slowly. “You really don’t think it would be weird for us to tag along? I mean, it’s a ghost party. Doesn’t that kind of imply it’s not meant for the … uh … living?”

      Gwen flapped a hand. “Everyone knows you all aren’t normal.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Adam quipped.

      Gwen slapped her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide. “I didn’t mean to—”

      I held up a hand. “Gwen, he’s kidding. We know what you meant.”

      “You think you’d be used to the sarcasm, spending as much time as you do with Flapjack,” Adam added.

      Evangeline snorted. “He is quite the character.”

      “That’s a word for it,” I muttered. “If you ask me, there’s a reason cats shouldn’t be able to talk.”

      I quickly peeked over my shoulder, relieved that my own feline familiar wasn’t lounging on his cat bed in the corner. Boots was an orange tabby that had more or less adopted me back when I was still in academy. I loved him more than life itself, but if I ever got three wishes, giving him the ability to speak English wouldn’t be among them. Flapjack, on the other hand, was a ghost cat. He belonged to Scarlet Sanderson, Beechwood Harbor’s resident ghost whisperer, and he never shut up. Never. Ever.

      Not too long after Scarlet moved to town, Flapjack realized that I could see and hear him and made it a habit of popping into Siren’s Song, the local coffee shop, whenever I was working a shift. One minute, I’d be frothing some coconut milk, counting down the espresso pour, and the next—bam!—a floating cat right above the bean hopper. He’d hang around for an hour or so, regaling me with commentary about customer’s fashion sense, sharing long-winded movie reviews or, if he was really bored, he’d rattle off obscene knock-knock jokes he’d picked up in his two-plus decades-long afterlife.

      “I guess I don’t have a sarcasm radar as much as I have a Flapjack radar,” Gwen told Adam.

      Evangeline carried a stack of clean dessert plates across the kitchen to their proper cupboard. “Tell us about the party, Gwen. Who all is going to be there?”

      “Everyone!” Gwen exclaimed, her easy smile back in place. “All the ghosts from Beechwood Harbor and then some! I think we even have some Seattleites coming in on the bus.”

      “Wow. Really?” I rinsed a glass and set it on the drain board. “That’s a long way to travel for a party.”

      “This isn’t just any old party, Holly. It’s the annual Graveyard Gala!” Gwen fanned her hands in front of her, as if framing glittering letters on a Broadway marquee. “See, on Halloween, the barrier between this world and the Otherworld is at its thinnest. Magic is sharp and powerful. Anything is possible!”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Is that a good thing?”

      “We ghosts feel more alive on Halloween,” Gwen replied eagerly. “Last year, three residents were reminiscing about playing musical instruments when they were alive and then, out of nowhere, their instruments appeared in their hands, as if conjured or something. They played their hearts out! They’ll be there again tonight. This year they even gave themselves a name—the Grateful Not-So-Dead—isn’t that clever?”

      Soapsuds dripped on the counter as Adam paused his washing and turned to look at Gwen. “So, you’re saying normally they don’t have access to those instruments? Only once a year, on Halloween?”

      Gwen nodded. “That’s right! No one could explain it. They were just talking about playing and then all of a sudden, poof, there they were. A guitar and a trumpet and a keyboard.”

      “What other kinds of things have happened?” I asked, my drying duties all but forgotten.

      “We can change our appearances and finally get some new clothes!” Gwen exclaimed, but her smile drooped a little half a heartbeat later. “Granted, they never last beyond midnight.”

      “So, it’s basically Cinderella but with ghosts?” Adam said.

      Gwen shrugged. “No one really has much of an explanation for it. All I know is that I’ve been dreaming up my gown all year, and tonight, I’ll finally get to wear it!”

      I smiled at the silver spark in her eyes. “Well then what are you waiting for? You’ve got a party—no, a gala, waiting on you!”

      “I’m on my way,” she said, “but I was really hoping you all would come, too.”

      Adam rinsed the plate in his hand and passed it to me. “Sorry, Gwen, but I think we’re in for the night. We’ve got a lot of cleaning left to do, and it’s a weeknight. We’ve all got work in the morning.”

      Gwen floated back down to the floor, her feet landing silently on the wooden planks. “All right.”

      Evangeline chewed her lower lip for a moment and cast a quick glance at me before raising one finger. “I’ll go with you, Gwen.”

      Gwen brightened. “You will?”

      Evangeline nodded. “Sure. I’ve never been to a ghost party before. It sounds fun.”

      Adam shifted his gaze to mine and my expression pinched as a niggling sense of guilt crept up on me. “I’ll go, too,” I said, turning away from Adam and back toward Gwen.

      Adam sighed and plunged his hands back into the soapy water.

      I winced. “Are you sure you don’t want to go?” I asked him tentatively.

      “Yeah, it’s fine. You two go on ahead. I’ll finish up these last few dishes, come make an appearance and walk you back home.”

      A smile tugged at my lips. Adam was a shifter with the ability to transform into a powerful, Bull Mastiff-sized beast. But we both knew that if push came to shove in a fight, my magic could trounce him. I didn’t need a magical bodyguard. But still, it was the thought that counted.

      Evangeline linked her arm through mine and then frowned down at my thin pajama bottoms. “Maybe we should change first?” she suggested lightly. “You know, since everyone else will be fancy.”

      “I am not wearing go-go boots to a graveyard,” I told her.

      Adam snorted. “Well there’s a hot fashion rule you won’t read about in Cosmo.”
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      The ghostly graveyard gala was hosted at Beechwood Harbor’s only public cemetery. The small coastal town was home to less than three thousand residents, and while there were two churches, each with their own small selection of plots, there was one common burial ground where most residents were laid to rest. I’d been past the graveyard many times, but had never had occasion to pass through its iron gates. Tonight, the gates were locked tight—no problem for ghosts, but a little trickier for a pair of witches.

      Gwen slipped through the bars without so much as a second thought, but she stopped a few paces up the driveway and turned back toward us. “Oh! Right. Let me see, Sturgeon said he put a key for the lock in the lion’s mouth. What could that mean?”

      Evangeline lifted her hand and gestured at the pair of stone lions, each standing guard on either side of the gate.

      Gwen laughed. “Oh, that Sturgeon. Always so literal!”

      I conjured a ball of light and tossed it toward the one on the left. A gleam caught my eye and I had Evangeline give me a slight boost to retrieve the key inside the stone beast’s gaping maw. “Clever,” I said, stepping back down to release the padlock.

      “Who is Sturgeon?” Evangeline asked.

      “He’s a ghost. One of the few in town who can move physical objects,” another voice answered from behind us.

      We whipped around and found Scarlet Sanderson smiling at us from the sidewalk. She raised a hand and waved. “What brings you two out to the graveyard? Looking for some Samhain mischief?”

      “Something like that,” I replied, grinning at her.

      Flapjack, the Himalayan ghost cat, strutted around Scarlet’s legs and swished his fluffy tail as he considered the scene beyond the gates.

      “Why does it have to be in a graveyard?” he asked, his whiskers twitching as he wrinkled his nose. “Was the Marriott booked already?”

      “I swear, finding something innocuous to complain about is your superpower,” Scarlet groaned.

      I snorted but looked away when the ghost cat’s eyes shot a glower in my direction.

      “Come on!” Gwen exclaimed impatiently.

      I turned back to answer her and realized that somewhere in the last minute and a half, she’d transformed. Her 70s-era floral-print romper was gone, replaced by a glittering silvery gown fit for a queen of old.

      My eyes widened. “Gwen! Your dress!”

      She smiled like a cat that ate the canary and did an unprompted spin, sending the layers of semi-transparent gossamer flying. I blinked a few times, wondering if it was a trick of the lighting. I swore the gown almost looked solid, instead of the semi-transparent glow ghosts had the other 364 days of the year.

      “It’s beautiful!” Scarlet added, coming up the walk to join us. “How did you do it?”

      “I don’t know!” Gwen replied with a happy little giggle. “It’s magic!”

      Flapjack stalked past us. “Whatever it is, it’s in my way.”

      “Happy Halloween to you, too,” Gwen muttered as the impatient feline swished past her. “It looks like everyone was eager to get the party started early,” she said.

      The graveyard beyond was humming with activity. As promised, a band of ghosts played music for everyone—a punchy number that had a distinctly 80s flair. Some ghosts danced, everyone in an array of outfits as they’d all seemingly picked up on the same magical thread Gwen tapped into in creating her glorious ball gown.

      Flapjack appeared to be the only non-human ghost, an anomaly that still surprised me. How had the cat managed to linger on earth as a ghost? I’d never met or heard of an animal spirit before meeting Scarlet and Flapjack—even Scarlet couldn’t explain it, and she was the ghost expert. She’d traveled the world prior to settling down in Beechwood Harbor and had never met another one.

      They’d broken the mold after making him, that was for certain—a decision that was likely for the best.

      “This is so exciting!” Scarlet said, drawing my attention back to her and Gwen. “Holly, I didn’t know you were coming!”

      “Last minute decision,” I replied. “I’m glad we did, though. This is amazing!”

      A cheer went up and silvery blue fireworks exploded overhead.

      “Whoa!” Evangeline, Scarlet, and I all said in unison.

      “Ooo! He did it!” Gwen said, bouncing in place. “Sturgeon said he was working on some pyrotechnics. And before you worry,” she said quickly turning back toward us, “the humans can’t see or hear any of this, just like any other time.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “Earlier today, I cruised through Lucky Lady and no one heard or saw me, so I guess the magic isn’t strong enough to fully place us back on the plane you occupy.”

      “Hmm.” I bobbed my head, though I still wasn’t sure I understood how any of it actually worked.

      “Do you need me to make any introductions?” Gwen asked without looking at us.

      Her gaze was focused intently on her beau, Hayward Kensington III, who stood gallantly waiting for her across the graveyard. Hayward was an old timer who’d expired in old timey England. He’d fallen from a balcony at the Vienna Opera House and remained permanently encased in his formal white tie garb, complete with a top hat and gloves. Normally, the pair were Yin and Yang—an Oxford gentleman and a 70s flower child. He a bristled—though impeccably groomed—gentleman with a mustache and a penchant for calling everyone by formal titles. She, a willowy blonde with feather earrings and an easy smile.

      “Go on ahead,” Scarlet told her.

      Gwen shot off like a rocket to join the other ghosts. Within seconds, she was doing another spin, showing her dress off to Hayward and the other ghosts. Even from across the graveyard, the smitten look in Hayward’s eyes was unmistakable.

      “They really are the cutest,” Evangeline gushed. “I’m so happy for them.”

      “Me too,” Scarlet agreed. “Hayward’s been waiting a long time for someone like Gwen. I don’t think he knew he was missing something, but the instant he met her, it was obvious.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Why don’t you call Nicolas Sparks and tell him all about it?” Flapjack grumbled, stalking back into view.

      Scarlet rolled her eyes. “Why are you in such a sour mood?”

      “Who said I was?” Flapjack countered, swishing his tail. “But really, would it have killed them to find some fish for this party?”

      I opened my mouth, about to ask, but Scarlet raised a hand and shook her head. “Don’t.”

      A few ghosts approached us, members of Scarlet’s weekly ghost therapy sessions. Scarlet introduced me and Evangeline, though, as Gwen had pointed out, they already knew who we were by proxy. We mingled and danced among the ghosts. At one point, a car drove by, and Evangeline, Scarlet, and I ducked behind the central mausoleum. It wouldn’t be the weirdest thing to see a pair of people in a graveyard on Halloween, but I didn’t want to have to explain to a deputy what we were doing out there.

      I yawned loudly and sagged back against the wall, then looked at Scarlet. “Ugh. I think all the sugar I had at the party is officially out of my system now. I’m running on pixie dust.”

      Scarlet laughed. “Same. I ate my weight in fun-size candy bars down at the harvest festival while the trick or treaters came through. Then I had a red velvet cupcake and a pumpkin tart, too.” She grimaced and held a hand to her stomach. “I’m going to regret all of that in the morning.”

      “I see a lot of salads in my immediate future,” I agreed. “Vegetable penance.”

      Scarlet tapped at her watch and a soft light illuminated the screen. “It’s almost eleven o’clock.”

      “Well, it’s not like ghosts have a curfew. I’m pretty sure this thing goes until dawn,” I said. “Although, maybe with a little less magic once midnight strikes.”

      “Why?” Scarlet asked. “What happens after midnight?”

      I snorted softly. “I think they all turn into pumpkins.”

      “You’re the ghost expert, Scarlet,” Evangeline pointed out. “You’ve never seen this before?”

      Scarlet shook her head. “Nope. This is a first for me, too. I’ve heard ghosts talk about Halloween, of course, but I thought it was just a fun holiday for them. Ya know, the one night a year they can get a little poltergeist-y and get away with it. I didn’t expect this.”

      “Do you think anyone would be offended if we ducked out?” I asked, yearning for my soft flannel sheets and the warmth of Boots’s fur. No doubt, the tabby had already called it a night and was occupying the middle of the bed, snoozing away. “We put in an appearance, had some fun.”

      “I’m sure it would be—”

      Another round of ghost fireworks streaked into the sky, the explosion interrupting Scarlet.

      I peeked around the mausoleum’s wall to see the ghost’s reaction and another set of fireworks launched. “Looks like Sturgeon is having the time of his life … er, death?”

      Scarlet and Evangeline giggled. “He sure is.”

      The ex-Army sergeant stooped over to light the next set of fuses, the fireworks materializing out of thin air as soon as he launched off the previous set. He paused midway, bent over, a smile on his face.

      “Um, guys?” Evangeline said.

      I glanced at her and she raised a finger, gesturing at another cluster of ghosts, all of whom were frozen in place.

      I looked back at Sturgeon. He was stuck. Still in that half-bent posture, his fingers reaching for the fuse.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, looking to Scarlet.

      She pushed up from the ground, her eyes narrowed. “Something’s wrong.”

      I followed her gaze and saw Flapjack, frozen in midair, his legs stretched out as if he’d leapt off one headstone to jump to the next highest one. “Something is very, very wrong.”
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      All across the graveyard, every ghost was frozen. Most of the spirits wore happy expressions, caught in a merry conversation or mid-dance move. The band members had stilled, clasping their instruments, waiting to play a note that wasn’t coming.

      “I don’t understand,” Evangeline said, snapping her fingers in front of Gwen and Hayward’s smiling faces. “What happened?”

      “I—I don’t know,” I stammered as I slowly spun in a circle to take in the full weight of the situation. My gaze snagged on a pair of ghosts near the front gate of the graveyard, and my legs jumped into action seemingly of their own volition.

      “Oh no!” I gasped. “It’s Posy!”

      Posy and her husband Earl stood just on the other side of the gate as if they’d arrived moments before everything froze.

      “Evangeline! Posy and Earl are here, too!” I called over my shoulder. Posy ran the Beechwood Manor and served as our landlady. She and Earl were the town’s founders, and both had spent over a hundred years in ghost form.

      Evangeline raced over, one hand over her mouth.

      “I’m calling Adam,” I said, digging into the back pocket of the jeans I’d put on before leaving the house. I grabbed my cell phone, and with three taps, had Adam on the other end of the line. “Hey, gorgeous. Having fun at the boneyard bash?”

      “Something’s happened,” I replied, my throat tight. “Get here. Fast.”

      “On my way.” Adam disconnected without another word.

      Scarlet crossed the graveyard and stopped beside her airborne cat companion. “Flapjack? Can you hear us?” She leaned close, as if waiting for a whispered reply to come.

      Nothing but silence echoed through the graveyard, the merriment was gone, leaving a haunted shadow in its wake.

      Scarlet reached out and stroked Flapjack’s silvery fur. Normally, when a human—or any kind of supernatural—touched a ghost, they would pass right through. A cold sensation usually followed. It was uncomfortable but not painful and always fleeting. Scarlet’s fingers didn’t pass through Flapjack’s semi-transparent form, though. Instead, they rested in the thick fur, as if he were any other cat living on this side of the divide between the living and the dead.

      My eyes widened. “Scarlet, how are you doing that?”

      Evangeline reached out to touch the hand of the young man frozen to her left. She immediately shuddered and took a step back.

      “It’s a long story,” Scarlet said. She closed her eyes before I could press further, and I sucked in a breath and held it tight, waiting. A long moment passed, and I twitched my fingers, just to reassure myself that we hadn’t been frozen, too.

      Suddenly, Scarlet’s eyes popped open and went wide, her pupils huge and dark. She gasped for air as if she’d been sucked under water by a riptide and had to fight to get back to the surface again. Flapjack’s form flickered, fading almost to nothing at first, and then flashed back, more brightly than before. His previous momentum carried through and he sprang forward, completing the jump to the adjacent tombstone. He landed and shook his entire body. His fur stood on end, and his silvery eyes were as wide as Scarlet’s.

      I whipped around, scanning the graveyard. Scarlett’s magic had only worked on Flapjack; all the others were still frozen.

      “What happened to you?” I asked, not sure if the question was for Scarlet or Flapjack.

      Scarlet sagged backwards, still breathing heavily. She clutched one hand to her chest and wheezed.

      Evangeline placed a hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right? Do we need to call for a paramedic?”

      Scarlet shook her head but seemed unable to speak.

      Evangeline looked at me. “Holly?” she said, her voice trembling.

      Flapjack rallied and looked at his guardian. “Scar? What—what did you do?”

      Scarlet swallowed hard and braced herself against a three-foot statue of an angel that stood sentinel at the head of a grave. “I—I—there was a magic—web—”

      Evangeline squeezed Scarlet’s shoulder. “Slow down. Take your time.”

      “I don’t know what happened,” Flapjack interjected as Scarlet collected herself. “One minute I was here, thinking about how lame this party is, and then the next, I was gone. It was dark. I couldn’t see anyone else,” he paused and looked around at all of his fellow spirits, “then … then there was a voice. It was male. Deep. Gravely. Like that movie trailer guy, but if he smoked three packs a day.”

      “What did he say?” I asked him.

      “He said we’d reached the end of our time terrorizing those on this plane—he was a little dramatic—and that when the clock strikes midnight, we’ll all be saying goodbye and going back where we belong.”

      The cat sat down on his haunches and started smoothing out his ruffled fur, as if he hadn’t just delivered some kind of ghostified doomsday prophecy.

      “I caught your soul thread and pulled you back,” Scarlet finally mustered, her breath still shallow. “But it was like reeling in a hundred-pound tuna.”

      Flapjack cocked his head. “When have you ever reeled in a hundred-pound tuna? Also, it’s cruel to bring up tuna when you have none on hand to comfort me in my time of crisis.”

      I looked around at all of the ghosts gathered. There had to be close to a hundred. There was no way Scarlet would have enough mojo to reel them all back to the land of the living, even if we had all night. As it was, midnight was creeping up fast and if the words Flapjack heard were a real threat, we were already running out of time.

      Scarlet stabilized herself and went to the man beside Evangeline. She reached out but I stopped her, pushing her arm away before she made contact. “Scarlet, wait!”

      Her eyes snapped to mine. “We don’t have much time, Holly! They’re all in danger.”

      “Your powers aren’t limitless, Scarlet. And you’ve never hit rock bottom before, have you?”

      She hesitated just long enough that I knew the answer was no.

      “Well, speaking as someone who has, I can assure you, it’s highly not recommended,” I continued.

      Scarlet jerked her arms away from me and reached for the ghost again. “I can’t let them all … die, if that’s what’s happening here. Someone clearly has a hold over them.”

      “We don’t know who or what has them in its grip,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm and level. “You won’t be able to save them all in time. We need to get to the root of this problem. If we take it out, this spell, or enchantment, or … curse … will break.”

      “How do you know that?” Scarlet asked, desperation straining her voice.

      “It’s just how these things work,” I replied, hating how shallow it sounded as soon as the promise left my lips. “For every potion there is an antidote, and for every curse there is a way to break it.”

      “This isn’t Snow White or Sleeping Beauty, Holly!”

      Flapjack jerked his fuzzy chin toward the young man standing beside Evangeline. “That guy probably wouldn’t mind if you tried to kiss him back to life,” the cat drawled. “He checks out your rear every time he sees you.”

      “Not. Helping,” Scarlet bit out between clenched teeth.

      “These are your friends, Flapjack! Aren’t you at least a little concerned?” I asked.

      Flapjack swished his tail through the air. “What’s the worst that could happen? They all get sent to the Otherworld? That’s where we’re all supposed to be anyway, isn’t it?” He looked at Scarlet and then shrugged. “You ask me, whoever this guy is, he’s saving you a lot of time and trouble.”

      Murder flashed in Scarlet’s eyes. “You don’t mean that. What about Hayward? He’s your friend!”

      “He’s with Gwen. He’ll be happy wherever she is.”

      “You said you couldn’t see anyone else,” I countered. “How can you be sure they’re together?”

      Flapjack frowned, his silver whiskers twitching. “Can you send me back through?” he asked after a long pause. “Maybe I missed something. A door or that tunnel of light everyone fusses over.”

      “I don’t think there is a way to send you back,” Scarlet said, “and I wouldn’t, even if I could.”

      Flapjack looked across the graveyard, his gaze snagging on Hayward’s and Gwen’s silhouettes. “What do we do, then?”

      Scarlet didn’t answer him. She walked through the graveyard, weaving between headstones and statues and the larger family tombs. She looked at every face, even as her own grew more desperate.

      “Should we call the SPA?” Evangeline asked me.

      The Supernatural Protection Agency technically included ghosts in their jurisdiction, but as most ghosts were benign, I imagined most agents wouldn’t have a ton of experience working with them. Still, the more brains the better, especially as the ticking time clock was counting down all too quickly in the back of my head.

      Across the graveyard, Scarlet circled back to Gwen and Hayward. They were her other full-time companions. Her friends. She reached for Gwen’s hand, frozen in midair. From the look on Gwen’s face, she’d been telling a story. She always talked with her hands and at a mile-a-minute pace.

      Scarlet touched Gwen’s fingers. My muscles went tight.

      Evangeline pulled her phone from her purse. “I’m calling the agency!” she called loud enough that Scarlet could hear.

      “Scarlet,” I said, starting toward her, “let’s wait until the SPA gets here. They’ll be able to help.”

      She shook her head and closed her eyes. “I’m not waiting.”

      “Scar,” Flapjack said softly, casting me a withering glance. “Holly’s right. You can’t expend yourself like this. We don’t know what will happen.”

      She ignored us, and Gwen’s form pulsed the way Flapjack’s had. She’d almost reeled her back to this side. I held my breath.

      Gwen’s hand moved, her fingers twitching ever so slightly. Scarlet’s eyes popped open again as she gasped for breath. Gwen twitched and then froze again, only having moved her hand a few inches. Scarlet let out a sob and stumbled backward.

      I yelped as she pitched forward and quickly sidestepped to catch her before her head met the edge of a cold granite headstone. “Whoa!”

      “I—I’m fine, just let me—” Scarlet rallied and reached out for Gwen again, a desperate, almost manic look in her eyes.

      “Scar, no!” Flapjack yelped.

      I lunged forward and grabbed her around the waist. “Scarlet, stop!”

      It didn’t take much effort to pull her back. She was weakened and couldn’t put up a fight. She swore and kicked, but I held her tight. Her protests faded, and she dropped back cold in my arms.

      Her eyes were closed.

      “Scar! Of all the bullheaded things to do!” Flapjack leapt onto her chest and smashed his paws against her cheeks, trying to revive her.

      Evangeline rushed in to help, and we lowered Scarlet carefully to the ground. Flapjack’s efforts weren’t working. I felt for a pulse. It was weak, but she was still with us. Evangeline looked up at me, panic reflecting in her eyes. “Agent Bramble is on the way.”
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      Minutes later, a sporty sedan pulled up outside the gates and the driver killed the headlights before stumbling out. I left Scarlet, her head cradled in Evangeline’s lap, and ran across the graveyard to throw open the gate for Adam. He stuffed the keys to Evangeline’s car into the pocket of his jeans and stopped short when he caught sight of Posy and Earl in his peripheral. “What happened?” he asked, staring at the frozen pair.

      “We don’t know,” I replied, “everything was fine, and then all of a sudden, everything just … froze. All of the ghosts.” I cast a hand around and Adam took a few steps forward, taking in the entire scene. “Scarlet did some kind of soul magic and managed to drag Flapjack back to this side. He heard a voice on the other side. It told him that at midnight, all the spirits would be pushed to the Otherworld.”

      “Midnight?” He checked his phone. “That doesn’t leave much time. Is it some kind of spell?”

      “Scarlet hasn’t seen anything like it,” I replied. “She can’t pull them all back to this side. It takes too much out of her.”

      I gestured at Scarlet and Evangeline and Adam broke into a trot. “Scarlet? Are you all right? Did you call for an ambulance?”

      Scarlet shook her head.

      “What about Lucas? Is he in town?” he asked.

      A bolt of guilt rammed through my chest. Lucas! Of course, I should have called Lucas.

      “Agent Bramble is sending agents,” Evangeline told him.

      Scarlet moaned something and Flapjack jumped into midair, his back arching. “Scar! Can you hear me?”

      “Don’t … call … Lucas,” she said, each word labored.

      I looked at Adam. His jaw set firmly in place. I’d had more than my fair share of close calls with danger, to the point where my recklessness had almost cost me Adam. Naturally, it followed that he would want to call Lucas, Scarlet’s boyfriend, and tell him what was going on. If the roles were reversed and I was the one barely conscious on the ground, he would be furious if no one called him.

      “He can’t help us,” I said quietly to Adam. “He doesn’t have any magic. If he came here, all he would see is an empty graveyard.”

      Lucas was ex-military and good at just about everything, but when it came to ghosts and magic, he was limited by his humanity.

      “Are you sure, Scarlet?” Adam asked.

      She nodded and opened her eyes. “He’s in Seattle. There’s nothing he can do. By the time he got here it’d be … too late.”

      Adam pushed to his feet and looked around the graveyard. “What kind of magic would do this?” he wondered out loud.

      I shook my head. “And why? I mean, none of these ghosts are problematic or neighborhood menaces. Right, Scarlet?”

      Flapjack, still sitting on Scarlet’s chest, twisted around to look at me. “These stiffs are all boring as tilapia,” he said. “This lame excuse for a party is the most exciting thing any of them do in a year. Total waste of the afterlife, if you ask me.”

      “Of all the ghosts, she had to bring Flapjack back?” Adam muttered out one corner of his mouth.

      I suppressed a smile. “He’s her kitty cat. She had to save him first.”

      “I am not a kitty cat,” Flapjack groused.

      “I’m going to shift,” Adam said, “maybe I’ll be able to pick up a scent trail. Magic like this seems a little specific. Someone or something else was here recently. Or, maybe still is…”

      Icy fingers raked at my back, and I whipped around, wondering if he was right and there were little eyes watching us somewhere among the graves. The ball of light I’d conjured after arriving was still floating near the gate. I crooked my finger and called it forth before feeding it a little more magic. The orb grew, casting a larger swath of faint blue light over the graveyard.

      Adam went behind the tomb, and moments later, a large dog rounded the other side. In his beast form, Adam stood nearly to my hip, a hulking beast of a dog with thick black fur and massive paws. He brushed past me and then put his nose to the ground and started working his way through the graveyard.

      Scarlet pushed up to her elbows and shook her head.

      “Are you dizzy? Do you think you can stand?” Evangeline asked.

      “I’m all right,” Scarlet replied. “I just feel weak, like I ran a marathon.”

      Flapjack scoffed. “The day you run a marathon is the day I go to the Otherworld for real, because that shock with surely send me to the end of my tenth life.”

      Scarlet tried to smile but it was fleeting. “Yeah, yeah. We can’t all be as accomplished as you, Flapjack.”

      “The SPA is sending an agent to help,” I told her softly, keeping my doubts about their potential helpfulness to myself. “In the meantime, can you think of anyone who would want to send all the ghosts away? Have there been any problems, lately?”

      Scarlet ran weekly ghost support-group meetings out of her flower shop. It was her way of keeping from being bombarded by random spirits 24/7 as she tried to live her normal life.

      “Things have been relatively calm,” she said, the strength in her voice returning, though her skin was still pale and covered in a sheen of sweat. “I don’t even know how someone could be doing this. I’m still figuring out the full extent and purpose of my magic. I can’t imagine the strength it would take to capture all of these souls and hold them like this.”

      A sudden bark tore me from my thoughts before I could figure out my next question. “Adam?”

      The giant dog jerked his head, inviting us to follow. Evangeline helped Scarlet to her feet and supported her gently as we went to the spot Adam indicated. He pressed his nose into a small mound of dirt at the base of a young rose bush beside the tombstone of one Archer Welsch.

      “This dirt’s been disturbed,” I said. “What do you smell? Magic?”

      The dog lowered his head.

      “Don’t suppose anyone thought to pack a trowel,” I grumbled as I dropped to my knees.

      “I probably have a takeout cup in my car,” Evangeline offered. “Want me to go get it?”

      I shook my head and started digging, carefully moving the soil away with scooping motions. “That’s all right. I’m a gardener. I gave up on having nice nails about a decade ago.”

      Scarlet snorted. “Same. Being a florist is absolute hell on a manicure.”

      Adam joined me in the digging efforts. He moved cautiously, careful to not go too fast and risk damaging whatever had been buried in the hole. We got about six inches down when something poked into the side of my hand. I pulled the orb of light a little closer and brightened the glow before plucking the small peach-colored shard from the hole.

      “What in the Otherworld is this?” I asked, holding it up for the group.

      Evangeline’s eyes went wide. “I know who did this!” she exclaimed, snatching the shard from me.

      I frowned. “You do?”

      She gave an emphatic nod. “This is an acrylic fingernail!”

      “Gross,” Flapjack said, following it up with a gagging sound.

      “Mallory Merritt always gets this color,” Evangeline continued, ignoring the hacked up hairball sounds from Flapjack. “I can’t tell you how many times Lucy has tried to convince her to change it up, but she never does.”

      I frowned at the faux nail. “Couldn’t someone else have the same color?”

      Evangeline shook her head. “It’s discontinued. Mallory bought like a hundred bottles of it back when the company announced it was going out of production. She brings in her own bottle of polish every week when she comes in for a fill. She was just in yesterday.”

      “Is she a witch?” Scarlet asked. “Or connected to the supernatural world in any way?”

      “No.” Evangeline shook her head. “Or, if she is, she’s really good at hiding it.”

      Adam resumed digging, a little more enthusiastically than before. He nudged me with his nose, and I peered into the hole he’d opened. A small wooden box sat nestled in the dirt.

      “That’s where the scent is coming from?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      I drew in a breath and then carefully lifted the box from the hole, silently pleading that I wouldn’t open it and find the tiny remains of a beloved family pet. That worry evaporated as soon as I pried the cover off and was nearly blinded by a green light.

      I slammed the cover back in place and tried to blink away the colorful splotches crowding my vision. Adam growled and backed up, shaking his head.

      “Ugh, it’s like your prom night photos all over again,” Flapjack grumbled to Scarlet.

      “That was not my choice,” she reminded him before explaining it to the rest of us. “My mom hired a surprise photographer to come to the house and take a zillion pictures of me and my date before prom.”

      “I thought I’d see spots forever,” Flapjack added.

      “Why were you in her prom pictures?” I asked. “Weren’t you already, um, dead by then?”

      Flapjack cut me a death glare. Scarlet laughed softly. “He likes to be involved.”

      The Himalayan sat back on his haunches and puffed his fluffy chest out. “Humph.”

      I gathered a pool of magic in my palm and then cast it out in front of me like a web. The spell was technically a shielding spell—one I used all too often, though less now that our vampire roommate wasn’t around to get under Adam’s skin, or fur. I added color to the shield, forming a thin blue shield between us and the contents of the box before opening the lid again. The shield worked as a giant pair of sunglasses and blocked the harsh light from blinding us.

      “What is it?” Evangeline asked, leaning over my shoulder to get a closer look as I lifted a small glass sphere. Streaks of green swirled through a silver liquid, swimming like thin eels in a sea of mercury. The bright green light faded as I held the ornament, and after a minute, I dropped my shield spell.

      “I—I don’t know,” I replied, slowly rotating the sphere in my hand. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      Adam whined and I twisted around to look at him. He jutted his long snout toward Flapjack. The cat stood transfixed on the shining orb, his haunted pupils as big as his eyes.

      “Scarlet,” I said, pointing toward the cat at her feet.

      Her brows knitted together and she nudged at the cat with the toe of her boot. Flapjack didn’t move. Or blink. She budged him again, a little harder. Still nothing.

      “Flapjack! Snap out of it!” Scarlet demanded, a note of panic in her tone.

      “To be fair, it is very shiny,” Evangeline said.

      I moved the orb out of his line of sight and his eyes slowly shifted to follow it. “Okay, so he’s not frozen again,” I said, more than a little relieved. “But this thing, whatever it is, seems to have some hold over him.”

      “Should we try to break it? Do you think that would reverse the spell?” Evangeline asked me.

      “I don’t know.” I chewed my lower lip and then cast a longing look up and down the street beyond the graveyard’s gate. “Where is Agent Bramble?”

      The main SPA headquarters were in the Seattle Haven. A three-plus hour drive from Beechwood Harbor, but there was a portal that worked something like a ley line, connecting the haven to the harbor and allowing travel between the two within minutes.

      “She said it might take a little longer than usual,” Evangeline replied. “It’s Halloween. There’s more mischief than usual, and most agents are out on patrol or responding to calls. Agent Bramble is working with a skeleton crew at headquarters.”

      “Great,” I groaned. “We’re going to end up with some junior agent who doesn’t know a sphinx from a house cat.”

      Evangeline held up the fake nail. “We need to go see Melody Merritt. For some reason, she put this box here. We have to find out why.”
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      I called Agent Bramble’s direct line as soon as I slid into Evangeline’s tiny backseat and buckled up—Evangeline tended to drive her own car like she stole it, especially in a crisis.

      “Bat wings,” I grumbled as the call kicked to voicemail. “She’s gotta be close. Out of the office, at least.”

      “I can stay here and explain everything,” Scarlet offered.

      “What about Flapjack?” Adam—once again in human form—asked. “He could stay and keep watch over things.”

      Scarlet hesitated, one hand still gripping the frame of the passenger side door. She looked down at Flapjack who sat dutifully at her heels. He’d snapped out of his trance as soon as we’d put the mysterious ornament back in its box, but couldn’t explain what had come over him. “If he stays, so do I,” Scarlet said.

      “Aww, who’s the codependent one now?” the cat chided her playfully.

      “We’ll tell Agent Bramble what happened and where you three went. I have your cell number, Holly. I’ll call as soon as she gets here.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, looking out my window at the graveyard. The ghosts were fading from sight, their silhouettes fainter than before, or maybe it was my eyes playing a trick on me.

      “Holly,” Adam said, “we have to go.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Scarlet assured me as she stepped back and closed the passenger door. She rounded the front bumper and slipped back into the graveyard. As soon as the gate clanged shut, Evangeline gunned it and we tore off into the night.

      Luckily, Beechwood Harbor was small enough that a cross town trek took a handful of minutes, especially when it was nearing midnight and everyone else was at home, sleeping off their sugar comas. We stopped at The Emerald, the swanky day spa Evangeline owned. She left the engine running and hurried inside.

      I dialed Agent Bramble’s cell phone number.

      “Son of a witch!” I growled when her voicemail picked up. “She’s not at the office and she’s not answering her cell phone! This isn’t like her.”

      “Take a breath, gorgeous.” Adam placed a reassuring hand on my leg. “Let’s brainstorm. What kind of magic has power over ghosts?”

      I stared blankly at the back of the headrest in front of me. “I don’t know,” I replied, shaking my head. “It’s not really my area of expertise. If this was a potion or some kind of charm, I’d feel a lot better. Well … you know what I mean. I’d know where to start. But this—this is way out of my league.”

      Evangeline appeared in the headlights as she locked the glass door of the spa and hustled back to the car, a shiny folio tucked under one arm. As she climbed behind the wheel, she tossed the book over her shoulder into Adam’s lap. “Second to the last page. It has all my client info. Melody’s address will be in there. Can you plug it into that googly thingy you have?”

      Adam chuckled. “Google Maps?”

      Evangeline kicked into reverse and we peeled out of the small strip mall lot. “I remember she mentioned living in the Oyster Heights neighborhood, but I don’t know which house. I’ll start heading that way while you look up the street and number.”

      Adam looked up the info and plugged it into his phone. Magic and technology were two warring worlds, only recently starting to merge together. Most supernaturals didn’t bother with much tech. I had a smart phone but rarely used it for anything more sophisticated than texting my friends. Granted, I was an emoji addict, something Adam teased me about endlessly. According to him, the rest of the world had moved on to something called a jiggy? … gryphon? … Jiffy? No, that was peanut butter. Anyway, I—like most witches—ran behind the times and left my tech-savvy needs to Adam when the occasion arose.

      Adam’s phone started talking, and he put it on the vacant passenger seat so Evangeline could better hear the directions as the robotic voice rattled them off. The Oyster Heights neighborhood was a relatively new housing development with homes built in the upper middle class price range. Most of the homes were two-story, in order to get the best shot at an ocean or harbor view.

      “What if she doesn’t answer the door?” Evangeline asked as she pulled into Melody’s driveway. “I mean, it’s practically the middle of the night. If I were her, I certainly wouldn’t.”

      The glowing clock on the dash showed 11:22, and the seconds were starting to tick off in my mind like a bomb countdown timer in an action flick.

      “She has to,” I said, shoving out of the car.

      I marched up to the front door and rang the bell. A small dog started barking its head off on the other side of the door. I punched the doorbell again.

      Adam and Evangeline joined me on the front porch.

      “Oh, that’s right, she has a Shih Tzu. Tulip, I think,” Evangeline said.

      Adam’s lip curled back. “Delightful.”

      He didn’t care for small dogs.

      “We should have brought Flapjack,” I said.

      “To scare the dog?” Adam asked.

      “No. But he could have gone inside without waiting for permission. There might be some clue in her house.”

      “Good point.”

      I hit the doorbell again. “She gets another minute, then I say we break in and look around.”

      Evangeline shifted nervously. “Um, Holly, she’s a client.”

      “Gorgeous, I’m with Evie on this one,” Adam said. “I don't want to explain to Chief Lincoln what we were doing breaking into someone's house in the middle of the night on Halloween. I don’t think even I could BS my way out of that one.”

      They were right, of course, but the clock in my head ticked all the louder.

      A light flashed on in the living room and we all took a collective gulp of breath. The door opened a tiny crack, just wide enough for one eyeball to peer out at us. It took a second, but then the woman on the other side pulled the door open the rest of the way. “Evangeline?” she said. “What are you doing here?”

      Melody looked to be in her early forties, with sandy brown hair, an oval face, and wide brown eyes. She wore a silky robe that hung nearly to the floor. Adam directed a meaningful glance at Melody’s hand as she clung to the sash. Her right index finger was missing a nail.

      Evangeline clasped her own hands together in front of her and put on a sympathetic expression. “I’m really sorry, Melody, and this is going to sound completely bizarre, but were you at the graveyard earlier tonight?”

      Melody blinked. “I’m—I’m sorry?”

      Evangeline cut a sidelong glance at Adam and me.

      “There were a few tricksters out there tonight and we’re trying to locate witnesses,” Adam said without missing a beat. “We just spoke with a neighbor across the street from the cemetery who thinks they saw you out walking your dog. Is that true?”

      Evangeline and I exchanged a frown.

      Where was he going with this?

      “Um, no,” Melody replied, tugging her robe sash even tighter. “I was, um, I was actually at a Halloween party all night.”

      “Anywhere near the graveyard?” Adam asked.

      Melody licked her lips as she took a beat to consider each of our faces. “No, um, it was at Doctor Jensen Welsch’s house. I’m friends with his receptionist, and she brought me along as her plus one.”

      “Welsch?” I repeated. “Any relation to an Archer Welsch?”

      Mallory gave me a blank stare, as if she wasn’t quite sure whether I was directing the question at her or not.

      “Where was this party?” Adam asked.

      “At his house,” Melody replied. “He lives in one of those mansions on the bluff. I have the invitation here somewhere—”

      Melody stepped back inside her house and returned a moment later, an orange flyer in her hands. “Yeah, 2456 Osprey Landing Street.”

      “Can we take that?” Adam asked, reaching for the flyer.

      “Sure,” Melody said with a shrug as she passed it to him. “I was just going to recycle it. The whole thing was weird anyway.”

      “Weird how?” I asked.

      Melody sighed and loosened her grip on the sash of her robe. “Well, it’s my fault, I guess. I didn’t realize how strong the punch was and I think—” She looked up at us, a twinge of color invading her cheeks. “I honestly don’t remember much of the party. One minute, I was having punch and talking with Dr. Welsch, and the next, I was in Darcy’s car and she dropped me back here.”

      Melody paused and gave a little shake of her head. “It’s so strange though. I don’t feel like I drank too much. Right now, I feel completely fine.” She peered up at us. “Someone really saw me out by the graveyard?”

      “Looks like we need to get you in for a repair,” Evangeline said, pointing at Melody’s nail. She offered a sweet smile. “Tell you what, for all this inconvenience, it’s on the house. Call me tomorrow and we’ll get you right in.”

      Melody looked down and frowned. “That’s the other weird thing about tonight. When I left for the party, my manicure was fine, and when I got home, not only was I missing a nail, but there was all this gunk under the other ones.”

      “That’s bizarre,” Evangeline replied, casting a quick glance at me.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow and take you up on the offer,” Melody told Evangeline.

      “Great. Again, so sorry to bother you here at home. The whole thing must have been a misunderstanding.”

      Melody, still puzzled, bade us goodnight and shut the front door.

      Evangeline exhaled. “Sounds like she was under the influence of something a little stronger than spiked punch.”

      “Agreed,” I said.

      Adam glanced at his watch and his face fell. “It’s twenty minutes to midnight. By the time we get to Dr. Welsch’s house and wake him up, it’ll be too late.”

      I swallowed hard as a pit formed in the bottom of my stomach. “We have to try. What else can we do?”

      “Who is Archer Welsch?” Evangeline asked as we hurried back to her car.

      “It was the name on the gravestone beside the hole where we found that orb. Maybe the placement was random, but my gut says it was buried there for a reason.”

      My phone rang, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. “It’s Scarlet,” I said, looking at the screen. I tapped the accept button. “Is Agent Bramble there yet?”

      “No,” she whispered, “but someone else is.”
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      The graveyard gates were wide open when we pulled up alongside them. I snapped my buckle off before Evangeline put the car in park and burst out the door half a heartbeat later. Across the graveyard, a cat yowled and hissed.

      My pulse quickened. “Flapjack!”

      Behind me, the gravel sprayed, and when I blinked, Adam flew by, back in his dog form. He tore past me and I threw an orb of light into the sky. A man stood over Scarlet, wand raised, but Flapjack’s silvery form whipped around his head so fast he looked like a miniature cyclone.

      Relief flooded Scarlet’s eyes as Adam joined the battle. The large dog rammed his shoulder into the back of the man’s knees and took him down to the ground with one swift motion. Flapjack clawed and scratched, but it didn’t look as though his ghost-claws and teeth were inflicting any actual damage. Still, the cat was one hell of a good distraction.

      Adam’s teeth, on the other hand, had no problem digging into the man’s flesh. He bit at the man’s wrist and hung on.

      “Drop the wand!” I yelled.

      The man looked up at me, defiance blazing in his dark eyes as he grimaced in pain. Adam growled and tugged at the wrist.

      “If you want to keep your arm, I’d suggest listening to me,” I said, planting my hands on my hips.

      Evangeline raised her own wand and with a few flicks, had the man’s ankles bound together with a strong tether of magic. “That should hold him for now.”

      Adam didn’t back down.

      The man grunted as he resisted the bite.

      I threw my hands up and scoffed. “Oh, for Merlin’s sake.”

      With a word and a flick of my own magic, I grabbed the wand and sent it flying across the graveyard. Adam released the man’s wrist but kept his huge paws anchored on his chest, pinning him to the ground.

      “The SPA is already on their way,” I told the man. “Whatever it is you think you’ve accomplished, it’s over.”

      The man laughed. “Is that so?” He looked past me to a cluster of still-frozen ghosts. “It looks like it’s all going according to plan. This is just a hiccup.”

      “Think again, Dr. Welsch. We have a human who is willing to testify that you slipped her a memory-altering potion in order to use her to do your bidding. As I’m sure you’re aware, mind magic is forbidden, one of the most heinous crimes in all of the Haven Law. You’ll be spending the rest of your life in a jail cell on that charge alone. Add to it the murder of a hundred ghosts—”

      “You can’t murder someone who is already dead!” the man countered. “I’m sending them where they belong! It’s hardly the same as murder.”

      “Why are you doing this? What have ghosts ever done to you?” Scarlet demanded.

      “Ghosts are a menace! Unwanted phantoms, lurking through the city, wreaking havoc on those of us trying to live our lives!” he spat, glowering up at us. “My only regret is getting greedy and wanting to come down here and see their destruction firsthand.”

      A hawk screeched overhead, and the large bird dropped to the ground before shifting into Agent Agatha Bramble, a high-ranking SPA official. “Sorry for the delay,” she said, her trained eyes quickly assessing the situation. She paused when she looked at the pinned man under Adam’s paws. “Jensen Welsch?”

      My brows lifted. “You know him?”

      Agent Bramble’s thin lips nearly disappeared as they formed a tight, horizontal line. “Oh, yes. He’s an SPA fugitive.” She paused to dig into the bag fastened at her hip. When she retrieved a small red capsule, she waved her hand at Adam. “Mr. St. James, if you’d allow me.”

      Adam stepped off the doctor’s chest and in the blink of an eye, Agent Bramble crushed the capsule, releasing the magic spell contained inside. The magic had the man trussed up with some kind of magical straitjacket and lifted him to his feet without Agent Bramble having to place a hand on him.

      “He’s done this once before, in Chicago, four Halloweens ago. We caught him, but it was too late for the ghosts he’d snared in his nasty spell. He escaped from an SPA prison two years ago and vanished. How he wound up here is beyond me.”

      “He did this before and got away with it? Sheesh, a real bang up operation you’re running over there, huh?” Flapjack quipped.

      Scarlet’s eyes widened. “Flapjack!” she hissed, nudging him with her boot.

      Agent Bramble zeroed in on the mouthy cat with a look I’d seen her give junior agents before when they screwed up on the job. “I assure you, he won’t get so lucky this time.”

      “He already did!” Flapjack protested, scooting outside the range of Scarlet’s foot. “He killed ghosts and now he’s going to get away with it again! Look around you! They only have minutes left before his spell wipes them out!”

      Agent Bramble looked around the graveyard, her expression pained. “It is regrettable. I have backup on the way. We can try to locate and diffuse the spell, but—”

      “That’s not good enough!” Flapjack boomed. “These are my friends.”

      “Flapjack, come here,” Scarlet said softly, stooping over to reach for the cat.

      He looked at her and then at Agent Bramble. With a scoff of disgust, he winked out of sight with a soft pop.

      Scarlet bit her lip and wrapped her arms around herself.

      “Somewhere nearby, there will be an artifact,” Agent Bramble continued. “Last time he pulled this trick, he used a crystal ball he stole off a woman traveling with a circus.”

      I hurried to the shallow hole beside Archer Welsch’s grave and held up the box. “It’s in here! What do we do?”

      Dr. Welsch struggled against his bonds. “Put that down!”

      Agent Bramble removed another capsule from her bag, this one a silencing spell. At least, that was my best guess, as Dr. Welsch’s mouth slapped together, his protests reduced to smothered mumbles.

      “Can either of you conjure fire?” she asked, looking to Evangeline and me in turn.

      We both shook our heads.

      “That’s all right, I think I have a spell-ball here somewhere,” she said, rooting in her satchel.

      Scarlet pushed to her feet, nervously bobbing onto her toes. I didn’t dare to look at my watch.

      Agent Bramble pulled a small capsule and slammed it down onto the ground between us. A fire roared to life. “Put the artifact in the flames.”

      I took the ornament from the box and dropped it carefully into the flames. Adam trotted to my side, inserting his front half between the flames and me. I held my breath, not daring to meet Scarlet’s or Evangeline’s eyes, knowing their eyes would only reflect my own silent panic.

      The glass ornament glowed with the flames and then melted away. The near-blinding threads of green magic exploded out of the orb and rocketed into the sky, then bound together, the swirls forming a braided cord before exploding and raining down on the graveyard in a shower of sparks and glimmers.

      As the shards of green landed on the ground, the ghosts came back to life, their confused gazes wandering around.

      Scarlet bit back a sob and slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh, stars!”

      Relief flooded through me like a tidal wave.

      Agent Bramble smiled and used another spell to stamp out the fire. “If you’ll excuse me, everybody, I need to get Mr. Welsch here back to headquarters. I’ll stop by the manor tomorrow morning to get your official statements, if that’s all right with you.”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      Agent Bramble frog-marched Dr. Welsch out of the graveyard. An SPA vehicle pulled up a moment later, and another agent rushed out to assist with the prisoner. A pair of ghosts floated up to me, both wearing shell-shocked expressions.

      “Posy? Earl? Are you both all right?” I asked.

      The couple glanced at each other and then slowly nodded. “What happened?”

      “It doesn’t really matter,” I said, not wanting to add to the panic and confusion. They’d hear all about it in time. For now, all that mattered was that they were back and they were going to be okay. “It’s all over now. The SPA handled it.”

      Posy tilted her head, eying me intently. Not much slipped past the old ghost. “Are you all right, dear?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “I am now.”

      “Me too,” Earl agreed. He clasped his bride’s hand and held it tight to his chest before dropping a kiss to her knuckles.

      A soft pop sounded, and I turned to find Flapjack standing on the back of a headstone. “You came back?”

      “Of course,” he said, puffing out his chest. “I just needed a minute to take a break from all the drama.”

      I crossed my arms and eyed him. “That’s all, huh? You weren’t worried about having to watch all your friends vanish forever?”

      “Nope.”

      “All right,” I sighed. “Whatever you say.”

      “You know, I think we all learned an important lesson here tonight.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, unsure I wanted to know.

      Flapjack smiled. “Now everyone will officially know that I’m Scarlet’s favorite ghost.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Bat wings.”
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        * * *

      

      We dropped Scarlet off in front of her flower shop, Lily Pond, to host an emergency support group meeting for the herd of panic-stricken ghosts. We offered to stick around and help, but she turned us down, which I was secretly grateful for. Evangeline drove us home to the Beechwood Manor, and we trudged inside single file.

      “Think Posy and Earl went to Scarlet’s?” Evangeline asked, pausing at the base of the staircase to kick out of her shoes.

      “I saw them heading that way,” I replied.

      “Mmm. Well, goodnight, you two,” she said before continuing upstairs.

      “Night, Evie,” I said as I flipped the lock on door.

      “Night.”

      Adam took my hand and we collapsed onto the couch. “What a night,” he sighed.

      “No kidding. Are you all right?”

      He nodded. “Just zapped. Shifting twice in one night isn’t ideal.”

      I smiled and dropped my head against his shoulder. “Tell you what—I’ll make you a big breakfast tomorrow. A stack of pancakes all the way to the ceiling!”

      Adam chuckled. “Deal.”

      He shifted on the couch to dig between the cushions before producing two Fun Size Snickers bars. He grinned at me. “Nightcap?”

      I plucked one of the candies from his hand. “I’d say we both earned one.”

      He tore the corner of the wrapper with his teeth. “Agreed.”

      We popped the bite-sized chocolate bars from their respective wrappers and tapped them together in a candy version of a champagne toast. “Happy Halloween, Holly.”

      “Happy Halloween, Adam.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading my short story, A Graveyard Gala! I hope you enjoyed spending time with the Beechwood Harbor gang.

      

      If you’re new to my work, I have two main series set in the quaint, coastal town. The Beechwood Harbor Magic Mysteries series follows Holly and her roommates at the esteemed Beechwood Manor. The Beechwood Harbor Ghost Mysteries series features Scarlet Sanderson, a ghost whisperer, and all of her ghost pals as they work to solve one ghostly mystery after another.

      

      You can find a complete reading list on my website, and I also invite you to visit my author Facebook page.

      

      Thank you again for reading and have a happy (and hopefully less spooky) All Hallow’s Eve!
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      It's a battle of the hexes when a hunky witch hunter conscripts secret witch, Adeline, to help him solve a murder. Can there be a happy ending, or will Adeline's snarky familiar turn this into a cat-astrophe?

      

      **This is written in Aussie English.**
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      The sight of the dead body alarmed me.

      Not simply because it was a dead body—who wouldn’t be alarmed by that?—but because it was the body of my neighbour, Harrison, and what’s more, because the police would interview me as a witness.

      I had managed to avoid the police all my life. Witches, vampires, and shifters were captured and imprisoned in terrible conditions on Tartarus Island off the east coast of Australia. The mundane populace of Australia, of course, had no idea witches existed, and the government did their best to keep it that way.

      What’s more, Halloween was only days away, and so the government was on full alert.

      If only I hadn’t checked to see why Harrison was late opening his pawnshop. I took several deep breaths.

      Tears streamed down my face as I called the police.

      I was back in my own store when the police arrived. “Adeline Bloomwood?” the cop asked. “I’m Sergeant Barnes and this is Constable Jones. Are you able to tell me what happened?”

      I tried not to burst into tears. “Somebody asked me what time Harrison opened. He should have been open already, so I popped next door. His door was open just a crack, and I saw his legs sticking out from behind the desk. The Closed sign was still on the door.”

      “Who asked you?’

      “Just someone passing through town. A man.”

      Barnes nodded. “Did you hear any gunshots?”

      I shook my head. “No, I didn’t hear anything at all. I mean, I wasn’t here all morning, though.”

      “Where and when did you go?” Sergeant Barnes asked.

      “I went to the Hallows Café to get a coffee. That was about seven. Then I came straight back here.”

      “Don’t you live above your store?” the cop asked. “Why didn’t you make coffee at home?”

      I wondered where he was going with this. Did he see me as a suspect? “It doesn’t taste as good if you make it yourself, of course,” I said, “and instant coffee is against my religion, so to speak. I do have a French Press and a Nespresso machine.” I neglected to tell them the French Press was in the shape of a cauldron.

      Barnes cut me off. “Right. And you didn’t see anyone or hear anything?”

      “Oh, yes, I saw someone,” I said. “I saw a nun running away.”

      The two officers looked at each other. “Sister Bertrand is hardly likely to run,” Barnes said with obvious disbelief.

      “It wasn’t Sister Bertrand,” I said. “This was a different nun and she was wearing a full habit, you know, like they wore in the olden days, like Julie Andrews wore on The Sound of Music.”

      Constable Jones sputtered, and the sergeant’s face grew stern. “Ms Bloomwood, have you been drinking?”

      I glared at him. “No! I saw a nun in a full traditional habit.”

      At that point, something brushed past my legs. “I’m outta here!” my familiar, Pudding, said as he ran through my legs and out the shop door. I dashed out of the store, the cops hard on my tail. I expect they thought I was the one who had spoken and was making a run for it.

      I seized Pudding before he came to any harm, ignoring his bad language. “You bad cat! The road’s dangerous.” To the cops I said, “My famil… I mean my cat, isn’t allowed outside.”

      I stared at them in horror. Had they noticed my slip? Did they know it was Pudding who had spoken? Would they arrest me?
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      I was arranging the Halloween display in my upcycled furniture store when a man walked through the door. My heart missed a beat. My main witch power was telekinesis, but I was also intuitive. I knew this man was going to be significant to me, and it wasn’t just wishful thinking due to the fact he looked like an actor from The Vampire Diaries.

      “Hi there,” he said. “You have a lot of pumpkins in here.”

      “It’s Halloween in a few days,” I pointed out.

      He nodded. “Do you know when the pawnshop next door will be open?”

      “The owner was found murdered a few hours ago.”

      The man looked shocked. “I’m sorry to hear that. I had no idea.”

      “Did you know Harrison?”

      He shook his head. “No. I’m from Australian Visa Control. My name’s Jackson Scott.”

      My blood ran cold. Australian Visa Control sounded innocent enough, but all paranormal people knew it was the agency that hunted witches and sent them to Tartarus Island. Had the police called him? I had just returned from the police station after giving my statement, and I had been certain the police were oblivious to my secret.

      “I’m investigating a gang involved in a string of major bank robberies. What happened to Harrison?”

      “He was murdered,” I said with a shudder. “Someone shot him in his store.”

      “Did you see anyone?”

      “I did see someone.”

      He took a step closer to me.

      I took a deep breath, relieved he wasn’t here to arrest me. “I saw a nun running from the pawnshop.”

      “A nun? So there’s a convent nearby?”

      “Yes, but the thing is, there’s only Sister Bertrand left at the convent these days, and she’s elderly and arthritic. The nun I saw sprinted away. Sister Bertrand always wore a skirt and blouse, but this nun was in full traditional habit and was wearing orange running shoes.”

      Jackson pulled out a pen and notepad. “That’s most unusual. Aussie nuns these days don’t usually wear traditional habits.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not Catholic, so I wouldn’t know.”

      “I’m not Catholic either, but I went to a Catholic school,” he said. “You know, for a better education and all that. And you’ve never seen this nun before?”

      “Definitely not,” I said. “Sister Bertrand doesn’t wear a habit, and she has trouble walking, let alone running. It must’ve been a nun passing through town.”

      Jackson bit his lip. “Maybe the convent had visitors.”

      “Yes, that’s what I thought,” I said. “Still, why would a nun go to a pawnshop?”

      Jackson looked up from his notepad. “I need to visit the convent. Do you know Sister Bertrand??”

      I shook my head. “We say hello to each other, but we’ve never had a conversation as such.”

      “Still, she knows your face?”

      “It’s a small country town,” I said. “Everybody knows everybody’s face and everybody’s business.”

      He was silent for a moment. “Will you come with me?”

      “To the convent?”

      He nodded. “She knows you, at least by sight. It would help.”

      I did not want to spend a second longer than necessary in the agent’s company, no matter how good looking he was.

      “Sure.” I figured agreeing would make me appear less suspicious.

      “I have stuff to do tomorrow. What about Saturday?”

      “I close at midday on Saturdays, so any time after that would be fine.”

      As soon as he left, Pudding hopped onto my desk. “He’s a hottie. What lovely blue eyes and big muscles. You human females like tall, dark, and handsome. Don’t try to deny it.”

      “Really, Pudding,” I scolded him. “He’s an AVC agent. He could arrest us both.”

      Pudding waved a fluffy paw at me. “You like him, and he likes you. I get the vibe from him. I feel it in my whiskers.”

      I exhaled long and hard. “If he wasn’t somebody with the power to imprison me forever, sure, I would think he was my ideal man, at least at first glance.”

      “But…” Pudding began, but I interrupted him.

      “And even if he was interested in me, nothing could ever happen between us. The longer I’m around him, the more chance there is he’ll discover what I am.”
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      “Excuse me?”

      I was out the front of my store, checking the Halloween display in the window. I looked over my shoulder to see a tall woman.

      “The Hallows Café is just down the road on the right,” I said automatically. With Hallows being halfway between two of the three major cities on the east coast of Australia, and several hours from the nearest coffee when heading south, plenty of caffeine-deprived travellers arrived in town in a state of desperation.

      The woman’s nose twitched. “Thanks, but I’m looking for Harrison’s Pawn and Brokerage Shop.”

      I pointed to the large street sign hanging over her head. The woman did a fast double take. “There it is! I often don’t see things right under my nose. I have a condition. It’s really calibrated.”

      “Calibrated?” I asked.

      She frowned at me. “Yes, you know, really hard to explain?”

      “Do you mean complicated?”

      The lady nodded. “Yes. Complicated. It’s so hard to believe I’m here!”

      She appeared to be overawed, almost as if she had reached some sort of historical landmark such as the Sydney Opera House. I had never seen anyone so happy to see a pawnshop in my life. After a moment of total silence, I cleared my throat. “Um, I’m sorry to tell you Harrison passed away this morning.”

      “Oh I know that. The police called me. I’ve just arrived from Sydney. I’m Rosalind, Harrison’s wife.”

      I almost sat on the ground in shock. “Harrison’s wife?” Harrison had never mentioned a wife.

      “Yes.” Rosalind sighed. “You could think of me as an ex-wife really, but we never got a divorce. Being married to that man was the longest three weeks of my life. You can’t get that time back, you know.” She brandished a key. “The police said they’ve finished with the scene of the crime.”

      I watched her as she unlocked the pawnshop door.

      “We were wild and crazy back then,” Rosalind explained, as she peeked inside. “I couldn’t deal with the late nights. The messes and drink stains on the carpet. And that was before we even started thinking of kids! Then there was his thing about cats. I am so hyperallergenetic to cats.”

      “You’re what?”

      “Hyperallergenetic, you know, extra allergic. I get all red and scratchy.” Rosalind expression was one of worry. “He doesn’t still have cats, does he?”

      “No. I have a cat, though.”

      “I’m glad Harrison didn’t have a cat. A cat wouldn’t get along with me, and then there are my allergies.”

      “So you and Harrison stayed friends all these years?”

      Rosalind nodded. “We stayed friends, but we only contorted each other by phone and email.”

      I was confused. “You contorted each other?” It didn’t sound legal to me.

      “Yes, but only by phone and email, as I said.” Rosalind nodded knowingly.

      It was a good thing I had a dinner date with my two closest friends, Ursula and Isabel, that night. I was going to need some serious girlfriend therapy after this.
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      “So this woman is hyperallergenetic to cats? Is that even a word?” Ursula asked, sipping the blood she had brought.

      Tonight was Isabel’s turn to host dinner, so the four of us were sitting in her red living room. It was straight out of a Goth magazine, black and red. The Halloween decorations looked quite at home.

      Isabel handed me a goblet. I looked at the green liquid. “A Halloween potion?”

      Isabel clicked her tongue. “No, it’s pine needle tea. Ursula, you should be drinking it too. Do you have any idea how much weight blood packs on?”

      Ursula took a big gulp of blood by way of response.

      I bit my lip. Despite the fact they were both vampires, they were always at odds.

      “Tell them the bad news,” Pudding said. “She didn’t want to tell you on her hand rectangle. Isabel, do you have any cat food? I’m not a vegetarian, by the way. And I didn’t think vampires were either,” he muttered angrily to himself.

      Isabel placed a bowl of tuna in front of him before turning to me. “Bad news?”

      I sighed. Pudding and his big mouth! “I wanted to break it to you gently. There’s an AVC agent in town.”

      Ursula gasped. Isabel turned white.

      Ursula was the first to recover. “Is he here because of you? Does he suspect you’re a witch? Does he suspect Isabel and I are vampires?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. He says he’s investigating a gang of bank robbers he believes are connected with Harrison. He wants to check out the convent because I saw a nun running from the scene. He asked me to go with him because I sort of know Sister Bertrand.”

      “Do AVC agents ever investigate mundanes?” Isabel said.

      Ursula nodded. “Yes, I’m sure they do. My question still stands—is he suspicious of you?”

      “I have no idea. I said I’d go with him because I figured it would make me seem less suspicious.”

      Ursula slammed her skull-shaped goblet on the table. “We will have to solve Harrison’s murder, and fast. We can’t have that agent hanging around here any longer than necessary. And remember, Adeline, AVC agents are immune to witches’ powers.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      It was almost midday when I heard the buzzer as someone entered the store.

      “I’m parked outside,” Jackson said by way of greeting.

      “Okay,” I said. I grabbed my jacket, waved goodbye to Pudding, and poured my coffee from my cauldron into my travel mug.

      I directed Jackson out of town in the direction of the convent, along a narrow country road. “You never see any traffic out on this road,” I told him. “Sister Bertrand lives in the middle of nowhere.”

      Jackson nodded. “I googled her order, the Sisters of Temperance.”

      I directed Jackson to turn off onto the private lane leading to the convent. The lane was flanked by over a hundred elm trees, a magnificent sight. At this time of year, their leaves were vivid gold, russet red, and every shade in between.

      The convent was a group of old stone buildings covered in ivy, which now in autumn adorned the front of the building in spectacular shades of red. A long brick wall, twice my height, extended both sides from the heavy wooden door at the front.

      The scale and grandeur of the main convent building marked a stark contrast with the surrounding farmlands and rural setting. The grass in the adjoining farmland was already dying off, brown and crispy, thanks to the first frosts of the year and the continual drought.

      “This place sure is private,” Jackson said. He reached up to ring the large brass bell hanging next to the door.

      I winced as an alarm screeched within the walls.

      I gasped when the door opened. Instead of Sister Bertrand was a much younger nun. This nun was wearing a traditional habit. Strangely, the overpowering smell of mothballs wafted from her habit.

      Jackson came straight to the point. “I’m Jackson Scott and this is Adeline. I’m looking for Sister Bertrand.”

      “May I ask why?” she said. “I’m Sister Maria of St. Leonard. Sister Bertrand of Genesius has gone to take the waters at Lourdes.”

      I was puzzled. “What does that mean?”

      It was Jackson who answered. “That means she’s gone to Lourdes to seek a cure.”

      The nun nodded. “Yes, for her rheumatism. She’s on a pilgrimage. Would you like to come in for a cup of tea?” She stepped aside so we could enter.

      I was excited to see inside a convent. My only prior experience with convents had been watching Nuns on the Run and Sister Act as well as reruns of The Flying Nun.

      It was just as I had imagined. The huge oak door opened onto a large entrance, and Sister Maria showed us through the first door on the left into a reception room.

      After we were seated in bulky wood-framed chairs deeply upholstered in grey vinyl, she left the room. As she passed me, I once again had to hold my breath against the pervading odour of mothballs.

      “Is that the nun you saw?” Jackson whispered.

      I shook my head. “No, the nun I saw had broad shoulders and was much taller. Where did Sister Maria go?”

      Jackson shrugged. “No idea. She normally would have called for a nun to bring us tea and cakes that the other nuns have made.”

      “We’ll soon know if there are other nuns.” I looked around the room. While it was sparsely furnished, the architecture was impressive. The ceiling was high and the windows were beautiful. Still, the room itself was dull, with the only colours being grey, beige, and brown. Even the floor tiles were beige-yellow.

      Sister Maria finally returned with a tray which she set down on the round coffee table between us. She poured us each a cup of tea from a particularly fine looking antique teapot, and then offered us a Tim Tam.

      Jackson shot me a look, but I had no idea why. “Sister Maria,” he said, turning to the nun, “are you the Mother Superior here?”

      She nodded. “We don’t use that term these days.”

      “Reverend Mother?”

      “If you wish.”

      Jackson pressed on. “I suppose you’ve heard that the local pawnbroker was found shot the other day. Adeline saw a nun running from the scene.”

      Sister Maria looked surprised. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” she said. She made the sign of the Cross, took up her rosary beads, and kissed the crucifix.

      I knew she was genuinely shocked, as a wave of shock ran through me. Being an empath was another of my witchy abilities, but it only worked when someone experienced strong emotion.

      “Are there any other nuns here?” Jackson asked.

      Sister Maria nodded. “Oh yes. There are several novices on retreat.”

      Jackson frowned. “May we speak with them?”

      “I’m sorry,” Sister Maria said, “but they’re doing their Forty Hours Prayer Devotion.”

      “I thought your order was discalced,” Jackson said to Sister Maria. “Sister Bertrand always wore sandals.”

      Sister Maria waved her hand dismissively. “Oh no, that was in the old days, before Vatican Two. Sister Bertrand liked to keep up the old tradition.”

      “What does discalced mean?” I asked.

      “It means going barefoot or wearing sandals,” Sister Maria said. “It’s an old custom, introduced by St. Francis of Assisi for men and St. Clare of Assisi for women. Our order used to be discalced.”

      “Thank you,” I said. There was more to being Catholic than I had ever imagined.

      “Sister Maria,” Jackson said, “why do you wear a traditional habit?”

      Sister Maria smiled and offered him the plate of Tim Tams once more. “The Order of the Sisters of Temperance is a contemplative and cloistered order; we are not out serving the community. The novices wear traditional habit so they can relate to the hardships of the early sisters of our order. I only wear traditional habit when I’m on retreat with novices.”

      Jackson and I nodded. “May I use your bathroom?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Sister Maria said, standing up. “Follow me.” We walked into a long corridor and she pointed to the end. “It’s down that hall, at the very end,” she said in a loud voice.

      The bathroom was dark and austere, and had not been renovated in modern times. The basin was small and green, and the only window was tiny and placed high on the wall.

      As I was leaving the bathroom, I startled a nun coming out of a small room to my left.

      The nun turned away when she saw me and hurried in the other direction, but not before I caught a glimpse of overly hairy legs. Her habit was shorter than I had expected too, falling to mid calf length.

      Did nuns shave their legs? I had no idea. Maybe they didn’t. Still, even her feet looked hairy.

      I knocked and entered the reception room. Jackson at once stood up. “Thank you for having us, Sister Maria,” he said. “I’m sorry to have taken up your time.”

      “Not at all,” she said. “I will pass on your wishes to Sister Bertrand when I next write to her.”

      “That didn’t get us anywhere,” Jackson said as soon as we were outside. “If Sister Maria knew anything, she wasn’t going to tell us. Did you find anything in the bathroom?”

      “Not a thing,” I said, “but I did see a nun coming out of a room, and she had very hairy legs.”

      Jackson shot me a penetrating look. “How did you see her legs?”

      “Her habit didn’t go all the way to the ground.”

      We climbed into the car, but Jackson didn’t drive off. “Interesting,” he said.

      “What is?”

      “All of it. I mean, nuns usually do all their own baking, and the Sisters of Temperance especially are supposed to eat only simple food, yet Sister Maria offered us bought Tim Tams. Also, there used to be only one nun here at the convent, then you saw one running from a murder scene, and now the one nun everyone knows has gone, and there are new ones, with hairy legs.”

      It did sound absurd. As we pulled away from the convent and drove back to town, I couldn’t stop thinking about the nuns. I felt as if I was missing something. I was no closer to solving Harrison’s murder, and every minute Jackson stayed in town placed me at greater risk.
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      “Sorry about this, Pudding,” I said apologetically.

      He swished his tail. “Why am I exiled in here with your outer-skin washing machine like a common cat?”

      “This place has only one bathroom, and the girls might need it.”

      “And that is my problem?”

      “I can’t trust you to keep away from Rosalind. I know your sense of humour.”

      Tonight was ostensibly a welcome party for Rosalind, but was a fact-finding mission. Apart from Sister Maria, Rosalind was my only lead.

      Rosalind was the first to arrive. She shoved a block of cheese and a gold and black glitter gift bag at me. “I’ve brought you cheese. Am I too early? I know how important punctuation is.”

      “Punctuality?” I prompted.

      “It means to be on time,” Rosalind explained. “You have a nice place. Harrison’s place is such a bachelor pad. You’d think he’d never been married.”

      I didn’t think three weeks was long enough to change anyone’s life, but I wasn’t going to point that out. “Thank you for the gift,” I said. “That was very thoughtful.”

      “Oh don’t worry about it. It’s just a little something Harrison had. Is your cat locked up?”

      “I’ve put him in the laundry room for now.” I looked at the gold gift bag curiously. “Can I open it?”

      “Of course, silly. It’s for you.” Rosalind waved her hand at me.

      I guessed the gift bag held perfume. I had seen some high-end perfumes in the glass display cabinets. How sweet of Rosalind, I thought, reaching my hand into the bag.

      This was not perfume.

      I crushed the bag around the pistol lying in the bottom of the bag, nestled innocently in a mess of tinsel and lime green tissue paper.

      I gingerly held the bag away from me as far as I could. “Rosalind, there’s a gun in here.”

      “Of course. Now you won’t have to go out and buy one,” Rosalind said. “It probably has paperwork too, but I’ll look for it later, if I remember.”

      “Why would I need a gun, Rosalind?” I set down the bag carefully.

      “Someone just died next door. You have to protect yourself.” Her brow furrowed. “Though, come to think of it, those handguns in the safe didn’t do Harrison much good, did they? Maybe I should have gone with a taser.”

      “A taser?”

      “Oh yes. You just touch it to the bad guy and push a button. Abracadabra! They’re flopping on the ground.” She demonstrated with a stiff armed twitch. “It’s really easy to use. And they make them look like anything nowadays. I have one that looks just like my mobile phone.”

      She rummaged through her bag before pulling out two black phones. She looked from one to the other. “A little too much like a real phone sometimes.”

      Was this woman fit to be running a business by herself? I wondered. Come to think of it, was she even fit to live unsupervised? At least I could cross her off my suspect list, which was sad, as she and the nun were the only ones on it. I could not see her shooting her husband while dressed as a nun. “I can’t accept this, Rosalind. I really do appreciate the thought, though.”

      “Oh, it’s okay. I’ll just bring you something else tomorrow. There are all sorts of practical things in there.” She stuffed the gift bag into her oversized handbag. I was afraid to ask her if the gun was loaded. Very afraid.

      I jumped as I heard another knock at the door. I opened it to see Ursula and Isabel standing there, already looking annoyed with each other.

      “Sorry if we’re late,” Ursula said apologetically.

      “Not at all. I’m glad you guys are here.” I waved them in. “Ladies, this is Rosalind.”

      After I had introduced everyone, I ran to check on dinner. I took a minute to gather my wits, and then I took the steaming pans to the table. Rosalind and Ursula were both as impressed as I had hoped they would be. Before Isabel could complain about the lasagna, I brandished the eggplant parmesan. “I know, all vegetables. Eggplant and tomatoes. A little non-dairy parmesan cheese won’t kill your diet, right?”

      “It’s not a vegetarian diet, it’s a whole food diet,” Isabel explained as if the difference were obvious. “The body can’t process the preservatives. They cause the body to…”

      Ursula stabbed a fork on Isabel’s plate to steal her eggplant and popped it in her mouth.

      “You’ll won’t be so happy when your kidneys shut down from inflammation and chemical overdose,” Isabel said.

      “It can do that?” Rosalind paused mid-bite.

      Ursula waved her hand dismissively. “Isabel is a health nut.”

      I sighed. “How about we get to know Rosalind?”

      “That’s right. Where are you from anyway?” Ursula asked.

      “Here, there and around. I’m quite a voyeur,” Rosalind said, causing Isabel to snort on her health drink. Ursula’s jaw dropped open. Rosalind looked at them, puzzled. “What did I say?”

      “You meant voyager, right?” I asked, hoping I was right.

      “That’s what I said, voyeur.” Rosalind crooked one brow. “You people must not get out much.”

      “Where did you meet Harrison?” Isabel asked, after she recovered from her coughing fit.

      “My cousin, Fred, set us up,” Rosalind explained. “He and Harrison did a lot of business together.”

      “So it was a blind date?” Ursula asked.

      Rosalind nodded. “We met in Brisbane. I thought Harrison was very charming for someone who ran a laundromat.”

      “A laundromat?” I asked in confusion, trying to think of what word Rosalind could possibly mean this time.

      Rosalind clicked her tongue in disapproval. “A place where you take your laundry. You do have them here, don’t you?”

      “We do, but Harrison never laundered anything,” I said, confused. Harrison had never done laundry in all the time I had known him. He paid the cleaning lady to collect his laundry every week.

      Rosalind nodded. “Of course he did. Fred told me that Harrison laundered things for him many times. I thought it was nice the man was secure enough to do other men’s laundry. I do wish he had let me visit his laundromat, though. He was so shy about it, even after we got married.”

      Before I could press her for more details, Pudding let out an unearthly wail from the laundry room.

      “I’d better get going. It’s getting late,” Rosalind said.

      “But you haven’t eaten,” Ursula pointed out.

      Rosalind looked in the direction of the laundry room. “Early to bed, early to rise.” She hurried away, so I followed her to show her out.

      When I returned, Isabel said, “Seriously. Thinking that Harrison ran a laundromat? Harrison?”

      I slapped my forehead. “Money-laundering!” I said to Ursula and Isabel, who both nodded.

      “It looks like we’ve all reached the same conclusion,” Ursula said. “Anyway, we can cross Rosalind off our suspects list, unless she’s a very good actress.”

      “That only leaves the running nun,” I lamented, before hurrying to the laundry room to let out Pudding.

      He hurried out and jumped on the table. “I thought I smelt a mouse. Any leftovers?”

      I fed him some cat treats. “Be careful not to speak in front of that AVC agent.”

      Pudding looked affronted. “I’m not stupid! I never speak in front of mundanes.”

      Isabel finished her glass of wheatgrass juice. “Could Harrison have been a vampire or shifter? I mean, why is that agent so interested in his murder?”

      “AVC agents do investigate mundane matters as a cover for their witch-hunting activities,” Ursula said. “I told you that already, Isabel.”

      Pudding jumped on her lap. “Adeline fancies that agent.”

      “I do not!” I said, a little too quickly.

      Ursula and Isabel stared at me. “Are you crazy?” Isabel said. “He’d throw you in prison in a heartbeat if he knew what you are.”

      I glared at Pudding. “I know that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked into my regular coffee shop to see Jackson seated at a table in the back corner, with two cups of coffee in front of him. As I approached, he looked up and smiled. “Thanks for joining me.”

      I sat across from him. “Thanks for the coffee. Any leads?”

      He shrugged. “It’s coming along,” he said, glancing down at his phone. “I think I’m onto something, but I’m still not sure. Have you heard of The Squad?”

      Without waiting for me to answer, he continued. “They’re armed bank robbers and they target safe deposit boxes. They were finally caught, but all six of them remained tight-lipped about where the loot was stashed. They were all convicted and given lengthy sentences. They were on their way to Long Bay Maximum Security prison in Sydney, when they somehow escaped.” Jackson paused and sipped from his cup.

      I nodded. “Yes, it was all over TV at the time, A Current Affair, Sixty Minutes. So they were never caught, the second time I mean, after they escaped?”

      Jackson shook his head. “No, they’re still at large. There’s been a nationwide manhunt for them since. My best sources brought me here, but I’ve run into a dead end.”

      “Why did you come here looking for Harrison? What does he have to do with The Squad?”

      Jackson frowned, and for a minute I thought he wouldn’t tell me. “I wanted to talk to Harrison because I thought he might be their fence.”

      I gasped. “You think Harrison was selling the stolen jewellery for that gang?”

      Jackson nodded. “Yes, but why would they kill their own fence?”

      “Maybe Harrison cheated them, or something,” I suggested.

      “Yes,” Jackson said. “That’s all that would make sense. Maybe he decided to skim some off the top for himself.”

      I shook my head. “I never pictured Harrison as a criminal.”

      Jackson shrugged. “You know, criminals often look like normal people.”

      My stomach clenched. Witches looked like normal people too. Did Jackson suspect me?

      “Okay. So, what do we know for a fact?” Jackson continued. “We know Harrison was murdered, and I suspect he was their fence. At any rate, the cops haven’t found the gang, so they must have a very good hiding place.”

      “This might sound farfetched,” I ventured, “but maybe the new nuns are sheltering them or something. Do nuns shelter criminals? I think they did in the olden days.”

      “That doesn’t sound all that farfetched,” Jackson admitted. “To be honest, I was actually thinking the same thing. You saw a nun running from the pawnshop that morning, and during our visit to the convent, you saw a nun with hairy legs. I think the nuns aren’t what they seem to be.”

      I was horrified. Did he suspect they were witches?

      Jackson leant closer to me. “I think the nuns are men,” he whispered.

      “Men?” I shrieked. I grimaced and lowered my voice. “You think the nuns are men? Not nuns, but men?” I asked, trying to take it all in.

      Jackson nodded. “Think about it,” he said. “You saw a nun running from the scene. You saw a nun with hairy legs. Nuns’ habits are floor length; they certainly don’t show their calves. And it is strange that the nuns are wearing shoes, considering their order is discalced.”

      “But Sister Maria said that it was only in the old days.”

      Jackson rubbed his chin. “Perhaps. But what if the novice nuns are actually The Squad members? A convent is the perfect place to hide out. That would explain why they’re wearing traditional habits, to disguise the fact that they’re men.”

      I shook my head. “Do you really think a gang of notorious robbers would hide out in a convent and pretend to be nuns?”

      Jackson took another sip of his coffee before shrugging.

      “What about the Reverend Mother, though?” I persisted. “Wouldn’t she have noticed that the nuns are men?”

      “She might be in on it. How would six convicted felons infiltrate a convent to hide out, without alerting the woman who’s in charge of it?”

      I bit the tip of one fingernail. I couldn’t tell him Sister Maria didn’t know about Harrison’s murder without admitting I was a witch. “For all we know, Sister Maria mightn’t interact with the novice nuns much at all.”

      Jackson frowned. “If you’re right, it means a helpless nun is in a convent with up to six hardened criminals.”

      The thought sent chills down my spine. “Do you actually think they would harm a nun?”

      “If they killed Harrison for crossing them, I don’t think they’re above doing anything to anyone,” Jackson said.

      “Well, then whatever it is that we’re going to do next, we probably should do it soon.”
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      “Thanks for coming,” I said to Ursula and Isabel.

      “So why the sudden get together?” Ursula asked me.

      Pudding spoke. “Adeline wants you to stake out the convent. No pun intended.”

      Ursula raised her eyebrows. “Pun?”

      “Stake. Vampires. Get it?”

      I shook my finger at Pudding. “Pudding, you promised you would let me tell them this time!”

      His whiskers twitched. “I’m a cat. I lie.”

      I shook my head. “As you know, I saw a nun running from the scene of Harrison’s murder, and then Jackson and I went to the convent and met the new head nun. She said Sister Bertrand has gone overseas on a pilgrimage, and then when I went to the bathroom, I saw a nun with very hairy legs.”

      “Say what?” Ursula’s mouth fell open.

      “Let me finish. And by the way, this is all top secret. This has to stay between the four of us. Jackson and I now think Harrison was the gang’s fence.”

      Isabel gasped. “You can’t be serious.”

      “What’s this ‘Jackson and I,’?” Ursula said, mimicking my voice. “You two seem to be a little too comfortable with each other. Have you forgotten he’s the enemy?”

      “She sure has forgotten!” Pudding said, pausing for a moment to lick his paw.

      I ignored him. “And Jackson thinks the alleged new nuns at the convent are actually The Squad disguised as nuns.”

      Ursula and Isabel looked at me as if I had completely taken leave of my senses.

      I held up my fingers and tapped each one as I continued. “One, I saw a nun fleeing the scene of Harrison’s murder. Two, I saw a nun with very hairy legs. Three, the fact that they are wearing traditional habits is suspicious in itself.”

      “What are you planning to do, exactly?” Ursula asked. “Adeline, I’m a lawyer. I can’t help with any breaking and entering.”

      “No, nothing like that. Not exactly.” I raised my hands and shook my head for emphasis. “I want to speak with the Reverend Mother while someone is watching the courtyard from the top of the hill.”

      “What would that accomplish, though?”

      “I really don’t know,” I admitted, “but it’s worth a shot. If one of you comes in with me, the other nuns might do something because they think Sister Maria is busy with guests, and one of you can be up on the hill looking into the walled courtyard with binoculars.”

      “Oh come on, Ursula. It sounds harmless enough,” Isabel said. “You watch from the hill and I’ll go with Adeline to talk to the Reverend Mother.”

      “Now, why would I be the one on the hill?” Ursula demanded. “I could make a donation to the convent. That would be a good cover.”

      At first, Isabel looked as though if she wanted to argue with her. With a sigh of resignation, she said, “Okay, sure, whatever you want. Anyway, what brought on this sudden need to stake out nuns?”

      “I’ve already explained…” I said, but I was interrupted.

      Pudding made a choking noise and at first I thought he was trying to cough up a fur ball, but I realized it was a sound of disgust. “She’s trying to impress the hot eye candy,” he said. “Just be careful said eye candy doesn’t arrest you and the next thing you know we’re on our way to Tartarus Island. You should be hexing him, not crushing on him.”

      Ursula and Isabel nodded agreement.

      “There will be no hexes! And we’re supposed to be discussing a convent.” I didn’t want the attention focused on me and my love life, or lack thereof. I was attracted to Jackson. Still, that didn’t mean I forgot for a moment he was, indeed, my enemy.
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      We were in Ursula’s BMW speeding towards the convent. I was nervous, whereas Ursula and Isabel appeared to be excited. Isabel was less enthusiastic, however, when we took a detour down a tiny lane that ran to the base of the hill overlooking the convent.

      “Watch the walled garden the whole time, and see what they do,” I said, as Isabel hopped from the car, binoculars in hand. I watched as she extended her bat wings and flew to the top of the hill, scaring some cockatoos.

      Ursula turned the car around, and soon we were back on the lonely road leading to the convent. “Now, what are we looking for exactly?” she asked me again.

      I shook my head. “We’ve been over this a hundred times. I’m hoping the other nuns do something while the Reverend Mother is busy with us.”

      Ursula grunted. “This is costing me a hundred dollars and it won’t be a tax deduction.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said in a small voice.

      Ursula shrugged and hurried off as fast as she could in her stilettos, while I walked after her.

      A shiver ran up my spine as the ancient bell echoed. “It’s like being in a horror movie,” Ursula whispered.

      The bell was followed by an alarm, the same sound I had heard on my previous visit to the convent.

      Sister Maria duly opened the door. “Adeline Bloomwood,” she spat, unable to mask the look of surprise on her face.

      I was sure I had introduced myself simply as ‘Adeline,’ no surname, on my last visit. “This is my friend, Ursula Incisore,” I said. “She would like to make a donation. Ursula, this is Sister Maria of, um, of…”

      “Sister Maria of Saint Leonard,” she supplied, looking at Ursula. Her face lit up at the mention of the word donation. “Won’t you come in?”

      Ursula made her way awkwardly over the uneven tiles, her stilettos catching every now and then. Just as we reached the reception room door, Ursula’s stiletto caught and she fell forward, throwing out her arms to save herself. In doing so, she knocked Sister Maria hard into the edge of the door.

      “^%$#!” Sister Maria exclaimed.

      I gasped and looked at Ursula.

      “What did you say?” Ursula asked Sister Maria, who was visibly shaken.

      “I said, Sheep!” Sister Maria said. “All we like sheep have gone astray, we have turned, every one, to his own way, and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.”

      Ursula and I just stared at Sister Maria. “Yes,” Sister Maria continued, “your fall reminded me of a sheep that has gone astray.”

      I had to give her marks for quick thinking, but I know what I heard and it certainly wasn’t sheep.

      Sister Maria was still talking. “Please go in and take a seat. I’ll fetch tea.” She ushered us into the room, and then closed the door behind her.

      “Did you hear what she said?” Ursula whispered.

      “I sure did,” I said, “and it sure wasn’t sheep.”

      Ursula pursed her lips. “I know.”

      “Perhaps she’s not really a nun, either.”

      Ursula shrugged. “Nuns are only human.”

      “Not that human,” I said. “Besides, when I was here with Jackson, he said the head nun should call for another nun to bring the tea, but Sister Maria herself did it last time and she’s doing it again now. That’s not standard procedure. Also, Jackson said that the nuns always bake the cakes themselves, but last time, it was Tim Tams.”

      Ursula beamed. “Tim Tams!”

      I let out a sigh of frustration. “Concentrate, Ursula, seriously.”

      The door opened and Sister Maria entered, carrying a tray. She set it down on the round table in front of us. I shot Ursula a significant look and wiggled my eyebrows when I saw the plate of Tim Tams.

      Ursula rummaged in her bag and fished out one hundred dollars in cash. She handed it to Sister Maria. “Just a small donation,” she said.

      Sister Maria appeared genuinely grateful. “Thank you so much. You do realize that we are not a registered charity in Australia,” she said, “so it will not be a tax deduction.”

      “Yes, I realize that all too well,” Ursula said with a sigh, “or I would’ve given you more.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I’ll write you a receipt,” Sister Maria stood up.

      Ursula waved her back down. “No, please don’t trouble yourself. A receipt is no use to me.”

      Sister Maria offered a tight-lipped smile. “It’s very kind of you,”

      I nibbled on a Tim Tam, uneasy in the ensuing silence. The longer we gave Isabel, the better. After a few minutes of discussing the weather, Ursula stood up. “Thank you for your hospitality, Sister Maria. We’d better be going. I just came to make the donation.”

      Sister Maria followed us to the door, keeping her distance this time as Ursula made her way carefully over the uneven, tiled floor. It was with apparent relief that Sister Maria shut the heavy oak doors behind us.

      Before we reached the car, the alarm sounded again.

      Once we were safely in the car, I turned to Ursula. “Why did you get out of there so fast?” I asked her. “We needed to give Isabel as much time as we could.”

      Ursula pouted at me. “There is only so much inconsequential small talk one can make. Besides, I was afraid she’d ask me why I made the donation, and then I’d have needed to come up with a likely reason on the spot.”

      I had to agree.

      “Did you smell the mothballs? She must keep her dress in mothballs.”

      “It’s a habit,” I said.

      “Bad habits can be broken,” Ursula said, as she started the engine.

      I rolled my eyes, and texted Isabel. Coming to get you now.

      By the time we arrived at the bottom of the hill, Isabel was waiting for us, her face flushed. She scrambled into the car, and Ursula floored it, the acceleration throwing me back against my seat. I turned to look in the back seat. “You saw something?”

      “Yes!” Isabel exclaimed. “You’ll never guess what!” She leant forward. “There was no one in the courtyard at first, but then, six nuns came out.”

      I interrupted her. “What did they do?”

      Isabel motioned for me to be quiet. “They all sat around a table, and they were all smoking. Some of them had their legs up on the table.”
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      Jackson was standing on my doorstep. “I was up all night. I spent all night and most of the day making notes and trying to figure out what I’m missing. I’ve come to the conclusion Sister Maria must know that the nuns are the bank robbers.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief that he wasn’t here to arrest me, and motioned him to follow me into the back room. I had already hidden all my herbs and potions along with my grimoire in a cupboard upstairs. “Two friends of mine went with me to the convent yesterday to see if we could find some evidence.”

      Jackson’s eyes widened. “Did you find anything?”

      “The Reverend Mother fell over during our visit, and swore aloud but then tried to cover it up.”

      “That’s unusual.”

      I shot a warning look at Pudding, who was sitting in the doorway, studying Jackson. “And that’s not all,” I said. “Ursula, my lawyer friend, came with me into the convent, and I’d sent my other friend, Isabel, with binoculars up the hill overlooking the walled enclosure. She saw six nuns sitting around a table. Some of the nuns had their legs up on the table, and they were all smoking.”

      “How did your friend climb that hill? It’s practically a cliff face.”

      “She’s a health fanatic,” I said quickly.

      Jackson looked confused but thankfully did not pursue the matter. “Well, some nuns do smoke, but it is strange that they had their legs up on the table. They do sound like men rather than nuns. Also, it’s strange that the Reverend Mother swore.”

      “Coffee?” My Nespresso machine had heated up.

      “What? Oh sure, sorry.”

      “Have a seat.” I pointed to one of two comfortable chairs around the little table in my back room.

      “Why is your coffee machine down here?” Jackson asked. “Why isn’t it upstairs in your apartment?”

      “Because I only have coffee in the mornings,” I told him, omitting the fact my coffee cauldron was upstairs, “and it’s an incentive for me to come downstairs and start work. I get coffee from the Hallows Café, and then have one or two here.”

      Jackson’s jaw dropped. “What, seven days a week?”

      I laughed and handed him his coffee. “No rest for the wicked.”

      I caught Pudding’s expression of disapproval and silently berated myself. It was all too easy to fall into conversation with Jackson. I trembled as thoughts of Tartarus Island flashed through my mind. I had seen it on the news on occasion when human rights activists tried to gain access. Of course, they had been told it was simply a maximum-security prison.

      His expression changed. “Speaking of wicked, they only caught six of The Squad members, but someone broke them out of the prison van in transit to Long Bay prison. That makes a seventh gang member at the very least.”

      “So, what do we do next?”

      Jackson finished his coffee before answering. “Can you take the day off? Or at least the morning?”

      I was puzzled. “What do you have in mind?”

      “I think our best bet is to stake out the convent. I’m not sure how long we’ll have to sit there before we see anything. Perhaps we could stake it out this morning and then on a regular basis, until we do find something. I assume there’s a convent car?”

      I nodded. “Sister Bertrand drove an old blue Holden—it has to be at least thirty years old,” I said. “I haven’t seen it around town though, not lately. An old car like that stands out. And back to your original question, yes, I could take a few hours off.”

      “Is there anywhere near the convent where we could park and wait, yet still see a car pass by?”

      I thought about the side lane on the way to the convent. “I know the perfect place. We can park under the trees, and nobody will see us from the convent road.”

      “Awesome,” Jackson said. “Let’s go.”

      “What, right now?”

      “No time like the present.”

      I ignored Pudding who swiped at my leg, quickly scrawled Back later on a piece of paper, and stuck it inside the front door.

      Two hours later, and I was tense. I was on edge, as I was stuck in my small car with a very attractive man.

      And, of course, my main reason for being tense was that Jackson had the power to send me to Tartarus Island without so much as a trial.

      “I think they’re moving,” Jackson said.

      Presently, the old convent car drove by the intersection.

      I slowly drove down the road after it.

      “Shouldn’t you go faster?” Jackson asked me.

      I shook my head. “No. The road that goes past the convent rarely has any traffic, so whoever’s driving will notice any cars that come up behind them. Closer to town, more roads join this one, so by then the driver won’t think anything of more traffic.”

      The convent car headed towards town, but then eventually turned off on the little road that ran to the highway. When it reached the highway, I was able to catch up. “They’re heading north,” I said. “How far do we follow them? What if they’re headed for Brisbane?”

      Jackson chuckled. “Well, we won’t follow them quite that far. How about we follow them as far as Guyra?”

      “Sure,” I said, but right then, the convent car pulled off the highway onto the airport road. “The airport,” I said, stating the obvious. I followed the car at a distance again, and it bypassed the parking area of the public airport, going further on to the cargo section and the crop dusting planes, where it stopped.

      I drove along the parallel road inside the parking area, and parked a few hundred metres away to ensure we wouldn’t be seen.

      Two nuns stepped out of the car.

      “Well, they don’t appear to be taking any flights,” I said. “And I know that’s a restricted ten minute parking area, so clearly they’re just here for a quick stop or something. Maybe they’re meeting with someone.”

      I watched as the nuns walked around to the back of the car. They pulled out two large suitcases and carried them over to the airport fence.

      “Come on,” Jackson said, breaking into a run. “Let’s go into the terminal building. I know they have huge windows, and we should be able to see what’s going on.”

      “Wait,” I said, as I hurried to catch him. “The windows in there face the wrong direction.”

      By the time I got inside the small terminal, Jackson had figured that out for himself. Luckily for us, the Qantas plane to Sydney was boarding, so we filed out the front of the building with the well-wishers saying goodbye to passengers onto the enclosed area. From the lawn, we had a good view of the cargo section.

      A man with a trolley walked up to the two nuns. He tried to lift one of the suitcases onto the trolley. He pulled and yanked, but barely lifted it from the ground. Another man came to help, and the two of them were able to lift the suitcases onto the trolley.

      “That was weird,” I said. “Those nuns must have some serious muscle. Did you see how easily they lifted those suitcases, and then those men had trouble lifting them?”

      “It’s looking more and more like those nuns are men,” Jackson said. A nearby woman shot him a look.

      “What do we do now?” I asked as we made our way back to my car.

      Jackson took my arm. “Look, they’re leaving. Let’s go!”

      Just as I turned on the ignition, the nuns’ car drove off. They took a right onto the highway. “It looks like they’re going back to town.”

      I followed the convent car at a distance. When we got close to town, the nuns didn’t turn off to the convent but kept going.

      “Keep following them,” Jackson said.

      I wanted to give up as I felt as though it was a waste of time, but on the other hand, I was spending time with Jackson, and I had to admit that spending time with Jackson was enjoyable. I shook my head to quash the image of him arresting me, and followed the vehicle all the way to the local restaurant, which was attached to the Royal Hotel. The car turned off the highway into the large parking area behind the Royal.

      “Okay, follow them in there, but go slow,” Jackson said. “We don’t want to be noticed if we can avoid it.”

      I pulled in shortly after the nuns and found a spot where we could see the convent car. Just then, one of the nuns got out of the car and entered the building. “She’s going in. We need to get in there,” Jackson said.

      Jackson and I walked into the restaurant. The nun was seated at a table with her back to us. Jackson nodded toward the table on the other side of the small room. There was only one table between us and the nun’s table, and two elderly ladies were sitting at it. Fortunately, their table was slightly off at an angle.

      Jackson sat with his back to the nun, and I sat across from him. I had a good view of our target. Jackson picked up his menu and flipped it open. I picked up the large vase of lilies and placed them on another table. “I can’t stand the smell of lilies,” I said to Jackson when I returned. “They remind me of funerals.”

      “Are you ready to order?” The waitress appeared as if from nowhere, startling me.

      Her face fell when we said we were just having coffee. She hurried over to the nun to take her order.

      Our coffees arrived, but before I had a chance to take a sip, a tall man in a suit walked past us. He sat opposite the nun.

      I strained to hear the conversation. Jackson was closer.

      “I think the guy might be a bookmaker,” he whispered to me. “They’re talking about the odds on some charity football game that’s coming up.”

      I nodded. “That would be the Halloween women’s football match. All the proceeds go to the convent.”

      Jackson was still paying close attention to the nun’s conversation with the bookmaker. “Wait, what’s a Yowie? I mean, of course I know it’s a mythological Aussie creature that looks a bit like Chewbacca.”

      I chuckled. “That’s the name of the team that wins every year. The Yowie Team plays dirty and never loses. It’s always difficult to find enough women to make up the team to play against them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There are always incidents and injuries during the games; people are too scared to play against them. The Yowie Team is full of huge, strong, muscular women. Sister Bertrand used to organise the match, so I suppose Sister Maria is organising it now. The Yowie Team women are horrible bullies. Isn’t it odd that a nun is gambling?” I added. “Are they allowed to gamble?”

      Jackson shrugged. “It’s not all that uncommon, to be honest.”

      “Are you serious?” the bookmaker said loudly, causing the elderly ladies to stare at him.

      Jackson and I leant in the direction of the nun. I held my breath in an attempt to overhear.

      “Listen, I’ll take the bet, but I feel really bad about taking money from nuns. The Yowie Team never loses. Are you sure you want to take such a big risk?” the bookmaker asked the nun. “Nobody ever bets against them.”

      I saw the nun nod. I listened for a while longer, but the bookmaker had lowered his voice. Jackson leant over to me. “Do you know who the Yowies are playing against this year?” he whispered.

      “Not a clue,” I said, “but they must be pretty good, or that nun knows something that nobody else does.”

      The bookmaker and the nun both stood and continued talking as they made their way towards the door. As they passed my table, I glanced up and locked eyes with the nun. A chill ran through my bones.
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      Saturday dawned bright and clear, a good day for an AFL match. There were several types of football in Australia, but AFL was home grown, as the name Australian Football League suggested.

      I pitied the poor girls who would play against the Yowie Team this Halloween.

      The Yowie women were all farmers from out of town. They rarely came into town, thankfully. They were loud, rude, and obnoxious.

      Sure, there were umpires for the game, but as it was not part of any league, players couldn’t be reported or suspended, so the Yowie women did whatever they liked.

      And so it was with some trepidation I agreed to meet Jackson for the match.

      As I took my seat next to him in the stand, a voice came over the loudspeaker. “Did he say the Sisters of Temperance Team?” I asked in disbelief.

      Jackson nodded, but the voice over the loudspeaker continued, and announced that only six players would be playing on the Sisters of Temperance Team.

      A loud gasp of horror went up from the spectators. Jackson and I were shocked, but not for the same reason as the spectators. I turned to Jackson. “The man nuns are playing!”

      Jackson pointed to the field.

      Six nuns in full habit ran onto the field, while the eighteen players from the Yowie Team ran onto the field at the opposite end.

      No one cheered. I assumed everyone was in shock. It was bad enough playing against the Yowie Team with a full team of eighteen players, but the Sisters of Temperance Team was one-third of that. However, Jackson and I knew something that nobody else knew: the nuns were men, and big, bulky, hardened criminals at that.

      “That explains the bookmaker,” Jackson whispered to me.

      I nodded. It looked as though the women on the Yowie Team were finally going to get their comeuppance and the nuns were going to make a tidy sum.

      The Yowie women doubled over with laughter, pointing at the nuns. If only they knew.

      The game started, and a nun from the Sisters of Temperance Team took immediate possession of the ball. Two hefty, solid Yowie players tackled her hard, a legal tackle for once, but the tackle had no effect whatsoever. The two Yowie players fell backwards onto the ground, and lay still. Play continued while the two Yowie players were taken away on stretchers. The nun kicked the ball to another nun. A Yowie player pushed that nun in the back, an illegal move, so the umpire blew the whistle.

      This meant a free kick to the Sisters of Temperance Team. The field umpire pointed to the spot where the offence had occurred, and the other five nuns ran towards the goal posts. The nun kicked the ball, which flew in the direction of a nun standing at the fifty-metre mark.

      Right then, a Yowie player ran at the nun, with her elbow raised to strike the nun across the neck. The crowd sent up a collective gasp. The nun ducked, and the Yowie player flew over her head and landed badly. As the Yowie player writhed on the ground, the nun took the mark, and everyone cheered.

      Jackson and I exchanged glances. While a doctor ran out to the Yowie player, the nun lined up to kick the ball.

      “Surely she’s not going to try to kick a goal from the fifty-metre mark!” the announcer exclaimed.

      The Yowie Team must have thought the same thing, for just as the nun kicked the ball, a Yowie player ran to tackle another nun. The other nun saw her coming. It all happened so fast. The nun scored the goal, and then there were two Yowie players lying on the ground. They were duly carried away on stretchers.

      “About time that Yowie Team got what’s coming to them,” an elderly woman sitting in front of me said to her husband, who loudly agreed with her.

      “They’re risking quite a lot coming out in public like this,” I whispered to Jackson.

      “That bet must’ve been sizeable,” he whispered back, “and they would’ve had incredibly good odds. They’ll make an absolute fortune.”

      By quarter time, the Yowie Team had lost eight of their players to injuries, and now they were the ones too intimidated to tackle the Sisters of Temperance Team. The score was in favour of the Sisters of Temperance Team, 55 – Nil.

      For the rest of the game, the nuns were not so overt in their behaviour. They even allowed the Yowie Team to score a few goals. The final score was 186 - 24. The Sisters of Temperance Team, of course, won.

      Jackson and I had been on the lookout for Sister Maria, but had seen no sign of her so far. After the Sisters of Temperance Team won, they shook hands with the remaining players of the Yowie Team. I caught Jackson’s arm. “There, look!” I pointed at Sister Maria who was walking over to the Sisters of Temperance Team. She slapped them all on the back in delight.

      Sister Maria and one of the fake nuns broke away from the group and walked in different directions. “Okay, how about we split up and follow one each,” he said, “and then we can meet back at the Hallows Café as soon as we’ve seen where they’re going.”

      He left to follow Sister Maria. I followed the nun, a tall nun with a hooked nose.

      On one side of the football field was a large stand, beneath which were two restrooms, one for men, and one for women. Most of the people who had come to watch the game had left, and the stragglers were still filing out or chatting with friends near the turnstile exits. I looked around and saw the nun off in the distance.

      I caught up to the nun, but hung back a suitable distance. The nun passed the ladies’ locker room and then the men’s, before turning into the women’s restroom.

      I waited a moment and then went in as well.

      The bathroom was a bit dingy, the lighting a terrible, fake yellow emanating from two fluorescent tubes running across the ceiling. There were four stalls in the small bathroom and two sinks near the door. The tall nun was nowhere to be seen.

      I cautiously took a few steps inside and then bent at my knees. I looked under the stall walls, until I located the nun standing in the second of the four stalls. Thankfully, no one else was in the restroom, or it would have been embarrassing for me, peering under the door as I was.

      I couldn’t help but smile as I looked at the nun’s feet. They were spaced a bit apart, and they were facing the toilet just as a man would. If I’d had any doubt before that the nuns were men, I had none now.

      I turned and hurried out of the bathroom. I practically ran toward the parking lot, hurrying to my car, and climbing behind the wheel. I cranked the engine and stomped on the gas, causing my rear tires to spin with a screeching sound on the blacktop as the car shot out of the parking lot and onto the road.

      Within a minute or two, I parked up the road from the Hallows Café. I had intended to text Jackson from the safety of the café, but he was already there. He sat alone in a booth in the corner, a cup of coffee in front of him.

      “Hey,” he said, as I took my seat opposite him. “Are you hungry? I’ve ordered potato wedges with sour cream and sweet chilli sauce for us both.”

      I nodded. “Thanks, I’m ravenous. Where did Sister Maria go?”

      “Just to the convent car, but then she went straight back to the other nuns,” he said with disappointment. “Did you have any better luck?

      “Listen to this,” I said. “I followed that nun into the bathroom. I looked under the door. He was standing up and facing the toilet.”

      “So the nun is a man!” Jackson exclaimed, loudly enough that the people at the tables and in nearby booths nearby looked to him.

      I nodded. “Exactly.”

      “You do realise we have to tell the police,” Jackson said, as the waitress deposited a huge plate of potato wedges in between us.

      I pulled a face. “They won’t believe us,” I said. “They’ll wonder why I was looking under toilet doors.”

      “We have no choice,” Jackson said, before he popped a whole potato wedge in his mouth.

      “Truly, they won’t be any help at all,” I said, as I dipped a wedge in the hot chilli sauce and then the sour cream. “Surely there’s something else we can do?”

      An hour later, we stood in front of the police station. It was a small building, and the yellowing paint should have been replaced a decade or so ago. I fervently hoped that it would not be open. As it was a small country town, the police station kept unusual hours, and sometimes one had to press the buzzer next to the door to be transferred to the police officer on duty. However, it was also a well-known fact that the local police rarely responded to the buzzer.

      It was not my lucky day. When we walked in, there were no cops in sight. We heard a voice from the front room. “Come in!”

      I was surprised to see Sergeant Barnes had decorated his office for Halloween. A big pumpkin sat on his desk, and fake bats hung from the fake cobwebs adorning the walls.

      He swivelled around in his chair to face us. “Yes?”

      “We just went to the Halloween football match,” I said, nervously. My palms were sweating, and I rubbed them on my jeans.

      The sergeant looked at me, waiting for me to continue.

      “The nuns are men.” He simply raised his eyebrows, so I pressed on. “I just saw one of the nuns in the toilet and he was facing the stall, just like men do.”

      The sergeant’s jaw dropped.

      “And six nuns beat the eighteen Yowie players,” I added.

      The sergeant’s jaw dropped even further. “The nuns beat the Yowie Team? What was the score?”

      “186 - 24,” I said.

      The sergeant stood up and crossed his arms. “That’s a high scoring game. Clearly, they had God on their side.”

      I rubbed my temples. This wasn’t going at all well. “It’s because those nuns are men. They’re The Squad, hiding out at the convent.”

      The sergeant rolled his eyes. “And how did you see a nun facing the stall? It was the women’s bathroom, I take it?”

      This was the part I’d been dreading. “Err, yes,” I said. I looked at Jackson and he nodded in encouragement. “I knew she was a man, so I followed her into the bathroom. I looked under the stall door, and she was using the restroom standing up.”

      Sergeant Barnes crossed his arms. “There are laws against peeping toms,” he said.

      “But, but…” I sputtered.

      Jackson came to my rescue. “Sergeant, those nuns are men. They beat that other team easily, and Adeline saw one of them using the bathroom like a man. You know that Harrison the pawnbroker was murdered. I suspect he was their fence.”

      Sergeant Barnes held up his hand for silence. “Now look here,” he said, “you’re obviously Protestants, but that’s no excuse to slander those poor nuns. I don’t have time to listen to your crackpot theories, you got me?”

      Jackson drew himself to his full height and held out his badge. “I’m Jackson Scott from Australian Visa Control. I’m on The Squad case. I believe they’re hiding in the local convent. In fact, I think the bank robbers are disguising themselves as nuns.”

      Sergeant Barnes threw back his shoulders and narrowed his eyes. “Why didn’t you identify yourself as AVC at first?”

      “We like to keep a low profile.”

      Barnes nodded at me. “And her?”

      “A normal citizen I’ve roped in to assist me.”

      Jackson put a slight emphasis on the word ‘normal’ and a knowing glance passed between the two men. I knew that was Jackson’s way of telling Barnes I knew nothing about paranormals. If only he knew!

      Barnes crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Okay, I like to cooperate with government agents, but this seems a little too far-fetched. Nuns always have a Reverend Mother or someone in charge. Wouldn’t she know if she had criminals staying under her roof? Or are you saying she’s in on it?”

      “She might not be a nun,” Jackson pointed out. “Do you know what happened to Sister Bertrand?”

      Barnes nodded. “Sister Bertrand was excited her order was sending her on the pilgrimage. She told me she was surprised to receive a letter from the Australian Provincial Office telling her that the Order of the Sisters of Temperance was going to send her on a pilgrimage and that Sister Maria of St. Leonard was coming with a group of novice nuns on retreat.”

      “That letter from the Australian Provincial Office had to be fake,” Jackson said. “At least we know Sister Bertrand is okay.”

      Barnes jerked his head. “Can I have a word with you in private?”

      As Jackson and Barnes left the room, waves of misgivings flooded me. Were they talking about me? Did Jackson know I was a witch?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      When Jackson left Barnes’s office, he suggested we drive straight back to the convent. We had been sitting under a clump of gumtrees for some time. On a nearby tree, angry koalas fought loudly.

      “It’s getting late,” I said. “A couple more hours and it’ll be pitch-black out here.”

      Just as we were ready to call it quits, the headlights of a car coming our way changed the game plan.

      After the convent car drove by, I cautiously drove down the road and pulled onto the road running from the convent to town.

      “It’ll be dark soon,” Jackson said. “Try not to lose them.” As soon as the words left his mouth, the convent car pulled over to the side of the road. A nun holding a large bag jumped out of the driver’s seat and sprinted into the bushes. “Adeline, quick! Pull over. We don’t want to get too close. Let’s see what’s going on from back here.”

      I stopped behind a clump of trees. We could see the vehicle, nicely illuminated by the setting sun, at the crest of the hill, but the nun was nowhere to be seen.

      After a few moments, a man exited the bushes and ran back to the car, but there was no bag in sight this time. Once the convent car pulled away, I drove forward slowly until I reached the bushes. I had barely come to a stop when Jackson leapt from the car. He disappeared into the bushes to retrieve the bag.

      Jackson jumped back in the car and opened the bag, revealing a full nun’s habit inside. I gasped. “He’s going somewhere out of uniform.”

      Jackson was still looking through the contents of the bag. “Hurry, Adeline. We need to stay with him.”

      We followed the car at a distance. The sky grew darker, but I did not want to turn on my lights. The nun might not notice a car behind him, but he would certainly notice a car with headlights. I could see the road well enough by moonlight—my main concern was kangaroos. Kangaroos came out at dusk and often hopped at speed in front of cars, giving the cars no time to stop. People in country towns rarely drove at dusk for this very reason.

      I followed the car into town, where it pulled off the road into the parking area behind the Royal Hotel. I sped up and followed it in, selecting a parking spot under a big tree on the opposite side of the parking area.

      The eerie atmosphere made me shiver. The parking area was big, part of it being tarmac and part being dirt. Dust swirled, illuminated by the lights on the motel roof. My witch senses went into overdrive. I had a strange sense of premonition, as if something terrible were about to happen. I shivered.

      The car door opened, and the man stepped out. Jackson and I ducked down in our seats, as the man spun around to check the area. He must have been satisfied he wasn’t being followed, as he took off across the parking area.

      The man walked in our direction. For a moment, I was afraid he had seen us and was heading for us. To my relief, he turned, and then knocked at a door on which was the number 107.

      When the door swung open, both of us gasped in surprise. A slender woman with long blonde hair greeted him at the door, hugging him the second she laid eyes on him. The light inside the motel room shone on the man’s face, more so as he once again checked over his shoulder.

      Jackson gasped. “It’s Big Ted! I have to call Barnes.” He wasted no time in doing so. “Sergeant, I’m outside the Royal Hotel, and we’ve just seen Big Ted, one of The Squad members. Hello? Hello?” He turned to me. “There’s no service! I don’t know how much Barnes heard. What about your phone?’

      I pulled my phone from my jeans pocket and stared at the screen. “Same. The service is intermittent in this area.”

      Jackson shook his head. “I’m guessing it’s his wife, since Big Ted’s the only married member of the gang. Who knows how long Big Ted will stay in that room? We have to do something before he leaves. I should listen at the door, maybe record some audio on my phone.”

      I gasped. “You can’t be serious! That’s way too dangerous. If you want to watch him, I’ll drive to the police station and tell them.”

      Jackson was already half out of the car. “I’ll be fine. Just stay here, no matter what.”

      “What do you mean, no matter what?”

      “Adeline, promise me you won’t get out of this car.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t promise that. I don’t think you should go.”

      My pleading fell on deaf ears. Jackson sighed. “Look, I’m going to try to get an audio clip or something.”

      My stomach muscles clenched so hard that they hurt. I felt ill. My heart was in my mouth as I watched Jackson creep ever closer to the motel room.

      Jackson crawled over and put his ear against the door. He stood, listening, for a few moments.

      Just then, the door swung open, and two large muscular arms yanked Jackson inside the room.

      I was panic-stricken.

      Now what? There was no sign of the police. I had to take matters into my own hands.

      I looked around the car for inspiration, when my eyes fell upon the bag of nun’s clothing. I smiled. Now I knew exactly what I would do.

      I threw the habit over my clothes easily enough but had trouble with the wimple. I wasn’t sure the habit was on correctly, but it would have to do. There was no time to waste.

      I took a deep breath, and then hurried over to Room 107. I banged on the door. No response. I banged on it again, and saw movement in the window from the corner of my eye. Someone was peeping out.

      “Who are you? What do you want?” asked a woman’s voice.

      “Sister Maria sent me,” I said in the firmest voice I could muster.

      It was the man’s voice that answered. “What do you mean? No women work for her.”

      I thought quickly. “Excuse me! The Reverend Mother doesn’t tell you everything. She’s in charge, not you, and some things are better left unknown.” I was aiming for a belligerent tone, but I heard my voice come out as a squeak.

      There was no response, and the time stretched on unbearably. Finally, after a long pause, the door opened just a crack. I could see a thin sliver of a man’s face through the opening.

      “What does she want?” he said.

      “What does she want?” I parroted. “She’s furious that you risked everything to visit your wife. She’s already angry with you for committing crimes without her permission.”

      I heard him gasp. “What crimes did I do without her permission?”

      “For starters, I just watched you abduct a man. I’m fairly sure she wouldn’t be pleased to hear such a thing.”

      “Oh, you saw that? Well, he was snooping around, so I had to do something. She’ll understand that,” he assured me.

      I adjusted the wimple. “She would probably understand this incident, if you hadn’t already stirred up trouble in town before. She hasn’t forgotten about Harrison’s death, you know.”

      “Listen, Harrison deserved what he got. He was trying to blackmail us. I know she’s mad that we didn’t go through her, but the rest of the guys agreed we should do it. That’s not only on me.”

      I didn’t know whether to be pleased with the fact that he had admitted it, or to be worried that Jackson was in the motel room. “It doesn’t matter who agreed to it,” I said in a stern tone. I was emboldened by the fact that Big Ted seemed to think I was for real. I pressed on. “The fact of the matter is that you didn’t consult Sister Maria. She never signed off on it.”

      I paused for a moment to draw breath. “She’s furious about the pawnbroker’s death, because it drew so much unwanted attention to this town,” I explained. “If we want to remain safe here, we need to stop with the needless killing. All it does is shine a spotlight right on Sister Maria and the convent. The man you’re holding—give him to me and I’ll clean up this mess for you.”

      The door slammed shut, and again there was silence. I tried again. “Listen, let me take care of this to protect all of us. If you do, I won’t say a word to Sister Maria about anything that’s happened here.”

      A few more moments passed with no response.

      Suddenly, the door flew open, and the man pulled me inside. The door slammed shut behind me.
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      Jackson’s hands were tied behind his back with ripped sheets, and some linen was stuffed in his mouth.

      The man yanked the wimple from my head and pushed me roughly onto the couch next to Jackson.

      His wife clutched his arm. “The AVC agents are onto us! You must kill them!”

      He shifted into a wolf as I watched. “I knew she was one too. I smelt an accomplice on him.”

      “Werewolves? But I just thought you fake nuns were men,” I said lamely.

      There was no time. I had to act.

      As Big Ted advanced on Jackson, his teeth bared, I flung out my arm. Big Ted flew across the room and hit the wall hard. He slumped, unconscious, to the ground.

      “Witch!” his wife spat.

      Before she could shift, I flung her against the wall too. She slumped beside her husband.

      I untied Jackson and pulled the cloth from his mouth. “I, I had no idea,” he stammered.

      The door flew open. Sergeant Barnes and Constable Jones burst into the room.

      It was too late to make a run for it. Would Jackson arrest Ursula and Isabel too? And Pudding?

      A wave of nausea hit me.
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      “Good work, Agent Scott,” Barnes said, as he clapped handcuffs on Big Ted while Jones slapped handcuffs on Ted’s wife. “I take it these two need, um, special measures?”

      “They do,” Jackson said. “I’ll call for a team to arrest the other fake nuns at the convent and Sister Maria too. They’re all like these two.”

      Barnes winked at him. “I get your meaning.”

      I held my breath, waiting for him to tell Barnes about me.

      “I hope you will arrange it soon, in that case. We’re not equipped to hold them for too long.”

      “I’ll arrange it at once,” Jackson assured him.

      Barnes and Jones removed Big Ted and his wife from the room.

      As soon as they left, I asked Jackson, “Did you know they were werewolves?”

      “Not as such. I did sense shifters around, but I thought it was only Harrison’s wife, Rosalind.”

      My jaw fell open. “What? Rosalind’s a werewolf?”

      “No, a shifter, a mouse shifter. They’re uncommon but easy to detect. Their English language isn’t good and they have a deathly fear of cats.”

      I nodded slowly. That did explain a lot. I asked the question uppermost on my mind. “Are you going to arrest me?”

      Jackson ran his hand over his forehead. “No. Can we go back to your place to talk? I’ll explain everything.”

      Five minutes later, I unlocked my door and Jackson followed me up the stairs. Pudding let out a howl when he saw Jackson and ran under the sofa. We had not said so much as a word in the car.

      When I reached for the bottle of Moscato, I asked, “Are you not going to arrest me just because I saved your life?”

      “I have no intention of arresting you, no matter what. It will be our secret. I’ll explain.”

      “Oh,” I said, as a wave of relief washed over me. “Dinner?”

      “Sure,” Jackson followed me into the kitchen.

      I peered into the fridge to see what I could whip up, and as I turned around, Jackson was right there. I threw my hands against his chest to balance myself.

      For a moment neither of us moved. I shut my eyes.

      Suddenly, there was a loud crash. Pudding had jumped onto the table and knocked over Jackson’s glass. Tiny shards of glass shattered all over the floor.

      “Don’t trust him, you fool!” Pudding said to me. “AVC agents never change their spots.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s leopards,” Jackson said. “Here, I’ve been meaning to give you some of these.” He pulled a packet of cat treats from his pocket and poured some on the floor.

      Pudding ran over. “Nice man,” he purred. “Kiss Adeline if you like. You have my blessing.”

      My cheeks flushed hot.

      “Thank you,” Jackson said. He turned to me. “But first, I have to explain. I have a secret too. My mother was a witch. They sent her and her familiar to Tartarus Island.”

      Pudding looked up in horror and then ate the rest of his treats.

      “On the way, they both escaped. My father helped them escape, but no one else knows that. My father was an AVC agent. He eventually took early retirement when he thought it was safe to do so, and they are now together. I can’t tell you where.”

      Pudding waved his paw at him. “Don’t stop now. This is fascinating.”

      “I was a baby at the time. My father raised me. No one knows about my mother. I was born with AVC abilities, so no one questioned me.”

      “But you arrest paranormals!” I said in shock.

      He shook his head. “No, not innocent ones, only criminals. I’m in the criminal AVC department. I’m also in a position to help innocent paranormals escape.”

      “Did you know I was a witch?”

      He nodded. “I’ve inherited some intuition from my mother, but I don’t have your powers.”

      “Where’s my dinner?” Pudding piped up. “I’m bored with the two of you now.”

      I stood up, intending to grab a can of cat food, but Jackson caught my wrist.

      He pulled me to him. As he pressed his lips against mine, a sound of disgust broke us apart.

      Pudding’s paw was over his eyes. “All’s well that end’s well, I suppose,” he said.
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      Everly Dupree helps the dead find peace, whether she wants to or not. Nick Mason is the worst driver in town, or he was before he died in an accident. Now, right in the middle of Halloweenfest, he wants Everly to help sort out his killer.

      

      This is a standalone story that takes place between books 2 and 3 of the Haunted Everly After series.
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      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      “Everly! Everly Dupree, are you in there?”

      Martha Tipton’s voice cut through the glass of my front door. Figuratively, anyway, but her pitch wasn’t far off from making the action literal. At the first jarring note, Molly gave a subdued woof and made a beeline toward her safe spot under my bed.

      “Some watchdog you are,” I muttered at the chocolate lab’s retreating backside.

      Other than the screeching note of her voice when upset and her utter disdain for people moving into town from other states, Martha was a sweet person. By her tone, I could tell she was clinging to the fibers at the end of her rope.

      I was wearing a pair of tattered yoga pants, had my hair bundled up in a bandana, and was clutching a can of oven cleaner in one hand. I wasn’t exactly dressed for company, not that Martha noticed what I was wearing. She sailed through the door on a cloud of indignation, and I wondered if there was room for me under the bed, too.

      “Do you know what that Bess Tate has done? Do you?” She slammed her hands on her ample hips, fire in her eyes.

      The answer was no, but even if I’d used a bullhorn to say so, she wouldn’t have heard it. When I had agreed to help out with the town-wide yard sale in August, I’d had no idea I’d be back on the hook come October for Halloweenfest. If Martha and her cronies had their way, Mooselick River would soon rival Salem as one of the spookiest towns in the northeast.

      Never mind the town lacked so much as a shred of witch history, or even haunted houses and such. Well, except for my house, which, it turned out, hadn’t lived up to its ghostly reputation. Despite local lore, Willowby House had been a ghost-free zone until I’d moved in. In a grand twist of fate, I’d brought the ghosts with me. Two of them so far, and with any luck, that would be the end of it.

      My mother raised me to not argue with my elders, so who was I to point out to three grandmotherly women behind the grand scheme that Salem had a lot more going for it?

      She continued before I could formulate a response. “She called and canceled the hay bale delivery because her grandson has asthma. How are we supposed to set up our maze with no hay bales? Can you tell me? Because I don’t know what to do. Halloween is on Saturday. The festival starts in two days, and without the maze, we’ll have nothing but a few props scattered around the food booths.”

      Hay makes me sneeze, too, so as far as I was concerned, Bess deserved a commendation for her meddling ways.

      I shrugged. “Well, we’ll have to adjust. I’m sure I can find a solution.” Which was why Martha had come knocking on my door in the first place. “Leave it in my capable hands, and I’ll make some calls.”

      “Everly Dupree, you are a lifesaver.”

      Martha Tipton, you are a drama queen, I thought but didn’t say out loud.

      All smiles now, she refocused. “You know, I’d absolutely love a tour of the house if you have the time.”

      And even if I didn’t.

      When I returned to my hometown in June after my cheating husband torched my life, Martha Tipton, albeit gently, had steamrollered me into buying the reputedly haunted Willowby House and all its contents for the back taxes. Jobless, and with meager savings in the bank, I’d signed on the dotted line and never looked back.

      I sighed, knowing it would be faster to give in than try to explain to her that I was busy. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you the partial tour.”

      Because I was still carrying the can of oven cleaner, we began in the kitchen, where Martha waxed rhapsodic.

      “This is just lovely.” She clapped her hands in delight, her gaze roaming over the room. “It’s bright and cheerful. That sunny yellow on the walls is perfect against the aqua enamel on the range. Land’s sakes, Everly, it must be an absolute delight to cook in here.”

      My bedroom she deemed restful, the bathroom charming, the front parlor a majestic example of the period, and the living room was cozy.

      “Why haven’t you decorated for Halloween?”

      Taken aback, I tried to answer, but she’d already moved on to ask three other questions.

      Even though I was forty years younger than she was, I still felt like I needed a nap once I finally shoved Mrs. Tipton out the door. As much as I liked her, and despite owing her a debt of gratitude, I found Martha tiresome. She bounced from mood to mood faster than any normal human could follow.

      “You can come out now, Molly, you big chicken,” I sighed, and finished coating the inside of the oven with cleaner. While it foamed, I dragged out my laptop to do some research. Several of the solutions I found, such as building plywood walls, we were long past having time to accomplish. Same with renting party tent-type structures and lining them up to form the maze.

      That might work in bigger cities where there were enough rental places to put something like that together. But we weren’t likely to build much of a maze out of the two tents on offer at Northwoods Rental. I'd have to canvas half the state of Maine to find enough, and it was too late, anyway.

      As I searched, I talked to the dog. “Here’s something that might work. What do you think?” She never answered, but it beat talking to myself.

      I found my cell phone where I’d left it in the living room and began tracking down the materials needed for the project at prices that wouldn’t break the budget.

      At my former job—also lost during the exploding marriage debacle—as the director of fundraising for my wealthy ex’s family charity, my main job involved putting on events. I still had contacts with providers of everything from crystal wine glasses to circus clowns.

      Between phone calls, I finished cleaning the oven, and when I had everything in place, called Martha back.

      “It’s all set. We’ll put up posts and string tarps on clotheslines to make the walls. I’ve put my dad in charge of post-production. He’s having his kids in shop class make the bulk of them, but he needs you to email him the plans for the maze design, so he knows how many we need. Tim at the hardware store threw in the clothesline as a donation because he didn’t have enough tarps. I have a source, and I’m heading out to pick them up as soon as David can get here with his truck. We’ll need some extra help with the stringing.”

      “Bess will be drafting a few extra hands from that brood of hers,” she said, her voice stern. “It’s the least she can do since this is her mess.”

      I’d have preferred a shower, but being a responsible dog owner, I took Molly out for some exercise while I waited for David to show up. She heard his truck before I did and shot past me to sit at the gate and wait for one of her favorite people. To be fair, Molly liked most everyone except for the crazy breeder lady who’d killed my old boss, the man who was her former owner. But that’s a ghost story for another time.

      “Good morning, Miss Molly.” As always, David greeted the dog before me. “I checked the roof on Tulip. It was leaking near the chimney. Just needed new flashing. I took care of it.” He handed me the bill, and I looked at the low number as I put Molly inside, then followed David to his truck.

      “It’s okay to charge the going rate. Leo can afford it.” I’d sort of inherited the job of managing Leo Hanson’s rental properties at the same time I got my dog, and that was when I’d learned that the mild-mannered Leo was worth millions. You’d never know to look at him, though. “And you do quality work. You deserve to be paid fairly.”

      “Let it go.” David shot his chin in the air as we buckled our seatbelts, and I shut up on the subject. He had his reasons for the things he did, and it wasn’t my place to argue that they were pigheaded and wrong. I still did on occasion, but it was like trying to move a mountain with a spoon.

      Or like trying to get the man to listen to anything but the country music station currently playing on the radio. When I reached over to scan for something else, he slapped my hand away. “No pop, no rap.”

      “Fine, I’m not into pop anyway.” I quirked a grin at him. “How about some opera?”

      He tilted his head down and looked at me over the tops of his sunglasses. “How about no.”

      I hadn’t wanted to listen to opera anyway; I just wanted to get a rise out of him. “Fine, we can compromise and go with classic rock.”

      “What’s wrong with country?” he wanted to know.

      “Nothing, really. I guess I'm just not that into tractors.”

      About a mile and a half out of town, heading south toward the highway, I was in the middle of telling him about Bess, Martha, and the maze when a familiar, jacked-up truck came barreling around the corner on our side of the road.

      “Son of a—” and the screeching of tires was all I heard before the pounding of my heart drowned everything else out. The seat belt snapped painfully tight against my chest, but I barely felt it as we hammered through the ditch and toward a towering pine.

      I closed my eyes, sent up a prayer, and waited to die.

      “Everly! It’s okay, it’s over now.” David’s voice cut through the buzzing in my ears. I felt his hand on my wrist as he checked my pulse. His paramedic training taking over, I assumed. “You’re not hurt. Just a little shocky.”

      With an effort, I peeled open one eyelid and saw his face near mine.

      “Yeah? Well, your hands are shaking, too.” A deep breath, and then another cleared my head enough to assess the situation.

      We’d come to a stop with the bumper just brushing pine bark and the engine still running.

      “Did we hit anything on the way through?” Wincing as I did, I twisted to look at the path we’d taken to get where we were. “You’re either a fantastic driver, or we were extremely lucky. That jerk didn’t even stop, did he?” Then I noticed David’s bone-white face.

      “Are you hurt? Did you bump your head?” I gave him a visual once-over, checking for blood or anything that appeared off-kilter.

      He lifted a shaky hand to his face and scrubbed at the skin around his mouth. “I’m fine. Just a flashback. Let me sit here a minute and then I’ll see if I can get us back up on the road.”

      To comfort him, I linked my fingers through his and gave his hand a squeeze.

      Once he'd calmed, David put the truck in reverse, activated the four-wheel drive, and maneuvered us back up the short hill.

      “Who was that?” David said. “Did you recognize the driver?”

      “Nick Mason,” I answered darkly. “Worst driver in three counties. Maybe the whole state. He’s been a suspect in two hit-and-run cases already, but Ernie never found definitive proof in either one. I can call him and report this incident, but I can tell you what will happen. Nick will deny he was in the area, and he’ll have four friends swearing on their mother’s lives he was with them at the time.”

      He drew his brows together. “Let me take a look at the truck and see if there’s any damage, and then we’ll decide whether to file a report.”

      I got out with him and tried to act like I had a clue what to look for. Through fallen leaves and grass browned by frost, the path to the base of the tree showed that David had had his wits about him on the short drive down the embankment. We’d missed a couple of decent-sized rocks on our way.

      He pulled a stick out of the undercarriage. “Little ding on the rocker panel, but that’s nothing major. I see his truck in a parking lot, I’ll grab my tire iron and repay the favor. Otherwise, I guess we had an angel looking out for us.”

      We kept going, but I shivered when we passed that spot on the way back.
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      “We need more tarps.” Martha didn’t bother with a greeting when I picked up her call the next day. “A dozen at least, but you’d better get fifteen to be safe.”

      “Fifteen?” I could fit that many in my car at least. “Did you try the hardware store first? I know Tim had a few in stock.”

      Her laugh trilling out, Martha said, “Not anymore. We cleaned him out this morning.”

      I did the mental math and came up with something fishy. “Did you make changes to the maze?”

      She flapped a hand dismissively. “A few. Nothing to worry about as long as you come through with the tarps we need.”

      Sighing, I agreed to go, and as soon as we hung up, I called my best friend, Jacy.

      “Wanna go for a ride? I have to pick up a few more tarps for the festival. We could do lunch and hit Nu-Nails for mini-pedis.”

      “I'm in. So’s Neena. We’re at the shop having a strategy session.”

      Jacy must have put me on speaker because Neena’s throaty laugh sounded in the background. “If strategy means moving racks an inch to the left and then moving them back, we are. Otherwise, it’s just fiddlin’ around and nerves.”

      It had taken our new friend Neena a full month to talk Jacy into considering going into business together. They’d spent the next month working out a detailed plan to show Jacy’s husband, Brian, who’d taken one look at her hopeful face, ignored the plan and told her to go for it.

      Now, everything was ready for the grand opening during Halloweenfest, and Jacy needed a distraction.

      “In that case, we’ll go for the full pedicure experience,” I said, looking forward to some girl time. “Pick you up in ten, and if you don’t mind, I need to swing by the complex and check on the roofers. Plus, while we’re out, I need to stop in and set up delivery on a new range for the place on Primrose before the next tenants move in on the first.”

      My property management job had no set hours, but I was on call for emergencies twenty-four-seven. Not that there were many of those because Leo took excellent care of his properties, but the pay was good, and I wasn’t tied to a desk all day. A total win in my book.

      “You’re pale,” I said to Jacy when she landed in the front seat of my vintage seventies-model boat of a car. “Is it the baby?” My gaze dropped to the tiny bump that was her belly.

      Under a fringe of golden bangs, her eyes widened. “No, the bun’s cooking and the oven’s fine.”

      From the back seat, in honeyed, southern tones, Neena ratted Jacy out. “She’s having her four-hundredth panic attack of the week.”

      Jacy twisted her head around and scowled at her. “Excuse me if I'm scared of jeopardizing our chance to buy a house. I don’t want to raise the peanut in a one-bedroom walk-up.”

      The pair of them bickered like family. “And I told you I’d trade houses with you if this doesn’t fly. What do I need with three bedrooms anyway?” Neena, who had a nice three-two right across the street from me, had recently lost her husband. In fact, he’d been my first haunting.

      Apparently, I’d walked in on an ongoing discussion.

      “This is going to work. I feel it in my bones.” Neena sounded convinced. “But for the rest of the day, the subject of the shop is off-limits. We’ll buy some tarps, we’ll eat some lunch, and we’ll get our feet pampered because trust me, Jacy Dean, we’re gonna have so many customers, they’ll run your pretty pink toenails ragged.”

      Neena had made the right call. As the day wore on, Jacy relaxed. By the time we were on our way back home, she'd lost the pinched look around her mouth, and her face had color again.

      Not too far past the corner where David and I had had our little accident the day before, we came upon a state police officer who motioned for us to stop. Red and blue lights flashed like fireworks ahead. Men with grim faces shouted orders back and forth and pulled equipment from a fire and rescue truck. An ambulance and a pair of wreckers stood by.

      “It looks bad, don’t you think?” Jacy frowned in concern, and I figured she was doing the same thing I was—running through the most likely movements of her loved ones. My father would be in school at this time of day and my mother safely ensconced in her office at the library. Jacy was with me, and so was Neena. That left only David on the list of my nearest and dearest.

      The curve ahead was a nasty one with a long drop down a rocky hillside.

      “Yeah, Jace,” I said, debating whether or not to call David just to make sure he was safe. “I think it’s pretty bad.”

      I leaned sideways to try to get a look at what had happened, and instead caught sight of Ernie Polk heading our way. I hadn’t seen Ernie since the day he’d had to arrest his own sister for trying to kill Jacy and me for figuring out she’d killed Spencer Charles. If there’d been a way, I’d have made myself invisible rather than having to talk to him now.

      From the look on his face as he came up on the right, he wasn’t happy to see us, either.

      “Everly.” Ernie’s flat-eyed gaze passed by Jacy to land on me. “I suppose I should have known you’d show up. Seems like every time someone dies, you’re there. Why do you think that is?”

      Considering the question rhetorical, I ignored it, but Jacy asked, “Who’s dead?”

      “I guess I can tell you since the family has already been notified, and I don’t suppose it’ll be much of a shocker. Nick Mason went off the road. Rolled right up over the guardrail. He didn’t make it.”

      I saw that for myself when the burly firemen wrestled the rescue sled holding a sheet-covered body up the side of the short cliff.

      It wasn’t like there'd been a betting pool for when it would happen, but Ernie was right—no one in town was going to be surprised. The way Nick drove, his fate had seemed inevitable. A stupid waste of a life.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” I firmed my lips into a line but didn’t say anything about my encounter with Nick the previous day. It wouldn’t make any difference now.

      “It’ll be another fifteen or twenty minutes before they can get his truck up on the flatbed. You can wait or go back and take Old Mill Road to go around.” Ernie slapped his hand on my hood as he returned to the aftermath of the accident.

      Cradling her tiny baby bump, Jacy said, “I feel bad for his parents. This little one isn’t even here yet, and I can’t imagine losing him or her like that.”

      In the back seat, Neena wasn’t talking much. It hadn’t been six months since she’d lost her husband, and seeing death, even from a distance, couldn’t have been easy for her. Still, we opted to wait, and I finally understood the whole train-wreck concept. I didn’t want to see the twisted remains of Nick’s truck, but I couldn’t look away.

      After some discussion that involved much waving of hands and a lot of walking back and forth to look the situation over, the flatbed driver angled his truck so the bed could drop over the side of the rail. Then both drivers fed cables down to a couple of the guys from fire and rescue. Once the hooks were set, the winches whined as they slowly drew the truck back up the hill.

      In a few minutes, what was left of the pickup came into sight. The cab was smashed nearly flat, but other than a deep crease running down the side, the rear of the truck hadn’t taken as bad of a beating. Still, the sight of it was sobering.

      “That’s the most horrible thing I’ve ever seen.” Jacy broke the silence we’d fallen into. I hadn’t even noticed that the ambulance had left without the sirens wailing. “I hope they don’t haul it over to Bennie's garage. Nick’s folks live out that way, and that's a sight they don’t need to see.”

      I agreed with her because it only got worse when the officer finally waved us past and we saw the wreck up close and personal. Jacy let out a quiet sob and turned her head while a lone figure standing off to the side drew my gaze. There was an exact second before I could look away when Nick Mason’s ghost realized I could see him.

      He jerked, and even though I pulled my gaze away as quickly as I could, it was too late. He was still behind us when I gently gave old Sally Forth enough gas to get up to speed, but it wouldn’t matter. Nick would find me, and he would haunt me.

      Because that was how my life worked these days. I’m Everly Dupree, and I help the dead find peace whether I want to or not.
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      “Tragic.” Jacy’s blue eyes filled with pity. “But as much as I hate to say it, our little town will be a safer place without Nick Mason on the roads. At least he didn’t take anyone else with him when he went.”

      “Unless you count that girl he knocked off her bike last year,” Neena said. “I know the family a little, and that’s the real tragedy here. Oh, I’m not sayin’ he deserved to die, but those people went through hell because of Nick Mason. If he’d stopped and called for help, those parents might not have had to bury their daughter two days ago.”

      I remembered my mother calling me with the sad news of the hit-and-run accident. They hadn’t found the girl for several hours, and by the time they did, she was comatose.

      “That was Annie Draper’s sister’s girl,” Jacy filled me in. “You remember Annie, don’t you?”

      “I do. My mother told me about the accident when it happened, but I didn’t make the connection.” Annie had been a grade or two behind us. Nice girl, if memory served. Outgoing and friendly. I hated to think of her losing a niece.

      “I didn’t realize Felicity had passed, though.”

      Neena nodded. “Yesterday. What’s really cruel is that over the last few days, she’d shown signs of increased brain activity. They thought she might be coming out of the coma, but then she took a turn and was gone.”

      Stories like that were enough to break your heart even if you didn’t know the people involved all that well. The rest of the ride back to town was silent, and I hoped the somber mood wouldn’t take the shine off the grand opening of Curated Collections or Halloweenfest.

      The bad news had, of course, beaten us back to town.

      “Which way did you come back?” Martha hurried out of the town office to help me carry in the tarps. “There was an accident out on route 7.”

      The mix of pity and resignation on her face was an expression I would see repeated many times over the next day or two.

      “Yes, we had to wait for the emergency crew to clear the road.”

      When she tried to pry for more details, I informed her that I didn’t really want to talk about what I’d seen, turned the conversation back toward my reason for being there, and asked to see the new plans for the maze.

      More cheerful now, she handed me a sheet of paper with a diagram scrawled across most of it. One look and I knew I owed my father an apology.

      I tried to shame her with a look. “Martha, this is at least a third bigger than the original maze. Didn’t you consider that we were already on a last-minute, pull it out of the hat, contingency plan? This wasn’t the time to expand. Not when I pulled in a favor with my dad to get the posts made.”

      She had the decency to look chagrined, but that only lasted a second or two. “For pity’s sake, I checked with him first. He said his kids were up to the challenge, and it would give them the real-world experience of working under the pressure of an altered deadline.”

      That sounded like him. My father taught both history and industrial arts at the local high school, and he was always looking for ways to prepare his students for life after graduation. Besides, once Martha got an idea in her head, nothing could shake it out, and he’d likely known that. Exactly why I’d become a homeowner instead of a renter when I’d moved back to town.

      “What was the reason for the change?”

      “Well, you see, I had this idea to use the wall facing Main Street as sort of a showcase. It’s all your fault, really; you’ve inspired me to think big. I called a few of the area artists and arranged for them to use this space,” she said and pointed toward her diagram, “as an installation. With your magic touch for drawing in crowds, I expect to more than pay for the extra materials from the small commission each artist will pay. They’ll get more exposure, and add one more reason for tourists to stop in our town.”

      As far as reasons went, that was better than most. “Okay, I’ll admit you had a fine idea. Next time, though”—and there would be a next time because Martha had her hooks in me good and proper—“try not to think big when we’re on plan B and I’m already in damage-control mode.”

      From the way she preened, I suspect Martha ignored the last part of that.

      “You’ll see when we start setting up this evening. It’s going to be an event to remember.”

      By the end of Halloweenfest, I’d wonder if Martha owned a crystal ball.
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      Under the darkening sky of a chilly October evening, portable floodlights lit the playground and adjacent ball field where a group of volunteers gathered. My father had offered extra credit to any of his students who showed up to help. He’d also dragged my mother along to help as well as our friend David who had been living with them for the past few months.

      “I don’t know why I needed to bother my grandkids when there are more than enough able bodies here already.” Bess wrinkled her nose as if smelling something unpleasant.

      Martha didn’t miss a beat. “Pull that pickle out of your butt and find something productive to do. We would have been done yesterday if you hadn’t meddled with the plan. Do you know how hard it was for Everly to find those orange tarps?”

      “It wasn’t—” I started, but Martha cut me off.

      She crossed her arms and tapped the toe of her black ballet flat. “She spent hours on the road to make all of this happen, and you have the nerve to criticize?”

      Bess, every bit Martha’s match, narrowed her eyes and wagged a finger at her. “Don’t get up on your high horse with me, Martha Tipton. I know good and well you made poor Everly go after a second batch because of some hairbrained idea you had.”

      Call it cowardice if you must, but I found someplace else to be.

      I found my mother with the rest of the people stringing tarps. “Hey, where’s Dad?”

      “He’s over there somewhere with David and the kids. They’re setting the last of the posts.” Her smile was warm as her fingers flew along the edge of a canvas, weaving clothesline through the grommets. “This is a lot of work, but think how many people will enjoy the maze without sneezing.”

      “Martha has already designated one of the old classrooms as a storage area for the materials so we can do this again next year. You know,” I said, grinning at my mom, “I think I created a monster.”

      “It’s good to see you getting involved. With your help, Martha’s done a good thing here. Look around,” she said, motioning to all the folks hard at work at one task or another. “See all these people working together on a project that will bring in revenue for many of the businesses, even if it’s just for a weekend. There’s a renewed sense of community, and I’m proud to say you’ve been a big part of that.”

      Now that she’d pointed it out, I saw a lot of smiling faces among the workers. Hers included.

      “I’m happy to put my skills to use. It looks like you have everything under control here. I should check in with some of the others.”

      My father and his kids had most of the posts in place, and David had corralled Jacy's husband, Brian, to help with stringing the tarps. That meant Jacy was probably putting together scarecrows or mummies.

      Other than the work and the hope of a great turnout to make it all worthwhile, Nick Mason’s untimely death was the topic I heard discussed most as I passed from group to group. Reactions ran as expected. While saddened over a life lost too young, no one was in shock over the cause of his death.

      I finally found Jacy laying sandwiches out a refreshment table provided by the diner where she worked.

      “Is he here?” she hissed. She’d waited until we were alone to ask the question in a low voice. She scanned the area around me.

      I’d never heard of pregnancy causing paranoia, but I supposed it was possible. “Who? What is wrong with you?”

      “Nick. Is he here? Is he bothering you?”

      “No,” I said, finally landing on the same page with her. “Why would he be? He died of accidental causes. No mystery there.” I didn’t mention that I’d seen him at the scene since he hadn’t tried to contact me. He probably just hadn’t crossed over yet.

      Her hand closed over my arm. “Then you haven’t heard. Nick’s death was no accident. Someone ran him off the road on purpose.”

      David’s promise to pay Nick back ran through my head as Jacy continued, but I pushed them away.

      “There were paint scrapes on Nick’s truck. We saw them when we went past. I wasn’t looking that close, but I remember them now. A red truck sideswiped Nick’s pickup and forced him over the cliff.”

      I hadn’t really thought David would do something like that, but I breathed a sigh of relief. It couldn’t have been him; David’s truck was a two-toned burnt orange over cream.

      Resisting the urge to pull my own hair out, I came clean. “I guess that explains why I saw him at the scene of the accident, but I figured he’d gone into the light. I had no idea he was another murder victim.”

      “Vehicular manslaughter, I think,” she said, correcting me. “Though I suppose that’s just a technical term.”

      I shrugged. Semantics, at least as far as it concerned me. “He’s still dead, and if he shows up, he’s going to want me to find out who killed him.”

      She paused to poured cups of spiced cider for a couple of high school kids, smiling as she did, then dropped the biggest bomb once they’d gone.

      “I don’t see why. They already know it was Felicity’s father. He drives a red truck, and he vowed to get even when his daughter died. Ernie and a couple of staties are headed to his place right now to arrest him.”

      Despite the gravity of the situation, my lips quirked. “Maybe you should have opened with that. It looks like Nick Mason isn’t my problem.”

      You’d think I’d learn not to say things like that, but I never do.

      As if he’d been conjured by the sound of his name, Nick stepped into my line of sight. He wasn’t too close yet, but he’d spotted me, so I said goodbye to Jacy and headed for a less crowded space where we could have a conversation in private.
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      “Hey,” Nick called after me. “I know you—your father was my history teacher. You’re Everly Dupree, and I know you can see me.”

      I kept walking until I found a secluded spot, then I turned on him. “Yes, I can see you, but if you wanted my help, you should have thought about it before you ran me off the road yesterday.”

      At least he had the grace to look ashamed.

      “Sorry,” he muttered without a shred of sincerity. “But, you do see the irony in the situation, don’t you? Unless it was you who killed me.”

      “Don’t be an idiot. The police are on their way to arrest the responsible party. That means you can run along now. Go toward the light and all that.”

      Ruefully, he examined his shoe for a moment, then lifted his face. “I can’t. I don’t think I’m hanging around because of who killed me. I think I’m here because I have a secret to tell.”

      “Do I want to hear this? Just tell me right now if you were doing something perverted, because if you were, I really don’t need to know.”

      Back when I was in high school, one of the older boys had been ordered to go to counseling because he’d developed a habit of stealing women’s panties from clotheslines all over town. His mother denied it up and down until she found three dozen pairs in various sizes stuffed up under their porch. That wasn’t a secret I wanted to hear.

      “No, it’s nothing like that.” Nick’s ghostly face actually reddened. I didn’t think they could do that, but maybe because he was so new, his spirit hadn’t realized there were boundaries. “I know nobody will believe me, but I never hit that girl.”

      “Felicity? How would that remotely be considered a secret? Didn’t you shout your innocence to the rafters when she was found?”

      “Yeah, I did. I feel bad for her, but it wasn’t me. I swear I didn’t hit her, and because I’m still here, you have to believe me. I’m not sure I could lie if I wanted to.”

      There were rules the dead had to follow when they haunted me—mostly ones that made it more difficult for me to track down their killers. I’d already learned some of them from past experience, and I couldn’t remember Hudson or Spencer ever telling me a lie. Maybe Nick was right. I couldn't come up with a reason for him to play me.

      “Okay, let’s say I believe you. Does that mean you can't go to your rest? Because there’s no way I’m going to be able to figure out who hit Felicity after all this time. I’m not a cop or a private detective.”

      Nick shrugged and pulled on his bad-boy cloak. “How the hell should I know? This is the first time I’ve died. You’re the one with all the experience. Since you didn’t seem even a little shocked to see me, I have to assume I’m not the first ghost you’ve met.”

      I pressed my lips together and thought for a moment. “Being haunted twice isn’t what I’d call a boatload of experience. But both times, the deceased moved on once his killer was found and brought to justice. Since your secret didn't do the trick and your killer is already on his way to jail, it’s probably the brought to justice part that counts.”

      Nick may have been a stupid driver, but he wasn’t a stupid person. “Then I guess I’m in the clear, but you’ll probably get a visit from the girl.”

      It had been several days, and I hadn’t seen her yet, so I hoped Nick was wrong. “The glaring similarity between all three of you has been that I had a connection with the dead person. I’ve never met Felicity, so I doubt she would come to me.”

      The alternative was that Felicity was roaming around aimlessly and had no one to help her. I hoped not, but I certainly wasn’t about to go hunting for her to find out.

      His know-it-all attitude irritated me. “It could be that she’s made her peace and moved on. I’m not a medium or a psychic, you know. It’s you guys haunting me, not me drawing you in with some supernatural set of powers. I’m just an ordinary person, and you ghosts are the ones who won’t let it go.”

      He held his hands up, translucent palms toward me. “Don’t get all heated up. It’s not my choice to be here or to be dead. Haunting happens, Everly. Better get used to it.”

      I smirked at him. “A fat lot you know about it. They're arresting Felicity's father right now, so you might as well skedaddle.”

      He had the temerity to grin at me. “I can't. Looks like you were right about the justice part.”

      Hey, I like being right just as much as the next person. It’s a human trait we all share. This time, though, I’d have been happy to be wrong.
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      “There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you.” Martha’s voice cut through the silence that had fallen. Nick took one look at the woman bearing down on us and disappeared—a skill I greatly envied at that moment. “We’re just about finished with the maze and ready for a trial run.” Winding an arm around mine, Martha led me toward a curtained opening beneath a sign announcing the possible paths.

      The way we’d set it up, there were two sets of labyrinths guests could follow. One held cute scarecrows and cheerful jack o’ lanterns with smiling faces that wouldn’t scare the little ones. The other we’d set up for the older crowd with creepy creatures and a few live actors poised to put a scare into the unwary.

      I’d drawn the line at using an actual chainsaw for our chainsaw killer, and we’d opted for canned sound effects instead. Still, my father was excited to play the role, and he’d been practicing for weeks. My mother had said if he jumped out at her one more time, she was going to use the chainsaw on him.

      She placed her hand on my arm, and the pious look she gave me put me on guard before she even said a word. “Won’t you reconsider letting us do a tour of Willowby house? It has the perfect ambiance to draw tourists and locals alike. An honest-to-goodness haunted house.”

      Seriously, who was she kidding? “Martha Tipton, wasn’t it you that assured me Catherine’s house was a ghost-free zone when you talked me into buying it?”

      I mimicked her tone and repeated her own words back to her. “There’s nothing wrong with that house. It belonged to Mrs. Willowby, and she lived there alone until she had to go to a nursing home just a week shy of her ninety-third birthday. Now, I ask you, would an elderly woman really choose to live alone for fifty years if her house was haunted?"

      Irritation crossed her face, and she waved a dismissive hand. “Well, of course, it’s not haunted, but the tourists don’t need to know that, do they?”

      I sighed loudly. “It’s not happening. Just no.”

      “Fine.” Martha’s nose shot up in the air. “How about this. I’ll send Patricia’s niece over. The one who’s some kind of designer. We’ll let her make it look haunted from the outside.” She held up her hands and made a frame of them as if imagining what the house would look like. “Tattered curtains, artfully placed cobwebs, maybe an old broom beside the door.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “You know what, I give up. Find her, tell her what you have in mind, and have her come up with some ideas. I’ll listen to what she has to say, but that’s it. Do you hear me? No one is coming inside, and the gate stays locked.”

      There was nothing wrong with Martha’s hearing—it was her listening skills that needed work.

      Still, I followed her into the kiddie maze and found the arrangements charming. Colored fairy lights twined along the tops of the orange tarp walls and wound through each of the vignettes set up in nooks and corners. My favorite was a pumpkin-headed scarecrow riding a tricycle.

      “Did Patty’s niece help with the decorating? Everything looks so fun, and the kids are going to love those carved pumpkins with dragons and unicorns. They’re fantastic and so unexpected.”

      Martha preened as if she’d done them herself. “Roxanne is the genius behind the decorating, but she didn’t do the pumpkin carving. I’m surprised you hadn’t seen those ahead of time. Your mother and David did them.”

      Oh sure, Martha, I thought, point out that I haven’t visited my folks for a week.

      “Well, they’re wonderful.”

      Exiting the maze, we returned to the beginning and took the more ominous path where my father and a few of his friends waited in narrow alcoves to jump out at the unwary. They’d used black tarps for this section, and yards of fake cobweb festooned the walls.

      My mother and David had done themselves proud in this section as well. “I’d never have thought to use almonds as teeth, and is that ketchup for the blood dripping off that vampire’s fangs?”

      “I think it’s some kind of jelly.”

      I stepped closer to get a better look. “Whatever it is, it looks real. I approve.”

      All business now, Martha dragged me around to inspect each booth lining the perimeter of the square. There would be face painting, cider and donuts, coffee for the parents, a Tarot reader, costumes to buy, jewelry, and even a cookie-decorating station. Along with some carnival-style games, someone had set up a ball pit and filled it with dried corn for the littles to play in.

      In the parking lot behind the shops on the main drag, Patricia planned to host a few fun contests throughout the day with prizes donated by local merchants. The list included a three-legged race, pumpkin carving, and tricycle race. That last, according to the sign my father was hammering into the ground, was for adults, so it would be a hoot.

      All we needed now were for people to come, and if I’d done my job right, we’d have no shortage there. Even with Nick Mason’s predicament on my mind, I’d sleep easy knowing we were as ready as we could be for what was to come.

      I could not have been more wrong.
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      Sirens wailed in the distance as we finished setting up the last of the signs. I was starving, and the last-minute rush to make sure everything was done consumed most of my concentration. Since it sounded like they were coming from the road that bypassed our town so tourists could get to the new resorts in Hackinaw, I didn't pay much attention.

      That is, not until Bess's son whipped his pickup into the parking lot and sent a spate of gravel flying. The look on his face when he approached those of us still putting on the finishing touches was both grave and excited.

      When he spotted his mother, he said, “I’ve come to take you home.”

      “Well,” Bess said, pursing her lips and squaring her shoulders. “I'm not finished, and you were supposed to be here to help.”

      Mother and son squared off.

      “Get in the truck,” he said, pointing toward his vehicle. “I’m taking you home to pack a bag because you’re staying with Sarah and me tonight.”

      “No, I am not.” Bess drew herself up to full height and glared at her son who didn’t back down a single inch. “Why on earth would I do that?”

      “Haven’t you heard?” Blank stares from more than just his mother met the question. “Ernie Polk let Dick Banner get away, and now he's on the run. Could be armed. The staties called in for more men, and they’re talking about setting up a roadblock.”

      “Oka-a-y,” Bess drew the word out long. “Still can’t see what got your shorts in a bunch.”

      I swallowed a snort.

      He ran his hand through his hair and looked at his mother like she’d lost her mind. “There’s a criminal running loose, which means you're not sitting alone in that house tonight. You’re staying at my place where I can keep an eye on you.”

      “Don't be ridiculous,” Bess said, waving her hand. “I've known Dickie Banner since he was in diapers. He's no threat to me.”

      Brow furrowed in frustration, her son replied, “The man killed Nick Mason, didn't he? You could be next.”

      It might have been nice if the six or seven of us that were left had given mother and son some privacy. None of us moved a muscle.

      “Have you gone barmy?” she barked. “Talk about extenuating circumstances. I'm not the one who killed his daughter, so what would make him come after me? You can give me a ride home to save Patricia from making a trip out of her way, but I’ll be sleeping in my own bed tonight. You can bank on it.”

      Those, I suspected, would be the final words on the subject.

      Now that the question of where Bess would be sleeping was settled, Martha put on her drama-queen crown and wailed, “Halloweenfest is ruined. Whatever shall we do?’

      My father spoke up. “Let’s not get hasty Martha. Dick isn't exactly what you'd call a hardened criminal. He'll come to his senses once he’s had a night out in the cold to think. I’m betting he’ll turn himself in by morning.”

      Dad sounded confident, but apparently being wrong ran in our family that day.
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      By ten p.m. the night before Halloween, the state police had cordoned off all the roads and called in the entire county force to do door-to-door searches, but Dick Banner was still on the loose when daylight blessed the tips of bright autumn leaves.

      It looked like Martha was right. Halloween Fest was ruined.

      That was why I couldn't have been more surprised when Ernie Polk showed up on my doorstep before I’d poured my first cup of coffee on Halloween morning.

      Back in the day, I could flirt my way out of a traffic ticket, but these days, Ernie and I had a different relationship. He wasn't too pleased with my recent involvement in a couple of murders. Neither was I, but for different reasons. It wasn't like I wanted to interfere with a police investigation, but there were ghosts that needed to be laid to rest, and no one else could do that but me.

      “Martha Tipton is relentless,” he said when I opened the door. He looked like twenty miles of bad road.

      I huffed a breath out my nose. “Tell me something I didn’t already know.”

      Judging from the bags under his eyes, the police officer had spent a sleepless night.

      After I held the door open for him, Ernie followed me to the kitchen and gratefully accepted a cup coffee.

      “I assume Dick’s still at large. How big of a threat do you think he is?”

      He shook his head as he blew on his cup and took a drink. “I’d have had him in custody without a fuss if the state police had stayed out of things. Dick’s not a bad guy, he’s just a man driven over the edge by grief. Losing family—it’s hard on a man, and to lose a child would just be the worst.”

      Despite our recent differences, I’d always found Ernie to be a compassionate person. That trait was one of the things that made him a good cop. It couldn’t be easy for him to uphold the law in the same town where he’d been born and raised.

      “I suppose you've come to tell me we have to call off Halloweenfest,” I said, sinking into the chair beside him. “I gotta be honest with you—I'm not really sure how to handle that at the last minute. It's too late to put a notice in the papers. I can post online, but it looks like your guys are going to be busy turning people away at the roadblocks.”

      Slugging down half a cup of coffee with one huge gulp, Ernie held out the cup and nodded toward the pot. I took the hint and gave him a refill. “To tell you the truth, I’d rather play chicken with Dick Banner than have to answer one more phone call from Martha Tipton.”

      Despite the gravity of the situation, I smiled as I stood and went to the fridge for eggs. Ernie probably hadn’t eaten yet, and it wouldn’t take long to scramble him up some breakfast.

      “Tell me what you need me to do,” I said as I splashed milk into the eggs, “and I’ll deal with Martha. I’m sure I could get some signs made up that would turn most people back before they get to town.”

      “I appreciate that,” he said, frowning, “but you know she’s right. The town needs the festival to run. Not just for the business it will generate, but for the morale. I hate to say this, and I’ll deny I ever did if it comes out in public, but the yard sale gave us a big shot in the arm. Mooselick River was dying until you and Martha brought a spark of life back. I’d hate to have to snuff that out over a man who acted rashly in a fit of grief.”

      Maybe he’d forgiven me for proving his sister was a murderer, or maybe he hadn’t, but I felt warm and fuzzy from the compliment.

      “Are you saying Halloweenfest is still on?”

      I set a plate in front of him, and Ernie dug in. “This stays between us, and I’ll know if you’ve run your mouth, but we almost caught Dick during the night. Would have if one of the hotshots from the state hadn’t bungled things for the second time, so I had a talk with their chief and got the boys in blue sent back to Augusta for the day.”

      After adding toast to his plate, I sat down with mine.

      “His wife—I’m sorry, I don’t know her name—does she have any idea where he would go?”

      “Not that she’s willing to share,” he said, slathering jelly on his toast. “She’s convinced her husband is out trying to prove his innocence.”

      “So what’s the plan? What can I do to help?”

      According to Ernie, my part was simple. I needed to make arrangements for some county cops in plain clothes to work a few of the booths and come up with an extra costume for the guy who would be stationed in the maze. We’d also be adding more police as parking lot attendants to the venue to keep Dick from sneaking out of town along with unwary festival-goers.

      “With any luck, we’ll find him before the shindig kicks off,” Ernie said. “I don’t expect any trouble, but it’s best to be prepared.”

      When he was gone, I made a call to relieve Martha of her fears, and with the time at T minus six hours, we set the ball rolling.

      My mother, bless her nimble fingers, met me just after noon with the Frankenstein costume she’d unearthed from dad’s collection and altered to fit the deputy assigned to the scary side of the maze. By one p.m. on Halloween day, ghouls, goblins, princesses, and superheroes swarmed Mooselick River. The turnout exceeded even Martha’s hopes, as did the weather.

      Dick Banner had yet to be found, but as the day wore on without incident, worry over him fell into the background.

      To no one’s surprise, Tim, the owner of the local hardware store who was built like a jockey, won the tricycle race by a full length. With a grin on his face, he accepted his trophy amid cheers and some good-natured teasing.

      The races were over, the face painters had packed up their paints, and the crowd began to dwindle as dusk fell gently from a deepening sky.

      “How’d we do?” I asked a beaming Martha when all that was left were adults enjoying the fair post-kids. My feet ached, and I looked forward to spending an hour or two with Molly’s warm body draped over my cold toes while I watched Hocus Pocus for the umpteenth time.

      Before Martha had a chance to answer, Jacy and Neena flanked me. “Sorry, Mrs. Tipton, but we’re dragging Everly away. She’s hardly had time to enjoy the festivities,” Jacy said, and then the pair of them did exactly that. They pulled me toward the dark side of the maze, where strategically placed spotlights created delightfully ominous shadows.

      “Next year, we should add some designs on the walls with glow-in-the-dark paint.” I earned myself an elbow jab in the ribs from Jacy.

      “Turn off the planner and just enjoy what’s left of the event.”

      It was an order I didn’t want to ignore, so I did as she said. We ambled through the twists and turns, screaming theatrically as each monster jumped out at us. Well, all except the one I’d been waiting for. “That’s funny,” I said after we’d exited and headed back across the square. “I wonder where my dad went off to. Did you get that from my mom? Was he with her?”

      “This?” Neena brandished a candy apple. “Yeah, just a few minutes ago. Your dad’s the chainsaw murderer, right? He wasn’t at the junk-food booth, but I did see him at the tricycle races while the maze was closed, and then right after, he was walking and talking to Frankenstein. I figured they were headed over to open back up.”

      “Maybe he got tired and—” Whatever else Jacy said, I missed because Nick Mason shivered into existence not five feet in front of us.

      “Something’s wrong.” Nick pointed toward the closed-up face-painting booth. “In there. Two men. I think they’re dead.”

      I didn’t need him to tell me one of the men was my missing father. My gut and heart had already gone there with breath-stealing accuracy.

      “Jacy! Find Ernie. Bring him to the face-painting booth,” I called back over my shoulder.

      “Hurry,” Nick said needlessly because I’d hit sprint speed in two strides.

      Canvas covered the front of the three-sided wooden structure, effectively hiding the contents from view and making it the perfect place to hide something or someone. Breathing hard, I yanked the curtain aside.

      “No! Oh God. Dad.” I dropped to my knees beside his crumpled figure.

      The mask he’d worn with pride still covered his face. My hands shook as I lifted it off to see his pale features. Too pale. Then Neena shoved me aside and checked for a pulse.

      “He’s alive.” She had to say it twice for it to penetrate the sound of blood thundering in my ears. Finally, she guided my hand to feel the flutter of the pulse at the side of his neck. Then she checked the second prone body. “This one, too.”

      I recognized the deputy as the one who had been wearing the Frankenstein suit.

      The next thing I knew, strong arms were lifting me out of the way.

      “Let me look at him,” David spoke firmly as he brushed past me to kneel in the spot where I’d been. With gentle fingers, he probed the back of my father’s head. “Someone hit him pretty hard. Anyone know how long he’s been out?”

      “Not long,” Neena said. “I saw him after the trike race.”

      My dad moaned.

      “He’s coming around. Don’t let him move his head,” David said to Neena, then rose, stepped over, and checked the deputy’s injuries just as Ernie Polk pushed the canvas aside. My mother was right behind him.

      “Dad and the deputy were attacked,” I tried to explain over the flurry of voices while David told Ernie both men were stable but needed immediate medical attention.

      “Everly!” Jacy and Nick saying my name at the same time pulled my focus. She grabbed my arm and practically dragged me out of the way. “Let David help him. It’s going to be okay.” Her hug was warm and comforting. “But Ev, I can’t help wondering something. If the deputy’s in there, who was wearing the Frankenstein costume?”

      “Is she stupid or something?” Nick’s snide tone pissed me off.

      “You’re the stupid one,” I muttered, realizing the response was less than stellar.

      “Excuse me?” Jacy raised her eyebrows.

      “Not you. Nick,” I said, glaring at the ghost in question.

      “If he’s here, then the Frankenstein in the maze must be Dick Banner. Come on, we have to do something to stop him before he gets away.”

      For a pregnant woman, she moved fast and left me no other recourse but to follow. I couldn’t let her put herself in danger, though. “Stop. He’s already attacked two people.”

      “All the more reason to do something.”

      “Fine,” I flogged my brain for a plan and came up with a whisper of an idea. “Nick, go on ahead and see if he’s still in there. Hurry.”

      I guess you could say ghosts have a superpower because Nick wasn’t gone more than half a second. “He’s in the dead end next to the kiddie side waiting for a group of teenagers to pass by. There’s no one else in the maze.”

      “Okay, go back in, and as soon as the kids are clear, I want you to yell.”

      Nick rolled his eyes. “Not very stealthy. Or maybe I should send up a flare, really get his attention.”

      “Don’t be an idiot,” I snapped. “He can’t hear you.”

      “You know, it’s disconcerting,” Jacy said, “when you talk to thin air.”

      Chastised, Nick faded out to do my bidding while Jacy and I navigated the kiddie maze and took our positions to wait for the signal. While we did, I explained my plan.

      “NOW!” Nick shouted from the other side of the tarp. I nodded to Jacy, and we sprang into action. My father and his students had done a great job stabilizing the posts that held up the tarps, but they were no match for two determined women. Or for the domino effect. We dropped the first two, and the clothesline pulling taut took down a few more, and by extension, took down Dick Banner with them.

      He flailed around trying to get free, and while Jacy took off to summon Ernie, I made sure the fugitive stayed put. You can’t knock out a tarp-protected grown man with a carved pumpkin, but you can slow him down some. Dick fought like a madman, but even a madman hampered by three layers of tarp isn't much of a threat. Thankfully, it didn’t take Jacy more than two minutes to get back, Ernie hustling along beside her.

      "Well, that's one way of catching a criminal." He didn’t thank me for the slippery bits of pumpkin he had to wade through to drag Dick into the light. In fact, he didn’t thank me for catching his killer for him, but I figured he was entitled to be annoyed.

      Once they got a slightly battered Dick untangled from the tarps, he broke down and confessed he’d knocked out the deputy first, then stolen his costume and car keys. While everyone was distracted by the tricycle race, Dick figured he could just drive off with no one the wiser. He’d planned to go north and cross the border into Canada.

      Instead, he’d run into my dad, and by the time Dick had taken care of him, the race was over. The only thing left for him to do was go back to the maze and wait for a better opportunity.

      Thanks to Nick, that opportunity had never come.

      My dad was treated and released at the scene, but the deputy would spend a night in the hospital. Dick went to jail. Nick went into the light, and I couldn’t help but think he had been the easiest of all my hauntings. I'd revisit that opinion when or if Felicity showed up on my doorstep. Once the furor had died down, I stood next to Martha and surveyed the aftermath of Halloweenfest.

      “I think that went very well,” she said in her chirpiest voice, brushing imaginary dust from her hands. “I can’t wait to do it again next year.”
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      If you enjoyed meeting Everly Dupree and would like to read about more of her adventures in her series, Haunted Everly After, here's where to find her.
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      Cold-case solving, time-traveling witch, Vee Harper is off again. This time she’s solving the murder of the neighborhood grouch on Halloween night in 1987. With more enemies then friends, Vee has her work cut out for her if she ever hopes to solve the crime and get back home in time for her date with the handsome Detective Cooper.
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      "Is he here yet?" I said with my head buried in my closet.

      Agatha, my familiar and feline companion’s tail flicked back and forth from the window ledge while her emerald eyes peered out into the sunset. She turned and greeted me with a yawn, “Don't see him." Her eyes closed as if my impending date was the least of her worries.

      "Which one do you think?" I asked holding up two black dresses. One, an off the shoulder sexy number and the other a classy high-collared sleeveless dress.

      Agatha cracked open one eye, “The black one," she chuckled, laughing at her little joke.

      "You are no help! This is why I hate dating." Which was a total lie. I used to hate dating, but now I rather looked forward to it, especially since my boyfriend was also a time-traveling witch. Detective Michael Cooper and I had been dating for the last six months and as far as I was concerned it was the perfect relationship. Neither one of us could stay in the other’s era for more than a week—time travel rules and all. There literally wasn’t time for us to get sick of one other. Although, it did make it a bit tricky to meet up as time travel wasn’t an exact science. Arriving someplace on the right day was no problem. When you tried to pinpoint it to an exact hour was when things got a bit tricky.

      I stepped into the black dress with the high neck collar, fastening little pearl buttons behind my neck and turning to see how my profile looked in the mirror. I considered my shoulders one of my best assets and the dress definitely showed them off, especially with my platinum blonde pixie haircut.

      I grabbed a pair of black slingback heels off my closet floor and hurried down the farmhouse’s stairs with the shoes dangling from the crook of my pointer finger. I couldn't help feeling jittery. It had been a month since I had last seen Michael, and I would have never believed it, but absence really did make the heart grow fonder. Work had been a welcome distraction, but now I wanted to see him.

      "Wine. I need wine." I announced to the empty living room as I turned and headed straight toward the back of the house to the kitchen. I had a bottle of red in my hand and with the other, I rummaged through the kitchen drawer for the corkscrew when I did a double-take.

      “That better not be what I think it is,” I said aloud even though I knew that it was.

      “It is,” Agatha replied, sauntering into the kitchen.

      “No, no, no." I groaned. Sitting in the middle of my dining room table was an all-too-familiar box. I did not want to work right now. As a lead agent for the Department of Paranormal Particularities, I had taken on my fair share of cold cases. I deserved a night off. I needed a night off. I mean, I already had a dress on and everything.

      "You had a delivery a little bit ago."

      "You knew about this?" I hissed.

      Agatha initially didn’t reply as she mosied on over to her food bowl. "Didn't want to ruin the surprise," she said through a mouthful of cat kibble. I glared at her furry backside. She continued to chow down. I looked back at the box and then to my front door as if willing Michael to appear on the other side.

      The seconds ticked by and the porch remained vacant.

      “Curses,” I said under my breath. The truth of the matter was who knew what time Michael would arrive. He had only said to plan at seven o'clock and I knew how hard it was to pinpoint time travel to the minute was. I closed my eyes and tried to refocus. These cases were important. I loved my job. There was no better feeling than solving the unsolvable and sending the bad guy to jail. Plus, a day spent in the past felt only like a second here in the present. I could easily solve the case and be back home in time for my date. Piece of cake, I tried to reassure myself even though solving cold cases was never easy. Perhaps I could just take a peek and see what the case was all about and then I could decide what to do.

      I used a small kitchen knife off the block on the counter to slice through the brown packaging tape and open up the box. The box’s flaps sprung open and I stepped back in surprise at the black sheer material that greeted me. I pulled the material out and held it up. Turns out my evening would be full of black dresses. This one had long-flowing bell sleeves and a zigzagged hem that was straight out of a Halloween magazine. Agatha snickered from her food bowl, which turned into a full out snort when I popped open the matching pointed hat.

      “Quiet, you,” I shot back. Agatha held her furry paw to her mouth, but couldn’t hold the laughter in. I did my best to ignore her as I dug out the details of the case. Opening the envelope at the bottom of the box, I scanned the file. Agatha joined me, her laughter now in check, jumping up onto the table. Perhaps she had spent too much time as a feline as she couldn't resist going underneath my arms and placing herself between me and the words. “Will you stop that. I can't even read what it says.”

      Agatha batted the piece of paper out of my hand.

      "Really?" I asked, picking the piece of paper back up off the table where it had fallen.

      "What does is it say?" Agatha asked preparing to assault the paper once more. I turned and walked away with the letter in my hand.

      "An old man was found dead in his home in Pittsburgh on Halloween back in 1987." I read a little further down. "Originally they thought it was a robbery gone wrong, but now his granddaughter has asked for our help.” I was silent while I continued to read the case history.

      “Who’s the granddaughter?” Agatha asked impatiently. She weaved in and out of my feet. I ignored her while I finished reading the details to myself.

      "Ouch!" I yelled, looking down at the scratch that now ran down my legs. “What is the matter with you?”

      “Who’s the granddaughter?” Agatha asked again, claws at the ready.

      “You’re ridiculous. Didn’t your mother ever teach you any patience?”

      “My mother had eight kittens and six teats. She taught me a lot of things, but patience wasn’t one of them.”

      I gave my familiar the side-eye. She stared back at me innocently. I shook my head. “I think you need help,” I said before quickly changing the subject. “The granddaughter is Megan from the Clean-Up Crew.” The Agency employed supernatural scene cleaners to pick up all of our messes, some ickier than others. Megan, was a talented witch, popping up at the scene of the crime, helping me erase memories and bloodstains for the past six months. I couldn’t do my job without her and her pals, and I had no doubt Megan would make a fine agent someday if she was up for it. “She says her grandfather was a warlock and he had a falling out with a couple of other supes. Apparently, he wasn’t the nicest neighbor. She thinks one of them is to blame for his death and asked if I could look into it.”

      “Don’t know her,” Agatha replied.

      “That’s because you never come on any cases with me anymore.” Agatha had gotten lazy in her golden years, preferring me to reach her through astral projection if I needed her. Personally, I was thinking about getting a dog.

      “You’re fine. Besides, I assume you’ll want me to stay here in case your honey shows up while you’re gone. You are going to go right now, aren’t you?”

      I chewed on my bottom lip while I thought on it. Agatha was right, I should go right now. I knew that. Before I met Michael, I would never sit on a case. I was the job and I was proud of it. I shouldn’t let my relationship status change that and decided right then that I wouldn’t.

      “You’re right, I am. And if you could tell Michael where I went, that would be great.”

      “I’ll try,” Agatha replied, sauntering out of the room.

      I rolled my eyes and quickly ducked into the downstairs bathroom to switch out the dresses and get ready to jump back in time. The last thing I needed was Agatha to see me in costume. I might have had to hex her if she started laughing again. In fact, I decided I would initiate this time jump outside. Nature always helped center me, and I needed to have my head in the game when attempting this level of magic.

      The kitchen’s screen door slapped shut behind me as I walked into the backyard. The cool fall air kicked up the flimsy dress and rattled the dried stalks of corn in the surrounding farm fields. Some people might say the atmosphere was spooky, but I loved it.

      I stood in the center of the yard and let the pull of nature call forth my power. Gently it tugged at me, uncoiling the heat within and urging it to rise to the surface. Warm, familiar magic filled my body. I closed my eyes and sat for a minute with the energy. It snapped and crackled at my fingertips, just waiting to be instructed. I took a deep breath and, on the exhale, said the words that would take me back in time.

      

      
        
        Crimes are unpunished

        The world's not right.

        Cosmos guide me into the time-travel light.

        To the past I'll travel

        Absent of any time ripple.

        Nineteen eighty-seven is my time

        to solve this heinous crime.

      

      

      

      The world began to swirl in front of me, pulling me from this place in time and transporting me to the past. As the present swam out of focus, one last image popped into place. It was Michael. His sudden appearance was enough to make me lose focus, and if I didn’t regain it quickly, who knew what year I’d end up in. I snapped my eyes shut and locked down my thoughts. I couldn’t think about my boyfriend. Michael vanished and when I reopened my eyes, the world looked much different.
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      I took a second to steady myself. Time travel always had a way of making me feel like I had a go-around on carnival’s Tilt-A-Whirl. It was a feeling that left my head spinning and my stomach churning. Not to mention Michael’s appearance. Why hadn’t I waited just a minute longer? I tried to recall the expression on his face as I swam into the distance. I think it was just as shocked and disappointed as I was. Dang it! He had looked good too. He was wearing the gray suit. I loved that suit. All the more motivation to solve this case quickly.

      I placed a steadying hand on my abdomen and felt the fake silky material beneath my fingertips. That sensory alone was enough to bring me back to the present and take in my surroundings. Thank goodness I wasn't the only witch on the street, at least by appearance. This neighborhood took their trick-or-treating seriously. Every house looked to be decorated with fake cobwebs, plastic skeletons, and jack-o-lanterns glowing from the porches. It was just after sunset and herds of kids were clogging the streets with their plastic costumes and matching masks, the type that barely had the eyes cutout or holes to breathe out of. Flashlights bounced off the sloping streets as kids ran down the sidewalk.

      Red and blue flashing lights caught my eye further down the street and I knew that had to be the scene of the crime. I walked on the sidewalk weaving in and out of the groups of kids and offering up a cackle and a happy Halloween as I went. Up until that night, I hadn’t realized how hilly the city was. In fact, I didn’t think there was a level surface in sight. It made me grateful that I was visiting the city in the fall and not in the wintertime when ice would coat every surface. Kids continued to go door-to-door, ignoring the authorities up ahead and while the trick-or-treaters may have been oblivious to the scene, the adults were not.

      As I walked toward the action, my powers were at the ready. The air was thick with magic. I felt the electricity humming in my veins and a metallic taste filled my mouth. In that instant, I knew this wasn't your mundane midwestern neighborhood. These residents were supernatural through and through, which shouldn't surprise me. Megan said her grandfather was a warlock and supernaturals had a tendency to stick together, especially in bigger cities.

      “Is he dead?" a plump older lady asked. She was dressed in a similar witch attire. Her pointed hat sat on top of a pile of brilliantly curled red locks. I’m not ashamed to say that she pulled off the look better than I did.

      “That’s what Frank said. I just can’t believe it. Not that I’m going to miss him,” A thirty-something woman replied. She was dressed like a genie complete with silk pants and a midriff revealing spangled top. An ambulance backed into the driveway and two police officers worked to secure the scene with yellow police tape. I nudged my way into the group and continue to listen to their conversation.

      “I’m sorry. What happened?" I asked.

      The woman stopped talking and stared at me.

      “I’m Kathy.” I offered up. It was the first name that came that came to mind. I almost never gave out my real name. “I just moved here, and I saw the police lights and couldn’t help but stop down.” I offered up my most sincere smile. If they didn’t buy it, I could always scramble their brains and try again. It was a “gift” you could say.

      But they bought it. “Well, welcome to the Burg. I’m Betty and this here is Cheryl,” the plump older witch said.

      “Did you say someone died?” I asked.

      “Mr. Herrington, AKA Horrid Herrington. Nasty man, really. He’d spray my boys with a hose if they ever stepped foot on his lawn. He was always yelling at them or threatening to call the police if they’re basketball landed in his yard,” Cheryl the genie replied.

      "Did they say how?” I was curious to hear how much the ladies knew.

      “B and E. Came across the police scanner about an hour ago." The reply came from a man in about his late sixties with broad shoulders and white hair clipped short. His face was cleanly shaven even though it was pushing past 8 o'clock. He was a shifter if my instincts were right, and they usually were. Perhaps even an alpha, and right now he was eying me up, wondering what I was doing in his neighborhood.

      Thankfully, Cheryl interrupted the man before he could ask me any questions. "B and E? Like breaking and entering?” she asked.

      “Well I’ll be,” Betty replied.

      Cheryl played with the bangles on her top and stared down the street. "You didn't tell me that. What if the guy’s still here? What if he's watching us right now? I need to go get my boys. I need to secure my wa—.” The older man cleared his throat. Cheryl stopped mid-sentence. I pretended not to notice her slip up and didn’t ask about her being a witch or her wards.

      “Well, I guess I better get then,” Cheryl said, scanning back down the street for her kids and scurrying off.

      “She’s a bit of a nervous hen,” Betty said after Cheryl left.

      “Needs to be with boys like that. I’d spray them with a hose too if they cut through my yard all the time,” the older man replied.

      “No, you wouldn’t, Frank,” Betty replied.

      Frank grunted as if to say otherwise.

      “How common are home robberies in the area?” I asked, trying to see if there had been any other recent break-ins.

      Betty took my question in a different direction. “Now, don’t you worry about a thing, dear. We have ways to keep this neighborhood safe. I’ll tell you about it over tea sometime.” I tried to ignore Frank’s scrutinizing glare. Yeah, he knew I wasn’t one hundred percent normal either. “Unfortunately, I’ve got to be getting now, too. It was nice meeting you, Kathy.”

      “Likewise.” I smiled in return and turned away from Frank, focusing my attention on the house before me—ground zero. I needed to get my eyes on the inside of it.

      Thankfully, three men, not much more order than teenagers, approached Frank just then and commanded his attention. They stood in a triangle formation and I wouldn’t have been surprised that they had saluted Frank. Yeah, he might have been an older man, but Frank still commanded respect. He was definitely a leader. None of the young men spoke and I knew they wouldn't until Frank gave them permission to do so. Shifter business. I was sure that if I looked at them close enough I would see the air shimmer around them. It was as if the atoms that composed their genetic makeup was always at the ready, waiting to shift at a moment’s notice.

      “Follow me, boys,” Frank said.

      “Yes, sir,” the one at the head of the triangle replied. He had black hair buzzed close to his scalp with orange dots bleached in like an exotic leopard. I had a feeling the look had nothing to do with the fact that it was Halloween. Unfortunately, it was going to have to be left to speculation until I had a chance to talk to Frank, or the young men, on my own. For now, I needed to focus on getting into Mr. Herrington’s house.
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      I waited until the police were gone and one by one the porch lights turned out for the night. It was time for me to do my own investigation. See what clues may have been left out of the original police report. While I waited to make my move, I reminded myself how helpful a cloaking spell would be right about now. Unfortunately, I’d never been very good at them. So, until I could hide in plain sight, it was up to me to blend in with the locals and pass the time. I walked downhill, one street over, and decided to come up the back on of the house, entering in through the side garage door and hoping to bypass anyone who might be watching the front of the house.

      As soon as I crossed the house’s property line, my whole body tensed up. Dark energy slammed into me and made my stomach tighten. Was this the effects of Mr. Herrington’s wards or was this the evil energy of the killer? I honestly didn’t know. I had to force myself to put one foot in front of the other and walk to the door. Every muscle in my body told me to turn back and run away from the house, but I knew that wasn’t an option.

      A piece of plywood had been nailed across the backdoor where the window had once been. I took a shaky breath to calm my nerves and gain some confidence. Hesitantly, I reached out my hand and touched the back doorknob. It pulsed in my palm. My hand jerked back, never experiencing anything like that before. Who’s ever magic this was, it was dark and distinct.

      I was going to have to be stronger.

      I closed my eyes and envisioned a white light encompassing me, surrounding me in peace and protection. The beams came from above, like a heavenly light, and washed over me from the top of my head, pouring down my shoulders and cascading all the way down to the tips of my toes. Bathed in the radiant light, I placed my palm on the doorknob once more. The pulsing was still there, but faint. I pushed the darkness further away, sending it deeper into the earth where it belonged. With my other hand, I rested it on the door itself. Inside my mind I pictured the tumblers aligning into place as if I had inserted a key. I turned imaginary key with my mind and felt the locks slide back in the doorknob turned freely in my hand.

      "Bingo," I said under my breath. The wooden door creaked ever so slightly as I pushed it open into the darkened room.

      A few shards of glass glittered in the moonlight. I was careful to step over them as I navigated the small space. Thankfully, it was almost a full moon, or it would've been difficult to make out much in the darkness. Inside the kitchen, a fluorescent light had been left on above the sink. Mr. Herrington was a tidy man, that was for sure. The kitchen sink was clean, and his dishes had been organized on the drying rack. A single plate with a matching cup and a fork and knife were on the rack. Right behind me at the back door, two pairs of shoes were lined up. I walked quickly and quietly through the small two-bedroom bungalow. Darkness crept around me, trying to find a way to crawl in under my protective shield of light. I prayed the protection would hold long enough for me to find a clue. The bedroom was neat and tidy like the kitchen. The bed was made, without a crease on the bedspread and even the closet was in perfect order.

      As I walked through the living room the only thing I could think of was that there hadn't been a struggle. There was no way that the police department would have tidied up the crime scene—not yet. The fact that the house was in meticulous condition only added to the mystery. I stood in the middle of the living room with the polished coffee table and brass lamps and tried to think of what else I was missing. Then there, underneath the floral printed sofa, a wrapper caught my eye. I peeked under the couch and found my first clue, if I could even call it that. Candy wrappers and loads of them. The man seemed to have had a thing for peanut butter taffy in addition to every chocolate bar manufactured in the late eighties. Out of curiosity, I put my hand between the couch cushions and found even more wrappers. Loads of them. Mr. Herrington had had a sweet tooth. Heck, he even had a couple of candy bars tossed in with his mail on the side table.

      "What are you doing here?" The man's voice came from behind me. I jumped up startled and turned around to come face-to-face with a police officer. I choked on my words trying to think of an excuse fast enough. And when they failed me, my instincts took over. I reached out and took the officer by his hand, skin to skin tended to work best. The instant our hands connected, I blasted him with a load of energy that sent his neurons scrambling. The officer's eyes fluttered for a second until I released his hand.

      “Thank you so much for getting here so quickly," I said.

      “What?” The officer asked, looking around the room as if trying to remember what he was doing there.

      "I thought I saw someone in the house here. I couldn't let the thought of the killer getting away, so I called you guys right away. I came over here in case he tried to make a break for it, but he must have seen me coming and ran. You didn't see him outside, did you?" I quickly lied to cover my tracks.

      Now it was the officers turned to stumble for his words, “No ma'am, I didn't."

      "Oh no, what if he’s still out there? I’d hate to think that he’s going to break into one of our houses and we might be next."

      The police officer quickly sprang into action. “Don’t worry, ma’am, we’re not going to let that happen. Let’s have you step outside for a moment while I secure the house.”
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        * * *

      

      I ducked out of the house while the officer searched the remaining rooms and hoped he’d still be a little slow from his rewiring. If not, he would catch up with me real quick or one of his buddies would. In fact, he probably already called for backup. I scanned the street and prayed that the other officer wasn't sitting in his car right out front. If he was, I was going to be in trouble. The street offered very little cover with its postage size front yards and houses slammed right next to one another.

      “Sneaking off so soon, witch?” The comment stopped me dead in my tracks. It was from Frank. He was sitting on his front porch right across the street. The way I looked at it, I had two options. I could run but knowing that the man was a shifter and most likely a fast one, he would probably catch me in a second—or I could play dumb, blast him on his butt when he got close enough, and then run. At least option number two bought me some time.

      "Want to tell me what you're doing over there?" He swirled a tumbler full of amber-colored liquid in his hand as I approached.

      "Not really, shifter,” I said with a fake smile.

      Frank stared at me for a solid minute. The situation was tense enough to cause my magic to react. All Frank needed to do was make a move and I would send a thousand volts through his body. I was twitching at the ready.

      "Fair enough." He said, sitting back in the metal chair on his porch, relaxing his posture and taking the tension along with it. "You don’t know by chance who killed the old man now, do you?”

      "Not yet, what about you?" I asked, leaning against the porch rail.

      "Working on it."

      "Well, maybe we can work on it together. I’ll tell you what I know if you do the same. No questions asked." I offered up.

      “Is this official business?” Frank replied.

      “As official as it will ever get,” I replied, leaving it at that. Even if I wanted to tell Frank the truth, I couldn’t. Coming from the shifter world, Frank should understand that.

      “Can I see your hand for a minute?” he asked.

      “My hand?” That was a first, but I thought, why not? If he did anything funny, it would only make it easier to blast him. I held out my hand as if I wasn’t nervous at all, and only hoped he couldn’t feel it tremble. Frank took my hand between his own, and closing his eyes, took a deep inhale. I stood deadly still. He held his breath and I did the same. It felt like he held my hand forever, but it was less than a minute. When he was done, he let out his breath and said, “It’s a deal. Now you might want to step inside here. I expect that backup will be arriving any second.” Frank motioned to the hand-held police scanner blipping down by his feet.

      I followed him into the house. It was as bare-bones as it could get and still call it a house. “The third wife took the couch when she left last month,” Frank offered up by way of explanation.

      “Ah, I hate when they do that.”

      “She left me my whiskey though. Care for a glass?”

      “Sure, that’d be great.” I wasn’t one to drink on the job, but I found alcohol made people talk. You could learn a lot about someone over a glass of whiskey.

      “Tell me about your neighbor. Did he have any enemies?” I asked as Frank poured a full two fingers into a round tumbler.

      “Enemies? Not sure I’d call them that, but no one liked him. He got on everybody in this neighborhood. Heck, he even cut down Mrs. Jenkins rosebush after he said it grew over his fence line and he called the cops on my Christmas display. Said the lights interfered with his TV reception. And who could forget all the countless times he’s hit my trash cans and left me to clean up the mess.”

      “He didn’t.”

      “Oh, all that and more. He really was horrid, but that doesn’t mean anyone would kill him over it.”

      “Well someone did.”

      “I know, which is why I have a group of trackers out there tonight, doubt they’ll find anything though.”

      I thought back to the trio of young men who had met Frank outside of Mr. Herrington’s house. “Those guys the best you got?”

      “Kids these days, I tell you what.” Frank shook his head. “They’re good enough trackers, but it’s an impossible job.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Dozens of people coming in and out of the house and all the kids running up and down the street? Outside it smells like a dumpster in the dead of summer.”

      I grimaced at the image.

      “I gave it a go as soon as the call came in, and even then I couldn’t track the smell.”

      “What about magic? Can you sense it at all and tell if it’s off?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I was at Mr. Herrington’s house, the feeling was intense, dark.”

      “Sure that wasn’t just his wards?”

      “No, I’m not, which is why I was wondering if anything felt off to you over there.”

      “I didn’t get that close, but we can check it out if you’d like.”

      “We might have to wait on that.” I looked out Frank’s front curtains and saw two additional patrol cars pull up. I’d have an APB out on me in seconds. Thank heavens there were plenty of witches roaming the streets tonight. Then I thought of something else, “Any supes on your police department here?”

      “Nah, not a spark to them. Tried to get some of the younger cubs interested in law enforcement, but no shifter wants to take orders from an Average Joe. What did you find when you were over there?”

      “Honestly, not much. I’m not sure why a robber would target Mr. Herrington’s house either. I didn’t complete a deep search, but on the surface, everything seemed in place except for candy wrappers in the living room.”

      Frank grunted. “That sounds about right.” He thought for a minute. “You don’t think it was a B and E gone bad?”

      “What would someone be after? Do you have any idea?”

      “You’re right. It doesn’t make sense,” Frank agreed.

      We both took drinks while we thought the case through.

      "Wait, do you hear that?" Frank went on alert. His ears twitched and seemed to home in on a sound that I couldn't even register. In a movement far too fluid for a man of his age, Frank put his glass down and stood, moving across his kitchen and down the steps to the back door. I scrambled to follow him. He didn't say another word as we creeped out the backyard and cut through his neighbor’s yard. Frank continued to listen intently, and I didn't dare interrupt. After we passed three or four houses, I could barely make out a sound. "Is someone crying?" I asked.

      Frank nodded. "And I think I know who it is." I followed him as we cut in-between two more houses and came out in the backyard on the opposite street. A small three-foot-high white fence outlined the property’s perimeter. With a beautiful rose garden and plenty of foliage, I wondered if this was Mrs. Jenkins yard, the woman who Mr. Herrington had cut her roses, but no, sitting on a metal lawn chair and weeping softly into her hands was the Cheryl, the genie I had met earlier in the night. Well, she wasn't really a genie, at least I didn't think she was, but she had been dressed in the genie costume. She had changed into a pair of sweatpants and a cotton T-shirt, but her hair was still up on the top of her head in a high ponytail.

      "What's got you so upset, Cheryl?" Frank flat out asked.

      Cheryl snapped up her eyes and gulped in response. "Nothing," she lied in between sobs.

      "You know neither one of us are going to believe that,” Frank said.

      I tried to take a softer approach. "Are you okay?" I crouched down on the ground beside her.

      "Yes...no... I don't know." She buried her tear-streaked face in the crook of her arm and continued to cry.

      "You didn't kill Horrid Herrington, did you?" Frank came right on out and asked. I guess I shouldn't have been surprised seeing he had no problem calling me out after I had walked out of Mr. Herrington's home.

      “No, I didn’t,” she said between sobs.

      “Okay, well then it can’t be that bad—" I said.

      “But my boys did!” Cheryl wailed. I looked over her shoulder and the house behind her. It looked calm and peaceful with the soft light coming from the living room window, and not like she was raising a bunch of delinquents inside.

      "Come now. I highly doubt your boys had anything to do with this,” I assured her even though I had never met the kids.

      "But it's true. They confessed when we got home tonight and I'm just so sick. I don't know what to do. They’re going to spend the rest of their lives in jail. I'm such a horrible mother!” Cheryl's voice cracked as she broke into cries once more.

      "Was it an accident? What happened?" I asked.

      "They did it on purpose!” She said, horror-struck.

      Okay, maybe I needed to retract my previous statement. Maybe there was a group of delinquents being raised inside. And that was putting it mildly.

      "Now what are they saying they did exactly?" Frank asked.

      "It was the candy. They wanted to get back at him for all the times he sprayed them with the hose."

      They had a motive, I suppose, but killing the man? I kept my mouth shut and let Frank continue the conversation. "What did they do to the candy?" he asked.

      "They know how much the old man had a sweet tooth. He was always dropping wrappers up and down the street, not bothering to pick them up. So, they went down to the corner drugstore and bought some chocolate laxatives and doctored them up to look like candy bars. They dropped them right into his mail slot.”

      "Wait, you mean to tell me they slipped the Mr. Herrington laxatives?" I looked toward Frank for confirmation.

      "Calm down Cheryl. Horrid Herrington didn't die from diarrhea,” Frank replied.

      I snickered even though I shouldn't have. Poor Cheryl was distraught thinking her boys had killed the neighbor with laxatives.

      "No, in fact, I think I saw all the chocolate bars there. They were on the side table along with his mail. He never even ate them."

      "He didn't?" Cheryl looked hopeful.

      "No, I'm positive. Besides, whoever killed Mr. Herrington broke into his home. Remember?” I said.

      “You’re right, you’re right. I knew that. I just forgot when my boys came to me and confessed. I just couldn’t think,” Cheryl replied.

      “That’s understandable, but now you don’t have anything to worry about.” Well minus the fact that someone did murder your neighbor.

      Cheryl used the back of her hand to wipe the snot away from her nose.

      “It’s going to be okay, I promise,” I said.

      Frank looked to me and I turned away. I really hoped I didn’t just lie.
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      In the darkness, while Cheryl dabbed at her eyes and Frank was lost in his thoughts, the faint sound of music filled in the silence. I thought back to what I’d learned that night. Mr. Herrington was a grouch, spraying kids with a hose, cutting neighbor’s rose bushes, and calling the cops on Christmas displays. He definitely wouldn't have approved of the party happening down the street, Halloween or not, of that I was confident. I wondered if Mr. Herrington had a history with the hosts.

      "What's up with a party down the street? Is that just a Halloween thing or is that house like that all the time?" I asked.

      Frank snorted. "That’s the Circle Sisters. You’re not going to keep them quiet tonight, murder on the block of not. Heck, they’re probably celebrating the old man’s death."

      My eyes widened at that. I stood up, knowing where I was off to next.

      "I'll come with you," Frank said following my train of thought.

      "Are you going to be okay?" I asked back to Cheryl who was still working to compose herself.

      “I will be,” she sighed. “I'm just so thankful that I don't have to call the cops on my kids. Speaking of which, I better check on them and call it a night. It's been way too much for me today.”

      “Okay.” This is the part of my job that stinks. Normally I’d tell Cheryl to call me if she wanted to talk or I’d encourage her to stop by if she needed anything, but I obviously couldn’t do that. After the case was solved, I’d never see her again.

      Frank and I said our goodbye’s and left Cheryl’s backyard.

      “You're not from here, are you,” Frank said as we slowly made our way back through the yards and down the sidewalk.

      "Well, I did just move here," I lied.

      "You know darn well that wasn't what I meant. You're not from this time.”

      I cocked my head to the side. We didn't have very many rules where I worked but the ones we did have were important with the main one being was that we couldn't tell anyone we were from the future. It was a rule that I never broke. But if people somehow figured it out on their own, that was another thing. "What makes you say that?"

      "You don't smell right," Frank said as a matter of fact. That wasn't the response I had been expecting. Maybe it was the whiskey or the fact that had been a long night and I was really rethinking taking on this case, but I couldn't stop laughing.

      I left Frank’s question unanswered and after I composed myself, managed to ask, “Who are the circle sisters?"

      "Well, they used to be called the Circle Society until they gave Horrid Herrington the boot."

      “They kicked them out of their club?” I asked.

      “Coven.”

      I sucked in some air. Getting kicked out of a coven was a big deal. It’s the relationship equivalent of divorce and often times just as messy.

      “Do you know why?”

      “Not the details of the matter. I try to stay out of witch politics, as all smart shifters should do. But I know he held a grudge and as sweet as Miss Betty can be, she never extended an olive branch."

      “Miss Betty? I met her tonight, right? Red hair, wearing a similar getup?" I motioned to my own witch costume.

      "Yes, you got it."

      “Lead the way,” I said as we both picked up the pace.
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        * * *

      

      We walked down a sloped backyard where a fire was giving off violet flames with the occasional silver spark here and there. I had initially assumed the party would be a bunch of young kids decked out Halloween costumes and throwing back cans of beer, but this was nothing like that at all. With pointed black hats and flowing dresses like my own, these women were all witches walking around with martini glasses. Plenty of familiars were here too, running around the yard. Agatha didn’t know what she was missing out on. Every moment or so another witch would walk by the fire and point her fingers and the flames would erupt to a new color, this time changing to exotic lime green. Us witches couldn't help it, we liked to show off when we all got together. I had to temper down my own enthusiasm and remember why we were there in the first place. My chance at partying was cut short seeing Frank was with me. Being the only man on the promise, Frank drew attention to us almost immediately.

      "Frank, what can we do for you?" Betty asked as she bumped her way through the group.

      "Sorry to interrupt your party but this young lady is has a couple questions for you. Mind if we chat on the side?"

      The witches looked at Betty to see how they should respond. Frank was outnumbered and depending on how much respect he commanded in the neighborhood his boldness could either work to our advantage or we would get the boot and have to find a way to question the partygoers another way.

      "This is about Horrid Herrington, isn't it," Betty said out of the corner of her mouth.

      "It is," I confirmed.

      “Well, I suppose it’s a conversation we need to have one way or the other. Follow me,” she said.

      We left the other witches outside and walked into Betty’s kitchen where an impressive display of treats was set out on her dining room table. Scores of brownies, frosted cookies, cupcakes, and cream pies were set out just tempting me to sample them. Sadly, we passed by the goodies and walked on back to the kitchen.

      “Pumpkin juice?” Betty offered up the ladle from the vat of juice on the back counter.

      “I’m good, thanks,” I replied. Frank shook his head no.

      “You know I’m going to cut right to it. Someone killed Horrid Herrington and it doesn’t look like it was a random B and E. If anyone had a grudge against him, it’s you.”

      “Frank,” Betty closed her eyes as if she was trying not to scold a child, “I had nothing to do with the old fool’s death. That I can promise you. Did I like him? No. But that’s more because he was impossible to get along with.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “Oh, where to begin? Every month it was something new. He was on a new diet, so none of the other members could bring dishes that he didn’t approve of to our meetings. We like to have dinner while we work,” Betty added for my benefit. “Then he didn’t think witches should use magic for fun, only protection. Let me tell you, that put a damper on things. Then, the coven’s spell book went missing and I know he took it, but he denied it up and down.”

      “How’d you know it was him?” I asked.

      “Scrying spell. It led me right to his front door,” she replied. Ouch. Yeah, that would be hard to deny. “I had it with the man. All he was doing was causing problems amongst us, so we voted him out. It was unanimous, by the way.”

      Then I thought of something. “Where’s the spellbook now?” I asked.

      “What do you mean? I assume it’s still at his house,” Betty said.

      “Can you perform that tracing spell again to be sure?” I asked.

      “Well, I suppose I could. I don’t see why not. What are you thinking?” Betty asked.

      “It’s just someone broke into his home looking for something, maybe it’s the spellbook. I know it’s a long shot, but maybe they took it and we can trace it to the killer.”

      “Oh my, I didn’t even think of that. Just give me a moment to gather my things,” Betty replied.
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        * * *

      

      I looked up at the moon and rubbed my eyes. I was really hoping to wrap this case up tonight. And it wasn't just because come tomorrow this outfit would look even more ridiculous than it did tonight. A few moments later, Betty met up with us at the end of her driveway. She held up a small silver key. “He might have had the book, but I still had the key,” she said. I nodded, knowing what spell she was about to do. Scrying spells worked best when you had a piece of the object or something that was important to the person you were looking for. Bonus points if the object was made out of metal. Metal was a better conductor of energy, it was just a fact. So, if you were looking for a person, you might want to use their wedding ring to find them. Or in this case, the key to the book.

      Frank shuffled his weight from foot to foot, seeming uncomfortable.

      Betty held the key in her fist and closed her eyes, something I always did to strengthen my power. In the darkness she whispered:

      

      
        
        Scrying secrets come to me.

        Show me the book so I might see.

      

      

      

      Threads of green light burst out from her hand and shot down the street like lightening. The bolt beelined right for Frank’s house and disappeared inside. A second later, gold sparks erupted out of the fireplace like a firework on the Fourth of July.

      “Oh Frank,” Betty said, turning to the shifter.

      I looked to my friend in a new light and started calculating the best way to take down the shifter.

      “Don’t oh Frank me. I have nothing to do with this!” Frank started marching toward his house. Betty and I scrambled to keep up with him. As he walked his hands started to transform into hairy paws. His ears turned pointy and his nose elongated to a muzzle. The resulting image was a werewolf human hybrid, and he looked terrifying. Frank ran on all fours to the front of his house. He knocked his own door down and vanished from sight.

      “What do we do?” Betty asked.

      “Do you trust him?” For all I knew Frank was the killer and he was getting a gun or heaven only knows what to come back after us. Or, he could simply be fleeing.

      “I have no idea what to think!” Betty replied.

      Before we could act, a group of young werewolves came out from behind the house. They charged us without warning. Betty and I jumped back to back. Hands up, I shot out a lightning bolt at the same time Betty caused a blast of wind to knock the wolves back. Snarling and snapping, they ran at us again. I alternated, pushing my palms out and sending bolt after bolt of electricity their way. Around us the wind howled, branches snapped, and still, the wolves attacked. I couldn’t keep up with this all night. My powers had been called on too many times in the last couple of hours. I needed to recharge.

      Out of the corner of my eye, a streak of orange and black flew past us. It was the young man from earlier in the night, being tossed in the air by Frank.

      “What are you doing!” The young werewolf demanded.

      “You thought this would make me proud?” Frank asked, holding the spellbook in the air. All of the wolves froze. Clearly they had been mistaken.

      “That old man disrespected you. Disrespected all shifters,” the young man with the orange spotted hair stood.

      “It wasn’t just shifters, he had problems with everyone, dear,” Betty said.

      “I don’t care. He deserved what he got. All witches deserve to die.”

      “Hey now!” I said over the man’s rant.

      “Now that’s uncalled for,” Betty added.

      “You all feel this way?” Frank calmly asked the wolves in his yard. They cowered in his presence. I turned and stared them down. None of them met my eye.

      “You disgust me. This isn’t our way and this behavior will not be tolerated. You especially, Callen. From this moment on, you are an enemy of the pact.”

      “I’m not scared of you,” Callen shot back.

      I walked up behind the young shifter and touched his shoulder. I had just enough juice left to drop him to the ground. “No, but you should be scared of me.” Callen’s eyes rolled in the back of his head and I handcuffed him. The same dark energy from Mr. Herrington’s house earlier pulsed off of him and I was convinced he was the killer. I fought the urge to shudder.

      “How do you want to do this?” I asked Frank.

      “It’s pact business. I’ll make sure everyone is dealt with accordingly.” He stared at each of the wolves while he said the words. A few whimpered in response. That was good enough for me.

      “I’ll make the call,” I replied. The Agency could deal with the paperwork. It was just my job to catch the bad guy. Frank walked down his porch steps until he was face to face with me. He looked stronger than even a few minutes ago, or maybe I just now knew what he was capable of.

      “Thanks for your help with this. I didn’t even think to look into the pact,” he said.

      My heart sunk for the man. “Looks like you have your work cut out for you.”

      “We’ll deal with it,” he said with more confidence than I would’ve been able to muster.

      “Good luck.” I turned toward Betty. I was ready to see her home and jump back to the future. Well, maybe after nabbing a cupcake.

      “I’ll see you around,” Frank said as we started toward the street.

      “Maybe you will,” I replied with a wink. I for one hoped it wouldn’t be anytime soon, and that now just maybe, I could meet Michael for our date.
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      Want to read more of Vee and her time-traveling adventures?  Check out book one in the series, Better Witch Next Time: My Book
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      Witchy PI Penny Banks is looking forward to celebrating Halloween in style. She picked up a vintage hat at the local thrift store that goes perfectly with her flapper costume. However, the night does not go as planned -- not at all. Soon Penny finds herself trying to distract a murder with a Charleston-dancing lynx. A costume-clad cop, party-pooper librarian, and a few zombie punk rockers make her night even more exciting. Can she catch the killer and enjoy her favorite holiday? Read on to find out!
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      Bess’s Antique Haven is my favorite place to shop for clothes, and Halloween costumes are my favorite type of clothes to buy. So I’m in an extra-happy state as I spread about a dozen hangers over the three hooks in the dressing room, and then slide the slightly-musty curtain closed.

      “Which outfit are you going to try on first, Penny?” my best friend Marley asks from the dressing room next to me.

      “The ballerina one,” I say, already slipping off my cowboy boots and pulling a pair of opaque pink tights off of the hanger. I’m about to ask Marley what she’s going to try first, but the sound of the shop’s door opening stops me. I tighten the curtain, making sure there are no gaps, and then listen as I strip out of my leggings and then pull on the tights, curious to see who just entered.

      I hear Bess, the shop’s owner, speak first. “Jim! What brings you in?” she asks. “And what’s that you’re carrying?”

      “It’s a delivery,” Jim, our town’s postmaster, replies. “I thought I’d take a break from work and bring it right to you. It’s been sitting in the mail room, waiting for pick-up for nearly a week now. Curiosity’s getting the best of me, I suppose.”

      “That’s odd,” Bess says. “I wasn’t expecting anything in the post. It looks old. And so big!”

      Thunk! I hear something hard land on a solid surface.

      “Well, here it is,” Jim says. “And it was definitely addressed to you.”

      “I’ll be darned,” Bess says. “It’s such a beautiful antique chest. It looks like it’s a century old!”

      I finish donning the tights, pull a pink leotard off of the rack, and step my feet through the leg holes. Being a ballerina would be pretty fun. I already have ballet flats at home, so I wouldn’t have to worry about shoes. And I could wear my hair up in a high top bun, and do lots of twirling on the dance floor.

      I’m only half listening as Jim replies to Bess. “It’s extremely light,” Jim says. “Almost like there's nothing in it. You’re sure you weren’t expecting anything?”

      “Quite,” says Beth. “Let’s open it up and see what’s inside.”

      I find that I’m curious about what’s inside the antique chest, too, so I rush to finish dressing in the ballerina costume. I unclip a tutu off of a clothes hanger. It’s blue with silver sparkles. I wish it was pink, to match the rest of the outfit.

      Let’s see what I can do to remedy that…

      I squeeze my eyes shut and focus all of my desire on turning the tutu pink.  I hear a little pop, like a miniature firework just went off. When I open my eyes, a small cloud of smoke is clearing, and the tutu is a lovely shade of pale pink.

      Oh -- did I mention that I’m studying witchcraft?

      I am, along with the other members of my knitting circle, Marley, Cora, and Annie. I have to say, I’m getting pretty good at casting spells. It’s helped me in lots of areas of life. Business -- I’m a PI -- , relationships, and my finances. That last one is because I learned to talk to my cat, Turkey, and he’s handling our money now. Turns out he’s a lot better at it than I was. I mean a lot.

      I smile at the tutu, admiring my handiwork, pull it on, and then slide the curtain open, just in time to see Bess yank a big orange bow off of an antique looking chest.

      The chest is sitting up on the front counter of the shop. Bess is behind the counter, near the cash register, and Jim is standing in front of the counter, wearing his postal worker uniform. All eyes are pinned to the chest as Bess pries the front clasp open. It gives a rusty squeak.

      “I have to admit,” Jim says, “I’m mighty curious about what’s inside. I’ve been staring at this chest since it arrived last week, wondering. I’m sure glad you’re opening it now.”

      “Let’s see here,” Bess says, peering inside. “Looks like nothing much. A funny hat with feathers on it. Let’s take a look…” She reaches into the chest and then pulls out a hat. It’s small and black, with a shiny cluster of gems on one side, and big black feathers sticking out.

      After Bess sets the hat on the counter, she and Jim notice me watching.

      “Doing some last-minute costume shopping?” Bess asks me.

      I nod. “Trying to get ready for the dance at the park tonight. Looks like you received a Halloween surprise!” I say, pointing to the hat.

      Bess picks it up. “I suppose so… a vintage hat, by the looks of it,” she says.

      Marley pops out of her dressing room. She’s dressed in black and white pinstriped overalls and a black tank top. She has a bandana tied around her neck. I’m not sure if she’s trying to be a train conductor or a hobo. “It it really vintage?” she asks, joining the rest of us at the counter and peering at the hat.

      “Looks like it to me,” Bess says. Her reading glasses are hanging from a lanyard, resting on her ample bosom. She lifts the glasses, props them on her nose, and examines the cluster of gems on the hat. “By the looks of the design, and craftsmanship, I’d say this is an authentic flapper hat -- from the ‘20s.”

      “Well, I have to admit, I was hoping there’d be more in there,” says Jim, shaking his head with disappointment. “It’s such a big container, you know. I hoped it would be filled with antiques.”

      I’m not all that happy that the giant antique chest only had one little item in it, either, but the hat does give me an idea. “Oh --- a flapper costume, that’d be fun!” I say.

      Then I hurry over to a circular rack filled with second-hand dresses, and start browsing through. I know I saw a ‘20s style dress in there somewhere. Ah ha! I spot it. The gold fringe shakes and shimmies as I lift it up and hurry back to the dressing room.

      An hour, and a whole lot of laughs and pictures, later, Marley and I both have our costumes picked out. We nixed quite a few, including a neon ski onesie for Marley (way too hot) and a puffy prom dress for me (Marley said it made me look like a Cupcake Surprise doll). I place the gold-fringed flapper dress on the counter, along with a cigarette holder and a long rope necklace made with black beads. Marley piles her punk rocker outfit next to my stuff, and Bess starts to ring us up.

      As she folds my dress and places it into a bag she says, “You know what would make your costume really authentic looking?”

      “I refuse to smoke real cigarettes,” I say. “I think I’m going to get some candy ones -- if they still sell them at the gas station.”

      “No,” Bess says. She leans down reaches for something. When she stands, she has the black, feather-studded hat in her hands. “This hat,” she says. She places it on the counter. “It would look perfect with your outfit.”

      I pick it up. It looks like a cross between a hat and a feather duster. The hat is simple, with a bell shape, made out of felt. The feathery part is about six or seven inches long. The feathers curl at the edges.

      “It’s called a cloche hat,” Bess says. “Those are real ostrich feathers, I believe. Penny, how about this. Take it -- my gift to you. When people ask about it, tell them you got it here -- and mention the sale I’m going to run through November. All fall clothing is fifty percent off.” She places the hat in my bag, along with my other items.

      “Bess, that’s too generous,” I say

      “Oh, it’s nothing.” Bess says with a wave of her hand. “I’ll chalk it up to marketing. Remember -- tell them fifty percent off. I want to make room in here for the winter season.”

      We thank Bess, and after a quick stop at our friend Annie’s café for afternoon pick-me-up iced coffees, we head to my house to try on our outfits.

      I used to live in a little apartment that my mom left to me when she passed away. But earlier this fall I inherited a mansion. It’s taken some adjusting, but I have to admit I’m getting used to the extra space.

      As I enter the house, I call out to my kitty. “Turkey…! We’re home!” Then I start pulling off my cowboy boots and jacket.

      Within a few minutes, he trots into the entryway.  He’s a calico cat, but today, instead of his usual brown, tan, and white ears, I spot a pair of floppy dog ears. He’s also dragging a long brown tail behind him. On closer inspection, I see that the ears are attached to a small headband, and the tail is fastened to a little elastic belt.

      “Ruff!” he transmits telepathically as he enters the room. “Ruff! Ruff! I don’t know where Turkey is. I’m Bowser!”

      Clearly, my cat is getting into the Halloween spirit with a little bit of costume experimentation of his own.

      Marley laughs at the sight of him. She can’t hear Turkey telepathically like I can, but she’s clearly getting a kick out of his outfit, even without the accompanying dialogue.

      I play along. “Ah! There’s a ferocious guard dog in the house!” I say aloud. “Bowser -- what did you do with my Turkey?”

      “Ruff!” Turkey transmits. “I… I gobbled him up!”

      I laugh and then scoop up my kitty and give him a kiss on the nose. “Gobbled him up, hm?” I transmit. “I think you’re going to win the award for scariest costume at the Halloween Dance tonight.”

      “I still haven’t decided if I’m going,” Turkey transmits back, as he bats the ear-studded headband off of his head. It clatters to the floor, and he says. “I do think it would be entertaining, but you know how I don’t like crowds.”

      “It would be a shame not to show off your puppy costume,” I say.  I lift the headband and place it back on his head. We head for the stairs that will take us up to the master bedroom.

      “You really like it?” Turkey asks. “I thought the tail might be too heavy for me. It’s made for a small child, not a cat. However, I found I was able to support it without straining my back in the least. My other thought was black fur dye. I could become a ‘black cat’.”

      Marley traipses up the stairs behind us. Her familiar, an owl named Skili, has opted to stay outside and do some hunting while Marley visits. I think Turkey’s happy about that, because Skili tends to make him nervous.

      When we reach the bedroom, Marley ducks into the master bath. I place Turkey and my shopping bag on the bed, and my coffee on the nightstand. “Is dyeing your fur safe?” I ask my kitty. “Some of that dye is pretty toxic.”

      “I’ve been researching it all morning,” Turkey says. “I ordered one that says pet-safe, though I haven’t yet found rigorous reviews to substantiate that. The dye arrived last week. It’s in my office. I just realized I could run the ingredients through an internet search of my own.”

      “You’d better do that,” I say. Turkey nods and trots off. There are very few things my cat likes better than a little bit of online research.

      With Marley in the bathroom and Turkey off in his office, I have the bedroom to myself. I strip down, pull the gold dress over my head, and then loop the rope of black beads around my neck.

      Next, I decide to try on the hat. I admire it for a minute. It’s very cool. Authentic. Old. The feathers are soft. Ostrich feathers! Imagine that.

      Who owned this hat previously? Who sent it to Bess? I wonder, as I pull it over my head.
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      The next thing I know, I’m lying on a hard tile floor and Marley is hovering over me, pinning my arms to the ground. “Penny, stop it!” she says. “What’s wrong with you?”

      There’s a burning pain on my head.

      I realize that I’m in the master bathroom. How did I get here?

      Marley is crouched over me in full punk rock outfit, complete with torn black tee shirt, black skirt with a chain link belt, and fishnet stockings. Half of her face is painted white. She must be testing out her zombie makeup, and I interrupted -- somehow. The thing is, I don’t remember how.

      “How did I get into the bathroom?” I ask.

      Marley releases one of my arms, hesitantly. She watches warily as I lift my hand up to feel for the hat. It’s not there. “Why do I have this burning pain…” I murmur.

      She releases the other arm. “Penny, are you kidding me?” Marley says. “You’re trying to freak me out, aren’t you? That wasn’t funny.” She leans back on her heels, studying me.

      I prop myself up on my elbows, and see makeup strewn across the floor. Along with the face paint, eyeliner, eyeshadow, and lipstick, there’s also the black hat.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say. I rub my temple. “Marley, something really creepy just happened.”

      I still feel subtle pain in my head, spreading from my scalp to each temple, but it’s fading fast. I stop rubbing and point to the ostrich-feather-studded hat. “I think that vintage headdress did something to me,” I say. “I put it on -- and then I was here, on the floor. I don’t remember anything in between.”

      Marley raises her brows. “You don’t remember charging in here and pretending to choke me?”

      I shake my head. My eyes get wide. “I tried to choke you?” I ask.

      “I thought you were just joking around, maybe pretending to be possessed or something. I don’t know. But then your grip got too strong, and I had to unleash some yoga moves on you.”

      “Yoga moves?”

      “Sure,” Marley says. “They don’t call it ‘warrior pose’ for nothing. I freed myself and then tackled you to the ground.”

      “Marley,” I say. “I wasn’t pretending to be possessed. I think I -- I think I was possessed. By that thing.” I point to the hat.

      “Seriously?” Marley says. She reaches for it. “Your eyes did look weird. And your grip was really tight around my neck. It took all of my strength to fight you off. This is freaky.”

      We sit on the bathroom floor, both staring at the hat for a minute. Then Marley picks it up.

      “I think we should test it out,” she says. “Let’s see if it happens again. Maybe it was something else that made you possessed. We have to know what we’re dealing with.”

      My heart starts to pound as Marley lifts the hat up and holds it over her head, getting ready to pull it on. “What do you think?” she says. “Should I try it?”

      I get to my feet. If Marley does become possessed, I want to be ready to defend myself.

      I nod. “I think you should,” I say. “But just beware -- it kinda hurts.”

      “Pull it off of me after you see what happens,” Marley says. “If it does make me act weird, don’t let me wear it for long. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I say, bending my knees a little bit and bouncing up and down. I want to dodge her if she lunges at me. Marley is super muscular. We’re both almost thirty, but she’s been doing yoga and practicing massage therapy for years. She’s strong.

      I watch as Marley puts the hat on, pulling it down over her ears and long, black hair. The instant it’s in place, she gets really still. Her eyes get this creepy fifty-yard stare. She looks at me, but straight past me at the same time.

      I wave my hand in front of her face. “Hello?” I say. “Anybody home?”

      “Kill!” she says, and all of a sudden, she’s not still anymore. She pounces on me, just as I feared, and my bouncy stance does nothing for me. I guess I’m not as ready for her attack as I hoped.

      We both topple backwards into the jacuzzi bathtub. My legs fly up in the air. I feel Marley’s hands around my neck.

      “Marley!” I shout, trying to break the trance. “Marley, it’s me, Penny!” I wave my arms, trying to reach for the hat so that I can pull it off of her. Marley’s arms block my reach. Instead, I knock the water faucet, and ice-cold water starts pouring all over us.

      “Marley!” I scream.

      Her hands tighten around my neck.

      “Aarrg… gggahhh!” is all I can manage to get out.

      The water is cold. That alone would take my breath away, and being strangled doesn’t exactly help. I try to put together a spell in my mind -- some way to stop Marley, yet not harm her at the same time.

      Witchcraft, I’ve learned, is all about focusing the mind. Unfortunately, it’s hard to concentrate when you’re being held down in a tub, doused with freezing water, and choked by your best friend all at the same time.

      Thankfully, a flash of brown puppy tail flying through the air gets my attention. Turkey is still dressed up as a dog, but he’s as acrobatic as a cat as he lands on the both of us.

      “Turkey!” I say. “Get that hat off of Marley’s head -- fast!”

      It’s also fortunate that I don't need to use my windpipe to speak telepathically, because I’m pretty sure Marley’s crushing it.

      Turkey hooks his claws into the hat and pulls it off of Marley’s head.

      Instantly, she stops battling me.

      Her eyes change -- instead of a vacant stare, I see them glisten with fear as she looks around. “What -- what happened -- why am I all wet?”

      “Well,” I say, struggling to right myself. “We’ve learned two things just now. One: That freaking hat is cursed. It turns the person who has it on into a murderous maniac. And two: You are about a million times stronger than me.”

      Marley makes her way out of the tub too, looking around at us, surprised. “I don’t remember anything,” she says. She lifts a hand to her temple. “It almost feels like that thing burned me, too.”

      I nod. “It’s doing something to us, alright. We have to get rid of it.”

      “How?” Marley asks.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe we could try a few spells and see what works.”

      Turkey is sitting on the edge of the tub, working on pulling his tail off. “Oh, yes, good idea,” he says sarcastically. “Our first brush with dark magic, and you want to use a trial and error approach to neutralize the threat.”

      I grimace. When he puts it that way, it really doesn’t sound all that brilliant.

      “Do we have any experience with cursed objects?” he transmits.

      He knows the answer, but he wants to hear me say it. “No,” I transmit back.

      “Do you know what kind of spell would work to break the curse?” he asks.

      Again, I shake my head. “Not really,” I transmit.

      “Yet you’re just going to ‘try a few’, and see what happens?” Turkey says. “I’m afraid that’s a rather reckless approach, don't you think, Penelope?”

      “Well, what’s your idea?” I ask.

      He finally has the tail off. He looks pleased to be free of it.

      Marley speaks up. “What’s he saying?” she asks me.

      “He says it would be a bad idea for us to try to break the curse, since we don’t know squat about dark magic,” I say.

      “Well, we can’t just leave it like it is,” Marley says.

      I stare at the hat. “Who sent it?” I wonder aloud. “Jim said it arrived in the post last week. I wonder if there was a return address?”

      “I didn’t see a label on it at the Antique Haven,” Marley says. “But there must have been some kind of label on it, since Jim knew it was for Bess.”

      “Right,” I say. “And finding out who sent it might be a good first step. I say we take a trip down to the post office. Maybe Jim can give us some more info.”

      “Good idea,” Marley says. “And I’ll call Cora and Annie on the way. I think this deserves an emergency coven meeting, don’t you?”

      “Our first brush with dark magic?” I say. “Oh yeah. I’d say it’s emergency-meeting material, for sure.”

      I lift the hat up by the brim, between my thumb and forefinger, and hold it away from my body as if it’s a live snake that might bite me. I walk out to the bedroom and place it back in the pink Antique Haven paper bag. Thankfully, just being in contact with it doesn’t make me blackout. I think the whole possessed thing only happens when someone puts it on their head.

      Turkey brushes against my ankles.

      “Want to come with us to the post office?” I ask. “And then to the café for a meeting?”

      I quickly change out of the wet, cold dress and back into my black leggings and sweater, while Turkey sits next to the Antique Haven bag, peering in. Almost his whole face disappears.

      “Where did it come from?” he asks.

      My cat and I are very different. He’s methodical and cautious, while I’m a fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants kind of girl. However, there’s one major thing we both have in common, and that’s curiosity.

      As I pull on socks, I tell him a summary of how the cursed item landed in our lives.

      When I’m done, Turkey asks. “So Bess has no idea who sent it to her?”

      Marley steps out of the bathroom. She, too, has changed out of her wet costume and into dry clothes. She was clearly in a rush when changing, because half of her face is still painted white, and there’s dark grey makeup around one eye.

      I motion to my own face, to remind her about the makeup. “You’ve still got some paint…” I say, swirling my hand around my face.

      She nods, spins around, and heads back to the bathroom.

      I turn to Turkey. “She said she wasn’t expecting anything in the mail,” I tell him. “There was no shipping label on it when we saw it on the counter of her shop. All I saw was a big orange ribbon. I don’t know how Jim knew it was hers. We have to go ask him.”

      “I’ll come along,” Turkey says. “This is very odd. It’s even more interesting than researching chemicals in pet-friendly fur dye. I think I’ll have to pass on that costume idea.”

      I laugh, and sit down on the bed next to him. “I’m glad,” I say. “It would be weird if you turned into a black cat. I love your calico colors.”

      He lifts his face out of the bag, finally, and looks at me. “Well, thank you, Penelope,” he says. “I’ve always been a bit ashamed of how disorganized the pattern is.”

      “Disorganized?” I say, reaching for him. “No, no. It’s perfect.”

      He starts to purr. “Thank you,” he says. “That actually means a lot to me. Here I thought you were wishing I was a black cat this whole time.”

      “Never!” I say.

      “Well then, I suppose that decides it.  I won’t bother with the fur dye. Bowser it is.”

      Marley emerges, her face now cleaned of makeup.

      “Great,” I say aloud as I stand. I still have Turkey in one arm. I pick up the pink bag with the other. “Let’s all go to the post office and see what we can find out.”
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      We make a plan to meet Cora and Annie at Annie’s coffee shop, the Death Café, at 5 pm. Then Marley, Turkey, and I head to the post office. It’s 4 pm when we arrive, and there’s a typical late afternoon line.

      We wait for what feels like forever, and then finally reach the counter.

      Now, you might think that since it’s a post office, cats would not be allowed inside. However, Jim’s notoriously lax about rules and regulations. So I still have Turkey in my messenger bag as we approach the counter, and Jim smiles at the sight of him. “There’s my favorite fur ball!” he says, as he offers Turkey a treat. “Penny, Marley, nice to see you both again! Twice in one day -- what a lucky guy I am. What can I do for you?”

      “We have a few questions for you,” I say. “It’s about the antique chest that you delivered to Bess today.”

      A few people in line behind me groan. I turn around and address them. “This will only take a minute,” I promise.

      Then I turn back to Jim. “You said it arrived about a week ago, right?” I ask.

      Jim nods.

      “Who sent it?” I ask. “Was there a label on it?”

      “Funny thing,” Jim says. “It was clearly addressed to Bess, but there was no return address. The label deteriorated, which is one of the reasons I delivered it by hand. I knew if it sat around in the mail room, we might lose track of it eventually. I think it’s odd that she wasn’t even expecting anything.”

      That’s about the least odd thing about this whole ordeal. I’d say the real strange thing is how the hat manages to turn its wearer into a weaponized human, but I’m not about to say that to Jim.

      I nod. “Very odd,” I say. “You’re sure there was no return address?”

      “One hundred percent,” Jim says.

      Marley speaks up. “What do you mean the shipping label deteriorated?”

      “The ink faded,” Jim says.  “And the whole thing just kind of crumpled up and turned to dust. Very bizarre -- I’ve never seen that before.”

      Marley and I exchange a look. That has “magic” written all over it. With no physical evidence to gather, it seems the shipping label angle is a dead end.

      “It’s been two minutes,” someone behind me complains.

      Our time is up. As we begin to move away from the counter, Jim calls out, “Oh, Penny -- check out the furniture that we put out on the curb. It’s all free.”

      Free furniture? Sure! I’ll check it out.

      Maybe there’s a nice office chair. I think it’s about time I get one for my little office.

      Marley, Turkey, and I head outside.

      I point to a massive collection of free goods that’s out by the curb, next to a cardboard sign that says FREE. “There is an office chair!” I say happily. I run up to it and give it a once-over. “Looks like it’s in good condition, too!”

      “Let’s give it a test run!” Marley suggests.

      “I am not going to ride around on a chair on wheels like a delinquent child,” Turkey says.

      “Fine.” I pull off my messenger bag and set it on the curb. I place the pink Antique Haven bag next to it.

      “Marley and I will test it out,” I transmit to Turkey. “We’ll be right back.”

      I plop down into the chair, and Marley immediately starts pushing me down the sidewalk, accelerating with every step. I feel like I’m on an amusement park ride! I stick my legs out and give a happy whoop whoop! as we zoom past a few stores and then roll to a breathless stop right in front of the Hillcrest Library.

      Rebecca, our town librarian, is out front, locking up the doors. “Hard at work as usual, I see,” she mutters, shaking her head.

      While Jim is notoriously lax about rules, Rebecca is notoriously strict about them. In addition, I think she has something against fun in general.

      It strikes me as odd that she’s closing the library. It must only be 4:30, and the library is usually open until 6:00. “Closing early for the dance?” I ask.

      She nods. “I’ll be selling tickets and checking costumes at the door,” she says. “I have to get home and prepare my own costume. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must be off.” She eyes the chair. “Do I need to remind you that there are no bikes allowed on the sidewalks?”

      “Thank goodness this isn’t a bike,” I say.

      “It’s a wheeled method of transport,” Rebecca says. “It falls under the same umbrella.”

      “But the wheels are so small,” I say.

      She lifts her nose into the air. “I don’t have time to debate with you, Miss Banks. Just don’t run anyone over.” With that, she heads off towards the post office.

      Marley and I take one more spin around the block on the chair, this time with me pushing Marley. When we reach the post office again, I scoop up my messenger bag, which contains my napping cat.

      “I think I’m going to take it,” I say happily, patting the chair.

      Turkey wakes up, rubs his eyes with his paws, and then gives a big yawn. “We’re going to have to disinfect it,” he says. “I don’t particularly like the idea of used seating. So many butts, you know.”

      I giggle and then push the chair ahead of me. “Come on,” I say. “It’s almost five. Let’s get to the café.”

      We walk for about ten minutes before I remember the Antique Haven bag, with the cursed hat inside. I stop short. “Oh… crap!” I say. “I forgot the bag, back there by the post office!”

      Marley stops too, and her eyes fly open wide. “I completely forgot about the bag, too!” she exclaims. Then she closes her eyes, and I can tell she’s communicating with her owl. Skili, who has been flying above us, pulls a U-turn and flies quickly towards the post office.

      Marley opens her eyes. “Skili will fly ahead and check on it,” she says.

      We turn and start jogging. “I can’t believe I did that!” I say.

      “We’re all to blame,” Turkey transmits mournfully. “I fell asleep. It was just so nice and sunny. I couldn’t help myself.”

      “Hopefully it’s still there,” Marley says. Then she groans. “Skili just communicated with me… she says she’s not seeing it.”

      I pick up my pace, forcing my legs to move faster. Please, let Skili be mistaken, I think.

      Of course, Skili the wise owl is not mistaken. The pink bag with the hat in it is really gone.

      I plant my palm against my forehead. “No, no, no!” I say. “That was so dumb of me! I set it down next to the big sign that says FREE. What was I thinking? Someone must have assumed the bag was part of the giveaway pile, and walked off with it!”

      Marley places a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t beat yourself up about it. Maybe we can catch the person who took it. It must have just happened -- they’re probably around here somewhere.”

      “We have to move fast,” I say. Then I eye the office chair -- wheeled transportation. I hop on, and this time Turkey has no choice but to come along for the ride. Marley sends Skili off to the north, down the bike path, and then starts pushing Turkey and I south, toward the library. We get going really fast, and cover a lot of ground quickly. We see lots of people, but no one is carrying a pink bag. Skili meets up with us, and informs Marley that she hasn’t spotted the bag either.

      At ten after five, Marley rolls the chair to a stop in front of the Death Café. We’re already ten minutes late for our emergency meeting, and we don’t want to keep our witchy sisters waiting any longer. Hopefully, they’ll be able to offer some help.

      Marley and I trudge dejectedly into the café, with our familiars close behind.

      Cora, and Cora’s sister-in-law, an experienced Air Witch named Azure, sit at one of the café’s round tables. Cora must have invited Azure, and I’m glad about that. Hopefully Azure has experience with dark magic, and can help us out. Annie is behind the café counter, bustling around -- readying refreshments, no doubt. Since the café is closed, we’re the only ones in the place. Turkey and Skili convene with the other familiars, while Marley and I head for the table.

      “You’re late,” Cora says primly, by way of a greeting. Cora is only about ten years older than both Marley and I, but she’s infinitely more mature. She was always punctual before giving birth to triplets this fall, and motherhood has made her even more conscious of time. Every minute counts, I suppose.

      She taps her cell phone screen. I can tell she’s about to lecture us about our tardiness, but the way Marley and I are moving makes her think twice. “Are you two okay?” she asks.

      “What’s wrong?” Annie seconds, as she makes her way towards the table with a tray of cookies in one hand and a pitcher of milk in the other. “You two don’t look very happy. Why did you call a meeting?”

      I take a seat, lean my elbows on the table, and cover my face with my hands. “This is so bad,” I say, shaking my head a little. “It’s a nightmare.”

      “What is?” Cora asks.

      “Oh, great,” Azure says. “What have you done now?”

      “We’re here to help,” Annie says.

      I hear Marley take a seat. “Penny and I went shopping for Halloween costumes today,” she says. “Bess gave Penny a hat.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Cora says.

      “It’s a cursed hat,” Marley says. “When a person puts it on, they become possessed -- bent on death and destruction.”

      “Okay, I take it back,” Cora says. “That’s pretty bad.”

      “It gets worse,” I say, peeking through my fingers. “I kinda... lost the hat.”

      “You lost it?” Azure repeats.

      I let my hands fall, and nod. “I set it down by a bunch of free stuff on the sidewalk. Someone must have walked away with it.”

      “Oh, dear,” says Annie.

      “Yikes,” says Cora.

      “Seriously?” says Azure. Did I mention that she has electric blue hair, and a sassy attitude to match?

      “We looked for it,” says Marley.

      “No luck?” Annie asks.

      “Nope,” Marley answers. She reaches for a cookie. So do I. They’re still warm from the oven, and the aroma rising off of them makes them impossible to resist.

      Annie pours milk into a glass. “Perhaps they plan on wearing the hat to the Halloween Dance tonight at the park,” she says as she hands the glass of milk to Marley, and then starts pouring out another one for me. “It sounds like it’s a good costume piece.”

      “It’s a great costume piece,” I say. “And it is Halloween. I think you’re right, Annie.”

      Organized Cora looks at her phone again. “Well, it’s a quarter after five now, and the dance starts at seven. We’d better come up with a plan of action.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” I say. “This hat is cursed. It turns the person wearing it into a sort of murder weapon. If the hat-wearer is the weapon, that means the actual murderer is still out there somewhere. Catching the hat-wearer is only a part of the problem. We have to also catch the person who sent the cursed hat.”

      “We can’t catch them if they’re already dead,” Azure says.

      We all look at her, and then wait for an explanation.

      Azure frowns. “I believe we have a Holiday Curse on our hands,” she says. “They were quite popular amongst practitioners of dark magic, back in the ’20s.”

      “The hat is from the ’20s!” I say. “That’s what Bess said, anyways. So this fits.”

      Azure continues. “A practitioner would curse an object, and then send it off into the mail. The object would continue to travel from one location to the next, killing along the way, long after the practitioner passed away.”

      “How does it travel from one place to another?” I ask.

      “It’s magically designed to do that,” Azure explains. “After the cursed object fulfills its duty -- kills, most often -- it will convince the person who is wearing it to put it back in the mail, heading for the next destination.”

      “It’s the gift that just keeps on giving,” I joke.

      Azure nods. “Some are designed to go to hotels, some to art galleries, some to restaurants, and usually they’re only active on holidays -- hence the name, Holiday Curse.  I heard about a cursed fishing pole that traveled around to fireworks shops every Fourth of July, and a cursed reindeer sweater that showed up at family residences during the winter holidays.”

      “That’s awful!” Annie exclaims. “Imagine getting a possessed sweater in the mail!”

      “That’s taking the ‘ugly sweater’ idea to a whole new level,” I say.

      We all think this over for a minute, and then I speak up again. “Azure, I’m really glad you’re here. This is super helpful. I think you’re right -- we’re dealing with a Holiday Curse. So the object is designed to kill and then move on to the next location. There must be some way to break the curse.”

      Azure sits back in her chair. “There is one way,” she says. “But it’s very unfortunate. It involves sacrifice.”

      An eerie silence fills the café.

      Usually, our meetings are cheerful. This evening, that is not the case.

      I feel all goosebumpy as I ask, “What kind of sacrifice? What are you talking about?”

      “The only way to break the curse is right after a death occurs,” Azure says. “That’s when the magic is most depleted. Once it is magically on its way to the next location, it builds strength back up. So to break the curse, we just have to wait for one death to happen. The victim is like a sacrifice, so to speak. They give up their life so others in the future won’t have to die.”

      “That’s not an option,” I say. “We can’t just let a murder take place in Hillcrest tonight. Not on our watch.”

      Annie nods. “I agree with Penny,” she says. “We can’t let that happen.”

      “That would pretty much be the worst Halloween ever,” Marley says.

      “I’d feel so guilty,” Cora says. “No way.”

      I turn to Azure. “What happens if we try to break the curse before the magic is depleted?” I ask.

      “It’ll retaliate,” Azure says. “Cursed objects are usually very heavily protected. It likely has very powerful spells in place to prevent tampering.”

      I take a big bite of cookie, and chew while thinking hard. There is no way we’re going to just let a murder happen. We also can’t let that hat leave Hillcrest, heading for another antique shop, just to repeat this pattern next October. I swallow.

      “We have to trick it somehow,” I say. “We have to make the cursed hat think that a death has happened.”

      “How are we going to do that?” asks Marley.

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “I’m still thinking about that.”

      “Well, we’d better think fast,” Cora says, “because the dance starts in ninety minutes.”

      “If we’re going to gain admission to the dance, we’d better get our costumes on,” Annie says. “Rebecca’s manning the gates, and you know how strict she is.”

      I roll my eyes. “Do I ever,” I say. “Let’s meet at the park entrance at 6:30,” I suggest. “Everyone -- while you’re getting dressed up, try to think of ways to trick that evil hat.”

      The ladies agree.

      I polish off my cookie and then gulp down the last of the milk. We have a long night ahead, and I’d better fuel up.
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      Almost an hour later, I approach the park entrance on foot. I start to see more and more people on the sidewalks as I get closer to the park. I’ve lived in Hillcrest my whole life. We’re in a box canyon, nestled in between towering mountains. The valley is so cut off from the rest of the world that sometimes it feels kind of like we live on an island. Since the town is small, most people walk or bike around. I’m used to crossing paths with pedestrians, and chatting with pretty much everyone I meet on the streets.

      However, tonight has a different feel. Instead of catching up on town gossip with everyone who passes by me, I find myself warily avoiding crowds, and suspiciously examining everyone’s headwear. It’s a little spooky not to recognize people because they’re dressed in costume. I spot a person in a gorilla suit strolling down the road in front of me alongside a clown. If I was in another frame of mind, I might laugh, but tonight I’m so freaked out by everything that I end up crossing the street.

      “Good call,” Turkey transmits. He’s nestled in my messenger bag, which I’m wearing over my shoulder. It doesn’t exactly match my flapper costume, but it does hold my gun and my handcuffs, so I thought I’d better bring it. It’s also a great cat carrier, because it gives Turkey plenty of space to get comfy. He decided to attend the dance, rather than stay home to avoid the crowds. Luckily, my bag also has plenty of room to house his brown clip-on dog tail, and big floppy dog ears.

      I’m wearing my gold dress -- which I dried with a bit of magic, seeing as it was still wet -- pumps, and the long string of beads. I have my cigarette holder in one hand, with a rolled up piece of paper in it, because I didn’t have time to go buy candy cigarettes.

      “Thanks,” I reply. “That gorilla was kinda giving me the heebie-jeebies. You too?”

      “Everything is giving me the heebie-jeebies tonight,” Turkey admits. “I would much rather be curled up at home, reading a good book or taking a nap by a warm fire than traipsing about, trying to tango with a possessed killer.”

      I give myself a hug. “A fire sounds nice,” I say. “It’s chilly out.”

      “Not much moonlight, either,” observes Turkey.

      My cat’s right. There isn’t much moonlight. A hazy crescent moon keeps disappearing behind thick, charcoal gray clouds.

      I hear footsteps as a gaggle of ladies soon comes up on my rear, moving fast. I step aside and let them go by, quickly scanning their heads to make sure no one’s wearing the black hat. I see a purple wig, a witch hat, and cat ears, but no cursed headwear.

      When the park entrance comes into view, Turkey points. “Oh, look! They have torches set up along the walkway there. At least that will give us some light to work with.”

      The park entrance consists of a parking lot, an iron gate that says “Hillcrest Park” along the top of it, and then a long dirt path that leads into the park. There are torches studding the path. The flickering torch flames cast a pale orange light onto the trees that also line the path. The light dances off every surface; it’s bright here, dim there, casting shadows that move as though they’re alive.

      In addition to the torches, the decorating committee also stretched fake spider webs between the trees and wove little orange lights around the tree trunks. There are black cut-out bats and spiders hanging from the branches.

      At the far edge of the parking lot, I see a beat-up looking convertible with a smashed windshield. Inside the car, there are two figures. They both look like dummies. Curious, I walk over to the car, and circle it. The front of the car is totaled, like it was in a wreck. Next to it, I see a big sign that says, “Stay alive! Don’t drink and drive!”

      “That’s nice,” I transmit to Turkey telepathically, as I stand back a bit to take in the whole scene.  “It’s a display to remind people not to drive drunk. There’s even two crash test dummies in it. Let’s go --”

      I’m about to turn and transmit “pay for our tickets,” but the dummy in the driver’s seat lifts a hand and waves at us, and completely scares Turkey and I both.

      “Ahh!” I shout, nearly jumping out of my black suede pumps.

      “Mreoooww!” says Turkey. I look down and see his head disappear into my bag, fake floppy brown ears and all.

      It takes me a minute to catch my breath, and as I do, the crash test dummy that moved pulls off his mask. I see Officer Ted McDougal’s boyish face emerge. “Gotcha, didn’t I?” he asks, with a devilish grin.

      “Ted!” I say. “That was not funny. I am not in the mood for… for…”

      “For having fun?” Ted asks. “For costumes? Come on, Penny, lighten up.”

      I went to Police Academy with Ted. While I flunked out, Ted sailed through and has now been an officer for six years. We don’t get along great. Okay, we don’t really get along at all.

      I fold my arms across my chest. “Actually, I love Halloween, I’ll have you know,” I say. “But tonight, there’s a little issue I’m trying to figure out, so I can’t exactly be messing around with your silly pranks. I’m trying to catch a murderer, Ted.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ted asks skeptically. “I haven’t heard about any murderers, and I was just at the station getting all of the stuff to set this up.” He motions to the display.

      “I can’t explain the whole thing,” I say. I mean, it would take about five minutes, but I know Ted won’t believe me, so I don’t want to waste my breath. “Who’s on duty tonight?” I ask instead.

      “Cap Wagner and Officer Randall,” Ted says.

      “Why aren’t you on duty?” I ask.

      “I’m off on Saturday nights,” Ted says. “Or at least, I’m supposed to be. But then I got roped into this gig. I’m supposed to wave at people and draw attention to the display. Speaking of  -- Hey kids!” he shouts at a passing group of teens dressed as various superheroes. “Don’t drink and drive, okay? Got it?”

      He gives the teens a wave, and then pulls his dummy mask back on. There’s a black and yellow checkered circle on the forehead, and holes in the plastic mask for the eyes. With the mask on, he looks exactly like the dummy next to him.

      “I’d better get back to work,” he says.  “Wouldn’t want Cap to catch me slacking.”

      “We’ll leave you to it,” I say. “If you see anyone wearing a black hat with a bunch of feathers sticking out of it, knock it off of their head, okay?” I say.

      He shakes his head. “You are so strange,” he says.

      “It’s important, McDougal,” I reiterate. “Just do it, please.”

      I don’t wait for his response. Instead, I hurry over to the admissions table that is positioned to the right of the park gate. Rebecca’s sitting behind it, collecting cash.

      Didn’t Rebecca say she had to go home and change into costume? She doesn’t look like she’s in costume. She’s wearing a maroon shift dress and a few long necklaces, but she simply looks dressed up.

      I’m about to mention this to Turkey when he speaks first. “Look! There’s the ladies!” he says. Annie, Cora, and Marley are standing in a little cluster about ten feet from the table.

      Annie is dressed as a salt shaker. “Where’s pepper?” I ask her, referring to her boyfriend, Fred. My own boyfriend is out of town on business, but I figured my friends would have their dates with them.

      “Inside, with Silas,” Annie says. She has Ralph, her lynx, with her on a leash. He’s not in costume, but I guess his big-cat appearance is scary enough.

      Cora is dressed as Dorothy, from the Wizard of Oz. She’s carrying her familiar, a Chihuahua named Blueberry, in a little basket on her arm. Clearly, little Blueberry is supposed to be Dorothy’s dog, Toto.

      Cora pets her furry sidekick as she speaks up. “We told the guys to go in and start looking for someone wearing the black hat with feathers.”

      “But what are we going to do when we find the hat?” Marley asks. Now that her face is painted completely, she really does look like a zombie punk rocker.

      Everyone looks at me.

      I screw my lips up to the side. “I still haven’t figured that bit out,” I say. “But let’s get in there and at least try to locate it so we can keep an eye on it. I guess Azure’s not coming?”

      “She said something about getting her beauty rest, but that she’ll keep her phone on, and we should call if we need her,” Cora says.

      “Air Witches are so self-centered!” I say. “I guess this is up to us…”

      Together, the four of us head down the torch-lit path.

      Up ahead, I see a thick crowd of costume-clad townspeople gathered in front of a stage. On the stage, our town’s most popular band, The Hillcrest Funk Collective, is setting up their instruments and mics. Marley’s boyfriend, Justin, is the lead singer, and he’s dressed up as a zombie punk rocker, too. Off to the right, there’s a little stand selling drinks and other refreshments. I spot two police officers, Captain Wagner and Officer Randall, standing by the refreshment stand, chatting with the mayor. All three of them look relaxed.

      “Well ladies,” I say to my friends as I survey the crowd. “I think we got here on time. I don’t think any possessed killers have ruined the dance yet.”

      “And let’s hope they don’t get a chance to,” Annie says.

      I look over the crowd. So far, I don’t see anyone wearing the hat. The band starts tuning up. Everyone’s chatting away happily. A few kids run around with candy bags in hand. People are smiling.

      How are we going to convince that darn hat that its macabre job is complete?

      We’d need a fake person. A dummy. Hey, wait a minute -- a dummy!

      My eyes pop open wide. “I just had a great idea!” I say to my friends. “Did you guys see that ‘don’t drive drunk’ set up, out at the park entrance?”

      My witch sisters nod.

      “Okay… hear me out,” I say. “This cursed hat has possibly been in circulation since the ’20s, killing every year, right?”

      “That’s so depressing to think about!” Cora laments.

      I nod. “It is really sad,” I say. “It’s also a clue.”

      “How so?” asks Annie.

      “Because,” I say. “Guys… if that hat has been killing once a year, and then ending up in the mail, that probably means that the person wearing the hat gets away with murder… at least for a little while -- long enough to get the hat into the mail.”

      Annie nods. “True,” she says.

      “How is that a clue?” asks Cora.

      “Think about it,” I say, looking out at the crowd. “What would happen if a strangling happened right in the middle of that crowd?”

      “Mayhem,” says Marley.

      “Chaos,” agrees Cora.

      “Everyone would probably tackle the person who did it,” Annie suggests. “Maybe pin them to the ground or something. Call the cops.”

      I point to Annie, and nod. “Exactly!” I say. “The hat-wearer would go to jail almost immediately -- and that means no time to send the hat to the next destination. If, however, the hat-wearer was a bit smarter about where they kill, then they could get away with murder… at least for a little while.”

      “What do you mean, smarter?” asks Marley.

      “Well, think like a killer,” I say. “How would you commit murder, and get away with it?”

      Cora shakes her head. “Not this again, Penny. I’ve told you before. I don’t like thinking like a killer.”

      Well, looks like Cora’s not going to play along. I look at Annie and raise a brow.

      “Well,” she says. “I suppose if I was a killer, and wanted to get away with murder, I’d stay away from the crowds… I’d probably work out in the periphery -- in the shadows, perhaps.”

      I nod, and then look at Marley. “You?” I say.

      “I’d probably attack someone who was all alone,” she says. “That way no one would witness it and call the cops.”

      “Good,” I say. “So tonight’s murder would likely take place in the outskirts of the park, and would involve someone who is alone.”

      Annie chimes in. “You know…” she says, “I went on a safari once, back when Walt was alive, and we saw a herd of gazelles. There was a lion prowling around them, hidden in the bushes. It waited for one lonely gazelle to wander away from the herd, and then it pounced.”

      “That’s exactly it!” I say. “Good one, Annie! What we need is one lonely gazelle.”

      “Not it!” Marley says, putting her finger on her nose.

      Cora shakes her head. “None of us are going to do that,” she says. “That’s too dangerous. Besides, we can’t break the curse until the magic is drained out of the hat, and that will happen after it kills.”

      “So the hat-wearer actually has to put their hands around a neck and squeeze,” I say.

      Annie gives me a concerned look. “Are you sure you’re not possessed, dear?” she says. “You can’t possibly be suggesting that we let a murder happen!”

      I grin. “I’m not. I said ‘a neck’, not a real person’s neck. Come with me.”

      I lead the way back down the torch-lit path. Now we're going against the flow of traffic. I spot a big banana, a sumo wrestler, and a few cowgirls walking towards us, but no black felt hat.

      When we reach the park entrance, I point towards the beat-up convertible at the far end of the parking lot.

      “Ladies, I present to you our lonely gazelle,” I say.

      At just that moment, Ted, who is out of hearing distance, lifts his hand and waves.

      “I think I know where you’re going with this,” Marley says.

      “Brilliant!” Cora says, eyeing Ted and the dummy next to him. “You’re proposing we do a swap, aren’t you?”

      I nod. “Exactly. We move the real dummy, and have Ted sit in the car like bait. Soon the band will start playing and everyone else will be in on the dance floor. Ted will be out here all alone -- our lonely gazelle. The hat-wearer will attack. But before they go in for the kill, we’ll distract them and put in the real dummy. When they kill the dummy, they’ll think they’re killing a person. Then, we’ll break the curse!”

      “And we’ll finally put an end to the Cursed Halloween Hat!” Marley says.

      “Who’s in?” I ask.
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      Luckily, all of the ladies like my plan. Cora even volunteers to call Azure and let her know what we’re up to.

      We quickly give Ted the run-down about what we need him to do. He’s confused, but just bored enough to play along. We drag the dummy behind a bunch of bushes and then crouch and wait.

      Fifteen minutes goes by without any luck -- if you can call seeing a possessed murderer approaching “luck”.

      But then, at quarter to eight, we spot a figure. It looks like a woman.

      She’s darting from tree to tree, moving quickly towards the beat-up car.

      As she gets closer, torchlight illuminates her figure. She’s athletic, lean, and wearing a maroon shift dress, long necklaces, and pumps. On her head, I see the hat.

      She comes closer.

      Spooky dancing orange light flickers off of her features.

      I recognize that stern mouth and pointed nose. It’s Rebecca, our town librarian! She’s definitely possessed; her face is expressionless, as if she’s sleeping, yet she’s moving. She slinks right up to the car, where Ted is sitting. Ted is looking in the other direction, pretending that he doesn’t see her as she approaches.

      For a somewhat reluctant player in our little scheme, he’s doing really well. He’s acting relaxed. He keeps moving around, making it clear that he’s a real person dressed up as a crash test dummy.

      “Now!” I whisper.

      Annie is two feet from me, hiding in the bushes, too. We need to make Rebecca turn around, away from the car, so we’ve decided on a little distraction.

      I wait as Annie relates my command to her familiar, Ralph the lynx.

      Within seconds, Ralph bursts out of the bushes and darts into the clearing. Rebecca turns her head slightly away from the car. Ralph clearly caught her eye.

      But the distraction barely phases her. Soon she’s focusing on the car again.

      “We need more of a distraction,” I whisper, thinking aloud.

      “I’m on it,” Annie says. “Let me explain to Ralph.”

      I’m not sure what, exactly, Annie tells Ralph telepathically, but after a brief pause, Ralph gets up on his hind legs and starts doing the Charleston. It’s a pretty complicated dance, popularized in the ’20s, with lots of fast foot movements. I’ve tried it a few times at the bar with Marley, and I have to admit neither of us are that good at it. There are just too many steps. However, Ralph is nailing it! He’s up on his hind legs, moving his feet around to an invisible swing music.

      Rebecca turns completely away from the car.

      It’s working! Ralph has caught her attention.

      “Marley, let’s go!” I whisper.

      Together, Marley and I lift the dummy -- I’ve got the legs, Marley has the head -- and scurry out into the clearing, crouched down low so that we’re out of sight. We approach the car from behind. Ted moves fast, jumping quietly out of the car and diving behind the bushes. I think he’s happy that his part in our little scheme is over. Marley and I heave the dummy into the car, position it so that it’s sitting just like Ted, and then we duck out of view.

      We army-crawl back to the bushes. For a brief instant I worry about the grass stains I’m probably getting on my pretty gold dress, but then I realize that it doesn’t matter; we’re about to put an end to this dreadful curse, for Pete’s sake!

      When I peek through the leaves of the bush again, I see Rebecca, still staring at Ralph, with her head cocked to the side. Clearly this Charleston-dancing lynx is making her possessed brain short-circuit.

      “That’s probably enough,” I whisper to Annie.

      “I’ll tell Ralph,” Annie says.

      A second or two later, Ralph stops dancing. He drops onto all fours, and lopes peacefully off, as if to say “nothing to see here!”.

      Rebecca shrugs. She turns, slowly, until she’s facing the car. Her face is now cloaked in shadows. She moves with a purpose, heading right for the dummy. When she’s right up next to the car, she reaches her hands up, closes them around the dummy’s neck, and squeezes.

      Dang, she’s strong! She even lifts the whole dummy up a bit, shakes the thing, and then finally releases it. The dummy slumps back against the seat.

      She brushes her hands together a few times, like a worker who has just completed a task. She’s satisfied; that’s clear.

      “Now!” I say to my friends. We pop up from behind the bushes and run towards Rebecca. At the same time, Skili swoops down and snatches the hat off of Rebecca’s head. The big white owl drops it into Marley’s hands.

      Rebecca’s eyes change. A light comes back to them. She rubs her head. “Ow!” she says. Then she looks around. “What… what happened?” she asks. “How did I get here?”

      “It’s okay,” I say, thinking fast. “You must have been tired after selling all of those tickets. I think you nodded off, and you were sleepwalking.”

      Marley holds the hat out. “Penny, let’s explain later!” she says. “We have to break the curse now, while the magic is weak!”

      “Right,” I say. Then I turn to Rebecca. “Can you hold on a sec?”

      I step over and join my witch sisters. Just then, Azure jogs towards us. She’s wearing a white bathrobe. Her blue hair is hidden in a towel that’s wrapped turban-style around her head. Her face is covered in some kind of sea-green goop -- probably one of those facial masks.

      “We did it!” I tell her. “We staged a murder. The hat’s magic is depleted!”

      Marley smiles as she holds the hat out in front of her like a trophy.

      Azure joins us. “Let’s see how you did,” she says, reaching out to touch the hat. She nods. “Now is the time,” she murmurs. “It is weak… very weak. Everyone, place your hand on the hat. This must be a collective effort.”

      We arrange ourselves into a circle, and each place a hand on the hat.

      “Repeat after me…” says Azure.

      “What is going on?” Rebecca asks, from a few feet away. I barely hear her, though, because I’m so focused on the work at hand.

      “Witches old and witches new, help us with this cleanse that we pursue…” Azure says.

      The rest of us repeat.

      She continues. “Join with us, our call you hear… For in this hat, we see nothing to fear!

      Her voice rises, becoming loud and strong. The rest of us mimic her.

      

      
        
        
        “Remove the hatred, anger, and rage.

        Let us turn a brand-new page!

        While this hat was used once for harm

        Let it now be only used to warm.

        With powers combined, we break the curse,

        This hat’s only an accessory, like a purse!”

      

        

      

      

      We repeat her words, and then all of us, in unison, say, “And so it is!”

      As we complete the spell, a cloud covers the moon. I feel my hand release the hat. The others must have, too, because it falls to the ground. I close my eyes for a moment, and feel peace in my heart. I am certain that the hat is now cleared of all evil energy.

      In fact, I am so certain that when I open my eyes, I pick up the hat, brush it off, and try it on. I don’t blackout. Instead, I look around at my friends. “It’s nice and cozy,” I say.

      “Of course it is!” Rebecca shouts, walking over to us. She puts her hands on her hips. “It’s a hat! That’s what it’s for. Now could someone please tell me what all this fuss is about?” She motions to the circle we’re standing in.

      “Just a little Halloween fun,” I say to her. Then I pull the hat off, and hand it to her. “I think this is yours?” I say.

      She accepts it and pulls it on over her head. Her eyes don’t get all blank looking. She doesn’t say “kill!” in a super creepy voice.  Best of all, she doesn’t charge at me and try to strangle me.

      “Yes, that’s right,” she replies, looking confused. “I found it by the post office a few hours ago. Someone was giving it away for free. I thought it would be the perfect addition to my costume.” She scrunches up her brow. “I remember putting it on, but then…”

      I smile. “That must be when you drifted off into your nap,” I say. “Happens to me all the time. Come on -- let’s get back into that dance. Who's up for the Charleston?”

      My friends laugh.

      We begin walking back towards the park. As we walk, the music gets louder and louder.

      Azure is next to me. “I can’t believe you actually pulled that off,” she says.

      “I’ve told you before,” I say to Azure, “our knitting circle is a lean, mean, witchy crime fighting machine.”

      “We don’t mess around,” Marley says.

      “Our familiars are pretty clever, too,” Cora boasts.

      Blueberry, still tucked in the basket, yips and wags her tail.  In the air, soaring above us, Skili gives a hoot.

      I look down at Turkey, who has been hiding in my bag during all the action. He’s not really an action guy. He’s more of a behind the scenes book lover.

      “What do you think?” I transmit. “Are you a part of this crime fighting machine, Thomas?”

      Turkey, who has been hiding away in my bag, now pops his head up. His brown floppy ears hang over the edge of my bag. “Part of it…” he says. “Ha! I am the president. And though I’m pleased you called me Thomas -- which is usually my preferred name, tonight I’d like to go by a different name.”

      I laugh. “What’s that?” I ask.

      “Bowser, of course!” he says. “Ruff! Ruff!”

      I laugh. Torches come into view, leading to the dancing area. I spy Justin on the stage. Cora’s husband, Silas, is dressed up as the Cowardly Lion. He’s dancing up a storm.  Fred, in his pepper shaker costume, is next to him.

      Marley picks up her pace. “Woo hoo!” she says. “Let’s go do the Charleston!”

      “I don’t know it…” Azure says. “I’d better head back home. I don’t really know how to dance, either.”

      “We’ll teach you,” I say, giving Azure a grin. “Come on, come celebrate with us! We’re witches, after all. Tonight’s our night. Besides, you already have a costume on.”

      She smiles back, and pats the towel on her head. “I suppose my beauty rest can wait. It is a special occasion.”

      “The best night of the year,” I say. “Happy Halloween!”
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      Want to find out more about Penny Banks and the witches of Hillcrest? Click HERE to download a free copy of the prequel to Amorette’s Hillcrest Witch Cozy Mystery series, The Case of the Love Spell.
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered aloud as I closed the oven door and took off the brand-new oven mitt. The last thing I needed on what was a ridiculously high-pressured afternoon was the early arrival of guests.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised that the doorbell had rung two hours earlier than the time I’d asked Gram and the others to arrive. That was just the kind of low-down dirty trick she’d pull, excuse the pun. Probably thought if she turned up early, she’d find my little flat (which she’d never seen before) in its natural habitat.

      I grabbed yesterday’s dirty socks from the floor, my hairbrush from the couch, and cursed when one of the three glasses on the coffee table left a ring where it had sat since Friday night’s impromptu wine party. Yes, I was the only one who had attended that party. Don’t judge.

      I stashed the secrets-of-how-I-really-lived in my bedroom and patted my hair down, then forced a grin onto my face and opened the door wide, as if attempting to cook a Sunday roast for my disapproving relatives in my tiny flat was my favourite way to spend a weekend.

      “Oh,” I said as I looked the delivery guy up and down.

      “Parcel for Felicity Octavia Geraldine Warner the… erm…” the young guy stumbled over the Roman numerals.

      “Fourth,” I clarified for him, reluctantly, “it means the Fourth.”

      “So there are four of you?” He asked.

      “Yep,” I said. “Well, four generations of me. It’s not like my mum had quads and gave us all the same name.”

      “Huh,” he snickered as I signed my name on the little electronic screen that couldn’t fit more than a scribble. “Well, here you go. It’s heavy.”

      “Thanks,” I said as I scooped the parcel from him. He was right. I staggered it across to the kitchen counter and groaned as I realised what it meant.

      Yes, I needed to do my job so that I could prove to Gram that I could support myself. And, yes, if the box did contain my next time-travelling cold case, the time I spent on the job would be just a moment in present time - but still, a witch needed time to compose herself.

      An afternoon of crime solving, followed by dinner preparation for my impossible relatives, was not my idea of fun.

      Better get on with it, though.

      I tore open the box and saw the familiar note that contained the spell to allow me to head back in time. Also in the box: the most beautiful dress I’d ever seen in my life.

      It was a princess ballgown straight out of Gone with the Wind; with a long, semi-full A-line skirt, layered in tulle. The bodice would reveal my upper chest and neck, and pretty drop sleeves would hang around my shoulders. The whole thing was the prettiest shade of blue, like the sky on a clear, summer day.

      “Wow!” I exclaimed, and since I lived alone, I stepped out of my regular clothes right there in the kitchen area and stepped in to the dress. A delicate metal zip fastened it in place.

      In the box, I saw the glint of diamonds and reached in, fixed the pretty sparkling earrings, together with the four-strand beaded necklace.

      For footwear, I’d been sent a plain pair of pumps, not even visible on my feet due to the length of the dress. Since there was nothing sent for my hair, I left it as it was and it tumbled loose across my shoulders.

      

      “Crimes are unpunished

      The world’s not right.

      Cosmos guide me into the time-travel light.

      To the past I’ll travel

      Absent of any time ripple.

      Nineteen forty-seven is my time

      To solve this heinous crime.”

      

      “What the -” I exclaimed, unable to conceal my shock at the year I was being sent back to. Nineteen forty-seven?! There was no time to complete my sentence, though, as I was pulled back in time, landing with a thud against a tree.

      I took a moment to gather my thoughts, then glanced around. A couple of old timers sat at a soggy bench nearby, wearing full suits and playing chess on a fold up board. They raised eyebrows towards me but said nothing.

      I was in the middle of a huge open area, lush with trees that were definitely getting enough water. I shivered.

      “Hey, miss! Trick or treat?” A voice called. I looked up to see a boy, around 10, in front of me. He held out a flat cap and flashed me a grin.

      “Erm…” I started.

      One of the chess players screeched across at the boy, who legged it down the path. The old man rolled his eyes at me - the age-old sign for ‘kids nowadays’.

      “The lad’s harmless, miss. Thinks everyone’s got pockets full of candy now the ration’s done,” he said, although his attention was on the chess board and not me.

      “Ration?” I asked.

      “Sugar ration, you know what I’m saying?”

      “Oh, yes, yes,” I said. I felt too foolish to enquire further. Luckily a commotion from behind me interrupted the awkwardness, and the chess players were up from their bench in a flash. They darted past me and I realised that part of the open space had been cordoned off for a private function.

      “How did he get in?” A woman with pursed lips and a fox fur around her shoulders hissed towards the men, who eyed each other in panic. I took the chance to sneak in and found myself at a grand outdoor wedding. The guests, all extravagantly dressed, looked in the direction of one particular man. At first glance, he fit in perfectly. He was well-dressed, with an intricate moustache and a face that ended in the spike of a sharp chin. It was hard to see why he had attracted so much attention.

      “Awfully sorry, ma’am,” one of the chess players said. I recognised the accent. He was a New Yorker through and through and the park we stood in, I realised, was Central Park. I was no expert on the place, but I couldn’t imagine that every common wedding party got to cordon off part of Central Park. The chess players, I guessed, had been hired as some kind of security. He eyed the woman. “He was on the guest list, ma’am, we double checked.”

      “Of course,” she said, with a flash of a smile so deadly I had to glance away. “And now you’ll go and tell him he’s no longer welcome, you understand? I won’t allow anything to spoil my daughter’s big day.”

      The chess players looked at each other and nodded as fox lady returned to the crowd to mingle. I watched as the men closed in on the unwelcome guest, then stop as a younger man beat them to it.

      “Mr Lee,” the young man said as he extended a hand. Mr Lee made no effort to shake it. “I didn’t expect you to be able to make it, what with… well…”

      “What with my daughter being dead, you mean?”

      “Mr Lee, please. Enid will be out any moment and I couldn’t stand her seeing this upset.”

      “No, no, let’s not let Enid be upset, huh George? And how about you? How upset are you? Standing here in your morning suit before the grass has grown over her grave.”

      “Mr Lee, I must insist you keep your voice down,” George said in a stage whisper, with a glance over his shoulder. He seemed the sort to hope that security would make an appearance and deal with the situation for him.

      “You’ve washed your hands of the whole thing, haven’t you?” Mr Lee asked. “How could you? Didn’t you ever love Ann?”

      “Of course I did!” George protested.

      “You know as well as I do that it wasn’t her handwriting! The suicide letter’s a forgery! You should be working with me to find the truth. Someone hurt her, George, and I swear I won’t rest until I find out who,” Mr Lee hissed.

      George’s face had blanched. “Now Mr Lee, stress can affect a person a whole lot. Their mind and even their handwriting, I reckon.”

      Mr Lee glared at him. “It had better not have been you, boy. If you hurt one hair on her head, I’ll… oh Lord have mercy.”

      I followed Mr Lee’s gaze just as George took the opportunity to move away and return to the makeshift altar. The bride had emerged from a large gazebo. She was a pale thing, not unattractive but not worthy of a second glance, and yet she was, very clearly, blooming. The cut of the dress hid as much as it could, but it was clear she had just weeks to go. Maybe not even that long.

      “How could you?” Mr Lee muttered, before turning on his heel and leaving.

      I stood for a few moments, unsure whether to follow him or watch the ceremony, before deciding to go after him. I caught up with him easily. He staggered like a broken man through the park, cutting off the path into the woodland.

      “Mr Lee?” I called after him. He turned and eyed me warily. “I don’t think we’ve met before. I’m Felicity.”

      “One of Ann’s friends?”

      I gave a half-nod, not daring to commit any more than that to the lie.

      “And what do you think about this mess? Surely you don’t believe she jumped?”

      He must have noticed the confusion on my face as his own expression faltered. “You don’t know, do you?  Oh, gal, forgive me. Come on, come with me.”

      He led me to a diner where he ordered soup and coffee for each of us and moaned about the price.

      “Ten cents now. Used to be a nickel. The world’s going mad,” he said. I offered to pay my share but he batted the suggestion away. “So, Felicity, there’s no easy way to say this. I lost Ann earlier this year. They say she jumped from the Empire State Building.”

      I sucked in my breath. “Goodness.”

      “She didn’t jump,” he added. “I might be the only one who realises there’s more to it, but I can promise you I’m right. My gal wouldn’t jump.”

      “What makes them think she did?”

      “They found a suicide note, but it’s not her handwriting. I’ve told everyone who’ll listen and plenty who won’t.”

      “You think someone hurt her?” I asked. My instincts had been right to follow Mr Lee. Ann’s death was the cold case I’d been sent back to solve.

      “They’ve all hurt her,” he mumbled. I raised an eyebrow. “George and Enid. She was her best friend!”

      I pulled a face.

      “When…”

      “It’s not been six months,” Mr Lee said as a pretty waitress placed our soups in front of us. My appetite had gone, and it seemed his had too. Neither of us made any move towards our spoons.

      “It must be hard to see them move on, together, without Ann,” I said.

      “You knew George had proposed to Ann?” He asked, and I nodded. I’d guessed he was more than a casual boyfriend. And Enid’s protruding stomach suggested her own dalliance with George had started more than six months ago. “She was planning the wedding. I’d never seen her so excited.”

      “I’m so sorry, Mr Lee,” I offered. The words weren’t enough, but they were all I could offer.

      “Nobody believes me,” he said with a whimper. The sight of him, devastated, moved something within me. Men didn’t do well in my family. The Warner witches were like black widow spiders - they killed after mating. All of the men who’d once had a place in my family tree had met unfortunate ends. Gram would never let a man marry into the family and get too comfortable, believe he had some claim over our wealth. It’s hard to believe good men are out there when you’ve never been allowed to know any, but Mr Lee was a good man. I knew it instinctively.

      “I believe you,” I said, and I reached across the table and squeezed his hand. The skin was as cold as our soups were getting. Having an outdoor wedding in October was a crazy idea, but I guessed the churches wouldn’t entertain a bride already in the family way. “And I’m going to help you.”
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        * * *

      

      It made no sense to keep Ann’s tiny apartment. Mr Lee knew that. The rent on the third floor of the tenement building had stretched his finances to the limit, and when he’d finally realised he could only afford one of the two properties he was paying for, he’d let his own home go and moved into Ann’s. Enid had moved out by then, of course.

      “I didn’t know where she’d gone until I got the wedding invitation,” Mr Lee explained. He stood up, as if the place still didn’t feel like his home. “I’ve changed nothing. This is just how they had it. The best of friends, they were. I mean, I’m sure she was close to you too.”

      “Oh, no,” I said, embarrassed that he would be courteous enough to not want me to feel betrayed by Ann’s real friendship. “We weren’t that close. Didn’t Enid take her own things when she left?”

      Mr Lee shrugged. “Hard for me to know. This is exactly as it was the day Ann died. I came here that day. Enid’s never come back for anything.”

      I glanced around. It was a cute place and not hugely dissimilar from my own, although I had plenty more modern conveniences than Ann had. There was no TV so I could only imagine what she’d done in the evenings without the option of a good Netflix and chill.

      A Majestic fridge stood, pride of place in the kitchen, so clean and white I was sure I would have seen my reflection in it if I’d gone closer.

      “Ann loved that thing,” Mr Lee said with a boyish grin. “Engagement present from her boss.”

      “Her boss bought her a fridge?” I asked. I knew it wouldn’t end well for any man who tried to buy one of my relatives a domestic appliance.

      “Oh, it’s not quite as grand as it seems,” Mr Lee misunderstood my surprise. “It’s the ’33 model. Reliable, though. Ann didn’t have one.”

      “He sounds like a good boss,” I said.

      Mr Lee crinkled up his nose as if a bad smell had joined us in the room.

      “No?” I queried.

      “Too good to be true, if you ask me,” Mr Lee said. “You know what he did after Ann passed?”

      I waited, because I clearly had no idea what the boss had done, but Mr Lee wanted me to reply. Or guess. I hated guessing games. “What did he do?”

      “Paid her wages, for a start, for the full month,” Mr Lee said with a smirk. “He even offered to help out with the funeral costs. The cheek of the man. As if I’d accept someone else paying for my daughter’s coffin.”

      “Oh, wow,”  I murmured, unsure how to respond. The boss sounded like a nice guy from that description.

      “Exactly. Makes me wonder if the man’s got a guilty conscience.”

      “You think he hurt Ann?”

      “Well, someone did.” Mr Lee said, his eyes fiery with determination.

      “Tell me everything you know,” I urged.

      Mr Lee took a breath. “I saw her the day before. We grabbed a hot ear of corn, walked and talked. She told me she was going up there.”

      “The Empire State Building?”

      He nodded and paced across to the window. The street outside was alive with noise. Living in the place must be a constant reminder of Ann. Maybe that’s why he liked it.

      “Did she say why?”

      “She was excited about it,” Mr Lee said. “She’d wanted to go up there ever since she saw King Kong, of course. She asked me to take her, but I’m no fan of heights. Five million people have been up there, daddy, she’d say to me, to reassure me. I’d remind her of that plane.”

      “Plane?” I asked.

      “The B-52, remember?” Mr Lee said. I shook my head. “Ann was the same, never paid attention to the news. It must be two years ago now. It was a Mitchell bomber, crashed right into it. Enough to keep me away from the place, as if I needed an excuse.”

      “But Ann really wanted to go?”

      He shrugged and suddenly appeared exhausted. “All the young people were going up to the observation deck, so Ann wanted to go too.”

      “Who did she go with?”

      He groaned. “Now if I could go back in time, I’d ask her.”

      I tried not to react to the mention of time travel. “You mean you didn’t ask her?”

      “Well, I assumed it’d be George,” Mr Lee said. “It’s something a couple would do. I didn’t ask and she didn’t say.”

      “But she did tell you she was going,” I pondered. “And she was excited about it. That doesn’t sound like someone planning to jump.”

      “That’s my point!” Mr Lee exclaimed. “If she’d been planning something so awful, I’d have known. I’d have realised something was wrong.”

      “So our first step is finding out who she was with, surely. Have you asked George?”

      Mr Lee shook his head. “I did better than that. I went over to his workplace and asked the receptionist if he’d been off that day.”

      “Sneaky! I like it! And?”

      “He had meetings.”

      “Meetings in the office?”

      Mr Lee gave a shake of his head. “Apparently, if you can believe the receptionist. There wasn’t enough time for him to fit in a visit up there. No, it wasn’t him. It must be the boss.”
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        * * *

      

      I made a strong coffee, added a drop of whisky to it, and left Mr Lee with his memories. I suggested I call over the following day and catch up with him some more, and he’d accepted that idea with no objection but no excitement either. His grief was palpable, an electric current that made me shiver.

      It was harder than I’d expected to find Roberts & Son, the accountancy firm where Ann had been a secretary right up until her death. Tucked away on a back street hidden from the hustle and bustle of Times Square, the pavement outside stank of rotting fruit and the whole place had an air of abandon.

      I took a breath and knocked, then pushed the door open. A dashingly handsome man, complete with floppy hair and a shirt with at least the top two buttons undone, turned to face me in a panic.

      “Oh!” He said, his voice deliciously smooth. Like velvet or really good quality chocolate.  “Excuse me, I’m so sorry, I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

      He struggled to button the shirt, his cheeks fiery crimson.

      “Please, don’t worry on my account. Is it Mr Roberts? Don Roberts?”

      “Yes, yes, what a pleasure,” he said as he offered a hand. We shook and he then appeared lost for words.

      “I’m Felicity Warner, remember?” I said on a whim. The office was a tip. Any self-respecting secretary would have spoken to the authorities about the stench outside. “The agency sent me to try out for your secretarial role.”

      “They did?” He asked, stunned. My nod must have been convincing because he quickly composed himself. “Of course, they did. You’re early, that’s all. Well, that’s no bad thing. Felicity, you say?”

      I nodded as I inspected the office. It was untidy, and Don Roberts himself appeared to be bumbling - but wonderful. What was it with me and men on this mission? It appeared that I was being won over by every single one I spoke to.

      “It’s a bit of a state, I’m afraid,” he apologised.

      “That’s okay,” I said. “A lot of people think they’d be good secretaries, but it’s not as easy as it looks.”

      “Oh, no, that’s not it at all,” Don Roberts said, and with a shy grin, he took a seat and gestured for me to do the same. “The last secretary was marvellous. Really, quite exceptional. She left a… a hole…”

      “Oh,” I said. “How long ago did she leave?”

      “Almost six months ago,” Don said. He offered a wistful smile. “She really was something.”

      “You miss her?”

      Don gave a self-conscious laugh, as if he’d opened up too much, and held his arms up, palms open, as if amazed by how messy the office had grown. “What does it look like?”

      “It looks like the office sure misses her,” I said, and I leaned in close so I could see his eyes. You see into a person’s eyes, you see into their soul. “But I asked if you did.”

      Don descended into a coughing fit and I jumped to my feet and moved closer, ready to thump him on the back if needed. He shook his head and I stayed where I was, like I was rooted to the spot.

      Eventually, he stopped coughing. I’d wondered if the whole thing was faked but his eyes were running and his face had turned almost purple.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I can be a little insensitive.”

      “Are you really from the agency?” He asked. I nodded my lie. “Hmm. It’s just, I really don’t remember contacting them. I knew I needed some help, sure, but it felt disloyal somehow. As if this messy office will keep Ann’s memory alive.”

      He scoffed.

      “Ann?” I said her name aloud involuntarily. “Pretty name.”

      “She deserves more than a messy office in her honour,” he said, with a sad resignation. “You’re probably concerned that I get too attached to young female staff?”

      “Oh! Not at all!” I protested. Poor guy. “It’s pretty clear you cared for her, and I think it’s awfully decent that you did.”

      “She never knew,” Don said. He sat there, believing he was my new employer, and explained everything so that I wouldn’t feel worried about his professionalism. “I don’t know when exactly I saw her in that way, but I never let her realise it. I’m sure if you ask anyone, they’ll say I was a good employer to her.  I would never have wanted to make her feel uncomfortable. She had a young man, naturally, and I thought I was simply appreciating her as a handsome woman. Then she came into work with a ring on her finger and I felt bereft. It was awful.”

      I listened, as my mind whirred into action. Had Ann been killed by her jealous boss? It was possible, perhaps even probable. And just as Mr Lee had wondered, the offer of money could have been to ease his guilt.

      And yet he seemed so nice. So decent.

      As decent as Mr Lee.

      “You’re in love with her!” I exclaimed in a breathy whisper.

      “Was,” he corrected. “She passed away. In fact, I still have the suicide note.”

      “What?” Why on Earth would Ann’s boss have her suicide letter?

      “Her dad believes there’s something suspicious going on,” Don said, as he reached into a drawer and retrieved the letter. Scrawled on a yellow legal pad, it was easy to read. Block capitals, but shaky, as if written by an unsteady hand.

      I’m sorry, but I can’t go on. It’s better this way.

      “Hmm,” I said. “It’s brief.”

      Mr Roberts shrugged. “I don’t know what to do with it. Her dad brought it to me and urged me to check the writing against her files here. He says it isn’t her handwriting. I don’t know if I want to get involved.”

      “Well, she mattered to you,” I urged. “Doesn’t that make you want to know the truth?”

      “She jumped from the Empire State Building, Frances.”

      “Felicity,” I corrected before realising. I didn’t want to be difficult, but my name was the only thing I kept when I travelled back in time. It mattered that people used it properly.

      “Really?” He asked, as if maybe I were the one who had misremembered my own name. That’s the exact reason why I don’t change my name when I time travel. Each lie stacks on top of the others and, at some point, the weight of them all makes the pile collapse.

      “Did you even check her files?” I pressed. Don shook his head, but opened another drawer and slid a file across the desk to me. Reluctantly, he seemed to have forgotten the pretence that had brought me to him and was drawn into solving Ann’s murder.

      Because I had no doubt that she had been murdered.

      “Hmm,” I repeated as I pulled out a handwritten memo advising Mr Roberts of a client who needed a return call. “Ann wrote this?”

      I handed the sheet across to Mr Roberts, who read it silently, then grinned. “Oh yes.”

      “How can you be sure?” I asked. Ann’s name was nowhere on the sheet.

      “Right here,” Don said. He leaned across and indicated a doodle in the corner of the sheet. A cartoon featuring two women and a man.

      “She doodled?”

      “All the time,” Don said with a fond smile. “Whenever she was on the telephone, she’d be doodling pictures like this. The two women and the man.”

      “Always the same?”

      “Well, doing different things in each, but always the same people. This one here, that’s Ann. You can get quite a picture of her life from the doodles.”

      The one I was looking at showed the three people lying on a blanket, picnic food scattered around them. A crusty baguette, plump strawberries, a slice of holey cheese and a hotdog. It was a cute picture. The man held hands with one of the women, and as my brain processed what  Don had just told me, I gasped.

      “She knew,” I whispered. The cartoon man, presumably George, wasn’t holding hands with Ann.

      “What? What’s going on here?” Don asked. I looked at him but shook my head. “You didn’t come from any agency, did you? What’s the meaning of this? Did her father send you? I’ll be speaking to him about this.”

      “No, no, please,” I begged. I couldn’t bear the thought of more upset landing Mr Lee’s way. “Listen to me, I can explain. Mr Lee doesn’t know I’m here, but I am here because of him. I’ve told him I’ll help find out what really happened to Ann. Surely, you want to know the truth.”

      “Felicity, if that is even your real name… I believe I do know what happened to Ann. Digging around isn’t going to help anyone.”

      “I disagree,” I said. “Look at these notes. They’re not the same writing. Sure, the suicide note could be trying to look like Ann’s writing, but look how shaky it is.”

      “I imagine that writing a suicide note is emotional. She would have known her father would be devastated, even if that jerk of a fiancé wouldn’t be.”

      “You know George?”

      Don closed his eyes for a moment and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I introduced them.”

      “No way,” I breathed. The plot thickened.

      “Well, I had no choice really. He came in here one day and she - Ann - was sat here. I had to introduce them. I knew he liked her, of course. He found excuses to stop by a few times a week. One day he brought pastrami sandwiches.  Offered me one. I’ve known the guy since before we could walk. I’ve never liked pastrami. So he offers mine to Ann, and they sit out here and chat over lunch.  I couldn’t stand it.”

      “Because you had feelings for her?”

      “That’s not it,” he said. “Ann wouldn’t have been the first woman to knock me back if I’d made a move. I can handle rejection. But George wasn’t right for her.”

      “In what way?”

      “Let’s just say there’s a few women in his past who wouldn’t say good things about him. He’s a bit of a heartbreaker.”

      “Unfaithful?” I ventured as I pictured Enid’s bump disguised beneath her wedding gown.

      “I’ve said as much as I can. I don’t approve of everything he does, but he’s a childhood friend. I can’t sit here and badmouth him.”

      “Sure,” I said. “I understand.”

      “I still can’t believe she’d jump.”

      “It’s more than that, and you know it. Help me with one thing, please, and I’ll leave you alone.”

      Mr Roberts sighed but didn’t answer.

      “Tell me where her fiancé worked when she died,” I said.

      He narrowed his eyes, then grabbed a scrap of paper and a pencil, and started to draw a map.
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        * * *

      

      Marsden Insurance made Don Roberts’ office look like a hobby. It was housed in a five storey building, the ground floor of which featured the largest reception desk I’d ever seen, and a host of men in full suits. More than a few of them had extravagant walking sticks and impressive beards.

      Marsden Insurance, I realised, was an old money playground. And since George’s surname was Marsden, it seemed that he and Don both had to thank fathers who had thrown them straight into the professional workspace.

      “Can I help you?” The receptionist asked. I was dressed appropriately but I was the only woman on the ground floor, other than her.

      “Oh, sure, I…” I managed, and then stopped. I had no idea how to get her on side.

      “You look familiar,” she said. “Have we met before?”

      “Erm, nope,” I said. I was fairly confident this 1947 receptionist could never have seen me before.

      “Come with me, ma’am,” she said suddenly, in a staged voice. A young man in a tidy suit had appeared behind the reception desk. It would appear her tone was for his benefit. “I’ll be more than happy to show you the way. Samuel?”

      “Sure,” the man said, and took up her position. The woman stood and came across to my side of the desk, then pointed towards the staircase and began to walk at a frantic pace, her heels clip-clopping across the marble floor. I had no idea where she was taking me, but I couldn’t think of a better idea than following her. We climbed the stairs and she led me away from the hustle and bustle of the ground floor and down a corridor.

      Eventually, she reached the end of the corridor and pushed open a door. The room it revealed made me grin. It was an office, quite small, but beautifully designed. The heavy cherry wood desk featured a tidy in tray and a row of pencils, neatly set out in a line. The view of the city was breathtaking, but for some reason the desk faced the door, not the window.

      “I’m Rosalind,” the woman said, revealing a thick New York accent that she hadn’t used on the reception desk. “And this is my little slice of Heaven.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I said. “Why do you need an office if you’re on reception, though?”

      She laughed, and her laugh sounded as if she’d pulled it through gravel before using it. I instantly wanted to adopt her as my best friend. “I do a bit of everything. Truth is, nobody can run numbers like I can. They won’t admit that, of course. Don’t want a woman doing the men’s work. But when they get real stuck, they send things down for me to do. Gave me this private space to work in so I don’t distract the men.”

      I snorted. She didn’t.

      “Seriously?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Come on, take a seat. You’re Felicity, right? Only you’re the first woman to come in the building in over a month, so I’m guessing you must be her.”

      I blinked at her in confusion.

      “Don told me to expect you,” Rosalind said with a wink. “Now there’s a fine man if I ever met one.”

      “Hold on. Don told you? Don Roberts? You know him?”

      “Not as well as I’d like to, if you know what I mean,” she said with a grin. “The Roberts family are close to the Marsden family. The fathers at least. The sons have grown apart.”

      “You mean Don and George?”

      She nodded. “A difference in moral fibre, if you ask me.”

      I hadn’t asked her why the sons had fallen apart, but frankly I was entranced by her. She wasn’t a looker, not really, but there was an energy about her that was ahead of its time. Ballsy. That was the word for Rosalind.

      “It’s a bum rap, saying that poor gal killed herself.”

      “You know about that?” I asked.

      “Course I do. I know plenty else too.” Rosalind said. She reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a pack of Camels, lit one and took a long drag. Only when she’d had that first drag did she hold the pack out towards me. I shook my head. “You should. These are the ones the doctors smoke.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      “Sure, you’ve seen the ad. What cigarette do you smoke, Doctor? Well, if it’s good enough for the medics, it’s good enough for Rosalind Havener.”

      “No kidding,” I murmured. “You were saying, about Ann…”

      Rosalind nodded as she took another drag. “Nice girl. Never understood why she picked George when she had Don Roberts drooling after her.”

      “He made it that obvious?”

      “Nah,” Rosalind said. “Ann never knew. I got an eye for these things. And, well, since I’ve always had a torch for Don myself… I guess I watched him closer than others did.”

      “You know Ann’s dad doesn’t think it was suicide?”

      “Oh, he’s been shouting it from the rooftops. Everyone knows. They all say he’s gone mad with grief. Poor man.”

      “And what do you say?”

      Rosalind pursed her lips. “Why do you care what I say?”

      “I’d like to find out the truth. I think Ann deserves that.”

      “Fancy making sure Don Roberts knows how much I’ve helped you?” Rosalind asked with a wink.

      “Sure,” I agreed. “I can do that. Assuming you will help me, of course.”

      “Well, I’ve always been a diary keeper, ever since I was a girl.” Rosalind said. She reached back into the desk drawer and pulled out a red and black bound diary. National Excelsior 1947 it said across the front in gold. “These pages know some secrets. Last week, for example, George Marsden took a very long lunch date with a mysterious woman.”

      “A week before his wedding?”I exclaimed.

      Rosalind shot me a sly smile. “He’s a fat-head. Can’t resist a broad.”

      “He was cheating on Ann, wasn’t he?” I asked.

      Rosalind groaned. “Don’t snap your cap. It’s not right, but men like George, they have gals throwing themselves at them. Money talks, sugar.”

      “What do you know about Enid?”

      “Enid… oh yeah. She was one of the more brazen ones. She’d wander in here with her stockings on and come right up to the desk, ask for George, give her real name! And George’d say sure, send her right up. Then she’d come back down a while later, her hair just a little out of place. I mean, the gal could find a restroom on the way down. She could have fixed herself up. I think she liked people knowing.”

      “Weren’t they worried Ann might catch them?”

      Rosalind scoffed. “Oh, he’d got that covered. He told Ann he wasn’t allowed female callers at work. He boasted about that to some of the junior boys one day. They were swaggering out of here one day and I heard one of them ask him how he gets away with it. Simple, he said, you tell the wifey no callers allowed and hey presto there’s a safe space for your dames to visit.”

      “Well, dang,” I muttered. “The man’s a pig.”

      “I won’t argue it.”

      “So Ann never came here,” I mumbled. “Never heard the gossip about what George was up to?”

      “Oh, she came once,” Rosalind said. “In fact…” She flicked through the pages of the diary, found one, read the cursive quickly then tapped one line with her index finger. “Yeah, I thought so. She came the day she died.”

      “Hold on, what?” I asked.

      Rosalind nodded.

      “You’re sure?”

      “I had to ask her name,” Rosalind explained. “I’d never seen her before. She asked for George, I took her name, I congratulated her on the engagement, and she went up to the office.”

      “How was she?”

      “She was mad. I thought she was going up there to bust his chops.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Then what happened?”

      “She wasn’t up there long. She ran back out of here like a whirlwind. Everyone down here watched her. Those heels clapping across the floor, and her wailing. I’ve never heard anything like it.”

      “What did George do? Did he go after her?”

      Rosalind raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t see a thing of him that whole day. His clients arrived a little early, I sent them straight up, and they were still with him when I finished at five. It was Samuel working late that night. He got the call about Ann after I’d left and put it through to George.”

      “So he really was in a meeting at the time Ann died?” I asked.

      “Definitely,” Rosalind said. “Probably the biggest meeting of the year. His father was leading the meeting, and he’s a hard baller. George would have been lucky if he even got a toilet break.”

      I considered this information. Rosalind was an amazing font of knowledge and it was clear that Marsden Insurance didn’t see her for the talent she was. But why was she so keen on helping me?

      “Why are you telling me all this?” I voiced my concern.

      “It’s the right thing to do,” she said, then grinned. “Plus, I figure if I lose my job because of helping Don out, he’ll have to help me get back on my feet. I could work wonders for his company, I just know it. And I cook a mean spaghetti and meatballs. They say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.”

      “Okay… well I can put that good word in for you with Don. This has been helpful. I know that Ann was upset that day, which isn’t great news. It doesn’t exactly show that she couldn’t have killed herself. And if it wasn’t suicide, you’ve proved that George couldn’t have killed her. Why would Ann be so upset?” I asked aloud.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Rosalind shrugged. I stared at her. “I figure she found out about George and Enid.”

      “But how? And why? When they’d been sneaking around?”

      “She’d trapped him the second she caught pregnant,” Rosalind said. I looked at her, puzzled. “Mr Marsden isn’t a thing like his son, Felicity. He’s old school. His son was never going to get a lady pregnant and not marry her.”

      “Oh my goodness,” I said, as I saw the pieces slot into place. I’d considered the situation with my modern worldview. An affair and a pregnancy were hardly scandalous in modern times, but back in 1947, and for a well-known, traditional family, the rules had been different. The man would be expected to marry the woman, to do right by her.

      George’s wandering eyes had had consequences he probably hadn’t planned or wanted.

      “But he was already engaged,” I said.

      Rosalind shrugged.

      “The pregnancy took priority over his engagement?” I guessed. Rosalind nodded. “And that’s why the wedding had to be arranged so fast, and outside?”

      “Poor Ann,” Rosalind said.

      “Maybe she did jump,” I said, and the words shocked me. I thought of Mr Lee and his faith that his daughter wouldn’t end her own life, but maybe he hadn’t realised what she’d discovered. Perhaps he had no idea that her heart had been broken.

      “Nah,” Rosalind said.

      “Nah?”

      “She didn’t seem the sort,” Rosalind said. “Plus, things would have been messy with her around. Imagine the scene she’d have created. They needed to shut her up.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “If you think she was killed, why haven’t you told anyone?”

      Rosalind rolled her eyes. “Are you for real? The only reason I can work is because I’m a spinster. I have to close myself away in here when I’m doing men’s work. And you think I should have, what? Gone to the police? Oh, sure. They’d have taken me seriously, of course!”

      “You’re being sarcastic, aren’t you?”

      “You’re quick like a whippet, lady. And if you’re such an eager beaver, why don’t you get down there and report this crime yourself?”

      I frowned. She had to have a better understanding of how life worked for a woman in 1947 than I did.

      “I thought not,” she said. “Well, in that case, you’ve reached a dead end.”

      “Not quite,” I said, and I stood up. I smoothed my dress and locked eyes with Rosalind. “I appreciate your help, and I will put that good word in for you with Don. But you’re an incredible woman. You must have bigger dreams than finding a fine man?”

      She spat out a laugh. “I could run this place better than any man. But you get me Don Roberts thinking good things about me, and I’ll do the rest.”
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        * * *

      

      “She was amazing,” I told Don, as I sat across from him in a downtown burger joint.

      “Yeah, she’s really something,” he said, then laughed. “A firecracker. She’ll be quite the wife for someone.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “I mean, with that personality. She’ll be the boss at home.”

      “I’m sure a decent man can handle that,” I said, and offered him a wink. “You know, you can’t pine for Ann forever.”
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        * * *

      

      I found the newly married bride on the rooftop garden of the Hotel Astor, right between 44th and 45th on Broadway. I hung back and watched as various guests chatted to her and offered their congratulations. After a few minutes, she made her excuses and walked across the rooftop to the dangling ferns and trailing vines of the Belvedere restaurant, where she dropped into a seat and, imagining herself safe from prying eyes, clasped a protective hand across her stomach.

      “What a wonderful day!” I gushed as I plopped myself down in the chair next to her.

      She gave me a quizzical look.

      “Felicity Warner,” I introduced myself as I leaned in and gave her cheek a kiss.

      “I’m so sorry, I don’t believe I know you. My husband invited you?” She asked. I heard her voice tremor over the newness of the word husband, and then I saw her suspicion. It must be awful, to marry the man who you know is capable of being unfaithful with his former fiancé’s best friend. A lifetime of doubt lay before her, I imagined.

      “His father, actually,” I lied. “Our family and his family go way back. I barely know old Georgie, to be honest, but I’m simply delighted that he found you, Enid!”

      “You are?”

      “Oh, yes. The other girl… Ann? She just wasn’t right.”

      I watched her face carefully, but she gave nothing away. “I don’t know about that.”

      “Did you know her?”

      “Yes,” Enid said in a quiet voice. Her discomfort with the topic of conversation was palpable. “She was my good friend.”

      “It must bring her much comfort knowing he’s found love with you. If she’s watching over you, of course. I’m not sure if I believe in all that.”

      “Oh, no, me either,” Enid said. She made a move as if to get up and I realised I had to keep her talking.

      “Oh my!” I exclaimed, my voice louder than she’d want. “You’re expecting! How marvellous!”

      As hoped, she dropped back down in her seat and turned her back from the wedding crowds. “Please don’t say anything.”

      “Well, I promise I won’t, but you must tell me everything!” I squealed. I hoped the words didn’t sound too much like a threat, although that’s exactly what they were.

      Enid looked at me with desperation in her eyes, and a twinge of something else. A twinge of what every girl desires; the ability to tell her love story. If she’d fallen in love with anyone else, she’d have kept Ann up endlessly dissecting the smallest details of her interactions with him. But she had fallen for Ann’s love, and cursed herself to a silent, lonely love affair.

      “Go on,” I urged. “You can trust me.”

      She beamed at me, suddenly appearing young and incredibly foolish. She had no idea who she had married or the pain that lay ahead for her. All she knew was that she had set her sights on a man she couldn’t have, and she’d dressed herself in stockings and pretended to be more worldly-wise than she was, and she had claimed her prize.

      “I loved him as soon as I saw him,” she said, with a glint of excitement in her eye. “He came over one day to see Ann and she wasn’t there. I said he could wait. We got chatting and it was like fireworks were going off in the apartment. Then after a while he said he needed to go because if he didn’t, he’d do something we’d both regret. It was the most romantic thing anyone had ever said to me.”

      You poor girl, I thought. “So what happened?”

      “He left, and I started to cry. It was so impossible. To fall in love with my best friend’s fiancé! It was such a scandalous thought. I knew nothing could ever come of it, and I’d have to watch Ann with him and hide my feelings. It was torture.”

      “Wow, then what?”

      “He’d left his gloves,” she said, with a shy smile. “He knocked on the door and it never entered my head that it would be him. He took one look at my face and you won’t believe this. He kissed every one of those tears away. Then he looked right at me and said, if only I was a single man.”

      I gave her a smile to encourage her to keep talking.

      “That was how it started. I tried to resist him, and I know he tried to resist me.”

      Yeah, right, I thought.

      “But feelings aren’t neat and tidy. I couldn’t just tell my heart to stop loving him. I had to be with him. It’s like he was a drug and I needed my next fix.”

      “Did Ann know?”

      She shook her head. “It would have killed her.”

      “Maybe it did,” I suggested. “I heard about her death being a suicide.”

      “Oh, no!” Enid exclaimed. “She didn’t know. I could never have done that to her.”

      I thought of Ann’s doodles. Enid wasn’t as good at keeping a secret as she thought she was. “But you were pregnant before she died? It looks like you’re ready to pop!”

      “I am,” Enid said, with a grin. “I’m due next week.”

      “I don’t understand. You would have had to tell her?”

      She shook her head fiercely. “I hadn’t even told George, before Ann died. I’d found a place… I was going to go there and have the baby adopted. I wrote a note…”

      “You wrote a note?” I asked. She nodded. The note. It was never a suicide note. That’s why it wasn’t in Ann’s handwriting.

      “You don’t want the baby?” I asked.

      “Of course I do. Of course I did. But I could never have been an unmarried mother. I couldn’t have brought that shame on my family. No, I had it all planned out. I’d disappear, get George out of my system, and then return a year later and put the whole sorry business behind me. That was the plan. And then Ann died.”

      “You must miss her terribly,” I said. I didn’t like what Enid had done, but who was I to judge. I hardly came from a family with a clean history. She’d made mistakes, but she’d acted out of love.

      Enid sniffed and I realised she was crying. “Every time I look at George now, I see her. That’s my punishment, I know it. I was a bad friend. An awful friend.”

      “Did she really jump, Enid?” I asked.

      Enid looked at me, stunned. “How would I know?”

      “I just… well… I assumed you were with her? She was there at the Empire State Building. Who else would she be with but her best friend?”

      She shook her head and dabbed at her eyes. Where was George to kiss her tears away, now? Over with a group of dickie-bows laughing as they took it in turns to chug down beer. He paused to appreciatively watch a young waitress walk past. Some people never change.

      “I was packing,” Enid said. “That awful day, I packed up the whole of the apartment, or as much as I could bear. I was leaving for the unwed mothers home a few days later.”

      “Where were you planning to go in the meantime?”

      “Back home. The morning sickness had started and I knew I couldn’t hide it from Ann any longer.”

      “You told your parents?”

      “Mother,” she explained. “Father was away on business.”

      “And they were on board with the plan?” I asked. I thought of Gram’s desperation for me to have a child so our lineage continued. She wouldn’t care if there was a father on the scene or not. She’d only have to dispose of them, if there was one.

      Enid opened her mouth to answer, then looked past me and closed her mouth again. As if our words had summoned her, Enid’s mother spotted us and approached. She was the fox fur woman from the ceremony earlier, and she held out a hand towards me. I again introduced myself and explained how I really didn’t know George at all, to save any awkward conversations if he came over. Not that he would. He was happy drinking the night away with the men.

      “Enid, perhaps we should circulate a little more?”

      “Yes, of course. Sorry, I was feeling a little tired,” Enid apologised.

      “You’ll be able to rest when your guests have left,” her mother said. “Since you didn’t wait for your wedding night.”

      Enid jerked as if she’d been slapped by the intensity of her mother’s criticism, then recovered and gave me a smile. She held out her hand. “It’s been wonderful speaking to you, Felicity.”

      “And you,” I said, and watched as her mother led Enid through the crowd. I remained in the shadows and watched until Enid’s mother made her excuses and left the garden.

      I found her tucked at the back of the rooftop garden, applying powder from a compact using the tiny mirror as a guide.

      “You must be very proud,” I said. She accepted the compliment with a smile, but didn’t think me worth much attention. “Proud of yourself for pulling this off.”

      “Oh, I can’t take all the credit,” she said, in a way that suggested she was sure she could. “The venue have been simply fabulous at following my orders.”

      “I didn’t mean for today,” I said.

      “Hmm,” she said, her eyes narrowed. “Interesting creature, aren’t you. I wanted to spare you the embarrassment in front of my daughter, who seems to have taken a liking to you, but your name wasn’t on the guest list.”

      “You’re right, it isn’t,” I admitted. “I’m not here to celebrate. I’m here to investigate.”

      “Investigate what? The Astors are friends, I can assure you their business dealings are above board.”

      “I’m not investigating the hotel,” I said. “I’m investigating the death of a young woman. Ann Lee.”

      “A tragedy,” she said. “Suicide.”

      “She didn’t jump,” I said. “She was pushed.”

      “I don’t know anything about that crazy idea,” the woman said. I let out a sneeze so suddenly it surprised me as much as her. “Oh dear, is it allergies? The flowers do that to some people. Perhaps you should leave.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said. The sneeze - as unglamorous as it was - was my power. My witch power. My body knew when someone was lying, and that was how it told me. Sometimes it was an itch on my nose, but the really big lies, the ones with bundles of emotion attached, came straight out of me as a sneeze. “You know plenty and you’d better start talking.”

      “Now, listen here, this is my daughter’s wedding day and I won’t have anything ruin it.”

      “Indeed,” I said. “You pushed Ann, didn’t you?”

      “Who are you? You’re not police.”

      “No, I’m not,” I admitted.

      She smirked, my answer giving her confidence. “Fine. I pushed her. It was her or Enid. I chose my daughter.”

      “Your daughter wasn’t going to die!” I exclaimed.

      “She’d be as good as dead,” the woman said through gritted teeth. “Have you ever been to one of those homes? Have you had a friend who conveniently disappears without any notice for a year? Everyone knows the truth about those girls. They’re never the same. They never marry as well as they could have done.”

      “Is that what matters to you?”

      “It should matter to you too,” the woman said. “And it should have mattered to Enid. She’s too emotional. That’s how we’ve ended up in this mess. Can you imagine how embarrassing it was, explaining to the dressmaker that we need to hide a swelling that shouldn’t be there? How much I’ve had to lie to friends about this ridiculous outdoor wedding on Halloween? It’s been utterly exhausting, but I’ve done it.”

      “And Ann would have put all of that at risk?”

      “She was hysterical when I told her that morning. She’d known all along but she’d thought if she kept quiet, he’d get it out of his system. She went straight to his work, of course. Confronted him. George is nice but dim. He said enough for her to know it was true. I’d thought then that she’d cancel our plans.”

      “It was you she was going up the Empire State Building with?”

      The woman nodded. “I managed to get the tickets at short notice. A private slot at the observation deck. In a false name, of course. I told Ann that she had the whole world open to her. She could go anywhere, do anything. I offered money. Plenty of money. The stupid girl should have taken it.”

      “But she didn’t.”

      “She wanted to speak to Enid,” the woman said. “It’s funny, really. In those last minutes, she wasn’t angry with George. It was all Enid. She wouldn’t consider anything until she’d sat down with Enid and got some answers. Well, that was never going to work. I was getting Ann out of the way to give Enid a future she’d already given up on. She was at mine with her little case ready to go to the home.”

      “Enid’s going to hate you,” I said.

      Something like fury passed her mother’s face. “Then the feeling will be mutual. I never imagined my daughter could be so cheesy. So cheap. Giving herself up to an engaged man. A stupid, untrustworthy pig of a man. At least he has a good name, that’s all I can say on the matter.”

      “And what will everyone else say? All of those people with good names.”

      “You won’t tell anyone,” she said, as she climbed the ledge so she was right at the edge of the rooftop. “I’ll jump!”

      “Come down,” I urged. “Come down and let’s talk about this sensibly.”

      She turned to me with an arrogant smirk. “See? You just don’t have it in you.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I said. I crossed my arms. She was still on the ledge and the wind was picking up. I wanted her alive, so people could hear her confess. “I see it as a practical skill. To get rid of a problem. To find a way out of one reality and create another. It shows my strength of character, don’t you think?”

      “You’re mad,” I said. “Or maybe just evil.”

      She let out a throaty laugh. I saw the shadow of a person behind me and hoped it wasn’t Enid. She shouldn’t learn the truth like this.

      “It’s a kill or be killed kind of world.”

      “And you chose to kill?”

      “Yes, I chose to kill. I chose to end her suffering for her. Poor little Ann, she’s at peace now.”

      “So it was you,” a voice came from behind me. I turned, saw Mr Lee, watched as he moved towards Enid’s mother. Fear flashed across her face as he reached for her. “Your death won’t bring her back.”

      He clawed for her dress, misreading her dramatics as a genuine suicide attempt, while she must have thought he was going to push her, and moved out of his reach. She wobbled as she tried to regain her balance on the ledge. He dove for her, but it was too late. As she disappeared from the ledge, her mouth was a tiny circle of surprise.

      I stood for several moments, as if I expected her to return, to have caught a ledge somehow and climbed back up. When I realised I was holding my breath, I let it out in one shaky puff, then felt the wobble in my legs and turned to find somewhere to sit.

      “Enid!” I exclaimed, as I saw her behind me.

      I knew from the look on her face that she had heard enough. More than any daughter should ever hear their mother admit.

      “She did it for me?” Enid asked. “How am I meant to live with that?”

      “She didn’t do it for you,” Mr Lee said, as he reached us. He was out of breath and his hands were red raw. He’d gripped the stone ledge as she had stumbled to her death. “She did it for herself. To keep her reputation.”

      “I’m so sorry, Mr Lee,” Enid whimpered. “You must hate me.”

      “Oh, lass,” Mr Lee said. He scooped her into a hug, felt the bump in between them, glanced down. “I’m guessing this little one was made before Ann went?”

      Enid nodded.

      “She’d have forgiven you, you know. Probably not him. But you? You’d have worked it out with her. She loved you like a sister. Don’t you ever doubt that.”

      “I don’t,” Enid said. “I just doubt whether I loved her enough in return.”

      Mr Lee gave a sad smile. He couldn’t take his eyes off the swell of her stomach. The new life growing while his own daughter would never experience such a thing. He said nothing to reassure Enid. What could he say? She hadn’t loved Ann enough to resist George’s charms.

      But if she had told me the truth - and my nose suggested she had - then she had chosen Ann’s happiness over her own in the end.

      Just as Ann had trusted that she would.

      Maybe that counted for something.

      Maybe that counted for everything.

      I had no answers.

      “Maybe I could visit, when this one makes an appearance?” Mr Lee asked, his voice a tiny twig of reconciliation. A step into a new, uncertain life. A step away from his loss.

      “I’d really like that,” Enid said.

      “We’ll make sure the baby knows about Ann,” Mr Lee said. There was no question in his voice. He wasn’t asking.

      Enid nodded.

      “And you,” Mr Lee said, turning to me. “You’re the only one who believed me. How can I ever thank you?”

      “Just look after yourself,” I said. “Ann was lucky to have you as her father.”
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        * * *

      

      I returned to my living room with just as little time as I’d had before. The pressure of hosting my family for the first time in my own apartment returned to me, but suddenly felt unimportant.

      They’d either accept this new part of my life, or they wouldn’t. Either way, I was proud of what I’d achieved.

      I pulled up my phone and loaded the search engine.

      My hands shook as I typed in her name. Rosalind Havener, New York.

      The page took what felt like an age to load. The first three results were LinkedIn profiles that clearly weren’t Rosalind, followed by an obituary.

      An obituary! Of course.

      I clicked the link and read.

      

      
        
        Rosalind Havener, was laid to rest at Chapel Glen Memorial Park, California.

        Havener was widely renowned for her time as CEO of Havener Insurance, the multi-million dollar company she set up in New York in 1950. Havener made waves for hiring a mainly female team and offering generous wages in line with those commonly only paid to male employees.

        Havener retired to California aged 65 to be closer to her family.

        She is survived by her daughter, three grandchildren, and one great-grandson.

        Her husband Don Roberts passed away earlier this year.

      

      

      

      I wiped a tear away from my cheek and punched the air in celebration.

      “You did it, girl,” I whispered.
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        * * *

      

      If you’ve enjoyed Flick’s story, follow her on her very first cold case in A Devil of a Time, at http://www.mybook.to/devil   

      

      Already read Flick’s first story? Check out my paranormal series, Mystic Springs. First four books available in a box set at http://www.mybook.to/MS1
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      Entirely unusual, given how shy I was (and still am), for me to be shouting anything across a playground.

      

      But there I was, a double-sided sheet of narrow ruled paper (I've always been kind of particular about the paper I like. Back then, narrow ruled. Now, grid.) in my hand, selling stories I hadn't yet wrote.

      

      Every line featured a different title. I'd lay on my bed the night before thinking of them all, probably singing along to Boyzone songs as I did [hey, don't judge... I see you over there like you never thought you were destined to marry a boy band singer...].
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      Nearly a century ago, three children disappeared on Ice Pond Road. Now, eight-year-old Marshall is having dreams of that terrible evening--pleas for help that cannot go unanswered. Through a series of visions and clues, Marshall and his companions must revisit that haunted winter night. Are they brave enough to unravel the mystery of Ice Pond Road? Or will they be lost forever, too?

      

      This stand-alone mystery short is part of the Dark Root world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The pale lemon moon cast a fluorescent spotlight over the muddied Jeep. To eight-year-old Marshall’s eyes, the vehicle looked more monster than machine. Its ghoulish yellow headlights were eyes, peering into the wilderness, not to aid the lost, but to seek out the weak. The raised hood, rolling out grey steam, was a ravenous maw, ready to feed. The engine rattled with hunger pangs. Marshall stepped wide to the side, hoping the headlight eyes would not turn on him.

      His aunt, Ruth Anne, kicked the side panel and the Jeep’s rattle grew, forcing out more steam. “Sorry kiddos,” she said, turning her flashlight onto the four children waiting alongside the slushy road. Marshall shielded his eyes against the light, feeling suddenly exposed. The darkness was frightening, but at least he could hide in its shadows.

      “I just called Shane,” Auntie Ruth Anne continued with a frown, studying her Jeep. “He’ll be here in ten minutes.” Marshall had seen that same look on his grandfather’s face when his old horse went blind; a look of pity and resignation. Ruth Anne put her fingertips into her jeans pockets, rocking back on her heels. “Of course, it had to break down during the height of tourist season. I have no idea what it’ll cost to fix.”

      “I bet my daddy can fix it!” Marshall’s five-year-old brother, Montana, said. “Besides, we never get to play in the forest when it’s nighttime anymore. This is fun.”

      Ruth Anne clenched her jaw, slumping against the door, partially covering the spooky orange lettering: The Haunted Dark Root Tour Company. “I’m glad you’re having fun. Soak it in. Your folks will never let me take you out again. Maybe it’s for the best - you’re probably too young for the story of Ice Pond Road anyway.”

      “Ice Pond Road?” Eleven-year-old June Bug, stopped her rain boot pirouettes, her eyes shining like jewels. “I’ve heard about Ice Pond Road. Three boys died there, right?”

      “In 1926,” said nine-year-old Nova, pulling on one of her pig-tails. They were crooked, like her glasses and her jacket buttons and most everything else about her appearance. “The legend says a witch got them!”

      Montana shook his head vehemently, ruffling his auburn locks. “It couldn’t be a witch. Witches are nice,” he defended. “I bet it was a bear.”

      “The tour flyer in Aunt Ruth Anne’s bag said ‘witch,’” Nova said firmly. “I read it on the way over.”

      Everyone looked at Ruth Anne for confirmation. They were constantly being told by their parents that some people feared and even hated witches, and it was important to keep their gifts hidden. Marshall sometimes wondered why people feared magick, but a murderous witch at an ice pond seemed like a pretty fair reason.

      “Please tell us the real legend,” begged June Bug. “You promised us a scary story when you took us out. You don’t want to disappoint us, do you?” She offered her sweetest smile, deepening her dimples and fluttering her lashes. The others, seeing Ruth Anne’s melting resolve, piled on their own pleas. All except for Marshall, who preferred scary stories told around a fire pit rather than a stranded Jeep.

      Ruth Anne clenched her teeth, stretching her jaw out to the sides. “Ah, geez. I know I promised you, but that’s when we were going to just zip by it. I’ll tell you tomorrow when there’s sunshine.”

      “Please!” Montana begged, hugging her leg. “You’re our favorite aunt!”

      Ruth Anne shrugged. “Fine, but if you get nightmares and rat me out, I won’t tell you another ghost story until you’re eighteen.”

      “Deal!” said Nova.

      The kids huddled tight around Ruth Anne’s box-shaped flashlight, while the storyteller removed her glasses and wiped them on her jacket sleeve. The air was so moist they fogged right again, before reaching her nose.

      Marshall heard leaves rustling in the canopy of twisted boughs, peering over the crossroads. An old wooden sign clanked against a post: Ice Pond Road. A persistent humming sound - a mixture of breeze and crickets and frogs – closed in around them as Ruth Ann began her tale:

      “It was winter, 1926, like Nova said. Dark Root was barely a town then - three hundred people, tops. Linsburg was booming, at nearly a thousand. Oregon was still a frontier for most, but the modern world was coming; an age of exploration, superstition, prohibition… “

      Montana raised his hand. “What’s prohibition?”

      “It means the grownups couldn’t drink beer,” Nova said. The other kids looked at her and she shrugged. “My dad watches lots of old movies. Probably because he’s old.”

      “She’s right,” Ruth Anne agreed. “Not about your dad being old. About the beer thing. It was also the age of jazz, flappers, and the mob.”

      “Yawn!” Montana interrupted again. “Can we skip to the good stuff? I wanna know about the witches and ghosts! Not flappies and jars.”

      “That’s flappers and jazz,” Nova corrected, a stickler for accuracy.

      “Gotcha,” Ruth Anne said. “You’re the first group of kids I’ve given this talk to. I appreciate the feedback.” She scribbled a quick note into a pad she pulled from her back pocket. “Now where were we? Oh yeah, the towns of Dark Root and Linsburg didn’t get along. After the town’s first resident, Juliana Benbridge, took up residence in Dark Root, strange things began happening in Linsburg: a killer flu, three bad harvests in a row, a super late spring…that sort of thing. But the flu never hit Dark Root, the harvests were always plentiful, and the flowers seemed to bloom here sooner each spring. Hence, they labeled her a witch, and witchcraft became the cause of their problems, big and small.”

      “But Grandma Juliana was a witch, right?” June Bug asked. Marshall was glad, as he wondered the same thing.

      “Uh, yeah.” Ruth Anne scratched her head. “But just because a person appears to fit a certain stereotype, that doesn’t make all stereotypical characteristics true. Juliana swore she never used the craft against Linsburg, and there is no record in her journals or grimoire that she did. Sometimes people just need someplace to direct their anger.”

      Marshall’s eye ticked as a smattering of black dots danced before him. He smelled burning rubber, and not from the Jeep. He grabbed hold of the door handle, silently trying to push away the impending vision. Please no, please no, please no… The mantra didn’t work. An image formed in his mind, so large it took up all his mental space, fragmented and hazy but still discernible… two brown eyes, wide open, and a mouth locked in a perpetual scream. “Help…me…”

      “Now, back to the main story,” Ruth Anne said, snapping Marshall out of the horrible vision. He looked around, surprised as always that no one else had witnessed what he had. He stepped in closer, hugging shoulders with June Bug and Nova, shivering, but not because it was cold. “One late December night, the Gibson boys snuck out of their house, riding their bikes to the abandoned ice pond once shared by both towns. The Linsburg sheriff stopped them on the road, telling them to go home. The machinery at the ice shack was old and dangerous, and there were rumors of bears, natives, and rogue witches.”

      “Bears,” Montana nodded, confidently.

      “The boys promised to leave at once. When the sheriff and deputy returned a few hours later on their patrol, they found the boy’s bikes hidden in a ditch, along with strange symbols carved into tree trunks--evidence, they said, of witchcraft. There was a massive search conducted by people from both towns, but there was no sign of the children. Three months later, the boys were found, perfectly preserved in the pond, bobbing just below the ice.”

      “Did they drown?” Marshall asked.

      “Yes. But no one knows how they got under there, as the pond was long frozen when they went missing. Asked for comment, the deputy said he believed a witch flew them down into the water, one by one, drowning them, as witches couldn’t drown themselves. The case was never officially solved, but it did further the unrest between the two towns. The sheriff even ran his re-election campaign on promises of getting rid of witches in his county. Ruth Anne sighed, her eyes drifting towards the clanking Ice Pond Road sign. “After that, the road was closed off. It is said that three blue lights can often be seen floating on the pond – and some believe they are the spirits of the dead boys.”

      “That’s so sad,” June Bug said, her eyes misting up like Ruth Anne’s glasses.

      Ruth Anne gave a half-smile. “Yeah, I guess it is. I’m so used to talking about ghosts all the time, sometimes I forget they were people.”

      “The old newspaper picture in your tour flyer shows the boy’s dad. But what happened to the mom?” Nova asked.

      “I couldn’t find much on that,” Ruth Anne said. “There’s a local legend that she ran off with a traveling logger a few days before the boys disappeared. Another said she was indigenous, and went back to her tribe.” Ruth Anne shrugged. “Maybe I shouldn’t have told you kids. Hey, your dad just texted,” she said, taking out her phone. “He’s almost here.”

      Marshall caught a glimpse of the flyer poking out of Ruth Anne’s pack, showing an old newspaper article. The Linsburg Herald. The date read December 17, 1926. Marshall leaned in, studying the photo of the sad man, standing in front of a sad house, with a sad, full moon hovering above him. I’ve Lost Everything! read the caption.

      Just then, two high-beams cut away the darkness and Daddy Shane’s pickup skidded into view. Marshall’s father hopped out, quickly inspecting the kids, Ruth Anne, and the smoking Jeep in turn. “Everyone in the truck,” he said, dropping the tailgate and pulling out a heavy set of chains. “We’ll tow the Jeep home.”
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        * * *

      

      “Look what I got!” Montana called from his car-shaped bed across the cluttered bedroom.

      It was well after 11:00 and Marshall was tired from their adventure. “What-did-youuuu-get?” Marshall asked, his words sputtering out within a yawn. He rubbed his eyes against the pillow, watching Montana’s silhouette spring from the bed and race across the floor, leaping over a toy train as he went. Montana landed beside Marshall’s bed, his green eyes glittering in the moonlight angling in through the blinds. The younger boy held out his hand, revealing his prize. It was Ruth Anne’s tour flyer.

      Marshall rolled away from it, like it was alive and coming for him. “Did you conjure that?” he asked. “The grown-ups say you’re not supposed to use your magick inappropriately. “Every time you get in trouble, I get in trouble.”

      “Don’t worry!” Montana grinned, laying out the tri-fold glossy sheet on Marshall’s flannel blanket. “I didn’t use magick. I stole it.”

      Marshall slapped his forehead, wondering if stealing was worse than conjuring. Once again, his brother had made him his unwitting accomplice. Now that he knew the crime, he might as well examine the evidence. “Fine, let’s see it,” he said, secretly curious after Ruth Anne’s story. He sat up on his elbows, lifting a flashlight from atop the nightstand.

      The two boys studied the article together. I’ve Lost Everything. Marshall’s heart broke for the sad dad, whose eyes were as round as the full moon skulking over his shoulder. Marshall touched the man’s picture… and felt a shock in his fingertips. The frightened eyes from his previous vision returned, along with the screaming mouth. Help me!
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        * * *

      

      “Help me!” A hollow voice called to Marshall in his dreams.

      Then he saw the hand, doughy and grey, a bloated mass of rotting flesh twitching in the mud. It found Marshall, too. The hand crawled forward, pulling a limp body behind it through the shadows. Hollow, hopeless eyes. A mouth stretched impossibly far…

      “Wake up, wake up, wake up,” Marshall willed himself, trying to escape the accusing voice he knew would follow. It was no use. The voice found him.

      “Help me…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Marshall woke with a searing headache; a crown of invisible thorns cinched tight around his head, an after-effect of his visions and nightmares. He had experienced visions his entire life, both awake and in his dreams, but since moving to Dark Root to be with his father, the visions had increased in strength and frequency.

      Who was calling him to help? Was it one of the Gibson boys? Or perhaps the spirit of the sad dad, wanting answers of his own? Marshall dressed quickly, pausing to drape a blanket over Montana, asleep on the floor and clutching his toy train. Then, he took the flyer to the art table for further study.

      He didn’t look at the sad dad this time, fearing he’d be pulled into another scene. Instead, he skimmed the article. The sheriff claimed he and his deputy had combed the surrounding woods, and the search would continue until they found the missing boys. So far, they had no official leads or any motives. Marshall skimmed further, stopping at a quote from the sad dad: “First my wife left me, and now my sons are gone. It has to be witchcraft.”

      “Knock, knock!”

      Marshall jumped, quickly folding up the brochure and burying it in his lap.

      It was Daddy Shane, opening the bedroom door. “Looks like you boys had a party in here last night,” he said, surveying the disaster.

      Upon hearing Shane’s voice, Montana lifted his head and grinned. “Did you make pancakes?” he asked, struggling to free himself of the blanket.

      “No, but I have a surprise for you.” Their father opened the door wide, letting June Bug and Nova bounce into the room. June Bug’s hair was plaited and neat, while Nova sported two pigtails, one noticeably higher than the other.

      June Bug shook her head at the messy bedroom. “We came to play out in the fort,” she said, annunciating each word.

      “But, it’s cold outside,” Marshall protested, looking at the frosted window. Nova gave him a cross-eyed look – and he knew this was more than a normal playdate. He pressed his lips together, nodding. “I’ll get my coat.”
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        * * *

      

      Shane had built the children’s fort that summer, at the far edge of Sister House property, where the land went from tame to wild in just a few steps. The four kids ducked inside the board-and-shingle enclosure, not speaking until firmly closing the plywood door behind them.

      “I think I’ve seen the house in that flyer picture,” Nova said as they gathered in their circle. “Dad took me for a drive once - he likes to go on drives when he’s thinking – and we passed it in the woods. It was the way the house’s doors and windows made a face that I remember. I checked the article online, and it was hard to see because my phone is so small, but I bet that was it.”

      Marshall removed the flyer from his pocket, surprising everyone. He laid it out flat on an overturned crate.

      Nova nodded excitedly, bobbing her ponytails and her glasses. “Boo-ya! I knew this was the house I saw! It’s all boarded up now, and covered in grass.”

      “I think we need to help the sad dad,” Marshall said. “I had a dream. I think he needs us.”

      “What kind of help does a dead man need?” Montana asked.

      “Closure,” June Bug said. The others nodded, in deference. As the oldest, she had the most wisdom. She shooed the others back, reading the article herself. “Sheriff Albert Swinny says that although he can’t confirm witchcraft as the cause of death, he also can’t rule it out. The deputy, George Meecie, warns people to stay away from the cursed area until an investigation is conducted.”

      “I searched and searched, but never found any more articles on the boys, except for when they were pulled out of the water,” Nova said, flipping through her phone. “They were floating, below a foot of solid ice. Their obituary was from the spring of 1927.” Nova held her phone high above her. The reception in Dark Root was notoriously bad and most people didn’t bother with cell-service internet, but Nova was too much of a city girl to abandon her ways. “The Gibson boys were 14, 11 and 9. They were survived by their father and grandmother. It doesn’t say anything about their mom, or where they were buried.”

      June Bug raised an eyebrow. Her newest obsession was reading old Nancy Drew mystery books she had discovered in her mother’s collectible store. “We should definitely help give this ghost-man some closure.”

      “How?” Marshall asked. “We aren’t allowed to go wandering on our own.”

      “Marshall, you were the one who said we needed to help,” June Bug reminded him. “We’ll go without permission. You’re not afraid of getting in trouble, are you?”

      Marshall reddened under June Bug’s rebuttal. He was afraid of getting in trouble. But he was more afraid of what they’d find on Ice Pond Road. Still, he didn’t want her to know how terrible this all sounded to him. “Okay. But let’s really plan this out. We’ll get gear, snacks, a mapped out trail…”

      Nova held up her phone for the others to see. “There’s a full moon tonight.” She beamed. “Meet here in the fort at seven. We’ll tell the grownups we’re having a sleepover. When the lights go out in the house, we’ll ride out to Ice Pond Road.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “We need to make a pact,” June Bug called over her shoulder, her words hardly audible over the bicycle wheels spinning along the bumpy dirt road. Her braids trailed out behind her like flaxen vines. “We don’t tell anyone.”

      Nova rode beside Marshall, giving him a wry smile before speeding past, making him blush. She was cute, even with her glasses.

      “I won’t tell!” Montana promised, standing up on his pedals. He kept up with the older kids, driven by pure zeal, even though his legs were half as long as the others. Maybe they should have left the younger boy behind, but he was the one who set things in motion by stealing Ruth Anne’s ‘Haunted Tour’ flyer.

      “This way!” Nova made a sudden right turn and the others followed. Marshall was surprised when the road led through a boggy field, with the small old house from the photo looming beneath a full moon, just like in the photo. Only this version of the house was vacant, boarded up, and Sad Dad was nowhere in sight.

      They dropped their bikes in the overgrown yard and made their way to the house, slowly, reverently, as if they might wake the sleeping structure with their presence. A swing dangled from one chain on the porch, like a prisoner half-heartedly trying to escape his shackles. The two front windows and front door looked like a face, just as in the picture, though there was no light behind them; a single eyelid shutter flapped against its frame.

      “Just think,” June Bug said, climbing the two porch steps and switching on her enormous flashlight. She lifted the light, casting an eerie glow on her face. “This house once had a family living in it, just like our houses. A mom once cooked dinners here. Kids once played out in this very yard. The dad probably read his newspaper on this tiny porch. Now…they are all gone.” June Bug danced her fingers in the air, playing along with invisible piano keys that trailed off into silence.

      There was a collective swallow from the group, and Marshall urgently wanted to turn back. What were they hoping to find in this abandoned old house, anyway? Maybe it was best to let the past stay in the past. “It’s locked,” he announced, jiggling the doorknob several times. “And all the windows have boards on them.”

      Nova lifted an edge of the decaying welcome mat. Several spiders and beetled crawled out, scurrying towards their next hiding spot. “Boo-ya!” she said, holding up a long, rusted key. Her momentary victory was squashed when it lodged stuck in the lock.

      “Guess we turn back,” Marshall said, slumping his shoulders in mock resignation.

      “We can’t turn back,” June Bug said. “We were called here for a reason.”

      “B-zappp!” Montana whooped. This was followed by a clang as the doorknob fell from the door. Marshall looked at him, unsure whether to lecture his younger brother or not. Montana wasn’t supposed to use his magick without permission, but this whole sneaky trip lacked permission! “Let’s go in!” Montana said, kicking the door open.

      “I really don’t think---” Marshall was pushed inside by the others before he could fully object. The house smelled like mildew and dust and…despair. There was a small kitchen, a living area, and three sparse bedrooms on a single floor. There were few furnishings but lots of trash; nothing of interest to investigate. Marshall wasn’t sure if the house was deserted all at once, or over many years, or which of the two possibilities was the sadder.

      “The first elementary school in Dark Root wasn’t built until 1930,” Nova said, shining her flashlight on a pile of soggy schoolbooks stacked on a one-armed chair.

      “How do you know that?” Montana asked. “Magick?”

      “No, the internet,” Nova shrugged.

      “That’s kinda magick,” Montana said. “Since you’re the only one who can ever find the internet.”

      “If I did have magick, like you do, I’d get much better reception.”

      It was dark inside but Marshall could still make out the black spots circling his head as he stepped into the main room. He pressed his hands to his temple, hoping to avert another vision. Not here, he prayed, fearful of what he’d be shown. He smelled burning rubber, and knew it was too late.

      “You have to let us go,” a tall boy in a gray cap spoke. “For mom.”

      “Your mom’s not here anymore,” the man from the newspaper answered. His face wasn’t sad; it was stone. “Do you want to end up like her?”

      “We don’t even know what happened to her! I don’t care what people are saying, she didn’t just leave us. Mom wouldn’t do that. Besides, she loved that land. Her family lived on it for generations. It belongs to us too, even if no one recognizes it.” He sighed, looking down at the two smaller boys flanking him. “We wrote her wishes for her birthday. We’ll leave them there and then come home.” He opened his hand, showing a flash of green color, before closing it again.

      The father stepped forward, brandishing his finger. “Don’t we have enough trouble already?” He lifted his gaze to the staircase, his jaw clenching in anger. “I promised I wouldn’t let you go there anymore. So get this nonsense out of your head, do you hear me?” He took another step closer, his eyes narrowing as veins ticked on the sides of his neck.

      “Owe!” Marshall howled, dropping to his knees as a thousand needles stabbed at his brain. It was a powerful vision; he felt as if he were standing right with the Gibson boys, not removed as he normally was. He looked around, thinking he might still see remnants of the vision, illuminated by two flashlights and random slats of moonlight.

      “You okay?” June Bug asked, crouching down beside him. When he didn’t immediately answer, she put her hand on his arm, very lightly. Her touch immediately calmed him, and took away the needles in his head. She was an empath, like her mother, and her healing powers worked fast.

      “Thank you,” he said, forgetting how kind she could be at times. June Bug pulled him to standing, turning Marshall’s feet and heart to mush.

      “Did you have another vision?” Montana asked.

      Marshall nodded slowly, retelling the scene as best he could. “I could even see the furniture… a couch right here…a rocking chair over there…a desk by the window.”

      Nova flashed her light around. None of these things existed now. “Can you see any details?” she asked. “If you concentrate?”

      “I don’t know.” He had never gone back into a vision to try to make out subtleties before. He squeezed his eyes shut, carefully freezing the scene in his head and scanning it. The room was sparse, but comfortable, with pillows and art and other signs of home. The Gibson boys were holding colored rocks in their hands. The birthday wishes? Behind their father, he saw an open letter, bold-white against the grey memory. “There’s a letter on the desk,” he said, focusing. “I can move towards it… I think I can read it…”

      “Rob, we’ve known each other a long time. I’m trying to protect your family. I’m the one looking out for your mom in Linsburg, remember?

      Keep the boys away from the ice pond. It’s not safe for them. Meecie swears the place is cursed.

      Also, I know what happened the night your wife disappeared, don’t forget that.”

      Marshall couldn’t read the signature. It hurt too much to concentrate on the squiggly cursive. He opened his eyes, choking. The vision only brought more questions. Had he witnessed the boy’s last conversation with their father? What happened to their mother? Who had written the letter, and what did it mean? “I don’t want to do that again,” he said, quickly relaying the note.

      “Let’s check the bedrooms,” June Bug said, heading to the first open door off the main room. An old dresser missing all its drawers was the lone occupant, along with a spider in its corner web. June Bug frowned, pressing her hand to the inside wall. “Feels sad,” she said, before heading for the next room.

      This bedroom was clearly a parent’s, as the bed was large and there was still an old, empty chest. Marshall didn’t want to go inside, but couldn’t explain why.

      “This room feels angry,” June Bug said, without even touching a wall. “It’s so strong, it's making me sick.”

      The third bedroom was the one Marshall dreaded most. The closed-door almost seemed to pulse. June Bug tried the knob but it was locked. Nova handed her the key found under the mat, and it fit perfectly.

      “Aww!” Montana wriggled his fingers. “I wanted to zap that one, too.”

      How this room had escaped time and ransacking, Marshall could not understand. The walls were a soft beige, not damaged by smoke or layered in dust and grime like the others. The only furniture was a chair and a faded rug, but the space had a feminine energy. And a woman’s scent--lavender and vanilla. Was this the mother’s room? Or was there a sister or grandmother living here?

      As he considered this, his eyes traced the pattern in the large woven rug - a spiral winding tight into the center, where a tiny white spot shone like a fragment of the moon itself. Marshall walked over and bent down, plucking up a perfect bone-white bead, the size of a marble. It shouldn’t have seemed significant, but it did. It even felt significant, buzzing in the palm of his hand, as if expecting to be found all along.

      He went to June Bug, who was studying the chair with deep concentration, and tapped her on the shoulder. “I think this bead is a clue.”
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        * * *

      

      The kids filed out of the house, shutting the front door behind them. Though without a knob, it swung right back open. Marshall was happy to have found the bead, thinking they might take it home for further study. It looked so pretty and new - woefully out of place in the gloomy house.

      “Are we ready to…” Marshall was about to say ‘go home’ when Nova pointed at the night sky.

      “Look!” she said, passing them her phone. “The moon over the house in the photo almost matches the location of the moon tonight. See, it hangs right over the chimney. If the boys disappeared in December, the moon should be positioned over the door instead, according to my astronomy app.”

      Marshall removed the flyer from his pocket and held it up alongside the house as Nova continued pointing out inconsistencies. “There should be snow on the ground in the photo, and probably icicles dripping from the roof. This interview took place in October, not December. Either the newspaper was wrong, or someone lied.”

      “We should go tell a grownup,” Marshall said, as they collected their bikes.

      “They will just make us stay away,” Montana said. “And what about your bead?”

      “What about it?” Marshall asked, holding it protectively as he was warily watching the gray clouds shifting towards the moon. Soon, it might be too dark to find their way home.

      “It’s got a secret it wants us to know,” Montana said, hopping on his bike. “And I know how to find it.”

      The others waited while Montana searched his jacket pockets, eventually pulling out a violet-colored crystal, swinging from a silver chain. “We find it with this,” he said.

      “Aunt Dora’s pendulum!” Marshall said, stepping closer to study the pretty amethyst stone. “Did you steal that, too?”

      “Nope,” Montana said, clicking his tongue proudly. “This time, I conjured it.”

      He held the pendulum over his palm, as they had all seen Aunt Dora do when looking for things she thought she lost. “Oliver,” he said, “show us where the bead belongs.”

      ‘Oliver’ wobbled, rotating slowly at first, then faster, before pulling hard in a diagonal, like a tiny dog taking his owner for a walk. “Whoa!” Montana said, trying to keep hold as he began peddling and steering with one hand. “I think it’s trying to get away from me.”

      The others followed Montana, riding as fast and hard as his small legs could carry him.
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      They were all sweating in the cold night air by the time they reached the rickety sign announcing Ice Pond Road; the same sign Ruth Anne had shown them the night before. Only, without Ruth Anne here, Marshall found the sign much more ominous, flapping against the post like a bat with an injured wing.

      “Are you sure this is it?” Marshall asked.

      Montana nodded, showing everyone the now-calm pendulum. “This is where Oliver led us.”

      “See!” June Bug gleefully squealed. “It’s all connected. We were led here for a reason!”

      “Oliver wants us to take the road!” Montana said, as the pendulum pulled towards the sign. With that, he stood up on his pedals and powered down the dark dirt road, disappearing beneath an arch of crooked branches, reaching out from ash-white trees. “C’mon!”

      “Great,” Marshall said, his dread growing with each passing minute. He kept up with the others, but only because he didn’t want to be left behind. Occasionally, he glanced over his shoulder, to make certain that none of the trees were trying to grab him. Why had the Gibson Boys taken this road so long ago? And what had become of them? The further down the road they went, the quieter the world around them became, and the more palpable Marshall’s fear. His only defense was to focus solely on the flashlight beams guiding them forward.

      And then another vision slithered out from a side cluster of trees, trying to find form.

      “Stop!” Marshall ordered, breaking so hard he was nearly thrown from his bike. Hundreds of black dots danced before his eyes, accompanied again by the acrid scent of burning rubber. “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven…” he muttered in habit, squeezing his fists and eyes to thwart off the attack. The others skidded to a stop, looking back his way, but their images were already hazy and fading…

      “You kids know you shouldn’t be out here,” a fat officer barked at the trio of boys. His badge read Sheriff. He stood beside a skinny, fidgety officer who nodded affirmatively. Their car idled on side of the road behind them. “This place has been off-limits since it was shut down. It’s not safe. You all know that. The old machinery in the ice house is very dangerous to play around. Not to mention, there’s been reports of Indians and bears in the area. If your daddy found out you were here, he’d take a strap to ya.”

      “An’ don’t forget about them witches!” the thin officer said. “I don’t like being out here at night. They say this place is cursed.” An owl hooted and the officer jumped, looking longingly over his shoulder at the idling car. He crouched, hooking his fingers into claws. “There’s been sightings of wild-haired people roaming these woods - chanting, dancing, making signs in the trees, too. Your mother was probably taken as a sacrifice!”

      “A sacrifice!” The youngest boy yelped.

      “Don’t mind Meecie.” The sheriff cut off his deputy with a jab to the ribs. “Since marrying my sister, he’s on edge 24-hours a day. I guess she’ll do that to a man.” He chuckled a moment before his expression hardened. “I’m not saying there ain’t witches, but if it were me, I’d be more worried about bears. Now get yer’selves on home.” He shined his light on each of their faces.

      “Please,” the middle boy begged. “Mom came here all the time when she was a girl. We just want to tell her happy birthday. Then we’ll go home, we promise.”

      The sheriff looked skeptical, but finally shrugged. “I’ll be speaking to your daddy if you boys are still here in an hour.”

      “But it’s not safe,” the deputy protested, looking at the sheriff almost in disbelief.

      “I do advise you boys to hurry,” the sheriff added, as he started back to his squad car. “No telling what could get you out here.”
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      Marshall blinked, surprised to see Nova’s face inches from his, furiously tapping the side of his cheek. Her eyes looked enormous through her glasses, up so close. After a moment to re-center his eyesight, he looked around and recognized the same tree the Gibson boys were stopped at by the sheriff, so many years ago. Only, the trees looked different then - more colorful. More alive. Not the dead-white trees they were now.

      “What did you see?” June Bug crowded in.

      “I—I don’t know.” He let the scene play out again, trying not to focus on any detail too long, lest he scare it away. He then explained it to the others; his spit tasting like sewage as he whispered the word ‘sacrifice’.

      “More clues!” June Bug rubbed her hands. “The officers didn’t want them going up there--but why?”

      “Bears, unsafe equipment.” Marshall reminded them, adding, “witchcraft.”

      “There wasn’t even electricity here back then,” Nova said. “It would’ve been dangerous for anyone to be out here at night, especially kids.”

      Marshall swallowed, looking skyward. There still wasn’t electricity in this area -- and they were kids themselves!

      Nova aimed her camera towards the moon. “Marshall, can you tell what season it was?”

      Marshall squinted his eyes, willing what remained of the vision to return. It came in crackles and waves. “I see frost on the ground… and mist… but no snow. A few leaves are hanging from the trees.”

      “Boo-ya! According to my Almanac app, Linsburg was knee-deep in snow by early December. This proves the boys disappeared earlier than the article!” Nova said, raising her hands.

      Marshall nodded, wishing she wouldn’t talk so loud. The trees might be listening.

      “Oliver wants to show us something!” Montana said.

      Oliver tugged, pulling towards an enormous blanched tree. June Bug shone her light on it, revealing a crude spiral carving in the trunk. On a nearby tree, there was another.

      A spiral like the carpet in the locked room? “I think Oliver is trying to warn us away,” Marshall said, nearly tripping over his feet as he stepped backward.

      “Are you kidding?” June Bug asked, inspecting the neighboring trees. “There are no coincidences. We were led here to help those poor kids. You know it, too. That’s why you keep getting these visions. They probably won’t stop either, until we figure this out.”

      But who is going to help us? Marshall wondered.

      Oliver jerked forward, leading the children deeper into the still woods. The trees made creepy shadows on the ground. Marshall glanced wistfully back at his bike, before it disappeared from their halo of light. The night was quiet, even with the breeze and their boots tromping over sticks and dried leaves. Only their breaths were clearly audible. They found more spiral carvings as they forged deeper, and Marshall felt a nervous tickle in the back of his throat.

      “There’s a ton of them.” June Bug said, stopping to examine three spirals carved into one trunk. “Do you think these are magickal sigils?”

      “Maybe. They could have been made by indigenous people, or someone who really loved spiral art,” Nova said, waving her flashlight in all directions. “There probably wasn’t a lot to do in 1926, if you weren’t drinking or flapping.”

      “This is getting boring,” Montana said to the pendulum. “Can you take us to something more fun?”

      “Guys...” Through a sparse parcel of trees, Marshall spotted a steel-gray pond, large as a small lake, steam dancing along its sleek, dark surface like a cauldron. A very big cauldron.

      Marshall walked forward, beckoning the others to follow. On the near bank were pieces of old equipment, what looked like a conveyor belt, and some broken scaffolding. He had seen pictures of ice ponds in his grandfather’s book on homesteading, and he recognized the steel pick leaning against a rusted steel frame. He was surprised to see that no one had taken the time to get rid of the dangers, after all these decades.

      Jutting out from the bank was a dilapidated building. Its double doors were open to the water. A conveyor drum, rimmed with bare teeth, was visible within. The door accessible from the land was padlocked and covered in undergrowth, which was odd given the sparse vegetation of the area. Even the immediate trees held no leaves.

      The four kids held hands and crouched low, creeping towards the edge of the pond, forming a straight line as they approached the water. The night was as restless as an un-granted wish, and the pond surface glazed with oil. Marshall imagined himself swimming here, flailing, disappearing into the depths.

      “This was where Dark Root and Linsburg harvested ice,” Nova said, rippling the silence. “Before the towns started fighting.”

      Marshall was drowsy and cold. As his eyelids drooped, yielding to the motionless water, he saw one of the boys from his vision--his eyes wide open, bobbing under a layer of ice. “I want to go,” he demanded, dropping hands. He couldn’t take any more visions. “They’re all dead now. It doesn’t matter.”

      “But they’re not dead,” June Bug insisted, stepping in front of him. “You’re seeing their memories because they are trying to communicate. They chose you, Marshall.”

      “But I didn’t choose them.”

      To his side, he heard running footsteps and heavy breathing. A woman appeared out of the dark, sprinting past him, her hair matted against her skin. A string of large, bone-white beads swung from her hand. She was running from the ice house! When she spotted Marshall staring at her in paralyzed fear, she drew her mouth wide… “Help me…”
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      “Whee!” Marshall looked up to see his Montana walking out along a wood beam stretching over the water. He held his hands out wide for balance.

      “Why didn’t you stop him?” Marshall demanded of Nova and June Bug as he raced towards his brother.

      “Because we were too busy watching you twitch!” Nova said.

      “Montana James, come back here!” Marshall ordered, sprinting towards his younger brother, June Bug and Nova right behind him.

      “When I’m done!” Montana yelled back, baby-stepping his way along the plank.

      Marshall saw what he was after - one of the ice picks. It dangled off the end of the rotted wood, clearly too heavy and dangerous for the small boy. “No, Montana!” he called, inching closer to the broken platform. It was wide enough to walk on, but its position over the water was precarious. “Leave it alone.”

      But Montana was intent, and was soon within reach of his prize. But when he bent down to grab it, the platform began humming and moving.

      “Uh-oh!” Montana said, swinging his arms in large circles to keep from falling.

      A working conveyor belt! Marshall looked around frantically for a button or lever to stop it.

      Montana tripped his way back towards the others, fighting against the mounting speed of the belt propelling him into the water. Halfway along, he tripped, and it took several agonizing seconds to get up again.

      “Don’t look down!” Marshall called to his brother, trying to keep his own knees from buckling. “Keep your eyes on me.”

      Montana nodded, moving quickly, while Marshall held his arms out wide, ready to jump into the water and save his brother if he fell. Montana had almost returned when he tripped again, his body dragged back towards the frigid pond. Without thought, Marshall sprang forward, launching himself onto the belt. Grabbing Montana’s hand, he pulled them both backwards, toppling them onto the hard mud bank.

      “Hey!” Montana complained as he stood to wipe off his hands, already forgetting the danger he was just in. “It turned off.”

      The conveyor belt had turned off. If Marshall had been here alone, he might have thought he dreamt it.

      “Someone sure wants our attention,” June Bug said, looking around.

      “That’s for sure,” Nova said, helping Marshall to his feet. “There’s no way this old thing should still be operating. It was probably run off a coal or wood steam engine, like a train.”

      Marshall twisted his head towards the pond, just in time to see three colorful orbs skip across the water, before fizzing into its depths.

      He heard a horn, then saw a new light, streaming from the road behind them. Marshall turned his head to see the fat sheriff stepping out of his car, marching right past the others, towards the pond. The sheriff shook his head.

      “Damn it!” he cursed, tracing his light across the water’s surface, before casting it directly into Marshall’s wide-open eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The kids turned towards the abandoned building, where ice slabs were pulled out of the water, cut by piston-driven saw, packed in hay, and shipped by wagon to Linsburg and Dark Root. Once upon a time. The woman Marshall saw was running from it. Why?

      “It’s locked,” Marshall announced, as they approached the thick padlock and chains securing the main door.

      “Pfft!” Montana pointed to the large rusted padlock. A vein of blue light buzzed from his pointer finger, so quickly it was nearly invisible. The padlock snapped open, falling to the ground. Nova pulled the chain through the handle, letting it fall beside the lock.

      Marshall motioned towards the impenetrable wall of vines, crisscrossing the door. “What about this?”

      June Bug stepped forward, turning her palms towards the building.

      
        
        “Gifts of Gaia, let us through.

        We solemnly promise, no harm to you.”

      

      

      Her voice was gentle and earnest. She stepped back and the tangle of vines slowly released their grasp, coiling back to expose the entrance.

      “When did you learn to do that?” Marshall asked, newly impressed.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “Yes. Yes, I would.”

      “It’s not story time.” Montana kicked the door open, holding up the tugging pendulum. “Oliver’s going crazy!”

      “Whoa!” Nova said, entering first.

      Whoa was right, Marshall thought. The building was narrower than it looked on the outside, and taller too, with shelves climbing the steep walls. It was frigid inside, too. He imagined the blocks of ice, and the saws and ropes and pulleys used to handle them. This building would have been cold enough to stop your heart. Of course the ghost-woman would be running from it. Any normal person would. “There’s nothing in here,” he said, looking around. “The equipment is outside or gone.”

      “Guys!” Montana was crouching along the slatted wall, pointing. “More spirals!”

      Someone had taken a knife or other small tool and carved spirals on the wood.

      “The woman you saw must have done it. I think it’s a sign of protection,” June Bug said, snapping her finger. “Her sign, anyway.”

      “Didn’t seem to work,” Nova observed, frowning.

      “Well, she was running,” June Bug reasoned. “So maybe she got away.”

      “Away from what?” Marshall asked. As soon as he asked the question, he grabbed for the doorframe, thinking this is what it must be like to be grownup and drunk. The world spun, vanquishing his present company, imprinting the angry sheriff and the Gibson boys in their place.

      “I told you kids, just like I told your mother, you aren’t supposed to be here!” The sheriff marched them into the ice house, his finger on his gun. “Now I’m gonna have to lock you up for a little while, so you learn a lesson. I thought your father woulda’ gotten it into you better. He kept your mother in line, for a while.”

      The oldest boy adjusted his grey cap, staring the sheriff down. “Why do you keep talking about our mother?”

      “Let’s just say she stopped by to see me before she went missing,” the sheriff said. “Told me herself she wasn’t happy with your father… I mean, you don’t raise your hand to a woman too many times and expect her to stay.”

      “Our mother didn’t leave us,” the boy said. “And my father would never hit her.”

      “He did that night.”

      The oldest boy swung his fist, but the sheriff caught it and pushed him back into his brothers. “You have your father’s temper, I see. That’s another hour added on to your sentence.”

      The sheriff backed towards the door. “Some say your mother was a witch; some say you are, too.” The sheriff wiped his nose on the back of his arm. “There’s a rather large segment of Linsburg that’s not too fond of witches. They blame them for everything - crying babies, sick dogs, cheating husbands. Now I have nothing against witches, but I’m not superstitious like everyone else.”

      The sheriff left the building, bolting the door behind him.

      Marshall shivered long after the image faded. It was blisteringly cold in the ice house. How long had the boys been locked in here? He looked at the bins that once held ice, easily imagining them as coffins. “I think the boys might’ve froze in here. Maybe they only pretended to pull them out of the pond?”

      “That’s kinda smart,” Nova said, and Marshall felt relieved. He rarely offered his opinion, feeling like he had so little expertise compared to the others.

      Nova sat down on the ground, wrapping her arms around her chest. “They would be huddled, like this, trying to keep warm. But they were found floating, with their arms and legs spread wide, right?”

      “I don’t want to talk about this anymore!” Marshall said. “We know what happened. They got stuck in here and froze. Probably what happened to their mom, too.”

      “But why would the sheriff want to do that?” Nova asked. “It doesn’t seem like they were doing anything wrong out here, except disobeying a few rules.”

      “Check this out!” June Bug called, pushing on a section of wall where a disjointed spiral had been carved. A hidden hatch swung inward, creaking on very old hinges. She shone her flashlight inside, revealing a completely new room.

      “Whoa…” Marshall, Nova, and Montana all said together.

      “This is why he locked them up,” June Bug said. “The sheriff didn’t want them to tell anyone about this.”
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      “What is all this stuff?” The woman demanded as she peered into the open hatch. “What are you doing on our land?”

      “Your land?” The sheriff pushed her forcefully inside the secret room, blocking the opening with his own form so that she couldn’t leave. “I wish you hadn’t seen this. I warned your husband to keep you away. Do you have any idea what’s out here roaming around? Monsters, of one kind or another. Be thankful I was the one who found you.”

      Marshall followed the others inside the narrow room, gawking at the giant barrels, both steel and wooden, and a big metal tank with a conical top and curved tubes bending out at odd angles. There were glass bottles everywhere, most of them broken. It smelled like rust and rotting grain.

      “Did they keep ice in the barrels?” Montana asked, slipping out of Marshall’s hold to run over to the tank.

      “This wasn’t where they kept ice,” Nova said. “This is where they secretly made alcohol.”

      “During prohibition!” June Bug said, snapping her fingers.

      “The sheriff knew about this place,” Marshall said, recanting the last brief vision. “Why would he do something against the law?”

      “Some people think they don’t have to follow the law,” Nova said simply.

      Marshall shook his head, chewing on this bit of reality. He looked around, staring at the shadows where the barrels merged. Out in the main room, the door beat open and shut with the mounting wind - a wind that seemed to whisper, “Help me!”

      Montana started to climb one of the barrels and Marshall vaulted forward, stopping him. “We need to go,” he said, pulling his brother down. They had learned enough, as far as Marshall was concerned. The sheriff was a bad man who operated an illegal still, and locked up the mom so she wouldn’t tell. Had she died in here? Was her skeleton somewhere inside the room? Or was his vision of her running proof she had escaped? Marshall clung to that last idea, ignoring the gnawing in his stomach. “This isn’t a good place!” he said, heading for the door.

      “Wait!” June Bug said, bending low with her flashlight. “A strand of beads, like the bead you found at the house!”

      They gathered over June Bug and the necklace; it was broken and several beads were missing. When Marshall reached out to touch the strand, he was jolted by another memory.

      The Sad Dad stood over the woman, his eyes rippling with anger. “I forbid you to leave this house again without telling me!”

      “You don’t own me.”

      “I am the man of this house. I suggest you start listening to me.” He grabbed her roughly by the necklace, tightening his grip until she could hardly breathe. When he let her go, the necklace fell apart, dripping beads across the floor.

      “These are sacred to me!” she said, dropping to her knees to collect them, her dark eyes defiant. “I’m not afraid. I will go place them, like I do every year. If you were half the man I thought you were when we married, you wouldn’t be afraid, either.”

      The man raised his hand. “If you knew what was out there, you wouldn’t be so quick to leave.”

      “I saw her face clearly this time,” Marshall said. “She was Native American. The beads were part of some ritual. I’m guessing it had to do with the spirals and the trees. She never got to place them.”

      “She may not have finished the ritual, but I don’t think she stayed locked up,” Nova called from a dark corner of the still. “I followed the bead trail…”

      There was a small door cut into the sidewall, likely for moving bottles back and forth. Nova pulled on it, then pushed on it with her shoulder, ramming it hard again and again, until it popped open and she fell forward. A thin beam of moonlight lit the room. “Boo-ya!” she said, as the others crawled through behind her.

      They were greeted by a gleaming, white bone-bead, imbedded in the moist earth, as if waiting for them. Marshall smiled as he plucked it up. She had escaped. Had the boys made it out here, too?

      Then, he remembered the Sad Dad’s words: If you knew what was out there, you wouldn’t be so quick to leave.
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      “Maybe we’re supposed to tell someone about the sheriff and what he did? Maybe that’s the closure,” June Bug said as they left the secret still, the sharp smell of impending rain clinging to the air.

      “I guess,” Nova said, looking back at the ice house. “But we’re still not sure what really happened.”

      June Bug scrunched her brow in concentration. “My guess is the boys found the way out, just like the mom. Cold and scared, they tried to run home. Because it was night, they probably couldn’t see well, and maybe they ran on the slippery dock and fell into the icy water.” She paused to take a breath, her eyes darting back and forth as she worked through the details. “The sheriff needed time to hide the still, so he built a fake wall, changing the dates the boys went missing. There were no schools, and Dark Root was really small, so they probably weren’t missed.”

      “Why would the dad go along with it?” Marshall asked.

      “The person who wrote the letter said he knew what happened the night the mom left. And you saw the dad choking her. He was probably worried he’d get arrested.”

      Marshall didn’t like this theory, where there was no justice. He knew there was no hope for the boys, but he still held out hope for the mom. “Maybe she went back to her family?”

      “Without her kids?” June Bug said, wriggling her nose.

      Marshall jiggled the beads in his hand. If you knew what was out there… He tried to shake off the unease. It happened so long ago, so why did it feel so new? “I think we need to find out where these go.”

      “Whoo-hoo!” Montana pulled out the pendulum and blew on it. Oliver pulled tentatively, but hard, like a hunting dog following a vague scent. They swiftly passed the abandoned ice house and the pond, moving into a part of the woods where some vegetation still grew.

      Nova was the first to find a spiral in one of the trees. She pointed at it, punching buttons on her phone. “Spiral symbols were present in these parts of Oregon, thought to have been made by indigenous populations,” she read from the screen. “These symbols represented many things, including the cycles and continuation of seasons and life. Rituals were performed to ensure the cycles were not broken. They can be found in caves, on trees, on stones— “

      Oliver reached out, hovering magickally in the air, as Montana held tight to the chain. “In the earth!” Marshall added, excitedly. Without Oliver, they would have missed the large spiral, formed of stones, winding around and through the trees. The children were standing near its central point, and Marshall walked along the stones, some as small as marbles, others large as baseballs. Most were bone white, but some were colorful with symbols painted on them. There were large gaps in the formation, where stones had either been taken or never placed.

      “Shall we?” June Bug grinned. She held out her hand, and Marshall rolled a few beads into her palm. Then he offered some to Nova and Marshall.

      “What if this is all a trap?” He worried out loud. He had read his share of Choose Your Own Adventure books, and knew that not everything was as it appeared. Maybe the ground would open up? Or the trees would attack? Or…he’d incite a curse!

      Before he could gush the many potential disasters, the others were already placing their beads, like kids setting out Easter eggs. Marshall took the final bead, the one he had found in the old house, and studied it in the moonlight. It still shone like glass. He was sad he didn’t know the mom’s name. He hoped wherever she was, the boys were with her, too.

      “Here’s to the continuity of life,” he said, bending to place the final stone into the center of the spiral. This done, he looked around, tracing the arm of the spiral as it widened out and disappeared into the surrounding woods. Then he heard a distinct clicking sound, followed by the scent of gunpowder.

      Marshall looked up to see Deputy Meecie, his rifle pointed directly at him. He would’ve screamed if he could’ve found his voice, but he was frozen as the deputy advanced. But he wasn’t going for Marshall. His eyes were on the three boys crouched before him, setting colorful stones into the earth.

      “You escaped, just like your mother! And now you’re performing witchcraft, just like her, too! Runs in the family!” The skinny deputy marched forward, a rifle extended from his eye down along his arm. “Drop those devil stones and confess, then maybe I’ll have mercy on you because you’re young. Not that any of you deserve mercy after you cursed my town and my family!”

      “Our mother isn’t a witch,” the youngest boy said. “And we’re not, either.”

      “She was! She was casting stones and chanting when I found her, just like you! And all four of you escaped the ice house! Albert said the place is sealed up so tight that only a witch could escape.” Then, his eyes flickered as he looked them over. “You all need to denounce your ways.”

      The middle boy lifted his stone up to show the deputy. “She was part of the tribe that lived on this land. Our family placed these stones every year, to keep the seasons going. We came to finish this for her.”

      “The seasons going for who? Because the seasons in our town ain't working.” The deputy kicked two of the stones out of the spiral arm. “Indians and witches… both working with spirits and magick. Both blighting the land. But Albert said…” the deputy’s eye twitched, matching his finger at the trigger. “Albert says we can’t kill Indians. I told him I didn’t’ kill an Indian, I killed a witch! At least, I thought it was a witch. He said ‘how do you know?” and I told him there’s only one way to test for sure – witches can’t be drowned. She sank at first, then rose right up!”

      “What did you do to mom?” The youngest boy asked, trembling.

      “I tested her, and she passed! Now it’s time to test you!” The deputy pulled back the barrel, his eyes rimmed red. “You see, I have to get rid of witches around here. They’re already invading Linsburg, pretending to be one of us. But they’re not. They’re made differently. We can’t suffer one to live. Now, march to the pond and get in. Swim across it and I’ll know you’re witches.”

      “We won’t make it,” the youngest boy said. “It’s too far and too cold.”

      “Then you’ll go down with a clear soul.”

      The deputy nodded towards the ice pond, nudging his rifle in that direction. The boys looked at one another, but complied. Marshall felt them walk right through him. At the edge of the water, the boys stopped, pleading.

      “Tell you what… just swim across it and I’ll let you go, so long as you don’t come back here again.” When the boys didn’t move, he shouted, “Go!”

      Down the far embankment, the sheriff was running in their direction, waving his hand, urging his deputy to stop. “This won’t bring your daughter back!” the sheriff shouted. “I won’t keep covering for you, family or not!”

      “I’ll show you they’re witches! I’ll show you I’m not crazy!”

      Marshall shook head to toe, feeling the prickling cold water fold around his feet, then his ankles, his legs... The water, heavy as oil, pulling him down. Through the oily-water he watched the sheriff wrestle the rifle away from the deputy, then flounder into the water, sifting through it while he called their names.

      He cried so hard he thought it had started to rain. It was all so senseless, but at least he knew the truth. Did the truth matter?

      “Don’t cry, Marshall,” Montana said, patting his hand. “You figured it out.”

      “Huh?” Marshall squinted the world back into focus, looking around. It took a moment, but then he saw it -- wisps of light, emanating from each of the stones, spiraling upwards. The bead that Marshall had placed flashed especially bright, its light lingering an especially long time. The earth smelled different now. Not acrid, but fresh, and Marshall noticed more leaves on the trees and grass on the ground. “We completed the ritual?” he asked in disbelief.

      “I think so,” Nova said.

      Three new lights wafted in from the pond. They bobbed along, joining with other lights, shooting straight upward, disappearing into the stars.

      “And it looks like they found each other again,” June Bug said.

      When the lights finally faded, Marshall knew that something had changed. Something big. As they walked back to their bikes, he saw that the ashen trees had begun to take on an amber color, with some even sprouting leaves.

      It was nearly dawn when they returned to the Gibson House. Though the building was still dark, and in shambles, the doors and mouth no longer made a spooky face.

      “You sure you want to go in alone?” June Bug asked, handing over the flashlight as Marshall turned the knob.

      He nodded, pushing the flashlight back and stepping inside. What lingered in the house was something he pitied, not feared. The boys and the mom had gotten closure, but the father had never forgiven himself for his actions.

      “You are forgiven,” Marshall said softly. He meant it. Saying anything else would muffle it. The room felt immediately lighter.

      The key was still in the bedroom lock. When he opened the door, it was not clean and untouched by time, as it had been before. It was stale, cloaked in webs, reeking of dust. “I hope we did the right thing,” Marshall said to the room. “Sometimes it’s really hard to tell.”

      The spiral pattern on the woven rug flared brightly, momentarily filling the room with light, before gently fading away.

      A stone bead rolled across the carpet, traveling along the spiral arm, stopping just short of his toe. It shone like a new diamond. Marshall pocketed the stone and left the room.

      “Goodbye,” he said to the house, and the spirits who had guided him.

      “Goodbye…” The house seemed to whisper back, as he shut the front door behind him.

      The stone pulsed in his pocket, like a vibrating phone. Marshall understood he wasn’t asked to help just this once--but always. For the spirits to sleep, the ritual must continue.
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      Want more? Read the first Children of Dark Root book here: My Book

      

      The Children of Dark Root books are a spin-off series of the best-selling Daughters of Dark Root books. Learn more about the haunted town of Dark Root by visiting April Aasheim’s website at www.aprilaasheimwriter.com
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      It's time for the first-ever Haunted Lodge Halloween party, but when Toni and Dee find a box containing a shrunken head and other magical items, their luck goes south. Tables break and boxes spill. The weather turns bad without notice.

      Can they break a long-dead voodoo priestess's curse before the party is ruined ... or worse?
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      "Are you sure about this?" I bit my lip and glanced at my roommate Dee, who was pulling Halloween decorations out of a dusty trunk with reckless abandon.

      "I've never been so sure of anything in my life," she replied, tossing aside a strand of battered pumpkin lights that had seen better days. "A Halloween party is exactly what this town needs. Besides, it'll be great publicity for the lodge and the restaurant."

      "But we're not even sure we're going to have a restaurant yet," I replied, biting the head off my ghost-shaped cookie. "These are amazing, by the way!" I said around the mouthful.

      Her eyes lit with delight and sass. "We may not have a restaurant, but we do have a B&B. And of course the cookies are awesome. I made them."

      I could hardly believe that the smiling, confident woman sitting cross-legged in the floor with me was the same subdued, self-conscious person I'd met just a few months before. Back then, she'd been an overworked, underpaid waitress at her tyrant of an aunt's cafe. Now she owned that cafe, had a booming cake business, and was helping me get my—excuse me, our—B&B off the ground.

      Technically, it was mine. Realistically, though, she'd invested just as much blood, sweat, and tears into it as I had, and it wouldn't even be a B&B if it weren't for her.

      I rolled my eyes. "That's one of the reasons I love you—your humility is overwhelming."

      "Yeah, now I know you're lying. You love me because I make you cookies."

      That was a big part of it, too. "And cheesecake." Dee made the best cheesecake I'd ever had, and I'd made her put a cap on how often she made it. I could only run off so many calories in a week.

      "Of course the cheesecake. How could I forget?" She glanced at me through her floofy golden bangs. "But if it weren't for you, I'd live off frozen dinners and cold cereal."

      That was dead accurate. I didn't get it—the girl was a magician when it came to anything sweet, but her savory cooking was terrible at best and lethal at worst. I couldn't talk, though. I was the same when it came to baking. We made a good team.

      I leaned forward to peer into the trunk. She'd emptied it except for the bottom layer, so I reached over and pulled another smaller trunk toward me. There was a bunch of half-burned, different-colored candles under it, and a purple velvet bag held a deck of tarot cards.

      "Hey," I said. "Check these out." I handed them to Dee, who thumbed through a few of them.

      "Cool," she enthused. "These look hand-painted. They're probably worth something." Her attention was now fully on my box. "What else is in there?"

      "Nothin', really. Some odds and ends and a few candles." I pilfered through a bit more and found an old knife and a couple carved wooden bowls. I was down to the bottom, where something lay wrapped in butcher paper. It was heavier than I expected it to be, and I was a little surprised to find an ornate wooden box with weird, gothic-looking symbols carved into it. I gasped when I opened it, then almost dropped it before I could recover.

      Inside was what appeared to be a shrunken head, complete with a tuft of black hair that fell over the leathery forehead. The eyes and mouth were sewn shut, and I could have sworn a little puff of air hit me in the face. Goosebumps rose on my arms, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up.

      Bear, our Leonberger who was lying beside me, lifted his shaggy black head and gave a soft whine.

      "What the heck is that?" Dee asked, crinkling her nose and craning her neck for a better look. I shoved it toward her, willing to let her look to her heart's content as long as I wasn't the one holding it.

      "Maisey!" I yelled.

      Three seconds later, our third—and less alive—roommate popped in.

      "And what, exactly, is so important that you thought it was okay to bellow at me like that? I'm not a dog, you know." She popped her chubby fists on her ample waist and glared at me, the translucent periwinkle dahlia on her sun hat bobbing in emphasis.

      I pointed to the shrunken head. "That."

      She zoomed over to Dee so she could get a better look at the head, then furrowed her brow. "How the heck should I know what kinda new-age freaky-diki crap you all are draggin' in?"

      Ever since I'd taken up yoga and meditation—which had lasted all of a week—she'd been on a kick where everything from scented candles to my essential oils fell under that description. While I admit to believing in holistic therapies and alternative treatments, shrunken heads didn't even make the top million on my list of Zen-therapy aids.

      "Oh, no," I said, wagging a finger. "This one is all you." I pointed to the box. "That's yours, is it not?"

      She took a closer look at the other stuff I'd pulled out of the box, then at the decorations Dee'd just gone through. She shook her head. "Nope. That one is"—she pointed toward to the trunk Dee had just emptied, then pivoted to the one in front of me—"but I've never seen that one before in my life."

      "Well if it's not yours, then whose is it?" Dee asked. "I mean, you're pretty much the only person who's lived here, living or dead, besides us since your daughter moved away, right?"

      "Well yes, but—"

      "Then it either belongs to you or to somebody you knew."

      She squinted and rubbed her chin as I took a second look at the other items I'd pulled out of the box, then checked to see if there was anything else. At the very bottom, there was a small brass bell, a delicate silver hand mirror, and what looked like an earthen finger bowl wrapped in a brightly colored red scarf.

      "Hmm," she said. "Unfold that and hold it up so I can see it good."

      I did as she asked, and when I did, several small, white shards fell back into the box. I picked one up and dropped it like it was on fire when I realized it was a tiny bone.

      Maisey furrowed her brow in consternation. "You may be better off puttin' that stuff back in the box and not touchin' it."

      "What?" Dee asked, dropping the head back in the box and slamming the lid shut. "Why?"

      Maisey scratched her head and slid her gaze away from us, her lips pressed together.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. "Spill."

      "Ain't nothin' to spill, as you say. It's just ... there was a Creole girl worked for us back toward the end of the war. We never did have no truck with slavery. An honest man—or woman—got paid an honest day's wages no matter if they was black, white, pink, or purple. She heard through her cousin we was lookin' for help and moved here from New Orleans. Truth be told, I think she escaped from one of the plantations, but like I said, that wasn't no never mind to us."

      "Okay," I said, dragging the word out. "And she has what to do with this?"

      "Well, maybe nothin'. Or maybe somethin'. Dominga—that was her name—was a sweet girl, but odd."

      "Odd how?" Dee asked.

      "She was into that voodoo stuff and didn't make no bones about it. Most everybody loved her, but a few were scared of her."

      "Scared of her? Why?" Though I supposed it wasn't brain surgery to figure out. Back in those days, folks were superstitious and suspicious of things they didn't understand. A free black woman with an exotic accent and a mysterious, earth-based religion likely caused a bit of a ripple in certain circles.

      "For the obvious reasons. But she was a hard worker, and her healin' skills came in useful more than once. That girl had a concoction for everything, and most often, they worked." She rubbed her chin again and her eyes took on a faraway look. "Though it didn't pay to cross her. Like I said, she was a good girl, but once we caught one of our workers bein' mean to one of the house girls. She was a friend of Minga's. We fired him, and when he came to collect his pay, he was covered in hives. That wasn't the only time, either, but it's one that stands out."

      I'd never met her, but I liked her style. At least until I caught a glimpse of the box again. "So what's up with the shrunken head? What's she got to do with all this?"

      "Like I said, maybe nothin'. But she wore scarves like that, and I know she used a bell in some of her healin' because she used it when she was helpin' me birth my oldest." She raised her brows. "Now that boy was work right from conception all the way through his teenage years."

      "All right, I get all that," Dee said, "But what's with the head? And why would a box of her stuff be in the attic?"

      Her face became troubled. "She died here. Normally, belongings would have been divided amongst the other household folks, but I doubt anybody would have wanted to mess with her juju. She put it out there that she'd placed a spell on her stuff so nobody would steal it. I'm not one to listen to gossip, but rumor had it she killed her old master, which is why she shucked out of there and ran all the way to us. They said she trapped his soul so he couldn't avenge his death."

      I sighed. "I'm almost afraid to ask, but how did she supposedly do that?"

      Again, her gaze slid away from mine. "Uh, by shrinkin' his head and trappin’ him inside it."
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      "You gotta be kiddin' me!" Dee exclaimed, shoving the box away from her.

      Maisey shrugged. "I'm just tellin' you what the rumors said. If you ask me, it's a load of bull hockey. C'mon now. Don't tell me you buy into all that hoodoo stuff."

      She had a point. It's not that I didn't believe in some stuff, but trapping somebody's soul in their head by shrinkin' it was a little beyond what I was willing to swallow.

      I gave myself a mental shake, then reached across to nudge Dee on the shoulder.

      She gave a tiny laugh. "Of course not. It's just, with Halloween here, I guess the whole evil-spirits thing has a little more weight than it usually does."

      "What she's trying to say,” I said, “is that we've spent the last three nights watching horror flicks in honor of the holiday, and last night's movie was The Conjuring."

      Confusion crossed Maisey's plump face. "What in tarnation is that?"

      Dee waved a dismissive hand. "A movie about an uber creepy doll."

      "All dolls are creepy," Maisey said, crinkling her nose. "Their eyes follow you, and the smug, knowing smiles they all wear ..." her silvery form rippled with a shiver.

      "Okay, we're not going to go into the psychopathology of your doll phobia right now," I said, "but this doll was legit creepy. It was a murderous conduit for evil."

      She shrugged. "I don't see how that makes it any different from every other doll, but I'll take your word for it."

      I was insanely curious to hear her reasoning behind that fear, but it would have to wait until I wasn't already a little freaked out. As it was, I'd locked the few dolls I still had from when I was a little girl in the closet the night before so I could go to bed without fear of them killing me in my sleep.

      "But you can see why the whole voodoo thing carries a little more weight than it usually would," Dee said. "Especially since there's a shrunken head involved."

      "I suppose," she said, "But if it makes you feel any better, Minga had serious mojo. If she locked a spirit in a head, I doubt she left any loopholes."

      The conversation had gone from surreal to absurd and back again, so when a knock sounded on the front door followed by a deep rich voice calling hello, I was even happier than normal for the interruption.

      Warmth rushed over me when Scout, our next-door neighbor and my sort-of boyfriend-like person, strode into the room.

      "Hey, ladies," he said, "Whatcha doin'? Miss Maisey, you're lookin' pretty as always."

      I shook my head as she blushed to her roots and preened. I swear, the woman was tough as nails ninety-nine percent of the time, but the minute he walked through the door, she turned into a schoolgirl. As far as she was concerned, the man walked on water.

      "Go on, now," she said, flapping a hand at him. "Strokin' an old woman's ego. Toni, get up outta that floor and get him somethin' to drink. And maybe a sandwich. It's almost lunchtime."

      Scout held up a brown, grease-splotched paper bag with Dee's logo on it. "Actually, I've got lunch for the three of us"—Bear eyed the bag and whined, and Scout rolled his eyes—"excuse me, the four of us, covered, but I’ll trade you for a glass of tea if you have any made."

      "Of course we have tea made," Dee said, pushing up from the floor. "Please tell me those are Monte Cristos."

      "These are Monte Cristos," he said, grinning. "And I'm not just saying that because you told me to. Jeremy sends his love."

      Jeremy was Dee's chef and right-hand man. He'd almost single-handedly turned the diner into a moneymaker by chucking the old liver-and-onions menu and replacing it with fresh, farm-to-table food that, especially when combined with Dee's dessert magic, brought people in from miles around.

      My stomach grumbled as I followed them to the kitchen and pulled three glasses from the cabinet while Dee fetched napkins.

      "You guys looked like you were havin' a heavy conversation when I walked in. Is everything okay?"

      "Fine," I said, pulling the tea jug from the fridge. "We were just talkin' about some silly rumors about a woman who used to work for Maisey, is all." I gave a dry laugh as I tipped the jug over the first glass. "They thought she was some sort of voodoo queen or something."

      I must have poured too fast because the half-full glass tipped over and fell right off the counter, shattering on the tile. I jumped back instinctively, but was too late. Sticky-sweet tea splattered against my bare legs and feet, splashed up the cabinets, and puddled around the shards of broken glass.

      "Don't move!" Dee barked. "Stand right where you're at and I'll grab your flip-flops. Otherwise you'll be pickin' glass out of your feet for a week."

      While she skipped over the mess to get them, Scout pulled several paper towels off the roll and began cleaning it up. I bent to help him, picking up the bigger pieces of glass so he could toss towels on top of the tea and the smaller shards.

      "I don't know what happened," I said. "I'm such a klutz."

      "No biggie," he replied, carefully swirling the towels around to gather as much of the broken glass as he could into one place. He gave me a wink and a smile. "It's not like you spilled the last glass."

      It didn't take long to clean up the mess, and I plopped down gratefully and dug into my sandwich. "Thanks for bringing this," I said, dragging a fry through my ranch dressing. We're gonna spend the afternoon decorating the lodge for the party."

      He shook his head. "I still can't believe this place has gone from a run-down heap to a place worthy of hosting the town's Halloween shindig in just a matter of a few months."

      "To be fair," Dee said around a mouthful of sandwich, "the whole run-down thing is part of the reason why folks are so eager to come. Half of them believe the lodge haunted."

      He huffed a breath out through his nose and shook his head. "What a crock. Some people will believe anything."

      I raised a brow at him.

      "What?" he said, obviously missing my point.

      Technically, they were right. The lodge was haunted by the ghost of its original owner.

      "Oh," he said, waving an onion ring. "That's different though. It's not like Maisey rattles around here moaning and knocking stuff over and writing cryptic, threatening messages in the steam on the bathroom mirror."

      The woman in question popped in right at that moment and had the grace to look abashed. "Actually, I did. That's why nobody would buy this place, which was the whole reason I did it."

      "No way!" Scout scoffed. "You wouldn't do that."

      "Oh, but she did," I said. "When Dee and I first started tearing the wallpaper off the walls, she made a huge fuss. Moaning and carryin' on, and she even knocked a huge garbage can full of rotten wallpaper over in her efforts to run us off."

      Scout had stopped eating and was glancing back and forth between a chagrined Maisey and us. "So what happened to change things?"

      "We ended up talking it out. I didn't have anywhere else to go. Leaving wasn't an option for either of us, so we had a come-to-Jesus meeting of the minds. Right, Maisey?"

      She nodded. "We did. And we've gotten along ever since."

      "Well, for the most part," I said. Since we were both strong-minded and opinionated, we did butt heads every once in a while, but we always worked it out. Since Dee was more apt to bend to Maisey's will, they didn't usually have any problems.

      "So are you gonna put on a show for the believers?" Scout asked.

      We hadn't really talked about that, but I could see the orneriness sneak into her eyes.

      "No, we are not," I said before she could get any ideas. "We're tryin' to draw people in, not scare them away."

      "I don't know," Dee said slowly. "Bein' haunted would give us somethin' most places around here don't have. You hear all sorts of stuff about plain-Jane B&Bs, then the names of 'em slip right outta your brain. But if we have a haunted lodge, we'd have a hook! Some folks pony up good cash just for the chance of catchin' sight of a spirit."

      Maisey snorted. "I don't know whether to be offended because you want to turn me into a sideshow or excited that I could earn the money to finish fixin' my rose garden."

      When she'd been alive, she'd had a show-stopping rose garden in the rear of the house, complete with a fountain, walking paths, a hundred different varieties of native and exotic roses, and a cozy little reading bench, all shaded by the graceful branches of ancient oaks draped in hanging moss.

      Time and neglect had ravaged it, but we were slowly bringing it back to its former glory. Maisey was right, though—we needed some major cash to redo the overgrown, time-worn brickwork and restore the crumbling fountain.

      "What do you think?" I asked Scout.

      He shrugged. "It's your lodge, but the idea does have some merit. Dee's right. B&Bs are a dime a dozen, and it's not like Mercy has much else besides the lake and the peace and quiet to recommend it. There are dozens of towns just like us just in Georgia alone."

      I glanced back and forth between them. Dee was expectant, and Scout was thoughtful.

      "What do you think?" I asked Maisey. She was, after all, gonna be the star attraction.

      "I think I'm in," she said with a decisive nod.

      I took a deep breath and blew it out through my cheeks. "Alrighty, then. We have ourselves a haunted lodge. Now let's decorate it and get this show on the road."
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      Halloween was tomorrow night, so we had to hustle. News—be it good or bad—travels fast in a small town, so even though we'd only decided three days ago to throw a party, word had already spread. We'd received several phone calls from folks willing to donate materials, bring food, or set up booths.

      Scout volunteered to drive around picking up tables and canopies for the covered dishes, pumpkin-carving contest, and other activities so Dee and I could string lights, carve pumpkins, and arrange hay bales.

      By late afternoon, the place looked great, but it had taken us twice as long to get it done as it normally would have. The lights kept flickering on and off, two of the hay bales busted open, and Dee had nearly fallen down the steps when the stepladder had broken. By that point, I was almost afraid to break out sharp objects to carve the pumpkins.

      "What the heck is going on?" I asked after I knocked a bag of candy off the table. "I mean, I'm always clumsy, but today has been ridiculous."

      Maisey, who'd spent the afternoon supervising—aka bossing us around—remained quiet. Normally, she'd have jumped at the chance to tease me, but when I glanced at her, she was chewing on her lip and looking decidedly uncomfortable.

      "What?" I asked, giving her the side-eye.

      "Nothin'," she replied, but it was obvious there was somethin'.

      "Don't tell me you're thinkin' about Dominga and that stupid head," Dee said.

      She scowled. "And why not? You have to admit, things haven't exactly been smooth sailing, and you did touch her stuff."

      I sighed. I wasn't usually superstitious, but she had a point. A little niggle of doubt crept into my head as I thought of the puff of air I thought I'd felt when I'd opened the box.

      "That's ridiculous," Dee said, but she didn't sound quite as sure as she had a moment before.

      The rumble of Scout's beat-up old truck coming up the drive broke the awkward silence, and we spent the next twenty minutes unloading the truck.

      "Do we wanna go ahead and set everything up?" he asked.

      I pulled up my weather app.

      "We may as well," I said. "There's no rain in the forecast, and that way, we can spend tomorrow cooking and taking care of last-minute details." Scout was going to man the grill since we were providing the meat, Dee was making cupcakes and other treats, and I was doing some sides. If other town events I'd attended were anything to go by, enough other people would bring food that we wouldn't have to worry about running out.

      Scout dropped the tailgate and we lugged out several tables and boxes, then began setting them up. We worked for a while without incident. I'd almost forgotten about the earlier instances of bad luck when one of the tables randomly collapsed, sending the box of decorations I'd placed on it flying.

      Dee and I glanced at each other, and I knew without asking that her mind had gone in the same direction mine had. Shaking it off, I picked the Styrofoam pumpkins and witch’s hats up and tossed them back in the box while Scout righted the table.

      "That was weird," he said. "I'm sure I locked the legs in place."

      I sighed and pushed it from my head as we moved on.

      An hour later, we were almost finished. He and Dee were erecting the final canopy over the picnic tables. He climbed up on one of the bench seats to push the center locks into place and the board broke, sending him toppling. Unlike me, he was graceful and landed on his feet.

      Drawing his brows together, he bent over to inspect the board. "I just replaced that a couple weeks ago, but there must have been a flaw in the lumber."

      Dee and I shared another surreptitious glance, but neither of us was willing to confess that we were starting to think we'd been cursed. Thankfully, Maisey'd disappeared to wherever it was she went when she wasn't on our plane. I doubt she'd have kept her suspicions to herself.

      "It's no big deal, though," he continued, misinterpreting our expressions. "I bought extra boards, so I'll have this fixed in no time."

      I gave him a weak smile. "Thanks. You're awesome."

      We managed to make it through the rest of the evening without incident, but both of us were extra cautious. Scout had to go home to feed his horses and do his other chores, but waved off our offer to help.

      "Nah," he said, climbing into his truck. "You girls take care of whatever other small stuff there is left to do. I have a routine, and it only takes me an hour or so to get through it."

      Rather than risk burning the house down cooking supper, we opted to make hoagies using buns and lunchmeat we'd picked up for the party. When night fell without further incident, we'd mostly gotten over the creeps we'd had throughout the day. Still, we decided to go with a comedy rather than another horror flick.

      Halfway through the movie, thunder rumbled and lightning flashed so brightly that it lit up the portion of the porch visible through the window as if it were daylight.

      "I thought you said it wasn't gonna rain," Dee said, getting up to look outside.

      I joined her and frowned. The wind was whipping through the yard so hard that one of the canopies blew over, and not ten seconds later, the skies opened up. "I did. The radar was clear, with zero percent chance of precipitation."

      She raised a brow at me. "That doesn't look like zero percent chance to me."

      "Obviously," I replied, scowling as the canopy rolled again.

      "Should we go out and get it?" she asked.

      I shook my head. "I'm not going out in that. I'm just glad we decided to wait until tomorrow to put out the little pumpkins and whatnot. A least it's only the tables and canopies getting soaked."

      As I said it, the twinkle lights we'd strung in the trees flickered and went out. I sighed. "Great. Just great."

      Maisey, who'd been gone since that afternoon, popped in. "Bad juju," she said, shaking her head.

      Dee pinched her lips together. "Do you think maybe we should cancel the party? It would suck for somebody to get hurt."

      The thought hadn't crossed my mind, but maybe she was right.

      "Let's hold off for now," I replied. "Though maybe we should reconsider the pumpkin-carving contest and bobbing for apples. Those sort of have disaster written all over them."

      I'd no sooner said it than the lights went out.

      She shifted her weight and the silence became heavy in the darkness. "Do you think maybe we should do an Internet search to see if there's some way to break a curse?"

      I scoffed. "That's silly. There's no such thing as curses."

      Lightning flashed across the sky, cracking so loudly that the windows rattled.

      "Okay," I said, revising my statement. "Grab my laptop from the kitchen."

      Thankfully, the computer was fully charged. We searched through several pages, but all of them included doing stuff like taking a bath with certain herbs and plants—none of which we had on hand—or burning them, reciting psalms that neither of us knew, or performing rituals during a full moon, which was still a week away.

      Finally, we found one that had possibilities. It involved standing a mirror up in black salt—which we also didn't have but figured kosher salt would do—and placing her name on a piece of paper in front of it. There were also a couple chants suggested. They sounded silly, but we decided that since we didn't have the exact right salt, it wouldn't hurt to have a backup plan.

      I had an extra compact, so while Dee filled a bowl with salt, I finagled the mirror out of the plastic case. The storm continued to rage. Once we had the mirror stuck in the salt, I scrawled her name on a piece of paper and laid it in the salt in front of it. Though we felt a little goofy, we recited the chant, the laptop held between us.

      When we finished, we waited for a few seconds to see if anything happened. The rain stopped as suddenly as it had begun, the lights came back on, and I caught the twinkle of orange and green lights through the window. The twinkle lights were working again.

      We looked at each other, then broke into nervous giggles.

      "Wow," she said, her eyes wide. "I didn't think it would actually work."

      "Me either," I replied, still waiting for the rain to resume or the lights to flicker out again. When they didn't, we curled back up on the couch to finish the movie. After making sure the mirror was stable in the salt and the slip of paper was weighted down with a few grains, too.
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      The next morning dawned sunny and clear without a cloud in the sky. It didn't take us long to right the mess the storm had made, and after we dried the tables, we distributed the little decorations across them.

      We spent the next several hours making goody bags for the kids, then I helped Dee make cookies and cupcakes and a few pumpkin and apple pies. Scout showed up around two in the afternoon, three hours before the party was due to start, with fresh hay bales to replace the ones that had broken and a new board to fix the picnic table.

      Though we weren't exactly ashamed of what we'd done with the mirror and salt, we weren't eager to share our actions, either. No need to make the man I had a wild crush on think we'd gone 'round the bend. Instead, we moved the bowl to an inconspicuous place in the kitchen curio cabinet, careful not to let the mirror fall over or the paper blow out.

      I snagged a candy apple off one of the trays and bit into it, relishing the crack of the candy and the cinnamony flavor as it melded with the crisp texture and sweet notes of the apple. "You outdid yourself on these," I told her, waving the apple.

      "Obviously," she deadpanned. "That's your third one. I'm not gonna have any to put out if you keep it up."

      I flushed with guilt but couldn't manage to dredge up any remorse.

      "Don't you have eggs to devil or beans to bake while I finish wrapping these?"

      She was right, so I put the eggs on to boil, then mixed up my own special combination of spices and sauces for the beans.

      I was taking the shells off the last of about a kazillion eggs when Scout ambled through the door, putting his nose in the air and taking a deep breath.

      "It smells amazing in here." He snagged a couple cookies off an orange plastic pumpkin tray, leaving a noticeable gap in Dee's artful arrangement.

      She glared at him, then snatched the plate and moved it out of his reach, replacing the missing cookies with extras she had tucked away in a plastic container. "Seriously! Would you two stop? I swear, you're worse than kids.”

      He gave her a sheepish grin as he bit the head off a black cat. "It's not our fault. If you didn't make all your stuff so delicious, we wouldn't be tempted to eat everything in sight."

      Raising a brow, she shook her head. "If I didn't make everything so delicious, people wouldn't want to buy them and I'd be out of business." Giving him a cocky grin, she added, "Besides, I'm physiologically incapable of baking anything that tastes less than magical."

      She cringed a little as soon as she said it, and I cast a glance toward the curio before I could catch myself. We'd both had enough magic for the week. Or the year, for that matter.

      The next hour whirred by in a blur as we put the final touches on the place. A half hour before the party was due to start, folks started showing up, setting up various booths and tables. One girl was painting faces and another was dressed as a psychic and giving out tarot readings. A horse trailer pulled up, and Kerri Fox from Fox Farms led two ponies out. She'd tied orange and black ribbons in their manes and tails and had banded their forelocks with little pumpkin hair baubles.

      Before I knew it, tables were groaning under the weight of countless covered dishes, and laughter and the smell of burning charcoal filled the air.

      Dee and I were in the kitchen, each of us loading up on trays of food. Waiting tables sucked a lot of the time, but it did give you the skills you needed to carry five times as many dishes as any other normal human.

      "Can I get anything?" Scout asked, grabbing a couple bags of buns. “I have a free hand. He reached down and picked up the trunk full of Dominga's stuff, and I rushed to put down what I was holding so I could stop him. I hadn't realized we'd left it out. Somehow, it had gotten pushed to the corner and lost among the other boxes.

      He popped the lid open before I could stop him.

      "Don't touch that!" Dee barked. The last thing we needed was for him to be cursed. That was not a conversation I wanted to have.

      "Why not?" he asked, peering into the box and reaching a hand inside despite the warning.

      "Hey!" he said as he pulled out the box containing the head. "Where did y'all find this?"

      I closed my eyes and pulled in a deep breath, releasing it slowly through my nose. Did curse-breaking spells work on the object or the cursed person? We hadn't really read too far into the details the night before.

      "Up in the attic," Dee said, stretching her free arm out to grab the box. "I don't really think you should—"

      "This is awesome!" he exclaimed, popping the lid and pulling the head out. "I haven't seen this since I was a kid. I'd forgotten all about it!"

      "Wait, what?" I said, wondering if I'd heard him right.

      Scout grinned and held the head up, letting it dangle by the string. "This! I must have left it here, and Damon's mom just stuck it in a box and forgot about it."

      Dee and I just stared at each other slack-jawed while he pilfered through the rest of the box. He pulled out the red scarf, the tarot cards, and the bowls, his grin spreading wider with each new find.

      "Are you saying that's your stuff?" Dee asked, her eyes wide.

      "Yeah. Well, at least some of it. I got the fake head from some fair we went to as a kid. We hung it over the doorway to our clubhouse because it freaked our sisters out. The scarf's mine, too. I used it when we played pirates or Cowboys and Indians. Damon and I carved the bowls in eighth-grade shop class. His older sister went through a weird stage where she wore black all the time and thought she was psychic, so the tarot cards and candles were hers." He crinkled his nose when he got to the bottom. “Those look like mouse bones. One of them must have gotten trapped in here somehow.”

      He shook his head. "I can't believe you two stumbled on this. Good memories!"

      "So ... they didn't belong to a voodoo witch that worked for Maisey?" I asked before I thought.

      "Uhh, no," he said, glancing back and forth between Dee and I. She looked like she felt as silly as I did.

      He tilted his head and gave us an assessing look. "Don't tell me you two thought this was a real head."

      Again, my gaze shot toward the curio cabinet before I could stop myself. He turned to see what I was looking at and apparently caught sight of the bowl. He laughed as he strode to the cabinet and pulled open the door.

      Laughing, he pulled out the bowl and plucked the slip of paper from the salt. I knew my face was as red as the scarf he'd pulled from the box.

      "You did! You thought you'd been cursed—that's ... hilarious!" He nearly bent double laughing, and it didn't take long before Dee and I joined him.

      "You ... you thought all that stuff that happened yesterday was caused by some voodoo priestess who's been dead for a couple hundred years!" he gasped the words, holding his side and collapsing into a chair.

      It occurred to me that he may have been laughing at us rather than with us. "It's not that funny. It is, after all, Halloween."

      "C'mon," he said, struggling to catch his breath. "Admit it. It really is that funny. I'd have never taken either one of you for superstitious. You know voodoo isn't real."

      Dee and I had stopped laughing, and I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. When he realized he was the only one still smiling, he turned his attention to where our gazes were trained.

      In the little bowl of salt, the slip of paper had caught fire and was curling in on itself, slowly turning black as it burned.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for spending some time at the Haunted Lodge and I hope you enjoyed the story. This story is set in My Haunted Lodge Cozy Mystery Series. If you’d like to read more about Toni, Dee, and the crew, check out Book 1, Thyme to Kill here. Thanks again – Tegan
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        * * *

      

      I was born and raised in the South and even hung my motorcycle helmet in Colorado for a few months. I've always had a touch of wanderlust and have never feared just packing up and going on new adventures, whether in real life or via the pages of a great book.

      

      I didn't want to grow up to be a writer—I wanted to raise unicorns and be a superhero. When those gigs fell through, I chose the next best thing: creating my own magical lands filled with adventure, magic, and humor.

      

      I live in Florida with my two dogs and when I'm not writing or reading, I'm racing motorcycles, hanging out at the beach, or binge watching anything magical on Netflix.

      

      Follow Tegan Maher online at:
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