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      “Wake up. Seriously, wake up,” a low, annoyed voice purred from on top of me. I had the blankets yanked up over my head, still curled up with a pillow clutched in my arms. My body might have been slowly drifting back to reality, but my mind was still miles and miles away, floating through a vague but intriguing dream. In my head I was standing on a beach, my toes firmly wriggled into the soft, squeaky white sand. Stretched out in front of me was a seemingly endless body of water, perhaps the Gulf of Mexico. The water was perfectly clear and tinted a bright, shimmery turquoise. In the distance, dolphins leapt majestically out of the waves, and I could feel the tides being rhythmically dragged in and out back to sea. With every ebb and wane of the waves, my body felt more refreshed, more renewed, as though I was being cleansed of my worries and stress. Everything was going to be just fine, as long as I just kept staring out at the water…

      “If you don’t get up right now you won’t have time to make breakfast for your guests. You know, for your job,” my black cat familiar Luna insisted, her sassy voice puncturing straight through my lovely beachy dreamscape.

      I groaned as the beach began to fade away out of my mind to be replaced by the real world around me. I could feel Luna’s tiny little paws poking me as she walked around on top of the pillow covering my chest. She was pouting and sighing dramatically, as she was wont to do.

      “Brat,” I accused her from under the blankets.

      She hissed, scandalized. “Fine! I’ve done my best to help you, but if you want to waste your time in bed and get bad reviews on your bed and breakfast because you left out the whole breakfast part, then that’s your prerogative, I guess.”

      “Why are you yammering on about this right now?” I asked exasperatedly. “It’s not even time to get up yet. I haven’t heard the curtains roll open to let the sunshine in like I charmed them to do in the mornings, and you’ve never cared about my guests, ever.”

      “Uh, well, maybe the spell wore off,” Luna suggested, pawing at my face through the sheets. I rolled my eyes.

      “Wow. Your faith in my skills as a witch is truly inspiring,” I said.

      “I’m just saying. It’s after eight o’clock and those blinds are still closed,” she pointed out. Immediately my stomach flip-flopped and I felt sick.

      “What?” I exclaimed, sitting up in bed so quickly that Luna went tumbling off of me with a very undignified yelp of surprise. The blankets slid back off my head, leaving my hair to stick up in a cockatiel-esque crest as I glanced over at the clock with bleary eyes. My heart skipped a beat when I saw the time. Luna was right. It was a few minutes after eight, but that was definitely still after eight.

      “Shoot!” I swore, swinging my legs off the side of the bed. “I was supposed to wake up an hour ago!”

      “Uh, yeah. That’s what I’ve been saying,” Luna replied, examining her front claws.

      I stared at the curtains in confusion. “Why didn’t they open? I had finally worked out the kinks in my charm I placed on them.”

      “Who knows? Doesn’t the spell have, like, an expiration date or something?” Luna asked.

      I gave her a dubious glare. “Really? You think my spells are so weak that I need to re-do them every few months? It’s not a complicated charm,” I replied, rushing across the room to my en-suite bathroom. Luna hopped off the bed gracefully and came padding after me, her black tail pointing straight up in the air.

      “Hey, I didn’t say that. Your words, not mine.”

      “Either way, you’re not helpful,” I snapped, admittedly a little more harshly than I had intended. But I was stressed out. I had some new guests staying in the bed and breakfast, and it was important that I make a good impression. Especially since most of the five-star reviews left for the place centered around my excellent cooking. These guests were young, which told me they most certainly spent a lot of time on the Internet, and would therefore have read through said reviews. So they were probably expecting some big, fancy breakfast that would blow their minds, and here I was already an hour late even getting started.

      “Well, fine then. Next time I’ll just let you oversleep!” Luna pouted.

      Just as I was about to step into the shower, I turned to look at her. “Look, I’m sorry. You’re right. Thank you for not letting me sleep even later than I already did. You’re a star. You’re the light of my life and all that. Is that better?”

      Luna gave me the closest thing to a smile her feline face could manage and nodded. “Yes, actually. That’s much better. You should praise me more often, you know? Flattery will get you everywhere with me. I’m a sucker for validation.”

      I snorted as I began to wash my hair. “Takes guts to admit that,” I responded.

      She made a movement that I was pretty sure was the cat equivalent of a shrug. “I’m a cat. It comes with the whole package.” Luna leaped up onto the counter and began preening in front of the mirror. I watched her through the shower glass as I rushed through my wash-up routine, then jumped out and got ready to attempt a drying spell on my hair and body to speed things up.

      “Siccescoroa,” I muttered, waving my finger in a broad motion over myself. To my surprise, a few sparks coughed out the end of my finger in a bright flash of reddish light, nearly burning my bare skin in the process. I was so shocked that I let out a small yelp and jumped back a step. When I reached up to touch my hair, I was confused to find it still dripping wet.

      “What on earth was that?” Luna asked, horrified. She stared at my finger wide-eyed, all the fur along her spine and her tail pricked up in fear. I looked carefully at my finger, wincing in anticipation of it doing something scary again. But it did nothing. It was normal. Or at least it seemed to be.

      “I have no idea. And why didn’t that spell work? I’m still soaked,” I murmured, frowning down at my finger. “I feel so betrayed. Anyway, I guess I’ll just towel-dry and skip the makeup for now. I have to get dressed and get started on breakfast before I run out of time completely.”

      “Good idea. Who cares about your looks? Guests are way more interested in your cooking than your ability to apply a perfectly winged eyeliner,” Luna said, clearly trying to comfort me. But even as I hurriedly pulled on a long-sleeved black sweater dress and leggings - along with my favorite trusty pair of black boots - I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was seriously wrong here. First, my enchanted curtains didn’t slide open like they were supposed to do every single morning. And then my finger doing that weird sparking thing when I tried to cast a spell. What was going on, and how was I supposed to deal with it?

      Nonetheless, I had other things to worry about this morning, so I rushed down the stairs as quickly and quietly as I could so as not to wake my guests, and headed into the kitchen to get started on breakfast. Luna came trotting after me and jumped up onto the counter. Sure, maybe it wasn’t the most sanitary to have my familiar perched up on the counters where I did my food preparation, but I had learned long, long ago that trying to break Luna of bad habits was about as effective as arranging deck chairs on the Titanic. Perhaps that was part of why she and I got along as well as we did: we were both insanely stubborn.

      “So, what’s on the menu this morning, chef?” she asked me brightly. “And can I help? I mean, I don’t have thumbs, so that does eliminate a lot of tasks from my repertoire, but I do have a pretty handy tail if you want me to stir something. Oh! Or I could use my claws to chop vegetables! Just not garlic, because then my paws will smell like garlic forever and I just can’t have that.”

      “Uh, actually, I think I’m good. You just sit there and look pretty,” I declined politely, not wanting to have to remind her that cat hair was not an ingredient my guests would appreciate. “And I actually planned ahead of time for breakfast today. I found this really luxurious recipe for lobster and brie omelettes in an old cookbook from a friend of my mom’s. She lives in Maine and has an entire cookbook dedicated to lobster,” I said.

      “Wow. Way to lean into the stereotype,” Luna scoffed. “Lobster recipes? From Maine? How original.”

      “That’s pretty stiff criticism coming from a cat who eats the same food every day of her life, you know,” I teased back with a wink. Luna looked utterly offended.

      “Okay, first of all, you’re the one who feeds me, so whose fault is that? Secondly, you don’t mess with perfection,” she reminded me, sticking her nose up in the air snobbishly.

      “Fair enough. As long as you’re happy.” I reached into the fridge for my pre-prepared lobster meat and a block of locally-made brie cheese. Acting on instinct, I pointed my finger absentmindedly toward the cabinets.

      “Aperioroa,” I said, fully expecting the simple household spell to work and for the cabinet doors to swing open. Instead, the cabinet doors swung open for a split second, then began violently slamming closed and open over and over again, making an enormous racket.

      “Oh, I’m out of here,” Luna yelped, nearly face-planting in her haste to jump off the counter and go barreling out of the kitchen.

      “No, no, no,” I muttered, grimacing as I rushed over to close the cabinets manually before the entire household was woken up by the racket. The doors zapped me, almost like a strong static shock, as soon as I touched them, causing me to jump back in surprise. Luckily, my intervention seemed to have made a difference, as they stopped slamming themselves repeatedly, but now I was even more disturbed by my backfiring spells. It wasn’t like these charms were rocket science or anything - they were the simplest household spells used by just about everyone on a daily basis. This was the magical equivalent of going out to check your mail and having your mailbox try to bite your hand off.

      Luna slowly peeked her head around the corner, her great green eyes staring at me in pure horror. I gave her a wordless, stupefied shrug. “You’re not doing that on purpose, right? To scare me?” she asked suspiciously, narrowing her eyes to slits.

      I put my hands on my hips. “Of course not,” I said, sighing. “I have no clue what’s going on, but it looks like I’m going to have to do everything the manual way this morning, which is very unfortunate. This lobster omelette is super fancy and I’m already running late and-”

      “Hey, hey, calm down,” Luna said, trotting into the kitchen to rub her head against my leg soothingly. “You’ll be okay. You got this. Just pretend you’re some non-magical chef doing things the old-fashioned way. If non-witches can cook without magic, then so can you. It’ll just be annoying, that’s all.”

      I smiled and knelt down to scratch her behind the ears, instantly feeling some of my anxiety ebb away. Sometimes - well, ok, a lot of the time - she could be a pain in the rear, but it was moments like this that reminded me why she was my familiar.

      “Thanks, Lu. I’d better get to work, huh?” I said softly.

      She nodded. “Yup. Get going, chef!”

      Still smiling, I dutifully collected all the ingredients I would need for this dish – no magic involved - and started following the instructions from the Maine cookbook laid out on the counter. This was an elaborate and downright sumptuous dish involving a probably-unhealthy amount of butter, free-range eggs, brie, mascarpone, green onions, diced heirloom tomatoes from my mother’s garden in shades of purple, red, and green, and of course, the star ingredient: lush, thick bites of reddish-pink lobster purchased from the little fish market down by the park yesterday evening. Before long, I had the whole kitchen smelling downright heavenly, even without the use of magic. As it turned out, my hands were perfectly capable of chopping ingredients and whipping eggs into a frothy, creamy mixture on their own. Still, the fact that something was going haywire with my magic nagged at the back of my mind. That was definitely a problem I was going to have to face up to sometime soon.

      “Wow, that smells good. Are you sure you can’t make, like, the world’s tiniest cat-sized omelette on the side for me? With extra lobster?” Luna pleaded, nuzzling my elbow as I used a spatula to neatly flip the omelette in the cast iron pan.

      I raised an eyebrow and gave her an amused smile. “Oh, so now you’re a believer?”

      She smirked. “Yes. Don’t rub it in. I hate being wrong. So, can you?” she asked.

      I burst out laughing, shaking my head. “No! Dr. Wildes would probably have an aneurism if I gave you something as rich as lobster covered in drippy cheese. Do you want to disappoint the veterinarian?”

      “Uh, considering that she’s the demon-woman who gives me my shots, I have to say I don’t particularly put much stock in her opinions of my diet,” Luna quipped bitterly. Truth be told, Dr. Wildes was a fantastic vet and a good friend, but Luna had always been really good at holding a grudge, and she definitely did not like needles.

      “Well, whether you like it or not, she’s the one with the science degree to back her up. Did you go to college to learn what a cat should and should not eat? No, you did not,” I replied. Luna groaned in frustration and pawed at my arm.

      “Come on, I’ve never tried lobster before. Are you really going to deprive me of an enriching dining experience just because I’m a cat? That sounds like discrimination to me,” she accused, leaning in to give the omelette a deep sniff.

      “Nope. Not happening, no matter how much you argue,” I told her as I scooped her off the counter with one arm, still tending the omelette with the other. She dropped to the floor and pranced away, nose in the air.

      Just as she was leaving, I heard the telltale thump-thump of feet on the stairs across the house. My guests were coming down just in time. I quickly plated up the omelettes and threw some sliced persimmon and pear - winter fruits from my mother’s garden - into a couple of little bowls on the side, then walked out to place it all on the table right as my guests were sliding into their chairs. I greeted them cheerfully, they thanked me for the food, and then I promptly retreated back to the kitchen to count my lucky stars that I managed to pull off this breakfast spread despite my apparently malfunctioning magical abilities.

      A moment later, Lara came sliding into the kitchen with a big grin on her face, still wearing her silk pajama set and slippers. “Good morning!” she said, keeping her voice down so as not to disturb the guests eating in the dining room around the corner.

      “Morning,” I replied, cutting the third omelette in half so we could share it. I handed her a plate and she took a big whiff, then let out a seemingly involuntary groan of delight.

      “Holy cow, whatever this is, it looks amazing,” she said, grabbing a fork and shoveling a shockingly huge bite into her mouth. It was always funny to me to catch her in rather unladylike moments, because she was well-known for being such a glamorous movie star. I was happy and relieved to know that underneath the designer clothes and glossy magazine covers, Lara Lancaster was just a regular young woman. Albeit an annoyingly, stunningly gorgeous one.

      “Is this lobster?” she asked, eyes wide and mouth full. I chuckled and nodded.

      “Yup. You like it?” I replied, taking a bite myself.

      She nodded vigorously and swallowed. “Arti, this is incredible. I bet it took ages to make, didn’t it?”

      “Actually, it was kind of a pain, but that’s not the recipe’s fault,” I said, launching into an explanation of how my magic hadn’t been working all morning. Lara looked totally stumped by the whole thing. “What about you? Have you noticed anything off?”

      She shook her head. “Sorry, no. I used an opening spell this morning, no problem.”

      I sighed, leaning back against the kitchen counter. “So weird. I’ve never experienced anything like this before. Maybe I should ask my sister. Diana always seems to know the answer to conundrums like this,” I mused aloud. I pulled out my phone to text her, but to my surprise, the phone started vibrating. The screen lit up to show an incoming call, and when I read the name on the caller ID, my heart skipped a beat. My cheeks instantly started to burn, and Lara noticed.

      “Ooh, who’s that? Your hot detective guy?” she teased, waggling her perfect eyebrows up and down suggestively.

      I rolled my eyes, trying to play it off casually. “Yeah, yeah. It’s him,” I sighed, setting down my plate and turning my full attention to the phone. I slid the screen open, turning away so as not to see Lara giggling at me, and answered.

      “Hey Xander, what’s up?” I said, hoping my voice sounded more chill than I felt.
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      “Hi. Hey, Arti, how are things? How are you?” Xander’s deep voice came through the phone, and I had to fight harder than usual to keep a smile off my face, especially since Lara was right there, grinning wickedly at me. Ever since I had started dating Xander - totally casually, nothing serious about it, barely more than just friends, of course -I’d gotten no end of Lara’s questions. It was all just good-natured teasing, of course. It didn’t help that Xander had a way of making me blush the more we got to know each other.

      He was the kind of guy who had such a strong, silent exterior that he was hard to get to know. The fact that he had only recently gotten back to Moonlight Cove after a few years in the human world’s military added to that fact. I had always assumed he just had a firm grasp of the world around him and took charge behind the scenes, and to some extent, he did. But the more we got to know each other, the more hints I got here and there that he was almost as much of an awkward fish out of water as I was.

      And coming from a guy almost a head taller than me and biceps more than twice as thick, that was kind of endearing, if I did say so myself.

      “Hey! It’s, um, it’s a morning,” I said with an anxious laugh. I had to hold myself back from letting a finger wander up to my hair and start twirling a lock nervously. Lara was already snickering, so I waved her off as I hurried to the back door and stepped out onto the deck overlooking the water. “But I managed to pull off an apparently half-decent lobster omelette out of it all, so I’m counting the morning as a net win.”

      “Lobster on an off-day? You don’t run out of impressive surprises, do you?” he replied, and I grinned. He was normally such a reserved guy that hearing him be more open with his compliments made me feel, well, kind of nice. Kind of really nice.

      “Well, the guests and Lara gave it their seal of approval, so I’ll take that as a win,” I said. “And I might have picked up a few extra ingredients, too, so maybe I’ll experiment on you a little.”

      “I don’t think I’d mind that one bit,” Xander chuckled, and the dreamy tone in his voice gave me butterflies in my stomach.

      Okay, so I had a giant crush on him. The whole town knew it at this point, I was fairly certain. That was one of the big drawbacks of small town life - everyone knew everyone else’s business, and you just had to get used to that. It could certainly be worse, of course; there were just a handful of people I wished I could keep things hidden from for just a little longer.

      Lara teased, but she was nothing compared to my mother.

      After a few moments of grinning silence as I stared out to the gently rolling waves of the water far below me, I realized we were dangerously close to an awkward silence, so I cleared my throat. “So! What are you up to this morning, besides pining for shellfish?”

      “I’m always pining for shellfish,” he chuckled, but he then cleared his throat too. Two cleared throats meant it was time for serious business.

      “Anyway, another body has turned up,” he said, and I could almost hear him pacing as he spoke. “Thought you would want to get a heads up.”

      “Another?” I said, raising my eyebrows. “How recently?”

      “Just now. I’m on site. I’ll text you the address, if you’re interested in following up.” He knew perfectly well that I was, and I smiled. It was strange to think of how relatively recently it had been that I was tailing him for clues while he threatened to arrest me for interfering.

      I supposed I was technically still interfering. Okay, maybe not technically anymore, since it was now more like police-sanctioned snooping.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say it sounds like someone is looking for help.” I couldn’t help but tease, leaning against the railing and crossing my legs.

      “Well, you got me there,” he chuckled. “My sister might be getting hesitant about turning too much of a blind eye, but she can’t argue with the results when we’re getting to the bottom of things faster together.”

      “She always did have a good head on her shoulders. Must be hereditary,” I added, and I was unbelievably grateful Lara couldn’t see my cherry-red face. Moon, I was the worst at flirting, but that wasn’t going to stop me, apparently. “Anyway, sure - I’ll get things cleaned up here as fast as I can and head down there.”

      “Great. See you soon, Arti,” he said in that gruff tone of his, and he ended the call.

      I turned around and nearly jumped out of my skin at the sight of Lara, face grinning, her head sticking out the door she’d opened without me noticing, somehow.

      “What the? Were you eavesdropping?!”

      “You two are adorable,” she whispered, and I rolled my eyes.

      “Get back in there and finish your lobster. I’ve got another murder to get to.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      About fifteen minutes later, I was bringing my broom to a slow halt in front of the address Xander gave me. I had to triple-check it, because this was the last kind of place I’d imagine a murder would have taken place. Then again, I had thought the exact same thing back when a body turned up in my front yard, so I had no room to talk.

      Xander made his way out front to greet me while Morgan finished setting up the bright yellow crime scene tape around the perimeter. He hailed me with a wave as I got off my broomstick and carried it across the yard to meet him, looking up at the house.

      “Little boxes made of ticky-tacky, right?” he chuckled. The reference to a folk song about suburbia wasn’t entirely wrong. Moonlight Cove prided itself on being a fairly cozy, personalized small town, but since we were a resort town when it was all said and done, it was inevitable that some of the people who moved here wanted to bring their old lives with them. This street couldn’t exactly be called a neighborhood, but it was a cluster of houses built relatively recently by those kinds of people. The house in front of us was no different.

      It wasn’t that it was an ugly house, per se, it just didn’t have much personality, I didn’t think. It was a boxy white house with a dark gray roof and a nice little white picket fence lining the yard that made Morgan’s job a little easier. The lawn was well manicured, the paved walkway to the steps leading to the front door was pristine, and it looked like the paint job had already been touched up even though the house couldn’t have been more than ten years old.

      Looking left and right down the lane, it struck me that most of the other houses looked almost exactly the same, with a few variations. One was green, another was blue, another was eggshell white instead of this snowy-white in front of me, and so on.

      I didn’t really like or dislike the suburban vibe. I was just happy I had the B&B and didn’t have to worry about having opinions about this sort of thing.

      “The murderer wasn’t a garden gnome, was it?” I suggested, smirking as we made our way up to the house.

      “You joke,” Xander replied, “but I’ve heard stories about enchanted garden gnome statues going horribly awry.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “I wish.”

      We’d barely approached the door when Xander pulled me aside to make room for the two paramedics who were making their way out of it. They were carrying a stretcher loaded with a middle-aged woman with dark hair and bangs with sharp features that were twisted into a pained expression. She was holding her stomach and groaning, whimpering as the paramedics carried her by. I felt sorry for her as I watched them go, and I looked to Xander with a quirked brow.

      “I’ll explain inside,” Xander said, beckoning for me to follow.

      We stepped inside to a fairly cozy interior with wooden floors and high ceilings, and I immediately felt like I was visiting the house of a distant aunt and uncle who were well off but didn’t come to family gatherings much. It was a very specific feeling, but I thought it was appropriate. Everything was tidy, and there were pictures of a couple on various bookshelves, along with a few respectable classic titles that almost definitely never got read.

      “Our guy’s in the kitchen,” Xander said, leading me through the living room to a spacious kitchen with white tile floors and granite countertops. I had to admit, for the size of the house, it was a nicer kitchen than I had expected, except for the dead body lying in the middle of it, not far from the oven.

      I was getting more used to seeing dead bodies now, and at risk of sounding disrespectful, I thought this particular one was one of the less offensive ones I’d laid eyes on. It was a middle-aged man with dark hair that was just starting to show flecks of gray and white. Average height and looks, black sweater, jeans, and loafers.

      “Sure he’s dead?” I asked without thinking, and Xander gave me a puzzled look. “Sorry. I mean, he’s obviously dead, this place just doesn't look very…”

      “Is ‘murdery’ on the tip of your tongue?”

      “You said it, not me.”

      Xander smirked.

      “Yeah, I have to agree. The victim’s name is Arnold Klein, and you just saw his wife Florence get carried out the front door. The scene doesn’t look violent because we think Arnold was poisoned.”

      “Poison?” I repeated, blinking. “How do you know already?”

      “Ran a quick test,” he said, holding up his finger and wiggling it at me. “Nothing as in-depth as what the doctors will be able to do, but enough to tell me that he has poison in his system. Same test on his wife showed the same results. She must have gotten a lower dose of it.”

      “Poor thing. That wasn’t shock?”

      “No, she was poisoned too, I’m sure of it,” Xander explained. “She called us saying her husband was on the floor and she felt like there were daggers inside of her, too. Whatever it was, she must have gotten lucky and not gotten as strong a dose as him. She couldn’t stand up when we got here, but we had those medics on site almost immediately.”

      “Who was he?” I asked, pacing around the kitchen and looking at the body from different angles. All in all, he looked like an otherwise healthy man.

      “He owned a furniture business in town,” Xander said. “You can probably tell by all the snazzy furniture around this place. Couches that always stay free of lumps and pet odor, chairs that never creak or get wobbly, rugs that scoot their way outside and beat themselves clean, you get the idea. Magical furniture.”

      “Those things are expensive,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “Believe me, I know.”

      “I would have thought the B&B would be all over that kind of thing,” Xander said.

      “Well, I would, but I’m not made of gold,” I murmured with a small smile. Magical furniture was a lucrative business, any way you diced it. My B&B was by no means cheap, but furnishing an entire manor like that with fancy-pants magic stuff that had to be carefully treated with the right wood and touched up regularly with the right enchantments and inscriptions... that was the kind of thing you couldn’t do unless you were born into money, or ran one of those hundred-year-old businesses in a more central part of the world.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean it like that,” Xander backpedaled with a smile. “Your place is fabulous as it is.”

      “Nice save,” I said, smirking. “Mind if I look at the body?”

      Xander tossed me a pair of gloves before pulling on his own, and I set about checking out the body. I crouched down and turned his head, wincing at the cold look on his face. The stare of a dead man was something you didn’t get used to, no matter how many bodies you looked at. At least, I certainly didn’t. I searched him top to bottom with Xander, but we couldn’t find any markings on him at all, no signs of struggle. It seemed like he even went down to the ground slowly. I tried not to let the mental image of the guy slowly losing his strength as he clung to the counter stick around too long.

      “Any chance it was suicide?” I ventured.

      “Well, that would be odd, but not something to rule out.”

      “Is it that odd? Men in middle age get depressed pretty often.”

      “Maybe, but the Kleins are - or were - pretty well off, unless there’s some mysterious mafia debt I don’t know about yet lurking out there. I’ll try to get statements from his friends and family about whether there are any signs, but what really makes me doubt it is the fact that his wife was poisoned too. Doesn’t fit the profile of most male suicides, and if it was some kind of thing the two of them were in on together that she just botched, I think we’d know by now.”

      “That’s a wrench in it, yeah,” I admitted, sighing. “So, it’s sounding like we can at least narrow things down to either an accident or someone trying to poison both of them. It’ll be good to get Florence’s statement as soon as we can, just in case…” I trailed off, not wanting to finish the sentence: in case she died. “Any idea how this all happened in the first place?”

      As I spoke, I started to take a step back, and I watched Xander’s eyes widen suddenly.

      “Stop!”

      I followed his gaze and looked down to see I’d almost stepped in something we hadn’t noticed on the ground, nearly completely under one of the counter cabinets. I stepped away and crouched back down to peer at the little object that was just a foot or so away from Arnold’s outstretched arm.

      It was a half-eaten cinnamon bun with a few bites missing from it.

      “Well, I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that’s important,” I said.
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      As I stood there with my hands on my hips, hovering over the body of a dead man, all I could pay attention to was the fact that there was what looked to be a partially-eaten cinnamon bun lying on the floor nearby. I had to wonder what on earth was up with my priorities that my brain would hone in on something so seemingly inconsequential as an abandoned baked good, but of course, if Arnie had been poisoned, there was a very good chance that this was the “murder weapon”, so to speak.

      Careful to avoid getting too close to the body on the floor, I slowly knelt down and pointed to the cinnamon bun, frowning up at Xander. “Okay, call me crazy if you want, but do you think this could be how he ingested the poison? Or am I just reading into this too much because I really, really like cinnamon buns?” I asked, a little sheepishly.

      Xander grinned and nodded. “Yes. You’re right on the money, actually. Make sure you don’t actually touch that, because I think it’s vital to the investigation,” he said, kneeling down beside me.

      “Oh, that’s good to hear, because I was going to feel really stupid if I pointed this out for no good reason,” I said, a little relieved. “So, what’s the protocol here? Do we bag it up or what? That’s what they always do on those cop procedural TV shows.”

      Xander arched an eyebrow at me, amused. “You watch a lot of cop dramas, huh?” he teased as I felt my cheeks start to burn.

      “I mean, not a lot of cop dramas. Just a few. When they’re on. I’m not obsessed or anything. In fact, some of the gritty details kind of freak me out. My familiar, Luna, is really addicted to true crime. She’s even got me listening to podcasts about it when I’m doing a big cleaning day back at the B&B,” I rambled, admittedly shifting a wee bit more of the blame onto Luna than was rightly deserved, but oh well. She wasn’t here to defend herself, and I was the only one who understood her anyway. I’d apologize to her for the offense later.

      “Huh. Interesting. And here I was starting to worry you might only be into me for the badge or something,” Xander chuckled, keeping his voice low so that the other crime scene techs moving in and out of the area wouldn’t hear him.

      I bit my lip, trying not to smile too broadly and risk looking insensitive. After all, we were literally crouched down next to a dead body. There was a certain level of solemnity and decorum we probably needed to maintain, even if we were a little preoccupied with flirtation. We both worked so much and our careers soaked up so much of our time that we didn’t get a lot of opportunities to go on real dates like normal people, so this was the closest to a date we’d had in a while. Morbid? Maybe. Inappropriate? Oh, for sure. But I couldn’t help it. Xander just looked so handsome in his uniform with his artfully-tousled hair and those clear, ocean-blue eyes. How could I not swoon over him? Even if we were discussing a literal murder.

      “Nah. The badge doesn’t do much for me, honestly,” I lied, giving him a shrug. “I’m more interested in that special magical notepad and quill you use.”

      “Oh, that’s what you’re into, huh?” he teased. “Seems a little freaky, if you ask me.”

      “Well, then, good thing I didn’t ask you, hmm?” I shot back with a wink. Xander accidentally let a good, hearty laugh slip out and he hastily clapped a hand over his mouth, his blue eyes going wide. He looked around to make sure none of the others around - including his sister - had noticed, and then cleared his throat.

      “Anyway,” he went on, clearly a little embarrassed, “I ran some preliminary magical testing on the cinnamon bun to see what would come up before you got here.”

      “And? Did you get anything interesting?” I asked, already making a mental note to ask him for more info on that magical testing later when we got a chance to shoot the breeze.

      He nodded. “Yes. Definitely. There were signs indicating that the pastries are what killed the victim and poisoned his wife. I’m sure the doctors will be able to give us a more specific idea of what kind of poison it was, later. That, I don’t have a spell for.”

      “Wait. Pastries, as in plural?” I asked, tilting my head to one side.

      “Yup,” he replied, standing up and walking over to the refrigerator. I followed him as he tugged the door open and a blast of cool air came radiating out. He gestured to a shimmery white box that I recognized with a sinking heart as being one of the takeout boxes used at my favorite coffee shop run by my best friend, Elisa.

      “Oh no,” I murmured. “The pastries came from this box?”

      Xander frowned, confused by my mournful tone. “Yes. Why?”

      “I sighed. “It’s from my friend’s cafe. The Magic Bean.”

      “Oh, right. Elisa and Bella Andhrimir’s place, isn’t it?” Xander said.

      I nodded and then quickly closed the fridge door, turning back and leaning close to him. I lowered my voice before asking a question. “Hey, could you do me a big favor?”

      Xander looked a little apprehensive as he replied. “Uh, sure. Unless of course you’re the perpetrator of this crime, in which case not even my vote of good faith can save you.”

      I smiled faintly at his morbid joke. “Can you just maybe keep this on the down-low? I mean, the part about the pastries coming from the Magic Bean, at least.”

      “I suppose I can try and put a stopper in the rumor mill, if that’s what you’re getting at,” he assured me. “But you know how quickly news gets around this town. I swear, most of our residents must be unemployed because they sure do make a full-time job of gossiping.”

      “Yeah. I know,” I groaned, rolling my eyes. “My parents are two such loudmouths.”

      Xander smiled. “They’re both retired, right?”

      “Yeah. And Dad’s enjoying getting to do nothing for once, but my mom has about as much manic energy as a hundred caffeinated jack russell terriers, so she’s been getting into whatever trouble and mayhem she can manage. And I know she’s not the only one. Heck, the Magic Bean is usually a mecca for gossip itself. But if word gets out that Bella is baking poisonous pastries, that might not be especially good for business.”

      Xander gave me a firm nod. “Right. Yes. That makes perfect sense. I certainly don’t want to do anything to jeopardize a local, family-run business. Especially because I may or may not be addicted to their earl grey cupcakes with the lemon-lavender frosting,” he admitted.

      “Oh my goodness, they’re amazing, right?” I gushed. “Have you had a chance to sample Bella’s new cherry-blossom petit fours? They look like they would be way too sweet, but I swear, they taste just like manna from the heavens.”

      “I have not tried that yet, but it’s definitely going on my list,” Xander said, both of us nearly whispering by now in an attempt to not look like complete insensitive lunatics at the crime scene.

      I continued rambling. “Good call. I don’t know if they’re a limited edition seasonal thing for spring or what, but-”

      “Ahem,” coughed Megan Forsetti from across the room. Xander and I both whipped around to see Morgan poking her head around the corner from the living room to give us a very pointed and meaningful glare. I instantly blushed and Xander’s smile faded into a much more professional scowl.

      “Got it. I’m on task,” he said to his sister, giving her a rather awkward thumbs-up.

      Morgan rolled her eyes and disappeared back into the living room, presumably to continue instructing the crime scene technicians. Xander gave me a sort of embarrassed, grimacing smile that almost made me laugh out loud.

      “Oops,” he whispered. “Ears like a bat, that one.”

      “Do you think she knows how to echolocate?” I joked.

      Xander grinned. “Honestly, it wouldn’t even surprise me if she did.”

      “I bet that would be a pretty useful skill to add to her tool set as a cop. She could list it on her resume. ‘Can echolocate like a bat to track down perps,’” I said, pretending to type at a keyboard. Xander snorted.

      “If only we had more criminal cases that required cave spelunking, she’d be a shoo-in for a promotion,” he played along.

      I couldn’t hold back the huge, genuine smile on my face. Joking around with Xander like this always gave me a deeply embarrassing tingly feeling in my stomach, like butterflies or something equally gross and romantic. But as usual, I hastily reminded myself that there was a corpse in the room and a serious case at hand. A mystery to solve - and this time, it unfortunately seemed to involve my good friends’ cafe. So that was going to have to be my next move.

      “Anyway,” I said, sad to interrupt our casual flirtation but resigned to the case, “I’m thinking I might head across town to the Magic Bean so I can break the news to Elisa about the poisoned pastries myself, if that’s cool with you. She’s going to find out anyway, so she might as well hear it from a friend who knows she’s not poisoning anyone on purpose.”

      “That’s a good idea,” he agreed. “And while you’re there, you should try and ask some questions, get some information on how the pastries got here. Was it delivered or picked up? When? By whom? Stuff like that.”

      “You got it, Chief,” I said, smirking. “I’ll check in with you later, okay?” I said, turning to leave.

      “Be careful out there.”

      “Sure. You got it,” I said softly with a smile. I walked out of the house, grabbing my broom and hopping on. As I rode across town, I breathed in the sweet, slightly brisk spring mid-morning air and thought about how cute Xander was. I knew that right about now I should have been seriously considering the facts of the brutal poisoning case at hand, but whenever I let my mind wander even for a second, it went wandering right on back to him. To his floppy, sexy hair and his dreamy eyes and those powerful arms, muscles just barely concealed under the thin fabric of his uniform…

      I was so lost in thought that my body and my broom went on autopilot mode and I very nearly rode all the way back to the Manor before I jolted back to reality. Shaking off my lusty, stupid daydreams, I pulled my broom to a stop outside the Magic Bean. I leaned it against the outside of the building and then walked in through the front door, setting off the jingly bells over the doorway. To my dismay, the place was fully packed with customers, as usual. I reminded myself that I should probably be relieved to see the place so busy, as that was an indication that these folks had not yet caught wind of the dirty business that had happened across town. Clearly all these customers weren’t even the slightest bit suspicious that their cupcakes and coffee might just contain poison. But I had kind of hoped for a quieter environment so I would get more privacy in my chat with Elisa. Still, I had to take what I could get.

      Luckily, Elisa caught sight of me pretty quickly. Her face lit up from behind the counter and she came around to pull me aside, leaving Gareth at the cash register. This time, he looked much less forlorn about it than he used to, which made me smile. The shy teenager was obviously getting used to his new job.

      “Hey Arti! How’s it going?” Elisa greeted me, wearing a big smile. She wiped her floury hands off on her apron and gave me a quick hug.

      “It’s, uh, it’s going,” I replied nervously. This was going to be rough. I’d had to deliver some pretty unfortunate news to her over the past year or so and it just never got any easier. In a town like this, though, there were bound to be some recurring misfortunes. That didn’t stop me from stalling a little, though.

      “Gareth sure looks more confident up there, huh?” I said, looking over at the gawky teen cashier. He was smiling more, handling the transactions with ease. He even looked a little taller and brighter, as though he’d gone through a second bout of puberty or something.

      Elisa giggled. “Yeah, he’s really come into his own in the past few weeks. You want to know what I think it is?” she asked, lowering her voice to a whisper.

      “What?” I asked, already smiling.

      “Well, he’s been hanging out with this girl lately. I’ve seen him texting her on his breaks, always grinning at his phone like a goofball. I think he’s got a girlfriend who’s really helped him up his game,” she explained.

      “Oh, how sweet,” I replied. “That’s great!”

      “Are you disappointed that he’s over his little crush on you?” she laughed.

      I shook my head vehemently. “Oh moon, no. I’m so relieved. It was pretty awkward. He’s a little young for my taste, anyway,” I joked. “Anyway, I’m actually here to talk to you about something kind of important.”

      “Uh oh. That’s rarely a good start,” Elisa said, frowning and putting her hands on her hips. She looked defensive already, and with good reason.

      “Well,” I began in a whisper, almost mouthing the words rather than saying them aloud. “There’s been an incident across town. A murder, we think.”

      “Again? Geez, what is this town coming to?” Elisa groaned.

      “I know, right? So much for small-town tranquility,” I agreed. “But here’s the thing, El, there was a poisoning. That’s what killed the guy. And the food that poisoned him, well, it came from here.”

      Elisa’s eyes went wide and round with horror. Her jaw dropped. “What? No. You’ve got to be kidding me. That’s impossible,” she insisted, her face going ashen.

      I winced, feeling terrible about all this. “I know. It’s awful. But Xan-Chief Forsetti did some magical tests on the food and determined that it was, in fact, the pastries Bella made. Now, we’re obviously not jumping to any conclusions. I know you guys aren’t involved. Of course I wouldn’t suspect either of you for even a second. But I wanted to tell you about it so you’d be on guard, and also so I could maybe get some information from you that might help the case,” I explained. Elisa was rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet, nervously glancing around at the customers obliviously enjoying their food.

      Then she grabbed me by the arm. “Come on. Back here where it’s quieter.” She led me around the counter and into the back of the cafe, where the kitchen and storage were located. Bella was surprised to see me, doing a double take at me as she stood at the floured-up work counter, nearly elbow-deep in dough.

      “Oh. Hi, Artemis,” she said softly. I gave her a smile and wave, which made her blush. Bella was always pretty skittish, even around people she knew very well. But she was a sweetheart, and one heck of an amazing baker, too. Elisa was the more businesslike, personable sister, so she ran the place and handled the front end operations.

      “Okay. So, what do you need to know? Maybe it would help if you could tell me who the victim was?” Elisa asked me with a heavy sigh.

      “Victim?” Bella repeated, looking terrified.

      “Don’t worry about that, you just keeping doing what you do best,” I assured her.

      That seemed to be enough for Bella. She nodded and kept her head down as Elisa and I talked. The guy was named Arnold Klein. His wife Florence was sent to the hospital for treatment for poisoning, too.”

      “Arnold Klein? Oh, I know him. Vaguely, I mean. He runs that furniture business. Yeah, his assistant came by early this morning to pick up their pastry order,” she said.

      “His assistant?” I repeated. “Do you remember her name, by chance? Or anything about her that might distinguish her from a crowd?”

      Elisa nodded. “Yeah, her name is Karrie. Karrie with a K. I remember thinking that was an unusual spelling, which is what made her stand out. Cute, young girl. She looked normal this morning, but she was acting kind of strangely, to be honest. I can’t really explain how or why, but she seemed distracted, like she had something weighing on her mind.”

      “Wow, you’ve got a great memory,” I told her, amazed.

      She grinned. “I try to never forget a customer. Just good business practice.”

      “Well, I’m glad, because this is great info. I think I know where I’m going to go next. I need to track down this Karrie with a K. Thanks, El,” I said, giving her a quick one-armed hug. “And don’t worry, I told Chief Forsetti to keep this whole thing under wraps for as long as possible. I don’t want you or Bella implicated in this at all. You’re innocent. I know that. And I’m going to do the best I can to sort this out.”

      “Thank you, Arti. You’re a good friend,” Elisa said warmly. “You want a coffee and a totally-non-poisonous pastry to go? It’s on the house.”

      “You know I can’t turn that down,” I said, smiling. “Only… maybe not a cinnamon bun.”
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      I walked out of the Magic Bean feeling a wee bit lighter and brighter now that I had that grim revelation off my chest. Of course, it never felt very good having to tell your best friend that someone had died from eating poisoned versions of her baked goods, but still. It was nice to have gotten it over with. Especially since I was getting on my broom with a renewed sense of purpose as well as a blackberry turnover with a lime-coconut glaze and a to-go cup of hazelnut coffee. Nothing like a little caffeine and sugar rush to keep the criminal justice juices flowing.

      “Maybe that’s why there’s that stereotype about cops loving doughnuts and coffee,” I mused aloud to myself as I hopped on my broom and kicked off the ground, instantly levitating up a couple feet into the air. Looking down, I decided it would be difficult to eat, sip, and steer my broom all at once, so I stashed the turnover in the carrier basket and murmured a spell to keep it neatly preserved and unfettered by bugs or debris that might fall in.

      “Asservoa,” I said, pointing down, and no sooner had the word left my mouth than the turnover exploded in a burst of purplish blackberry stains and chunks of freshly-baked flaky pastry flying all over the place.

      “Shoot!” I exclaimed in surprise and dismay.

      Looking down at the pathetic husk of what once had been a delectable free pastry, I sighed. Apparently my magic abilities were still all out of whack, just like they had been that morning. That was yet another mystery yet to be solved. But for the moment, I just thanked my lucky stars that no magical spells on my part were required for me to ride my broom across town. And at least I still had my coffee. Although people were probably going to wonder why I looked like I’d just gotten into a fight to the death with Barney the Dinosaur.

      I began the long trek across the various neighborhoods and districts of Moonlight Cove toward the outskirts of town, where I knew Arnold’s work warehouse to be located. He had a brick-and-mortar furniture store downtown, of course, but the warehouse had to be the background, the foundation of the whole deal. At least, that was how I imagined it to be. I had a feeling it was the best place to look for Karrie, the assistant to our unfortunate deceased victim, and Karrie was the best lead I had at the moment.

      I sipped my coffee thoughtfully as I rode over, passing by historic buildings made of stone, with vines of jasmine, honeysuckle, or ivy growing up the walls like nature’s lace, quaint cottages with gardens out front and back, and some of the more woodsy cabins and small farms that spread around the outer circles of Moonlight Cove. The city itself was relatively small, more of a town than a city by most standards, and though the inner circles of the town were pretty densely populated with historic districts, scenic parks, and charming promenades, once you got outside of that, the area was pretty rural. I was happy for that fact, though, as it meant that I was able to get the vast majority of my culinary ingredients from suppliers right here in town. There were dairy farms, local beekeepers, fisheries, meat farms, vegetable farms, cheese-making artisans, and of course several bakeries. And that was just the cherry on top of the ingredients I could pluck straight from my parents’ home garden. I loved knowing that every meal I served my guests was a direct reflection of my little corner of the world, the town I adored so much. All the flavors, no matter how exotic or fancy the recipe, were derived from Moonlight Cove. I had always been pretty proud of that.

      After about a bit of riding, I finally came across the warehouse. I knew it had to be the one, because there weren’t exactly a lot of businesses in town big enough to require a warehouse. Besides, this one had the name KLEIN emblazoned over the entrance in no-nonsense, matte-black lettering. I felt a chill run down my spine. This was definitely rather ominous-feeling. But, I leaned my broom against a tree outside and strode as confidently as I could manage up to the entrance. I knocked at the door and waited, looking around. Another broom, definitely newer than mine, was propped up against the building. So at least that had to mean there was someone here. Hopefully it was Karrie.

      I knocked on what appeared to me the main door, and a moment later came the clicking of several locks being disengaged from inside before the door parted open just a sliver to reveal the pretty, surprised face of a young woman with bright green eyes and freckles. She frowned in confusion when she saw me.

      “Yes? Can I help you?” she asked, her voice soft and sweet in contrast to her rather terse greeting. I could just barely see that her round, freckly face was framed with rather frizzy red curls. I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

      “Hi, my name is Artemis. I’m working alongside Police Chief Forsetti on a case involving the owners of this warehouse,” I said. “What’s your name?”

      She looked a little nervous at the mention of Xander, but she parted the door a little wider just the same. “My name is Karrie. Nice to meet you. But um, you’re working with Officer Forsetti? What’s that all about, if you don’t mind my asking? Like, is everything okay?” she asked, her perfectly-manicured fingers fidgeting.

      “Uh, well, truth be told, I do have some kind of unfortunate news to share with you, Karrie. Could I come in?” I asked, trying not to press her too hard and spook her just in case she was somehow involved with the whole thing. I had come here expecting to be instantly suspicious of Miss Karrie with a K, considering she was the best suspect we had at the moment, but I found myself feeling almost pity for her. She was younger than I’d expected, and rather naive-looking with her big green eyes.

      She waffled a bit, measuring my words, and then sighed. “Alright. Sure. Come on in. But you’ll have to make it kind of quick because Mr. Klein will probably get here any moment now and he’s not going to like having a stranger here,” Karrie said.

      Either she was one talented actress, or she genuinely didn’t know that her boss was already dead. She led me into a little lounge area that seemed to function like a break room. There was a mini-fridge and a couple of vending machines, as well as a microwave. I smiled to see the microwave - it was kind of an old-fashioned, quirky item for a witch or wizard to own. Generally, if we needed something reheated, we just used a spell. Although, I thought to myself, if my magic was going to continue being on the fritz, a microwave would probably come in handy.

      Ugh. What a depressing thought.

      I took a seat on a swivel chair across from Karrie, who sat very prim and proper in her own chair, folding her hands over her crossed legs in her pencil skirt and cardigan. She looked more like a kindergarten teacher than a murder suspect, to be honest. But if there was one thing I had learned from my experience working these mysteries, it was that appearances could be awfully deceiving sometimes.

      “So, what’s this bad news?” Karrie asked.

      “I’m not sure how to break this to you, so I’m just going to come right out and say it,” I said with a sigh. “Your boss, Arnold Klein, was discovered dead in his home early this morning.”

      For a moment, Karrie just stared at me blankly, as though the information simply couldn’t penetrate her mind. She blinked rapidly, then frowned, shaking her head. “No. No, that can’t be right. I saw him just this morning. I-I was there. I brought him breakfast from the Magic Bean,” she said a little breathlessly, her cheeks flushing red.

      “Look, I know it’s hard to process, but it’s true. Chief Forsetti and I have already examined the crime scene. Mr. Klein is dead,” I told her firmly. I watched her face carefully, looking for signs of deception or acting. But when her eyes started brimming with tears, it sure looked genuine to me.

      “I don’t understand,” she mumbled. “It doesn’t make any sense. How could he? How could someone? What happened to him? Did he have a heart attack or something? Oh, I was always warning him that he needed to get his heart checked by the doctor but he’s so darn stubborn, it’s like pulling teeth to get him to-”

      “No, no,” I interrupted gently. “I’m afraid it’s a little worse than that. You see, he was poisoned. Specifically, he was poisoned by the pastries you brought to him.”

      Her eyes went wide with shock and the tears began to slide down her cheeks as the realization of my words set in. “I just don’t get it,” Karrie sniffled. “He was so normal and healthy this morning and you think - you think I poisoned him? Or do you think the people at the Magic Bean poisoned him? Oh my goodness. Oh my goodness. I’m going to be sick.”

      She was starting to hyperventilate a little, her chest rising and falling rapidly as she placed a hand over her heart. I reached over to pat her on the arm. “I know, it’s a lot to take in. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news like this, but I’m sure you understand why I had to come here and talk to you,” I told her.

      Karrie was full-on weeping by now, her voice choked with tears. “Oh, I can’t stay here. I have to go see Flo. She must be so heartbroken. She needs me. I have to go to her,” Karrie burst out, standing up and preparing to rush out of the room.

      I gently stopped her, shaking my head. “Calm down, if you can. Florence Klein has been taken to the hospital. She was poisoned as well, but she’s still holding on, as far as I know. She should be okay in a while, I think. But for now, there’s nothing you can do for her except answer my questions so I can get moving on the case and find out who did this to your boss and his wife,” I explained patiently.

      Karrie stared longingly toward the door for a moment, then sniffled and sat back down.

      “Thank you. I know this is hard,” I said. “Can you start by telling me if you know of anyone who might want to harm Mr. and Mrs. Klein?”

      She shook her head and buried her face in her hands, her shoulders quaking with sobs. “No! Not at all. I can’t even imagine. They’re both such wonderful people. Oh my goodness. How could this have happened? They don’t deserve this,” she whimpered.

      My suspicions that she might have had a hand in this were swiftly dissipating. She was a wreck, and I had a feeling not even Lara Lancaster could put up such a convincing act. I scooted my chair closer to hers and put an arm around her awkwardly.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I told her softly. “I know this is the last thing you want to think about right now, but for Mr. Klein’s sake, could you tell me how the events of this morning played out? In as much detail as you can give me.”

      Karrie reluctantly looked up from her hands, her mascara starting to streak down her cheeks as she took a deep breath. “Okay. Okay. I’ll try,” she said weakly. “So, I got up early this morning, as usual. I got ready for the day and arrived at Mr. Klein’s house just before six, just like I always do.”

      “Alright, good. What happened when you got there?” I prompted her.

      “Mr. Klein told me to run down to the Magic Bean and pick up two doughnuts, one for him and one for his wife. So I did what I was told. I went to the cafe and placed an order. Only,” she added with a sniffle, “I like to go above and beyond in my work, you know. So I got more than just the two doughnuts. I picked out some other pastries too, thinking it would be a nice surprise for my bosses. I do things like that sometimes.”

      “Okay, Karrie, you’re doing great,” I assured her. “Now, when you ordered the pastries, did you happen to leave the order unattended for any length of time? Think hard.”

      She chewed her lip thoughtfully for a few moments, then nodded. “Yes, actually. Well. Kind of. Not on purpose.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean, kind of?”

      “While I was waiting for the order to be finished, I ran to the restroom. When I came back, the box was there on the counter, waiting for me. I wasn’t in the bathroom long, though. And to be honest with you, I thought nothing of it. I guess maybe I’m too trusting, but I’ve always liked the staff at the Magic Bean. They’re nice people,” Karrie said with a shrug.

      I smiled. “Yes. They are very nice people. What happened next?”

      “Well, I grabbed the box and headed straight back to the Kleins’ house. When I got there, I went inside - I have a key to their place - and I put the two doughnuts on a plate. I put the plate on the dining room table and put the box with the rest of the pastries in the fridge. That’s all,” she said, wiping at her eyes with a napkin from the table behind her.

      “And you’re sure there was nobody else in the home besides you, Mr. Klein, and Mrs. Klein?” I asked. She nodded.

      “Yes, I’m sure. It was still pretty early in the morning, and my boss doesn’t usually have a lot of guests. He is - he was pretty reserved,” Karrie corrected herself, her face crumpling into tears once more.

      I nodded slowly, patting her on the back as I soaked in all this new information. I had a pretty good idea of where to go from here, but I wasn’t too enthusiastic about the reason why.
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      I hopped back on my broomstick once I had made my way outside once more and took a deep breath. Breaking the news of a murder was never something I got used to. That made this job-hobby-who-knew of mine a little awkward, sure, but it was a necessary part of it. And all in all, it was better than just being callous in breaking bad news like that, right? Still, breathing in the fresh spring air made me feel refreshed, like I was washing away all the stale feelings from inside the warehouse.

      “Alright, Arti,” I murmured to myself as I started gliding down the road. “Let’s think. If the little window of time when Karrie was in the bathroom was the only time the food was unattended, then either Karrie is a really, really good liar, or someone at the Magic Bean did the deed during those couple of minutes.”

      The Magic Bean, a den of poison, murder, lies, and betrayal. I didn’t think that kind of reputation suited the place, so I took off toward it once more to try and sort things out. The ride down to the Bean was even more comfortable, since the sun was higher in the sky and things were a little warmer. The Pacific Northwest didn’t really get “warm” in late winter by the standards of a lot of the rest of the country – we were most definitely not in Arizona - but hey, as long as a heavy jacket wasn’t necessary and I could see some flowers blooming and birds starting to zip around the trees, I was happy. I considered myself more of an autumn person, like any other self-respecting witch, but I could appreciate a nice spring when I saw one.

      It had been a snowier winter than usual, snowier than most young people like me could remember, but at least our little slice of paradise decided to reward us with a very mild spring. It never even got into the sixties this time of year, which was something the more southern tourists couldn’t wrap their heads around.

      My phone buzzed as I glided past my parents’ house and waved to my dad, who stood out in the garden arranging some new plants. I took it out to see a text from Lara on it.

      Cats are not on their best behavior this morning, but don’t worry, I’m on cleanup duty! Guests are already out on the town for the day :-)

      I winced. That was ominous. I thought Luna and Lara’s cat Lucy had finally settled down, or at least resigned themselves to a peace treaty, but I supposed that was too much to ask for. I just hoped I wouldn’t come home to too much chaos. Lara was an actress, not a veterinarian.

      I was lucky enough to find the Bean in the middle of a slump when I glided down to it for the second time today. I came and went from the Bean so often that I thought I served as free advertising sometimes, but then again, so did just about everyone else in town. If there was one business that I could see still being here in a couple centuries, it was the Bean. At least, that was if word didn’t start making its way around town that the pastries here were poisoned.

      The fact that there were only a handful of customers didn’t mean the aroma that greeted me when I walked in was any less soothing to the soul. It was the smell of freshly-ground espresso beans, and it was downright heavenly. I knew Elisa had been waiting for a shipment of some fancy new beans of some kind, so I figured I’d arrived just in time for the unpackaging.

      What I saw behind the counter wasn’t exactly what I pictured when I thought of ‘new bean shipment,’ though.

      “Oh, hey Arti!” Elisa called across the mostly-empty room over her shoulder. She held her arms out as if she was a conductor for a symphony orchestra, and gently moved her arms back and forth accordingly. Next, I realized the music was different - a classical waltz played softly over the coffee shop’s speakers, and Elisa moved her arms and finger in tune with it. I squinted, letting my eyes pan over to Bella nearby, who was leaning against the doorway to the kitchens in the back with wide eyes, staring at the counter.

      “Um... hi,” I said, approaching the counter. “Am I interrupting  something?” I trailed off as my eyes followed theirs, and everything made a little more sense.

      There were beans all over the counter. But they weren’t just scattered around as if someone had spilled them carelessly. The beans were standing upright on the counter, wiggling about awkwardly. Since nobody objected, I stepped a little closer and leaned in to look at them more closely. Sure enough, they were wobbling around as if trying to walk, often bumping into each other and wiggling at each other in a vaguely threatening way, or so I thought.

      “So, is this your idea of breakfast and a show?” I ventured after watching it for a moment. It was a little dizzying, like staring into an ant hill too long. Elisa sighed, frustrated, but she didn’t stop moving her arms.

      “They’re supposed to be dancing together,” Elisa said with a huff. Her concentration wavered a little, and the more it did, the more awkward the beans’ weird little dance got. Elisa noticed, got even more frustrated, and when she scowled down at them, the countertop nearly turned into a mosh pit.

      “I told you it might be better to just practice with two at a time,” Bella said softly, but she winced away from the sharp glare Elisa gave her. I got close enough to see the boxes behind the counter, wherein no fewer than five of the bags of beans had been opened. A slow, steady stream of new beans hopped out of each and marched up to the counter to join in the ‘dance.’

      “This is unbelievably cute, but I can’t help but feel like I’m missing something. Are you trying to get the Moonlight Cove Philharmonic Orchestra started up?” Elisa rolled her eyes, smiling.

      “No, no, I’m just a glutton for punishment. Those new beans I was talking about are a little special. They’re not bad if you just grind them as they come, but apparently, the farm they come from has a tradition of making them dance their way off the trees instead of just harvesting them by hand or even using magic to pick them. So, they send you instructions with every shipment on this damn dancing spell, and their motto is something about the beans dancing off the tree and into your cup, get it?”

      “Oh, that’s precious!” I gushed, smiling.

      “Uh-huh, it is, until it takes you five songs to even coax the little bastards out of their bags,” Elisa grumbled. “I got half a bag into the grinder there, which is what you probably smell, but they’ve gotten stubborn. I’m thinking of changing up the music. They come from South America, so maybe they’ll be more open to a tango.”

      I snickered, and Elisa let her arms drop. As soon as she did, all the beans fell uselessly to the counter, their dancing over.

      “So,” she chirped, turning and putting a bright smile on her face. “What’s up? Any progress?”

      “A little.” I didn’t want to give too much away or do anything that would stress Elisa out any more than she already was. “I wanted to ask if you happen to remember who was around at the time Karrie was here this morning.”

      “Hmm,” Elisa murmured thoughtfully as she brushed all of the beans into a pile together on the counter. “I swear, I can remember orders better than the actual people themselves. I remember a sickly sweet cherry-vanilla macchiato, and that was Jordan Orin’s order. Then there was a flat white with an extra shot of espresso, and I drew a little flamingo in the foam-- that was Laura Mimir, a bookkeeper who lives not far from here. Then there was an old fashioned pumpkin spice latte, which is what George Balder always gets. Besides that, just a couple of black coffees for a pair of tourists.”

      “Wait, a pumpkin spice latte? It’s the middle of spring,” I said.

      “Yeah, but George is a creature of habit,” Elisa said, rolling her eyes. “I only keep a small amount of the ingredients for it on hand for him alone. He owns one of the major construction companies in town, so he’s someone I want to keep happy.”

      I had already grabbed a napkin and a pen from behind the counter and started jotting all this down.

      “Okay, this is all great. What about Jordan, who’s he?”

      “Oh! I guess he’s probably the one you’d want to know about most, I assumed you already knew.”

      I gave Elisa a flat look. “Never overestimate how competent I am, Elisa.”

      She snickered, “Nice to know the town is in good hands. Jordan is Arnold Klein’s ex-business partner.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “You don’t say?”

      “I do say. I think he’s involved with books of some kind now, but I’m not sure exactly what. I know, I’m terrible. I need to get up to date with the town’s literary scene. It would be nice to coax a book club into meeting here in the evenings every now and then. It would give me an excuse to rearrange the tables in the shop and get a nice big one for lots of people to sit at…”

      “Agreed,” I said. “But let’s stay focused for now.”

      “Right right right,” Elisa said, shaking her head. “Jordan. I heard his breakup with Arnold was pretty hairy, but I can’t say I know the details. They used to come in together all the time, but if I didn’t know better, I’d say they time their visits now so they can avoid each other. Well, timed. Past tense now.”

      “So, you think there was a lot of bad blood between the two of them?”

      “Not enough to kill someone over, if that’s what you’re getting at,” she said, shaking her head. “At least, I don’t think so, but then again, I can’t imagine killing anyone over anything, unless they threatened Bella or some such.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind if you’re ever on the suspect list,” I said with a wink.

      “Yeah, I’ve gone and incriminated myself,” Elisa said. “Oh well. Maybe a little jail time will give me a break from these beans.”

      As she said that, my ear twitched, and the look on Elisa’s face told me she heard it too. We both looked up at the speakers as the soft sound of tango music started playing through the cafe, and our gaze then went down to the mound of beans Elisa had gathered up on the table.

      On top of the pile, a couple of beans had stood up, and they had begun tangoing their way down the hill of coffee beans. It was definitely a tango. They stepped in tune with the music, swirled around each other expertly, and I could have sworn I saw one bean dip the other dramatically. They had a pretty good tempo, too. Elisa and I watched, stunned, as a couple more beans followed soon after, then another, and another. Two by two, the bean mountain dismantled itself into a complex and enchanting dance on the counter. We looked up to the doorway, where Elisa’s jaw dropped at the sight of Bella standing there, biting her lip and moving her arms the way Elisa had been doing, face utterly concentrated.

      And just as smoothly as they’d started their dance, the beans made their way up to the coffee grinder and plopped themselves into it. The romantic sound of the bandoneon wafted through the cafe and guided every last pair of beans into the grinder until the counter was completely clean, and the last bean up on the grinder tossed its partner up in the air and onto the ‘on’ button, and just like that, the machine started up, and the smell of fresh-ground beans started to fill the air as the deafening sound of the machine covered up the music.

      Elisa flicked the machine off when it was finished, and we stared slack jawed at a furiously blushing Bella.

      “That was unbelievable,” Elisa said softly.

      “Sorry,” Bella nearly whispered.

      “No, oh no no no, my dear,” Elisa said suddenly, grinning and sweeping over to her to take her by the hand and keep her from darting back into the safety of the bakery. “You have nothing to be ashamed of, and I’m about to love and support you until every last one of these bags is empty. Where on earth did you get a knack for that?”

      “I like the music,” Bella squeaked in a thin voice.

      “She likes the music,” Elisa murmured to me, shaking her head in disbelief before turning back to her sister. “Alright, my little conductor, I might not be able to afford to send you to Juilliard, but that doesn’t mean I’m letting you off the hook. And Arti, don’t think I’m about to let you go sleuthing again without trying some of this!”

      Elisa’s words caught me as I was halfway to the exit, trying to sneak out while they were distracted. I needed all the time I could get, but I couldn’t say no to good coffee, especially some fancy new stuff that Elisa was offering me.

      It wasn’t like I could whip some up myself, after all.

      A few minutes later, I was holding a plain double shot of espresso in a tiny mug and watching Bella guide more of the little beans out to the sounds of an Argentinian mix soundtrack. Elisa and I kept quiet so as not to interrupt her, but Elisa mouthed silently to me, “How is it?”

      I gave her as big a thumbs-up as I could manage and smiled. I had to admit, I usually didn’t like plain espresso on its own - it tasted like burnt tree bark to me. But this didn’t have that bite to it I usually hated about espresso, so I counted it as a win. Elisa gave me two big thumbs-up back and waved me off, releasing me. I downed the rest of the espresso quickly and gave Bella an encouraging wave before sweeping out the door with my little napkin full of notes in hand.

      Caffeinated and informed, I was ready to get stuff done!
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      My hands were almost shaking from the caffeine high by the time I was halfway to the Jordan Orin’s office downtown. I cut through a public park on the way, watching ripples of air brush the green grass under me as I weaved through a few trees that were just starting to blossom again, and I breathed in the springtime pollen.

      Then, I sneezed. That’s what I got, I supposed.

      In the late morning on a weekday, the park wasn’t exactly a bustling hub of activity, which was nice to see every now and then. It would get busy around lunchtime, since even the businesspeople downtown liked to take quick walks in the brisk air to get a break from whatever cluttered office space they lived in most of the day. That also meant that I’d be coming to Jordan Orin’s office at the prime time for him and his workers to be hangry, which could be good or bad for me. If all went well, he’d be in such a hurry to get me out of his hair and get to lunch that he’d answer my questions in a hurry and not try to jerk me around.

      Of course, if that was his reaction to finding out his ex-business partner was dead, I might want to hold him back and interrogate him a little further. But I couldn’t get ahead of myself already, it wasn’t even lunchtime yet.

      My stomach growled to let me know what it thought of that fact. As I passed a young couple on a picnic blanket munching on what looked like cheese and some of those overpriced gourmet crackers and cured meats - I may have flown a little closer than I should have to get a look at the spread - I silently promised my stomach I’d get to lunch, eventually. Probably. Lunch would happen at some indeterminate point in the future, hopefully sooner rather than later. That was about the best I could do right now. I needed to figure out a spell that could put my body in crime-solving mode so I just didn’t have to eat or sleep for a few days.

      Wow, this caffeine was getting to me. That was entirely my fault for doing what I was pretty sure was four shots total of strong espresso on an empty stomach. This was also pretty fun, though. I was thinking faster than ever. I’d have this crime solved in no time! Right? Sure!

      Okay, so I was absolutely jittering head to toe as the caffeine did its magic on me.

      I came out the other side of the park and hopped off my broom to walk the short distance the rest of the way to the address on my napkin.

      The office building was small, like just about everything else downtown. We weren’t exactly the kind of place that had high-rise office buildings with dozens of stories. Our tallest building was barely six floors. This one was much humbler, sharing the left side of an office building. The name of the office was printed in beautiful bronze letters on a plaque above the door:

      Cover to Cover Animated Books

      A book publishing company! It dawned on me that I hadn’t asked Elisa what kind of business Jordan ran. But it did make me wonder what exactly his expertise was, if he was previously involved with a magical furniture store. He must have just been a man of many talents, I decided. I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      I’d never been inside a book publishing house before, so I wasn’t sure what to expect. Probably something along the lines of a chaotic single room full of paper and empty book covers and a huge printing press taking up much of the space, including a guy in an ink-stained apron barking orders at overworked English majors.

      This was not that.

      Immediately in front of me was a spacious reception desk with a granite surface and dark brown wood legs and cabinet space. A woman with curly black hair was sitting behind it, and she flashed me a brief smile while leaning into her phone and continuing the conversation she was having.

      “Yes, we’d like the bouquet sent to Room 205 at the hospital, the patient’s name is Florence Klein. That’s K-L-E-I-N. Name? This will be from Jordan Orin, you might have him in your record books from the last time we had some flowers ordered for that new bookstore opening down on 7th Street. Yes, great, if you could put that on our card on file…”

      It sounded like Jordan’s assistant was sending flowers to Florence in the hospital, which meant that Jordan knew about Arnold’s death and was already doing something about it. Unfortunately, that didn’t necessarily make him look either more or less guilty. Sure, it could be a thoughtful gesture to someone he used to be close with and a sign of his personal grieving. But it could just as easily be a way to cover up his tracks and throw suspicion off himself.

      Sometimes I thought this side-job of mine was making me too suspicious of a person, but then again, I had yet to be proven too wrong, in the grand scheme of things.

      While the receptionist finished her call, I couldn’t help but admire the rest of the office space in front of me. Past the half-wall behind the reception desk was a spacious wooden floor covered in a handful of round tables and chairs. In the middle of the room was a very modern-looking fireplace that ran floor to ceiling with an opening in the center of it for a softly crackling magical fire, surrounded by a few cozy-looking armchairs and a leather couch, with a coffee table sandwiched between them. I had to admit, I was jealous. This place almost made me wish I had a reason to have an office for anything.

      But then I remembered that I could technically do my job in pajamas if I was feeling really lazy, so I dispelled the thought.

      “Sorry about that,” the receptionist said with a soft sigh. “Welcome to Cover to Cover, can I help you?” As she spoke, I heard a door opening and closing further back in the office, and footsteps headed our way.

      “Hi, I’m Artemis Mani,” I said, “I’m actually here for the same reason you were just on the phone. Is Jordan around?”

      The receptionist furrowed her brow. “You’re here to order flowers for Mrs. Klein?”

      “No, I meant-”

      “Good morning, Ms. Mani,” came a man’s voice as who I presumed must have been Jordan Orin stepped around the half-wall, giving me a tight smile and glancing between the two of us. Jordan was a man pushing fifty, just a little older than Arnold had been, but he showed his age a little more. His short, curly hair was all iron-gray, and he wore round, wire-frame glasses that didn’t hide the crow’s feet in his eyes. He was clean-shaven, but he had a vaguely stressed, distracted look on his face, and the sleeves of his plaid button-down were rolled up at the elbow. The dad vibes I was getting from him were almost overwhelming. I felt the urge to ask him how to fix my bathroom sink and grill up some burgers on the porch.

      “Hi, you must be Jordan,” I said, extending my hand to shake with a bright smile. He gave a curt nod and shook it firmly.

      “That I am, but I don’t think we’ve met. I know who you are, though, and after this week, I might just have to take a little time off at the B&B,” he chuckled, and I gave him a polite laugh back.

      “Well, I know I don’t have an appointment, but I was hoping you had a few minutes to talk.”

      “Uh,” he hesitated, glancing at a clock on the wall. He had an anxious energy about him, but not an impolite one. I could tell he was going to be hard to pin down. “Sure, I think I can spare a few, it’s not like we’re going to get this project we’re working on wrapped up before lunch. I know myself better than that,” he chuckled. “Please, have a seat. Are you familiar with our work?”

      I followed him to the large, comfy armchairs, which I was hoping for, and I took a seat on one and nearly sank into it.

      “I’m afraid I don’t,” I admitted, “just that you’re a publishing company in town. I hate to admit it, but I usually don’t notice the publisher when I pick up a book, but I’m sure I’ve read some of yours before,” I added quickly with a nervous smile. Jordan just chuckled as he crossed the room to a bookshelf that proudly displayed a very tidy collection. He pulled a few off and carried them over to the coffee table, setting them down in front of me.

      “Trust me, you’d know if you had one of our books,” he said. “We aren’t exactly a traditional publisher, and we’re still working our way into a pretty small market. It’s hard to compete with e-books, and indie authors are chipping away at brick-and-mortar publishers, so instead of beating our heads against walls, I decided to bring something new to the table. What’s your favorite genre?”

      I felt like a deer in the headlights. I hated those kinds of questions. It was like asking what my favorite food was - how could I possibly choose? Okay, that wasn’t the actual reason I was hesitating.  And my favorite food was obviously pizza. I was just desperately trying to figure out how not to tell this perfect stranger that my favorite genre was romance.

      “Um, I like travel books,” I half lied. They were nice to thumb through when I was looking for inspiration for new recipes. But apparently, that was a perfect answer for Jordan, who smiled broadly and pulled out one of the books from the stack he had taken down.

      He opened it in front of me to a random page, and I nearly jumped back when instead of opening up to words on a page, it opened to a set of magical inscriptions that glowed bright blue and started to spark. Golden light sprayed up like sprinklers from the pages, and my eyes widened as I realized an image was taking form in front of my eyes.

      What materialized in front of my eyes was the scene of a stocky woman walking backward as if facing a camera, smiling and gesturing to the scenery behind her. The more I stared at the image, the sharper everything seemed to become. After a few moments, I felt like I was standing there in front of her as everything else behind her took shape. She was in a vibrant green valley, with a lazy river trailing behind her to her left, and the river seemed to run onward between two mountains. Heavy mist rolled off snow-capped mountains, and a ragged-looking medieval tower stood proudly above the woods at their feet.

      “Built in the thirteenth century Llywellyn the Great, Dolbadarn Castle behind me is one of the oldest Welsh-built castles in the country, but Wales isn’t the sort of place with hefty access fees and tour guides. Just next door to the sleepy hiker’s paradise of Llanberis, Dolbadarn is just as likely to be visited by local teenagers out for a drink as tourists like me who stick out like a sore thumb. The forlorn, almost haunted aura the castle gives off has enchanted painters for centuries, and-”

      Jordan closed the book again, and the image vanished, leaving me almost disoriented. I blinked, smiling, and my eyes focused on Jordan’s proud expression.

      “And there you have it,” he said. “I got the idea from simple pop-up book. I thought, if we’ve been doing this for years for kids, why not for adults, too? It’s a little technical to explain the odds and ends of how the text-to-image magic works, but in practice, it’s a hologram.”

      “That’s amazing!” I gushed, grinning like a kid in a candy store. “Do they all work like that?”

      “Well, I take some liberties when I think it’s appropriate,” he said, obviously proud. “Here, let’s take a look at Hamlet.”

      He took out the thick book of Shakespeare and started thumbing through the pages until he found the one he wanted, smiling and setting it down on the table again. Instead of a full scene getting painted in front of me, I was suddenly looking at two tiny young men springing up on the page. Both of them were holding fencing swords, and then, the names Hamlet and Laertes popped up above their heads in a soft, subtle font as they got into position. After them, a whole crowd of little people materialized in a circle around them, all of them helpfully labelled as other characters from the play. I watched the two men duel fiercely in front of me, dodging each other’s strikes and clanging metal against metal before my eyes.

      “Are these for sale already?” I asked as I watched miniature Horatio intervene in the duel before Jordan closed that book as well. I was thanking my lucky spells feverishly that I hadn’t let him know I liked romance, but I couldn’t help wonder what that would look like.

      “That they are,” Jordan said happily.

      “So, this is what you’ve been doing since you and Arnold parted ways?” I asked, deciding to rip the bandaid off the sensitive question before my mind had time to let me get too chummy with this possible suspect in a murder case. Jordan’s smile faded almost immediately, and he took a deep breath.

      “Well, here I was hoping a little demonstration would distract you from that, but I should have known better, coming from you,” he chuckled sadly. “So, you heard about Arnold’s and my history, did you?”

      “I know you used to be business partners, and parting ways was a little difficult for you two,” I said, being as delicate as I could as I sat forward and crossed my legs.

      “We parted on amicable terms, or as much as we could have hoped for,” Jordan said, leaning back in his chair and resting his hands on the arms. “It was definitely for the best. I’ve been sitting on this idea for a publishing business for years, and he was always very set in his ways with the magical furniture thing. Which was fine and all, I can’t say he wasn’t driven, but as time went on, I realized we were just very different people. We wanted the furniture business to go in very different directions, so when it was clear that Arnold was just going to dig his heels in deeper and get things his way while I was over here sitting on a perfectly good publishing business model, I was content to move on.”

      “Different directions?” I asked, cocking my head to the side, and Jordan shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He glanced at the clock again in that nonverbal I-would-really-rather-not-be-talking-about-this way, but when I didn’t budge, he rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Like I said, Arnie and I are – were - very different people. He wanted to get a lot more aggressive with our sales, taking some risks I felt we couldn’t afford and didn’t need to. I’ve always been a ‘slow and steady wins the race’ kind of person. This publishing house is probably the biggest risk I’ve ever taken, and it represents years of research. Arnold was the kind of man who’d stake all or nothing on a single hand, if you get what I mean.”

      “I think I do,” I said, nodding. “Was that what ended up ending the partnership?”

      “I wouldn’t deny it, I suppose,” he said, frowning. “But I don’t like to think of it that way.”

      “I hear you,” I said sympathetically. “I can relate to butting heads with someone over business choices.” I had war flashbacks to trying to get the B&B renovated while my mom hovered over my shoulder every five seconds.

      “We separated six months ago,” he said. “Formally, anyway. I think we were both mentally checked out long before then. Arnold bought my shares of the company and took over the furniture business we started together, and I used that money to come here and get the ball rolling on this business. That’s not to say I’ve done all this from the ground up in six months, I wish I were that impressive. Publishing is all about connections, so I’ve had plenty of time to start working on that.”

      “Have you been in touch with Arnold much since then?”

      Jordan snorted a laugh.

      “Are you kidding? I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead, but I was dead to him long before he was actually dead to me.”

      I raised my eyebrows at the power behind the statement. There was clearly some worse blood between the two men not far under the surface. I thought for a moment, then nodded.

      “I think I understand. Thanks for your time, Mr. Orin.”

      “Please, just Jordan,” he said as we stood up and shook hands again. “And here, please, take one of these off my hands - do you care much for cook books?”

      I opened my mouth to politely decline, then hesitated and bit my lip, remembering how my magical cooking escapades had been going today.

      “You know, I think I’ll take you up on that. Thank you.”
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      I walked out of Jordan’s downtown office feeling more confused than before. Normally, when someone was killed, it was easy enough to think of them as a good person, a victim who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Most of the information I could glean from investigating the case and interviewing the people involved usually supported that hypothesis. And I mean, it was difficult to reconcile the idea that the person who was victimized, who was the tragedy at the center of the whole unfolding mystery was somehow not a wonderful person. After all, we’re all conditioned not to speak ill of the dead. When a crime is committed, there’s a certain narrative that often ends up being applied. The victim was the good guy, the perp is the bad guy, and the victim did nothing to invite or cause their death or assault or whatever the crime was. That was the easy equation, the basic formula that tended to make the most sense to people. Including me. I had to admit that I was used to thinking of it that way. It was simple enough to accept that it was just the way it was back when Moonlight Cove was just a quiet, crime-less safe haven tucked away from the rest of the dangerous, violent world.

      But now, with every new piece of information that came my way, I was beginning to have to entertain the idea that maybe this time our victim was a little more complicated than I had previously assumed. Of course, that wasn’t to say that he deserved what happened to him. I couldn’t fathom the idea of Arnold Klein ever having done something so terrible and heinous as to deserve the cruel, fatal punishment he received early that morning. But he certainly seemed to be a complex man, with much more going on behind the scenes than I had first assumed.

      There was a lot to untangle here and even though I was highly dedicated to the case, I also had to remind myself that I wasn’t being paid to do all this. Not that I expected payment - I didn’t do this for the money, I helped Xander because I cared about this community, about helping to keep it safe from harm. And I did it because of my raging, insatiable curiosity. That was all well and good. But I did, in fact, have a day job. And that meant it was high time for me to hurry home and check in with how things were going at the Moonlight Cove Manor. I had a feeling that my guests, who were young and energetic folks, were probably out exploring for the day, but I still needed to tidy up and say hi to my familiar.

      Especially because Luna was still adjusting to life with Lucy around. Lara’s fluffy white familiar cat, Lucy, was beautiful and elegant. She looked like a princess in cat form, and she tended to carry herself like one, too. Luna, on the other hand, was a sleek, black, sassy cat who did not take well to being challenged or condescended to - which just happened to be Lucy’s modus operandi. The two of them were actually much more alike than either of them wanted to admit, and sometimes I actually caught them tolerating each other’s presence to the extent of taking cat-naps in the sunshine together or playing with a ball of yarn together. Lara had recently taken up knitting, so the cats were forever sneaking into her crafts box to steal yarn and drag it throughout the house, causing mayhem and chaos as they were wont to do.

      It didn’t take me long to make it across town to the Manor, and I found myself once again grateful that my broom was still functioning despite my whacked-out magic. That was still nagging at the back of my mind; what was going on with my powers? Why had I suddenly reverted back to elementary-school screw ups? At my age, there should have been no question of whether I could handle simple household spells. It should have come as naturally to me as folding my laundry or combing my hair. Just another little skill tucked into my tool belt of adult capabilities. I wondered who I could even ask about this issue. I had no idea.

      When I got home, I could feel the tension radiating from the Manor before I even made it all the way up the front steps to the entrance. “Oh boy,” I sighed as I fit the key in the door and turned the knob. As soon as I pushed the door open, I was met with a cacophony of hisses and low growls - not directed at me, exactly, but just kind of in general. I quickly shut the door and followed the sound into the living room area, where I found a most distressing scene unfolding.

      On one end of the couch was Lucy, her plush white fur puffed out and sticking up. She was crouching down and glaring, her blue eyes narrowed to hateful little slits. A low, eerie, warning growl emitted from her throat. On the other end of the couch perched my own familiar, Luna, whose short, glossy black fur was also puffed out along her spine, her tail looking as though she had been electrocuted or something. She was kneeling down, her wiggly butt up in the air and her claws gleaming in the light, as though she was approximately one millisecond away from pouncing on her opponent. And in the middle, leaning with one knee on the couch and both arms outstretched like a referee sans whistle and striped shirt, was Lara.

      “What in the name of the moon is going on here?” I asked, putting my hands on my hips. Immediately, both cats whipped around to look at me, still glaring. Their stares were so sharp and intense that I could swear I almost felt it like a rush of needles to the heart. They were pissed.

      Lara sighed exhaustedly and gave me an exaggerated shrug. “Honestly? I don’t even know. They’ve been growling and hissing at each other all morning. I haven’t even gotten halfway through my painting yet because I keep getting interrupted by these two,” she explained.

      “Well, if little Miss Priss would stop putting her stupid feet on my personal stuff I wouldn’t be so angry!” Luna sneered, pulling back to sit primly on the back of the couch, still glaring daggers at the other cat.

      Lucy snarled back at her and, though I could not understand her, Lara could. Lara’s eyes went wide and her mouth fell open in a scandalized gasp. “Lucy! Don’t talk like that! I did not raise you to be such a potty mouth,” Lara quipped, shaking a finger at her familiar like a henpecked mother with an unruly toddler.

      “What did she say?” I asked, mostly just out of curiosity.

      Lara rolled her eyes. “Trust me, it was nothing worth repeating. I don’t know where she learned to be so crass. I’ve never heard Lucy say such things about anyone. Maybe I should start limiting her exposure to violent TV programs or something,” she wondered aloud.

      Lucy looked at her in such an offended way that even I could understand what she meant, but Luna’s response cemented my suspicions. “Miss Priss can’t handle her true crime like the rest of us can. I guess she’s just too much of a kitten. Maybe she would be better off just watching cartoons like a human child would,” she sneered.

      “Lu, come on. You guys have got to stop arguing all the time. Are the guests still here? What if they overhear you? They came here to relax and have a good time, not to hide in their rooms having to listen to a literal cat fight all day long,” I scolded.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Lara broke in with a smile. “I gave them all kinds of ideas on how to spend their day. I think they went to the park down by the shore or something. Or a broom tour. Something like that. Either way, I got them out of the house.”

      “Thank you so much. I owe you one,” I replied, feeling relieved that at least my guests weren’t having to deal with the feline fistfight about to go down here.

      “Hello? Can we focus on me for once?” Luna whined. “I’m not just picking a fight with her for no reason, here. I have a legitimate complaint and nobody’s listening to me.”

      I rolled my eyes and came over to sit down on the couch, leaning my elbow against the couch cushions and facing Luna almost nose to nose. She was twitching her tail in annoyance, but I could tell she was pleased to have my undivided attention for the time being. She could be such a brat.

      “Okay, fine, Lu. Tell me what’s going on so we can fix this because I’m tired of walking in to hear you two screeching at each other like banshees,” I said.

      “Well, first of all, I don’t very much appreciate your accusatory tone,” she began snootily. “But the real problem is that Lucy here keeps touching all my stuff.”

      “Like what? What stuff?” I prompted.

      She groaned. “You know. My stuff. All my stuff. The stuff in this house.”

      “You can’t be more specific than that?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “No! I shouldn’t have to be specific. What, do you want me to list off every single item in this house right now?” Luna complained.

      “Wait, you’re trying to say that everything in the Manor belongs to you?” I said, deadpan.

      She nodded. “Yes. Geez. Finally, you get it.”

      “Luna,” I began with a sigh, “I really feel like I shouldn’t have to say this, but did you buy any of the items you see around you?”

      She cocked her head to one side, frowning. “I fail to see the pertinence of that question.”

      I rubbed my temples in exasperation. “Of course you do.”

      “What’s she saying?” Lara asked in a stage whisper.

      I turned around to tell her, “Well, apparently Luna has decided that everything in this house belongs to her exclusively, as if she’s the one who pays the bills and takes care of repairs and all that.”

      “Ah,” Lara said, nodding slowly. She looked over at Lucy, who gave a little hiss and mew which made Lara wince. She turned back to me and said, “And Lucy’s problem with that is that she wants to settle in and get comfortable here since it’s kind of her home now, but she can’t settle in if Luna insists on claiming everything is hers.”

      “So, yet again, it’s my cat who’s the problem child,” I lamented. “Of course.”

      “Hey!” Luna yowled, clearly offended that I wasn’t instantly on her side.

      “Look, Lu. You’ve got to learn how to share. Come on. You’re not a kitten anymore. You’re smart enough and mature enough to know that sometimes, you have to do things you don’t want to do. Including make space for a friend to get comfortable,” I lectured.

      Luna wrinkled her nose in disgust. “A friend? Who’s a friend? Her? Miss Priss?”

      “Yes. You and Lucy are friends just like Lara and I are friends. Am I mad at Lara for living in the Manor and touching my stuff? No. I’m not,” I said.

      “Thanks for that, by the way,” Lara said quietly, leaning over. I smiled and nodded.

      Luna was now craning her neck to glare at Lucy around me. “I don’t like it when her smell is all over the place. It used to smell like me,” Luna pouted.

      “Get used to it, Lu,” I told her with a shrug. “I hate having to be so hard about it, but you’re old enough to not make a scene about another cat hanging out in your house. Wait, I mean my house,” I added pointedly.

      Luna looked utterly offended. “Oh, so just because you have thumbs and know how to use a credit card and a bank account and call a repairman that means it’s your house?”

      I nodded. “Yes. It kind of does. Plus, my name is on the title. In fact, it means I get to set the house rules, too. So from here on out, until you two can work out your differences, the house is going to be split in half. The upstairs will be Lucy’s domain, and the downstairs will be yours. Got it?”

      Both cats started arguing back with their hisses and mewls but I held up a silencing hand and shook my head, standing firm. “No argument. Case closed.”

      “But the whole house used to be mine. I need more than half!” Luna whined.

      “Nope. That’s final. Not until you guys can learn how to coexist without attacking each other every hour on the hour,” I said, standing up. Luna scoffed and went bounding out of the living room to the kitchen, presumably to pout and huff about in peace. I looked at Lucy and Lara and said, “I’m sorry for all that. My cat is a little bit of a diva.”

      Lara smiled, petting Lucy’s head. “It’s okay. I get it. I know how cats are.”
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      It was time to have a chat with Florence if I was going to get any further in this investigation. I’d made enough visits to the hospital by now for this kind of thing that the staff was either going to be more lenient or more strict, because I was pretty sure I’d used up all my made-up excuses about being related to the patients somehow. They probably had a picture of me behind the front desk with the label “DO NOT LET IN.” If anyone actually close to me got hospitalized, I’d be in trouble.

      I headed out the front door to get my broomstick, but I hadn’t made it ten paces before I heard a voice from behind me.

      “Ahem.”

      I paused and turned to see Luna sitting on one of the windowsills, pointedly looking away from me with her nose turned up as if she hadn’t just tried to get my attention. I rolled my eyes and pretended to keep walking, and sure enough, I heard Luna’s tail flicking irately against the window.

      “Ahem!” she reiterated. I held back a sigh and turned around to approach her, hands on my hips.

      “Yes, your majesty? More trouble on the warfront?”

      Luna put her ears back, annoyed.

      “You’re terrible,” she said. “Being smarmy when I can’t even go to Lara for sympathy? I should call animal control on you. Then at least I could go to some warm, loving home I have all to myself, and get fed delicious chicken twice a day.”

      “I could leave you with my parents so mom can take you surfing, how about that?” I threatened, smirking, and Luna’s eyes widened.

      “Let’s put a pin in that, then. Where are you going?”

      “The hospital, to see the victim’s wife. She was poisoned, and last I saw her, she was getting hauled out on a stretcher.”

      “Uh oh. She didn’t try any of your cooking, did she?”

      “That only happened once, and it was because they didn’t tell me they were lactose intolerant!” I protested, face flushing. “There’s even a box for lactose intolerance specifically, I can’t be held accountable if they-” I stopped myself, taking a deep breath and pinching the bridge of my nose. “You’re just trying to get a rise out of me.”

      “Yeah, you kind of walked right into that one, I expected it to be harder than that,” Luna mused smugly. I narrowed my eyes at her before grabbing my broomstick and getting comfortable on it. A moment later, Luna hopped up on the end, and I scowled at her.

      “And just where do you think you’re going? Want to annex the neighbor’s house?”

      “I could use some fresh air; I’m far too stifled by drama at the Manor right now,” she said proudly, grooming herself. I rolled my eyes.

      “Fine, just don’t expect me to try to smuggle you into the hospital. I’ll have enough trouble getting in there without your help.”

      “Oh, that’s even better; the hospital grounds have the best squirrels.”

      The ride to the hospital was a little busier than I might have expected. It was right around lunchtime by now, so there were dozens of people out milling around the streets or gliding by on their own brooms, albeit without feline passengers. Any animal could be a familiar, technically, but even so, the sight of a cat riding on the back of a broomstick wasn’t that uncommon.

      “You know, since you’re working on renovations already,” Luna said as we passed a few singing birds that caught her attention, “you should really think about branding the business with something a little more representative of who we are, you know?”

      “I literally have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “Oh, I just think, what with Lucy being around now, it might be good to find ways to make it clearer that this is really a one-cat show. I was thinking we could replace the coffee mugs, for starters. I’ve looked over your shoulder while you’re on your laptop, I know they sell mugs with black cats on them.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I was thinking I’d look good on the welcome brochures, too,” she said, stretching out. “You know, a little black cat sitting on the header. It would be very on brand.”

      As much as I didn’t want to humor Luna’s vanity, she had a point: that would be unbelievably cute. But now that she’d had the idea, I’d have to wait for her to forget about it before thinking about trying it.

      “You’d have your face on all the dinner plates if you had your way,” I pointed out.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing!”

      Before long, I was guiding the broom down to the front of the hospital and hopping off. Luna did the same before my feet even touched the ground, and she rubbed up against my leg. I stuck out a warning finger to her.

      “You had better not actually catch any squirrels,” I said.

      “Do I look that uncivilized?” she said indignantly. “Everyone knows I can catch them, I just choose not to.”

      “Right,” I said, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. Luna was one hundred percent an indoor cat, and I was almost completely certain that she wouldn’t be able to catch a squirrel even if she wanted to. She enjoyed chasing them, but she never actually caught any. Luna flicked her tail and trotted off into the bushes as I made my way toward the hospital entrance. The sterile air that normally greeted me was mitigated a little by the fresh scent of flowers all around the lobby. It looked like they were really trying to spruce the place up, which I could certainly appreciate.A single nurse sat behind the desk at the entrance, a squat woman with shoulder-length hair and big round glasses. She looked up at me as I approached and smiled. She didn’t look familiar, so I held out a little hope that she might be a new hire.

      “Hey there!” I said, leaning against the counter.

      “Good morning, ma’am, how can I help you?” she asked in a kind voice.

      “Well, I’m here to see someone,” I said innocently. “Her name is Florence Klein, I think she would have been admitted sometime early this morning. Middle-aged woman, dark hair, might have been moaning something like ‘I’ve been poisoned.’ Don’t suppose you know which room she’s in?”

      “Ahh,” the nurse said in understanding, looking me up and down. Her smile was fading a bit. “Yes, you must be Ms. Mani. The senior nurses warned me you might be dropping by.”

      My heart sank. They couldn’t just turn me away, they had to pit me against the sweet new nurse I couldn’t dream of bringing myself to be curt with.

      “I don’t suppose they warned you that I’m helping out with a police investigation and should be granted permission to go see her?” I ventured, wincing. She sadly shook her head.

      “I’m sorry, but she can’t see any visitors right now, regardless of any unofficial ties to the police they might have.” Oh, come on, that wasn’t necessary. “I can give you a status update on her, though.”

      “That would just make my day,” I said, putting on the best smile I could.

      “First of all, Ms. Klein is going to be just fine,” she said. “She was the one who called the emergency line, and not a minute too soon. She got a dose of the same poison her husband had, but she should make a full recovery from it. She’s a very lucky woman, but between you and me, I’d be worried about her blaming herself for not getting help in time to save her husband.”

      I frowned sympathetically and nodded.

      “That would be hard on anyone.” I felt bad enough accidentally giving my guest lactose poisoning. Really though, that wasn’t my fault!

      “But rest assured, I’m sure she’ll want to talk to you when she’s released,” the nurse said with a smile. I nodded slowly, my mind reeling as I tried to come up with some kind of excuse to distract the nurse for just a second. But just then, I watched her eyes flit to the window, and her eyes went wide. “Oh... oh my goodness!”

      She stood up in a hurry and started making her way to the window, where I saw Luna sitting on the windowsill, adorably swatting at a butterfly that was just out of reach.

      “That is the most precious cat I’ve seen in months!” the nurse gushed, hurrying to take out her phone and snap a few pictures. “Oh, just look at her!”

      I could not believe my luck, and for just a moment, I regretted being so harsh on Luna back at the house. I didn’t think for a second she was doing this on purpose, but I’d take a blessing where I could.

      “Oh, her? I’ve seen that cat around town a few times, she’s adorable,” I laughed as the nurse started snapping phone photos. As she did, I took a careful step toward the hallway, then another, and then I hurried down it as silently as I could. If anyone asked, I was just looking for the bathroom.

      There weren’t that many beds in the hospital, so finding Florence was just going to be a matter of looking in the right room, I thought. That was easier said than done. All it took was opening one wrong door for me to get a permanent ban from the hospital. Could they even do that? I certainly wasn’t keen on finding out.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have to let it come to that. The sound of a couple of harsh voices further down the hall drew my attention, and I hurried toward them, pressing myself against the wall to listen.

      “Mrs. Klein, I’m sorry,” came the voice of a young woman - younger than Florence looked, so I could only guess it was her doctor. “We have to keep you in here for the time being. I don’t have to tell you again how close you came to lethal levels of toxin in your stomach, the fact that you’re even awake right now is surprising. You are my patient, and I can’t have you pushing yourself this soon.”

      “Yes,” came the sound of a second woman with a somewhat more neurotic undertone to it, “I understand that, but as you can see, I’m very much not dead and very much not bedridden, so I want to be able to make a phone call!”

      “You’ve been through a lot, Mrs. Klein, I can understand why this would make your emotions run high-”

      “My emotions run high? Young lady, I’ll have you know-”

      “I have to be firm about this, ma’am, as your doctor,” the other woman said firmly, and Florence gave a huff so perfected that I could have sworn she was standing in a grocery store about to demand to see the manager.

      “I need to make a business phone call, doctor. I just lost my husband, I would hope you’d understand why that would make it all the more important that I have a chance to take care of my professional life!”

      “I understand, ma’am, but I would hope your business contacts would understand that as well. I can’t in good conscience let you go back to work when you need your rest, for your health’s sake. I’m going to be firm about that. Nurse, please keep an eye on Mrs. Klein, I have other patients I need to check in on.”

      “Of course, Dr. Frey.”

      Realizing that someone was about to come around the corner, I looked around wildly for a room into which I could duck in and hide. Thankfully, I spotted a restroom just across the hall, and I dove inside it just in time to hear the sound of footsteps clacking against the pristine floors outside. Once they were gone, I let go of the breath I was holding, then slipped out behind the doctor. I made my way out to the lobby, where I saw the same nurse sitting at her computer, typing away. I kept my head down and power-walked to the entrance to avoid talking to her.

      “Um, ma’am?” the nurse called after me, but I broke into a jog and slipped out the doors. Thankfully, Luna wasn’t far from the entrance, still chasing the same butterfly with about as much success as she’d had before.

      “Time to head out, Luna!” I said briskly, hopping on my broomstick. She trotted over and hopped on behind me, purring.

      “That was fast. Get anything good?” I was already hovering and gliding away, trying not to look too much like I’d just sort of broken the rules.

      “Well, the victim’s wife who also got poisoned is awake and fiery as ever,” I said. “Didn’t get a chance to talk to her, but she sounds like she’s doing okay. So, that’s good. She sounds like a real type-A. Reminds me a little of my sister.” Diana was absolutely the type to wake up from a near-death experience and demand to have a phone to take care of things at work first thing. Probably before even calling her family.

      “Sounds boring. I found a butterfly,” Luna said in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “I saw. You have a one-nurse fan club. I might have to bring you along more often; you make for a good distraction.”

      “That was my plan all along, obviously,” Luna said, sticking her chest out proudly. “But that’s the only favor you get. Any other distractions are going to cost you. I definitely smelled fresh fish from the market downtown. I think one tuna per stakeout sounds fair, don’t you?”

      “We’ll negotiate,” I said, rolling my eyes.
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      I walked out of the hospital to find Luna pacing back and forth by the sliding glass doors, her tail sticking straight up and her nose pointed defiantly in the air. She looked awfully haughty about something, and I figured it was probably safe to assume it had to do with her being left outside while I went into the hospital. As soon as her green eyes landed on me, she came prancing over, looking rather sour.

      “What is it now?” I asked, feeling a little beleaguered.

      “Wow, that’s not the most friendly greeting I’ve ever received,” she replied sassily.

      “Well, you have a look on your face that tells me you’re about to complain about something,” I pointed out. If she could blush, she would have.

      “No, I wasn’t!” she lied unconvincingly. “I was just going to ask you how it went in there. You know, since I had to wait outside and miss all the action, of course.”

      “And there it is,” I said with a small smile, heading over to grab my broom. Luna trotted after me.

      “Well, how would you like to be stuck outside in the elements while I went inside to do some fun and exciting hospital sleuthing? You’d hate it, too, wouldn’t you?”

      “Hmm. A hospital that allows cats, but not people. Sounds sort of like the world’s worst vet’s office, if you ask me,” I said, giving her a smirk. She stopped in her tracks and glared at me suspiciously.

      “You’ve mentioned the vet twice today already, you know that? You’re starting to give me the heebie-jeebies. You’re not trying to hint at something, are you? Am I going to the vet soon, Artemis? You have to tell me. Oh moon,” she rambled, eyes going wide with fear.

      I knelt down to look her in the eyes. “Hey Lu? Chill. You’re not going to the vet anytime soon. Unless you keep fighting with Lucy, in which case you might end up there with a big scratch on your face.”

      “Pfft,” she scoffed. “As if Miss Priss could get a claw in edgewise against me. She may be bigger and fluffier, but she’s got no substance. She’s all fluff. But me? I’m from the mean streets. I’m scrappy. I can handle myself in a fight.”

      I burst out laughing, much to her dismay. “The mean streets? Luna, you sleep on a comfy queen-sized bed with me every night. You get freaked out if I leave the windows open too long in the summer because you don’t like bugs. You’re a little bit less of a street urchin than you think you are, I’m afraid to tell you,” I explained, grinning widely. As ridiculous and annoying as she could be from time to time, I was definitely grateful to have this little weirdo around. She certainly kept things interesting.

      “I’m so offended I don’t even know what to say,” Luna sniffed.

      “What? You’re speechless? You? Man, I thought this day would never come,” I giggled, standing back up and grabbing my broom to hop on. Luna leaped up to nestle into the carrier basket, still giving me the evil eye.

      “I suppose you’re going to make some cliched old ‘cat got your tongue’ joke now, hmm?” she quipped, tail twitching.

      “No, that would be too much. I try to keep my zingers from going stale,” I said. I kicked off the ground and my broom lifted up into the air. But just as I was about to point my broom toward home, I felt my cell phone vibrate in my sweater dress pocket.

      “What’s that? A text from Lara informing us that Lucy had died in a tragic grooming accident? One can only hope,” Luna grumbled.

      “Wow, Lu. That’s a little dark, don’t you think? Besides, you guys get along half the time. I thought you might even be friends by now,” I said, pulling out my phone.

      “Friends? Ha! That’s insane. You’re insane. Never,” Luna retorted.

      “You can deny it all you want, but I’ve got photos on my phone here that would beg to differ,” I teased. “Photos of you curled up next to Lucy napping, photos of you two playing with the same toy in perfect harmony, photos of--”

      “What? What else do you have in that awful rectangle of shame?” she whined, pawing at my phone. But I was distracted by a text message I had received from Xander.

      “Hold on, Lu. I have a message I’m trying to read,” I said, holding my phone up higher so she couldn’t touch it. She sat back down in the basket and glared at me impatiently.

      “Well? What is it? Who is it? Why so secretive all of a sudden?” she questioned.

      “It’s Xander, okay? And he’s asking me to meet him at the precinct for lunch,” I admitted, feeling my face instantly start to burn. Luna rolled her eyes.

      “Ugh. Humans are so embarrassing with their stupid romantic entanglements. He likes her, but she likes someone else and that someone else likes the first guy - blah, blah, blah. It’s so exhausting. Don’t you people ever get tired of the dance? I mean, look at me! I don’t have a boyfriend and I’m perfectly fine,” Luna ranted as I scrolled over and read the message over and over again, trying to figure out how best to respond.

      “And now you’re ignoring me,” hissed my familiar.

      I looked up from my phone to stare at her, blinking slowly. “You know, you’re just about the neediest little creature to ever walk the planet,” I told her, shaking my head. “I’m not ignoring you. Besides, weren’t you just going on and on about how independent you are? If you’re so self-possessed, why do you need my attention so badly?”

      She made a sound oddly similar to a humanlike “harumph!” and turned away from me. I sighed and typed out a quick response to Xander.

      Be there soon! Should I bring anything?

      Half a moment later, I got my response.

      Nope. Just bring your gorgeous self. :)

      I bit my lip and slid the phone back into my pocket, feeling my heart rate pick up at his compliment. I leaned forward on the broom and it went zooming out of the hospital lot, heading down the road toward the part of town where the tiny police precinct was located. The building itself was pretty small, but that was perfectly fine considering how few police officers the town of Moonlight Cove kept employed. Of course, I had to wonder if maybe that number might be on the verge of going up, since we had endured more crime and mystery in the past year than we had in all the other years I spent growing up here combined. Or at least, it seemed that way. Growing up I never had any idea that my town was special. I assumed that pretty much everywhere in the world was just as safe - though at that rebellious age I probably would have been more likely to label it ‘boring.’

      When we arrived at the police headquarters, I nearly fell off my broom in my haste to get a move on. It hadn’t even come to a full stop when I slid off, my boots skidding a little on the pavement. Luna, who had spent the ride with her eyes closed, ears back, and head up enjoying the fresh air in spite of her complaints, popped up out of the basket wide-eyed.

      “Can I come in this time? It’s kind of nippy out here, you know,” she pointed out.

      I nodded. “Sure. As long as you promise not to be a nuisance. And don’t get into trouble. And don’t touch anything important.”

      “Sheesh,” she hissed as she hopped out of the basket and landed gracefully on the pavement beside me. “What do you think I am, an agent of destruction? I’m a cat, not a tornado.”

      “Well, just judging by the way you leave your litter box sometimes, you could’ve fooled me,” I quipped, turning to walk into the building.

      “Ew, Arti! No need to get so crass,” she retorted, following after me. I pushed open the front entrance and we both went inside, looking around for signs of Xander. I knew where his office was located, but after the time I sort of kind of broke into the building a while back, I still felt a little awkward wandering around in here.

      Luckily, Xander seemed to have been waiting for me, because he came around the corner smiling and waving. “Hey Artemis! Oh, and hi, little kitty,” he said, raising an eyebrow at Luna.

      She gave me a dubious expression that nearly made me laugh out loud. “This is Luna, my familiar. You may have met before at some point,” I said, smiling as Xander knelt down to try and scratch her under the chin. She shrank back at first, eyeing him with suspicion, and then finally gave in and let him pet her.

      “Wow, that’s impressive. She’s usually really standoffish with, well, people in general,” I said, surprised at how easily she gave in.

      Xander stood back up and gave me a grin. “She’s beautiful. I can see why she’s your familiar. You suit each other well,” he remarked. And that was all it took. I was blushing furiously while Luna seemed to almost glow with appreciation. She did enjoy flattery.

      “Come on in,” he said, leading me back to his office. We walked inside and I smiled to see two identical meatball subs sitting on his desk, complete with folded napkins and a big bottle of elderflower lemonade I recognized as coming from one of the gourmet food shops in town.

      “I know, I know, it’s not the fanciest setup in town, and meatball subs aren’t the most romantic of meals to share with your girlfriend, but I likely won’t get much time away from the office until this Klein case is solved,” Xander said rather bashfully.

      I sat down in the chair across from his and reached for the meatball sub with glee, my stomach rumbling at the mere smell of it. “Don’t apologize, this is perfect,” I told him, still on cloud nine from hearing him call me his girlfriend. “Besides, I’m working on the case with you, too, so it’s kind of fitting that we would eat here. We can consider it a two-in-one lunch date and work meeting, if you like.”

      Xander sat down and grabbed his meatball sub, grinning in a way that made my heart flutter. “I would like that very much, actually.”

      “So,” I started after taking a huge, definitely unsexy bite of my sandwich. “Here’s my update: I went to see Karrie at the furniture warehouse. Either she’s a world-class actress or she was not involved in the poisoning. From there, I went to visit Florence Klein in the hospital. They wouldn’t let me in to actually have a chat with her, but I did overhear her kind of yelling at some folks there, so she’s alive and well enough to do that, at least.”

      “Oh, good. That’s a relief to hear,” Xander said, nodding. “My update is that my lab did some testing on the poisoned pastries and it’s been determined that the poison used in the murder comes from a certain magical mushroom that grows wild in the nearby woods.”

      “What? Really? A magic mushroom?” I asked, totally blindsided.

      He nodded slowly. “Well, a magical mushroom. Not a magic mushroom as in the fun, recreational mushroom that makes you hallucinate that you’re living inside one of Picasso’s paintings until you have a panic attack and have to take a long shower to calm down,” he said.

      I couldn’t help but chuckle and raise an eyebrow. “That sounds awfully specific.”

      “Not that I’m speaking from experience or anything, of course,” Xander added hastily.

      “Right, that would be kind of weird since that’s not a super legal drug and you’re a cop and all that jazz,” I teased him, taking genuine delight in the way his face went blotchy with embarrassment. Goodness, he was so darn cute. And full of surprises.

      Still, I decided to put him out of his misery by moving on. “Anyway, that sounds like a story for another time. Right now, we need to figure out what our next move is going to-”

      I was interrupted by a sharp knocking at the office door. Xander frowned, and I read on his face that he definitely wasn’t expecting anyone at the moment. “Sorry. Give me a sec,” he said, getting up and opening the door. To my surprise, there was a stunningly gorgeous young woman standing there with a big, perfect smile on her face. She was tall; tall enough that one might call her statuesque, and she had the slender, willowy sort of body I usually associated with runway models in Milan or whatever. She had shoulder-length, pin-straight blonde hair, cinnamon-brown eyes, and a button nose. The woman was dressed in a black pencil skirt, black tights, a red blouse with some seriously impressive cleavage, and a fitted blazer with black fur trim. Topping off the femme fatale look were her black-as-night stiletto pumps, which made my well-worn black boots look frumpy by comparison.

      “June,” Xander said, and I could read the surprise in his voice and on his face. Clearly he knew this woman from somewhere, and judging by the way she was eyeing him like he was an especially juicy slab of filet mignon, I had to assume they had some kind of history.

      “Sorry to drop in unannounced like this, but I’ve just flown back in from Chicago, and I wanted to say hi,” she said, batting those long lashes coquettishly. Luna, who had been comfortably curled up under my chair, poked her head out and gave the woman a disgusted look.

      “Oh. Uh, well, welcome back to Moonlight Cove,” Xander said awkwardly.

      The woman leaned around him to look at me, doing a double take as though just noticing me for the first time. “Oh! I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you already had a guest. For lunch, too. How adorable. Meatball subs? What a treat,” she said, giving me a smile that did not reach her eyes at all. I could positively feel Luna bristling underneath me.

      “It’s no trouble,” Xander said, obviously torn between wanting to be polite to this woman and wanting to preserve what was left of our little lunch date. “Did you want to, uh, come in and chat for a minute?”

      “That would be lovely!” said June, her eyes lighting up as she pushed past him into the office. She sat on the edge of the desk and looked at me with her head tilted to one side, looking me up and down with bored curiosity.

      “Hi. Um. Nice to meet you,” I said, awkwardly setting my sub down on my lap.

      “Mhm. Enchanted,” she said quickly, then turned back to Xander. “So, how’s it been around here? Boring as usual? Have any dangerous encounters lately? Any salacious house calls or daring adventures?” she asked him, flicking her hair over her shoulder.

      Xander stood uncomfortably by the door, looking at her with a mix of apprehension and annoyance that gave me a twinge of hope. “Nothing that would compare with Chicago,” he answered. She giggled.

      “Right, right. Of course not. I just wanted to see how my old boyfriend was hanging in there. I know it must get awfully boring just sitting in this office day in and day out. You should really come with me on a business trip sometime. You deserve a break from all this,” she said, pointedly ignoring or perhaps including me in ‘all this.’

      “Well, I’m pretty busy most of the time, so,” he said quietly. “Uh, actually, speaking of which, Artemis and I were discussing a case we’re working on, and it’s kind of got some confidential information, so if you don’t mind,” he trailed off.

      “Ooh, confidential? Sounds exciting. Come on, what is it? A bank robbery? Grand theft auto? You’ve got to give me some details,” June wheedled him, biting her lip.

      Suddenly, I’d had just about enough of sitting here invisible while Xander’s old flame openly flirted with him. I stood up and put my sub on the desk, pushing my chair back so that it made an awful scraping noise on the floor. Luna was already waiting by the door.

      “Well, it’s been nice, but I think I’d better go. I’ve got some investigating to get back to,” I said, mustering up as much politeness as I could along with a probably-forced smile.

      “Oh no. Already? Okay. See you later, Athena!” June said brightly.

      “It’s uh... actually, nevermind,” I said, deciding it was pointless to correct her. “Call me later if you get a chance, Xander. You know. To check in about the case.”

      I swished out of the room and was halfway out of the building when I heard Xander running to catch up with me. I turned to look at him, surprised. He put a hand on the small of my back and pressed gently to keep me walking. “You didn’t have to come with me,” I said.

      “Oh no, I’d, uh, I’d rather go with you than stay,” he answered. “But let’s walk a little faster, shall we?”
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      I couldn’t help but feel a pleasant shiver run down my spine at the sensation of Xander’s large, powerful hand pressing softly at the small of my back. It wasn’t as though I was particularly touch-starved or anything: between my parents, sister, Lara, and Luna, I was pretty well-stocked in hugs and affection. But there was just something about the way Xander touched me that made me feel like every nerve in my body was on fire, like every cell that comprised my form was about to melt at any moment. He was going to turn me into a little puddle of goo. How sexy. I truly worried that I might become an addict for his touch, obsessed with getting as close to him as possible for as long as he would let me. Every single step we took together made me feel more and more at ease, despite the discomfort of that horrible intrusion into our lunch date-slash-work-meeting. I still had the heebie-jeebies from that awful woman sitting on the desk in front of me in her skin-tight pencil skirt and her blatant posturing and her pretending to get my name wrong on accident.

      Ugh. I did my best to be the kind of woman who supported other women. I hated the trope in movies and books where there had to be a designated good female character whose enemy was a designated evil woman. Overall, I thought it was much better and more effective for us women to stick together. But specimens like June definitely tested my patience and my dedication to being supportive of all women everywhere. She clearly did not want to be my friend. She saw me as a nuisance, as an ugly, vaguely girl-shaped obstacle for her to leap over to collect her prize: Xander.

      But I reminded myself inwardly that I needed to cut her some slack. I didn’t know much about her yet. Maybe she was actually really cool once you got to know her. And I mean, if Xander had once dated her, I had to trust that he had a good reason to do that. He had standards, right? Goodness, I hoped so. Otherwise that may not have said much about me.

      Xander, meanwhile, still looked a little frazzled, maybe even annoyed, as he led me out of the police precinct building and into the fresh, afternoon air. In the distance there hung a swath of rather moody-looking purplish rain clouds, but right above us it was sunny for the time being. I glanced down at Luna, who gave me a meaningful look. I knew what she was thinking without her even having to say a word. She was worried about getting rained on, of course, being a cat and therefore no friend of water. Normally I might have reassured her that I could perform a preservation or drying spell on her to keep her dry - though she was not a big fan of having spells cast on her, it gave her the creeps - but with my magical abilities currently on the fritz, I was not about to risk exploding my cat like I exploded that blackberry turnover this morning.

      “So, what’s our rush right now? Why are you shoving me out of the precinct?” I asked Xander, who gave me a sheepish shrug.

      “It’s just that I would rather not waste our precious investigation time making small talk with my very intrusive and very persistent ex-girlfriend,” he sighed, raking his fingers back through his gorgeous blond hair. Man, he was so good looking, standing there in his sexy uniform with his hair all ruffled and the sunshine beaming on his face to accentuate his cheekbones…

      I forced myself to stop lusting over him and actually listen to the words coming out of his admittedly very handsome mouth. “June Siebog has never been known for her subtlety,” he added, rolling his eyes. I could sense a multitude of anecdotes packed densely behind those words. I was torn. On the one hand, the idea of listening to my brand new sort of casual boyfriend describe his ex was an objectively bad idea. But on the other hand, if he wanted to complain about her, maybe that would be kind of satisfying.

      “You don’t have to explain yourself to me,” I told him, trying to be the bigger person. “It’s not like I expected you to be chaste up until meeting me or whatever. You’re a grown man. I’m not your mother, Xander. You can totally be friends with your ex.”

      He gave me a beatific smile. “I appreciate that, but I think you may have the wrong idea,” he said. “I haven’t had any kind of relationship with June in a long time. We dated ages ago. It honestly feels like another lifetime to me now.”

      “She sure seemed awfully comfortable waltzing into your office,” I pointed out, trying to keep my tone lighthearted. The last thing I wanted was to be the kind of girlfriend who hounded him about his private life.

      Yeah,” he sighed. “She’s just like that. June has way more confidence than anyone else I have ever met in my life. She’s comfortable everywhere.”

      “Is she from around here? I don’t recognize her,” I said.

      Xander nodded. “Well, she hails from Vermont somewhere, but she’s been living in Moonlight Cove off and on for years. But she’s kind of got this big fish in a small pond complex. Always has. So she spends a lot of time out of town traveling for work. She’s been all over the place, actually. Really well-traveled.”

      I raised an eyebrow as I grabbed my broom to carry while we walked along. He did the same with his broom and fell into step beside me. “Lucky girl,” I quipped.

      He shrugged. “I guess. Personally, after being out there in the world myself, I kind of prefer to stay around here nowadays. Moonlight Cove might not be as flashy and exciting as Paris or Tokyo or Las Vegas, but it’s home.”

      “So, how did you two meet? If that’s not too awkward to ask,” I added quickly.

      “No, no. Not at all,” he assured me. “It’s simple, really. We were the only two magical folks at our college when we were enrolled. In a crowd like that, people like us tend to stick out. We found each other pretty quickly, and one thing led to another. I think we were mostly just lonely, you know? It’s hard to fit in when you’ve got a big secret to keep.”

      “That makes sense,” I agreed, actually feeling a little guilty now. “So, I have another awkward question, but feel free to ignore it if it’s too personal or weird.”

      Xander laughed, a sound so delightful it gave me tingles all over. “Go for it,” he said.

      “She’s beautiful, well-traveled, interesting, and sounds like you guys have a pretty solid history together, so why did you break up?” I asked, biting my lip.

      Xander shrugged. “Well, to be honest with you, June was always a little too clingy for my tastes. It made sense at first when we started dating in college and we didn’t really know anybody else. But after a while it just got on my nerves. Besides, she’s after a bigger, flashier lifestyle than I want. I guess we’re just not a good match, you know?”

      I couldn’t deny how great it felt to hear that, but I played it off coolly. “Yeah, totally. Makes sense to me,” I said, smiling. “Anyway, what’s next on our agenda? I’ve been kind of following you but I don’t know where we’re headed.”

      He chuckled. “I’ve been walking in the direction of that big construction site nearby being handled by Balder Construction. They’ve got an office downtown but the owner, George Balder, will most likely be at the site itself.”

      “What are they building? And why would he be there instead of in his office if he’s just the owner?” I asked.

      “You know, I’m not sure what they’re building. It’s in a residential area just down the road from here, so I’m assuming it will be some kind of residence. But they have been working at it for a while now. Must be a difficult project,” Xander postulated. “And I could be wrong about George, but the impression I’ve always gotten from him is that he’s a very hands-on worker. He likes to see a project through from beginning to end.”

      “A real go-getter, sounds like,” I remarked.

      Xander nodded. “Yes, definitely. He’s a good guy and a hard worker. Did you know his family has been part of an architectural coven for probably centuries? They’ve been working and building in the state of Washington for a really long time.”

      “Oh wow,” I replied, blinking in surprise. “I had no idea.”

      “Yeah, they’re pretty remarkable, but not flashy. They keep to themselves for the most part, even though that coven has produced so much talent you’d think they would be better known for it by now,” he said. “But I guess that’s just a sign that they’re not in it for the money or fame - they just like building and working on the community.”

      “How lovely,” I said, smiling. “Man, we’ve got some really great families here in town, don’t we?”

      Xander beamed. “Yes. We do. It’s one of the things I love so much about Moonlight Cove: the people who live here really do put their hearts and souls into the community. It’s stuff like that and people like George Balder and you who make me want to pour so much of my own time and energy and heart into policing this place and keeping it protected from harm.”

      “People like me?” I repeated, confused and flattered.

      “Yeah, of course,” he said, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You run a family business basically all by yourself, bringing in tourism for the local economy, you also help out other local industries by using homegrown cooking ingredients, and then somehow you also find time to volunteer your services as a crime-solver. That makes you pretty important to the community here, if you ask me.”

      I blushed deeply and looked away, too overwhelmed with flattery and surprise to come up with a good response. I wasn’t used to anyone talking to me this way, much less the handsomest, bravest, most kind-hearted man in the world. So I did what I had to do: I changed the subject.

      “So anyway,” I said lamely, “why exactly are we going to talk to George Balder?” The name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t think from where.

      Xander, to his credit and to my relief, allowed the topic switch without hesitation. “Well, I want to talk to him because he was most likely an associate of our victim.”

      “Oh, really?” I asked as we turned the corner.

      “Yeah. If there’s one thing I know about the Kleins, it’s that their business made them a lot of friends in town. A lot of allies, at least,” Xander corrected himself.

      “And you think George might know something we don’t know?” I asked.

      Xander shrugged. “I hope so. Worth a try, anyway.”

      “Hmm. Alright, fair enough,” I replied lightly.

      We walked for another block and a half until we turned around corner into a small cul-de-sac. Immediately my eyes fell on an empty lot full of construction workers, heavy machinery, and a complex network of magical spells and charms keeping the ball rolling. There was a man with a thick mustache, a ruddy face, and a yellow hard hat, levitating ever so slightly off the ground while he barked instructions to the crew. That had to be George Balder, the owner. He just looked the type.

      As we approached, he called out, “Mr. Balder?”

      George turned, still floating a few inches off the ground, to look at us. When he saw Xander he grinned and gave him a friendly wave. He landed back on the ground and came striding over to shake our hands.

      “Well, hey there, chief! To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked in a jovial voice. Between his graying hair, thick mustache, and rosy cheeks, I got the weirdest sensation that I was speaking to an off-season, toned-down, blue-collar Santa Claus.

      “Good to see you, George. I wish I was here for a more pleasant reason, but I actually have some questions to ask you about a case I’m working on,” Xander said.

      George’s smile faltered a little but he nodded. “Of course. Oh, and who is this lovely young lady? Have we met before?” he asked.

      I smiled at him and shook my head. “I don’t think we’ve met, but our families have probably known each other for ages. My name is Artemis Mani,” I said.

      He grinned. “Oh! You run the Moonlight Cove Manor, don’t you? I know your parents. Great folks. A great family. Nice to meet you!”

      “Nice to meet you, too,” I replied happily.

      George turned back to Xander. “Are you or were you ever an associate of a local furniture-maker named Arnold Klein?”

      George’s brow furrowed and he stiffened a little, looking uncomfortable. “Yes, of course. I’ve worked with him a number of times, purely on a professional basis. He does good work. Makes a fine product. I’ve used his furniture in staging my model homes for years. Why?”

      “When was the last time you remember speaking to him?” I asked, avoiding having to break the bad news to George just yet. As kind and friendly as Mr. Balder seemed to be, I had to remind myself that anyone could be a suspect. Anyone could be hiding a secret.

      George scratched his chin thoughtfully for a moment before answering. “Hmm, probably about three weeks ago, I would guess.”

      “And how would you characterize your relationship with Mr. Klein?” asked Xander.

      George sighed, shifting his weight between his feet back and forth awkwardly while he ruminated over the question. Uh oh. That didn’t seem like a good sign at all, in my very amateurish opinion. But when I stole a furtive glance at Xander, he looked concerned, too, so perhaps I was right to be a little suspicious.

      “George?” I prompted him gently.

      The construction guy blinked a few times, seemingly shaking himself out of his thoughts and back to reality. Then he folded his arms over his white polo shirt smudged with grime and leaned in closely. He lowered his voice and answered, “I don’t know what kind of trouble Arnold must have gotten himself into for the police to be out asking about him, but truth be told, I always had a good rapport with the guy. When we spoke last, we were on good terms. Should I be worried, chief? Is something wrong?”

      Xander and I exchanged looks of mingled disappointment and concern. On the one hand, it was good to know that perhaps Arnold wasn’t hiding some big dark secret, but on the other hand, our list of suspects and motives for his death was starting to stagnate. Who on earth could have wanted Arnold Klein dead?
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      “Don’t get me wrong, I do like to be of assistance to the police, but you guys are worrying me a little bit,” said George, frowning. “Is Arnold in some kind of trouble?”

      “Oh no. It’s uh, nothing like that,” I answered hastily, shaking my head.

      George looked unconvinced, glancing back and forth between Xander and I with a bewildered expression. “Could you tell me what’s going on or is that confidential police business?” he asked.

      Xander stepped in this time, taking on his usual professional demeanor. It was hard to pinpoint exactly what he did that changed his whole aura, but I was sure it had something to do with his mannerisms and charisma. He clapped George on the shoulder reassuringly and gave him a broad, winning smile.

      “No. Don’t stress yourself out over it, George. This is nothing for you to worry about. You do good work for the community, and your hands are clean. I know that. Just keep doing what you do, and we will get out of your hair. You have important things to do,” Xander reminded him, gesturing toward the construction project underway.

      The various members of George’s crew had all stopped to gawk at us from afar, but they hurriedly got back to work when Xander looked their way. It was almost comical the way he could suddenly transform from a sweet, casual local guy having a chat with a fellow citizen into a fearless leader who commanded a space without even trying. Although it was definitely crass and highly inappropriate for the moment, I couldn’t help but find myself wondering if he ever used that tone of voice and command in bed.

      Goodness. Here we were on an important mission to gain information on a brutal murder by poisoning and I was standing here fantasizing about my police partner, my mind totally in the gutter. I usually had a pretty solid head on my shoulders, and I wasn’t easily distracted when I had an important task in front of me, but if there was anyone in the world who could get my mind rolling in a totally different - and totally unprofessional - direction, it would have to be him.

      George looked downright bashful at the nice string of compliments. He scratched at the back of his head, his rosy cheeks burning hotter. I found myself relating to his struggle pretty damn well. It seemed that nobody was immune to Xander’s charming way of calming people down. Not even a big, buff, middle-aged contractor in a hard hat.

      “Well, I thank you kindly for that, officer,” George said, beaming with appreciation. “And if you decide you need anything else from me, just don’t hesitate to let me know. I’ll be around, as always. Just give me a shout.”

      “You got it, Mr. Balder,” Xander said, sticking out his hand for the contractor to shake. “We’ll be in touch. Have a great afternoon and don’t work too hard.”

      “I’ll do my best,” George said with a wink. Then he gave me a friendly nod. “Good to see you, Miss Mani. If you ever need some help with anything over at the Manor, you just give me a call and I’ll fix you right up.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I said, smiling. I would definitely have to keep that in mind, especially now that my mother and I were tossing around the idea of getting some more renovations and updates done around the Manor.

      Xander and I said goodbye to the crew and then headed off back in the direction we’d come from earlier. Luna, who had stayed quiet - probably out of sheer boredom - came trotting out of the bushes where she’d been hunkered down during our interview with George. She raced up to walk with us, weaving between my legs and Xander’s. She looked up at him and let out the cutest, most plaintive little mew I had ever heard from her. It was so contrived and attention-seeking that it almost made me roll my eyes. Instead, I just laughed out loud.

      “Wow, she must really like you to want your attention so badly,” I remarked.

      Xander looked down at her just as she gave me a subtle glare. “Oh, so you’re the only one who’s allowed to make googly-eyes at the police chief? I see how it is.”

      He bent down to gently pat her soft little head for a few seconds, and she clearly lapped it up, purring like an engine. I half-expected her to jump up into his arms, she was laying it on so thickly. But Xander evidently had his mind still fixated on the case at hand, so he kept walking. I followed along, watching the side of his face as he thought hard over what we ought to do next. It was a privilege, I realized, getting to see him hard at work. He was good at his job, but the most impressive part to me was how passionate he was about keeping Moonlight Cove safe.“So, where to next? Any ideas?” I prompted him once he had been silent for a good minute or so. He snapped out of it with an almost humorous jolt, and then gave me a smirk.

      “I think so. You said you went and spoke with Karrie, the Kleins’ secretary and personal assistant, right?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah. I went this morning after you and I met at the crime scene. Well, after I detoured to the Magic Bean to talk to Elisa.”

      “And you said she seemed pretty upset about the whole thing?” he asked.

      “Yeah. She was sobbing and everything. Maybe she’s just a great actress, but those tears sure looked genuine to me,” I remarked.

      “Alright. Yes. I think she’ll be our next stop,” Xander said, climbing onto his broom. He looked over at me expectantly. “Do you have the time to head all the way back out to the warehouse with me right now? I know it’s a bit of a jaunt and you’ve still got the Manor to worry about.”

      I smiled and climbed atop my own broom. “No problem. The Manor will be there when we’re done. I want to keep sleuthing for a while longer. Besides, I’ll be interested to see what you think about Karrie’s demeanor.”

      “Great,” Xander said brightly. Luna hopped up onto my broom and walked a few tight little circles in the basket until she curled up and got comfortable. As soon as she was lying down, I kicked off, and followed after Xander.

      The streets were a little busier this time of day, with pedestrians and broom-riders alike weaving in and out between us on their daily routes. A lot of people were going on break, leaving work, or switching shifts at this point in the afternoon. Still, without big, bulky automobiles to clog up the roads, traffic was almost a non-existent issue. Brooms took up considerably less space, even the ones that had gigantic baskets or side-seats on them. People floated by on their family brooms, which had little offshoots with special invisible straps that would keep even the roly-poliest little toddler from sliding off the broom. Most adults rode sans-straps because these days, brooms were manufactured with lots of built-in safety charms. It looked a lot more precarious and uncomfortable than it really was. I had always thought broom-riding was pretty relaxing, personally. Being outside in the breeze, just floating along, it was a great way to clear your mind.

      Although, right now, my mind was downright crowded with competing thoughts. I was worried about the case, about my malfunctioning magic, about the Manor and how things were going there, about Luna and Lucy and their eternal frenemy feud, and of course, about my relationship with Xander. Especially now that I had come face to face with his beautiful, intriguing, worldly ex-girlfriend. How was I meant to compete with that?

      By the time we arrived at the warehouse, I was feeling a little anxious, so I was relieved to have Luna there with me. Even when she was being obnoxious, she was a rather calming presence for me. That was all part and parcel of having a familiar. We were simply better when we were together.

      Xander and I pulled our brooms to a stop, hopped off, and leaned our brooms against the outside of the building. Karrie’s broom was still here, which was a good sign. Luna woke up from her little nap and leaped out of the broom basket to follow us as Xander and I walked up to the front entrance and knocked.

      Moments later, the door creaked open, only this time Karrie didn’t peek out, she just yanked the whole door open carelessly. I could see that she was still in a state of panic and sorrow. Blackish streaks of mascara ran down her cheeks, and she had pulled her poufy red hair back into a messy bun. She looked as though she had been crying nonstop all day long.

      Xander immediately took on a more nurturing, gentle demeanor. “Hi, I’m Chief Forsetti. Are you Karrie?”

      She nodded, wiping at her eyes with a napkin. “Yes. That’s me,” she said. Then, looking at me, she added, “I remember you from this morning.”

      “Yeah, I’m sorry to barge in on you again like this,” I said. She shrugged.

      “It’s okay. I want to help. Do you want to come in?”

      “That would be great, Karrie, thanks,” Xander said with a soft smile. She turned and walked away toward the lounge area we sat this morning, Xander and I following after her with Luna trotting in with me, keeping close. She looked uneasy in the warehouse at first, and then I saw her eyes go wide and round with curiosity. Of course, she would feel that way: a warehouse was bound to be full of fun items to play with and nooks and crannies for a cat to hide in. I gave her a meaningful look that warned her to stay close, and though I could feel her disappointment, she nodded.

      “I just don’t know what to do with myself,” Karrie admitted as she took a seat in the break room. Xander and I sat with her. “It feels like my whole world has been ripped out from underneath me. I just never expected this, you know?”

      “Of course. This is a big shock,” I assured her.

      “Exactly. I mean, I always thought Arnold and Flo had life figured out. They were perfect for each other. Yin and yang,” she sighed.

      Xander frowned slightly in a way I recognized meant that he had a hunch of some kind. He leaned forward, folding his hands together, and asked her, “Could you tell me more about their relationship? Their marriage? How did they meet?”

      Karrie smiled in spite of her tears. “Sure. They were so happy. I mean, they argued sometimes just like any other couple, but overall they were so into each other. Sometimes I used to complain about it, actually, about how I felt like a third wheel a lot of the time. But their story is so sweet, it was hard to stay annoyed about it. They met when Florence used to work at a plant nursery. One day, when Arnold was starting out with his business, he decided he needed some flowers to brighten up his office, so he went to Flo’s work. She helped him pick out the right plants and from there, one thing led to another, I guess. Isn’t that sweet?” she sniffled.

      Xander and I both nodded. “Yes. Very sweet,” I agreed with a smile.

      “So, what’s going with Flo? Is she alright? Is she stable?” Karrie asked, wiping her nose. “Can I go see her yet?”

      “Probably not yet,” Xander said gently. “You’ll have to be patient, I’m afraid. But she is going to make it.”

      She sighed. “Of course. I understand. I’m so glad she’s going to be ok. Well, if you find out anything else, let me know. I don’t know how I’m going to get anything done today. Not without Mr. Klein to guide me. Oh, I just keep expecting him to walk through the front door, whistling and smiling as usual,” Karrie said, her face crumpling into tears yet again.

      Xander gave me a look that clearly told me he had decided to trust Karrie. She didn’t seem anywhere near stable enough to be a suspect in this case. We both stood up to leave. I gave Karrie a long hug, patting her on the back and reassuring her that we would figure this out, and then we took our leave. Xander looked a little put out as we walked out of the building.

      “I really thought Karrie might jog my memory and generate some new leads. But I’ve got nothing,” he admitted with a sigh. “How about you?”

      I shook my head. “No. Not that I can think of. The mystery continues.”

      We got on our brooms and started making our way back toward town, Luna curled up in the basket once again. As we neared the busier part of town, we swung close by the Manor so I could let Luna go home, with a reminder that she was to be a downstairs cat only until she could learn to get along with Lucy. She had clearly gotten her fill of police procedures for the day. We stopped out front of the Manor and I carried her inside, setting her down on the couch with a kiss on the head before going back outside to join Xander. I hoped against hope that this time, Luna would be too exhausted to pick up her feud with Lucy.

      “Is she fast asleep in there?” Xander asked, amused.

      I nodded, smiling. “Yeah. She’ll be out for a bit. She’s not used to spending a lot of time outdoors in the-”

      I trailed off as I caught sight of a very familiar-looking figure just a few blocks down on a broomstick. I squinted and tilted my head to one side, which made Xander do the same. Then it hit me: that was my mom! She was just kind of hanging around the neighborhood, looking a little suspicious. And when she looked over and did a double-take at me, her eyes going wide with surprise, my suspicions definitely increased.

      “Mom?” I said, starting to go over to her. But she hastily jumped on her broom and zoomed off in the opposite direction, clearly doing her best to avoid me.

      “Wow. Your own mother just ghosted you,” Xander chuckled.

      “Yeah. That’s, uh, probably not a great sign,” I groaned. “What on earth is she up to now? And why is she being so secretive about it?”

      “Who knows,” Xander laughed. “Your mom is a riot.”

      “She’s a hurricane, is what she is,” I lamented, pulling out my cell phone to text my younger - but annoyingly wiser - sister, Diana. I fired off a quick text, asking if she had any idea what our incorrigible and frustratingly energetic mother was up to this time. It only took a minute or so to get a response.

      No idea. There is no telling what that woman is up to. I’m sure it’s something ridiculous and niche and over the top, since that seems to be her modus operandi. Should we get her a giant hamster wheel or something to help her burn off that excess energy safely?

      I snorted, then showed Xander the text. He laughed out loud, too.

      “Your sister is funny,” he said. “Must run in the family.”

      “Yeah, we’re a real barrel of monkeys,” I chuckled, shaking my head. “So, what’s your plan? Are you calling it quits for the day?”

      “No, I’ve still got some juice left in me. I was thinking of going to visit Florence Klein in the hospital, see if she’s well enough to have a visitor yet,” he suggested. “And you?”

      “Can I tag along?” I asked brightly. “I wasn’t able to get in to see her earlier, but with you there…”

      Xander smirked. “Yeah, I’ll be your hall pass. Come on. Let’s go see Flo.”
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      Riding side by side with Xander wasn’t half-bad. It wasn’t the first time I had done it, but every now and then, I had to remind myself that I was technically still just a B&B owner asking questions around town. That didn’t mean much in practice, except that I couldn’t get into places like the hospital without bending the rules a little, but sometimes I couldn’t help but wonder what Arti from two years ago would have thought if I could jump back and say hello. The conversation always went pretty smoothly in my head. “Things are good, you’re dating someone nice, you have a celebrity friend, the Manor is getting renovated - oh, and you’ve survived at least two attempts on your life. Go us!”

      “So, you said you couldn’t get into the hospital before,” Xander mused as we glided over the winding roads leading down to the hospital. “But I’d like to think I know you better than that by now, so what actually happened, and should I be worried about someone asking me to arrest you when we get there?”

      “Oh, come on, I’m not that bad!” I said, pretending to be more offended than I actually was. I would have been surprised if one of the citizens of Moonlight Cove hadn’t at least thought about calling the cops on me. “I didn’t do anything major. The nurse might have left her station for a few minutes, and I might have run to the bathroom, during that time. And if I overheard anything coming from Florence’s room, well, that’s not my fault.”

      “Uh huh. I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that. But in this completely made-up hypothetical situation, did you hear anything useful?”

      “Not particularly,” I said. “The doctor might have been arguing with Florence about letting her make a business call, but that’s it. She’s definitely awake and active, so she shouldn’t have trouble talking to us.”

      “Business calls?” Xander said, frowning. “The business must not have been doing very well if she’s so worried about keeping things running that she can’t even take downtime the morning her husband died and she was poisoned.”

      “That was my first thought, but my second thought was to remember what my sister is like,” I said. “She could lose an arm in the morning and be back in the office with a prosthetic by noon, I swear.”

      Xander chuckled as our brooms came to a slow stop at the hospital. As we headed inside, I couldn’t help but feel a smug sense of pride, walking in with my official permit to go wherever I wanted. Unfortunately, that was diminished slightly by the fact that a different nurse was working the front desk. I supposed I could deal with that disappointment. The first nurse had at least found Luna cute. I could let a lot slide after that.

      “Good afternoon, Officer,” the nurse said as we approached the desk. She was one I’d seen before, and she narrowed her eyes at me briefly, despite my flashing the best sympathetic smile I could muster at her. “Can I help you with anything?”

      “We’re here to see Florence Klein,” Xander said casually, raising his badge briefly before tucking it away in his jacket. I hated myself for noticing, but I kind of liked the easy authority he could show off when he did stuff like that.

      “Of course, she’s right this way. Let’s see if she’s in a talkative mood,” she added, standing up and leading us back to the room I’d eavesdropped on earlier.

      “What does that tone mean?” Xander asked as we walked.

      “That tone means she’s been in a talkative mood since the moment she woke up, despite having nearly enough poison in her to shut her up for good,” the nurse chuckled quietly. “She’s a fighter, she is. Here we are, give me just a moment.” The nurse stepped up to the door and knocked before opening it and sticking her head in. “Mrs. Klein? Chief Forsetti and his assistant are here and would like to speak with you, if you have a moment.”

      “Sure, sure, send them in, it’s not like I’m going anywhere,” Florence’s voice came from the other side of the door, and the nurse ushered us inside.

      Florence was looking much better than the state I’d seen her in when she’d been carried out of her house earlier that morning. She wasn’t looking great, but she didn’t look like she was on death’s door anymore. She was sitting upright with her hair in a messy ponytail, and despite the doctor’s warnings earlier, had a phone lying on the table next to her. Apparently, she’d worn someone down at some point. She also had a large bouquet of flowers sitting on the table, along with the remnants of a hospital lunch. Her eyes glanced between us briefly before she raised an eyebrow.

      “Hello there. Can I ask why you two look so familiar? I could have sworn I’ve seen you both somewhere recently, together.”

      “We didn’t get a chance to meet properly,” Xander said with that charming smile of his. “You were a little busy getting carried out on a stretcher this morning. I’m Chief Xander Forsetti, and this is Artemis Mani.”

      “Ah, that’s right,” she said, smiling as we approached. “You two were heading into the house while I was on my way out. Well, I suppose it’s good to see you again, rather than the alternative.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss, but I’m glad you were able to get a call out fast enough to save yourself,” I said.

      “Me too,” Florence said with a sigh, rubbing her temples and shaking her head.

      “I’d imagine so,” Xander said, pulling up a couple of chairs so that he and I could sit at her bedside. He took out a pen and a very official-looking notepad and leaned back in his chair, looking calm and relaxed. I, in contrast, was leaning forward and bouncing a leg anxiously. “Let’s start with the basics. Do you have any idea who poisoned you and your husband, Mrs. Klein?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, crossing her arms and shaking her head. “And believe me, if I did, I wouldn’t be sitting here in a hospital bed waiting for people to take care of me, I’d be out on the hunt.”

      “That would be pretty illegal, so I’ll just be glad that’s not the case,” Xander said with a smile that was only half-joking. “Can you tell me who all was at the house today who might have had access to the pastries you ate for breakfast?”

      “The only people over at the house this morning were me, my husband, and Karrie,” Flo said, looking up at the ceiling thoughtfully. “Karrie brought over the pastries, and she showed up right on time, as always. She’s good people. Bit of a nervous type, but she’s got a good head on her shoulders. I won’t do your job for you, but I wouldn’t suspect her for a second, if it were me.”

      “That’s perfectly fine to say, your input is valuable in all this,” Xander said, nodding. “In fact, we’ve already had a chat with Karrie, haven’t we, Arti?” He looked to me, which surprised me. I was expecting to be the backseat interviewer for all this time.

      “Oh, uh, yes!” I replied. “She picked up the pastries from The Magic Bean, and the food was only unattended for a short time while she ran to the bathroom, she said. And I got a list of other customers who were at the Bean at the same time as her: a couple tourists, Laura Mimir, George Balder, and Jordan Orin.” That was where I had heard George Balder’s name before. He had been one of the customers in The Magic Bean while Karrie was picking up the pastries.

      As soon as I mentioned Jordan’s name, Florence’s expression turned sour, and her mouth fell open.

      “That son of a-,” she murmured, trailing off. Xander and I glanced at each other with raised eyebrows before Xander leaned forward and furrowed his brow.

      “I take it that name means something to you, Mrs. Klein?”

      “You’re darn right it does, that’s Arnold’s ex-business partner,” she said with vitriol.

      “Right, we’ve been looking into him,” Xander said with another nod to me. “But it would be helpful to hear things from your point of view, if you don’t mind.”

      “Well, like I said, they used to be business partners working together for the furniture company,” she said. “He ran business at a turtle’s pace. No ambition. So when Arnold finally got the nerve to start doing things his way, we didn’t lose any sleep when Jordan decided to back out and go do his own thing. He’s been jealous ever since hearing about how we’re doing leagues better without him around.”

      “Really?” I said, tilting my head to the side. That wasn’t what I heard from Jordan. “Can you elaborate?”

      “A few months ago, he sent this downright vile letter to Arnold, seething about all the differences the two had over the years and all in all just being the world’s sorest loser. I don’t think he ever liked Arnold. The letter was full of empty threats and complaining, it just reeked of insecurity.”

      “Threats?” Xander asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “You know how business partners can get,” she said. “He claimed some aspects of the business model and advertising strategy were things he’d come up with instead of both of them. It wasn’t anything explicitly threatening, but the implication was there.”

      “Can we see this letter?” Xander asked.

      “I destroyed the thing,” she said, shaking her head. “Didn’t want that stormcloud over Arnold’s head.”

      Xander frowned, but he nodded and stood up.

      “Still, that’s helpful. Thank you, Mrs. Klein, I think this is a good lead to follow through more thoroughly.”

      “Thank you, Chief,” she said, and we headed out of the room. We barely made it out before we were met with the doctor, who was hovering around outside the door.

      “I see you’ve met Mrs. Klein,” Dr. Freeman said with a smile as I closed the door behind us.

      “That we have,” Xander said with a knowing smile. “Mind if I get a few words from you while we’re here, Dr. Freeman?”

      “That’s why I was waiting around for you,” she chuckled. “Figured you’d want a statement. Here’s a copy of my paperwork,” she said, handing Xander a small stack of papers full of forms that looked extremely dense. “But I can give you the short version here and now: the poison was magical, a kind of modified mixture of a rare plant that’s been used for centuries by witches and other paranormals, since it can only be made with spells that are, let’s say beyond illegal. Your perp laced those cinnamon buns with more than a lethal dose, so there’s no question in my mind that this was foul play, unfortunately.”

      “Tasty way to go, at least,” I offered. Xander and the doctor both raised an eyebrow at me, and I blushed for a second before the doctor went on.

      “The fact that Florence only ate half of hers is what saved her. It’s a fairly fast-acting poison. I’d imagine it could have been fairly easy for, say, Arnold to have eaten his before Florence had a chance to start picking at hers, and by the time she got around to her half, Arnold would have already been starting to show symptoms.”

      “That would line up with the timeline we have,” Xander said, nodding. “I don’t suppose you’ve had any similar cases in town that didn’t get reported to the police?”

      “I’m afraid not,” she said, shaking her head. “In fact, I’m surprised to have gotten a chance to see a case like this. In medical school, I always assumed it was something I’d never see in person.”

      “Well, Moonlight Cove is getting stranger than fiction these days,” I said.

      “Thanks, doc, I’ll look these over and get back to you with any questions,” Xander said, and the doctor gave us a polite nod and waved us off as we headed for the exit.

      “Alright, so, definitely poison, and Jordan might have a motive,” Xander said. “What are your thoughts, Arti?”

      “Jordan definitely didn’t seem like the type of person Florence painted him to be,” I said reluctantly. “Mild mannered, kept insisting they parted on decent terms, seemed to be doing pretty well for himself. I didn’t see any signs of a desperate man trying to keep a failing business afloat.”

      “Interesting. But people can be surprising,” Xander said, frowning. “Some people lead such double lives you’d never guess. In any case, sounds like it’s time for another visit to him. What do you say we hit his office next? He should be back from any lunch break by now, and if he’s not, we can figure out his usual spots.”

      “Sounds good,” I said as we left the hospital, but as we were grabbing our brooms, my phone buzzed. I frowned, taking it out and looking at the screen.

      It was Lara. I winced. Somehow, I felt like I knew what the call was about before even picking it up.

      Darn it, Luna, why can’t you just chill for a few weeks?

      “How bad is it?” I answered the phone.

      “O-oh! Hey Arti!” Lara’s voice chimed, but there was a nervous edge to it, and the next thing I heard was a loud feline howling from the background. “Um, it’s not great, I’ll be honest. I was calling to see if you happened to know a few tricks on how to calm Luna down? I’m so sorry, the two of them are really getting into it this time. I can’t even get Lucy to listen to me.”

      I groaned, letting my head fall back.

      “No, no, I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s gotten into Luna lately. Is anything broken?”

      “Not that I’m aware of, but they’re racing around the house so fast I’m a little bit afraid to go back inside. I’m kind of hiding on the deck right now.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m on my way. Luna isn’t a crisis anyone can deal with remotely, I don’t think.”

      “Thanks, Arti,” Lara gushed, relieved.

      “Be there in five,” I said, ending the call and giving Xander an apologetic look. But before I could say anything he held up a hand and smiled warmly.

      “I could hear the cat from all the way over here, you don’t have to explain anything,” he said. “You go play negotiator, and I’ll check in on Jordan. We’ll meet up afterward.”

      I felt so relieved I could kiss him.

      “Okaythankyouseeyoulaterbesafe!” I said in a hurry as I hopped on my broom and kicked off, racing back to the manor as fast as I could muster.

      At least five of Luna’s nine lives had to be used up by now, and I wasn’t keen on either she or Lucy losing any more today. Plus, I was planning on using up one of them when I throttled her as soon as I got home.
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      Saying I didn’t know what to expect when I raced back up to the B&B would have been a half-lie. I didn’t know exactly, but I had a pretty good mental image of what was going on, and the sounds I heard as I pulled up the walkway on my broom didn’t do much to prove me wrong. A howl so bloodcurdling that I could have sworn I was going to walk in on a murder scene came from the house, and I wasn’t sure who’d come out on top in a fight like that. I supposed I was about to find out.

      I tried to open the door, but the second it was ajar, I felt something push it closed again right in my face. I blinked, recoiling, then opened the door again and saw what shut the door in my face. The two cats were darting down the hallway, one of them having rebounded off the door right when I was opening it. Good start.

      “Hey, hey, hey!” I shouted, hurrying through the door and shutting it behind me. “Luna, knock it off!”

      “She started it!” Luna shouted across the house as the two raced, and the sound of something crashing in the kitchen made its way to my ears. Huffing, I hurried down the hall, where the remnants of the plates I had left in the sink to be washed had shattered all over the tile floors.

      “How did you even…?” I groaned, putting my hands to my hair and wanting to start ripping it out. Before I could open my mouth to start shouting at the cats again, I heard a desperate tapping on the glass door to the deck out back. I looked over and saw Lara there, her face frozen in an apologetic grimace as she waved at me.

      I rolled my eyes with a smile and opened the door for her.

      “I’m so, so, so sorry,” she gushed as she practically collapsed back into the house. “I tried to talk some sense into Lucy but she keeps going on about how Luna’s being unreasonable and I totally don’t mean your cat is actually unreasonable but Lucy just gets this way sometimes and when she goes off I can’t get a word in edgewise and-”

      “Lara!” I stopped her, just as she was getting blue in the face from her one-breath sentence. “Lara, I promise it’s okay.”

      “Okay. But are you sure, though?”

      “Moon help me, yes, it’s fine. Luna’s just as liable to be the instigator,” I assured her. “Please tell me the guests have already checked out.”

      “Yeah, they got out of here right after you left last time,” Lara said, delighted to give me some good news. “They seemed like they had a great time, so I don’t think they minded the first spat the cats had too much.”

      “Thank the moon,” I breathed, turning to the vague direction of the rest of the house and putting my hands on my hips, furrowing my brow. “Alright, you two, if you can hear a can of cat food opening from across the house, you could hear that! Guests are gone, that means the gloves come off! I’m giving you one last chance to calm down and-”

      As if in response, something crashed upstairs, and this time, Lara winced.

      “That came from my room, I think. My fault for leaving the canvas out that precariously.” My eyes widened, and I let my shoulders slump.

      “Alright, don’t worry, we got this. Two cat moms, two magical fingers, two brains. We can break up a cat fight.”

      “I tried to break up a cat fight with my hands when I was fourteen,” Lara said as I started to literally roll my sleeves up. “Still have the scars!”

      “Yeah, which is why we’re using magic,” I said. “Let’s stick together and take this tactically.”

      “Tactically? Like what?”

      “I don’t actually have a plan,” I admitted, holding my finger at the ready. “But we’ve got, I don’t know, moxie.”

      “Good enough for me. Let’s do this.”

      Lara and I advanced down the hallway after the cats as carefully as we could. The sounds of cartoonish destruction had at least slowed down, so I held out hope that I might have walked in on the end of their little grudge match. We followed the sounds of growling all the way to Lara’s room, where I peeked inside, and my gut wrenched.

      Whatever piece Lara had been working on painting was in complete shreds all over the floor and the bed, and apparently, she’d been working on it recently, because there were paw prints of blue and green paint all over the room. Lara’s jaw dropped, and my face went pale.

      Worse yet, the cats were both on the bed, and it looked like things were nowhere near over. Both had their hair standing on end, ears back, eyes wide, and occasionally spitting at each other.

      “Lucy,” Lara said slowly, holding a hand out. “Don’t try to pin this on Luna, this is not the first time you’ve taken a fight to my studio. You know that’s a low blow.”

      “Yeah, Lucy, tell her all about low blows,” Luna snarled.

      “Don’t you try to make yourself look good,” I snapped at Luna, brandishing my finger. “I thought we had an understanding!”

      “All’s fair in love and war,” Luna retorted, tail flicking.

      “Okay,” I told Lara, glancing at her, “I’m going to try to slow them down, maybe that’ll let us at least get a hold of them without clawing all our skin off.”

      “Oh! So you got your spell issues fix-”

      “Tardiuroa!”

      Bright yellow light arced from my finger to the cats before Lara’s words could even register in my mind, and as soon as they did, I nearly had a heart attack. The room flashed with bright light, and for a heart-stopping moment, I wondered if I’d just blown our cats to smithereens.

      But when the light faded, I saw both of them looking about as confused as we were. Then they realized they were still standing across from each other, and the hissing resumed for a moment before Luna bolted toward Lucy, and Lucy took off toward us, darting under our legs.

      They were both moving about twice as fast as they normally did.

      “Oh shoot,” I gasped as the feline blur of hair and claws flashed by me faster than I’d ever seen a cat move.

      “What on earth happened?” Lara cried as the cats vanished down the hall.

      “I tried to cast a slowing spell on them, but I think I sped them up,” I groaned.

      “Well that’s not good,” Lara said, the despair written all over her face.

      I bolted down the hall to the stairs, where Luna’s tail disappeared as she whipped around the corner. Darting after them, and I caught them dashing up the stairs, on the wall, running parallel to the ground.

      “Son of a- remind me to never cast a spell again,” I panted as I hurried up the stairs, Lara close behind me, staring up in terror at the cats who were now running along the ceiling and down the wall to the floors again.

      As I hurried up the stairs, I could hear a string of some of the foulest language I’d ever heard coming out of Luna’s mouth.

      “Luna! Where did you learn those words?!” I shouted at her as I darted into my bedroom, where the two were dashing under the bed. Perhaps foolishly, I ran to the edge of the bed and got on my knees to pull the blanket up and look underneath. I heard the sound of a fierce growl, and I screamed as both cats bolted out over me.

      Out of sheer reflex, I put my arms up and squeaked the spell that any self-respecting witch might utter when something very, very fast was racing toward them.

      “Prohiberoa!”

      The spell should have stopped them, but of course, nothing was going right today, so instead, purple light surrounded the two cats just before Luna used my shoulder as a springboard, and as I fell on my back, I looked up to see two bats flying through the room where Luna and Lucy had once been, one black and one white. Oh, and they were still moving twice as fast as usual.

      I covered my face with my hands and groaned as they zipped out the door, chittering madly at each other and circling in the air.

      “Well, all the windows are closed, so I think you might have saved most of the fragile things in the house, whether you meant to or not,” Lara said, reaching down to help me up to my feet. As soon as she said that, I heard the sound of delicate glass breaking down in the kitchen.

      “Except the wine glasses,” I replied. “But other than that, I think we’re good, we just need to wait for them to tire themselves out.” I looked down at my finger, and I wanted to chop it off. Instead, I stamped my foot and gave my head a shake. “I can’t understand what’s going on with my magic. It’s never this bad, not even during a lunar eclipse! I just don’t know what the problem is,” I said, starting to march out the room and downstairs with Lara. “It must be a problem with me, but I haven’t felt anything off at all.”

      “It sounds like a curse,” Lara said, and my eyes widened.

      “Curse?”

      “Sure,” she said with a shrug. “I mean, it’s not that common and it’s a pretty dirty move, but it happens. There are a lot of paranormals in Hollywood, so it usually happens with celebrity rivalries. If only humans knew how much in the tabloids was really true.”

      “I bet,” I mused with a sigh. “But I can’t imagine who on earth would want to curse me.”

      “Yeah, it’s usually the kind of thing that only happens between people with grudges against each other for one reason or another, and unless there’s another B&B in town, I can’t imagine who wouldn’t like you.”

      “Besides the local murderer community, I guess,” I ventured, stroking my chin. Lara snickered at my half-joke, but as she did, I felt my heart sinking. “Hold on. It’s quiet.”

      “Too quiet,” Lara agreed, suddenly looking concerned. We took off through the house, looking around for signs of more chaos, or moon forbid, an open window. We found neither, and while Lara used a spell to clean up the messes in the kitchen, I crept down the hallway toward Lara’s room again.

      To my surprise, I found the two cat-bats hanging from the doorway next to each other, peering into the absolutely chaotic scene inside.

      “So, what now, are you two deciding how to best wreck the house in different bodies?” I asked the black Luna-bat, putting my hands on my hips. Her ear flicked, and she blinked down at me. I had to admit, she was about as cute like this, too. I could see why bat familiars were starting to be a trend.

      “Actually,” she said, “we were just taking a breather to admire the artwork.”

      “Artwork?” I started, but looking down I realized they were talking about the paw prints scattered around the room. I sighed. “Well, if it gets you calmed down, I won’t complain.”

      “You have to admit, there’s a kind of chaotic beauty to it,” Lara said, sounding about as unconvinced as I was.

      “Well, at least it gets us a ceasefire for now,” I said as Lara gingerly took the bats down from the ceiling and used her magic to change them back into cats who couldn’t run on walls faster than our eyes could keep up with. Once they were back to normal, the two glared at each other before Luna simply strode off, flicking her tail.

      “If you need to find me, I’ll be brooding,” she said, and based on the look on Lara’s face, Lucy had just said something similar.

      “I’ll call it a win,” Lara said to me at last with a weak smile, and I couldn’t help but reach over and give her a quick yet sincere hug.

      “Honestly? Don’t know where I’d be without you sometimes, Lara.”
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      Ten minutes later, Luna was sulking in my room while Lara and I scoured the ground floor for any other messes we missed on the first pass. Fortunately, the only mess that magic couldn’t take care of in the blink of an eye was Lara’s shredded painting, which I still felt terrible about, no matter how many times she insisted it was fine. It didn’t help that she had to be the one who cast all the spells. I’d be lying if I said my magic’s odd little malfunctions weren’t at least interesting, but with renovations underway at the B&B, I couldn’t really afford to roll the dice with things. Knowing my luck, I’d accidentally turn the walls to chocolate. Which, you know, wouldn’t be the worst thing if I ever had to demolish part of the house.

      “I think that’s everything,” I said at last as I watched the remnants of some of my favorite wine glasses slide sadly into the garbage can.

      “Lucy is a lot clumsier than you’d think,” Lara said apologetically. “It was probably her fault, so I’ll replace them.”

      “No, don’t worry about that,” I insisted, “Luna is-” I stopped as I felt my phone buzzing, and I looked down at it. “Oh, it’s Xander. Give me a sec. But you’re not paying a dime for this.”

      Lara stuck her tongue out at me, and I did the same before bustling out the back door to the deck to answer the phone.

      “What’s up?”

      “Hey Arti,” Xander said, sounding out of breath. “House still standing?”

      “Barely, but no permanent damage, I don’t think. How about you?”

      “We have a problem,” Xander said, and I could hear the worry in his voice. “Jordan’s gone.”

      My eyes widened.

      “What do you mean, gone?”

      “He isn’t at his office or his house. His office was locked up, and I couldn’t find the receptionist anywhere. No note, no ‘back in five minutes’ sign, nothing. I think we might have a runner on our hands.”

      “I should have known the kind dad vibes were just an act,” I murmured. “So, should we do that thing where you put a charm on the town so nobody can leave?”

      “Not an option,” Xander said. “It was hard enough to justify doing that last time, because it brings the town’s economy to a standstill, and that makes people real angry real fast. Last time was for the kidnapping of a little girl. That’s a lot easier to get sympathy for than a murder case.”

      “Yeah, I hate to say it, but that’s reasonable,” I said, frowning. “Okay, so, we’ve got our prime suspect, right? Safe to say?”

      “I try not to say that until I’ve got a confession,” Xander replied. “But disappearing when your ex-partner gets murdered and the law starts asking questions is fairly suspicious. The big question now is how dangerous we think he is. Poison isn’t exactly a crime of passion, which means we could be dealing with someone very patient and very calculating.”

      “Great,” I said. “There’s nothing like a cold-blooded killer on the loose to keep spirits up. I even accepted a cookbook from him.”

      “Huh?”

      “Nevermind. I’m guessing you and Morgan are about to fan out and look for him. Need an extra set of eyes?”

      “Not right now,” Xander said. “I just wanted to keep you in the loop. I can justify you tagging along to help with the investigation, but the paperwork for allowing a civilian to help hunt down a potentially dangerous murderer is-”

      “More than you need to deal with right now,” I finished. “No problem. In fact, I’ve got a couple things I need to knock out today anyway. Keep me posted and don’t get murdered, okay?”

      “Haven’t forgotten those rumors of a lobster omelette, so I’d say I’ve got something to live for, yeah,” Xander chuckled, and I felt a blush on my cheeks.

      “Oh, well, sometime,” I said, nothing else coming to mind as I laughed, and I hung up the phone. Moon help that poor guy, I had no idea why he was still hanging around me.

      I breezed back through the building, where Lara was using a comb to smooth out a very grumpy Lucy’s fur.

      “How’s your boyfriend?”

      “You hush,” I said with a smirk. “Jordan Orin pulled a runner, so I think we’ve got our suspect numero uno. Xander and Morgan are taking care of the search, so while I’ve still got daylight left, I need to take care of a couple errands. I gave Luna food and water and exiled her to my room, so there shouldn’t be any more trouble there besides some very sad cat-yodeling. Don’t let her deceive you, she’s more than happy up there,” I added.

      “Noted,” Lara laughed. “Will you be back in time for dinner?”

      “Always,” I said with a wink, just before darting out the door.

      A few minutes later, I was on my broomstick and turning onto the road leading to my parents’ house. If Diana didn’t know anything about what my mom was up to, then it was time to take things up to the next level. She had already made it clear she was very interested in meddling with the renovations I was planning for the B&B, so if there was more of that afoot, I wanted to know about it before she decided to break into my house to start moving things around.

      I brought my broom to a halt outside the gate to my parents’ cottage, smelling the heavenly aroma of baked goods coming from the house. As much as I loved the B&B, I couldn’t deny that I was jealous of my parents’ retirement cottage. When I hopped off the broom, I was happy to see Dad standing out in the garden while Mom stood in the front doorway. This was my chance.

      I waved to her as I opened the gate, but when she caught sight of me, she looked around furtively before waving back and half-stepping inside. I knew she was about to do, so I tried to bustle as fast as I could to the door, but it was too late - Mom was already shouting across the yard.

      “Oh, hey there honey! Don’t come inside right now, I’ve got some, uh, laundry I’m working on. Help your father, would you?”

      She promptly slammed the door shut and drew the blinds in the windows, leaving me halfway down the walkway with my jaw hanging open. I put my hands on my hips and rounded on my dad, who was doing his darnedest to pretend to be busy with something else.

      “What on earth was that?” I asked him as I made my way over. “She dodged me earlier today, too. She’s up to something, I know she is.”

      “Oh, honey, you know how your mother gets,” he said dismissively. He even waved his Vague Hand, as my sister and I called it. It was the half-hearted, dismissive wave he always gave us when he knew Mom was up to something he wasn’t supposed to talk about. Mom thought she was slick, but we both knew Dad was her tell.

      “Yeah, I do, and it usually has something to do with snooping around the B&B,” I said, probing for a little more. “You’d tell me if it were something I should be worried about, right?” I was like, seventy percent sure I was Dad’s favorite, so I tried to use the leverage where I could.

      “Oh of course, dear, of course,” he said noncommittally, and I slumped my shoulders.

      “Fine, fine, I’ll let her be mysterious,” I lied. “What do you need help with, anyway?”

      “I’ve got this under control,” he said, looking around at the ground, “just dealing with a feud.”

      “Feud?”

      “I got a second garden gnome,” he said ominously. “The first one doesn’t like him.”

      “Oh,” I said, not sure how else to respond.

      “They’re enchanted, of course, but these aren’t the fancy singing ones you get nowadays, these are old-fashioned gnomes. They never move during the daytime, only at night, and they’re frozen in whatever pose they were in when dawn broke.”

      “That’s creepy,” I said bluntly.

      “No, it’s cute!” dad insisted, and I couldn’t help but smile. “You hear about stories of waking up to them holding hands up on a tree branch, or building a little mushroom house together.”

      “But these two aren’t getting along so well?”

      “I woke up last Wednesday and found them frozen in such a pose that one of them was holding a tiny little axe mid-swing over the other one,” he grumbled, shaking his head sadly. “Almost had a gnome murder case for you to solve. Don’t even know where he got the axe. Anyway, I haven’t been able to find them all morning, and I want to make sure to separate them before dusk.”

      “Wait, they can use weapons? You glazed over that a little too fast.”

      “Like I said, your old man’s got a handle on this one,” he said, beaming at me. “Don’t sweat your mother, she’s just keeping busy.”

      “Well, alright,” I said uncertainly, scratching my head. “See you around, Dad.”

      “Take care, honey!” he called after me, and I heard him murmur from behind as I left. “Aha, found you, you little bastard. Come here…”

      Giving up on my mother for now, I had just one more stop to make before calling it a day, and I wasn’t sure if I was entirely proud of this one. There was nothing wrong with it, per se, but the timing might have been a little less than classy.

      I was heading down to the Kleins’ magical furniture warehouse.

      Sure, it was a hotspot for an ongoing murder investigation, and even though Jordan Orin was on the run and our prime suspect, Karrie was still one of the only other people to have been in contact with the victim before he died. There was still a solid chance she had something to do with the murder. But frankly, she wasn’t a very promising suspect in either my or Xander’s eyes, so I thought there was no harm in doing business with her.

      Honestly, I was eating my words from before. Yeah, this stuff was expensive, but the thought of having some spiffy new furniture to go along with the renovations had been in the back of my head all day.

      “Oh, hello again!” Karrie said as I stepped inside, looking nervous immediately. “Is everything okay? Do you have any more questions for me?”

      “Well, I do have questions,” I said sheepishly, setting my broom against the wall, “but not the kind you’re thinking of. So, I know the timing here is a little weird, but you know how I run a B&B, right?”

      Karrie stared at me for a moment as she processed my words, and then her face lit up. I could practically see the dollar signs in her eyes.

      A minute later, I was being led through the warehouse to peruse the Kleins’ selection.

      “I know it sounds trite to say,” Karrie said, her voice still a little shaky, “but I really hate that all this happened right now. Arnold had just gotten in such a lovely new selection from some woodworkers out on the coast that he was raving about for weeks before it arrived. Check this out!” She scurried over to a large bed and plopped herself down on it, waving for me to join her. I made my way over to it and tested it with my hands, then laid back on it.

      “Oh my Moon,” I said immediately. The mattress didn’t look like anything special, but as soon as I laid down, I felt myself getting sleepy. But better yet, even though the warehouse was a little warm thanks to the heating, the bed was perfectly cool, even after my body heat had a chance to warm it up. “The temperature’s perfect!”

      “Exactly!” Karrie gushed, looking over at me. “It’s a temperature-controlled bed frame. It knows what your ideal sleeping temperature is and matches it.”

      I didn’t even want to look at the price tag.

      “You weren’t kidding,” I said, sitting up and patting the mattress. A bit of fine white dust rose up out of it in a small cloud, and I held my face away so I wouldn’t breathe it in. “Between you and me, how do you think Florence is going to handle the place on her own?”

      “Well, she never got involved in this side of things,” Karrie said as we stood up, “but you’ve met her, so you know what she’s like.”

      “Yeah, I can’t imagine that kind of person letting a business flounder for lack of trying,” I said.

      “So, do you know what you’re looking for, or do you just want to browse around? We have wardrobes with non-physical storage space, mirrors that clean up blemishes for photography, a door that you can silence for guests you don’t want, and a bunch of other stuff.”

      “All of that sounds amazing,” I gushed as we started touring the floor again. “I think I’m focusing on the kitchen and dining room right now. Doing some renovating, you know.”

      “Ooooh, that’s perfect!” Karrie said. “Come this way, I’ve got just the thing.”

      She led me over to the kitchen and dining displays, and I could tell what she was heading for before she even got to it. It was the most beautiful dining table I’d ever seen, and there were matching chairs to go with it. It was a rich, dark walnut with four curved legs at each end, connected by a bar running the length of the table. Six small white candles floated over it at different spots, and the woodworking was exquisitely detailed. It all looked so sturdy I thought a giant could sit at it and be comfortable.

      “This is beautiful,” I breathed, throwing any haggling credit I might have had out the window.

      “It’s not just beautiful,” Karrie said knowingly. “Notice that there’s silverware and dishes and all laid out? That’s not just for show. Take a seat,” she offered, and as soon as she said so, one of the chairs glided out to welcome me.

      “You’re kidding,” I laughed, taking a seat, and sure enough, it glided me into place, not too far and not too close, all without making a sound. “It doesn’t even scratch the floors.”

      “Exactly,” Karrie said excitedly as she took a seat on the opposite end. She drew my attention to the silver plate sitting in front of her. “But you haven’t seen the main attraction.  Here, care to try some of my dish?” As if on cue, the plate in front of her floated a few inches off the table and started wandering its way down to me, where it set itself before me without bumping into the other plate or even getting too in my way. I looked down at the plate, then looked up at Karrie with an expression that told her she’d already made the sale.

      “Can I customize the words that trigger the spell?” I asked.

      “Oh, it’s pretty good at sensing when you mean to trigger it, don’t worry. I’ve tested it pretty thoroughly,” she said, leaning forward. “And that’s not the best part. You can get it to carry dishes from the kitchen counter to the table.”

      I leaned my elbows on the table, holding my temples and staring at the candles for a moment and listening to the pained groans of my bank account.

      “Alright, yeah, I think I’m going to head home and think it over with… oh, who am I kidding?” I laughed as Karrie grinned at me. “Sold.”
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      “So, how was your day?” Lara asked as I sat across from her at the dining table later that night. Now that my guests had checked out after their stay, it was back to just the four of us: Lara, Lucy, Luna, and me. Come to think of it, I actually felt a little left out that I was the only one without a four-letter L name, like I had been rejected from some super-exclusive club or something.

      “Oh, it was busy. Very busy,” I answered honestly. I was pushing the noodles around on my plate with a pair of reusable chopsticks, too distracted by my worries to be especially hungry. Normally by dinner time I was ravenous to the point of almost veering into hangry territory, but tonight I just felt too weighed down to properly enjoy my veggie lo mein.

      “Yeah, it seemed like it,” Lara said sympathetically, tilting her head to one side. “You do look pretty exhausted, Arti.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her and smirked. “Well, thanks,” I chuckled. She blushed deep pink and shook her head, realizing she’d put her foot in her mouth a little bit.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean it in a bad way. You look beautiful as always, but you do look like you need a good night’s sleep. Or maybe a slice of chocolate cake,” she suggested rather wistfully.

      “Or a shot of vodka,” I added with a smile. “Something to calm me down a little. I’m tired, you’re right, but I can’t seem to relax. It’s like my brain is going into overdrive worrying about this case. There are just so many moving parts I have to find a way to put together. It’s like the world’s most harrowing jigsaw puzzle. And then there’s the whole thing with my magic not working. There’s just a lot on my mind at the moment, I guess.”

      “I bet. I have no idea how you juggle it all, Arti. I’m serious. Between the bed and breakfast and the amateur sleuthing and playing referee to our two brat-cats, it’s no wonder you look so worn out,” she said, giving me an almost motherly look of concern. She used her chopsticks to pick up a bite of lo mein and a floret of sesame broccoli. How did she manage to look so elegant and dainty while eating Chinese takeout? It would have been infuriating if I didn’t adore her so much. Meanwhile, I could downright sense the annoyance radiating from Luna and Lucy, who were curled up under the dining table, with as much space between them as they could possibly manage.

      “When I think about it, it does feel like kind of a lot,” I admitted. “But in the moment I just feel motivated. Like I’m responsible for all of it and if I don’t solve the mystery and do everything myself, nobody will. I know how crazy that sounds.”

      “Does Chief Forsetti know how you feel?” Lara asked curiously.

      My face burned pink with embarrassment as I misinterpreted the meaning of her question, but she quickly noticed her error. Wide-eyed and clearly trying not to burst out laughing, she amended her statement hastily. “Oh, I don’t mean like that, I just mean does he know that you feel like you have to do all the work yourself? I mean, he’s the one on the city payroll as a cop. He should be handling the bulk of the work. It’s only fair.”

      I smiled at her warmly, appreciating her worry for me. It was good to know she had my back, though I wanted to laugh at the idea that Xander would ever take advantage of my skills. Especially since I was the one who had basically elbowed my way into the crime-solving process.

      “Actually, he and I are pretty egalitarian with the cases. Xander is really low-key and doesn’t like to take a lot of credit, but when there’s a case like this he goes into overdrive. He even spends the night in his office sometimes when there’s a mystery to solve. He works really hard, I promise,” I told her with a wink.

      Lara nodded, looking a little relieved. “Okay. Good. Just looking out for you, Arti. You’re one tough cookie but even heroes need a break from time to time. That’s why I insisted on ordering takeout for dinner, so you could just come home and chill out instead of working your butt off in the kitchen.”

      “This is pretty good, too. Maybe I should take the night off more often,” I replied, looking down at the spicy noodles on my plate. It was a rare occasion for me to order dinner like this — usually I cooked dinner since I almost always had guests in the Manor. It felt weird and lazy to have skipped that, but I had to admit it was badly needed. Flying all over town on my broom, interviewing lots of people, and running into Xander’s ex was all very tiring. Particularly the last part. I could hardly blink without seeing June Siebog’s obnoxiously glamorous face in the front of my mind. Ugh.

      “Yeah, there’s nothing like noodles to comfort you after a long day,” she agreed. “Although, there’s not a takeout restaurant in the world that could compete with your skills in the kitchen. I only wish I knew how to cook so I could help out more. Too bad everything I touch turns to inedible sludge.”

      I snorted at that very vivid image. “Well, you’re already a stunningly beautiful actress and artist,” I reminded her. “But cooking is, like, my one thing. So I’d better be good at it.”

      Lara laughed. “Oh, come on, you know that’s not true. You have all kinds of skills. One of these days I’m going to finally convince you of your own worth. You’ll see.”

      “Good luck,” I chuckled, picking up a chunk of baby corn.

      We finished up dinner and cleaned up together, Lara using her magic to speed the process along while I rather dejectedly did what I could by hand. Luna and Lucy were busy making a big show of ignoring each other, and by the time the kitchen was all tidied up, I was nearly asleep on my feet. Lara sat in the living room with Lucy to watch some evening television to wind down, so I bid them goodnight and trudged upstairs, with Luna trotting behind me. My muscles were aching and my head pounding, and I knew if I got into bed right now I would just end up tossing and turning, despite how tired I was. So instead, I drew a hot, floral-scented bubble bath and slid into the tub. Luna perched on the bathroom counter, eyeing me with mild disgust and confusion.

      “I just don’t get the appeal of sitting in a gigantic trough of stagnant bubble water,” she pointed out. “First of all, gross. Second of all, boring.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I didn’t run a bath for you, then,” I quipped with a smile.

      “Very good, indeed!” she replied.

      I sat in the bath just relaxing and trying not to think about anything whatsoever for about an hour or so. Luna was getting impatient and my fingers and toes were like prunes by the time I finally gave in and drained the tub. I got out, stopped myself just before casting a drying spell that might have caused all kinds of mayhem, and just toweled off. As I crawled into bed in my oversized t-shirt and fleece pajama pants, I could vaguely hear the sound of Lara and Lucy coming upstairs. I snuggled down under the sheets, feeling refreshed and cozy, and Luna curled up on the pillow beside me. I was barely able to plug in my phone before dropping off to sleep.

      THUMP.

      I had only been asleep for a few hours when a sudden, loud noise woke me up. I opened one eye, still hazy with fatigue and not quite awake yet. At first, I assumed maybe I had just snored in my sleep and woken myself up, because embarrassingly enough, that had happened before. But then when I heard a creaking sound from downstairs, my stomach turned. There was definitely something moving around down there in my house, and my instincts told me it was not Lara or Lucy.

      I sat up in bed, feeling goosebumps prickle up along my arms and legs as my heart began to race faster and faster. Luna woke up and gave me a petrified look, both of us stunned into silence by the soft but undeniable movements from downstairs.

      “What on earth is that?” Luna whispered, her tail twitching.

      I shook my head. “No idea.”

      “Is someone breaking in?” she asked, green eyes wide and luminous in the dark. My heart skipped a beat and I knew, instinctively, she was right. As quietly as I could, I slipped out of bed, padding softly across the room to open the door. I was half-tempted to call Xander, but I worried that might take too long. If someone was breaking into my house, I needed to deal with it now. Myself.

      “Arti, no!” Luna hissed, not wanting me to put myself in danger. But I ignored her, slowly and quietly turning the bedroom doorknob. I opened the door and stepped out into the hallway, and I nearly jumped out of my skin when I looked up to see a figure standing several feet away at the end of the hall. My heart jumped into my throat and I gasped, clapping a hand over my mouth in terror. But then the figure stepped into the light and I realized it was just Lara, who had evidently gotten up to investigate the scene unfolding downstairs, as well.

      She held a finger to her lips and wiggled her finger, then started making her way down the stairs before I got a chance to stop her. I followed after her, Luna and Lucy trailing behind us, both in full-on prowler mode. Once we made it to the first landing, we paused for a moment to look around. It sounded like the intruder was shuffling around in the kitchen, judging by the metallic clink of pots and pans and the sound of boots on tile floors. Lara and I exchanged firm nods, and she led the way down, impressing me with her courage. I wanted badly to take the lead and keep her safe behind me, but I knew that with my magic not working, I was probably more of a liability than an asset. So we crept down the stairs and started making our way toward the kitchen, my heart beating so hard it made my chest ache.

      Suddenly, the noises in the kitchen stopped. Lara and I froze in place, realizing that the intruder must have heard us coming. My imagination was running wild, picturing all kinds of horrific criminals in the kitchen. Perhaps they had gone to the kitchen to find a butcher’s knife to stab us with. Or maybe they were planning to whack us both in the head with a cast iron pan.

      Lara bent down, then sprang forward, rushing into the kitchen without so much as a glance back at me. Worried for her, I went running in, too. She shouted, “relligoa!” which sent a lasso of electric-blue light hurtling through the shadows to try and tie up the intruder.

      Unfortunately, it seemed to miss, and the intruder shrieked, “Infuscoroa!” I recognized the spell as a defensive charm that sort of blurred the caster’s appearance, to make them look slightly obscured and therefore difficult to locate or get a good look at.

      Except for the flashes of light from Lara’s finger and the intruder’s, it was still pitch-dark in the kitchen, so I reflexively said, “Lumenoa,” only I forgot that my magic wasn’t working right. So instead of simply turning on the lights, there was an ear-splitting POP as all the lightbulbs in my kitchen shattered. Now it was both dark and filled with broken glass. Fantastic.

      All three of us screamed, and I caught a vague glimpse of the intruder rushing out into the little hallway on the other side of the kitchen, nearly knocking over my vintage record player in their haste to get away.

      “Follow him!” I barked, and we raced after the intruder as fast as we could, gingerly trying not to step on the shards of lightbulb on the kitchen floor. But when Lara let out a yelp of pain, I turned around to help her, seeing that she’d cut her heel.

      “Lara!” I gasped, immediately more concerned about my friend than the intruder.

      “Go! Don’t stop for me,” she insisted, but then we both heard the sound of the glass door to the back deck being slid open and closed again, followed by the pat-pat-pat of boots on the deck before the noises faded out. Clearly, our intruder had escaped out the back.

      “Shoot,” I swore, rushing to get a damp paper towel for Lara’s foot. “The bastard must have shimmied down the balcony or something.”

      “Who on earth was that? Spiderman?” Lara spat, glaring in the direction of the back door as I helped her limp over to the dining table where we’d sat so peacefully just hours earlier. I turned on the dining room chandelier by hand and helped clean her superficial wound while the cats roamed all over the house, sniffing out the trail left by the intruder.

      “Let me at ‘em!” Luna exclaimed. “Just open the back door and I’ll chase after them. I swear, I’ll catch them and make them pay for breaking into my house!”

      “Lu, you can’t go out there. It’s not safe,” I scolded as I locked all the doors.

      “But I could catch up. You know I could. I’m really quick on my feet,” she whined.

      I gave her a withering glare. “No. I said no. And that is final. I am not about to let my familiar go chasing after some creep in the night. You’re too important to me and I will not let you put yourself in danger just to prove how tough you are. Got it?” I said, hands on my hips.

      Luna sighed dramatically. “Ugh. Fine. I’ll just sit here and be useless, then. But how am I supposed to relax knowing there’s some crazy person out there?”

      “I know,” I groaned. “I know. This is insane.”

      “Have you ever had an intruder like this before?” Lara asked curiously. She had moved to the couch, keeping her injured foot propped up on the arm of the couch with a bandage wrapped around her heel.

      I sat on a chair next to the couch and thought hard for a moment before shrugging. “Not really. I mean, the last time someone broke into my house, it turned out to be my own mother.”

      Lara’s eyes widened and she gasped. “Oh my godness. Do you think that was her again?”

      I snorted and shook my head. “Moon, no. Even my mom isn’t crazy enough to rappel down a balcony dressed in all black. She’s intrusive, for sure, but she’s not an intruder.”

      “Why do you think they wanted to get in here so badly? It doesn’t look like they stole anything,” she pointed out, looking around with a scowl. “Maybe they weren’t here to rob you. Maybe they wanted to hurt you.”

      I could see her thought process spiraling into a very dark place. Lara’s home had been invaded months ago, resulting in the death of her personal assistant at the time. She had come a long way as far as healing and moving past what happened to her, but I could tell this event was bringing up some pretty awful memories.

      “Hey, it’s okay. They’re gone now and the doors are all re-locked,” I told her. “Besides, they won’t be dumb enough to come back twice in one night.”

      Lara nodded slowly. “Okay. Well, I’m definitely not going to get any sleep tonight, so I might as well stay up and keep watch. You go on back to bed, Arti.”

      “What? Really? Are you sure?” I asked, taken aback. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea for you to be left alone right now.”

      Lara gave me a warm smile. “I appreciate your concern, truly, but I’ll be fine. Besides, my foot hurts like crazy, so it’ll keep me awake anyway. I’m serious. Go to bed. I’ll be here with my magic at the ready just in case whoever that was tries to break in again.”

      As much as I wanted to decline her offer, my body was begging me to give in and go back to sleep. I yawned, betraying just how tired I really was, and with one more smile at Lara I went back upstairs. Luna came trotting behind me and we fell into bed. We drifted off to sleep right away, but my dreams were filled with monsters and boogeymen.
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      Despite how exhausted I had been when I fell into bed, I still spent the vast majority of the night tossing and turning. I was nervous, my mind running in every direction. Every tiny noise made me jerk awake, wild-eyed and heart racing. Even just the sounds of the house settling kept me on my toes. It felt like I had spent the entire night in constant fight or flight mode, my body poised to attack, hide, or bolt away at any moment. I kept trying all the old tricks my mother used to teach me back when I was a little kid. I had been a chronic insomniac as a child, often because I was afraid of the dark or simply had too much energy to relax much in the evening. I know, sounds crazy, right? Nowadays I was lucky if I had enough energy to get me out of bed in the morning. But back then, I was constantly sleep-deprived. The recurring nightmares didn’t help the situation, of course.

      It was especially troublesome back when I shared a bedroom with my younger sister, as my inability to sleep would keep her up, too. The only thing worse than a cranky, perpetually sleepy eight year old is a cranky, perpetually sleepy six year old. So my mom would help me do these dumb breathing exercises, similar to meditation, to try and calm my racing thoughts and help me drift off to la la land. That night, I had laid in bed counting slowly to ten and imagining lush green fields, trying to summon some semblance of peace to my bedside, but it was mostly in vain. After having someone break into the Manor, I was on edge, and I was not coming back down from it.

      So when my alarm, which I had set as a substitute for my malfunctioning curtains-charm, went off, I was already wide awake. I had been staring at the clock, watching the razor-thin second hand tick for what felt like hours and hours. Luna had not fared much better. She was curled up against my back, purring but awake. I knew that was probably at least partially my fault; a witch and her familiar had an inextricable connection. If I was having trouble sleeping, if I was in distress, then it was likely my familiar would be going through the same thing.

      I reached out and turned off the alarm clock, groaning. “My moon, last night sucked,” I grumbled as I turned over in bed to pet Luna’s soft little head. She yawned and stretched, her rough pink tongue lolling out for a moment.

      “Tell me about it,” she griped. “I hardly got a wink of sleep.”

      “Yeah. Who would have thought it might be a little difficult to relax after catching someone in the act of breaking and entering?” I pointed out sarcastically.

      “I wonder if Lara and Miss Priss got any rest,” she mused.

      I shook my head as I propped myself up on my elbow. “Probably not. I mean, Lara did say she was going to stay up all night to keep watch.”

      “True. Man, what a night. I still can’t believe we had a genuine intruder last night,” Luna said, shivering uncomfortably. “What is going on in this town? Didn’t it used to be so safe here in Moonlight Cove? Now we’ve got murderers and poisoners and intruders left and right. There goes the neighborhood.”

      “Well, luckily, Xander and I are going to get to the bottom of this. At least, we’re going to figure out the poisoning thing. The other stuff, though,” I trailed off, sighing.

      “Do we have any guests coming in today?” Luna asked, pawing gently at my face.

      “Nope. Thank the moon, we’ve got an open slot today. Good thing, too, because I’m so tired I doubt I would make the most enthusiastic hostess at the moment,” I said.

      “Well, no use languishing around in bed all day,” she said, getting to her feet and hopping off the bed. “I’m hungry, and I bet Lara and Lucy are, too.”

      I raised an eyebrow and followed after her, sliding out of bed. “Since when are you so concerned about Lucy’s well-being?” I asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “Just because she and I are fighting doesn’t mean I want bad things to happen to her. I’m taking the high road,” she declared rather proudly.

      I grinned and bent down to scoop her into my arms, kissing her on the nose. “You’re a good soul, Lu. Truly. Even if you try to hide it sometimes,” I cooed.

      “Hey now, don’t press your luck,” she quipped, wriggling out of my arms. “Come on. Get dressed. It’s a brand new day.”

      Following her advice, I managed to drag myself into the bathroom and open my closet. I picked out a dark gray sweater with silvery threads sewn into the pattern, black boot-cut jeans, my usual black boots, a bottle-green scarf made of a light, breathable material, and then scraped my long dark hair back into a ponytail. I leaned close to the mirror and applied some quick mascara and lip gloss, wrinkling my nose at the bags under my eyes. Oh well.

      “You know what I think might be nice?” I mused aloud, looking myself in the mirror thoughtfully. Luna shrugged.

      “One of those gigantic cat trees with the built-in scratching post and a catnip trough?” she suggested hopefully.

      I laughed and scratched her softly behind the ears. “Unfortunately no. Not that. I was thinking more along the lines of running down to the Magic Bean to pick up some coffee and breakfast for Lara. I bet she’d appreciate that after the night we had.”

      Luna nodded. “Sounds good to me. If they have any cat-friendly treats in the display case by chance, could you pick up a couple of them?”

      “Sure thing, Lu,” I told her. I very, very quietly tiptoed downstairs to check on Lara and Lucy before heading out. Just as I suspected, the two of them were conked out on the couch, the Game Show Network still playing softly in the background. I smiled as I grabbed my purse and stepped out into the brisk, slightly drizzly morning air. I took an umbrella with me, since I knew I wouldn’t be able to rely on my magic to keep me dry. I’d have to do things the old-fashioned way for the time being. And it was much easier to hold an umbrella on foot than by broom, so I just started strolling along.

      Even with the light rain and rather ominous gray skies, it was still a fairly pleasant walk. I had never minded the rain, as I was more of a homebody, anyway. I liked the rain. It was oddly soothing to me, like the perfect amount of white noise to be comfortable. When I reached the Bean, there were still a few minutes before they were supposed to officially open for the day, so I just leaned against the side of the building to wait. Luckily, Elisa came out from the back of the shop and caught sight of me. I gave her a little wave and she came over to open the door, ushering me inside.

      “Hey Arti, you’re up and out early today,” she said, looking as bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as always. Elisa was the epitome of a morning person, which was a good thing since her café opened so early.

      “Yeah, I had kind of a rough night, so I didn’t sleep much. Figured I might as well get up and moving rather than just lying in bed all morning,” I replied. “How are you?”

      “Good,” she answered as she started messing with the cash register, getting the shop front ready for a day of business. “So far, nobody seems to have caught wind of the whole poisoned pastry thing. It’s been business as usual.”

      “Oh, that’s a relief,” I said with a smile. “Good to hear.”

      “So, what can I do for you today? You want some coffee? You look like you could use some caffeine, no offense,” she quipped, looking me up and down.

      I nodded vigorously. “Yes, please. Two strong coffees and a couple of croissant breakfast sandwiches. Bacon on one, sausage on the other.”

      “Lara?” she prompted.

      “Yeah. She’s the sausage-lover,” I said without thinking. Elisa snorted at the stupid accidental joke, which made me burst out laughing, too. I would definitely have to tell Lara about that one.

      “Got it. Two coffees strong enough to put hair on your chest, a bacon croissant, and a sausage croissant for your gal pal,” she said, giving me a wink as she disappeared back into the kitchen where I knew Bella was hard at work prepping for the day. Being best friends with the owner here was definitely a perk, since I was going to get my order long before the shop was even open.

      While I waited for my food and drinks, I took out my phone and decided to text Xander about what had happened last night. I had been on the fence about telling him, as I didn’t want to freak him out, but then I remembered that we were officially dating now, so he was supposed to get to know this stuff, even if it was weird to talk about. I didn’t want him to think I was weak or some damsel who needed rescuing, but at the same time, he was a cop. He needed to know if there was some criminal intruder in the area.

      Of course, I got a response within thirty seconds of texting him, and I could tell just through his message that he was definitely freaking out.

      WHAT??? Someone broke into your house last night and you neglected to tell me until the next morning? I’m coming over right now.

      I texted back to tell him I was at the Bean, and either he was already on his way to the neighborhood or he had discovered a way to move faster than the speed of light, because he arrived at the front door of the coffee shop before my order was even ready. He stood there looking very solemn and stressed out, and I got Elisa to let him in.

      Straight away he threw his arms around me, hugging me tight. Then he pushed back, still gripping my shoulders, and began to ramble. “Artemis Mani, you scared the daylights out of me. Why didn’t you call me last night? I could have come over to help look around for the prowler. I could have gathered evidence. I could’ve helped you clean up the mess in your kitchen. I could’ve been there to-”

      I leaned in and kissed him softly on the lips to interrupt him. It worked, even though it made Elisa giggle and smirk at us from behind the bakery counter. I stared into his ocean-blue eyes and replied gently. “I’m fine. Lara’s fine. The cats are fine. And I can handle the clean-up on my own, I promise. The intruder didn’t try to fight with us or anything. They just took off as soon as we caught them.”

      Xander dragged his fingers back through his hair, shaking his head. There was a little muscle twitching in his jaw that betrayed his true feelings, but he managed to calm down a little for my sake. “I just worry about you, that’s all,” he said finally.

      “I know. And I appreciate you for it. But I’m okay. Really,” I assured him with a smile.

      “Your coffees and croissants are ready,” Elisa said, clearing her throat. “And I threw in an extra bacon croissant and a black coffee for our local law enforcement.”

      “Thanks, El. What do I owe you?” I asked, walking over to the register.

      “Nothing! Just enjoy,” she said, grinning. “You guys are doing a great job of investigating the poisoning case, and I want to show my appreciation. So, that’s all on the house. Now, you’ve got to get going before my other regulars show up, see that you’re in here, and throw a fit.”

      “Got it. Thank you so much,” I said.

      “Yes, thank you, Elisa,” said Xander courteously.

      “See you later,” Elisa said, waving as we walked out together. I opened up my umbrella and Xander ducked under it with me, although he had to stoop a little at his height. He carried his broom over his shoulder as we walked back to the Manor in the morning drizzle.

      “This whole intruder thing doesn’t sit right with me,” Xander said after a long pause. “It just feels like really bad timing. I don’t like it.”

      “I’m not a big fan of it, either.”

      “Yes, but I’m seriously concerned, Arti,” Xander said, giving me a poignant look. “You mean a lot to me, and the thought that someone could’ve so easily gotten into your house, that they could’ve hurt you, I can’t stand it.”

      “It is what it is,” I said, shrugging.

      “No, I’ve got to do something to prevent any more harm coming your way,” he insisted. “I’m going to put a ward on your house. Just something to help keep it protected.”

      I blinked in surprise. “Really? I don’t think that’s totally necessary.”

      “I do,” he said firmly. “I really do. And that’s not all.”

      “Uh oh. What else is there?” I asked as I unlocked the front door and we walked inside.

      “I think you should get off the case,” Xander informed me.

      I raised an eyebrow. “No. Absolutely not. You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

      “I’m serious, Arti. What if this intruder is connected to the poisoning case? What if it was the killer who broke in here last night? You could have been in danger, and I wasn’t here to stop it,” he lamented, looking crestfallen and disappointed in himself.

      “What’s going on?” asked a sleepy voice from the living room. Lara sat up on the couch, blinking slowly at us. She looked like a zombie. A very pretty zombie.

      “I brought breakfast!” I exclaimed with a smile, happy to change the subject. I walked over and started doling out coffees and croissants. But Xander wasn’t finished with me.

      “You need to lie low for a while, I think. Just to be safe,” he said.

      I shook my head. “Not a chance. I mean, come on. Especially if the break-in does have something to do with the Klein case, that probably just means we’re that much closer to solving it. I’ve got to keep investigating,” I reasoned. “Besides, if you put a ward over this place, I’ll be safe here anyway.”

      “You’re going to put a ward over the Manor?” Lara asked Xander hopefully.

      He nodded. “Yes. Definitely. How do you feel about this whole thing?”

      She smiled as she took a bite of her food. “Well, now that there’s going to be a protective spell over the place, I feel fine,” she chirped cheerily.

      I grinned at Xander. “See? All good in House Mani.”

      He sighed in defeat. “Alright, fine. You can keep investigating for now. But next time something like this happens, please let me know immediately. I worry about you,” he said.

      I leaned against his shoulder, smiling warmly. “I know. And I promise I will.”
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      “So, are we actually here to interview her, or are you just getting some extra muscle to help move the stuff you ordered?” Xander asked, raising a suspicious eyebrow at me. I winced, but even so, I smiled. I didn’t mind the idea of Xander helping haul that gigantic table into the Manor one bit.

      “Never. Besides, I’m pretty sure Karrie has workers whose literal job it is to deliver furniture. Probably. But I’m not exactly ready to pay more than the down payment on that dining set, so the point’s moot right now anyway.”

      “Uh-huh,” he chuckled, unconvinced.

      We were landing our brooms just outside the Kleins’ furniture warehouse the next morning. I was dressed a little differently today, with a lavender dress and a warm black cardigan and matching boots. Sure, it was just basically the inverse color scheme I usually ran with, but I just didn’t see the point in fixing what wasn’t broken. And black was never broken.

      Xander and Morgan hadn’t had any luck finding Jordan Orin the night before, but Xander figured if there was even a chance Jordan was the one who broke into the Manor to try to take a shot at me, then having me at his side was better than any alternatives.

      Apparently, Morgan had rolled her eyes at that, but she could see the logic in that too. I was a little worried about how Morgan was going to take our relationship. She was so by-the-books that she made Xander look like a slacker on the worst days.

      “So, exactly how much of the town did you get to search for Jordan last night?” I asked.

      “Not as much as I’d like,” Xander admitted. “Some teenagers decided to have a party down by the beach, and to nobody’s surprise, one of them started a fire that got a little out of control. Nobody got hurt, but I had to get some drunken teens home to angry parents after breaking the party up, which is never fun.”

      “Especially on top of a murder investigation,” I said, frowning.

      “Yeah,” he sighed. “This town is more trouble than the human military sometimes, I swear.”

      “Just on the off-chance, you said you did try Jordan’s phone yesterday, right?”

      “Of course,” he said. “No answer all day.”

      “That’s interesting,” I said as we stepped into the warehouse. I stroked my chin a moment while Karrie looked up from the counter and gave us a wave.

      “Oh! Good morning, Arti! Hey there, Chief. How can I help you two this morning? If you want to go ahead and pick up the dining set, I hate to say my workers are running a little late today, but they should be here any minute now.”

      “No, actually we’re here to ask a few more questions,” I said as we approached the counter. “But before that, I have a different question that might sound a little odd. Do you mind if I borrow your phone for a second? As in, your personal phone?”

      Karrie stared at me a moment, and even Xander raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Um, am I being searched?” she asked a little nervously. “I don’t have anything to hide, but…”

      “No, no,” I said hurriedly, casting her a reassuring smile. “Sorry, I just realized how weird that sounds. I just need to make a phone call, and my phone is dead,” I lied. “Besides, I’m not actually a cop, I can’t formally search your stuff.”

      “Well, sure, I guess,” Karrie said, picking up her cell phone from behind the counter and handing it over to me. I could see Xander out of the corner of my eye looking like he wanted to ask me what I was actually doing, but I was grateful that he knew not to do that in front of Karrie.

      I scrolled through Karrie’s contacts, and sure enough, Jordan’s number was listed as Jordan (Boss). Xander, who was looking over my shoulder, raised his eyebrows in understanding and smiled. I winked at him, hit ‘call’, and put the phone on speaker. While it rang, I held up a finger for Karrie to give us a moment as Xander and I scooted outside to wait and see if he’d answer.

      “Hello?” Jordan’s voice came through the receiver after a few rings, and my heart jumped.

      “Hi Jordan,” I said brightly.

      “Karrie? Are you sick? You don’t sound well.”

      I made a face. My voice wasn’t that deep.

      “Actually, Jordan, this is Arti. I haven’t seen Xander in a few days and happened to be shopping at Arnold’s furniture store when a couple more questions popped into my head, and Karrie was nice enough to lend me her phone.” I hoped he’d buy the story. Ideally, mentioning that I hadn’t talked to Xander in a few days would mean that he’d think I didn’t know there was a warrant out for his arrest now. If I could just keep him on the line, I could keep him talking, and maybe get a hint as to where he was. Xander bit his lip, watching intently.

      “Oh, well, alright,” he said reluctantly. “How can I help you?”

      I grinned. I had got him!

      “I spoke to Florence in the hospital yesterday,” I said, sounding as casual as I could. “She struck me as a little odd, honestly.”

      “Really? How so?”

      “Just a big personality, I’m sure you know,” I said, and I heard him chuckle over the phone.

      “Yeah, she’s alright, but she can be a lot. I bet she was giving the doctors an earful.”

      “You have no idea,” I laughed. “But anyway, while I was talking to her about the business partnership breaking up, she said that you sent Arnold a letter a while back.” I trailed off, waiting to see how Jordan would react.

      “Uh, what’s that?”

      “A letter,” I repeated. “She made it sound like there were some unsettled grudges between you two, and you sent him a letter airing some of your issues with Arnold a few months after you broke up.”

      “You say Florence said that?” he said, sounding confused and surprised. “I don’t know what to tell you. I certainly didn’t write any such letter. If Arnold said I did, that’s very hurtful, because I’d think he knows my handwriting by now.”

      “So you say there was no letter?”

      “That’s exactly what I’d say,” Jordan said, sounding a little irritated. “I wasn’t lying when I said Arnold and I parted on amicable terms, I never sent any scathing letter to him or anything like that. The last thing I sent him was a ‘happy birthday’ text last year, and I didn’t even get a reply from that. He was the one cutting me out, not the other way around.”

      “That’s strange,” I said, doing my best to sound perplexed. “Would you like to meet up and talk about it a little more?”

      There was a pause on the other end of the line, and before I could say anything else, the call ended.

      “Shoot,” I swore. “He must have caught on.”

      “That was pretty good thinking, Arti,” Xander said, smiling despite how guilty I felt about scaring Jordan off. The compliment took me by surprise, and I felt a little color in my cheeks. “You’re good at thinking on your feet.”

      “Well, live with a cat familiar as long as I have, and you learn a thing or two,” I laughed, too awkward to just accept the compliment.

      “Were you talking to Jordan just now?” Karrie called over to us, sounding concerned. Xander and I glanced at each other, then walked back over to Karrie to hand her phone back while she continued. “I saw that letter Jordan wrote,” she said, crossing her arms.

      “Really? It existed?” I said, raising my eyebrows.

      “Florence made sure there were witnesses before she destroyed it,” Karrie said, nodding. “Saw it with my own eyes. Watch out for Jordan, he’s more dangerous than he looks.”

      “Did you know Jordan well?” I asked.

      “Not really,” she admitted, shrugging. “I got hired after the split between business partners. But I mean, I can’t really see a book publishing business really taking off here in Moonlight Cove, so it doesn’t surprise me Arnold and Florence were doing better without that kind of business sense around.”

      I frowned. This was getting complicated.

      “Alright, well, thank you again. I think we actually got all the info we were going to ask about,” I said, looking to Xander, who nodded. “I’ll be back in a few days to talk about the dining set. In the meantime, I think Xander and I have another stop to make.

      “Have a nice day!” Karrie called after us as we hurried out.

      “Thinking the same thing as me?” Xander asked as we got our brooms.

      “Jordan’s house,” I said, nodding. “I think we’re past the point of probable cause.”

      “Agreed,” Xander said, nodding, and off we went.

      Racing along the town streets with a cop was a little thrilling, I had to admit, even if it meant we were heading for a potentially dangerous murderer. Granted, it wasn’t the last time I’d be putting my life at risk, but I felt a lot better about it with Xander at my side. It didn’t take us long to clear the distance to Jordan’s address. Hopping off our brooms, Xander wiggled his finger, but I winced as soon as I saw it.

      “Shoot, I’m not going to be much help here,” I said. “My magic’s been malfunctioning; I haven’t been able to cast anything right. Lara thinks I have a curse on me.”

      “Really?” Xander said, looking concerned. “That’s troubling. I think someone really might be targeting you, Arti. I have a few ideas, but first things first. Probably for the best I handle this alone, anyway. I don’t want to risk you getting hurt. Hang back here, and I’ll search the house.”

      I stayed by the brooms by the mailbox as I watched Xander race up to the front door and pound on it, holding his finger at the ready.

      “Jordan Orin! Police, open up! I have a warrant for your arrest!” He stood poised with his eyes locked on the door like an attack dog. There was something kind of nice about seeing him in action like this. That probably wasn’t the kind of thing I needed to be thinking about right now.

      But when there was no answer, Xander stepped back and used a spell to unlock it, storming in with his finger raised. I was sure Xander would have been here the day before – after all, the first place to look for a suspect would have been his home – but it was good that he was still following procedure all the same.

      “Uh, excuse me?” a voice said from my right, startling me slightly. I turned to look at who it was, and found a kindly-looking old woman standing near me in a nightgown, holding a watering pail, presumably for the hydrangea bush behind her.

      “Yes?” I asked, trying to look like I hadn’t just been scared out of my skin.

      “I’m one of Jordan’s neighbors,” she said with a worried glance at the smashed door. “Is he in some kind of trouble?”

      “Quite possibly. Have you seen him recently?” I asked.

      “Oh dear,” she murmured. “I saw him this morning around dawn when I got up to do some gardening. He’s usually a late sleeper, but I saw him leaving his house with a suitcase well before he usually gets up. I assumed he had some travel plans. What’s going on over there?”

      “Um, police business,” I said, starting to step toward the house. “Thank you for your help, ma’am!” I knocked on the frame of the door just as Xander came walking back into the living room, frowning.

      “House is empty,” he said.

      “I know,” I said. “One of the neighbors just told me he ran back to the house this morning at dawn to grab a suitcase and run.”

      “Great,” Xander muttered, leaving the house with me. “Okay, that means Morgan and I have to ramp things up. I wish I could take you with me, Arti, but this is even more serious, and I don’t think any amount of convincing Morgan is going to help. You get yourself home and keep Lara there overnight, and I’ll know if any of those wards go off. I’ll take the search routes close to the Manor and make sure you’re not any more than a few minutes away, tops.”

      Even in the middle of a manhunt, Xander was trying to look out for me. I couldn’t help but smile, and it distracted me so much I didn’t even have time to protest before he jumped on his broom and took off.

      “Wait!” I called, but it was too late. He was off, leaving me behind. I sighed. Well, at least a day off wasn’t the worst thing in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      The remainder of the day passed by in a blur as my mind was torn in a thousand directions. I felt like I was on the verge of figuring something out, like I was holding all the tiny pieces of the jigsaw puzzle in my hands but couldn’t make a coherent picture out of them.

      It was frustrating, and I was starting to think maybe this mystery would go unsolved.

      After an evening of cleaning and reading to distract myself, it was now late at night and I was in the kitchen, frying some crispy chicken and sweet potato fries. Lara walked in carrying Lucy in her arms.

      “Hey Arti! This smells fantastic,” she said, eyeing the fried chicken. “Good old comfort food. Can’t go wrong with that crispy fried goodness.”

      I smiled at her as I scooped the fries out and set them on a rack to drain and dry. “Yeah, I’m in need of some comfort right about now,” I admitted as I took down a couple plates for us, handing her one.

      “That poisoning case still got you stumped?” she asked sympathetically.

      I nodded as we loaded up our plates and started eating, not even bothering to go sit at the table. We were both already wearing our PJs, so decorum was pretty low on our list of priorities.

      “Yeah. I just can’t make it make sense,” I sighed. “And then this whole thing with my magic not working and then the break in last night is just weird.”

      “I know. It’s a lot to deal with,” Lara agreed. “I wish I knew how to help you out. But I’m no detective. Maybe once things settle down a little bit you could go to a magic doctor and get some tests done.”

      “Yikes. You think it’s that serious?” I asked nervously.

      She shrugged. “Who knows? Couldn’t hurt to look into it, though.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” I sighed, leaning back against the counter as I bit into a drumstick.

      “At least we don’t have to worry about anyone breaking in tonight,” she said cheerily. “The ward will keep us safe.”

      I glanced over at the stove clock. It was nearly eleven-thirty at night. I rarely stayed up this late, but admittedly, neither Lara or I wanted to go to bed just yet. So we stayed up chatting and munching for another hour or so while a true crime series from the nineties played on the TV. It was comfortable and almost relaxing, which was exactly what I needed at the moment. It was nearing one AM when suddenly, our quiet conversation was interrupted by a sharp, ear-splitting screech. We both ducked down and covered our ears while the cats darted under the sofa to hide.

      “What on earth was that?” Lara gasped, looking petrified.

      “I have no idea!” I hissed back, daring to sit up and look around the darkened house. The noise seemed to be coming from everywhere at once, with no singular source. Then, underneath the piercing sound, there was another noise— a different one.

      It was the sound of the front doorknob rattling ever so slightly. My blood ran cold as I stood up and looked over to the foyer. My eyes landed on the front door just as it clicked and slowly pushed open.

      I screamed and went running into the kitchen to grab a knife, knowing my magic would be useless in a fight. Lara, meanwhile, jumped over the back of the couch and bolted toward the intruder.

      “Lara!” I shouted, terrified that my brave and reckless roommate was about to be attacked. I ran out of the kitchen with a meat cleaver in my hand, just in time to watch the dramatic scene unfold.

      Lucy and Luna barreled into the dark foyer, carrying a couple feet of black yarn taut between them. They rushed toward the masked intruder and managed to make them trip over the yarn just as Lara pointed her finger in that direction and shouted, “Relligoa!”

      Instantly, a glowing, electric blue magical rope snaked out from the tip of her finger to lasso around the intruder, who was now bound tightly on the floor where they’d fallen. I raced to flip on the entrance chandelier, casting all of us in bright white light. Nervously, still gripping the meat cleaver in one hand, I knelt down to look the intruder in the face.

      “Be careful,” hissed Lara.

      “I need to know who this bastard is,” I replied fiercely, reaching out to lift the intruder’s black hood. When I saw the pretty face exposed in the light, I did a double take.

      “June?!” I gasped. “What in the name of the moon?”

      “June? Who is June?” Lara asked, confused.

      “This is Xander’s ex-girlfriend,” I muttered, shaking my head in shock. June looked up at me with a withering glare.

      “Yeah, you caught me. Congratulations, bitch. Now, could you please ask your bodyguard to unbind me?” June snapped, somehow still so haughty despite her compromised position.

      Luna and Lucy stood back in the corner, hissing and staring at June hatefully. Although I was pretty distracted by the shock of catching our intruder in the act, I did happen to notice the cats out of the corner of my eye, giving each other a nod of cooperation. A truce, finally.

      “Huh. We make a good team, don’t we?” Luna pointed out. Lucy meowed affirmatively.

      But that was something to celebrate later, once we figured out how to deal with June.

      “So, I have to ask,” I began, looking into the woman’s annoyingly pretty face. “Why me? What’s the deal?”

      “Oh, like you don’t already know,” she spat. “You and Xander? It’s all wrong. I don’t know what he sees in you or what kind of illegal love spell you’ve cast on him, but you need to back off. He belongs to me. And if he’s too stupid to realize that, then I’ll have to take matters into my own hands!”

      “Really, lady? You’re breaking the law just for some guy?” Lara sneered, rolling her eyes. “Sorry, but that’s just pitiful.”

      “Shut your mouth,” June barked.

      “Don’t talk to her that way,” I scolded, taking out my cell phone. “You want to be with Xander so bad, how about I call him over right now, hmm?”

      June’s eyes went wide with panic and she shook her head, trying in vain to wiggle out of her magical binding. “No! Please, no!” she shrieked. “I beg you. Please don’t let him see me like this. He — he’ll never see me the same way again!”

      “Sounds like a personal problem to me,” said Lara icily. “Maybe you should have thought of that before you pulled the mother of all crazy ex-girlfriend moves, huh?”

      I gave her an amused and impressed look, genuinely surprised by how acidic she sounded. Lara had always struck me as the impossibly patient and forgiving type, so seeing her totally unleash on June was truly a sight to behold. I had to admit, though, it was pretty cool, and it felt great to know she was on my side.

      I slid my phone screen open and pressed the button for Xander’s speed dial, my heart pounding like crazy. Within a half second of the first ring, he picked up and began talking before I could even get a word out.

      “I’m on my way!” he shouted into the phone, and I could hear the telltale whoosh of the night wind blowing past him while he rode his broom. “The ward charm went off and alerted me about the intruder. I’m coming, Arti, just hold tight. Are you okay? Are you safe? Are you hiding somewhere out of sight? What about Lara? And the cats? Is anyone hurt? Is the intruder still in the house?” he rambled.

      “Whoa, whoa,” I said. “I’m fine. Lara’s fine. The cats are fine. The intruder is here but we’ve got a hold on the situation.”

      “Yeah, you might even say the intruder is in a bind!” Lara called out pointedly, giving June a devious smirk.

      “Ha ha. What a clever joke. You’re a real comedian,” June grumbled.

      “Okay, well I’m pulling up to the house now. Is the front door unlocked?” Xander asked through the phone.

      “Yeah, you can come right in. The intruder must have picked the lock so it’s open now,” I informed him.

      “I’m coming, Arti. Hang in there.”

      “He’s coming up the drive,” I whispered to Lara, who nodded. June, meanwhile, looked utterly humiliated.

      “Please. I beg you. Don’t let him see me this way,” she hissed at me desperately. I could hear Xander’s heavy footsteps walking up the front steps, and I bit my lip. I had to be the bigger person here. The least I could do was save a little pinch of her dignity. So despite Lara’s protests, I helped June get to her feet. She was still bound with magical rope, but at least she wasn’t lying flat on her face anymore.

      Moments later, Xander stepped through the door and rushed to the intruder, recognition slowly dawning on his handsome face. “June? What the-” he spluttered.

      “Our thoughts exactly,” Lara said.

      “You’re the intruder?” Xander asked, totally shocked. “What is your problem? Have you lost your mind? Why would you do something like this?”

      June had tears in her eyes but she continued to glare at me as if the whole thing was my fault. She began groveling, “I just wanted to scare her off. I’m sorry, Xander. I was selfish and stupid but you have to understand, it’s just because I—”

      Xander cut her off. “No excuses, June. This is ridiculous. We’re not together anymore and you can’t just go around traumatizing my girlfriend out of jealousy. Come on. You’re too mature for that. I thought maybe we were all grown-ups, but apparently you’re still the same clingy brat you were back when we dated,” he said angrily.

      “Ooh. Burn,” Luna murmured.

      “What do you even see in her?” June spat, eyeing me up and down. “I’m ten times better without even trying! And her magic doesn’t even work!”

      “No, clearly you’re not,” Lara jabbed. “And wait a second, how do you know about Arti’s magic malfunctioning?”

      June’s face paled as we all realized the truth.

      “Oh my moon. You put a curse on me, didn’t you?” I gasped. June groaned.

      “Ugh. Maybe I did. But whatever. You deserve it for touching my man,” she snapped.

      “Get over yourself. You and I aren’t a thing anymore. We’re done. And I’m never taking you back. How dare you curse my girlfriend? You know there are laws prohibiting that,” Xander said, stepping back from June to put an arm around my shoulders, to my delight.

      “I couldn’t help it! I get back to town and find out you have a little side piece who’s not even as pretty or successful as I am and you expect me not to do something about it?” June shot back.

      “You’re insane,” I muttered, wide-eyed.

      “And you’re boring!” she insulted me.

      “Lara, you can unbind her now,” said Xander.

      “Aww. Already? Too bad,” Lara quipped, but she dutifully called off the magical rope and it disappeared with a flash of blue light. To June’s credit, she didn’t try to run, though I could see the impulse there on her face.

      “I need her arms free so she can undo the hex she put on Artemis,” Xander explained. Then, glaring at his ex, he added, “Well? Get to it.”

      June sighed rather theatrically and pointed a finger at me. She muttered something under her breath and I instantly felt a tingle of warmth pass over my body. To test it out, I tried an illumination charm on the living room lamp— and to my infinite relief, it worked just fine. My magic was back.

      “There. All better. So what now? Are you gonna put me in handcuffs, officer?” June said, biting her lip. Lara rolled her eyes.

      “Oh, come on. Are you sure I can’t just hex her into the next dimension?” Lara pleaded, turning to Xander with a plaintive expression.

      “I agree,” Luna said.

      Xander shook his head. “Look, June. You have two options. I can let you go and you immediately gather your stuff and get out of town tonight. Or I can arrest and charge you with breaking and entering with a side helping of illegal hexwork and then kick you out of town. Take your pick,” he snarled.

      June swallowed hard. “Fine. I’ll leave.”

      “And don’t you dare come back. I don’t want to catch you in my town again,” he added tersely.

      She nodded, hanging her head. “Okay, okay. I get it. You’ve made your choice. It’s the wrong one, but whatever. If you want to date some scrappy, small town bore with the fashion sense of a middle school goth from the nineties, that’s your prerogative,” June murmured coldly.

      Xander raised an eyebrow and tightened his grip on me. “Don’t make me take back my offer. Get out. Now,” he ordered.

      June hesitated for a second, looking around at all of us before sighing and trudging out the front door. The second she was gone, Xander pulled me close and kissed me on the lips. Lara and the cats took their cue to leave.

      Xander pulled back and looked into my eyes, cupping my cheek with his hand. “I can’t believe I let this happen to you. I’m so sorry, Arti. I should have known,” he murmured sadly.

      I gave him a warm smile and turned slightly to kiss his palm. “I’m fine. Really. No lasting damage. Thank you for showing up and saving me,” I told him.

      “I should have figured it out sooner,” he sighed, shaking his head. “If that crazy woman had hurt you, I don’t know what I would do. I can’t lose you.”

      “You won’t lose me. I’m right here. Everything is okay,” I assured him softly. “Besides, that’s two mysteries solved; just one big one left to unravel.”
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      That night I slept pretty well for someone whose house had just been broken into for the second time. Perhaps it was the knowledge that we had finally caught the perpetrator. Maybe it was the fact that my magical powers had been restored to me in full and I no longer felt like a weird broken witch anymore. Or it could have been the fact that it was endlessly reassuring to know I had both Lara and Xander around to back me up and look out for me. So even though it was nearly two in the morning when I finally got into bed, I drifted right off to sleep and didn’t wake up until half past eight. For me, that was some serious sleeping in. But when I woke up feeling refreshed and bright for the first time in days, it hit me just how desperately I’d needed the rest. Besides, we still didn’t have any new guests staying at the Manor, so there was no real rush for me to get moving.

      I lay in bed just enjoying the warmth and coziness when Luna woke up, stretched, and came crawling up to nuzzle into the crook of my arm.

      “Good morning,” I told her, smiling.

      She yawned, showing her tiny white fangs. “Morning. Man. That was one wild night last night, huh?” she said.

      “You got that right. I still can’t wrap my mind around it. I mean, who could have seen that coming?”

      “Yeah. It’s bananas. At least you’ve got your magic back, though. How does it feel?” she asked me, peering up into my face.

      I shrugged. “It’s more subtle than you would expect, but I can definitely tell a difference. I feel more capable. It’s like when you have a cast on your arm and everyday tasks are more difficult and uncomfortable, and then you get the cast taken off and suddenly you feel like a superhero or something,” I chuckled. “It feels good. I feel more like myself again.”

      “I bet,” Luna agreed. “Speaking of feeling good, I’m still pretty proud of my contribution to last night’s catch. Lucy and I really worked well as a team to trip her up. You saw that, right? I want credit for it.”

      I laughed. “Yes, Lu. I saw it. That trick with the yarn? That was brilliant. And you’re right, the two of you make one killer team. See? Things are always better when you overcome your differences and work together,” I remarked.

      She rolled her beautiful green eyes and hopped down off the bed, gesturing for me to follow. “Alright, alright, don’t push it. Anyway, it’s time to get up. I’m starving and I bet Lara and Lucy are hungry, too. I mean, we did literally catch a criminal in the act last night. I think we’ve all earned a hearty breakfast, don’t you?”

      “Good point,” I agreed, sliding out of bed. “I should make a big breakfast for us all to celebrate.”

      “Yes!” Luna exclaimed, rushing into the bathroom after me. I was feeling peppy and festive this morning after my much-needed rest, so I got a little more creative with my look. Of course, I would have been lying if I said June’s cutting words about my appearance hadn’t wounded me a little on some surface level. So I twisted my long black hair into two small buns on either side of my head. “Space buns,” I had heard them called before. It took a few tries to get it right, but then to my surprise, Luna complimented the look.

      “Looking good. It’s weird, but I actually like it,” she commented, almost as surprised by her reaction as I was.

      I put on some winged eyeliner, mascara, a smudge of tinted lip balm, and then turned to my closet. I slipped on a long, dark-red maxi dress along with my black boots, a long black knitted cardigan, a necklace with a silver crescent moon on it - made by my mother during her jewelry-making phase - and headed down the stairs to start my day. Luna trailed happily behind me, and I was pleased to see that Lara and Lucy were still in their room, presumably resting. That was perfect, since I wanted to surprise them with breakfast.

      Once I reached the kitchen, I already had an idea in mind. I was going to make churro French toast stuffed with hazelnut spread and strawberries with a side of crispy bacon, something I hadn’t made in a long time. Pleased to have my magic back, I pointed my finger at the cookbook and it flipped to the correct recipe page. “Neoroa,” I said to the record player to make it spin, and the pleasant strains of a Fleetwood Mac album began to play.

      I hummed and twirled around the kitchen as I took out the ingredients one by one, using my magic to help line everything up on the counter. I cheerfully got to work slicing brioche and dredging the slices in a spiced, cream-laced eggy mix, and moments later heard Lara coming down the stairs. I had hoped to totally surprise her once the food was done, but that was okay. I liked the company.

      She came trotting into the kitchen still wearing her pajamas and a big smile. “Mmm, judging by those ingredients you must be in the process of making the most amazing meal ever concocted,” she said, eyeing the hazelnut spread, the cinnamon, and the strawberries hungrily.

      “Well, don’t set your expectations that high, but yeah, it should be pretty delicious if I do say so myself,” I giggled.

      “You’re too humble,” Lara remarked, leaning against the counter and toying with a wooden spoon. “You’ve got to learn to own your talents, Arti.”

      “Takes one to know one,” I said, giving her a wink. She grinned.

      “So, how’d you sleep?” she asked, changing the subject as I cooked.

      “Great,” I answered honestly. “Turns out, watching my boyfriend’s evil ex get kicked out of town is the world’s best sleep aid.”

      Lara burst out laughing. “Oh, you’re so right. That was so satisfying to watch. I mean, what a crazy thing to do. I’ve had some boyfriends I pined over in the past, but none of them would drive me to break into a stranger’s house or put a hex on someone. Yikes.”

      “Yeah. I almost feel bad for her,” I admitted. “I mean, yes, she’s awful and I hope to never ever run into her again as long as I live, but Xander is amazing. I can see why she’s still hung up on him.”

      “He really makes you happy, doesn’t he?” Lara prodded, this time more genuine than teasing. I gave her a firm nod, unable to keep the wistful smile off my face.

      “Yes. He definitely does. I still can’t believe how lucky I am. I mean, June had a point— why would a guy like him ever be with a girl like me?” I wondered aloud.

      “Are you insane?” Lara asked, totally deadpan. “I’m serious. Are you secretly an insane person?”

      I raised an eyebrow, laughing. “No! At least, I don’t think so.”

      “Because you must be crazy not to see what Xander sees in you, Arti. You’re beautiful, you’re clever, you’re funny, you’re kind-hearted, and you’re one crazy good chef. What’s not to love?” Lara said, grinning. I felt my face burn.

      “You’re going to make me cry,” I murmured with a smile. “Anyway, breakfast is ready!”

      “Heck yes,” Lara said, rubbing her hands together excitedly.

      We sat down at the dinner table to eat, and I even gave the cats two tiny little pieces of bacon to nibble on so they wouldn’t feel left out. As we ate the delicious breakfast, Lara looked thoughtful.

      “You know what’s weird?” she began.

      “What?” I asked.

      “How we were so wrong in our suspicions,” she said. “I mean, think about it. We totally thought our intruder was some big burly bad guy, or that it was someone out to murder you as retaliation for investigating the poisoning case. But it was totally the opposite of what we imagined: just some bratty, jealous woman. So weird.”

      “You’re right. We were barking up the wrong tree entirely. I guess we just played right into stereotypes and never expected the culprit to be a pretty, elegant woman,” I agreed, nodding. Then it hit me. If we were so wrong about the intruder, maybe it was the same bias that was keeping me from cracking the poisoning case.

      Suddenly, I stood up, my heart racing. “Oh my moon, Lara, I just realized something: this whole time Xander and I have been looking at the men involved in the Klein case. After we ruled out Karrie we just switched right back to Jordan. But there’s someone else we’ve totally ignored. Someone who’s probably been running circles around us the whole time right under our noses,” I breathed. “Florence!”

      Lara frowned. “The wife? But wasn’t she poisoned, too?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, but only a little bit. She totally could have ingested just enough of the poison to cover her bases and make herself look like a victim.”

      “Oh! You think she would do that?” Lara prompted.

      “There’s only one way to find out,” I said. “I’m going to visit her at the hospital and interview her.”

      “Really? Right now?” Lara asked as I rushed to head out the door. I nodded, feeling exhilarated and sure of myself.

      “Yes! I can’t wait anymore,” I said. “I’m doing this now!”

      I ran out the door, hopping onto my broom, and speeding off toward the hospital. I tried to give Xander a call to fill him in, but he didn’t answer. I left him a message informing him of my intentions and shrugged it off, deciding that I could probably handle Florence Klein on my own. It didn’t take me long to reach the hospital, as the weather was bright and sunny and there was little traffic on the streets. I leaned my broom against a tree and marched into the building. I was so confident that the nurse let me through, stating that Florence was doing much better and was ready for visitors.

      Perfect, I thought to myself. I was going to solve this once and for all.

      I rounded the corner and walked right into the hospital room where Florence was sitting on her cot, flipping idly through the pages of a magazine. It took her a few moments to acknowledge me, and when she noticed me standing there, she frowned.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “I’m Artemis Mani,” I said. “I’m working your husband’s case alongside Chief Forsetti. I was here with him the other day. I’m here because I have some questions I think you may be able to answer for me.”

      She narrowed her eyes suspiciously, but leaned back and nodded. “That’s right, I remember you now. Go right ahead. I have nothing to hide,” Florence said.

      I smiled. “You work in a plant nursery, right?”

      She nodded. “I used to.”

      “So then it’s logical to assume you would have a working knowledge of various flora in the region? Say, magical mushrooms, for example?” I asked pointedly.

      Her face went blotchy, and I knew I was getting somewhere. She nodded stiffly. “Yes, maybe. But I fail to see what you’re getting at,” Florence snapped.

      “Well, let me lay it out for you, then,” I said, taking a step forward. “On the morning of your husband’s death, Karrie brought you two pastries. You had just enough time alone to inject mushroom poison into the cinnamon buns, knowing those were the ones Arnold would reach for first. You put a lot of poison in his - enough to kill him. And in the other, you injected just enough to make yourself sick after a couple small bites. So, that’s how you did it, and how you worked to move suspicion away from you. What I’m still piecing together is why you did it, but I think I’m getting there. I went to that warehouse. I saw that fine white dust. I know what happened to cause a rift between you and Jordan. He was helping you out on the down-low, but he got tired of it. He didn’t want to be a part of the drug trade anymore, did he?”

      Florence was silent, a nerve twitching in her jaw. I went on.

      “Right. So your furniture store was just a front for the real business: import and export of drugs. That’s where the money is. And you were the mastermind behind it all. You used Jordan until he couldn’t handle it anymore, and when he wanted out, you caused a big stink about it. You tried to implicate him in your husband’s murder, both to save your own butt and as retribution for dropping out of the drug trade. As for your husband, I kept wondering on my way over here what your motive would be for killing him. You seemed like a happy couple, according to most reports. But I get it now: it’s greed. Pure greed. Arnold wasn’t as gung-ho about the smuggling and the illicit activities, was he?” I asked.

      Florence’s face was bright red. She knew she’d been cornered. Finally, she spilled. “He was weak. My husband couldn’t handle it. I wanted more, but he was complacent. He was in the way. I did what I had to do to be a successful woman in this world,” she growled.

      “You killed him so you could have it all,” I accused.

      She shrugged callously. “He should have been stronger. He should have been all in, like I was. But he was soft. And I’ll be darned if I let anyone hold me back,” Florence hissed. She started to slowly rise out of the cot, and at first I thought she was just standing up to turn herself in until quick as a fox she pointed her finger at me just as I gasped and fell back.

      Florence was advancing on me, keeping her finger pointed at me and her eyes flashing with rage. “Don’t move! If you try a spell, I’ll curse you into oblivion, you meddling little witch,” she hissed. I held my hands up in surrender, my heart pounding. How could I have been so slow? So useless? I had come this far, only to have the tables turned on me at the last second.

      A devious smile spread across her face as she realized she had me right where she wanted me. She opened her mouth and lifted her finger slowly, poised to shout an offensive spell, but just before she could say the words, the door burst open with a loud bang. The next few seconds were a blur of movement and noise as Xander, dressed in his uniform, burst into the room and jumped in front of me, shouting, “Preservoa!”

      The spell that spilled from Florence’s mouth came hurtling toward us, but bounced right back toward her before she could get a second to react. She went flying backward into the wall, dizzy and breathless, as though someone had roundhouse-kicked the air out of her lungs. Xander rushed over to put her in handcuffs as she sat there defeated, then strode across the room to me, a serious expression on his face.

      “You are insane! Don’t do this to me again,” he murmured fervently, pulling me into his arms and kissing me passionately.
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      Brunch.

      I had kind of a vexed relationship with brunch. There was always a kind of fine line between the two kinds of food you could serve for it, and every guest at the B&B had different ideas of what a good brunch was supposed to consist of. Well, except for mimosas. Everyone could agree on that. But that was probably the least impressive part of any brunch spread, from the point of view of a hostess who was trying to impress her guests.

      But thankfully, I didn’t have to worry about that right now. This time, I was the one enjoying the fruits of someone else’s culinary labors. Specifically, Elisa’s labors at the Magic Bean, and Xander was sitting across from me as we sat in a cozy corner of the cafe on one of the first days off he’d had in weeks.

      “Don’t tell Morgan, but I actually love mimosas,” Xander said with a smile on his face, as if sharing a secret in confidence with me. He winked and took a sip of the frosty glass in his hand, and I giggled.

      It was kind of nice to be past the point of pretending we weren’t dating, and it was an even nicer surprise that Xander was slowly but surely developing a pretty good taste in date ideas. We had a quiet evening at the Manor together last night after promising each other to give ourselves a mental break from all the chaos of the latest murder case, which was exactly what I needed. And now, we were at a leisurely brunch, which was also exactly what I needed. Everyone needed brunch in their lives, let’s be honest.

      “My lips are sealed,” I promised him. “Besides, between the two of you, she always struck me as more the type to drink nothing but straight whiskey.”

      “You’d be right,” he said, chuckling. “The way to Morgan’s heart is through a stiff glass of bourbon. Don’t even think about mixers, or ice, for that matter. Wait, if Morgan is the whiskey sibling, which one was I, in your imagination?”

      “Definitely the beer brother,” I said, grinning, and he chuckled. “You seem like the kind of guy who likes small-batch craft beer, like a good Washington resident.”

      “You’re not wrong,” he confessed, holding his hands up. “I’ve got a sweet tooth for brunches, but I’m a sucker for dark beers in the evening. Porters and stouts are hard to beat after a long night on patrol. What about you? You don’t strike me as a beer kind of person.”

      “I like my sweet reds,” I admitted. “But just about any kind of wine is something I’ll knock out in a heartbeat. My wine bills are a little crazy, but at least I can write them off as a business expense. Serving my guests beer is a little less classy.”

      We laughed as Elisa showed up at our table with our food. The Magic Bean wasn’t primarily the kind of place that did full meals, but Elisa had insisted on letting us try a new quiche recipe Bella was testing out. So when Elisa swept over to our table, she was using her finger to levitate two plates of quiche slices so thick and fluffy that my mouth watered.

      “Here we are,” Elisa chimed, setting the plates before us. “Two spinach and feta quiche slices, and I’m proud to say the two of you will be the first to sample the recipe.”

      “I am in heaven,” I said bluntly as I looked down at the meal. The hot feta and spinach and egg was steaming, and it looked like it was just the perfect ratio of each ingredient. The crust was firm but not too crumbly or moist, the consistency looked perfect, and the aroma was just unbelievable. I didn’t want to say it out loud yet, but I had a feeling I’d have some competition in the form of Bella in a few years.”

      “And also, as a little thank you for making sure the Magic Bean kept its good name,” Elisa added with a devilish wink, “I have a little something extra.” She flicked her finger to reveal the third plate she’d been hiding behind her back, which levitated around to the table and set itself down between the two plates. It was the thickest, most delectable looking cinnamon bun I’d ever seen in my life. The top was practically oozing with cinnamon filling, the dough looked perfectly soft the way I liked it, and the frosting dripping down the sides was so decadent I felt like it wasn’t appropriate to be showing it off in public.

      “Honestly?” Xander said when he got a look at the masterpiece, “I think I’d eat that even if you told me up front it was loaded with arsenic.”

      I had to agree.

      “This is unbelievable, Elisa,” I said, beaming at her. “Tell Bella she’s knocking it out of the park. I’m a little jealous.”

      “She’ll appreciate that,” Elisa said with a wink. “I’ll leave you two alone now. Enjoy!”

      We started digging into the food, and it tasted twice as good as it looked, which was saying a lot.

      “Okay, so, now that we’re officially into brunch,” Xander said, “let’s recap.”

      “Okay, I’m ready,” I said, nodding as I swallowed a mouthful of quiche.

      “We found Jordan,” he started, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “Morgan and I caught him heading out the south road out of town. That was why I didn’t answer my phone when you called, I was in the middle of helping Morgan make the arrest. He pointed me to Florence, and I got your voicemail a minute later, and might have had a minor heart attack.”

      I blushed.

      “But as it turns out,” he said after another quick drink from his mimosa, which was almost gone by now, “Jordan was mostly innocent.”

      “Mostly? He ran from a murder investigation,” I said.

      “Yeah, but get this,” he said, smiling. “Jordan knew about the drugs. He told us that was why he backed out of his business partnership with Arnold. Florence and Arnold were pushing that angle, and Jordan wanted nothing to do with it, so he cut his losses and beat it. That was also why Florence was so eager to throw him under the bus with that phony letter she forged that was supposedly from Jordan. Arnold was probably in on it the whole time, and then it was just a matter of showing it to Karrie and letting the rumor spread on its own.”

      “Not a bad plan,” I said, nodding.

      “Jordan was afraid we’d arrest him for his involvement with the drugs, even though he backed out before getting his hands dirty, so to speak,” Xander went on. “Especially with possible murder charges thrown in the mix. He’s a nervous guy, he just panicked.”

      “Do you believe him?” I asked.

      “We’re still checking his story, but I have a feeling he’s telling the truth,” Xander said. “Morgan and I convinced him to take a deal. He spills any and all secrets the Kleins were holding, and in exchange, we won’t hit him with charges for aiding and abetting the drug operation. Which is a pretty good deal, and if this were anywhere but Moonlight Cove, I don’t think he’d get the chance.”

      “Sounds like it,” I admitted.

      “And that’s that,” he said, nodding. “Florence has a mountain of charges she’ll never be able to crawl out from under, and all the loose ends from the case are tied up. And I think I’d like to extend the official thanks of the police department, on a more personal note,” he added with a wink.

      “You’re too kind,” I said with a stupid smile. “There’s just one more thing that’s been bugging me.”

      “What’s that?”

      I bit into a piece of the cinnamon bun, and I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. After a quick moment of savoring that, I swallowed and spoke again. “I still don’t know why my mom has been acting so strange.”

      Xander blinked, and his face slowly turned into a broad, knowing smile that made me worried.

      “Wait, what?”

      “I think I can shed some light on that,” Xander said, dabbing his mouth with a napkin. “Just don’t tell your mom I told you this, or she’d kill me.”

      That was a bold claim, and one that I believed wholeheartedly, so I made a zipper motion across my lips, leaning forward.

      “You probably know that certain permits have to go through the police department before becoming official,” he said. “Well, last week, your mom put in an official request for approval for a medical marijuana dispensary.”

      My jaw dropped.

      “My mom’s selling weed?!” I blurted out much more loudly than I should have, drawing some glances from the other diners while Xander lost his ability to hold back his laughter. “Xander, this is so not funny!”

      “It’s actually really funny,” he said, turning rosy in the cheeks from laughing too much. I was already taking my phone out and scrolling over to my mom’s number. When Xander realized I was calling her, he laughed even harder.

      “Hi, honey,” Mom answered hesitantly.

      “Mom, you cannot just sell weed!” I said urgently while Xander held his sides, incapacitated.

      “I am not just selling weed, young lady!” Mom said, dropping the act and sounding like her usual fiery self again. “I’ll have you know that I’m going through all the proper channels to get my license.”

      “Mom!” I half-shouted, half-laughed. I didn’t even know how to deal with this information.

      “Retirement is boring, honey,” Mom sighed. “And besides, it’s legal in Washington now, and I’m not about to let that go! This will be great, trust me. It’ll pay for your father and my vacations. If it does well, I’ll even bring you and Diana on a few cruises, how does that sound? I was hoping to wait a little longer and see if you’d be interested in a few ideas I had for a bakery, and-”

      “Mom, I am not about to sell pot brownies to my guests!”

      Xander was nearly on the floor.

      “Okay, you’re the one who suggested selling to your guests, not me, just saying!” she said, and I groaned, letting my head hit the table.

      “Moooom.”

      “I don’t see what the big deal is, honey,” Mom said. “Do I need to lecture you about the health benefits? The soil around here is so fertile you don’t even have to put any effort into it. Trust me, if you’d just try some of the dank kush that grows around here-”

      “Okay, no, no, no, no, I can’t hear my mother use the term ‘dank kush’ today,” I said, making Xander cover his face to hide the fact he couldn’t breathe. “We’ll talk about this later, but you owe Diana a huge apology for grounding her when you caught her taking a hit off Stacy Henderson’s bong in the back yard in tenth grade.”

      “You know darn well it was Stacy Henderson I had a problem with, not that,” Mom said, and I rolled my eyes.

      “Goodbye, Mom,” I said, and I turned the phone off and looked at Xander. “Are you dead? Have I killed the chief of police this morning?”

      “You might have,” Xander said, wiping a tear from his eye as he took a few slow breaths. “Hoo boy. Okay. I’m good.”

      I shook my head and attacked the remainder of my quiche, but I couldn’t keep a smile off my face. This little town of ours was weird and only getting weirder.

      But at least they were good people.

      Better yet, they were my good people.
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      First of all, I wanted to thank you for reading this book. I well and truly hope you enjoyed reading this book as much as I loved writing it.

      If you enjoyed Beat Around the Broom I’d really appreciate it if you could take a moment and leave a review for the book on Amazon, to help other readers find the book as well.

      You can also sign up to my newsletter to receive an email every time I release a new book. To sign up for my newsletter, click here now.

      Want to read more of Arti’s adventures? The sixth and final book in the Moonlight Cove series is coming in late 2019.
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