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      “No! No! No!” I yelled to no one in particular and hit the steering wheel hard enough to hurt my hand.

      Then I realized there was a car coming from the other direction, and I had to pull over as safely as possible before I caused a horrible accident. My car’s engine lasted long enough for me to guide it and the trailer I was dragging off to the shoulder, and then it died completely.

      I was a couple of miles out from Coventry. I’d almost made it home.

      My cell phone showed no signal. You’d have thought with all the new technology, they could get a signal out there. I was sure even Coventry had to have one of those newfangled towers, but alas, the phone was useless.

      No matter what the scientists came up with, the ley line in Coventry could destroy it. Earth’s magnetic something or other, according to them, but I knew it was magic.

      I had two choices. I could wait there on the side of the road for someone to come along and rescue me, or I could do something I hadn’t done for at least thirteen years.

      Inside of me somewhere was the power to make that engine behave and get me the rest of the way home. All I had to do was wave my hand over the errant engine and focus my intention. I was out of practice, but I still knew how it was done. By the time I’d quit my magical studies to go to regular school, I was more accomplished than most adult witches.

      No one had really pressed the matter when I refused to take magic seriously again after they pulled me back out of regular school either. I dithered around doing the bare minimum until I ran away at seventeen, but I still understood enough to get me in big trouble.

      But I wasn’t ready yet. At some point, I’d have to go back to being a witch. It would be the price for returning to Coventry.

      I was not giving in yet.

      After I popped the hood of the car, I went around and slid my hand under to find the latch. When I had it opened and propped up, I tied the flag from the safety kit I kept in the trunk to my side-view mirror and got back in.

      A couple of cars did go by, but they were both self-driving. It figured. Even out in the sticks, I was the only one left driving a twenty-year-old Subaru. Oh, well, I loved her. I’d paid for that car with my own money after the divorce with Gavin had left me high and dry.

      I found out that’s what happens when you marry a lawyer who is friends with no one but other lawyers. I couldn’t even find someone decent to represent me, but by the end, I didn’t care.

      You see, I’d caught him cheating on me, and somehow, he and his shark lawyer friends ended up making me look like the bad guy.

      I’d been indignant and full of fight in the beginning, but a year and a half into the proceedings and the weight of catching the love of my life with my best friend and then having him smear my name in front of everyone we knew had taken its toll. I’d stopped fighting and let him ruin me so that I could just walk away from the mess.

      The icing on the cake had been that one of his best friends was also good friends with the woman who owned the company I worked for at the time. I’d received my walking papers the week before. He’d gotten me fired one week after taking everything in the divorce.

      What I did have was an envelope full of cash stashed in the back of my closet. Somehow, I’d known to save for a rainy day. I hadn’t been able to add anything to it since Gavin and I had separated, but I’d squirreled away what I could while we were still together.

      It wasn’t much when you considered how wealthy we’d been, but at least it was something. I’d thought there was only $2,000 in it, but when I checked it as I was packing, there was $7,000.

      I took a cab over to the nearest discount car dealership, because I’d had to turn my Mercedes over when the divorce was final, and I’d bought the Subaru with half the money. What I had left was enough to rent the U-haul, buy out the last couple months of my apartment lease, and eat value menu hamburgers until I got to Coventry.

      The car hadn't been as great of a deal as I'd thought, though, because there I was sitting on the side of the road waiting for someone to come by and rescue me.

      By the time it started to get dark and I'd eaten the rest of my snacks, it became evident that no one was going to rescue me. I took out my phone again and hoped that maybe at night I could get a signal. I didn't, but that didn't stop me from getting out of my car and standing in the middle of the road trying. I reached my arm up into the air to see if it helped to get the phone higher. It didn't, and how would that have helped anyway? It's not like I could talk to anyone with my phone up in the air like that. Maybe they could have heard me on speaker, I reasoned.

      No matter. There was no signal. I was in one of America's last dead zones. I sighed and put the phone in my pocket.

      I also needed to get out of the middle of the road before one of those self-driving cars ran me over. I still didn't trust those things. 

       The way I saw it, I had two choices. Well, three if you counted sitting in my car all night waiting for someone who wasn't coming to come along.

      My other two choices were to use magic to fix the car or start walking. It took me a while to decide. I wanted to just walk. It was only two miles, but then I remembered that it was two miles along a deserted highway in the pitch-black dark.

      I'd heard enough stories about the woods around Coventry to know it wasn't a good idea to be out there at night. My parents and family would talk about things when I was supposed to be asleep. 

      I wasn't asleep, though. I was usually sitting at the top of the stairs listening. Meri would be there too, but he'd never tell on me. I bribed him with bacon, so he'd happily keep me company while I eavesdropped.

      Sometimes they would talk about the time Mom and Dad discovered zombies in those woods. The very ones I could see from the road where I was standing. 

      The witches in our family were powerful enough to raise the dead. Some of them were powerful enough to raise the dead but also clumsy enough to unleash all manner of demons and horrible ghosts on the world. I don't know that any of them ever learned their lesson either. They would just clean up their messes and live to cast another day.

      Then there was also Uncle Brody. He died when I was a baby, but his spirit never crossed over. Mom didn't know it. Sometimes when I was a kid, I would see him outside my window. Even then, I could almost feel him out in the dark watching me from behind a tree.

      As I lived in the real world and my magic faded, it was harder and harder for him to reach me. It got to the point where he could only visit me in nightmares. I'd stopped having to worry about being out too late and having his angry specter following me home. I could even forget to close the curtains before dark without finding him there looking in at me.

      But just then, with the moon out and shadows falling from every tree, I could sense that he was close again. Something told me that he had to get to me before I got to Coventry. Once I was back home, the ley line would make me invincible to his malice.

      That made up my mind for me. I quickly ran my hands above the engine. "Please start. Come on, baby. I promise I'll take good care of you if you'll just get me out of here."

      I didn't know any spells for fixing cars. What I did know was how to focus my intentions. As long as the car started, that was all I needed.

      After I slammed the hood down, I rushed around to the driver's side and got in. I knew not to look in the direction of the trees to my right. My brain was screaming at me not to look, but I did. 

      He was there. Brody stood at the tree line staring at me. It was the first time he had manifested himself into the world, at least in my presence, since around the time I got out of college.

      I turned the key and prayed to the Goddess I'd abandoned that it would start. "Come on, please. I will do what I was put on this Earth to do if you just get me home safe."

      It was a promise I knew I'd never be able to take back, and one that I was happy I made when I saw Brody's ghost running towards my car.

      The engine roared to life, and I didn't hesitate to put the pedal to the floor. It was just a Subaru and not a stock car, but she was fast enough. Except that I forgot I was towing a trailer and nearly jack-knifed off the road.

      "Stay on!" I yelled as the car swerved. "Drive straight. I'm going home!"

      Whether it was magic or just good driving skills, I was able to get the car going straight without running off the side of the road or breaking the trailer hitch. I looked back using the rear-view mirror and saw Uncle Brody's ghost standing in the middle of the road. He looked furious, but he knew he couldn't follow where I was going. I would be safe from him once I reached Coventry.

      And at the speed I was going, I'd reach it sooner rather than later. I slowed down a little as the town sign came into view.

       It wasn't too late. I could still go back.

      "To what?" I asked myself with a slightly hysterical laugh. I had nothing to go back to.

      Everything in my life was gone. Except Coventry. 

      I rolled into town and even though it was dark, there were still people out milling around. Most of them turned and stared at me like I had at least three heads. Some were probably because they recognized me while the others saw nothing but a stranger driving into their town in a beat-up old car after dark.

      When I passed the bed and breakfast, I briefly considered pulling in. I could stay there for the night and not bother my parents until the next morning. They didn't even know I was coming. I hadn't called.

      They would know soon enough, though. I'd already seen a couple of the Aunties, and they'd be on the phone with my parents in a heartbeat. 

      I drove the rest of the way to my parents' street but I sat down the road for a while. It was like I was begging the Universe to give me one more shot at not coming crawling back home.

      It was not meant to be. Nothing happened except I wasted more time. Plus, I'd just made the promise to embrace who I was. 

      "Being a witch isn't bad, Kinsley,” I said to myself. "You're just being a spoiled brat. You're mad because you were wrong, and you don't want to admit it. You never should have left and now you feel like a fool for having to come crawling back."

      But I knew my parents would take me back with open arms. Even if I hadn't visited them in thirteen years. Tears began to spill down my cheeks. How prideful and stubborn I had been. 

      It didn't matter if I had to move back in with my parents at thirty. As I pulled into the driveway, my heart began to pound.

      All of the lights were out at Hangman’s House. The place looked completely abandoned. I hadn’t seen my parents, but I had spoken to them. Neither of them had mentioned going on vacation or moving away.

      Maybe they are just in the back of the house, I thought.

      I walked up the front steps and considered whether I should just walk in or knock first. It was the house I had grown up in, but Hangman’s House hadn’t been my home for a long time.

      When I raised my fist to knock, the door popped open. “Okay,” I said. “Hello?”

      No one answered, but the door opened a little more. Having been raised in Coventry, my first suspicion was ghosts.

      It was also possible that the house itself just wanted me to come in. Hangman’s House had a mind of its own, and it tended to do little things to manipulate its inhabitants’ lives.

      “Hello?” I said again as I stepped through the door. “Is anyone here? Mom? Dad?”

      I looked around and the furniture was all gone. There was also no… stuff of life… There was no furniture, but there was nothing else to indicate that people lived in the house either. There were no books, magical supplies, trinkets, or photos on the walls. The house looked completely abandoned.

      “What in the world?” I asked as I took a step deeper into the living room.

      It was right then that red and blue lights flashed across the walls. The blip of a siren followed.

      I froze. My parents weren’t in the house, and I had no proof I was even supposed to be there. My stomach clenched at the thought of spending the night in the Coventry jail. People would be talking about it for months. I’d be the butt of every joke for at least a few weeks.

      Unless they were still too afraid of me. “What is wrong with you?” I asked myself. Going to jail was worse than being made fun of. I had my priorities all out of whack.

      “Come out with your hands up,” a male voice announced over the cruiser’s speaker.

      “Okay,” I called out. “I’m coming out.”

      I walked out slowly with my hands raised up. The sheriff had his hand over his gun, but he relaxed when he saw me. I guess I either wasn’t that threatening or I wasn’t what he’d expected.

      Or both.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I swear I didn’t break into the house. This is… was my parents’ house.”

      “You can put your hands down and walk down here. Do it slowly, though, and keep your hands where I can see them.”

      The front step creaked loudly under my foot. The old wooden treads needed to be replaced badly. It seemed off to me. My parents never would have neglected the house. There was only one thing that it could mean, and that was Hangman’s House was not happy about my return.

      “You say you’re Brighton and Remy’s daughter?” the sheriff asked me. “That makes you Kinsley Skeenbauer, correct?”

      “Yes.” I shook my head along with my answer.

      “If that were true, you’d know they don’t live in the house anymore,” he said skeptically.

      “You would think so,” was my only answer. “Are you going to arrest me then?”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It’s not that late. I’ll give your mother a call. She and your father are over on Hallows Road.”

      “His old house,” I said.

      “Well, if you know that, you might actually be their daughter,” he said. “Give me a minute.”

      He took out his phone and punched in a number. His intense blue eyes wandered up from the ground and met mine. A brief smile pulled at the corners of his mouth before he caught himself and went back to his stern “law enforcement face”.

      “Hey, Brighton, this is Thorn… I’m good. How are you?”

      Thorn. Where did I know that name? I wondered. It sounded really familiar.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Thorn said. “I’m doing pretty well myself, but hey, I’ve got a question for you. I’m sorry to disrupt your evening, but I’ve had an incident at Hangman’s House. No, I’m fine and the house is fine, but I caught a woman inside. She says she’s your daughter, but I have to confirm that.” He looked at me again. “Around five-five with long auburn hair and green eyes. A few freckles across the bridge of her nose.” He was describing the way I looked, and I couldn’t help but blush a little when he described my freckles. I had no idea what was wrong with me, but it made my stomach do a little flip-flop. “Okay, Brighton. I’ll take a picture really quick. Hang on.” He aimed the camera at me and took my picture. “I sent it. Okay. Yes. Thank you so much, Brighton. Have a good night.” He hung up.

      “So, am I under arrest?” I asked when he put his phone away.

      “She said it’s you.”

      “I know that,” I said with a chuckle. “Sorry to cause problems, officer.”

      “You can call me Thorn,” he said.

      “I don’t mean to pry, but that name sounds familiar. Maybe my mother had a friend named Thorn a long time ago? But you look too young to be one of my mother’s old friends,” I said.

      “You’re talking about my father,” Thorn said. “He was friends with your mother and sheriff of this town until my mother made him move away. I’m actually Thorn Junior.”

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Thorn Jr. Sorry it was such a rocky start,” I said.

      Thorn’s sapphire eyes sparkled a little when he laughed and said, “I’m actually glad you’re not a burglar, Kinsley. Not having to arrest you and do the paperwork will make my night much easier.”

      Just then his radio came to life. Dispatch called him about some teenagers out in a field. The farmer was worried they were going to tip his cows and said the law better get out there fast or he was going out with his shotgun.

      “Tell him to hold his horses, Betty. I’ll be right there,” Thorn responded. “I’ve got to go. I guess I’ll see you around?”

      “You will,” I confirmed.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Kinsley.”

      “Hey, one thing really quick. Did my mom say she was coming this way?”

      “As soon as she and your father get dressed,” Thorn said as he ducked back into his cruiser. “Good night.”

      “Good night,” I said with a wave.

      Once he’d pulled out of the driveway, I could see something on the other side of his car. It looked like a shadow barreling toward me across the field next to the house.

      I squinted my eyes to see what was coming toward me. It took a second for me to figure it out because I only had the light of the moon to help me see. It wasn’t a shadow.

      It was a cat.
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      Meri ran up to me and leapt into my arms. He rubbed his head against my chest and began to purr so loudly that it vibrated right to my heart.

      I just stood there for at least five, maybe ten, minutes holding him. Tears ran down my face, and I couldn’t believe how much I’d missed him. I hadn’t known he could even purr that loud.

      After a while, I finally said, “We should go inside.” I set him down and started walking toward the house.

      “You’re not going to tell anyone about that?” he asked. “Right?”

      “About what?” I asked and smiled at him over my shoulder.

      “Whatever… creature,” he said and sashayed past me through the front door.

      “Now, there’s the Meri I know,” I said with a laugh. “It’s good to see you again. I missed you so much.”

      “Well, if you hadn’t abandoned your home and family, you wouldn’t have that problem now, would you?” he shot back at me.

      “Ouch,” I said.

      “Just being realistic,” Meri said. “It is good to be back in this house, though. The other one is so boring.”

      “Why did they move? Why wouldn’t they stay here at Hangman’s House?” I asked.

      “The house has been cursed since you left. They finally got tired of dealing with it a couple of years ago and moved into Remy’s old house. Thank gawd he didn’t sell it,” Meri said with a flick of his tail. “But, now you’re back and you can make it right.”

      “With the house?”

      “Yeah. Please tell me you haven’t forgotten everything, Kinsley. That head of yours should have been hollow enough to stuff a few memories into.”

      “Wow, you are exactly how I remember you,” I said.

      “You wouldn’t have it any other way,” Meri retorted.

      “Whatever.”

      “Whatever.”

      “So, my parents are coming?”

      “What do you think?” Meri asked.

      “Are they mad?”

      “Kinsley, come on.”

      “At least it’s too late for them to throw a huge party tonight,” I said.

      “You think so?” Meri asked. “Anyway, let’s go inside. Maybe if you promise to stay, the house will let you turn the lights on.”

      I picked up Meri and started for the front door.

      “I can walk, you know,” he said.

      I gave him a squeeze and a kiss on the head.

      “Yuck.” But he started to purr again.

      Back inside the house, I tried the light switch next to the front door. Nothing happened.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I will stay. I’m here to stay.”

      I tried the switch again, and the lights came on. They were quite dim, though.

      “I promise. Coventry is my home, and I intend to stay.”

      With that, the lights brightened to normal levels. I looked around the living room of the house I grew up in and sighed.

      The lack of furniture would be an issue. I didn’t have much of that in my trailer.

      “Looks like I’ll be sitting on the floor,” I said.

      “Meh, not really. The attic in the library still has all its furniture. Your parents left that intact. You just have to hang out up there. Having guests over might be a problem,” Meri said.

      “I wasn’t planning on having many guests,” I said. “I hoped I could just keep my head down and maybe get a job. I don’t want a lot of attention.”

      “You’re hilarious,” Meri said.

       "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "Come on, Kinsley. If you don't think your family is going to make a huge deal out of you coming home, then you clearly took a bump to the head."

      "But I ran away. They should all be mad at me. It should take time for them to warm back up to me. Years even,” I said.

      "Ha ha. I think you really did hit your head. You don't remember your own family? Do you think they're going to punish you for living your life the way you wanted? For doing things on your own terms?" Meri asked.

      "But I broke my father's heart when I left, didn't I? And I never visited. I was afraid if I came back, even for a visit, I'd never get away again,” I said.

      "How'd that work out for you?"

      "What are we talking here? Break it down for me,” I said.

      "I imagine there's going to be a party here. In the back. The whole coven, and probably the whole town, will be invited. You'll be the center of attention for hours on end."

      "Ugh,” I said.

      "Hey, you could have listened to me thirteen years ago and just stayed,” Meri said.

      "No, I couldn't have. I would have always wondered. My life here would have never felt settled,” I said.

      "And it will now?" Meri asked.

      I shrugged. "Yeah. I learned my lesson. I had to do it the hard way, but it's learned."

       A knock at the door ended our conversation. 

      "I wonder who that could be,” Meri said.

      "I don't know. Who knows I'm here?"

      "The sheriff and your parents,” Meri said. "Unless your mother already started calling people. That's entirely possible."

      "I'll just get it." I looked out the peephole, and it was my parents. "What are you doing knocking?" I said as I opened the door. "This is your house."

      My mother pulled me into her arms. I felt my father wrap his arms around both of us. Last was Meri who rubbed against my legs and then sat on my feet.

      For a while, we all just stood there. At some point, I started to cry. My mother just stroked my hair and kissed my cheek. 

      Eventually, we broke our embrace. My mom was smiling, but tears were running down my dad's cheeks. He pulled me back into a hug and mom stood back as he held me for a while longer. "My little girl,” he said and kissed the top of my head.

      His hair had gone nearly gray, but it started to change to a deep chestnut right before my eyes. My mother went from gray to fire engine red curls.

      "Your hair,” I said.

      "What is it?" Dad asked.

      "Both of you. Your hair is turning red,” I said. "Bright red."

      "Wow, that hasn't happened for a long time. It must be because you're here with us, darling,” she said. "And yours..."

      "What? What's going on with mine?"

      I ran into the bathroom to look. I could remember my mother's hair changing to funky colors when I was little. It happened every time she unlocked a new powerful spell or ritual. People told me it happened to her a lot more often before I was born. When she first came to Coventry, it was like a kaleidoscope. 

      When I was younger, I would get streaks of color in mine. I always thought it was cool. My magic was restrained, though, so it never made all of my hair change. 

      Returning to Coventry as an adult must have snapped something loose. My auburn hair had turned a shocking shade of purple. As I watched, the purple blended into a deep turquoise at the ends. It was like that mermaid hair color that women paid hundreds of dollars for except I didn't have to bleach or color mine. It had just happened.

      "That's so weird,” I said as I walked out of the bathroom.

      "I think it suits you, sweetie,,” Dad said.

      "Thanks,” I said. "I guess there's nothing I can do anyway."

      "Let's get pancakes," my mom said. "I could really go for some pancakes."

      "A trip to the diner?" my dad asked.

      "I don't really have money to eat out,” I said.

      Both of my parents just stared at me like I had two heads. My mother spoke up first.

      "We're not asking you to buy your own dinner. We offered. Please, let us take you to dinner?"

      "Isn't that what you did on your first night in Coventry?" Dad asked. "I don't think that went well."

      "It wasn't my first night, honey. Besides, it's not like we're going to find a dead body."

      "You're right," Remy said. "So, what do you say, Kinsley? Welcome home dinner at the diner?"

      "Sure,” I said. "But what about Meri?"

      "I'm fine,” he said and started up the stairs. "Just remember to bring me bacon."

      "All right, let's go then,” I said just as my stomach growled. 

      I hadn't been eating well because I was trying to make my money last. I couldn't deny that I was starving.

      "Sounds like we're just in time,” Dad said.

      "I guess I'll take my car so you guys don't have to bring me back here after dinner,” I said. "I'll just have to get it unhitched from the trailer."

       "We'll give you a ride,” Mom said.

      "Yeah, we can drop you off at home after," Dad said.

      My stomach growled again loudly, and I agreed with it. If I rode with my parents, we could get to the diner faster.

      "Sure,” I said. "Thank you."

      Mom and Dad had what looked like a brand new Toyota Camry. It was burgundy and smelled like new car as I slid into the back seat.

      "New?" I asked as Dad got behind the wheel.

      "We've had it for about a year, but a little magic seals in that new car smell,” Mom said.

      "We were sorry to hear about the divorce,” Dad said as we backed out of the driveway.

      "Remy," Mom scolded.

      "What? I want her to know we understand and that we're here for her,” Dad said.

      "Well, we don't need to bring it up tonight,” Mom said.

      "It's okay, guys. At this point, I'm just glad that it's all over. I'm ready to move on with my life,” I said. "Speaking of which, do either of you know of any places around town that are hiring? I'm just about out of cash, and I need to get a job."

      "If you make amends, Hangman's House will take care of you, dear,” Dad said.

      "I know. I remember, but I want to work. I think it's best if I keep busy,” I said.

      "You could always get married and have grandchildren for your mother and me,” Dad said.

      "Remy," Mom scolded.

      "Ha ha. I'd love to, but I think I need to let the body of my last marriage get cold first,” I said.

      "Nonsense,” Mom said. "We're witches. You can do what you want, but you should probably meet someone first. I'm not sure who your dad is trying to marry you off to."

      Dad pulled the car into the parking lot of the diner. It was a new place not far from Hangman's House on the outskirts of town. 

      "What happened to the old diner?" I asked. "The one near the square."

      "It sold to new owners a few years ago, but then they moved out here. With all the tourists, they needed a larger restaurant."

      "New tourists?" I asked.

      "Yeah, tourism has really picked up in Coventry,” Dad said. "Much more so than when people were putting videos of their ghost hunting on YouTube."

      "To be fair, one of them died,” Mom said. "People dropping dead left and right didn't attract anything other than the strangest of paranormal investigators."

       "Tourists, huh?" I asked as my dad parked the car.

      "Yeah, why?" Mom asked.

      We got out and started walking toward the doors. When we got up there, dad opened the door for my mom and I.

      "So, I was thinking of what I could do for work,” I said as we waited for the hostess to seat us. "If there are a lot of tourists, then that's room for making a profit."

      "You're thinking of opening a business that caters to tourists?" Dad asked. "Like what?"

      "I'm not sure, yet,” I said. "It's still nebulous."

      "Welcome, folks!" a woman dressed in a turquoise dress and white apron said as she walked over to us. As she got closer, I saw that her nametag said Reggie. "Just three this evening?"

      "Yes, ma'am,” Dad said. "And we'd like a booth if possible."

      We sat down and the waitress took our drink order. Dad got a Dr. Pepper and a chocolate milkshake. Mom got a Diet Coke, and I got a regular Coke. I couldn't abide that diet stuff. I didn't know how Mom drank that stuff.

      She left and Dad pulled the menus out of the holder between the napkins and the condiment carousel. I opened mine and began to look. The original plan had been for pancakes, but I kinda wanted a burger.

      The diner's menu had the perfect solution to my dilemma. They had pancake and sausage sliders with a side of home fries. You could get them with cheese or without, but I wanted mine without cheese so I could dunk them in maple syrup.

      "What are you thinking of?" Dad asked.

      "I think I want the pancake sliders with a side of syrup,” I said.

      "That does sound good," he responded.

      "Not me, I just want the mega stack,” Mom said.

      "The mega stack?" I asked.

      "Yeah, it's an eight stack,” Mom said. "Sometimes they throw a ninth on for free."

      "You're going to eat nine pancakes?" I asked.

      "Yeah, and a side of cheesy hash browns,” Mom said.

      "I think that's one of the things I missed most about this place,” I said. "I hated having to watch what I ate."

      "I hear that,” Mom said.

      "But why do you drink that diet soda?"

      "A habit I picked up before I moved to Coventry,” Mom said. "I tried to switch to regular, but it never took."

      "What's even weirder is that we've started drinking Coke floats when it's hot, and your Mom puts a scoop of chocolate ice cream in her Diet Coke."

      "Oh, gawd, Mom. That's so weird,” I said with a laugh.

      "What? I like it. That's all that matters, right?"

      "Yeah, that's all that matters,” I said.

      The waitress came and took our orders. When she was gone, we were all quiet for a few minutes. Some of the joy from our reunion had receded, and I knew it was time to start doing the messy work of putting back together what I had broken.

      “I can rent a place,” I said. “I didn’t come here assuming I could stay with you.”

      That was a lie. I was off to a good start. I didn’t know what I was going to do if they didn’t let me stay with them, and I certainly didn’t have the money to rent a place. If my parents didn’t take me in, I was going to have to beg one of my Aunties. Perhaps Aunt Annika and Uncle Gunner would take me in.

      “You don’t have the money to rent a place,” Dad said. “You know your mother and I would never turn you away.”

      “You don’t have to stay with us, though, Kinsley. Hangman’s House is yours. I’m not sure how the old house is going to feel about it, but you can make amends. Meri will be glad to be back at the old place,” she said with a smile.

      “Meri is your familiar, Mom,” I protested.

      “Meri hasn’t been mine since the day you were born. He’ll want to stay with you, and I’m not going to stop him.”

      “What are you going to do for a familiar?” I asked.

      “Oh, I’m sure we’ll be fine without one. We don’t do a ton of magic anymore,” Dad said.

      “And if we need one, one will come to us,” Mom said. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

      I saw the waitress walking across the restaurant toward us with our plates, and my stomach growled loudly. “Sounds like I’m just in time,” she said with a chuckle.

      “You heard that?” I asked.

      “Honey, the whole restaurant heard that, but that’s okay. That’s what we’re here for.” She set all of the plates in front of us. “Everything look okay?”

      “It does,” Dad said.

      “Can I get you folks anything else right now?” Reggie asked.

      “Not right now,” Mom said. “Kinsley?”

      “I’m good,” I said.

      “Kinsley? Kinsley Skeenbauer?” Reggie asked. “I guess that makes sense given who you’re with. I haven’t seen you in ages!”

      I studied her for a moment and tried to place the curly blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes. “Regina Harlow?”

      “The one and only.” She smiled and gave us a little curtsey. “Are you just visiting, or are you back?”

      “I’m back,” I said. “I just got back into town today.”

      “Oh, that’s great news. We’ll have to catch up soon,” Reggie said as the cook rang the bell.

      “Hey, Reggie. Order up!” he called from the kitchen.

      “I gotta go, but don’t be a stranger, okay?”

      “I won’t,” I said.

      “She seems nice,” Dad said when Reggie walked away. “Where do you know her from?”

      “She went to school with me for the time I was there,” I said. “Reggie’s a nice girl. We had a few classes together. She wasn’t one of the girls who picked on me, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “I don’t remember you talking about her,” Mom said.

      I shrugged. “There was a lot I didn’t tell you back then. I forgot that you guys were teenagers once too, and I thought that you’d never understand anything.”

      “Sounds about right,” Dad said. “I felt the same way about my parents.”

      “There’s no way I would have ever told my mother anything,” Mom said. “I hope we didn’t make you feel like you couldn’t talk to us.”

      “It wasn’t you,” I said. “It wasn’t anything you did or said. Adults just seem like… aliens from another planet at that age. It was like we were different species even.”

      “That sounds about right too,” Dad said with a chuckle.

      “Maybe we are aliens,” Mom said with a waggle of her eyebrows before shoving a huge forkful of pancake in her mouth.

      And just like that, it was like we all understood each other. The sense of relief was instantaneous. I felt tension I didn't even know I had drain from my shoulders. In fact, I felt better than I had in years.

      Too bad I had no idea what was in store for me.
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      After we were finished with our dinner, Dad paid the bill and we all practically rolled out to the car. "Are you sure I'm not going to get fat?" I asked as I patted my bulging tummy.

      I deserved it if I did. I didn't need the slice of blueberry pie a la mode I ate after my pancake sliders, or half of Dad's fries, but I sure did enjoy them.

      "You won't gain an ounce,” Mom said and patted her stomach. "I mean, you might need to do a little magic occasionally to work it off. You haven't forgotten how, have you?"

      "There are some things I think I remember,” I said. "It's been a while."

      "Well, Dad and I are always here to help you. Meri can assist you too. You've got a whole library in the attic at Hangman's House. Meri can show you any book you need."

      "I don't have to start tonight? Do I?" I asked. "I'm tired."

      "No, honey. Dad and I will drop you off at home, and you can get some rest. There's still a bed up in one of the spare rooms. You'll find fresh sheets in the hall closet where we always kept them."

      "They won't still be fresh, right?"

      "Kinsley, honey, they're wrapped in plastic,” Dad said. "And if they're not, then just use a little magic. Freshening up some sheets should be easy."

      "You're right,” I said. "It's going to take some getting used to. I've trained myself to never really think about magic as an option."

      "It would probably help if you took that bracelet off,” Mom said as we all got into the car.

      I'd taken the last bracelet Amelda had ever given me to control my magic and woven it into a new bracelet. Since I'd been a young kid when she gave it to me, it was much too small, but I'd rebraided it with fresh strands and worn it my entire adult life. It wasn't that powerful of a charm, but it did keep me from accidentally popping off some magic. 

      "Yeah, I should do that,” I said. "I'll cut it off when I get back to Hangman's House. I want to keep it. Since it was a gift and all."

      "Just don't let Amelda hear you getting all sentimental over it. She'll probably make fun of you and ruin it,” Dad said with a chuckle.

      "How is my great-grandmother?" I asked.

      I worried about Amelda. She had to be pushing one hundred or more. Though, from what my parents had told me over the phone, she didn't seem to get much older anymore, but she did get saltier.

      "As sassy as ever. Watch out for the old broad. She might make you think she's going senile, but she's as sharp as a tack. She just wants to keep everyone on their toes, I guess,” Mom said with a sigh.

      When my parents dropped me off at what was my new home, we kept our goodbyes brief. Still, Dad seemed reluctant to back out of the driveway. Perhaps he was afraid I would slip away in the night again, but that wasn't going to happen. Mom seemed to know that. I waved at them both as they drove away. Mom rolled down her window and waved her arm furiously before blowing me a kiss. Just before they were out of sight, I saw her wink. It was as if she'd known this was where we would end up all along. That helped me feel a little less guilty.

      I was through the front door and almost had it locked behind me when I realized I didn't have my purse. It was just a little clutch that I used to carry my wallet, keys, and a tube of lip balm. I'd set it down on the bench next to me at the diner, and I'd forgotten to pick it up again.

      "Where are you going?" Meri asked suspiciously when I started back out the door. "Are you really going to pull a runner again so soon?"

      "No, I'm not leaving. Well, I'm not leaving Coventry. I left my purse at the diner. I'm going to unhitch the car from the trailer and go get it. Should take me less than fifteen minutes including unhitching the trailer,” I said. "You can time me if you want."

      "I just might,” Meri said as he sauntered off obviously satisfied with my answer.

      Once I'd freed my car from the trailer, I backed around it carefully and got out on the road. The diner wasn't far, and when I looked at the clock, I smiled. I was probably going to make it back home in about ten minutes. That would put Meri at ease. I could get my bed ready and pass out. A good night's sleep sounded like just what the doctor ordered.

      I parked close to the diner's entrance and I could see my purse sitting next to the cash register. I went inside and almost took it, but I figured I should tell someone first. Otherwise, Reggie might think someone stole it.

      But when I looked around, she wasn't there. I waited for a couple of minutes, but my eyes were starting to feel heavy. I just wanted to go home.

      When she didn't appear, I walked around to the window where I could see the cook. "Hey, this is my purse. I just wanted to let Reggie know that I took it so she doesn't worry. Can you tell her?"

      "Do I look like her secretary?" the cook snarked back at me.

      "No... Okay. Do you know where she is?"

      "Did you look out back? She said she quit smoking, but some days, I have my doubts,” he said and went back to his grill.

      I walked back outside and made my way around the building. At first, I thought what I was seeing were some trash bags that someone had left lying on the parking lot. I even said to myself "How lazy can you be not to just throw them in the dumpster?" The dumpster was mere feet away.

      I felt frozen in place the moment I realized it was not a pile of garbage bags. An electrical current ran down from my spine to my toes snapping me out of my shock. The pile was in fact, a person, and they might need my help.

      "Are you okay?" I asked. "Do you need help?"

      I crossed the concrete to the spot where the man had fallen. As I got closer, I could make out for sure that it was a man. I knelt down thinking I was going to maybe give him first aid, but it became immediately obvious that he was already dead. His skin was gray, and pool of blood around him wasn't something anyone could survive. I could also feel that his spirit was gone. It could have been lingering somewhere nearby, but it was no longer in his body.

      "What's going on?" Reggie's voice behind me made me jump halfway out of my skin. "Oh, no. Kinsley, what did you do?"

      "I didn't do this,” I said and stood up.

      "Right, of course. It's just that you're kneeling over a dead guy."

      "I found him when I came out here looking for you,” I said.

      "Oh, wow... That's Merrill Killian. That jerk left without leaving me a tip. Again,” Reggie said.

      "Did you kill him then?" I was half joking. It was probably totally inappropriate timing, but the tension needed to be cut. 

      "No, I didn't kill him even though he was a stingy old... gentleman,” Reggie said, but I could tell gentleman was not the word she was thinking. "Was he stabbed?"

      "Why do you ask that?"

      "There's a bloody knife under the dumpster over there,” she said and pointed to it.

      "We should call the police,” I said.

      "Probably go back inside too in case whoever did this is still lurking around somewhere." Reggie crossed her arms over her chest and rubbed the backs of them like she was suddenly cold.

      "I'm not worried about that,” I said without thinking.

      "I knew it! You did kill him,” she said and took a step back.

      "No, I just..."

      I'd let that slip out. I hadn't killed him, of course. The reason I wasn't worried was that I could use magic to protect us, but I couldn't tell Reggie that.

      "I'm armed,” I said quickly and patted my purse. "I have a concealed carry permit."

      "You mean there was a gun in your purse this whole time!" Reggie said. "That's so cool."

      "I guess that means you didn't go through it,” I said with relief. That little lie could have backfired spectacularly.

      "I would never,” she said and bit her lower lip. "Okay, I was totally going to, but I had customers. Then I had to get bacon and beef from the freezer. That's where I was when you got here, by the way. Not out smoking like Jimmy said. I really did quit."

      "We still haven't called the police."

      "I got it,” Reggie said and slid her cell phone from her apron.

      I surveyed the back portion of the parking area while she was on the phone. I wanted to look around some more, and I was about to walk around the body and walk further past the dumpsters when I saw the ghost of my uncle in the tree line that hugged the edge of the diner parking area.

      As Reggie hung up the phone, I ripped the bracelet that limited my powers off my wrist and slid it into my pocket. I didn't think Brody would do anything, but I was prepared to protect myself and Reggie if need be.

      "Thorn's on his way,” Reggie said. "I should get back inside and check on my customers before the law shows up."

      "I'll stand here and make sure none of those customers wander back here and disturb the body,” I said.

      Reggie narrowed her eyes at me like she was evaluating if I was up to something or not. "Naw, you're not a killer,” she said and left.

      Thorn's cruiser pulled up a couple of minutes later. He parked close by and then got out. I felt his eyes scan over me. They were narrowed much like Reggie's, and I got the sense I would be evaluated a lot over the next few days. Maybe even longer.

      "Breaking and entering and now a dead body?" he asked as he shut the door to his car.

      I shrugged. "I guess I bring sunshine and luck with me wherever I go."

      Thorn quickly suppressed a chuckle. "Was it you or Reggie that found him?" 

      He joined me next to the body, Merrill, and checked for himself to see if the guy was dead. Satisfied that he was, Thorn stood up and faced me.

      "It was me,” I said when I had his attention again. "I found him. I left my purse here at the diner. I came here with my parents. Anyway, I left my purse. When I came back for it, I found it at the front register. No one was around, though, so I went looking for Reggie. The cook, Jimmy, told me she might be out here. She wasn't, but I found the body."

      "Reggie called me, though?" Thorn questioned.

      "Yeah, she was in the freezer, I guess. The cook told her he sent me out here. She saw the knife under the dumpster,” I said and pointed.

      "Did you know him?" Thorn asked.

      "No, and I didn't kill him,” I said.

      "Why would you say that?"

      "Because it's what you were thinking,” I said.

      "How did you know that?"

      "Because I found the body,” I said. "It's a natural first question. I watch crime shows too."

      "I need to tape off the scene and then conduct the investigation,” Thorn said as he rubbed the back of his neck. "Where will you be?"

      "Uh, I guess I'm living at Hangman's House. I'll be going there when I leave here."

      "I'll find you if I have any other questions for you then,” Thorn said.

      "Why don't I give you my phone number too?" I said. "That way you can call or text if you don't want to come all the way over."

      "Very good,” Thorn said a little too officially. 

      "Am I a suspect?" I asked.

      "I can't say that you're not right now, but I know your folks pretty well. I have my doubts that they raised a killer. Still, don't leave town,” he said.

      "Oh, trust me, I don't have anywhere else to go."
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      "Where have you been?" Meri came running to the door as soon as I walked into the living room.

      "You're not going to believe this, but there was a dead guy behind the diner. I found the body and had to wait for Thorn to let me go,” I said.

      "Ha ha. You're so stupid," Meri snarked. "That's not even funny."

      "I'm not joking,” I said deadpan.

      "Stop it." Meri's tail was flicking back and forth with agitation. "Where were you really? You said you wouldn't be gone long, and then you were. I thought you bailed again."

      "Meri, for real. I found a body behind the diner. Why do you think that's a joke?"

      "Wow, okay. I guess Brighton never told you that story,” Meri said. "So, when your mom first got to Coventry, she found a body behind the diner. It was the old one, of course. But still, that's so weird."

      "That is weird,” I said. "But, the universe works in mysterious ways. I can't say I find it that shocking."

      "Who was it?" Meri asked.

      "Reggie said his name was Merrill Killian,” I said and took my first good look around. "Hey, wait a minute. Where did all this furniture come from? Has the house forgiven me already?"

      "Some of the Aunties came by and brought you stuff. I think they planned on seeing you, but you were gone so long that they all wandered off. They'll be back. Probably tomorrow."

      "Were they worried that I wasn't back yet?" I asked.

      "No, and neither was I,” Meri said and sashayed off.

      "Whatever,” I said after him.

      "Whatever."

      I went out to the trailer and quickly grabbed a suitcase that had some of my clothes in it and my overnight bag. The master bedroom had been empty when I arrived, but I found it completely furnished when I went upstairs to go to bed.

      The four-poster bed sat in the middle of the room on a plush red carpet. There was a large mahogany dresser on one wall and a smaller one on the wall that led into the bathroom. Hangman's House had been remodeled at some point when I was very little, and the largest upstairs bedroom had been turned into a master suite. At least, I thought that's what my mother had said. The first floor and the upstairs attic had been left alone, though.

      I took my overnight bag into the bathroom and dropped it as soon as I walked in. "You've got to be kidding me,” I said and quickly flipped on the light.

      My parents did not have a stone walk-in shower and clawfoot tub in their bathroom when I left, but there it was right before my eyes. There was also a long vanity with dual sinks. The stone sink basins looked like bowls sitting atop soapstone counters that coordinated with the showers. The faucets were open on the top and when I turned it on, it created a mini waterfall into the basin. 

      "They got pretty fancy,” Meri said as he wandered into the room.

      "And then they left all of this?" I said.

      "Your mom wanted a new project,” Meri said. "So, they moved into Remy's old place and she started fancying that house up. She took a lot more liberties in there because she wasn't worried about the historical value of the house."

      "She needed a project,” I said. "Because I was gone?"

      "Don't get started on that. Just get ready for bed,” Meri said. "You'll have plenty of time to feel bad about running out on your family later."

      "Thanks,” I said.

      "No problem."

      I took my toothbrush and toothpaste out of my bag and set them on the counter. I'd just planned on brushing my teeth and going to bed, but the stone shower with gigantic rainfall shower head was practically calling my name.

      After a couple of minutes, the bathroom was filled with steam. I stepped inside and sighed with relief as the hot water washed my day away. 

      And then I screamed as the water turned ice cold. I practically fell trying to navigate the wet stone to get out of the shower, and I knew I came close to breaking my head or my butt.

      "What is it?" Meri came running, but when he saw me standing there trying to get a towel wrapped around me, he turned away. "My eyes!!!"

      "Oh, shut up,” I said.

      "What happened?" he asked.

       "The water turned ice cold,” I said as my teeth chattered. "It happened so fast, it shocked me. That's why I screamed."

      "Well, either the water heater went out or there's a ghost, and I don't sense a ghost,” Meri said. "Probably just the house's way of saying hello."

      "Does Coventry have a plumber that does after-hours emergency calls?"

      "Do you have soap in your hair?" Meri asked.

      "No, why?"

      "Because you don't really need an emergency plumber if you don't. Why pay triple the fee when you can just wait until tomorrow?"'

      "What if the pilot light is out? It could explode."

      "Your parents had it upgraded to one of those new jobbies with the safety pilot light. It can't explode. You need to chill,” he said. "Sorry, poor choice of words."

      "I think I'd like to check for myself,” I said.

      "It's in the basement," Meri answered.

      "I've never been in the basement,” I said. "Mom and Dad worried I'd wander into the tunnels and get lost."

      "Well, you won't now. There's a locking door you have to go through to access them now. You can't accidentally stumble into them anymore. And even if you do go into them, they have electricity with lights and everything."

      "Do people even use them?" I asked.

      "No. Not really. Everyone has doors on their access points and they just keep them locked all of the time."

      "Where do they go? I've heard they go outside of Coventry."

      "Do you want to look at the water heater? Or do you want to stand here in your bathroom yammering about tunnels?"

      "Let me get dressed, and I'll meet you in the kitchen."

      "Whatever,” he said and left.

      I threw on the sweat pants and t-shirt that would serve as my pajamas. Figuring it would be chilly down there, I also pulled my favorite cardigan out of my suitcase. I couldn't sleep in long sleeves, but most of the time, I needed them when I was milling around the house.

      My hair was cold and wet, so I tied it up in a bun and dried the back of my neck a second time. After slipping on a dingy pair of sneakers I kept for just such occasions, I went down to the kitchen to meet Meri.

      "When I was younger, my friends told me I wasn't allowed down in the basement because Mom and Dad kept powerful magic stuff down there," I said I opened the basement door.

      "Yeah, but not so much anymore,” Meri said. "Anything dangerous got moved to the other house. They actually finished the basement as a part of the remodel thing Brighton did. There is a storage room down there, though. It's got lots of stuff in it. Just nothing that's super dangerous."

      "Stuff?" I asked as we descended the stairs.

      "Herbs, crystals, candles. Stuff like that. There are some spell books and a few shelves of premade potions too,” Meri said. "I think there are a few cases of Diet Coke as well."

      We got to the bottom of the steps, and I flipped on the light. The basement was not what I was expecting at all. The dirty, gray stone floor that I'd remembered seeing once when my dad had left the door open had been replaced by warm terracotta tiles. When I stepped into the main area, there was a bar with black leather stools. Behind the bar was a small refrigerator, a two-burner stovetop, pizza oven, and a microwave. On the other side of the large room was an area with a huge leather sectional sofa and a big screen television hanging on the wall.

      "Did the Aunties put this stuff here?" I asked.

      "Nope. Your parents didn't take it with them because they haven't finished the basement at the new house yet."

      "You could throw quite the party down here."

      "That was the idea. Your Mom thought about using it for entertaining,” Meri said. "Follow me."

      He walked to the other side of the basement where there was a turn into another section. There were four doors. One was to my left, two to my right, and the one straight ahead in a brick wall.

      "I take it that's the one that goes into the tunnels?" I said and pointed to the one in the brick wall. It had several heavy locks on it.

      "Yep," Meri answered.

      The door to my left was open, and I could see inside. It was a small guest bathroom. 

      "And these two?" I said and walked over to the doors on the right.

      "This one is the witch pantry,” Meri said and walked past the first one. "This is the utility closet."

      Inside the utility closet was a sump pump, a new-looking furnace, and an even newer-looking water heater. At first, I wasn't sure there even was a water heater in the utility room because they'd installed one of those tankless instant models. It was up off the floor on the wall, and Meri was right. It even said on the side of it in big letters that it was operated by a safety pilot light. There was a little window that allowed me to look inside and see that it was lit. 

      "Why did you do that?" I asked the house. "It wasn't very nice."

      Just then the lights went out in the basement and I was left standing in nearly pitch-black darkness. The only light at all was the tiny glow from the pilot light window.

      "Good job,” Meri said.

      "Sorry,” I said. "Illuminae."

      An orb of light appeared in front of me, and it stayed there as I exited the utility room.

      "That was pretty good,” Meri said. "I could have done that too."

      "But you didn't. You just groused."

      "Whatever."

      "I think I'm going to go to bed now,” I said. "Maybe the water heater will be working again in the morning."

      "You could always use magic,” Meri said.

      "I don't know. It seems safer to maybe call a plumber."

      "That's not going to work if it's just the house being mean to you."

      "Okay fine. If it's still not working in the morning, I'll try. My confidence in doing anything other than this orb isn't high, though."

      The orb of light I'd conjured lit our way back upstairs. I was pleased to find the power still on in the kitchen, and with a wave of my hand, the light orb disintegrated into a wisp. 

      Bone-deep fatigue gripped me at that point, and all I wanted to do was fall into my new bed. Meri followed me upstairs, and I climbed into the king-size four-poster bed. The sheets were fresh and had the lightest scent of lavender.

      I grabbed my phone from my purse and set an alarm for six the next morning. I didn't have any reason to get up early other than I wanted to be prepared for whatever the day brought me.

      Just before I set the phone down, I got a text message from a number I didn't recognize.

      Hey, Kinsley. This is Thorn. I just wanted to make sure you got home safe.

      "That's interesting,” I said to Meri. He'd curled up next to me on the bed already.

      "I doubt it, but what?" Meri asked.

      "Thorn just texted me to make sure I got home safe,” I said and started to respond.

      "Figures,” Meri said. "I hope that one is smarter than his father."

      "What?"

      "Never mind."

      "Okay."

      I did. Thank you for checking in. I typed. I wasn't sure what else to say. It felt like I should say something else, but it escaped me. Good night. That seemed okay.

      Good night. Let me know if you need anything.

      I was just about to respond again when Meri interrupted.

      "Don't you dare text him back again. Leave him hanging," Meri suggested.

      "That seems rude."

      "You told him you made it home safe. Leave him wanting more."

      "For what? Wanting more what?"

      "Just put the phone down and go to sleep, Kinsley. Trust me here."

      I really, really, really wanted to text Thorn back again, but I decided to listen to Meri. He was my familiar after all, and it was his job to protect me. He wouldn't lead me astray.

      I hoped.
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      The next morning, I was awakened by the sensation of Meri licking my eye. "Oh, gawd. Meri! What are you doing?"

      I reached for my phone and it was an hour before my alarm was due to go off. 

      "I'm hungry,” Meri said. 

      "What? You woke me up because you want breakfast?" I asked. "It's five in the morning."

      "I'm a cat. What do you want?” Meri said and jumped off the bed. "Oh, and the bathroom is flooded."

      "What?"

      I sat straight up in bed and looked over. Sure enough, there was a half inch of standing water in the bathroom and it was soaking into the carpet.

      I scrambled out of bed and stomped through the water into the bathroom. The rain shower head was on full blast, and there was the towel I dropped covering the drain.

      When I pulled the towel out of the way of the drain, the water started to go down, but very slowly. I reached up to turn the water off, and the knob just spun. 

      "No. No. No,” I said as the water continued to gush out of the shower head. It was coming out with such force that the pipe was actually vibrating. I was afraid it was going to burst.

      I wracked my brain trying to remember if there had been a toolbox in the utility room in the basement, or if I'd seen one anywhere else. Then I remembered that I had no idea how to fix plumbing, and I might make everything worse.

      "Use magic, genius,” Meri said.

      He was sitting in the bedroom watching me from the doorway. Well, not exactly the doorway. He'd had to move a foot or so back to avoid the wet carpet. If I didn't do something fast, I was going to have a huge disaster on my hands.

      "Enough,” I said.

      The water from the shower head stopped, and I heard the drain gurgle to life.

      I rubbed my hands over my face and calmly walked over to the sink. As the freezing cold water drained away from my feet, the drain opening was low enough since it was an open shower that the entire bathroom could clear, I brushed my teeth.

      "Dry,” I said as I put my toothbrush in the holder, and the wetness dissipated from the carpet instantly. "Let's get some breakfast, and I'm calling a plumber later."

      Meri wanted salmon, which I found in the fridge. I wanted eggs, which there were none of. I closed the refrigerator door and opened the freezer. Inside there, I found pancake and sausage on a stick things that I liked when I was a kid.

      "Do you think these are poison?" I asked Meri as I pulled two out.

      "I think the house probably thinks you've had enough for today,” Meri said.

      Sure enough, when I opened the fridge again, there was a carton of free-range eggs from a local farm on the top shelf.

       "Thank you,” I said to the house. "Thank you so much for these."

      Since Meri acted like he was starving, I got his breakfast first. Once he was fed, I put on a pot of coffee and got a skillet. They were in the same place my mother had kept them when this was still her house. One more trip to the fridge netted me some butter. I clicked on the stove, put the skillet on the burner, and cut a tablespoon of butter from the stick. After it plopped into the pan, I stood there and watched it melt.

      As soon as I cracked my eggs into the pan, the doorbell rang. "What?" I asked no one in particular.

      It was early, and I hoped it wasn't any of my family already. I was expecting to see them that day, but I needed more time to prepare.

      The doorbell rang again.

      "All right, okay,” I said. "I'm coming!" I called out.

      I opened the door ready to lay into whoever was ringing my bell so early, and found Thorn standing on my front porch. He was dressed in jeans and a gray sweater that accentuated his large, muscular arms. "I know it's early. I'm sorry,” he said. "I'm about to start my shift, and I wanted to talk to you before I got busy."

      "It's okay,” I said. "Come in. I've got coffee going, and I'm making eggs."

      "Oh, I can grab coffee and a stale donut at the station,” Thorn said as he stepped inside. "I'm not here to impose."

      "It's no imposition at all. Let me throw a couple more eggs in the pan,” I said. "If you're here, and we're going to talk about police business, then you might as well eat too."

      "Are you sure?" Thorn asked.

      "I wouldn't have offered if I wasn't,” I said. "We could have talked on the porch."

      Thorn followed me into the kitchen and grabbed a coffee mug from the cabinet. He'd spent some time in Hangman's House. That was apparent. "Sorry if I'm being rude,” he said suddenly realizing that I wasn't my mother.

      "It's okay. Pour yourself a cup and have a seat. I'll have these eggs ready in just a few minutes." 

      "Oh, I used to love those when I was a kid,” Thorn said as he eyed the pancake and sausage on a stick I'd pulled from the freezer.

      I was a little embarrassed that he'd seen me, a grown woman, getting ready to eat them, but he looked so happy that I decided to go with it.

      "Well, then I guess what we're having with our eggs is settled,” I said. "Go sit down, I'll bring the food over in a second."

      "You don't have to wait on me,” Thorn said.

      "I'm not," I responded. "But, you're a guest in my house, so you sit and I serve. I know it's long since out of fashion for a woman to serve a man his breakfast, but I don't mind doing things the old way sometimes."

      "I think there are some feminists who would have an issue with that,” he said, but there wasn't any mocking or distaste in his voice. 

      I laughed. "I know, but feminism means doing what I choose. I choose to serve my guest breakfast. Now, scoot out of my kitchen before I take a spatula to your rear,” I said playfully.

      And then my face turned as red as a beet. Not only had I just shamelessly flirted with him, but I'd been more forward than I'd ever been with a man. I barely knew him. Sure, it sort of felt like we'd known each other forever, but in reality, I'd met him the night before when he thought I was breaking into the very house where we were about to have breakfast together.

      "I..." I stammered and couldn't get any more words out.

      "Ha ha. You're trouble,” he said and walked over to the table and sat down. "Is this far enough away?"

      There was a row of upper and lower cabinets with an open counter in between the main part of the kitchen and the breakfast nook. The cabinets acted as sort of a half or three-quarter wall between the areas, but you could still see the people on either side. It was technically still in the kitchen but technically out too.

      "I suppose,” I said.

      "So, what brings you back to Coventry?" Thorn asked in between tentative sips of his coffee.

      "Divorce,” I said flatly. "But I presume you're just being polite asking and my mother has already told you all about it."

      "I wouldn't say all about it," Thorn responded. "You married a high school sweetheart or something. I know you didn't go to regular high school all four years."

      "Yeah, I had to leave school and do an online school instead because... I had some issues at the school."

      "You mean you gave some mean girls the what for,” Thorn said.

      "You know about that?" I felt heat rising in my cheeks again. 

      "Yeah, and this is going to shock you, but I know it was magic and not some chemistry lab experiment gone wrong like the official story says,” he said and winked at me.

      "Wait, you know..."

      "Worst-kept secret in all of Coventry,” Thorn said. 

      "Did my mother tell you?"

      "No, my dad did,” Thorn said and rubbed his chin. "He told me right before he passed. Sort of a deathbed confession. It ate at him his whole life what he left behind. At first, I thought it was just his mind going out because of all of the drugs and chemo stuff, but after he was gone, I felt drawn to this place. It was like an insatiable itch I couldn't scratch, so I applied to be a deputy. The rest, I guess, is history."

      "Your father died of cancer? My mother didn't heal him?" I couldn't believe it.

      "He didn't tell her,” Thorn said. "He couldn't bring himself to come back here begging for her help after the way he left her. I wish he had."'

      "If she'd known,” I said.

      "I know. She said the same thing,” Thorn said. "It's been a long time."

      "I'm sorry."

      "I'd like to say that we don't have to talk about such dark things, but I actually came here to talk to you about something just as dark," Thorn said.

      "Why don't we eat first,” I said. I plated the food and took it over to the table. "One more thing."

      I went to the pantry and got a bottle of maple syrup. There were small red ramekins right where I remembered them, so I poured Thorn and I each a serving of syrup for dipping our pancakes and sausage on a stick.

      I sat down to eat, and Thorn tore into his. "This is so much better than the horrible coffee at the station and stale donuts,” he said. "Thank you."

      "You don't look like you eat a lot of junk food,” I said and realized that probably sounded really flirtatious.

      It was the truth, but I was being overly forward again. I couldn't help it, though. I just seemed unable to hold back around Thorn. 

      You just got divorced. I reminded myself. I'd sworn off relationships for good when my ex-husband and I split, but I found myself wondering if I'd been too hasty. I didn't know Thorn, but he was handsome. And I could tell he was kind. If there were men like him out there, then perhaps I shouldn't write love off. Jeez, Kinsley. You just met the guy yesterday. 

      "Penny for your thoughts?" Thorn asked when he finished the last of his food.

      "I was just wondering who might have killed that Merrill Killian guy," I lied, but I was not going to tell him my real thoughts. I was thinking about how your biceps are so spectacular that they made me believe in love again.

      "Well, I guess since we're done eating, we might as well dive into that," Thorn grimaced. 

      "Did you come here to tell me I'm not a suspect anymore, because that would be great." 

      "Unfortunately not, but I still don't think it was you. So I won't be investigating it that way, but you need to be wary. You're new in town, so people are going to think it was you."

      "I'm not really new in town," I countered. "I did grow up here."

      "Yeah, and you slipped out in the middle of the night when you were seventeen and broke your parents' hearts. That's going to be enough for some people to decide your guilt alone."

      "That was kind of rude,” I said and felt myself bristle. "I guess it's fair, though."

      "Hey, I understand. If my dad hadn't adopted me, I probably would have gone down a totally different path in life,” Thorn said.

      "Wait, what?" I couldn't believe what I was hearing.

      "Yeah, Thorn wasn't my biological father,” he said. 

      "You sound like you look just like what my mother said Thorn looked like,” I said.

      "My mother had a type,” Thorn said with a shrug. "That's why my dad thought he was my bio dad for so long. It was a shock when he found out he wasn't. I'd just started kindergarten."

      "Wow,” I said.

      "He didn't leave my mom when he found out. He swallowed his pride and stayed for me and my sister. My biological father signed away his rights to me, and Thorn adopted me immediately. Later, when my mom left him, he got custody of us kids. It wasn't always easy, but he made it work. I'm sorry. I have no idea why I'm dumping all of this on you. We just met, and I'm vomiting out some pretty personal stuff,” he said and straightened his back.

      "It's okay. I don't mind at all."

      "It always felt like I could just talk to your mom. I really shouldn't act like you are the same person, though."

      "In a lot of ways, we are a lot alike,” I said. 

      "Headstrong," Thorn observed. "I get the feeling you're both good people too. Well, I know your mother is. I mean that I get the same feeling about you."

      "Even though I ran off and broke my parents' hearts?" I asked.

      "You came back when you were ready,” he said. "A lot of people wouldn't. My bio dad wouldn't."

      "I didn't have much choice,” I said. "My ex got me fired from my job and left me broke. He was a real gem."

      "Well, there aren't many job openings in a town this small, but I'm sure there's something."

      "I was thinking of starting a business. I know that sounds crazy because I just said I was broke, but I'm trying to think of a way."

      "There's a shop on the square that's for rent. It's super cheap because the place is supposed to be really haunted,” Thorn said.

       "I'll have to go check that out,” I said.

      "Maybe wait until things blow over?" Thorn offered.

      "I'm just going to go look,” I said. "I promise I won't cause any trouble."

      "You sure you can keep that promise?" It was playful, but there was still an edge to his voice.

      "I'll do my best,” I said. "But, you said you came here to discuss the case?"

      "I'm not sure that I said that exactly,” Thorn said. "One thing I wanted to do was get a look at your hands, and I've done that."

      "My hands?"

      "The victim was stabbed. You wouldn't believe how often the person doing the stabbing accidentally cuts themselves."

      "Well, are you satisfied, then?” I said.

      "Mostly, but we both know you could heal yourself," Thorn countered.

      "Not for personal gain,” I said. "I mean, I guess technically I could, but there would be consequences."

      "I understand that. But with that being said, I was hoping you would give a blood sample and some DNA. It will help rule you out."

      "Don't you need a court order for that?" I asked.

      "Unless you volunteer."

      "But it will rule me out?" I asked.

      "Especially if we find the killer's blood at the scene and it's not yours,” he said.

      "Okay, when, where, and how?"

      "I can meet you at the clinic this afternoon. One of the nurses can take the samples, and I'll take them into evidence." 

      "All right. Let's do that then,” I said.
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      Thorn left, and I decided to take another chance at a shower. This time, the pipes cooperated. Since the house didn't attack me with cold water again and my magic had worked, I decided to hold off on the plumber.

      What Thorn had said about a space being for rent in the square had piqued my interest. Especially since he said it would be cheap. Checking it out was also an excuse to get out of the house and possibly avoid a huge welcome home party.

      At least for a while anyway.

      I dried my hair and dug my favorite pair of jeans and black sweater out of my bag. I never wore much makeup, but I wanted to look presentable, so I pulled my makeup case out. While I was putting on mascara, it hit me that neither Thorn nor Reggie had said anything about my hair. Reggie hadn't seen me when I came into town, so maybe she just assumed it was my look.

      Thorn, on the other hand had seen me before my mermaid transformation. I'd had it pulled up, so maybe it wasn't that noticeable. Or perhaps he just wasn't the type to make comments on a woman's hair. Especially when he'd come over to see if I had cuts on my hands because I'd stabbed some guy behind the diner. He hadn't said anything the night before either. I figured he'd probably say something later. Especially if it changed again, and he didn't have a murder case to solve.

      I thought about putting my hair in a bun again to try to hide the color, but some women paid hundreds of dollars to look that way. I did tie it up in a high ponytail though so that the color could cascade down my back. A little bit of turquoise eye shadow and a slick of nude gloss completed the look. For a moment, I thought about how my ex-husband would have busted something if he saw me with that hair and wearing turquoise eye shadow, but I brushed those thoughts aside and headed downstairs.

      "Where are you going?" Meri asked as I slid my feet into my black boots.

      "Down to the square to look at that shop Thorn was talking about,” I said as I sat on the stairs to tie the laces. "I know you heard him."

      "He also said to wait until you're not a murder suspect anymore,” Meri said.

      "I'm just going to have a look,” I said.

      "I'm going with you," Meri countered.

      "Fine."

      "Whatever."

      I grabbed my purse and we headed out to the car. it was a short drive down to the square, and I pulled my hunk of junk into a parking spot between two shiny, silver self-driving cars. It was a little strange seeing the ultra-modern vehicles parked outside of the old historic buildings around the square. I walked across the square past the statues of my family members. A hum vibrated in my chest as I crossed the ley line and it connected with the magic inside me.

      It was almost enough to make me stop, but I was on a mission. I could see the vacant shop with a "for rent" sign in the window. Meri was walking along next to me, and I thought I'd get some weird looks for that, but no one paid him any mind. 

      We passed a small group of tourists who were listening to their guide tell a story about a ghost in the courthouse. I didn't hear much of it because I was walking quickly, but what I did catch was that the ghost was a woman in white with black holes for eyes and a mouth. A woman in the group quickly covered her child's ears and I had to chuckle. What had she expected to hear on a ghost tour of Coventry? At least, I assumed that's what it was. I'd seen similar small walking tours in other towns I'd visited.

      There was a little traffic, but I crossed the street and Meri and I stood in front of the vacant shop. "This place is too haunted for this town?" I asked.

      Meri didn't respond other than with a flick of his tail. There were too many normal people and tourists around for him to talk.

      I stepped closer and leaned in using my hands to cover the sides of my eyes so I could see inside. It was dusty, but I could tell it had previously been a lovely store. I was thinking books based on the wood shelves lining the walls and arranged in the center. I could vaguely remember there being a book store there in the past as well. It had been owned by the man who ran the defunct Coventry Historical Society. He'd opened the store when he bought a bunch of rare books at an auction for super cheap. I wondered what had happened to him and his store. Not enough to really ask anyone. He'd been an unpleasant man.

      But, had ghosts run him out of business? From what I knew, the Coventry Historical Society was a cover for the Coventry Paranormal Society. Ghosts couldn't have run the leader of a paranormal society out of business, right?

      There was a number on the "for rent" sign. I pulled my phone out of my purse and dialed. I felt Meri's claw tugging at my pant leg. When I looked down, he was glaring at me. If he could talk, he probably would have said something about how I'd said we were just looking.

      "I'm still just looking,” I said to him.

      "Excuse me?" Someone had picked up on the other end of the phone.

      "Oh, sorry. Not you,” I said. "Hello, I'm Kinsley Skeenbauer, I'm interested in renting the shop in the Coventry Town Square."

      "It's haunted," the voice on the other end grumbled.

      "I know. That's why I want to rent it,” I said a little too enthusiastically.

      "Really?"

      "Yes."

      "Are you there now?" the man asked.

      "I am. I'm standing out front."

      "Be there in five,” he said and the line went dead.

      "He said he'd be here in five minutes,” I said as I slid the phone back into my purse.

      I looked around to see where the little ghost tour had moved onto and noticed there was a woman standing across the street staring at me. She was dressed in a bright red, below-the-knee dress with huge white flowers on it. Her graying dishwater blonde hair was pulled back in a severe bun that stretched the sides of her eyes. Even from across the street, I thought it looked painful. Maybe that's why she's staring daggers at me, I reasoned. She probably had one heck of a headache. 

      "Can I help you?" I shouted across the street when she didn't look away.

      "Are you nuts?" Meri chanced a whisper.

      A car passed right as he said it, so there was no way anyone else heard. "She's freaking me out." I whispered when I knelt down and pretended to tie my boot lace. "You can see her, right? She's not, like, a ghost?"

      "No, she's real, and she's walking across the street so stop talking to me."

      I stood up and suddenly the woman was toe to toe with me. "Are you here to show me the shop?" I asked.

      Maybe I'd misread her and the voice on the phone. 

      "No, and I hope the landlord doesn't rent this place to the likes of you. That's all we need is trash like you littering up our beautiful downtown area," she snarled.

      "Excuse me?" I hadn't misread her.

      "You heard me. I don't know what kind of vile business you're planning on opening here, but it's not welcome in Coventry. Neither are you. We haven't had a murder in years. Not until the spawn of that other troublemaker rolled into town. You need to keep on rolling."

      Her breath smelled like garlic and eggs. I took a step back. One, so I didn't have to smell it and two, I was fighting the urge to clock her.

       "Don't talk about my mother," I practically growled.

      I could feel heat rising up from my chest into my face. My vision began to narrow as rage filled me. It was a rage that had been building up inside of me since I'd found out my ex-husband wanted a divorce, and it was all about to be channeled at this unfortunate woman on the street. If I were a dragon, I'd have burned her alive right there for all of the tourists to see.

      But instead, I felt Meri rub against my legs. A tingle ran up them until it reached my heart. My muscles relaxed, and my heart rate slowed. The rage dialed itself down into a simmer like a boiling pot pulled off the stove and placed on the cooler back burner. My vision widened back to normal, and I took a deep, cleansing breath.

      "Don't talk about my mother,” I said again, but in a far more polite tone. "You'd be wise to leave my family out of this."

      "Why do you care?" the woman sniped. "The word is that you ran away from home when you were just a surly teenager. If you ask me, we were all better off without you."

      "Do I know you?" I asked as calmly as I could.

      I was determined at that point not to give the woman the satisfaction of riling me up, but I had to find a way to get rid of her before the landlord showed up. Only the goddess knew why I hadn't abandoned the idea of opening a shop at that point. It was obvious that doing so would cause me immense trouble.

      "I doubt it,” she said. "Doesn't matter who I am anyway. What matters is that you pack that trailer up and roll on outta here with your crappy car and even crappier trouble."

      Before I could respond, the woman turned and left. She hurried back across the street without looking and was nearly taken out by a car full of teenagers. She made it safely, though, and I watched her walk down the square. A minute later, the woman disappeared behind the courthouse. 

      "Kinsley Skeenbauer?" a voice asked from behind me.

      I turned to find a man with dark olive skin and gray hair. He had tiny black-rimmed spectacles perched on the end of his long nose and was dressed in chocolate brown pants and a matching vest. Under that, he wore a faded blue cotton dress shirt. 

      "Nice to meet you, Mr..." I said and stuck out my hand.

      He took it. "It's Mr. Andino. Castor Andino."

      "Thank you for meeting me, Mr. Andino."

      "Are you still interested in the place?"

      I thought it was an odd question as we'd just spoken minutes before. It would have been very peculiar for me to change my mind already.

      "Why would I have changed my mind already?" I asked.

      "I'm guessing you looked through the window?" He flinched like I was going to slap him.

      "I did. It's a lovely store. That's why I called,” I said. "I'd like to take a look around inside."

      "Oh, okay. Most people aren't interested anymore by the time I get here."'

      "Really?" I asked. "Why is that?"

      "I don't want to put ideas that aren't there in your head," he responded.

      "Because it's supposed to be haunted, I offered.

      "It is haunted."

      "Even so..." I started but he cut me off.

      "I'd feel bad even renting the place to you," Castor said and shoved his hands in his pocket. 

      "For what I'd want to use the building for, the haunting would be a feature, not a bug."

      "I can't imagine how that could be possible,” he said.

      "Well, there seems to be a lot of new tourism in Coventry since I left, and I'd like to capitalize on that. I was thinking of opening an occult store. Something witchy to take advantage of the vibe in town."

      "Oh," Castor said, but he sounded more intrigued than put off. I took that as a good sign.

      "So, can I see it?" I asked.

      "Sure. Sure,” he said and started to unlock the door. "But you'll have to go in alone. I'd, uh... I'd rather stay out here."

       "You're not going to come in and show me around?" I asked.

      "I think you can figure it out. There's a front room, back room, small office, and a bathroom. I'll wait out here," Castor said.

      "Okay,” I said.

      Castor held the door for me, and I scooped Meri up into my arms. I walked inside the shop and immediately felt a heaviness. I almost turned back right then and there, but took a step forward instead.

      The door closed behind me, and as soon as it did, Meri spoke up. "You can feel that, right?"

      "Yeah, but it's not that bad,” I said. "If this place is cheap, we can deal with it."

      "Kinsley,” Meri said. "Nobody is going to buy anything in this atmosphere. You'd be wasting your time and money."

      "If I was a mere human I would be,” I said. "But we can take care of this. We'll cleanse whatever is causing it. Don't you want to go explore?"

      "No, I'll stay here with you for now."

      "Don't tell me you're scared of a little ghost? Meri, the great demon hunter? Please give me a break."

      "I'm not scared. I just don't know where that's coming from yet. I'll stay here with you until we do."

      "Whatever floats your boat,” I said with a shrug.

      Despite the slightly oppressive feeling in the air, the shop was nice. The lighting was just right for a cozy yet mystical feeling once we got rid of the disgruntled spirit. Towards the back of the front area of the store was a wood display case with a glass front. A cash register sat on top of it, and I thought that was a cool perk. I wouldn't have to buy a register to use in the store. I wouldn't even have known where to buy a cash register, but I figured probably on the internet.

      Behind that was a door that led into the back area of the store. Off to the left was the small office. I went inside and turned on the light. There wasn't much in there, but it was furnished with a desk and an office chair. I had a laptop that I could bring in from home until I could afford to buy a computer just for the shop. I turned off the light, stepped out of the office, and closed the door behind me.

      I heard a faint rattling coming from the door up ahead to the right. "Maybe it's just a pipe,” I said to Meri who was still at my feet. "That should be the bathroom."

      "Yeah, maybe it's just the pipes," Meri agreed, but his voice was mocking.

      "Well, even if it is a ghost, if the haunting is only in the back, then it's not going to be a problem. Even if we couldn't get rid of it, which we can, customers aren't going to care what goes on back here,” I said and waved my arms to indicate the rows of metal shelves used for stock.

      The rattling sound in the room switched to being a light tapping on the door. Whatever was inside was knocking like it wanted to get out, but it was very faint. I found it more unnerving than if it had been pounding on the wooden door.

      "Maybe it's just rats," Meri snarked.

      I rolled my eyes at his sass. "Hey, whatever you are... whoever you are... you might as well show yourself. We're not scared. You're wasting your time trying to intimidate us. Not that you're short on that. You're dead after all," I called out.

      The knocking stopped, and it was followed by a faint squeaking sound. At first, I couldn't figure out what the heck it was. Then it dawned on me. It was like the sound of someone raking their hand down the glass mirror that was probably in the bathroom.

      "Very clever,” I said. "But still not going to work."

      I started walking toward the bathroom door. The specter wasn't going to come out, so the only solution was to go in. I assumed the ghost wasn't dangerous, like the spirit of my Uncle Brody, because they couldn't be a witch. Surely, a powerful ghost wouldn't resort to making creepy noises behind a closed door. Such things were below the more potent dead.

      When I put my hand on the knob, it turned icy cold. Not enough to actually hurt me, but enough to startle me and make me draw my hand back. The sensation faded from my fingers quickly, and I reached out to grasp the knob again. That time, I used a little fire magic to keep my hand warm.

      Unfortunately, while I was paying attention to the ghost in the bathroom, I wasn't paying any mind to what was going on behind me. Neither was Meri as he sat dutifully at my feet staring up at the door. He was in position to pounce on whatever was inside. I'd hate for him to have had to blow up a demon inside the shop I wasn't even renting yet, but he would have if necessary.

      I heard the creaking sound of someone pushing the metal shelving behind me over right before the edge slammed into the back of my head. Meri must have used magic to catch it because right after it cracked into my skull, it lifted off me. My vision went black before I could focus enough to use a healing spell and I slumped to the floor. I felt myself falling, but I did not feel my body and head hit the bare concrete floor beneath me.

      When I opened my eyes, Meri was pawing at my face. He was about to lick my eyelid when I stopped him. "Whoa, no need to get weird. I'm awake,” I said. "Thanks for healing me."

      "Don't thank him yet," a voice said from behind Meri.

      "That's the ghost that tried to kill you,” Meri said. "I cast a circle around us, so he can't get in, but unfortunately, I can't banish him."

      "What? Why not?"

      "Unfinished business,” Meri said with a sigh. "He has unfinished business, and because of that, the magic to banish him won't work."

      I looked over at the ghost. "It's the man from behind the diner,” I said. "Merrill Killian. Wait, why is he haunting this shop?"

      "He's not the ghost that was messing around in the bathroom,” Meri said. "Merrill isn't haunting the shop. He's haunting you."

      "You can get rid of me easy." Merrill’s ghost said. "Just bring my killer to justice."

      "Well, that will be easier with you here,” I said. "So, who killed you? I'll be happy to tell the sheriff."

      "I don't know,” he said and my heart sank.

      "Wait, what? You were stabbed through the heart. How could you not know who did it? Were they wearing a mask?" I asked.

      "I can't remember the day I died." Merrill said. "In order to bring my killer to justice, you're going to have to figure out who it is."

      "Great,” I said. "I mean, I can do that but not if you keep trying to kill me."

      "Yeah, I guess I'm sorry about that. It's just that I keep getting so angry. I don't know where it comes from. I wasn't a patient man in life, but I never tried to thump a woman on the head with a metal shelf."

      "You're a vengeful spirit,” Meri said matter-of-factly. "Not knowing who killed you is only going to make it worse."

      "That sounds awesome,” I said sarcastically.

      "He's only going to get more dangerous and more violent the longer it takes to find his killer,” Meri said. "And we can't banish him. Not without some serious ritual stuff that you might not be into."

      I turned back to Merrill and noticed that he was starting to fade away. The dead could only hang on for so long. He would run out of strength to show himself to us soon, and he'd probably used up a lot of his energy knocking that shelf over on me. Once he slipped away, there was no telling how long it would be before he returned. I had the sinking feeling that when he did come back, he'd return with even more rage than this time.

      "We're losing you, Merrill. Pretty soon, you won't be able to interact with the living again until you gain some strength back. So, if you want me to solve your murder, you have to give me something to go off of before that happens. I know you can't remember the day you died, but can you remember the rest of your life?"

      "Almost as well as when I was still breathing,” he said.

      "All right then, who do you think killed you? You must know somebody that would have reason."

      "I gave a lot of people reasons." He scratched the five o'clock shadow he died with on his chin. "None probably as much as my ex-wife. I ruined her life good,” he said with a chuckle that made my stomach turn.

      Before I could ask him anything else, like his ex-wife's name, Merrill started to fade even more. He moved his mouth like he was saying something, but there was no sound. As soon as he was gone, the tapping on the bathroom door started again.

      "Can it,” I said. "I'm not in the mood for your shenanigans and you're not going to scare me off either. I've got bigger problems to deal with."

      The tapping turned into scratching. Meri trotted over to the door and waited for me to open it.

      "If you're not gone when I open this door, we're going to banish you,” I said and reached for the knob. "You'd better scram unless you're ready to go to the other side."

      The noise stopped, and I opened the door. Inside, all I found was a small bathroom with a dingy white linoleum floor and old, but clean, white porcelain commode and sink. I turned on the light to have a better look. There was toilet paper on the roll and across from the commode was a locker cabinet with two lockers. I stepped inside the bathroom and opened those. Inside was extra stock of paper towels, toilet paper, and bottles of hand soap. Whoever had rented the shop before had left it all behind.

      I switched off the light and shut the door. "I guess it's time to go,” I said to Meri. "Unless there's something else you want to see."

      "No, I've seen enough," he groused. "You're going to rent this place, though, aren't you?"

      "As long as cheap really is cheap,” I said. "I'd like to, but even then, I'll have to get the money. I hate to ask mom and dad for it."

      "I'm sure I know where you can find some in the house,” Meri said reluctantly.

      "Really?"

      "Yes, but don't go getting all weird or I won't tell you where it is."

      "Thanks,” I said. "Okay, let's go talk to Castor."
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      Castor was waiting patiently outside the shop for us. He was completely oblivious to anything that had gone on inside.

      "Well, thanks for coming by,” he said.

      "I wanted to talk to you about the rent,” I said.

      "You do?"

      "Yes, how much is it per month? What kind of deposit do you need?"

      "You're interested in renting it?" he asked.

      "I am,” I said. "I think this place is perfect for my needs."

      He stared at me for a second. Probably waiting for me to tell him I was joking, but I wasn't joking. I really did want to rent the shop as long as it was cheap enough for me to afford.

      "So, the ad I've been running says the rent is $500 a month, but I'll go down to $400 if you'll sign a lease today. The deposit is first and last month's rent. You'll need to switch the utilities into your name within seven days and stay current on those," Castor said.

      "All right,” I said. "I'll need to get the money, but we could meet later."

      "Yeah, give me a few hours. I wasn't expecting to do this today. I'll get the lease ready and then we can meet at the diner around six? They're going to have the Reuben on special today, and I wanted to go there for dinner."

      The diner.

      Great.

      "Sure. We can do that,” I said. "I can pay the deposit in cash?"

      "I always take cash,” he said with a smile. "Thank you so much. This is a huge burden lifted off me."

      Castor left, and I had to figure out what to do next. I had two huge missions in front of me, and I needed to decide which one was the immediate priority. I had to find out who Merrill’s ex-wife was, but I also needed to come up with the cash for the deposit. I didn't have $800 to my name even though I'd just promised to pay that amount to my new landlord. There was also the matter of how I was going to stock the shop after I rented it, but that was a problem for after the lease was signed.

      It shouldn't have been, but I never claimed to be the best businessperson. I was winging the whole thing based on intuition.

      Given that, I decided to go back to Hangman's House and look for Meri's mystery money. If the house didn't give up the cash, I'd have to ask my parents, and I really, really, really didn't want to do that.

      I was crossing the square back to my car when I noticed there was a coffee shop on the opposite side of the square. The Brew Station wasn't the coffee place I remembered in Coventry, but the scent of fresh brewed hit me like a train.

      "I need coffee,” I said.

      "We have coffee at home," Meri answered since not many people were within possible earshot.

      "I want that coffee,” I said.

      "You're supposed to be trying to get money together for a business,” Meri said.

      "I'll just get one coffee. It's not like I'm going to make it a habit,” I said. "Besides, I need the energy. I was almost killed by a ghost minutes ago."

      "Whatever, just open up the car on the way by so I can get in. I'm ready for a nap."

      "It won't take me long to grab a coffee,” I said, but I opened the passenger door for him on the way by.

      The Brew Station was a hoot on the inside. It was definitely geared toward tourists with its nearly cartoonish witch theme. It was almost over the top but not quite. 

      It was a cozy shop, but there was enough room for about a dozen tables. The counter was off to the left, and it sat on top of a display case full of pastries. Those were all witch-themed as well. My favorite were the ghost-shaped sugar cookies. They were covered with a thick layer of white frosting and had two black candy eyes. Underneath and in front of the cash register was a cold drink cooler labeled "potions". It was stocked with artisanal sodas with names like "Hex Berry Cola" and "Under My Spell Strawberry". They were in neat little glass bottles with pictures of witches as the paper labels.

      On the back wall behind the counter was a giant, black chalkboard for the menu. The offerings were written in colorful chalk surrounded by drawings of frogs, witch hats, and brooms.

      A cheerful-looking woman appeared in the doorway behind the counter. "Welcome to The Brew Station. What can I conjure for you today?"

      That was cute. 

      I didn't study the menu very hard. I just ordered what I wanted and hoped for the best.

      "Can I get a hazelnut latte with whole milk, please?"

      "You sure can,” she said and stepped up to the machines behind the counter. "Do you want whipped cream on that?"

      "Always,” I said.

      "A woman after my own heart."

      "I'm Kinsley Skeenbauer. I'm going to be opening a store on the other side of the square in that vacant shop."

      "Oooh! The haunted place? That's so cool. I wish that storefront had been available when I was getting ready to open this joint. What kind of shop? Hopefully not a coffee shop,” she said with a chuckle, but there was something about her that told me we could be friends even if I was going to open a coffee shop.

      "It's going to be a metaphysical gift shop,” I said. I thought it sounded better than "witch store".

      "Oh, you're going to make a killing,” she said completely unironically. Obviously, she didn't know I was the one who found the dead guy the night before. "The tourists are going to eat that up. Making this place witch-themed was the best decision I ever made. You know, I'm surprised no one has opened a metaphysical gift shop yet. I guess maybe a lot of the locals aren't too happy about Coventry's paranormal reputation exploding the way it has. I think it's great. It's certainly good for business."

      "I'm excited about the idea,” I said.

      "Wow, I am so rude. I'm Genevieve Bolton. Everyone calls me Viv." She walked down to the cash register. "You know what, this one's on the house. Congratulations to my new business neighbor," Viv said and handed me the coffee. 

      "Hey, what do I have to do to get free coffee?" an older man groused from a table behind me.

      "Well, Frank, you're probably going to have to steal it from the grocery store," she teased the man.

      He just laughed. "You're a pill, Viv."

      "That's what keeps you coming back,” she said and winked at the old man.

       "Thank you so much,” I said. "I appreciate the free coffee even if I do think you're just trying to get me hooked."

      Viv laughed so hard that her sky blue eyes teared up. She was a middle-aged woman with a curvy figure and long, curly brunette hair. There was just a hint of silver around her temples, and while she wore little makeup, she did have on bright red lipstick. 

      "We're going to be fast friends,” she said. "You have a great day, Kinsley Skeenbauer."

      I would have stayed and talked longer because I genuinely liked Viv, but a couple more customers came in. She had work to do, so I took my free coffee and headed out to my car.

      Meri looked up at me like I was inconveniencing him as I slid behind the steering wheel. I put the coffee in the cup holder and put the key in the ignition. 

      "You probably have the last car in the world that doesn't have a push button or remote start,” he said as he laid his head back down and closed his eyes.

      "I like my car,” I said. "It's vintage."

      "Suuuuure."

      "You still going to show me where that money is?" I asked as I turned the key.

      "I guess."

      We drove home and I was pleased to find my driveway empty. It wasn't that I didn't love my family, but I wanted to have some space before they all descended on me. I was still adjusting to the fact that coming home was my life, and my entire old life, the one I'd built for myself since I was seventeen, was gone. There was an entire evening of sobbing into a bowl of ice cream while guzzling rum and Coke in my future, but I was still on too much of an adrenaline rush for it to happen yet. 

      Meri led the way into the house when we got home, and I dutifully followed behind him. I pulled the staircase down for the attic, and we went up.

      It was like stepping back in time. A weird tingling sensation ran through my body as I climbed the last step. The books up there practically hummed with potential power.

      "Whoa,” Meri said. "I don't recall them doing that before."

      "So, you feel that too?" I asked.

      "Yeah, I guess the attic is happy you're here."

      "So, where's this money?" I asked. 

      I was trying to avoid going to the shelves and picking up one of the books. They were calling to me, but I told myself I had things to do. I knew that if I gave into the books' siren song, I'd be lost up there for days doing research. There would be time enough for that later. I could become the world's most powerful witch or whatever after I had my shi... life together.

      It was funny how even then, I still thought those two things were separate.

      "There's cash stashed in some of these books,” Meri said. "They're like little safes."

      "Okay, show me which ones,” I said.

      Meri walked around the shelves and he occasionally stopped and directed me to a book. I'd take it off the shelf, open it up, and find a stash of bills inside. By the time he said we had all the ones the house was going to give us, I had well over the amount I needed for the deposit.

      "This is a lot of money,” I said and sat down on one of the chairs to count it.

      "Well, you're going to need more than to just pay the rent,” Meri said. "You're going to need something to sell there as well. There were a lot of shelves."

      "I was going to worry about that later,” I said.

      "That's the dumbest thing I've heard in like a week,” Meri said. He jumped up on the table that sat in front of me and glared at me. "You're signing the lease at dinner tonight. You have to have a plan for the place."

      "I want it to be a metaphysical gift shop. It will be a place that tourists can buy stuff but that witches can get supplies too."

      "That's actually not a bad idea,” Meri said and flicked his tail.

      "I thought I was dumb,” I said and put the cash down on the table next to him.

      "You're slightly less dumb because there's a room full of supplies you can sell in the basement."

      "Oh, my goddess, Meri. You're a genius,” I said and hugged him.
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      With the rent problem solved and stock to sell at the store after I signed the lease, I still had several hours left before I had to meet Castor. Since I couldn't do anything more for the business until after dinner, I decided to start in on my second problem. I needed to find Merrill’s ex-wife.

       "How do we find out his ex-wife's name?" I asked.

      "I don't know... you could ask somebody," Meri snarked.

      "Yeah, but who? I don't want to go back down to the square and just start asking people at random."

      "Your parents have lived here for a long time,” Meri said. "I know it's a stretch, but they might know."

      "I'll call mom,” I said.

      She answered after two rings. "Hey, sweetie. Are you all right? I heard about what happened at the diner last night."

      "I'm fine,” I said. "That's actually why I'm calling. I was wondering if you could tell me who Merrill Killian was married to."

      "Oh, Kinsley, are you getting involved?" she asked.

      "I don't want to, but unfortunately, his ghost has turned into a vengeful spirit with unfinished business. That's what Meri said anyway. He attacked me earlier when I was looking at that vacant shop in the square. Anyway, I'm fine, but the only person he could come up with who might have killed him was his ex-wife. I need to know who she is."

      My mother took a deep breath and sighed. "I know I won't talk you out of this, but please be careful. Okay?"

      "I will, Mom. Please don't worry."

      "All right then. Well, Merrill was married to a woman named Stella Turner. That was her maiden name, and she's gone back to it. She works at the grocery store customer service desk."

      "At Mann's?" I asked.

      "Yeah, but Mann's isn't what you remember. Bob retired and sold the land and the store name to a company that develops chains. They built a new grocery store on the spot where the old Mann's sat."

      "Okay, well at least I'll be able to find it then,” I said.

      "Call me right away if you need anything,” Mom said.

      "I promise, I will. I think I'll be all right at the grocery store." I chuckled.

      "I know,” she said. "But call me if you need anything."

      We said our goodbyes, and I went to put my shoes back on.

      "I'm coming,” Meri said.

      "To the grocery store? I doubt they allow cats."

      "Get the big tote bag from the hall closet. The one with the blue and magenta flowers. I can ride in there. No one will know."

      "Really?"

      "Yes, really."

      "Fine,” I said.

      Meri did fit nicely in the tote bag, and I wondered how many times my mother had done the exact same thing. I carried him outside and put him in the passenger side. Soon, we were headed across town to Mann's.

      Mom had told me that they'd built a new store, but it was still a bit jarring to see. The small store and gas station had been replaced by a much larger store, and there was no longer a gas station. Instead there was just a large parking lot that wasn't even close to being full.

      "I'm going to have to figure out where the gas station is,” I said. "There is one, right?"

      "There are two,” Meri said. "There's one if you go past the diner on your way out of town, and there's another in the newer section of Coventry. It's by all of the new property development on the other side of the square."

      "Wow, Coventry really has grown,” I said.

      "It sort of started to explode a few years back. There are a ton of new houses plus hotels for tourists, but if you just stick to the parts of Coventry you're used to, you wouldn't even know they were there really. They were just sort of Frankensteined onto the edge of town."

      I parked in a spot close to the doors and went around to the passenger side to get the Meri bag. The store was as large as one you'd find in the city. The difference being that in a city of any size at all, you'd have several grocery stores to service different areas. As far as I knew, Coventry still only had the one.

      We went inside and I stopped at the cooler full of fresh flowers. It just took a brief look around to find the customer service desk located past the cash registers.

      There was no one at the desk when we approached. There weren't any customers, and from the looks of it, no one was behind the desk either. We waited a couple of minutes, and a woman finally emerged from the back. She wore a name tag that said "Donna."

      "Oh, I'm sorry. I did not know anyone was out here," Donna said. "How can I help you?"

      "I'm looking for Stella,” I said.

      "She is in the dairy section helping with stock. Had a guy call in sick today, and as you can see, I can handle things up here myself," Donna said.

      "Thanks."

      I left the desk and walked toward the big "Dairy" sign hanging from the ceiling. There I found a woman dressed in jeans and a black t-shirt. She had a burgundy apron tied over her clothes. Her dishwater blonde hair was tied up in a bun at the base of her skull. When she looked up at me, she was vaguely familiar, and then it hit me. She looked just like the woman who'd approached me when I was waiting outside the shop, but it couldn't have been her. I'd just seen that woman an hour or so before, and Stella was working, right? As I looked at her more, I realized she looked very similar, but it wasn't the same woman.

      "Can I help you?" Stella asked cheerfully. It sounded genuine, and it was definitely not the same woman.

      "Hi.. uh.. my name is Kinsley. There's no easy or good way for me to say this, so I'll just say it. I wanted to talk to you about Merrill,” I said and held my breath.

      "He's dead,” she said matter-of-factly.

      "I know. I, uh... found his body at the diner last night. I was hoping you might know who might have killed him," I blurted out.

      "Sheriff's already been to talk to me this morning, so who are you?" she said. "You know what, I was about to go on break. As much as I hate to waste that blabbering about Old Merrill, we can go outside. I don't want any of my coworkers hearing anything I've got to say."

      I followed her outside to the back of the building where there was an ashtray and a bunch of milk crates set up around it in a circle.

      "I hope you don't mind if I smoke because I'm going to," Stella said. She pulled a pack out of her apron followed by a lighter. I stood quietly while she lit the tip and inhaled deeply. "A lot of people hated Merrill. It's hard to say who wanted him dead, and I can't lie. I'm one of those people. There's no point lying about it now, but I was at work last night. I've got two jobs to pay for the mountain of debt Merrill left me in the divorce. I work up at the county hospital on second shift. I was there last night when he died in case you got it in your head that I did it."

      "I was just hoping as his ex-wife, you'd know who might have wanted him dead. I didn't think it was you," I lied.

      She took another drag of her cigarette and then talked while she exhaled. "You aren't a cop, so who are you?"

      "I'm Kinsley Skeenbauer. I'm not a cop, you're right about that. Like I said, I found Merrill last night, and I guess my interest is that I'm sort of a default suspect too. I just moved back to town yesterday, and I guess I'd rather not have everyone thinking I'm a killer right off the bat."

      "You're the one my sister was talking about last night. Sorry, I was already on my second whiskey when she came over talking about Merrill being dead and some new chick in town being the number one suspect."

      "I think I met her this morning,” I said.

      "You have to ignore my sister. She doesn't drink or smoke, so her only outlet is her righteous indignation and anger," Stella said and took another deep drag. "Sharlene's husband died a while back, and I can't prove nothing, but I think she took up with Merrill for a while. I wondered where all of her righteousness was then, but then again, I didn't really care either. I mean, other than that, she could do better. Not much better, but better than Merrill. I'm pretty sure she eventually had to break things off with him, but I doubt she ever totally gave up on the idea of rehabilitating him. Once Sharlene gets her teeth in an idea, she's like a pit bull. Never gave up on our good-for-nothing daddy either. Not even when he drank himself into the grave. She'd still tell you to this day, that mean SOB had redeeming qualities. He didn't."

      "So are you saying you think your sister might have killed Merrill?"

      "Heck, no," Stella said. "Sharlene's nuts but not that kind of nuts. I was just telling you why she was so terrible to you this morning."

      "How did you know? I just mentioned meeting her,” I said.

      "I could tell by the look on your face," Stella said and stubbed out the butt of her cigarette. I was worried she'd have to go back inside, but she pulled out another one and lit it. "As far as who might want Merrill dead, that line forms to the right. I can tell you this, he didn't just run up credit cards. He owed a lot of people money. One in particular had been threatening him for at least a year. Merrill even begged me for help, but I didn't have a cent to give him. I guess I should feel bad about that now, but I have a hard time."

      "Who's the man who Merrill owed money to?" I asked.

      "I'm not sure I should tell you,” she said and took a drag. "I don't care much for Merrill, but I don't want your death on my hands. He's not someone you should be messing around with."

      "I can handle myself,” I said.

      "I can see that about you,” she said. "Don't look like you take no stuff from nobody. Okay, I'll tell you, but you have to promise me you won't do anything stupid."

      "I won't. I promise I won't get myself into any trouble I can't get back out of."

      "All right. His name is Azriel Malum and you'll find him at an abandoned warehouse outside of town. It's an old Coke plant,” she said.

      "That sounds like a made up name,” I said. Or it's a witch.

      "It most likely is. Azriel is a biker, and that abandoned Coke plant isn't really abandoned. It's their clubhouse."

      "A biker?" I said.

      "Yep, and not one of those weekend warrior club types either. These are outlaws."

      "I didn't know Coventry had an outlaw biker gang,” I said and swallowed.

      "They rolled in and took over that old Coke plant about four or five years ago. They don't really mess with anyone in town. You have to go looking for trouble with them, but that's exactly what Merrill did. He was mean, but he was dumb too. Welp, I gotta go back in. I can't afford to lose this job, and they get twitchy if our breaks are a minute over our time."

      "Thank you,” I said.

      "Don't thank me yet,” she said and started to walk away. "You ain't no killer, so I'd steer clear of Azriel. Let this stuff work itself out."

      It was good advice, but I wasn't going to follow it.
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      Again, I still had hours until I needed to meet Castor at the diner. Daytime seemed like a better time to go to an outlaw biker clubhouse, so I got back in the car and looked up the location for the abandoned Coke plant on my phone.

      "You're not seriously thinking of going there,” Meri said as he climbed over the console to look at my phone.

      "It sounds like a good lead,” I said. "Why, do you know if this Azriel Malum is a witch or something? The name sounds vaguely demonic too. You think he's a demon?"

      "I don't think so, or I'd have probably heard of him. I think what that Stella woman said was correct. He's a biker with an intimidating name."

      "And if he's a demon, you can just blow him up,” I said.

      "We're going, aren't we?" Meri said.

      "Yes, right now. I am pulling out of this parking place, and we're going to go ask a biker if he killed someone."

      "Sounds like fun,” Meri said.

      "I knew you'd see it my way."

      There were a lot of motorcycles in the dilapidated parking lot of the old Coke plant. It was a bit intimidating considering that Stella had said they were a criminal enterprise, but as long as I wasn't walking into a rogue coven of witches or a nest of demons, I knew I'd be fine. I hoped I could work my magic, anyway.

      I located what I thought was the front door based on the loud music coming from inside. As soon as I walked in, everyone stopped and turned to stare at me. Someone turned off the music.

      My eyes swept the place for danger. There were several very large men dressed in ripped jeans and leather biker cuts. The inside of the clubhouse was far more opulent than I expected. It was not a dingy, seedy backwater bar.

      It was dark inside other than the swirling shapes of black lights that ran up the walls and covered the front of the black wood bar. The tables were the same black wood, but the chair seats were lined with what looked like red velvet. It was all very goth, and again, not what I expected at all.

      "A witch and a black cat walk into a bar," a voice boomed from across the room. I squinted my eyes and saw a man sitting in a black throne-type chair against the wall farthest from us. "The punchline, my dear, is that you do not belong here,” he said and laughed.

      I felt my throat start to close a little, and I swallowed hard. "I'm looking for Azriel Malum,” I said as confidently as I could.

      It wasn't very confident, though. He knew right away that I was a witch and that meant I wasn't dealing with ordinary men. I'd walked into a bad situation.

      "Come here," the man sitting on the throne said.

      I went to take a step forward and hesitated. While I wanted to talk to the man, I was concerned about moving away from the door.

      "Step forward, woman," he commanded. "You don't need to be afraid. While you're here, you are under my protection. My word is my bond. No harm will come to you."

      "Do we believe him?" I asked Meri.

      "You're the one that wanted to come here. You knew what you were getting into."

      "I don't think I did,” I said and swallowed again.

      "He said his word is his bond. That's more than a promise. I can get us out of here if he's lying,” Meri said.

      "Okay."

      I walked through the room, and while all of the men stared at me, none of them moved in my direction. As I got closer to the man on the throne, I got a much better look at him. His alabaster skin was like porcelain, and his irises were as black as night. He smiled at me as I drew closer and revealed long fangs.

      Vampires.

      I'd walked into a vampire den. Of course Stella had no way of knowing, but I should have been more careful. Against one vampire, I would have been fine, but I was surrounded by at least twenty of them.

      "Why are you looking for me?" Azriel, the man on the throne, asked.

      "Because I've clearly made a mistake,” I said.

      He laughed. "I like you, witch."

      "I'm here because a man was murdered last night. His name was Merrill Killian. His ex-wife told me that he owed you a lot of money. She said you weren't the type of person who it was safe to owe money to, so I came here to talk to you about it. She had no idea who you were, hence I've walked into a vampire den."

      "You thought we were just outlaw bikers and that a witch like you could handle herself," he practically purred at me. "Though, you are powerful. I'm not entirely confident we could take you out. Not with your little furry friend there helping you. That's a compliment."

      "Thanks, I guess,” I said. "So, I think I'll go now. Maybe I'll just let the authorities handle the murder investigation after all."

      But then I remembered Thorn. He wasn't a witch, and I didn't want him accidentally walking into this place. The Coke plant was technically in the county, though, so maybe he wouldn't be involved. That meant potentially letting someone else put themselves in harm's way.

      "You're not the police, then why are you here? Why would you risk putting yourself in danger to investigate Merrill's death?"

      "I just got back to Coventry last night, and I am the one that found the body. That makes me a suspect. It's a long story, but I'm trying to start a business. I just don't want the whole thing further tainted by people thinking I'm a killer. I had some time to burn, so I thought I'd try to clear my name,” I said.

      "Further tainted?" Azriel raised an eyebrow.

      "It's a long story."

      "I'm a patient man."

      "I'm Kinsley Skeenbauer. My parents are Brighton and Remy Skeenbauer, and my grandmother is Amelda. I'm supposed to be the leader of the Skeenbauer Coven, but I left Coventry when I was seventeen. The whole town, especially the ones who don't know about witches, think I'm just some spoiled brat jerk who ran off and broke my parents' hearts."

      "You're Kinsley Skeenbauer?" he said, and I saw something flash in his eyes. Could it have been fear? At the very least it was apprehension.

      “I am,” I responded.

      “Well, Kinsley, I can tell you that I’m disappointed that Merrill is dead. He owed me a lot of money, and I can’t get money out of a dead man, now can I?”

      “I suppose that’s true.”

      “Hurt him… yes. I would and have done that, but I would not kill someone who still owed me a debt,” Azriel said.

      “His ex-wife said that he owed a lot of people money. Do you happen to know if he owed money to anyone who isn’t as… disciplined as you?”

      “I wasn’t his nanny,” Azriel said shortly. “I only know what he owed me.”

      “Okay. Thank you,” I said and then looked over my shoulder to see if I had a clear path to leave. I did.

      “I could help you,” he said. The congenial tone had returned to his voice, and I felt myself drawn to him.

      He was the spider and I the fly. It would have worked except Meri picked up on it too and protected me. When I felt his hold on me release, I was almost sad for a second. For a split second, the notion that I might enjoy being destroyed by him drifted through my mind.

      “But, then I would owe you,” I said.

      “That’s the idea,” he said.

      “Why would I do that?” I asked. “Why would you even want to help me?”

      “The answer to your first question is that I have eyes everywhere. I have my men here, sure, but there are a lot more that owe me. Just because I haven’t heard anything about Merrill’s death doesn’t mean that I don’t potentially have access to that kind of information,” he said and stood up. His rise from the chair was so fast and fluid that it was almost as if he’d appeared directly in front of me. “As to why I would want to help you, that’s simple. Having the most powerful witch I’ve ever met owe me puts me in a good position.” He leaned in and began to whisper in my ear. “I want you close to me.”

      A shiver ran down my spine, but Meri’s magic kept me from being completely intoxicated by his words. “You’re dangerous.” Was all I could manage to squeak out. I felt my cheeks color with embarrassment at my reaction to him.

      “Not to you.” His lips were even closer to my ear. “Never to you.” Azriel stood back up and gave me some space. I didn’t realize until he did that I wasn’t breathing. “Nor to anyone close to you.”

      “I accept your help,” I said and then bit my bottom lip hard.

      I was an idiot.

      “Good,” he said and rubbed his hands together before retreating to his throne. “I know where to find you.”

      And with that, I could tell I was dismissed. I turned to leave, and every vampire in the place stepped back and gave me an even wider berth.

      As soon as we were outside and the sun was on my face again, I felt like I was waking from a dream. “I shouldn’t have done that,” I said as I put Meri into the car. “I can’t believe I put myself in debt to a vampire to get information on some stranger’s murder.”

      “Girl, I’m a cat, and a dude, and I probably would have given that man anything he wanted,” Meri said. “I tried to help, but even my protection magic can only go so far.”

      “I’ve heard you can blow up demons,” I said skeptically.

      “Yeah, but did you see his eyes?”

      “Now I know you’re just messing with me,” I said.

      “Maybe I am. Maybe I’m not,” Meri said and curled up on the seat.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived at the diner at ten minutes before six. I wanted to get there and get a table since I figured they’d be busy around that time.

      I did have to wait a few minutes to be seated, but just as Reggie was showing me to a booth, I saw Castor pull into a parking spot and make his way into the diner. I waved at him when he came inside.

      There was a brown accordion folder tucked under his arm, and I was so eager that I pulled a pen out of my purse and placed it on the table. I left the envelope full of cash out of sight, though.

      “Hello, Kinsley,” Castor said as he slid into the booth. “I thought for sure you’d stand me up. I can’t believe I’m finally going to rent this place out.”

      “I’m here,” I said. “I’m excited to get started on my business.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “I just have to ask one more time. I feel bad about this. Like, if you were my daughter, I’d be ticked off that some old guy was taking advantage of her enthusiasm.”

      “You’re not taking advantage,” I said. “I understand the issues with the place, and I’m not worried about it. I’ve lived in haunted places most of my life. It’s like water off a duck’s back to me now.”

      “That’s right. You just moved into that Hangman’s House, right?”

      “Moved back in,” I said. “I grew up there.”

      “That’s right. That’s right. I heard that. Wow, that place had to be creepy,” he said. “It looks like something out of a horror movie.”

      “It has its quirks,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve ever been scared there.”

      “I didn’t mean any offense,” Castor said.

      “None taken. I think that it’s because I grew up there. It just never bothered me. There’s a really old cemetery across the street too. It’s supposed to be the final resting place of the witches who were hung in the tree out in front of my house. I don’t know. It’s hard to be afraid when it’s been a part of your life for your entire life,” I said with a shrug.

      “Well, it sounds like I’ve found my perfect tenant,” he said and pulled a small stack of papers out of the folder. “The lease is pretty basic, but I’ll give you time to read over it.”

      While I was reading, the waitress came and took our orders. I got the Reuben with waffle fries just like Castor. It sounded good even though it was not something I would normally order.

      I had the lease signed and the money passed over to Castor before our food even arrived. By the time it did arrive, I had just about wound the conversation around to the previous tenant in the shop.

      “So, you said something about a bookstore in the shop?” I said as the waitress set the plates down in front of us.

       “Yes, it was a bookstore before. That’s where all of the shelving came from. The former tenant left in a hurry and never came back for the shelves. If you can’t use them, I could have them taken out,” Castor offered.

      "No, I can use them. They'll be perfect for displaying my stock,” I said. "They left in a hurry because of the haunting?"

      "That's what the note said."

      "They left a note?" I asked. "That's it? That's how they broke their lease?"

      "Yep, they up and ran out in the middle of the night. Left a note in the shop that I didn't find until the rent was late. They did the same thing at their townhouse too," Castor said. "Skipped out on the rent and left Coventry."

      "I know it's probably none of my business, but who was it?" I asked.

      "The tenant or the other landlord?" Castor asked.

      "I guess both if you're willing."

      "The guy running the bookshop was Lance Bleucastle. The landlord for his townhouse was my friend Jacob Winemaker," Castor said. "Why did you want to know?" 

      "I guess I'm just curious," I said. "It's strange that he just up and left like that in the middle of the night. Don't you think?"

      "Well, I don't know for sure if it was in the middle of the night," Castor said. "Jacob and I didn't know he'd skated out on his leases until the rent came due and he didn't pay. Leaving in the middle of the night is just how people used to do it back in the day."

      "Well, thanks for telling me about it,” I said.

      After that, we ate our food. I didn't want to keep asking him about Lance or the ghost and let our food get cold. It smelled too good to not dive in while the fries were still hot and the sandwich was fresh.

      I was about halfway through my sandwich when a woman walked up to the table. "Greta, what are you doing?" Castor asked.

      She was glaring at me with a hatred I'd rarely seen. "What are you doing here with her?" Greta said and pointed a finger at me.

      I wondered for a moment if the two of them were involved somehow and the woman thought he was cheating on her with me. He wouldn't have been very good at being a philanderer if he brought the woman he was cheating with to the diner, though.

      "We're here signing papers,” I said before Castor could say anything. "I'm leasing the shop in the square."

      "Shut up!" she hissed at me.

      "Greta, there's no reason for you to act that way," Castor said and stood up. "No reason at all."

      "You know she's a killer, right? She's a killer and you leased your shop to her?" Greta's voice was rising to a crescendo. "Not only that, but she's from that Skeenbauer family. She's one of those freaks that turned this town into Satan's playground!"

      "Satan's playground?" Castor asked with an amused chuckle. "You don't even go to church, Greta. Why are you in here hollering about Satan's playground?"

      By that time, the entire diner had turned to look at us. Reggie had just delivered a large order to a table across the dining room, and she was scooting over in our direction as fast as possible. Reggie made it about halfway over when the one guy in the whole restaurant who wasn't paying attention to what was going on around him scooted his chair back and tripped her. She fell down and managed to catch herself with her hands before her face hit the floor, but she dropped her tray. It clattered loudly, and no one made a move to help her.

      I started to get up to go to her, but Greta must have thought I was getting up to fight or something. She grabbed my Coke glass and threw what was left in it in my face.

      "Greta, that's enough," Castor said. "No, you've left me no choice." He pulled out his phone and dialed 911.

      I dodged Greta throwing the glass at me and rushed over to Reggie. After I helped her to her feet, I looked around to see that Greta was marching over to us.

      "Take her in the back," Castor said to Reggie.

      "Come on,” Reggie said and grabbed my wrist.

      She pulled me through the dining room and behind the counter. We went through a black swinging door that led into the kitchen and prep area.

      "Is she going to follow us back here?" I asked.

      But just then, the cook came around from the grill area and went back through the door. Before it stopped swinging, I could see that he'd put himself between Greta and us.

      "Nah, he's got it,” Reggie said. "He won't let her back here.”

      "That's the second time today that some woman has gotten in my face and called me a killer. That and insulted my family."

      One of Reggie's knees was an angry red color and skinned. It must have been the one that hit the floor first. Without thinking, I waved my hand over it and healed the wound.

      Reggie must have felt something because she stretched her leg out and looked at it. "Huh, I thought I skinned my knee pretty bad when I went down on it,” she said.

      "Looks like you're bouncier than you thought,” I said.

      "Are you calling me fat?" she asked and then laughed.

      "Oh, yeah, you've got horribly fat knees,” I said.

      She cracked up at that, and it made me feel a little better too. A couple of minutes later, the cook came back through the door.

      "Crazy pants gave up and left,” he said. "But you guys better stay back here until Thorn gets here just in case.”
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      Thorn arrived pretty quickly. There were a lot of witnesses that told him Greta attacked me. He wanted to get out there and arrest her, but he pulled me aside first.

      "Can you come outside and talk with me for a quick second?" he asked.

      "I need to be going anyway," Castor said with his wrapped up half sandwich and fries in a white paper bag. "Call me if you need anything."

      "What was that about with Castor?" Thorn asked when we got outside. "Why would you need anything from him?"

      "That's why I was here at dinner with him,” I said. "I rented his shop space down at the town square."

      "You're going to open a shop in the square now?" Thorn sounded incredulous. "After what just happened here?"

      "One, I'd already signed the lease and handed over the deposit when Greta attacked," I said and took a deep breath. "And two, I already told you I wanted to open a shop. I said it this morning."

      "I thought I said that it would be better for you to wait until you're not a murder suspect anymore,” Thorn said.

      "You did, but I don't take my marching orders from you."

      "You're impossible,” he said.

      "Are you mad at me?" I asked, but it was my turn to be incredulous. "How can you be mad at me? You don't even know me,” I said and put my hands on my hips.

      "You're right. I don't,” he said and threw up his hands. "Sorry I tried to help. I'm going to go find Greta and arrest her for assaulting you."

      He turned to leave without saying another word, and I instantly felt terrible. We'd clicked almost immediately, and I could tell by the way Thorn was acting that he'd felt it too. I'd been a total jerk pretending like it never happened.

      "Thorn, wait," I called after him.

      "I've got a job to do right now. I'll talk to you later."

      "Great,” I said as he got into his car.

      "You two are going to get married." Reggie's voice from behind me made me jump six inches off the ground.

      "What?" I asked.

      "You and Thorn are going to get married,” she said. 

      "I heard you,” I said. "What I don't understand is what the heck you are talking about."

      "Sparks like that flying between two people who just met? Mhm. I give it a year."

      "There were no sparks. He's just gotten himself all wound up over... I don't know actually."

      "What he's wound up over is you. I've never seen Thorn even look in another woman's direction more than once."

      "He was mad at me for not listening to him,” I said.

      "Yeah, and he's got no reason to be, right? He's overprotective of you out of nowhere? I read enough romance novels to know that means there is a wedding in the not so distant future."

      "Romance novels aren't realistic,” I said.

      "Nothing in Coventry is."

      "He's just being weird," I countered.

      "Uh huh,” Reggie said and winked at me. "So, what are you up to now?"

      "I really should work on getting my business up and running, but there's something I need to take care of first,” I said.

      "What's that?"

      "I need to figure out who killed Merrill," I said.

      "Ooooh. No wonder Thorn was mad at you."

      "That wasn't why, but it doesn't matter. I want to open a business, and I need to prove I didn't kill the guy. Otherwise, these people are going to keep showing up and screaming at me about how I'm a killer from a weird family. It will ruin my business."

      "How are you going to do that?" Reggie asked.

      "I can't tell you. It's a secret."

      "Ooooh, a secret? Now you have to tell me."

      "Seriously, I can't. I can't tell anybody what I'm about to do."

      "Then I'll just follow you," she said.

      "What?" I couldn't believe what I was hearing.

      "You heard me. Either you drag my bored behind along with whatever shenanigans you're about to get into, or I'll just follow you,” she said completely seriously.

      "Reggie... don't you need to get back to work?"

      "Nah, I worked closing last night. The dinner rush is over and a bunch of people left because of Greta. The other waitress is going to handle the floor for the night. It was mostly her tables that cut and run,” she said with a chuckle. "So, where are we going?"

      She was completely serious about following me, so for a moment, I considered going home. It would have been easier if I'd just gone home and let Reggie follow me there, but I felt like I had to go to Merrill's place.

      "Fine, you can go, but I have to stop by my house and get my cat first,” I said.

      "Why?" she asked, her brow all scrunched up.

      "Because what we're about to do isn't technically legal, and he's my emotional support animal,” I said. 

      "This sounds intriguing,” she said and rubbed her hands together. "Wait, you bring your emotional support cat with you when you break the law?"

      "Yes,” I said simply. "So, are you still coming?"

      What I didn't tell her was that I was bringing Meri for protection. I couldn't wipe her memory if she got spooked and decided to call the sheriff, but Meri probably could. He could do it to protect me. I hoped.

      Reggie got in my car and was quiet while I was pulling out of the diner parking lot. It wasn't until we were out on the street and headed for Hangman's House that she finally said something.

      "I overheard something earlier today that I thought might be of interest,” she said. "That's why I wanted to come along. I watch a lot of those true crime shows, and I just have to know what happened here."

      "What did you hear?" I asked.

      "Well, I was serving these two guys lunch, and I heard one of them say Merrill's name. He said it all quiet like he thought I was too far away to hear, but I have good ears."

      "The guy said his name, but what else did he say?" I asked.

      "Well, he said that Merrill owed him money for some house repairs. A lot of money apparently. He said that now that Merrill was good and dead, he was going to file a lien against his estate. He was getting his money out of him one way or another."

      "That sounds interesting,” I said. "Do you know who he was?"

      "Yeah, his name is Jerry Sprigs. He's one of the only contractors in town that's not working on building new houses over in the new subdivisions. So he's just about the only guy available for remodels or repairs. Well, he was available. I'm pretty sure he's all booked up now too."

      "Hey, do you know where Merrill lived? I can look it up if you don't."

      "I do,” Reggie said. "He lives down the street from where I grew up."

      "Well, after we get my cat, I'll let you tell me how to get there then,” I said.

      We pulled up in front of Merrill's house less than twenty minutes later. He lived in a section of Coventry I hadn't spent much time in. The houses were smaller than the grand old Victorians most of the witches lived in.

      Instead, Reggie's and Merrill's old neighborhood was filled with post-WWII houses. Some of them were what I'd heard affectionately referred to as "Cracker Jack boxes."

      There was police tape tied to one side of the front porch, but it was flapping in the wind. "We're going to get in big trouble if we go in there and it's a crime scene,” Reggie said.

      "Look at the tape blocking the door, it's ripped and blowing in the wind. That means it's not secure anymore,” I said as we got out of the car.

      "Hey, we should pull around to the alley,” Reggie said. "Get back in."

      I did, and I was about to ask what got into her, but I saw it. One of Merrill's neighbors was peeking out her curtain at us. I don't know how I'd been so stupid to just park right in front of the house.

      We drove the car around to the alley and parked it there. Well, not right behind his house. I parked it a block away, and we hurried down the alley to his house.

      Merrill's back yard was surrounded by chain-link fence, but his gate wasn't locked. We went through it and hurried through the yard.

      The house didn't have a door in the back. Instead it was around the side of the house off the driveway. We were right in sight of the neighbor's window, so I used a little magic to unlock the door.

      "Oh, good. It's unlocked,” I said as we went inside.

       "You would have thought the sheriff's office would have made sure it was locked,” Reggie said.

      "Yeah, you would have thought so. Maybe there's something wrong with the lock," I offered.

      "Could be,” Reggie said as she looked around. "You sure you want to do this?"

      I could understand why she was asking. Merrill's place was a disaster. "This is horrible,” I said. "You don't think they did this when they were searching, do you?"

      "No, this is the kind of mess he had to work on for years to accomplish,” Reggie said. "Maybe we shouldn't be in here. This house could be a biohazard zone or something."

      "I'm sure we'll be fine,” I said, but I hurried out of the kitchen and into the living room. "Please do a protection spell," I whispered into the bag Meri was riding in. "This place is probably a biohazard."

      "What was that?" Reggie asked as she walked into the living room. "Were you talking to the cat?"

      "Yeah, I mean, he is my emotional support cat. I don't like this mess at all. You're right, though. We should take a look around and see what we can find fast. Then, let's get out of here. It stinks."

      Fortunately, the house was small. But I doubted that Thorn and his deputies had been able to find anything in the house. There were beer cans and old papers and magazines everywhere. Each room, including the bathroom, had its very own stack of dirty dishes too. I'd never seen anything like it.

      We looked around for a good ten minutes, and all we found was trash. One thing I learned was that apparently Merrill hadn't been killed in the house and dropped off at the diner because there was no real crime scene in the house. 

      Merrill's bedroom had a twin bed and a desk set up in one corner. I was heading over to the desk to see if there was anything but dirty dishes and empty beer cans on it when Reggie called out to me. "Your boyfriend is here! The neighbors must have called the cops. We gotta go."

      Right as I was turning to run from the room, I saw an invoice on the desk from Reliable Construction. I grabbed it quickly and then sprinted from the room.

      We lucked out that Thorn went to the front door first. He must have had a key, but as he was coming in the front door, Reggie and I were running out the back.
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      We made it out the back gate before Thorn appeared in the yard. "Hey!" he yelled at us, and I shoved the invoice into my bag.

      "Oh, hi, Thorn!" Reggie called back cheerfully.

      "What are you two doing?" he asked as he closed the distance between us.

      "We were going to break in and have a look around,” Reggie said, and I shot her a death stare. What was she doing? "I mean, it was my idea. I think Kinsley just came along to talk me out of it, and she finally did. Thank goodness or you'd probably have to arrest us right now."

      "The neighbors called it in and said they saw two women going in the back door” Thorn said and crossed his arms over his chest.

      "We went into the yard, but we change our minds. So, we came back out here and we were just leaving” Reggie said.

      I held my breath and prayed that Thorn didn't ask me to confirm her story. While I was impressed with her ability to spin a yarn to the sheriff, I didn't want to lie to him. I didn't know if I could lie to him.

      Thorn's piercing eyes fell on me and he watched me for a second. Just then, Meri popped his head out of the top of the bag.

      "Do you have Meri with you?" Thorn asked with a chuckle.

      "I do” I said and felt my cheeks turn bright red.

      "Well, I guess I don't believe that you'd break into a house with your cat in a tote bag. That's a little too absurd for even this town."

      Oh, if he only knew.

      "See, so can we go?" Reggie asked hopefully.

      "Yeah, you guys can go, but Reggie, please don't drag our newest resident into any more situations where I have to be involved” he said and started to leave. "Oh, and if I catch you breaking into any more houses, I will arrest you both. And the cat."

      "I'm sorry” I said, but before Thorn could respond, Reggie grabbed my hand and yanked me down the alley.

      "Come on, let's move” she said as she pulled me toward the car. "He said we could go, so let's get out of here before he changes his mind."

      "He knew” I said as I got into the car.

      "Yeah, he totally did, but either he couldn't prove it or he didn't want to arrest you” Reggie said. "Either way, when he checks the place out, he'll see we didn't do anything."

      "Well, I did find an invoice from Reliable Construction on the desk in Merrill's bedroom and I took it” I said.

      "Oh, yeah? That's Jerry's company."

      "That house didn't look like it had any kind of remodeling done” I said.

      "Where's the invoice?" Reggie asked.

      "In the bag with Meri."

      She dug it out and looked it over. "It doesn't look like there was any remodeling because it was foundation work. This unpaid invoice is for a lot of money too, and he just got it a couple of weeks before he died. I doubt he paid it."

      "How much?" I asked. 

      "Twelve grand."

      "That is a lot of money. I wonder if it was enough for this Jerry guy to kill over, though?"

      I was about to ask Reggie where she wanted to go when she got a text. "Hey, we'll have to figure that out later. Can you take me back to the diner so I can get my car? My mother's in Shady Acres and they need me to come check on her."

      "Is she okay?" I asked.

      "Probably. It's usually nothing serious. There's a nurse that works there my mom doesn't like and sometimes they get into it."

      "Sure, I'll drop you off. You can call me if you need anything."

      I dropped her off and headed back to my house where I found Thorn's cruiser waiting in my driveway. The driveway was double wide, so I pulled in without blocking him. As I got out of my car, he got out of his.

      "Fancy meeting you here” I said and then instantly felt really, really stupid. "Sorry. That was dumb. I'm just..."

      "Can we talk inside?" His tone was serious.

      "Sure. Yeah. Come in” I said and walked up to the front door. "Can I get you a coffee or a Coke?" I asked once we were inside. "Come on in and sit down."

      "I'll take a beer if you have it” he said.

      "Really?"

      "Yeah, I'm off duty. It's fine if you don't have one. I don't want to impose."

      "No, of course. You're not imposing. Let me grab one from the fridge."

      I had no idea if I even had any beer, but I was about to find out how much the house liked Thorn. I walked into the kitchen and grabbed the refrigerator handle. When I opened it, there was a six-pack on the top shelf. "Do you like Wicked Dark Ale?" I called out into the living room. 

      "It's one of my favorites," he called back.

      Apparently, the house liked him a lot. "Okay. I'll be right there."

      I grabbed his beer and myself a Coke and walked back out into the living room. Thorn was seated in one of the wingback chairs, so I set his beer in front of him and plopped down on the sofa. 

      "Is this a social call, or is what you need to talk to me about so serious you need a drink?" I asked.

      He studied me again, and again, it felt like his gaze went right through me. I felt exposed around Thorn in a way I never had around another man, but I also felt safe. It was like he could see right into me, but I knew he'd never use that against me.

      "I heard you went out to the old Coke plant” he said gravely.

      "How would you have heard that?" I asked too quickly.

      "Ah, answering a question with a question. That's classic deflection” Thorn said just before taking a long draw from his beer. "I'd hoped I was wrong."

      "I mean... how would you even know that?"

      "Kinsley, if you don't think I have eyes in that clubhouse, then you have vastly underestimated me” he said. 

      "So what? You have a vampire informant?" I asked.

      "Given what this town is and what you are, is that really so outlandish?" he asked.

      "So, now you're answering a question with a question” I said.

      "You got me there” he said and leaned forward. "My informant told me that you now owe Azriel Malum a favor."

      I had to wonder if his informant had also told him what kind of effect Azriel had had on me. I suddenly felt as though I'd done something wrong. I didn't want Thorn to know how attracted I'd been to Azriel. It was really bizarre. Why did I care?

      "He's going to look into Merrill's death. We could solve the murder with that information." I was getting defensive.

      "We?" Thorn said with an incredulous laugh. "I'm the sheriff. You shouldn't be making promises to the likes of Azriel Malum just so I don't have to do my job." Thorn shook his head. "I'm taking the favor on. Whatever he ends up asking you for, I'll fulfill it."

      That actually made me laugh. "I don't think you're going to be able to fulfill Azriel."

      "What?" he said and scooted to the edge of his chair. "So you knew what he might want, and you agreed anyway? Why? Why would you do that, Kinsley?"

      The way he said my name burned me with shame. I'd been under some sort of spell when I was near Azriel, but away from him as I dealt with the hurt in Thorn's eyes, I wasn't under any kind of spell. 

      "It's because I'm a witch” I said and hoped that could save the conversation. "Whatever else you're thinking is from some sort of misplaced jealousy."

      "Misplaced jealousy?" Thorn's cheeks turned red, and I knew I'd embarrassed him. "I just met you. What I care about is your mother and father. They are my friends, and I'd hate to see their hearts broken again because you got yourself caught up with an evil vampire."

      "My parents?" I said and stood up. "Look, I was seventeen years old when I left this town, but I am a grown woman now. I don't need your approval or theirs. I certainly don't need you going all alpha on me and pretending like you can defend my honor with Azriel. I don't need my honor defended."

      "Fine” Thorn said and stood up. "Fine." He started for the door.

      "Wait, where are you going?" I said. "You haven't finished your beer." For some reason, I didn't want him to leave that way.

      "What?" He stopped and turned around.

      "You haven't finished your beer” I said.

      "You want me to stay?" His eyes narrowed and his brow knitted.

      "I don't want you to go” I said. "Not like this."

      He walked back over to the chair and sat down. "I understand why you left” he said. "I loved my old man to pieces, but there were times I wanted to run too."

      "It was never about my family” I said. "I never wanted to get away from my family. I just didn't want to be what I am."

      "The head of your coven?" he asked.

      "Yeah, that. I wanted a regular life. Plus there's all this stuff in the prophesy about me saving everyone. That's a heavy burden. I guess in my dumb young head, I thought that if I left, it would never happen. Or maybe that fate would pick someone else."

      "That's not the way it works” Thorn said.

      "How would you know?" I teased, and he smiled. "Anyway, at this point, I think all of that saving the world stuff is metaphorical."

      "Probably. A lot of that ancient prophesy type stuff usually is." 

      "Would you like another beer?" I asked when I noticed he'd nearly drained the first since he'd sat down.

      "I shouldn't” he said.

      "Why, because you're leaving right away?" I asked.

      "No” he said. "Not unless you want me to."

      "Let me get you another beer” I said. "Maybe I'll have a glass of the Moscato I have in the fridge."

      There was an awkward silence that hung in the air when I came back. After I handed Thorn his beer, we both sat and sipped our drinks without saying anything for a few minutes. Finally, I couldn't stand it anymore, and I blurted out a question that had been bothering me since Reggie had put ideas in my head earlier.

      "So, what's going on here?"

      "What do you mean?" Thorn asked.

      I let out a sigh. "I mean this” I said and waved my hand through the air indicating him and our drinks on the table. "We've been sniping at each other like we know each other since right after we met. You're frustrated with me like you know me. Is it really just because you're friends with my parents?"

      I grabbed my wine and took a huge gulp of the sweet, fruity nectar.

      "Well, that's strange” Thorn said as he looked at me with fascination.

      "What? What is it?"

      "The teal parts of your hair are turning pink” he said. "With the purple, it's more unicorn than mermaid now."

      I'd almost forgotten that my hair changed colors with my powers or my mood. Or whatever. 

      "You're deflecting by talking about my hair” I said and took another gulp of my wine. "But, that's fine. If you don't want to talk about it, or if I'm nuts and there's nothing to talk about."

      "I've wanted to ask you out,” he said and took an equally large gulp of his beer. "Actually, I've wanted to kiss you since the moment I laid eyes on you the first time." Thorn's eyes went wide. "Crud. I did not mean to say that out loud."

      "You know you could,” I said.

      "Kiss you?" 

      "Ask me out on a date,” I said, but I'd meant the other too.

      "Would you like to have dinner with me, Kinsley?"

      "When?"

      "Are you available tomorrow night?"

      "I'll need to check my calendar,” I said and his shoulders slumped. "I'm teasing. Yes, I'll have dinner with you tomorrow night. What time?"

      "I'll pick you up after my shift. I'll need to go home and shower first, but I can be here by six if that will work."

      "Sure,” I said.

      Before either one of could say anything else, Thorn's cell phone rang. 

      "I have to take this,” he said and stood up.

      "Go ahead."

      He walked into the dining room and answered. I didn't hear much of the conversation except for him saying that he understood and that he'd be right there. When he came back out, his face fell.

      "Crap,” he said.

      "What? What's wrong?"

      "There was a bad accident out on the highway. The state police have asked for my help. I said I'd go, but I've had two beers. I feel fine, but I shouldn't. I'll have to call them back and see if one of my deputies can go."

      "No. I can help you with that,” I said.

      "With the beers?" He seemed puzzled.

      "Yeah, come here,” I said. "I can sober you right up."

      He crossed the room and I stood up so that we were standing face to face. I took both of Thorn's hands in mine and closed my eyes. My mind's eye searched inside of him until I found what I was looking for, and then I did a little chant that I remembered from when I was much younger. When I opened my eyes, Thorn was looking down at me, but that time, I didn't shrink from his gaze.

      "What did you do?" he asked and squeezed my hands tighter.

      I giggled suddenly feeling a bit tipsier than I had when I started. "It was some empathy magic. I took any intoxication of yours into me. You're a big guy, so I've got a good buzz going on now."

      His lips drew back into a grimace.

      "What's wrong?" I asked.

      "I have this overwhelming urge to kiss you," he growled. "But, I can't because you're drunk."

      "I'm not drunk," I protested.

      He kissed my forehead and then my cheek. "I have to go."

      When Thorn let go of my hands, I felt an empty spot inside of me. That was the first time I really knew I was in trouble.
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Chapter Twelve

      A couple of hours after Thorn left, I was completely sober, and it was still fairly early. Instead of just finding a movie to watch or maybe playing a video game on my laptop, I decided to go talk to Jerry Sprigs.

      I looked him up on Google and found his home address. My phone gave me the option to get directions, and since the older-than-dirt GPS in my car didn't work, I accepted. 

      "Where are you going?" Meri asked as he sauntered into the living room from the dining room.

      "I'm going to go over to this Jerry Sprigs's house and ask him about his connection to Merrill,” I said.

      "Can't you just read a book or something?" Meri asked.

      "No. I want to start moving inventory to the shop tomorrow, and I need this cleared up."

      "You know this guy is going to think you're a real loony-toon showing up on his doorstep to ask him about a murder,” Meri said. "You might even tick him off if he gets the impression you're accusing him."

      "The whole town already thinks I'm terrible and possibly a killer. I'll take my chances,” I said.

      "I'm going,” Meri said.

      "Great, now the whole town will think I'm the crazy cat lady too,” I said.

      "You're welcome," Meri snarked.

      We got in the car, and I set my phone down on the seat. Much to my surprise, Meri could actually read the directions and help me navigate. That was good because I hated the little voice when you had the turn-by-turn directions on. All those years and they never got a better voice. The female robot voice was so creepy.

      Since I wasn't breaking in, I pulled my car up to the curb in front of Jerry's house. I tried to get Meri to stay in the car, but he insisted on coming in. Knowing I was never going to talk him out of it, I opened the passenger door for him and we made our way up the walk to Jerry Sprigs's small front porch. 

      I heard what I thought could have been shouting coming from inside the house somewhere. It also could have been a television turned up loud, so I rang the bell. The noise inside stopped, but I still didn't know if I'd interrupted an argument or someone inside had just turned the TV down when they heard the doorbell.

      Eventually, the door opened. A man in his late thirties with shaggy brown hair and a mustache stood there sizing me up. "Can I help you?" he finally said.

      Seconds later, a woman appeared behind him. Instantly, I recognized her as the woman who'd confronted me in front of the shop. Fury overcame her face, and she tried to push past her husband. 

      "Jerry, let me through," she barked at him.

      "Whoa, woman. What is your deal?" he asked without moving.

      "Get out of my way," she demanded.

      "You need to chill. You stay in this house, you hear me," he demanded.

      Somehow, he managed to step out onto the front porch and close the front door without her getting by. I was certain that his actions were only going to enrage her more, but she did listen to him and stay in the house.

      I waited for the television to come back on, but it didn't. So, either I'd interrupted an argument, or she was watching us from one of the house's windows.

      "Why does my wife want to attack you?" he asked.

      "I don't know,” I said. "I saw her in the town square this morning. I was waiting to see about a rental space. She came across the street and started yelling at me about my family basically being trash. She also thinks I killed Merrill Killian."

      "I don't know about the family thing, but I know she doesn't really think you killed Merrill,” he said and rubbed the back of his neck. "You're Kinsley Skeenbauer, right?"

      "I am,” I said.

      "So, if she did that earlier today, what are you doing here now?" Jerry asked.

      "I didn't know she was here or your wife. I came here to talk to you."

      "Me?"

      "Yeah, my friend works at the diner, and she overheard you telling someone that you were going to put a lien on Merrill's estate because he owed you a lot of money,” I said.

      "Why do you care?" Jerry asked. "Did he owe you money too?"

      "No, I care because your wife isn't the only person who thinks I killed him,” I said. "I'm trying to start a business here in Coventry, and I don't need this hanging over my head."

      "So, you're here to find out if I killed him?" Jerry asked.

      I could tell by the sudden shift in his demeanor that he was offended. I had to think fast, or he was probably going to open his front door and let his wife have a go at me.

      "No, of course I don't think it's you,” I said as sincerely as possible. "I just heard what you said about the lien, and I wondered if you knew anyone else who might have had the same interests. Like someone who he owed more money to or someone that might not have handled it as professionally as you are." Complementing him did the trick, and I saw Jerry physically relax. "I know he owed some biker loan shark money."

      "Yeah, I've already looked into that. It went nowhere,” I said.

      "Wow, you're on top of this," Jerry said and took a step closer to me. "It's admirable to see such a beautiful woman have such a take-charge attitude."

      Gross.

      I took a step back and almost fell off the small concrete porch, but Meri's magic caught me before I could fall on my butt in the grass. I decided to use Jerry's sudden shift in... attitude... toward me to my advantage.

      "So, where were you the night he died?" I asked in a fake flirtatious voice. "I mean, just so I can cross you off my list." I winked at him, but I also almost threw up a little. Oh, well, a girl had to do what a girl had to do.

      "I worked until nearly eleven at Mary Water's house over on Crow's Mill Street,” he said and put his hands up in mock surrender. "Am I off the hook now, officer?" He winked back at me.

      I had to stifle a repulsed shiver that ran down my spine. I needed to get out of there before the guy either tried to grope me or his wife busted down the front door and ripped my hair out.

      "I swear I wasn't here to accuse you,” I said and turned just enough so that I could back down the steps to the sidewalk without falling. "Well, it's getting late. I've got to run."

      "Hey, I thought we had something here," he protested.

      "Your wife is right inside,” I said and hurried away.

      As I was getting in the car, Jerry was looking back and forth between me and his house. It was like he was trying to figure out if he should come after me or just go inside. I got out of there fast and didn't look back.
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      I decided that I'd had enough run-ins with weirdos, vampires, and freaks that day, so I went home to watch a movie and go to bed. I was in my pajamas on the couch with a bowl of popcorn and my laptop when I got a text message.

      Sorry I had to leave in such a hurry. I'm home now. I hope you have a good night. The text was from Thorn.

      It's okay. You can make it up to me tomorrow. I'm glad you made it home all right and didn't have to be out on the highway all night. I texted back.

      I was just there to make sure the wreck didn't cause a pile-up. Traffic reduced significantly after I arrived, so I didn't have to stay long. 

      That's great. I'm looking forward to tomorrow. I answered, hoping that didn't sound too desperate.

      Not as much as I am. ;-) It's been a long day, but I'm glad we got to have a drink together.

      It was nice. I'll let you sleep, and we'll talk tomorrow. Good night, Thorn. I said.

      Good night, Kinsley.

      I set my phone down and restarted my movie. After a few minutes, my face started to hurt from smiling. 

      Fortunately, a sinister tapping on the glass at my front window saved me from my happiness. "What is that?" Meri asked. He'd been snoozing next to me and the sound startled him awake.

      "Someone's tapping on the glass,” I said. "Why wouldn't they knock on the door?"

      "My guess is that it's not a normal visitor,” Meri said.

      "Should we just ignore it?" I asked.

      "Probably."

      "That's it? Probably?"

      "Yeah, I mean, what do you want?" Meri asked.

      The sound changed from a tapping to a thud like the palm of a hand thumping against the glass. "I'm going to go have a look,” I said.

      I went over to the window with Meri right on my heels. I pulled back the curtain to find Merrill's ghost standing on the other side.

      "He can't come in because of the protection spells around the house,” Meri said.

      "Should I go talk to him? Maybe he remembers something,” I said hopefully.

      "No, you should not go out there,” Meri said. "If he's back, he must have gotten the energy from somewhere. I'd put my money on rage."

      "You don't think I should at least try? I can probably take on one ghost. He only got me last time because he caught me off guard."

      "It isn't worth the risk. I'm sure he doesn't remember the day he died,” Meri said.

      "I'll just open the window, then,” I said. "If he can't come in the house, then he can't come in the window, right?"

      "Maybe put a line of salt across it just in case,” Meri said. "And I'll cast a circle around us. Nothing formal."

      "Okay." 

      I went to the kitchen and got the container of salt from the pantry. After I spread a thick line of salt over the window sill, I opened it a few inches.

      "What is it, Merrill?" I asked.

      "I remembered something,” he said.

      "About who killed you?" I asked hopefully.

      "No, not that late in the day. I remember something from that morning. I had to meet with someone."

      "Do you remember who?" I asked.

      "No, but it was a woman. A woman with black hair and blue eyes. I can see her, but I can't remember her name. I think it was on the first floor."

      "Okay,” I said.

      "And you better figure out who killed me." That came out as a snarl. "Or I'll make you wish you were never born."

      "That's about enough of that,” I said and closed the window.

      I shut the curtain and the thumping on the glass started again. Knowing he could only be annoying and not actually come into the house, I went back over to the sofa and put my headphones on. I turned the movie up loud enough that I couldn't hear him knocking on the window anymore. Meri shot me a disgruntled look and darted into the hole in the wall that led into his tunnels.
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      The next morning I got up and decided it was time to start taking stuff from the basement over to the shop. First, I had to deal with the stuff in the trailer so I could use it to move stock. I was lucky that I had the rental for a few more days and wouldn't have to pay more.

      I hooked the car back up to the trailer and maneuvered it so the trailer was backed up nearly to the porch. Since no one was around, I used a little magic to make the lifting a little easier. Unfortunately, that was using my magic for personal gain and I ended up with three gnarly paper cuts from the edges of cardboard boxes and I hit my elbow hard on the side of the truck. I didn't dare heal the minor injuries, though, when I realized it was my penalty for using the magic for personal gain.

      I did not use magic to help me load the truck. I didn't want to cut any more of my fingers or end up dropping something heavy on my foot. By the time I had everything loaded, I was already tired and more than ready for second breakfast.

      When I'd been in the Brew Station before, I remembered that she'd had pastries and there were hot breakfast sandwiches on the menu as well. That sounded better than cooking something for myself, so I drove the trailer down to the square and backed it into a parking place. After I unhitched it, I parked the car next to it and headed over to the coffee house.

       It was fairly early, but there was already a tour walking through the square. As I walked into the Brew Station, the scent of fresh roasted coffee beans, bacon, and biscuits filled my nose. My mouth began to water and my stomach growled. 

      "Hey, Viv,” I said when it was my turn at the counter. "Do you bake fresh biscuits back there?"

      "Oh, no. I get them fresh every day from the bakery over on West Vine. It's called the Lovin' Oven. It's witch-themed too now, but I'm not so sure about that. Makes me think of baking kids like that fairy tale, but anyway, the woman who owns it is Carla Sparks. She's great, and she makes the best biscuits. She's from the South. Anyway, I use them to put together the breakfast sandwiches on the menu. The tots on the menu are just regular tater tots like from the store, but the oil's always fresh and I use that flaky pink Himalayan salt in them. Makes them extra special,” she said with a wink. "Would you like to try a sandwich?"

      "I would,” I said. "I'd like the sausage biscuit with a large tots."

      "And a hazelnut latte?" Viv offered.

      "Yes, please. Extra-large."

      "Double espresso?" she tempted, and I knew I shouldn't, but I couldn't turn it down.

      "Yes, thank you."

      I left the order area and walked over to the cash register to check out. When Viv was done, she brought my sandwich and tots over in a white paper bag and my latte in a to-go container. She must have seen me looking at them because she said something.

      "I'm sorry if I was too presumptuous. I saw you pull that trailer up to your new shop, and I figured you were ready to work."

      "It's okay. I'm just glad you're not hinting that I'm not welcome,” I said and pulled the cash for my order out of my wallet.

      "Never,” she said with a smile. "I can get you a tray for your food and a mug for the coffee if you want to stay."

      I was about to say that I would stay but the bag and to-go cup were fine, but I saw Meri sitting outside the shop staring in at me. "You know what, I should get over there and get working, but can I trouble you for an extra side of bacon before I go?" I said.

      "Not a problem," Viv said with a smile. "He's a biggun." She saw Meri looking too.

      "He is, and he loves his bacon,” I said. "Of course, I never give him too much."

      "Never," Viv said conspiratorially. "That will be two dollars, and I'll just wrap it up in a piece of parchment for you."

      "Thank you."

      "Hey, and if he wants to come in in the afternoon sometime, I'm sure my regulars won't mind. Sorry, I can't have him in here during the morning rush."

      "Oh, thank you,” I said. "Maybe we will come visit some afternoon."

      I put the bacon in my bag and headed out the door. Meri gave me a look when I exited the coffee shop, but there was a gaggle of tourists headed for the Brew Station, so he stayed quiet until we were across the street.

      "I didn't get a key,” I said. "In the middle of the fray when I signed the lease, I didn't get the key."

      "You also left me at home this morning,” Meri said.

      "You were sleeping."

      "I wasn't that asleep," Meri scoffed.

      "Could have fooled me,” I said. "So, do I just use a little magic to go in and make up an excuse about the place being unlocked, or do I call Castor and wait outside?"

      "I don't care,” Meri said.

      "Sorry, Meri. I did get you bacon."

      "I guess call him and we'll wait. It's nice out this morning. We could eat in the car or over on one of the benches in the square."

      "You're right. We'll eat on a bench. We can tourist watch,” I said.

      Unfortunately, we finished our breakfast and we still had fifty minutes left before Castor was supposed to arrive with the key. I decided that even though it wouldn't go anywhere, we'd go into the courthouse and look for the woman Merrill's ghost had mentioned the night before. Meri couldn't really go in the courthouse with me, so he sauntered over to the trailer. He lay on top of it so he could watch people and bask in the sun.

      Inside the courthouse was a cavernous open area with elevators directly across from the entry doors. Off to each side were doors that led into offices and hallways that took you deeper into the building. There was also a set of stairs on each side.

      To my left was a small marble counter with a woman seated behind it. There was a sign on the front that said "information". The woman was older with a gray beehive hairdo perched atop her head. Her thin lips were coated in a layer of blood-red lipstick, and a pair of cat-eye glasses sat perched at the end of her nose.

      "Hello,” I said as I approached.

      "The copier is twenty-five cents per page,” she said.

      "What?"

      "It's twenty-five cents per page for the copier. You pay me for how many pages you need, and I'll give you a code. Photocopying is no longer free."

      "Oh, okay,” I said. "I'm not here for the copier. I'm looking for someone."

      "Oh, really?" she asked and leaned in with interest. I got the feeling she spent most of her day explaining the copier fees to people and welcomed the chance to talk about anything else. "Do you have a name?"

      "I don't,” I said. "She has black hair and very blue eyes. I know she works on the first floor too, but that's all I know."

      "That sounds like Madeline Evans. Are you in some kind of trouble?"

      "No, why?" I asked.

      "She's a state's attorney. Go through that door," the woman said and pointed to a door across the lobby. "It's down that hall to the left. You'll see the sign."

      "Thank you so much,” I said.

      "You're welcome. You sure you don't need any copies?"

      "I'm sure. Thanks again."

      I made my way across the lobby and went through the door the information lady had pointed to. It opened into a narrow hallway that reminded me of something in an old hospital. There was light blue tile halfway up the walls and the top portion was painted in a faded ecru. I could even swear I smelled antiseptic, but that might have been some sort of memory triggered by the hallway's appearance.

      Most of the way down the hall, I found a door that said "State's Attorney". Inside was a small waiting area and a counter with a Plexiglas enclosure extending from the top of the counter to the ceiling. It didn't seem like the kind of thing that would be necessary in a small town like Coventry, but maybe it was the kind of thing that was necessary everywhere. 

      There was one man seated in the waiting area and he was absorbed with his phone. I approached the counter, and a younger woman with red glasses and her hair piled on top her head in a large messy bun greeted me. 

      "Can I help you?" she asked.

      "Yes, I need to see Madeline Evans,” I said.

      "Do you have an appointment?"

      "I don't, but I want to talk to her about the Merrill Killian murder."

      "Give me a moment," the girl said and stood up. "I'll see if she's available. What's your name?"

      "Kinsley Skeenbauer,” I said.

      The woman disappeared into the offices beyond the counter. I could see a couple of doors, but I had no idea how many were actually back there. The area turned into another hallway on either side.

      She reappeared a couple of minutes later. "She said she's got a few minutes. You can go on back."

      The woman pressed a button and there was a button sound. I figured it was for the door to my left, so I tried it and it opened. I walked around behind the counter and stood in front of the woman in red glasses' desk. 

      "Which office is hers?"

      "To the right. There's a plaque,” she said.

      It wasn't hard to find, but the door was closed. I knocked once and heard someone say "come in."

      The office was large, and Madeline was seated behind a huge mahogany desk. To the left of her L-shaped desk was a small conference table and six chairs. On the back wall behind her was a huge white board. At the time, it was blank. The only other decoration on the walls was a picture of a cabin in the woods. Calling it a cabin was kind of an understatement. It was a huge two-story log home next to a beautiful blue pond.

      "Have a seat,” she said.

      I sat down at the conference table, and Madeline joined me. There was a stack of legal pads and a cup of pens in the center, but she didn't grab one right away.

      "You said you wanted to talk to me about Merrill's death?" she began. "Do you have information?"

      "I don't, but I heard that he was supposed to meet with you,” I said. "I was hoping you might be able to tell me something."

      She studied me for a moment. "I wouldn't be able to tell you about a case,” she said. "How did you hear about this?"

      It was right then that I realized I had no cover story. I'd heard about it from his ghost, but I couldn't very well tell her about that.

      "Small town. Stuff gets around,” I said with a shrug.

      Madeline eyed me skeptically. "I very much doubt that got around given that he was coming to me because he was worried about even going to the sheriff. But I don't have any idea how you know because I don't know what he wanted. He never made it in that day to talk to me. As you probably know, he died. Maybe you could end up helping me. If you're poking around and you find out why he wanted to see me," she said and turned around to grab a business card off her desk, "I'd like it if you called me." She slid the business card across the table to me. "Does the sheriff know you've got your nose in this?"

      "I think he has his suspicions, but I've managed to mostly steer clear of him,” I said.

      "Can I ask why you're involved?" Madeline asked.

      "Because I found the body and so far, I'm basically the main suspect. I just moved back here, and I'd like for everyone to stop thinking I'm a murderer."

      "That's what I thought,” she said. "You're Amelda's great-granddaughter, right?"

      "I am,” I said.

      "You should know that's the only reason I agreed to see you, and it's the only reason I'm not going to look harder at why you're involved in this. Keep your nose clean and don't ruffle Thorn's feathers. I don't want to have to step in."

      "Yes, ma'am,” I said.

      "And don't call me ma'am again,” she said with a laugh. "Is there anything else I can do for you? I've got a meeting with my boss upstate in two hours."

      “Is that where the cabin is?” I said, not able to take my eyes off the gorgeous house and landscape. “I mean, is it upstate or is it around here? I can’t recall ever seeing such a gorgeous house. Sorry, I’m being nosy. I love that photo.”

      “It is upstate. That’s where I lived before they moved me to Coventry. I still own the place, but I’ve thought about selling. I’m just too busy to get up there much anymore. Plus, there’s not much around it. My parents built it thinking the town it’s close to, Norman, was going to get built up. It didn’t. So, it’s a pain to spend much time there because it’s isolated, but sometimes that’s just what a person needs.”

      “That’s too bad. It’s a gorgeous place.”

      “It is. Okay, well I do have to go. Anything else?” Madeline asked.

      "Nope, thank you,” I said. "I can show myself out."
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      Meri was still on top of the trailer napping in the sun when I got back. There was also a man I didn't recognize walking down the street in my direction. I assumed he was a tourist until he stopped right in front of the shop.

      "Are you Kinsley?" he asked as I came around the trailer.

      "I am,” I said bracing for someone else to tell me I was a murderer, and I needed to get out of town.

      "I'm Jacob Winemaker. One of Castor's properties is across the street from one of mine over in that new subdivision, Cherry Heights. Anyway, he got held up there with a big plumbing thing and asked me to bring you this key. I'm on my way to the courthouse to pull some permits, and I told him I could stop by,” he said and produced a key. "He said he'd get you the other copies as soon as he can."

      "Thank you,” I said and took the key. "Hey, you were the landlord of the guy that rented this shop before me." 

      "Yeah, Lance Bleucastle. He skipped out on me and Castor. That's actually how we became friends," Jacob said. "And you're the woman who found Merrill Killian's body. You know, a lot of people say you killed him."

      "I've heard that,” I said and rolled my eyes.

      Jacob laughed. "Hey, I didn't like that guy at all. He owed me a lot of money, but I guess that's the case with a lot of people. He was supposed to pay me back by selling his house to me on the cheap, but he backed out of the deal when the guy he was supposed to rent a trailer from figured out that he was broke and had terrible credit. I suppose it's my own fault for putting myself in a position where Merrill owed me money. I should have known better."

      "It sounds like he duped a lot of people,” I said.

      "He did, but I'm going to get that house one way or another. Now that Merrill is dead, his estate will have to sell it to pay off the lien Jerry Sprigs put on it. Since there's no mortgage, they might even sell it for the amount of the lien, so I could still cash in on this. It's like it's a win-win for everyone. Well, except Merrill, but whatever. That dude sucked."

      I was a little taken aback, but I tried to keep it from showing on my face. "So, you really didn't like the guy,” I said.

      "Yeah, I didn't, but I didn't hate him enough to kill him. I know that's what you're thinking. I've heard you've been asking around. Too bad you got stuck with that hanging around your neck."

      "Do you know anybody that might have hated him enough to kill him?" I asked. "Everyone seemed to have disliked him a whole lot, but nobody cared enough to put their lives on the line to take him out. I guess I need to find someone that hated him so much that they'd be willing to take the risk."

      "He had a girlfriend, you know? Pretty thing that was way too young for him, but she's not very bright. Obviously if she went for the likes of Merrill. Anyway, I heard he was really mean to her and maybe even got her hooked on meth."

      "Merrill was into meth too?" I couldn't believe it.

      "Dude like that was into a lot of things," Jacob said. "Anyway, her brother probably hated Merrill enough to kill him. He did not like his baby sister being treated that way."

      "Who is she?" I asked. "And who is the brother?"

      "Her name's Katy Shoals. Brother's name is Kevin," Jacob said. “He’s a construction worker.”

      "Hey, thanks,” I said.

      "Yeah, you're welcome. But, hey. Kevin Shoals has kind of a reputation for being a hard... for being a tough guy. So, watch yourself around him. He's not someone to mess with," Jacob said.

      "I will. I swear. Tell Castor I said thanks for the key."

      "Will do."

      With the key in hand, I went into the shop and looked around. Immediately, the scratching on the bathroom door started again. 

      "Meri, we're going to have to do something about that before I open the shop. It doesn't scare me, but it might freak the tourists out,” I said.

      "Isn't that what they want?" he asked.

      "That's a good point." I said.

      "Besides, it will probably stop when there are customers in the shop. You know ghosts rarely show themselves when you'd be able to use their presence to confirm a haunting,” he said.

      "Why is that?" I asked.

      "I don't know, but if you want to banish it, we can. Or you could wait and see if it shows itself. See what it wants."

      "I'll probably just do that. It's more annoying than anything at this point,” I said and walked to the back of the store. "Hey, knock it off or my familiar and I are going to banish your spectral behind," I shouted through the door.

      "Good job,” Meri said when it stopped. 

      With the ghost at least temporarily taken care of, I propped the front door open and started carrying in boxes. I got them all out of the trailer and carried inside when I realized something was missing.

      "What is it?" Meri asked as I stood inside biting my bottom lip and thinking.

      "I need a sign for the store,” I said. "I could probably paint something with temporary window paint on the outside for a while, but eventually, I'll need a sign."

      "You have enough money to order one,” Meri said.

      "I know, but I don't have enough money in my account. The only bank in Coventry is the Bank of Coventry, right?"

      "Yeah."

      "So, I can't deposit any of this money into my other account,” I said. "I'll have to open an account here and wait for a debit card."

      "You should go soon then. Get there before they close, or you'll have to wait until tomorrow,” Meri said.

      "I don't need to go right now. I should have time."

      "It's nearly four,” Meri said.

      "Really? Wow, this all took longer than I thought. Okay. I should do that and then I've got to get home and get ready for my date with Thorn."

      I ended up leaving the trailer parked outside the shop because while there was a small branch of the bank near the square, the big new branch out in the new section of town said they could make me a debit card for my new account right then and there. Meri and I got in the car and headed off to a part of town I'd never been in before. In fact, it had been all farm fields when I'd left. 

      The bank was conveniently located in a small business and retail area before you got to the subdivisions. I pulled into the parking lot and parked near the doors. Meri was going to wait in the car, but there were some interesting bushes around the building. He decided to get out and investigate the landscaping while I did my banking.

      There was only one other customer in the bank when I went inside. I walked up to the teller and told her I wanted to open a checking account with a debit card.

      "Sure, I can do that,” she said. "Or if you want to discuss your options, you can have a seat and I'll tell one of our personal bankers you are here."

       “No, that’s fine. I just want a standard checking account with a debit card,” I said.
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      Twenty minutes later I had my new bank account and debit card. I hadn’t had much cash on me to deposit in the account, but I’d had just enough to open it. I’d have to go back the next day with more.

      That was a problem for another time. At that moment, I needed to get home and get ready for my date with Thorn. I'd have over an hour by the time I got there, and I reasoned that was plenty of time. Especially for a witch.

      My first order of business when I arrived at Hangman's House was to feed Meri his dinner. My second was to get in the shower and thoroughly scrub off the day's worth of dust and sweat that had caked over my entire body. I scrubbed and exfoliated everything until my skin was a little red but also as smooth as a baby's butt. 

      The one thing my ex hadn't taken from me was my collection of soaps, lotions, and my makeup. For special occasions, I had a gardenia lotion that smelled like absolute heaven. At a hundred dollars a bottle, I save it for truly exceptional events. I pulled that bad boy out of my bag and slathered it all over myself. If I was going to make the mistake of jumping into something with the town's hunky sheriff way too fast, I was going to pull out all the stops.

      I had to decide between doing the no-makeup makeup look or going all out with a glam smoky eye. I wasn't a shifter, but I could shape shift with makeup. I hoped he wasn't taking me to the diner for dinner because I went with the smoky eye and blood-red lips. I had the perfect little black dress that showed off just enough skin, a little shoulder and a hint of thigh, without giving away too much. Since it displayed my shoulders, I applied a bit of highlighter to them so there was a bit of sparkle that caught the light. Not too much though. I knew we weren't going clubbing or to a carnival.

      The pink in my hair had deepened to red and the purple was so dark it was almost black. I decided to blow dry it, curl it, and then wear it with the crown done up and the bottom layers loose. With the crown tied back, you could see my neck and get a good view of the little silver moon earrings that dangled about a half inch from my ear. They hung from tiny diamond studs that looked like stars.

      "You look nice,” Meri said as I emerged from the bathroom.

      "What? Did you just pay me a compliment?" I was a little shocked.

      "No. You're crazy. You must be hearing things,” he said and darted out of the room.

      "Whatever," I called out to him.

      "Whatever," I heard back from somewhere downstairs.

      Since I was ready to go, all there was left to do was wait for Thorn. I went downstairs and sat on the sofa thinking I could boot up my laptop and scroll through social media for a few minutes, but I couldn't sit still. I ended up pacing the living room until a few minutes before six when the doorbell rang. One thing I knew for sure was that my calves were going to hurt the next day after pacing in my heels.

      I answered the door to an audible gasp. Thorn's mouth hung open for just a split second before he snapped it shut and tried to compose himself. He was dressed in black slacks that clung to his developed thighs and an eggplant purple dress button-down shirt that hugged his biceps and was slightly taut against his muscular chest. His blond hair was neatly combed but not overly so. One lock threatened to spill down over his forehead. Even after he recovered from his apparent shock at seeing me, his eyes still sparkled with mischievous delight.

      "You look... I can't even say beautiful because that wouldn't describe it,” he said and cleared his throat. "I just... I never expected..."

      "Are you going to be okay, Sheriff?" I teased. "Do we need to call in one of your deputies for backup?"

      "Will you marry me?" he said completely seriously.

      "You're hilarious," I countered.

      "Well, will you at least come out here so I can take you to dinner then?"

      I would never know if he was serious in that moment. We both played it off as a joke, but he never did actually say he was kidding.

      "Sure,” I said and Thorn offered me his arm.

      He walked me out to his truck. It was a huge, black behemoth with enormous tires and a lift kit. It wasn't exactly in monster truck territory, but it was... something.

      "Sorry about the truck,” he said as he opened the door for me and helped me into the cab. "My car is in the shop, and I didn't think you'd want me picking you up in my cruiser."

      "Plus, I don't think you're supposed to use your cruiser for personal business," I teased.

      "Yeah, that's right,” he said as he shut my door.

      I waited for him to come around and get in. "But thank you for not picking me up in it. I'm sure the entire town would have thought I was under arrest,” I said once he was behind the wheel. "It's a nice truck."

      "But a little over the top?" he asked.

      "Maybe a little,” I said.

      "Well, it does serve a purpose occasionally when I need to go off road for things,” Thorn said. 

      "How often do you have to do that?" I asked.

      "Not often enough to justify having the beast,” he said with a smile.

      "That's okay. We all have our thing. I'd say of the list of vices I can think of, liking big trucks is pretty harmless."

      "I'm glad to hear you say that,” he said. "I worried you'd think I was some sort of country bumpkin when you saw it."

      "Thorn, I'm the one that grew up in a small town. You're the one who grew up in the city. Besides, I'm not going to judge you over a truck."

      With that, he reached across the console and took my hand. "I hope you like Italian food. If not, I can take you somewhere else."

      "I love anything pasta,” I said a little too enthusiastically.

      Thorn chuckled. "That's what your mom told me."

      "You asked my mom where to take me?" I asked.

      "Yeah, and she said you'd love Bella Vita,” he said. "I don't regret asking. I was a Boy Scout, and I'm always prepared."

      "I saw Bella Vita when I was at the bank today. It looks like a fancy restaurant,” I said.

      "Well, it's a good thing you dressed the part,” he said and squeezed my hand. "It is the nicest restaurant in Coventry."

      I was glad I hadn't gone with a more casual outfit. "Would you have told me if you'd shown up and I was dressed in something less fancy?” I said.

      "Not a chance. I would have taken you somewhere else and then taken you to Bella Vita on our next date,” he said.

      "Why?"

      "Because I would never say anything even remotely negative to you about the way you're dressed, Kinsley. Not when I could just take you somewhere more casual and relaxed. Your outfit would have told me that's what you're in the mood for, and I am here to cater to that."

      "But I'm dressed for Bella Vita,” I said and squeezed his hand back.

      "Kinsley, you're dressed for a five-star restaurant in the city. But is Bella Vita okay? I can drive us to Chicago. It will take a while."

      "St. Louis is probably closer,” I said.

      "Good point. Do you want to go there?"

      "No, I'm hungry,” I said.

      He laughed and had to let go of my hand so we could turn into the restaurant's parking lot. Once we were parked, Thorn came around and opened the door. He practically had to lift me out of the truck and help me to the ground. I was a little embarrassed at first. I just felt self-conscious about him having to pick me up.

      "We need to get you inside stat,” he said as he set me down.

      "Why? I'm not cold. It's a nice night,” I said.

      "Because you hardly weigh anything, Kinsley. We need to get you full of pasta and bread sticks fast." 

      "Oh, now you're just trying to score points,” I said and playfully hit his arm.

      "Did it work?"

      "It absolutely worked."

      He offered me his hand and we walked to the door. Thorn held it open for me and then took my hand again as we waited at the hostess station.

      "Reservation for Wilson,” Thorn said when the hostess greeted us.

      "You made a reservation today?" I said as she walked us to our table.

      "I made a reservation the night I met you,” he said. "Just in case."

      "The night of the murder?" I was surprised.

      "Yeah, I made it after I went home. Just in case,” Thorn said.

      "That was a bit presumptuous of you,” I said, but I was still teasing.

      "It may have been, but it paid off,” Thorn said.

      "Will this do?" the hostess asked as she showed us to a high-backed booth.

      "Will it?" Thorn asked me, and I suddenly felt like a princess.

      "Yes. It's great,” I said with a smile.

      "Yes, thank you,” Thorn said to the hostess.

      "Your server will be right with you,” she said and walked away.

      I slid into the booth and picked up the menu the hostess had left on my side of the table. The selections were listed in both Italian and English, so I was able to read the menu. I made a mental note to ask my father to do his language spell so I could speak and read Italian, though. It was a beautiful language, and I figured why not? My father had the ability, so I might as well take advantage.

      The menu was extensive, and I studied it with focus while we waited for the waitress to come take our orders. I really was hungry, and I didn't want to have to send her away. Thorn was as intense in his perusal of their selection as I was. It was nice to see we were on the same page in that regard.

      "Are you going to think less of me if I get the spaghetti with meat sauce?" Thorn asked after a couple of minutes.

      "Why would I think less of you for that?" I asked.

      "Well, I brought you to such a fancy place and then I order something so basic,” he said.

      "I'm sure it's not basic here," I offered. "I bet they've elevated it to something magical."

      "Well, when you put it that way,” he said.

      His eyes twinkled in the soft light from the candle in the middle of the table. The flame threw a shadow across his jaw and made it look even more chiseled as it lit up the blond stubble he'd neglected to shave.

      "Do I have something on my face?" he asked.

      "Oh, no. Sorry. I was just..."

      He rubbed his jaw. "Sorry, I guess I should have shaved."

      "No, it's a good look on you,” I said. "Very rugged. Goes with the truck."

      He laughed at that. "Well, wait until you see me outside in my flannel chopping fire wood."

      "People still do that?" I asked.

      That time Thorn let out a huge belly laugh. "They do if they have a wood-burning fireplace or stove. I happen to have both in my house. I suppose I could buy one of those machines that does it for you, but the exercise is good for me,” he said and patted his stomach.

      "That it is,” I said and then blushed furiously.

      "Thank you,” he said and blushed a little too. That made me feel better.

      The waitress came right then and took our orders. Thorn did go with the spaghetti and meat sauce. I decided on the spaghetti aglio e olio. We also ordered an extra basket of bread with olive oil and herbs to dip it in.

       While we were eating our bread, I brought the investigation up. I tried to talk myself out of it, but I was coming out of my skin. "So, how is the investigation into Merrill’s murder going?" I asked and then held my breath.

      "I think I should probably be asking you that?" Thorn said. He was smiling, but there was an edge to his voice.

      "What I'm mostly finding out is that Merrill owed a lot of people money and that he was not well liked. Did you know that Jerry Sprigs is putting a lien on Merrill's estate for twelve grand?"

      "I'd ask how you know that, but I think I already know,” Thorn said.

      "What do you mean?" I asked as innocently as possible.

      "Look, Kinsley, I can't prove you went into Merrill's house, and I don't want to accuse you of things, but if you did, please don't do anything like that again. Don't put me in a position where I have to arrest you. Please?" 

      "You know you want me in handcuffs,” I said to lighten the mood.

      He let out some sort of low, rumbly growl that took my breath away. "Anyway..." Thorn began after rubbing the back of his neck and clearing his throat again, "I'm going to track down my contact in Azriel's club. I think I'd like to know what they've found out so far. They haven't come to you, have they?"

      "No,” I said. "If they did, I would tell you."

      "Good."

      I wanted to ask him if I could come along when he talked to his contact, but I chickened out. I didn't think he'd be amenable to the idea, so there was no reason to upset him over it.

      Our food came after that, so we ate and chatted over far less intense topics. When dinner was over, he drove me home and walked me to my door. 

      "Thank you for dinner,” I said. "It was delicious. The company was okay too."

      Thorn chuckled. "I'm glad you enjoyed it. The food especially. I've never seen a woman eat like that before,” he said and thought about it. "I take that back. I've seen your mother eat like that when your folks have been gracious enough to invite me to dinner. It's a good quality for you to have inherited."

      "I'm glad it didn't horrify you,” I said.

      Thorn studied me for a moment. "Everything about you makes me like you more," he finally said.

      "Oh, well, you'll get over that quick enough."

      "Don't deflect me with humor, Kinsley,” he said seriously. "If you don't like me, fine, but don't do that."

      "I'm not... I mean... I'm not doing that," I stammered. "I do like you. More than I should, probably." I bit my bottom lip hard. "Dang it. I didn't mean to say that out loud. I'm sorry."

      "And don't apologize for telling me the truth,” he said. Thorn wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me close. "And don't abuse that gorgeous bottom lip that way."

      Before I could respond, Thorn pulled me in closer and covered my lips with his. I just melted into him and breathed in his clean, woodsy aftershave. The stubble on his chin sent a shiver down my spine.

      "Are you cold?" he pulled back and asked.

      "No, not at all."
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      The next morning I went to the bank and deposited a bunch of money Meri found for me in the attic. "You know, you're a really great familiar,” I said as we were driving home.

      "Shut up," he retorted.

      "No, I'm serious,” I said. "I know serving as our familiar was a punishment. Well, back when my mother wasn't a Skeenbauer anyway. But you've been good to us. A little snarky, but you've saved us all so many times."

      "What are you getting at?" he asked suspiciously.

      "Maybe you should be rewarded for your service,” I said. "Has anyone ever rewarded you for your service to the coven?"

      "Well, I mean, up until your mother married into the Skeenbauer coven, she basically was the coven,” Meri said. 

      "I'm still a Tuttlesmith witch,” I said. "My last name is Skeenbauer, but that doesn't change that half of my lineage is still with the other coven. But that's not the point. The point is that I want to do something nice for you."

      "Like what? Are you going to turn into a genie and grant me a wish?" he asked sarcastically.

      "I don't think you can just turn into a Jinn,” I said. "And even if I could, I'm not sure that's who you want granting your wishes."

      "So, are we talking like extra bacon and salmon then?" Meri asked hopefully.

      "Well, that too. But not just that. I can't become a Jinn, but I'm supposed to be the most powerful witch in the world or whatever. I can do a ritual to grant you a wish."

      "Uh oh,” Meri said.

      "What? You don't want a wish?"

      "You're serious."

      "I'm totally serious. Are you in?" I asked.

      "What? We're like doing this now?" Meri asked.

      "Yeah. Let's do this now. Even you think I need to get back into doing magic. So, let's do some magic."

      "Don't you want to open the store?" 

      "I want to wait until we get the sign,” I said. "It's pretty much set up other than that. I'll do a grand opening or something after the new sign comes and it's installed."

      "You haven't ordered a sign," Meri protested.

      "I can do that after we grant your wish,” I said.

      "I can just wish for a sign."

      "Meri."

      "Kinsley."

      "Come on. Don't be a scaredy-cat,” I said.

      "What, are you daring me to do this?"

      "Yes,” I said.

      "Fine."

      We went home, and I pushed all of the furniture out of the center of the living room. After drawing a giant pentagram in the middle of the floor with white chalk, I collected all of my red and white candles. Those were arranged around the edge of the circle, and in between them I drew sigils for wish fulfillment. 

      When that was done, I lit the candles and Meri and I stepped into the circle. "I'm not sure if I should be in here with you,” I said. "I think I'm going to draw a bigger circle around this one, and I'll stand inside that."

      "It's your rodeo," Meri responded.

      I took the chalk and drew the circle around the pentagram. Once that was done, I sealed the outer circle with a line of salt and placed rose quartz obelisks and spheres next to each cluster of candles. 

      I had parchment paper and a dragon's blood ink pen already ready to go. I also had a black marker and a bay leaf.

      "Okay, we're going for the double whammy on this one,” I said. "I'm going to write your wish on parchment in the dragon's blood ink. I'm also going to write it on the bay leaf with the black marker. You focus on your wish. I'll burn the bay leaf first and then I'll burn the parchment."

      "That's it?" Meri asked.

      "I think that should just about do it. We could do an older, more complicated ritual, but this is all it takes. The candles and rose quartz will augment the magic, and so will your intentions. Why, did you want something with chanting and summoning of spirits? I can do that too,” I said.

      "No, this is fine,” he said. 

      "Okay, so tell me your wish,” I said.

      "Do I have to?" he asked.

      "Well, you could dip your paw in dragon's blood ink and press it to the page,” I said. "Same with the bay leaf."

      "Yeah, let's do that."

      "Okay,” I said.

      I'd kept a bag of supplies inside the circle just in case, and I had a vial of dragon's blood ink. I took it out and carefully poured some on Meri's paw. He put his print down on the paper, and then I used the marker to cover the pads on his other paw. He pressed that one to the bay leaf.

      "All right. I'm going to burn them now. Are you ready to stay focused on your wish?"

      "Got it. It's in my head. Let's do this."

      I burned the bay leaf first. I knew to keep the smoke away from my face as it could be hallucinogenic. 

      "Don't suck too much of that in,” Meri said.

      "Hey, you keep your mind on your wish,” I said. "So, is anything happening? I don't know what you wished for, so I don't know if it's working."

      "It's tingling a little,” he said.

      "Okay."

      "So, do the parchment, I guess." 

      "All right. I'm going to burn the parchment now. Keep your mind focused."

      I lit the parchment and held it out in front of me until it had burned close enough to singe my fingers. When the flame got too close, I dropped it into a little copper offering bowl.

      "Anything?" I asked as the flame consumed the last little bit of paper.

      Before he could answer, purple smoke came up through the pentagram and surrounded Meri. "I'd say it's working,” he said and then sneezed.

      "Are you all right in there?" I asked when the smoke got so thick I couldn't see him anymore.

      "I'm fine,” he said, but there was something off about his voice.

      "Meri?"

      "It's me,” he said, but his voice was so much higher pitched than it had been before.

      The smoke finally cleared, and I couldn't believe my eyes. Meri had turned into a tiny black kitten.

      "What?!?!" he shrieked when he realized what had happened.

      "I take it you didn't wish to be a kitten?" I asked cautiously.

      "No!!!!" he hollered, but his voice was so small and cute that it made me laugh.

      "What did you wish for then?" I asked.

      "Not this!"

      "You might as well tell me now. Maybe I can fix it?"

      "Oh, no. You're not casting any more spells on me, Kinsley Skeenbauer. What have you done?"

      "I granted your wish,” I said. "So, what was it? Just tell me."

      "I've always felt a little guilty about some of the choices I've made in this life. I wanted a fresh start. I wanted a clean slate to try and do better."

      "Really?" I was in disbelief. "I never would have guessed you ever felt guilty about anything."

      "Ha ha,” he said. "What have you done?"

      "I mean... this is a fresh start, right? Technically. Maybe you should have been a little more specific," I offered.

      "I can't believe this,” he said.

      "You're kind of adorable."

      "Oh my gawd. Shut up. You're loving this, aren't you?"

      "No, of course not,” I said.

      "Can you change it back?" he asked.

      "I mean, I can try if you really want me to,” I said.

      "No. Nope. Uh uh. No way. I'm going to go see your mother. Maybe she and your father can fix this."

      "Okay,” I said. "Are you going to come back?" I walked to the front door and opened it for him.

      "Probably,” he said and then darted out into the night.

      I waited up for him to come back. For a while I was able to distract myself by shopping online for a sign for the store. Eventually, my mom sent me a text letting me know that Meri was on his way back.

      Did you fix him? I asked.

      He's still a kitten. :-) Don't worry, he'll get over it. she responded.

      Thanks, Mom. For trying to help, I mean. I said.

      Hey, you gave him what he wanted. He'll be fine. I promise. Now get some rest. I'm going to bed. she responded.

      I waited a little while longer, and then there was finally a scratching at the front door. I let Meri in and he ran upstairs without a word. Not only was he still a kitten, but I thought it was possible he was even smaller than I remembered. Had my mother done that, or was it just my imagination playing tricks on me?

      When I went upstairs, I found him curled up on the bed. He didn't say anything to me, but I took it as a good sign he wasn't hiding.

      He still didn't speak to me after I'd brushed my teeth and changed my pajamas. I wondered how long I'd be on the receiving end of the silent treatment.
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      The next morning, I fed Meri, and while he did eat, he still wasn't talking to me. I'd ordered a sign while I was waiting for him, but it would be a couple of days until it came. I felt myself growing restless at the idea of sitting around the house all day.

      Instead, I decided to track down Kevin Shoals and talk to him about his sister, Katy. Well, more about how much he hated Merrill Killian, but I would lead into the conversation with his sister. 

      I remembered that Jacob said Kevin was a construction worker. That meant the most likely place to find him was in one of the new housing developments.

      I got in my car and drove over to the first one I encountered. Only about every third house was completed in Blossom Fields, so it wasn't hard to find one with men working. I parked my car along the closest thing to resemble a curb I could find and walked up to the first man I saw who wasn't swinging a hammer or lifting something heavy.

      "Excuse me?" I said as I tapped him on the shoulder.

      "You need a hard hat," he grumbled.

      "I just have a quick question,” I said. "And then I will be on my way."

      "Make it fast."

      "I'm looking for Kevin Shoals. Is he working at this site?" I asked hopefully.

      "Kevin doesn't work for this company anymore. He's on the crew over in Lilac Meadows. Oh, no, wait, he's over in Weeping Willows. Number thirteen, I think. I'm not sure. You just go over there and ask around. You'll find him."

      "Thank you,” I said. "I appreciate it."

      "No problem,” he said and turned back to what he'd been doing.

      I got back in my car and drove down the main road until I got to The Weeping Willows. Some of the house numbers were spray painted on the street, so I had a fairly easy time finding number thirteen.

      Number thirteen was barely in the beginning stages of being built, so all the men were working outside. It also meant I had to park my car way down the block and walk as there were several pieces of heavy equipment in the street.

      "I'm looking for Kevin Shoals,” I said to a man who was climbing into a large digging machine thing.

      "Right there,” he said and pointed to a guy who was talking to another man. The other man looked like he might be some sort of supervisor, I could tell by his clothes and lack of dirt, so I hung back until they were done talking.

      "Hey, Kevin?" I said once he was alone again.

      "Who are you?" he asked me flatly.

      "My name is Kinsley Skeenbauer. I wanted to talk to you about your sister and Merrill Killian,” I said.

      "Why would I talk to you about that?" he asked gruffly.

      "Because right now, I'm a suspect. You're a suspect, and so is your sister. I'd like to clear that up for all of us if I could."

      "So, what are you? Some sort of private detective?"

      "No, I'm the one who found Merrill's body at the diner. I'm really kind of the main suspect, and I want to figure out who killed him. That way I'm not the main suspect anymore."

      "So, you think I did it?" he asked.

      "I mean, you did hate him, right? You hated him because he wasn't good to your sister? That seems like a pretty good reason for a big brother to go a little homicidal,” I said. "But I'm not here to accuse you. I just want the truth, and if I think it's possible you did it, it's only a matter of time before the sheriff comes around asking."

      "Fine. I've got a break coming to me. I suppose I don't mind spending it with you,” he said. "Let me grab my soda from my cooler. I'll be right back."

      A minute later he reappeared with a bottle of Coke and a pack of cigarettes. He took out a cigarette and lit it before taking a long drink of the Coke.

      "Yeah, I hated the guy,” he said as he exhaled another drag of smoke.

      "I've heard it was because he wasn't good to your sister,” I said.

      "That's an understatement. The guy was abusive. I was raised that you never put your hands on a woman,” he said.

      "So, he hit her,” I said.

      "That I'm not sure of, but I know he shoved her and threw things at her. That's all she would admit to,” he said and inhaled half his cigarette in one go. "But that's enough for me."

      "You did something to him?" I asked.

      "Heck, yeah. I kicked his... butt. But, Katy still wouldn't leave him. In fact, she took his side. She wouldn't even talk to me for a while, but I don't regret it."

       “That must have been tough,” I said.

      “And then it got worse when he got her using drugs,” Jacob said and rubbed the back of his neck. “She was a good girl until she met Merrill. Heck, he was like twenty years older than her, and he just corrupted her. It’s not like he had money for those drugs either, so Katy was the one buying them for him. She nearly lost her job at the groomer’s over it.”

      “She works at the groomers? Paws and Claws?”

      “That’s the one. College wasn’t in Katy’s future. Heck, it wasn’t in mine either, obviously, but she did get her groomer’s license and the owner gave her a chance. She’s good. I've tried to convince her a few times to go get her cosmetology license from the beauty school so she can make more money doing people's hair, but Katy loves working with the dogs.”

      "She sounds like a sweet woman,” I said.

      "She really is, but she's too nice. That's what got her mixed up with the likes of Merrill Killian. Don't take this the wrong way, but I'm glad he's gone. My sister is heartbroken now, but at least she's got a chance to find a good man."

      "Shoals!" a burly man called from the job site.

      "I have to go," Kevin said. "I hope I cleared some things up for you, and I hope you figure out who did this. It's terrible that you're caught up in all this. I'm pretty good at reading people, and you're no killer."

      He turned to leave after that, so I went back to my car. I believed Kevin when he said he didn't kill Merrill. That was good for him, but it left me down another suspect. I wasn't any closer to clearing my name.
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      While I was driving, I decided that there were a few things in my shop I wanted to rearrange. The items that would appeal more to tourists needed to be closer to the front while things only real witches would want needed to be all the way into the store. I also remembered seeing a bunch of unused Mason jars in the basement storage and thought it would be a good idea to fill them with some graveyard dirt to sell. Graveyard dirt was good for a lot of things, but most witches didn't want to be caught collecting it. Not that it was illegal, but regular people thought it was weird.

      Before I went into the shop, though, I decided to stop by the house and see if Meri was ready to talk to me yet. When I got to Hangman's House, I went inside and he was sitting on the sofa watching the door.

      "What?" he asked.

      "I was going to go into the shop for a bit. Thought I'd stop by and see if you wanted to join me."

      "Fine,” he said and jumped off the sofa.

      "Are you okay?"

      "I don't want to talk about it,” he said as he sort of skittered over to me. "For gawd's sake, I can't even walk without looking like an idiot."

      "It's cute,” I said.

      "Shut up."

      "Plus, when I take you places, we don't need as big of a bag anymore. You're like a little ninja now."

      "I hate you,” Meri said.

      "I hate you too,” I said as I picked him up and brought him up to my shoulder.

      "I can walk just fine," he snarked.

      "I know. Just let me have this,” I said.

      "Fine, but I still hate you,” he said and pressed his little kitten head to my collarbone.

      We got to the store, and I called the company I'd rented the trailer from to see if they could just come pick it up. The guy on the phone told me there would be an extra charge for that, but since I wasn't really broke anymore, I agreed to it. I gave him my debit card number and then proceeded to start moving things around on the shelves the way I'd envisioned them.

      I'd been there for around an hour when Castor showed up. "Hey, this is really coming together already,” he said from the doorway.

      "You can come in,” I said. "It's okay, I promise."

      "I'm fine here,” he said. "I've got those keys if you want to come grab them." He really wasn't going to come any further into the store.

      "Okay, thanks,” I said. "It really is fine, though."

      Just as I said that, there was a loud noise like a pop from the bathroom in the back. That sound was followed by the babble of rushing water.

      I ran into the back to find that something was broken on the toilet and it was spraying water everywhere. Water was already starting to pool on the tile floor.

      "Oh, no!"

      "What is it?" Castor shouted from his place by the door.

      "Toilet's broken. There's water everywhere," I called back. I almost panicked, but then I remembered I was a witch... "Wait, I think I can fix it." I tried to sound convincing.

      I could fix it, but I didn't want Castor to catch me using magic. I was about to use magic to shut the water off when Castor said something again. He was closer too. Apparently, a broken toilet was all it took to overcome his fear of the ghost who had probably done this.

      "I'm going to shut the water off for now," Castor said. "Let me do that, and then I'll call Jerry Sprigs. He owes me a favor. I'll get him in here to fix this today."

      "I can do it, really,” I said.

      "No,” he said as he walked toward the door. I assumed the water shutoff was outside, but I really didn't know. "I'm the landlord. This is my issue to deal with, Kinsley."

      "Okay," I relented. "Thank you."

      A couple of minutes later, the water shut off. Castor reappeared in the doorway of the shop. I really needed to get a bell to go over the door. 

      "I called Jerry. He's working on a job right now, but he'll be by later this afternoon. Call me and let me know if he doesn't make it," Castor said.

      "Thank you, I appreciate it,” I said.

      "You going to stay here and keep working, or do I need to get him a key?" Castor asked.

      "I'll be here. If I need to use the restroom, I'll go across the square and see if Viv will let me use hers," I said.

      "She's a good girl. I'm sure she will," Castor said. "In fact, I think I'll go over there and get myself a coffee and one of those pecan tortes."

      "Enjoy,” I said. "And thanks again for the keys."

      I went about my business rearranging the shelves, and around lunchtime, Jerry showed up. "Hello," he called out as he came through the door.

      Suddenly, I felt uncomfortable being alone with him in the shop. "Oh, hi, Jerry. I was just heading out for an errand. I didn't expect to see you until later this afternoon,” I said.

      "Yeah, I just had lunch. I wanted to go ahead and get your issue dealt with before I go back to my other job,” he said.

      "Okay, well, I'll leave you to it. I'll be back in a little while,” I said and made my way over to the door. I grabbed my purse on my way past a pyramid of boxes I still needed to break down.

      "Bathroom's in the back?" he asked.

      "It is. Thanks again,” I said and went outside before he had a chance to say anything else.

      I'd only seen the breakfast menu at the Brew Station, but I decided to chance that they might have something for lunch. Meri had followed me out, so I stuck him in my purse. He couldn't protest because there were people around, but his eyes as I closed the zipper most of the way told me everything I needed to know. I wouldn't have been surprised if he'd used the magical energy to poof himself back to Hangman's House and just left me alone for the rest of the day.

      The Brew Station did have a selection of cold sandwiches available for lunch. The place was packed, though, so I didn't get a chance to talk to Viv. She smiled at me, but she and her helper were frantically trying to fill orders.

      I got a sandwich with pepperoni, salami, ham, provolone, and Italian dressing with a hazelnut Italian soda to drink. There weren't any tables available unless I wanted to try to sit with someone else, so I took my meal to-go and went outside. 

      There were some benches open, so I sat down and opened my purse to let Meri out. He seemed disgruntled, but I was slightly forgiven when I shared my ham with him.

      We sat and watched the tourists until Jerry emerged from my shop. He looked around for me, so I threw my trash in the bin and hurried across the street.

      "Oh, there you are,” he said.

      "Yeah, sorry. I spaced out. How did it go?"

      "Well, it's pretty much fixed. I'm going to turn the water back on so you can use it, but try to use it as little as possible. There's a part I need. I think I'm going to have to order one, so I'll be back in a couple of days," Jerry said.

      "Okay, well, I should be around. You can have Castor call me if I'm not,” I said.

      "Will do." He looked like he wanted to say more, and I tried not to cringe. I was not looking forward to him making a pass at me. "Well, I have to go. I've got to get back to my other job."

      I thanked him and then the Universe. At least I wouldn't have to worry about him again for a couple of days. I decided I'd also tell Castor about my discomfort with Jerry and see if there was someone else we could call. Or I'd just fix stuff myself from then on. Next time I had a problem, I'd keep my mouth shut and just deal with it.

      Another couple of hours went by, and I got things just the way I wanted them. I was about to head out when the door opened again.

      "I'm not open," I called out from the back of the store.

      "But I was hoping you could teach me a love spell!" Reggie's voice called back.

      "Oh, hi. It's good to see you,” I said and made my way to the front. "How are you?"

      "I'm doing okay,” she said and picked up a rose quartz heart that was in a wooden bowl on one of the first shelves. "So, can I do a love spell? Do you know about that stuff? Or are you just selling souvenirs to tourists?"

      "You can technically do a love spell, but I don't recommend it. Messing with other people's free will is a way to get yourself in deep with bad energy,” I said.

      "Well, that's a bummer,” she said and put the heart back. "I bet you're going to get asked that a lot."

      "I can imagine,” I said. "But you can do a drawing spell to bring your true love to you. You just can't really force that role on anyone."

      "Oh, so how much for the heart?” she said and picked it up again.

      "You can have it,” I said with a happy laugh. "I hope it brings much joy and love into your life."

      "Why do I feel like you just cast a spell on me?" Reggie asked as she narrowed her eyes to study me.

      "Probably because you're standing in a witch shop holding what you hope is an enchanted item, and we're talking about casting spells,” I said with a shrug, but I had just cast a small spell on her. 

      "Yeah, that's probably it,” she said and shrugged too.

      But I could tell she didn't completely buy it. Some people could see through the magical veil over Coventry that was supposed to prevent them from picking up on the magical stuff going on around them. Reggie was one who could obviously see better than most.

      "So, what brings you in?" I changed the subject. "Did you just want to check the shop out?"

      "No, I actually have information,” she said excitedly. "It could be a clue."

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "Hey, can we go outside and take a walk or something? Maybe go grab a coffee at Viv's place? I don't know what it is, but it feels like something is watching us here. I know that's crazy, but it's kinda freaky."

      "It is supposed to be haunted,” I said.

      "I think this place actually is," she said and headed for the door.

      We each got a latte at the Brew Station and headed back to my car. Reggie still hadn't told me her information yet, but she said she'd tell me on the way.

      "On the way to where?" I asked as we got in my car.

      "Oh, I was hoping you could give me a ride home,” she said.

      "Sure."

      While I drove Reggie to her house, she started telling me her story. "So, my grandmother had some sort of breakdown because of her meds getting changed by some idiot doctor. Anyway, I've been spending a lot of time there the last couple of days to help her adjust."

      "At Shady Acres?" I asked.

      "Yes, and while I was out in the visitor's area getting her a soda and some chips from one of the machines, I heard a friend of Katy Shoals' grandmother gossiping about Katy. She was talking about how someone had seen Katy recently and she'd dyed her hair black. The woman said she thought it was so strange that Katy dyed her hair black for the funeral. She'd heard of people wearing black but never doing that to her hair."

      "That is a little weird,” I said. "I don't know if it's a clue."

      "That's not all, though. I went and found Katy's grandmother. She lives at Shady Acres too, and she told me that Katy dyed her hair way before Merrill died. She said she hated it and didn't understand why her granddaughter had ruined her beautiful blonde hair that way. It could be something, right?" Reggie asked hopefully.

      "I mean, it could be. I just don't know what,” I said.

      "We'll figure it out,” Reggie said as I pulled into her driveway. "Hey, I'd invite you in, but I have to get ready for work."

      "Do you need a ride?" I offered.

      "No, the night cook is swinging by here on his way. He's going to give me a ride, but thank you,” she said.

      "You're welcome,” I said. "And hey, I'll let you know if I figure anything out about the hair."
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      I went home after taking Reggie to her place and took a bath followed by a nap. When I woke up, it was dark and I was starving. Apparently, Meri was too because I woke up to him pawing my nose with his tiny toe beans.

      "You can't even be a pain without being adorable anymore,” I said and sat up.

      "I just want salmon,” he said. "We don't have to talk."

      "I'll get you some salmon,” I said and got up off the bed. "I'm going to make myself some dinner too."

      After giving Meri a piece of fresh salmon and two strips of precooked bacon, I got out the bread and cheese to make myself a grilled cheese sandwich. There was a bag of those little fish crackers in the pantry, so I grabbed those too. I decided to round out the meal with a cup of creamy tomato soup.

      I pulled the whole thing together in ten minutes, and I was so hungry that I probably ate it all in five. As I was cleaning up after myself, someone rang my doorbell. I thought perhaps it was Thorn, so I checked my phone. There was nothing from him saying he was coming over, so I went to the door and looked out the peephole. 

      My heart started to pound when I saw Azriel Malum standing on my porch. I wasn't sure if I was afraid or excited to see him. I really hated the effect he had on me, but at the same time, I reached for the doorknob and turned.

      "Hello,” I said when I opened the door.

      That same wide smile that showed off his teeth and somehow lit his black eyes stretched across his face. "Good evening, Kinsley."

      I cleared my throat and took a deep breath to calm my thundering heart. "What can I do for you?"

      "You could invite me in,” he said hypnotically.

      "Oh, is that a real thing?" I asked warily.

      "For us pure bloods it is,” he said. "So, won't you invite me in?"

      I should have shut the door or at least stepped out onto the porch, but my mouth betrayed my brain. "Please come in,” I said. After all, what harm could he really do to me?

      "Thank you,” he said and stepped over the threshold.

      "Pure bloods?" I asked as I walked to my sofa.

      "Another topic for another time,” he said.

      "Have a seat,” I said and indicated the chair near the sofa.

      Instead, he sat down right next to me. "Oh,” I said and swallowed hard.

      "I have information for you that might be interesting,” he said and slid closer to me.

      "Go on," was all I managed to say.

      "Merrill's ex-wife was involved with a man named Jerry Sprigs. I assume you've heard of him?" he said and brushed a strand of my hair off my cheek and behind my ear.

      "I have,” I said. "He's kind of creepy."

      "Well, Stella and Jerry have been having an affair for a long time. Since before Merrill and Stella got divorced. It's one of Coventry's worst-kept secrets. The only person who doesn't know is Jerry's delightful wife, but I suspect she knows something."

      "That's probably why she's so hostile,” I said more to myself than to Azriel.

      "Anyway,” he said and put his hand on my knee. "Word is that Merrill was going to tell Jerry's wife. He was attempting to extort money from Jerry, and Jerry couldn't have his wife finding out. She actually owns the majority of his business. It's the only reason he hasn't left her to be with Stella. Jerry was distraught over this, and I heard that Stella was willing to do anything to hold onto him. Perhaps, they killed Merrill together."

      "If they were going to kill someone over that, then why not Jerry's wife?" I asked.

      "Because Jerry's wife has a will, and in that will, it stipulates that on her death, the majority of the business transfers to her brother. If she dies or divorces Jerry, he loses his business."

      "Interesting,” I said.

      "Isn't it, though?" Azriel asked.

      He leaned in closer to me and his hand slid halfway up my thigh. I felt the butterflies explode in my belly, and a shiver ran down my spine. Everything about him drew me in, but in my head, I knew I wanted him to back off. It was just getting my head to convince my heart and my body to listen.

      My heart.

      I saw Thorn's eyes and bow-shaped lips flash in my mind. I remembered how safe and cared for he made me feel, and it mostly broke the hold Azriel had on me.

      "Well, thank you for the information,” I said and stood up quickly.

      Azriel stood up too and suddenly we were chest to chest. Well, he stood a head above me, but we were so close. His hand was on the small of my back, and he was drawing me in again. "We've only just begun, Kinsley," he whispered seductively.

      Resist, I told myself.

      "You should go,” I said and put my hands on his chest.

      Trying to push him back was like trying to move a solid block of ice. He was hard, cold, and immovable.

      Well, he would have been for anyone but a witch. I felt a storm brewing inside of me, and Azriel must have seen it in my eyes. He took a step back.

      "Don't be that way, Kinsley,” he said, but that time his murmurings had little effect on me.

      "I thank you for the information, but you should go. I don't feel like company anymore," I hissed.

      "Don't be angry with me,” he said with a smile. "Or do. It makes you even more beautiful."

      Suddenly, Meri was at my feet and I felt even stronger. Azriel took another step back.

      "I'll go, but we're not finished,” he said.

      "Even if you call in your favor, you're not going to get what I think you want,” I said.

      "Oh, Kinsley... I would never use my favor for that. For that... you'll be begging me."

      With that, he turned and headed for the door. I locked it as soon as Azriel was outside, and then went to the window to watch him leave.

      My heart sank because as he was getting in his black Escalade to leave, Thorn's cruiser pulled up to my house. 

      Azriel pulled out of the driveway, and I waited there for Thorn to get out of his car. He didn't, and eventually, he started the car again.

      He was going to leave. I had a bad feeling, so I ran outside and across the lawn. Thorn shot me an angry look and started to pull away from the front of my house.

      "Thorn, wait. Please!" I called out.

      He stopped. He sat there for another few seconds, but eventually, he turned the cruiser off and got out.

      "Thorn, please come inside," I pleaded softly.

      He gave me a nod and followed me into the house. Once we were inside, he didn't move away from the front door.

      "I should go," he finally said. "I shouldn't even be this angry. This is ridiculous. You can do what you want. It's not like you belong to me. We've been on one date. Of course you can see other people. I just didn't expect..."

      "I'm not seeing anyone else,” I said. "Please don't go. Come in and sit down."

      "I'd rather stand for now,” he said.

      At least he wasn't leaving, I told myself.

      "He did make a pass at me, but I turned him down and kicked him out,” I said.

      Thorn let out a deep breath, and I saw him visibly relax. "You still shouldn't have invited him into your home, Kinsley. You knew what he wanted. Please don't try to pretend you didn't. I know you're smarter than that."

      "You're right, but he's gone. It's over now,” I said. "I let him in because he said he had information for me."

      "I told you I would take care of that,” Thorn said.

      "I know, but do you want to hear it?"

      "Sure,” he said and rubbed his stubble.

      I told him everything Azriel had just relayed to me about Stella and Jerry. Thorn listened, but he just shook his head when I finished telling the story.

      "It's an interesting theory, but I don't have any evidence right now to back it up. I'll look into it, though."

      "Now will you come in?" I asked. "Please? We can watch a movie on my laptop or something. I have those split headphones."

      "I'm still in my uniform,” he said.

      "I don't mind, and if you do, I'm sure I can dig up some sweats and a t-shirt somewhere in this house. It's kind of what it does,” I said.

      "Sure,” Thorn said. "That would be great." He smiled mischievously and the sparkle returned to his eyes. "Hey, are you trying to lure me in for Netflix and chill?"

      I laughed. "I'm only offering the Netflix, mister. I'm a lady, after all."
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      The next day, I went into the shop to do some dusting and other cleaning tasks. I didn't anticipate it would take long as I was reasonably sure I could use magic for that and it not be considered personal gain. I was wrong and immediately got a huge puff of dust in my face. I had a sneezing fit that left me gasping for breath, and I swear I almost peed my pants too. Meri never would have let me live that down, so I went out to my car and grabbed some rags from the trunk.

      After dusting, I went to the store and got cleaning supplies for the shop. Since I wouldn't be able to use magic, I'd need a stock of the stuff for regular cleaning and disinfecting. I'd already brought sage and salt from home to do any spiritual disinfecting.

      In fact, I was in the middle of smudging the place with white sage when Jerry came through the front door again. "I wasn't expecting to see you so soon," I blurted out and almost dropped the smudge stick.

      "Are you getting high?" he asked. "I've never seen a joint like that before."

      "It's not a joint, and no, I'm not getting high,” I said. "This is a sage smudge stick. I'm cleansing the negative energy."

      "So, it's like incense?" he asked.

      "Yeah, it's like incense," I just decided to go with that.

      "Well, if I'd have known you were burning that stuff, I wouldn't have come in now,” he said.

      "Then the sage is doing its job," I mumbled under my breath.

      "What's that?" Jerry asked as he stepped away from the sage smoke.

      "I just asked if you were here to finish the plumbing job,” I said.

      "Oh, yeah. I found the part I needed in some of my old stock. Stuff I never got around to throwing away, but hey, it paid off,” he said. "Since I didn't need to order it, I figured I'd just drop by and finish. I hope that's okay."

      "Sure, I know you've got a lot of other work to do, and you're doing this as a favor to Castor. I won't be in your way."

      "So, this place is just for tourists?" Jerry asked as he walked toward the back. "Right?"

      As much as I loathed to do it, I followed behind him. "Yes, it's because of all the witchy tourist stuff. The witch and ghost tours go right by here, so I'm going to capitalize on that," I said. "Why do you ask?"

      "I'm not sure if I should say anything," Jerry said, and it almost sounded like he was afraid.

      "You can say anything you want,” I said. "I'm not going to judge you."

      I worried for a moment that he'd take that as a sign to make a pass at me, but what he said next caught me off guard. "It's just that there's something kind of off about this place. I mean, it's really nice what you've done here with the herbs, candles, and crystals. It's real pretty and all, but there's just something kinda... spooky."

      "Good,” I said. "I think the tourists will like that."

      "And the other day, when I was fixing the commode, I saw something," Jerry said, and I noticed he was a little paler than normal.

      "What?"

      "It was gone in less than a second, but when I stood up from fixing the commode, I swear I saw something in the mirror behind me. A woman. She didn't look alive at all. Her skin was very pale, and it was almost gray. I couldn't tell if her eyes were angry or sad. She was there and gone so fast. Gave me the willies, though,” he said and shivered.

      "I think this back room is a bit spooky,” I said. "Not nearly enough light. I'll stay back here with you while you finish."

      "That would be great,” he said. "Not much freaks me out, but I'd never seen anything like that before."

      One thing I knew for sure, I wasn't going to have to worry about Jerry coming around and bothering me at the shop. He looked like he was ready to leave and never come back. I'd have to remember to thank the ghost later.

      When he was done, he shut the bathroom door and hurried back out to the front of the store. I briefly wondered if I should take the chance of being alone with him and ask him about his relationship with Stella. He was in an emotionally vulnerable state because of being scared of the ghost, so I figured it might be a good time to ask. Another part of me knew it was better if I let him leave as soon as possible. Ghost or not, he might start acting like a sleaze again.

      I didn't get a chance to say anything though, because the door opened and Madeline came into the store. "I know you're not open, but I was hoping it would be okay if I stopped in and had a look,” she said. "There's a buzz around town about your store, and I've even heard that some tourists are extending their stay so they can be here when it opens."

      "Really?" I asked. "I wonder how that happened. I haven't done any advertising."

      "Oh, it's Viv over at the Brew Station. She's really been hyping it up to the tourists who come into her shop for coffee."

      "That's really sweet of her. I'll have to go over there and tell her thank you,” I said.

      "Anyway, my curiosity was getting the better of me. I stop into the Brew Station every morning for coffee, and she's been talking about it for the last two days. I know it's probably rude for me to just drop in, so I'm sorry," Madeline said.

      "No, it's fine,” I said. "Jerry was just finishing up some plumbing work, but you can take a look around if you'd like."

      "Thanks," Madeline said. "I think I'll take you up on that."

      "Well, I'm going to go." Jerry said, and I tried not to let my relief show too much.

      "Thanks for coming in and fixing the problem so fast. I do appreciate the work."

      "Just have Castor call me if you need anything, or you can call me directly. I can bill him for you."

      As soon as he was gone, Madeline made her way back up to the front. "I did want to see the store,” she said. "But I also wanted to ask you if you found out anything more about why Merrill was coming in to see me that day. It's been bothering me."

      "I haven't found out anything yet. I guess the sheriff hasn't been able to tell you anything either?" I asked.

      "No. It doesn't help that I have nothing to go on. I just heard that you might have been making some headway in the case. I was hoping you might know something."

      "I don't, but if I do find out something, I'll come to you first,” I said.

      "Thank you," Madeline said. "I appreciate it. The store is great too. I'll come back when you're open."

      We said our goodbyes and I locked up the shop since I was done with the cleaning. On my way out, I ran into Thorn. 

      "Looks like I got here right on time,” he said.

      "Well, if you hadn't, I'm just going to get a latte and go home,” I said. "I'm not too hard to find."

      "Let me buy you that latte, then," he offered.

      "I'm not going to turn down free coffee,” I said with a smile.

      We went over to the Brew Station, and Thorn ordered my hazelnut latte and a large dark roast for himself. I thanked Viv profusely for spreading the word about my new store. We probably would have chatted longer, but the lunch rush was starting for her.

      Thorn and I didn't want to take up a table since we weren't eating, so we headed back out to our cars. "I'm not going to be able to stay long anyway,” he said. "I wish I could, but I've got more information on the case. I have to see if I can run down any leads because of it."

      "Is that why you came?" I asked. "Are you going to share the information you got?"

      "I am,” he said and stepped closer to me. "But this is between us. I trust you, and I don't want this going anywhere. Give me at least a fighting chance to do my job, Kinsley."

      "I will. I promise I'll keep it to myself."

      "Okay, so the medical examiner finally did an autopsy. What she found out was that Merrill was actually shot. She said it looked like the knife wound was there to cover the bullet wound. It was like they wanted to throw us off."

      "And it worked,” I said. "But wait, if that's the case, then it was someone who knows about that stuff. Also, the murder couldn't have taken place at the diner. The customers inside would have heard the shot. Unless they used a silencer?"

      "I think it's more likely that the diner was a dump site. It was set up to look like that was where the murder took place, but it was actually committed somewhere else,” Thorn said. "That's what I have to start trying to figure out."

      "I understand,” I said.

      "If you understand, then you know you have to stay out of this. A killer is dangerous enough, but this person knew what they were doing. They're smart."'

      "And I'm not?" I asked.

      "You know what I'm saying. Stay out of it, please. I promise I'll call you later."

      He kissed me quickly on the lips and then went around to get into his cruiser before I could say another word. "Thanks for the coffee," I called out as he shut his door.

      I got a wave back from him from inside the car, but after that, Thorn pulled out of his parking spot and left. I figured I'd at least try to do what he asked and stay out of it, so I headed home.
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      At home, I was climbing up the walls wondering how I was ever going to stay out of the investigation. The new information was eating away at me, so I just kept pacing around my living room. Meri watched me with annoyance and interest from his perch on the edge of the coffee table.

      "What are you doing?" he finally asked. "You're making me nervous, and that's almost impossible to do."

      "I need to figure out where the primary crime scene is located. That's the key to this whole thing. I just know it, but how do I find it?"

      "I don't know... I mean... You're a witch and all. Have you considered scrying for the location?" he snarked.

      "That's it!" I said and jumped about two feet in the air. 

      Meri jumped too and scrambled back a bit. "You need to calm down,” he said as his little tail flicked back and forth across the table. "Seriously."

      "No, what I need is a bowl of water, some black food coloring, and a crystal pendant."

      "I don't know where you will come up with all of that,” he said sarcastically.

      "Hush. You're messing with my vibes, and I need to be on point for this,” I said.

      "Yeah, because we all know what happens when you're not."

      I just harrumphed at him and went into the kitchen to fill a bowl with water. There was black food coloring in the pantry, and I didn't know if that's because it's something witches always keep on hand or if the house supported my scrying efforts. Either way, after I grabbed a quartz on a silver chain from my stash of amulets, I was ready to scry.

      I put the bowl on the kitchen table and lit some white candles around it. Meri jumped up on the table and sat nearby my setup while I took a seat in the closest chair and made myself comfortable.

      "Okay,” I said. "I'm going to get started."

      Meri reached out with his little paw and touched the bowl once. He then proceeded to climb off the table into my lap where he curled up into a little ball.

      I held the crystal over the bowl and let it swing around a few times. After I lowered it and started a ripple across the surface of the black water, I set the pendant off to the side.

      My gaze was directed at the surface of the water. I watched it intently as the ripples began to slow down and clear. When they stopped was when I would see a vision, if I was going to get one at all. I had to stay laser focused or I could miss whatever message came through the water mirror.

      "Something's happening,” I said, and Meri jumped back up on the table so he could look too.

      I did not get the vision I was hoping for. Instead, my heart began to pound nearly out of my chest as I saw a woman's hands pull a gun out and shoot me dead.
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      The only clue the scrying provided, other than that it was definitely a woman who killed me, was that her nails were painted black with burgundy tips. I thought the nail polish looked familiar, but for the life of me, I couldn't remember from where. I'd seen so many women since I'd arrived in Coventry, and I couldn't remember what their hands looked like. 

      Just in case my memory of the nails was a false one and I hadn't actually seen them before, I decided to talk to someone who I hadn't yet. I'd spoken with Katy Shoals' brother, but I hadn't talked directly to her. Perhaps she'd gotten tired of Merrill’s abuse and had taken matters into her own hands.

      Her brother, Kevin, told me she worked as a groomer at Paws and Claws. "We're going to go get your nails trimmed,” I said to Meri.

      "What?"

      "Just go with it. I need to talk to Katy Shoals at Paws and Claws. You're the only pet I have."

      "I'm not a pet, and I'm not going,” he said.

      "She's really good. Her brother told me,” I said.

      "And I'm just supposed to believe him?" Meri scoffed.

      "Come on, Meri. You eat demons for breakfast. You can handle a little nail trim. Don't be a baby."

      "That's not funny,” he said.

      "I didn't mean it literally,” I said and had to stifle a chuckle.

      "I'm glad we've crossed over to the point where my... current state is amusing to you,” he said.

      "Aw, come on. It must feel pretty good to be so young again. Don't you have tons of energy?" I asked.

      "Even if I did, I wouldn't give you the satisfaction of admitting it." 

      "Fine,” I said. "But I need to talk to Katy Shoals. So, are you going to help me or not?"

      "Fine. Whatever,” he said. "I'm not riding in your purse, though."

      "Deal."

      We drove over to Paws and Claws and parked in the small lot next to the building. I'd never been inside before and was surprised to find it very much resembled a human hair salon. Instead of salon chairs, there were tables, but it was all very swanky. You could see the groomers working on dogs, but there was a reception desk just inside the door with a small waiting area.

      "Hello. Welcome to Paws and Claws, how can I help you?" a petite woman with jet black hair asked me from behind the desk.

      "I wanted to get my kitten's nails clipped,” I said. "I've heard such good things about Katy Shoals, and I was hoping she was available."

      I held up Meri so the woman could see him. He mostly fit in one hand. 

      "Oh my gawd. Aw!!!" she cooed and reached out for him. "I'm Katy Shoals. I'd be more than happy to take care of the little guy. You have excellent timing, I'm between appointments."

      "Thank you," I responded.

      "Would you like to come back with me or wait here in the front?" she asked. "You're welcome to do either."

      "I'll come back with you. He's such a tiny baby, I'd hate for him to be away from his mommy,” I said and watched as Meri glared at me.

      "Oh, I totally understand. Well, right this way. I'll have you in and out in a jiffy."

      I took Meri back to one of the tables and put him down. Katy grabbed a set of tiny pink clippers and started snipping his nails. I was about to bring up her relationship with Merrill when I noticed her fingernails. They were pink and sparkly. While it was possible she changed the color in the last couple of days, I ruled that out when I realized she was wearing acrylics and there was growth near her cuticles. She'd had her nails done that way for at least ten days and possibly two weeks. Katy wasn't the person I'd seen in my vision, so I didn't believe she'd killed him. But, I still wanted to know why she'd dyed her hair black.

      "Your hair color is beautiful,” I said. "Did you get that done at a local salon?" 

      "I did,” she said. "But I'm thinking of getting rid of it. I only did it because my boyfriend said that darker hair would make me look less washed out. He said the blonde made me look sick."

      "That's not a very nice thing for him to say."

      "I'm starting to realize that, but he's gone now. It doesn't matter anymore."

      "I'm sorry,” I said. "I hope you'll be okay."

      "I think I will be,” she said and handed Meri back to me. "I would never wish for anyone to die, but now that he's gone, I've gotten a lot of perspective on how bad things were. Now I have another chance at life."

      After that, we walked up to the reception area, and I paid for the nail trim. I left her a tip too because she really had done an excellent job. Even when we got out to the car, Meri said it wasn't as bad as he'd thought.

      As we were leaving, I couldn't help but wonder what had led a beautiful girl like Katy to get involved with a loser like Merrill Killian.
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      I was rapidly approaching a dead end in the investigation. Katy hadn't been the woman I'd seen in my vision, and after talking to her, I felt it in my heart she wasn't the killer. She was better off with Merrill dead, but she hadn't murdered him.

      My last hope unless something new came up was Stella and Jerry's affair. I did not want to talk to Jerry again, so I drove to Mann's Grocery Store. I thought that maybe if I confronted Stella about the affair, she'd confess. It was a long shot, but I was rapidly running out of ideas.

      Stella was at the customer service desk, and when she saw me come into the store, she immediately came out from behind the counter. 

      "Outside,” she said as she breezed past me.

      I turned and followed her out to the area where we'd talked before. She pulled a cigarette out of her pack and lit it with a unicorn lighter.

      "This whole town knows you're looking into my ex-husband's murder. I can't be seen talking to you at my work,” she said and took a deep drag.

      "I don't want to bother you,” I said. "But I know that you and Jerry are in a relationship. I also know that it started before you and Merrill got divorced."

      "So?" she asked.

      "So, Merrill was threatening to go to Jerry's wife. Your boyfriend would have lost everything."

      She let out a huge sigh and took another puff of her cigarette. "Yeah, but I was with Jerry the night Merrill died. We were at Totally Tanked all night,” she said. "From right after I got off work at five until we got kicked out after one."

      "Totally Tanked,” I said.

      "Yeah, it's the old tavern out by the mill. I know you've heard of it before. It's been in Coventry for at least twenty years," Stella said.

      "And neither of you left at any time?” I said feeling myself deflate.

      "Nope. No need to. We got burgers there for dinner and there are plenty of drinks, darts, and pool. All the entertainment we needed."

      "What does Jerry tell his wife when he's out with you half the night?" I asked.

      "Heck if I know. That's not my business," Stella said and took another drag. "I assume he tells her he's working on a job late and then says he got in right after she went to sleep."

      "Well, thanks,” I said.

      "I'm actually sorry I can't help you more," Stella said. "You seem like a real nice woman. I hope you find what you're looking for."

      After that, I left. I sat in my car for a few minutes and debated whether I should go check her alibi at Totally Tanked. On one hand, I figure I was going to find out she was telling the truth anyway. On the other, I knew I'd always wonder if I didn't at least go ask.

      I found Totally Tanked on Google and got the address and directions. In a few minutes, I was pulling into their nearly empty parking lot.

      The inside was about what you'd expect. It was a dark wood bar with dark tables and booths with green seat cushions. There were two pool tables and several dartboards.

      I made my way up to the bar where there were already two older men nursing beers. I couldn’t be sure if they’d arrived recently or they’d been there all day.

      “Can I help you?” a bartender asked from the opposite end of the bar.

      I walked down to where he was standing so the other bar patrons couldn’t hear our conversation.

      “I’ll take a Coke please,” I said.

      He eyed me suspiciously. “Is that all?”

      I pulled out a ten-dollar bill and slid it across the bar. “Keep the change.”

      “Sure thing,” he said and grabbed a glass for my soda.

      He made my soda from syrup and the carbonated water dispenser behind the bar. I'd never seen one made like that before, but I guessed that was how they used to do it.

      The bartender placed the soda in front of me with a paper wrapped straw and pocketed the ten-dollar bill I'd given him. It was only after watching him do that I realized that sodas were probably free.

      I drank about half my soda before the bartender came back down and stood in front of me. During that time, he'd been getting the other two men a new beer.

      "So, why are you really here?" he asked as I took another sip of my fountain soda. "I do a decent job mixing up a Coke, but I know that's not why you came in."

      I bit my bottom lip and thought it over for a moment. I'd come in to ask him a question, I figured I might as well ask it. "Were you working the night Merrill Killian died?"

      "I was. I work just about every night. It's my bar, and I practically live here. Why?"

      "Do you know Stella and Jerry?"

      "Very well. They are two of my best customers,” he said.

      "Were they in here the night Merrill died? Like the whole night without leaving?" I asked.

      "They were. From just after five until I kicked them out at closing,” he said, and I felt my heart drop. "You know, the sheriff has already been in here and asked me the exact same thing."

      "Well, thanks,” I said and finished off my Coke in a couple of big gulps. "The soda really is good. Better than what you get at restaurants and stuff."

      "Come back anytime,” he said. "Even if you don't have questions. But I'll let you in on a little secret, the sodas are free."

      "Hey, why can't I get free drinks?" the man at the very end of the bar groused. "I'm as pretty as she is."

      "Shut up and drink your beer, Richard," the bartender commanded.

      The man at the end of the bar started grumbling something about going to a nicer place with better service, but I couldn't catch it all. 

      "You're not going anywhere," the bartender said. "You've been banned from every other establishment that serves beer in this county. So, shut up and drink your beer."

      The man, Richard, grumbled some more, but he did go back to drinking his beer and watching the television hanging over the bar. There was some sort of poker tournament going on, and it caught his attention quickly.

      "Thank you again,” I said and pushed the empty glass across the bar to him as I stood up from my stool.

      He gave me a nod, and I left.
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      When I left the bar, I was feeling completely defeated, but I was also hungry. Usually, the best cure for that combination was a huge, greasy bacon cheeseburger and fries. I wanted to drop in and see how Reggie was doing too, so I headed for the diner.

      There weren't many cars in the parking lot since it was after the lunch rush but before most normal people had dinner. I pulled into a spot near the door and made my way inside.

      The sign that said "please seat yourself" was near the door, so I found a booth close to a window. I didn't see Reggie, and eventually, another waitress came to my table. Her nametag said Ginger, and she looked annoyed. As soon as she saw me looking at her, she replaced her scowl with a smile, but I'd already seen her.

      "Where is Reggie?" I asked as she approached my table. "I was hoping to see her."

      "Reggie didn't show up," Ginger said and smacked a wad of pink bubble gum. "I was supposed to have the night off. My sister is ticked because I had to drop my kid off at her house at the last minute. She didn't even call. Reggie has never just no-called, no-showed a shift."

      "I wonder if something happened to her grandmother,” I said and pulled out the phone.

      "Naw, I already thought of that. I called over to Shady Acres. They haven't seen her either."

      "I should go,” I said, feeling suddenly panicked.

      I didn't know if it was my intuition telling me that something was very wrong or the appearance of my uncle's ghost out in the parking lot that spooked me. He was closer than he usually got, but fortunately, he was on the opposite side of the building from my car.

      As I was crossing the parking lot, a memory struck me like lightning. I remembered where I'd seen those black and burgundy nails. Suddenly, some things started to make sense. 

      I had to put some distance between myself and Brody's ghost, so I drove away from the diner and to the edge of town. Once I was fairly certain he was gone, I used my phone to find the location I was sure was the primary crime scene and also might have been where the killer had taken Reggie.

      "But why would she take Reggie?" Thorn asked after he picked up the phone, and I explained everything.

      "She was sniffing around earlier. I wonder if she's gotten desperate,” I said.

      "Kinsley, please calm down,” he said, and I felt myself bristle. I hated being told to calm down. "You don't even know if Reggie really missing?"

      "She is, Thorn. She didn't show up to work. She didn't call. She's not with her grandmother."

      "She could be with her grandmother now. Maybe she wasn't there yet, or maybe Shady Acres made a mistake."

      "Fine, call them yourself. Call me right back,” I said and hung up before he could argue with me more.

      I told myself that if he didn't call back in five minutes, I was going. Something was very wrong, and if I couldn't make Thorn believe me, then I was going to go save Reggie myself.

      "She's not there." Thorn said when I picked up.

      "I'm going,” I said. "You can believe me or not, but..."

      "Let's just check her house here first, okay?" Thorn said. "I mean, maybe that place is the crime scene, but perhaps she didn't go that far with Reggie. It will only take a few minutes to check her house and Reggie's, okay? Please, Kinsley. That cabin is outside of my jurisdiction anyway."

      "Fine, what's her address in Coventry?" I asked.

      He gave it to me. "And don't you dare go inside without me,” Thorn said. "Please."

      "I will wait for you,” I said. "But I'm more worried about you than I am me."
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      Thorn got to the house two minutes after me. I know that because I was counting the seconds. He pulled into the driveway and blocked in a massive black SUV.

      "Her car is here,” Thorn said as I hurried over to him.

      "She could have another one. Lots of people have more than one,” I said.

      "I'm going in to check it out. You stay out here,” he said.

      "You've got to be kidding,” I said.

      "No,” Thorn said firmly. "I'm not kidding. This is an official investigation. I know you figured this all out, but you're a civilian. Let me do my job."

      "Official investigation or not, you got this information from my vision,” I said.

      "We'll work that out later. Right now, I want to go see if Reggie is in there. If she is, then I need to go save her."

      "Fine,” I said. "Go, please."

      The house was a massive, red brick structure with a white carport area supported by Greek columns on the side. Thorn didn't go to the front door, but instead, he ran around to the side door under the carport.

      He pounded on the door a few times, but unsurprisingly, no one ever answered. I was actually a little shocked when he reared back and kicked the door in. Maybe he'd heard something inside that worried him, though.

      That thought had my stomach in knots. I tried to stay outside, I really did. As I was about to step inside the house, a little black streak came barreling in my direction. 

      Meri ran into the house before me. "You didn't think you were going to go in without me, did you?" he asked as I followed him in.

      He sort of skittered across the linoleum in the mudroom, but Meri managed to get control of himself. "You all right?" I asked.

      "I'm fine."

      Just then, we heard a muffled sound from the other room. I rushed toward it and nearly tripped over Thorn. He was laid out on the floor with a nasty knot forming on the back of his head.

      I knelt down and put my hand gently on the back of his head. As I was healing him, Madeline appeared before me. She had her gun, the same one I'd seen in my vision, pointed at me.

      "Get up,” she said.

      Thorn began to stir, so she pointed the gun at him.

      I stood up and put myself between the two of them. "Lower your gun,” I said.

      "Or what?" she said and laughed.

      "Fine, we'll do it your way,” I said and waved my hand in front of her.

      She dropped the gun, and I quickly stooped to pick it up. Her face was horrified as I aimed it at her. I could tell she had no idea why she'd dropped the gun when I waved my hand, but the magic in the town kept her from putting the pieces together.

      "While Sheriff Wilson gets himself together, I think you should tell me why you're doing this,” I said. "Also, back up. Is Reggie in there?"

      I backed Madeline through her kitchen and a small pantry area. When we emerged in her dining room, I found Reggie tied to a chair. I made my way over to her and untied her with one hand while keeping the gun pointed at Madeline. She was unhurt but seemed pretty ticked off. 

      "This chick kidnapped me!" she exclaimed as she jumped out of the chair. "How did you find me?"

      "We'll worry about that later. Thorn should be okay any minute now, and he's going to arrest her,” I said. "So, Madeline, why'd you do it?"

      "I know you think it's because I was having an affair with him," she began. "But you'd be wrong. That was one time, but I kept him on the hook with promises of more. I just wanted information, and Merrill wasn't very bright. He kept feeding me information thinking that if he made me happy, I'd sleep with him again. Ugh. I was really drunk the one time it happened."

      "But that doesn't explain why you killed him,” I said. "Why, if he was giving you information?"

      "Because he stumbled on a bribery deal that I was... involved with. It was just easier to get rid of him at that point. I couldn't have him poking around in it more. So, I lured him up to my family cabin with the promise of a fun night, and I took him out. I've been involved with the law for so long that I thought I could cover my tracks forensically. So many people hated him that I never thought they'd figure out who did it. That was until you started poking around. I was so close..." Madeline said. "You ruined everything."

      "Put your hands behind your back,” Thorn said as he strode into the room with his gun drawn. "And, Kinsley, I've got this. Please place that gun on the table facing away from everyone."
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        * * *

      

      One of Thorn's deputies took Madeline to the jail and booked her. Another gave Reggie a ride home and made sure she was safe. I offered to let her come over to my house so she wouldn't be alone, but she said she was going home. 

      "I'll call you if I change my mind,” she said. 

      "You can. I'll come get you."

      As she was leaving, I could have sworn I saw the deputy giving her a ride kiss her. It happened in a split second, though, and it was a topic for another time. I had to wonder if that's why she wanted to go home. If it was, good for her, I thought. 

      "Do you regret leaving me outside yet?" I asked Thorn as he approached me. "I had to save you, after all."

      "You know I was just trying to protect you,” he said and took my hand.

      "And do your job. I get it," I responded.

      "Do you?"

      "I do. I'm not upset with you if you're not upset with me,” I said.

      "Why would I be upset with you?" Thorn asked. "I mean, you did save me."

      "I did."

      "You have to stay out of sheriff's business, though,” Thorn said as he pushed a strand of hair off my cheek.

      "I will."

      "Will you?" he asked skeptically.

      "I'll try."

      "I guess that's the best I can hope for,” Thorn said with a laugh.

      And then he kissed me.
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      I wasn't able to avoid the welcome home party forever. Three days after Madeline was taken into custody, all of the Aunties showed up at my house. Everyone brought a covered dish except Lilith. She brought a keg and seven cases of wine.

      The party lasted for hours, and there were even a few attempts to turn Meri back into an adult cat. They all failed. My spell was too powerful, but I hadn't figured out how to break it either.

      They had to stop trying when my neighbors started showing up to see what was going on with the party. I didn't live that close to anyone, but the Aunties could get wild.

      We invited everyone who showed up to the celebration, and pretty soon, I was sure half of Coventry was there.

      I called Thorn to see if he wanted to drop by for a while. "Hey, so you might have heard we were having a huge party."

      "I've gotten a couple of calls,” he said with a laugh. "I was putting off coming over that way to shut it down."

      "Hey, how about instead of shutting it down, you come join us?” I said.

      "I don't know."

      "Come on. I'm sure the people who called you are here now partying anyway. All of my neighbors are here. Emma Langley is three sheets to the wind on a bottle of chocolate wine Lilith handed her when she wouldn't stop complaining. Your shift has to be about over."

      "Is there food?" he asked.

      "Oh my gosh, Thorn, there is so much food. It's nuts."

      "Made by the Aunties?"

      "Yes,” I said with a laugh. "My mother and father whipped up something too. But really, there's so much food and a keg too."

      "Ha ha. Which one brought the keg?" Thorn asked.

      "Guess."

      "It was Lilith, right?"

      "It was indeed. So, are you coming over or what?"

      "Yes,” he said. "I should be there inside an hour."

      "Okay, well come find me when you get here,” I said.

      "Will do, boss."

      "I like that." I said.

      "I thought you would."

      When I was off the phone with Thorn, I went looking for Meri. I hadn't seen him for a while. He wasn't downstairs or outside with everyone who had sparked up the grill. I thought that was strange. You'd have thought he'd be there waiting for someone to give him a steak or even a hot dog.

      I found him upstairs in my bedroom. Meri was sitting on the dressing looking at himself in the mirror.

      "Are you doing some sort of spell?" I asked as I walked into the room.

      "No. Just trying to figure out if I still hate this or not,” he said and turned around to look at me.

      "So, what's the verdict?" I asked.

      "It's whatever,” he said and jumped down. "Let's go get some steak."
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      “I haven’t grown at all!” Meri bemoaned.

      “No, I think you’ve grown a little,” I said.

      “Kinsley, I’ve been measuring every single day. I haven’t grown one millimeter.”

      It had been six months since I’d done the spell that turned Meri into a kitten, and everyone thought that he’d just grow up again. We hadn’t been able to find a spell or ritual that could reverse the one I did to make him a kitten in the first place, but we did assume it would work itself out.

      That hadn’t happened.

      It seemed that I had permanently turned him into a kitten. He’d accepted the change when he thought it was temporary, but upon the realization that he might never grow…

      Meri was losing it.

      I really wished I had time that morning to indulge his neurosis, but I had to go. My new shop, Summoned Goods & Sundries had taken off, I’d been busier than I ever expected.

      There was also a new shop opening across the square from mine, and I wanted to be there to celebrate with the new owner. Nobody had any idea what the shop would be. The space next to the Brew Station had opened up when a little sewing shop closed, and a new tenant had rented it. Viv, the owner of the Brew Station, and I were dying to know what was going in there. The sign was being hung that morning just in time for the grand opening.

      I planned on taking over a gift basket of candles and oils, and Viv was taking coffee and pastries. We planned on welcoming the new business with open arms. I had gotten to know Astra Argent after she’d moved into town. She was a regular at both the Brew Station and my store.

      “We have to go to work,” I said. “Are you coming with me?”

       “I suppose,” Meri said. “Do you think Viv will have bacon for me?”

      “Meri, you just had breakfast.”

      “What? I’m a growing boy.”

      I wanted to argue that point so badly, but I kept it to myself. I wanted Meri to go with me that day, and if I ticked him off, he'd probably stay home. Or, we'd just argue more and leave Viv standing there waiting for us.

      "I'm sure she will,” I said. "She always does, right?"

      "Yeah, that's the only good thing about my new stature. I do get a lot of treats."

      With that, we headed out for the day. When we arrived in the square, I parked my car in front of my shop. The canvas covering the new store's name was still in place, so we hadn't missed the big unveiling.

      I was so excited not only to have a new witch in town, but also a new business in the square. I hoped that Viv, Astra, and I could all form an alliance to help each other out. Viv had helped me out a great deal in the beginning, and I sent as many customers her way as I could. I was fully prepared to do the same for Astra. Speculation was that she was opening a candy shop or perhaps some other type of quick service food to cater to tourists looking for snacks.

      We’d had an awesome candy store when I was a young girl, but Ruby had left Coventry to take care of her mother years back. She’d opened her shop in Florida, where her mom lived, and it had thrived. There was little chance she’d ever return to Coventry.

      As I walked quickly across the square, Viv emerged from the Brew Station. For a brief moment, as I walked over it, I felt the power of the ley line under Coventry surge through me. The longer I was in town and the more I embraced my craft, the more intense the feeling of being near it grew to be.

      "Good morning!" I called out to Viv as I crossed the street and joined her on the sidewalk outside of the new shop. "How are you today?"

      “It’s a beautiful morning,” she said and handed me a coffee and a white paper bag. “And yes, there’s bacon in there for the little one.”

      I was amazed at how easily people just accepted that the cat I was with was now a kitten. The magical veil over the town was an incredible thing. No one even asked.

      “Thank you so much,” I said. “You’ll have to let me pay you when we’re done here. I don’t want to be a freeloader.”

      “Nonsense,” Viv said with a shake of her head. “But you can let me come over to your shop and grab another bag of that sea salt and lavender bath soak. That stuff is amazing.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      A crowd was beginning to form around the store as it got closer to the grand opening and the final reveal. The event had been included in the local paper and on several of the neighborhood websites. Coventry was one of the last towns in the entire country to still have a physical paper, and the ironic thing was that it had begun within the last few years.

      The Coventry Conjurer was created specifically for nostalgia and to play off the town’s witchy reputation. It was also a bit of a gossip rag, but that went over well in a small town like ours. Sometimes it did report on actual events like Astra’s store opening.

      Locals standing around watching drew in the tourists as well, and pretty soon there was a huge gathering that filled the sidewalk and spilled over into the square. People were waiting on both sides of the street for Astra to pull down the canvas and show us her new store.

      Additionally, there were giant pieces of cardboard covering the store’s windows from the inside. Those would be taken down once the store’s name was revealed, and everyone would finally see what was inside. Would it be worth all the hype?

      At first, I’d thought all of the secrecy was kind of silly, but seeing the crowd that the little mystery had drawn told me that it was a shrewd marketing move after all.

      Astra emerged from the shop, and Viv and I approached her. “We come bearing gifts for our new business neighbor,” Viv said.

      “Yes, we wanted to officially welcome you to our business community,” I added.

      Viv handed Astra the food she’d brought and I handed her my gift basket. It was a fancier version of the swag bags I’d be handing out at the Midnight Magic Festival.

      “Oh, thank you both so much,” Astra said. “You two are so kind. I’m so glad you gave these to me before the big reveal.”

      “Of course,” I said not quite understanding what she meant, but at the time, it didn’t sound sinister. “You’ve been over in my shop so much. I included some of the things that seemed like your favorites.”

      “That’s quite a gesture,” she said to me and then turned to Viv. “And thank you so much for hyping my business up for me. I have a feeling this is all going to pay off for me soon.”

      Viv and I shot each other a look, but I just shrugged. Astra was a bit quirky, that was for sure. We were certain she’d find her place in Coventry, though. The town was full of quirky people.

      Before Viv and I could say anything else to each other or to Astra, she turned to face the crowd. “Is everybody ready?” Astra called out.

      A bunch of people said “Yeah!” in response.

      No one was quite sure what they were excited about, but they were still enthusiastic. The anticipation was buzzing through the crowd like a hive of bees.

      “I just want to let everyone know that for the first hour of the grand opening, everything in the store is 50 percent off. As long as you’re in line by the time the hour is up, you get the discount. So, all you great folks are getting a great deal just for being here to support me.”

      People actually cheered. They were cheering for getting 50 percent off, but nobody knew on what. It seemed silly, but then again, I felt myself getting keyed up too. After all, even I loved a good sale.

      “Just do it already,” Viv whispered into my ear. “I’m going to have a line out the door if I don’t get back soon. Charles will be flailing around dramatically at the notion he has to work.”

      Charles was her only day-shift employee that worked during opening hours with her. It would be another half an hour before her second employee came in to help with the morning rush.

      I chuckled, but it was short-lived. Astra finally pulled a rope that was hanging from the canvas covering her sign. The whole thing fell away and revealed the name of her store. At the same time, my stomach dropped. My intuition knew something was wrong before my conscious mind could piece what I was seeing together.

      The Summoning Scroll

      At first, I thought that perhaps it was just a metaphysical bookstore. I sold books in my store but having a competing book shop wouldn’t be so bad.

      But then Astra walked into her store and took down the cardboard covering the big front windows. Her shop was just like mine. I could see the shelves filled with crystals, herbs, potion bottles, and books. Most of the items near the front were the same as my most popular goods.

      She hadn’t been spending time in my store because she liked it, she’d been spying on my business. The stuff in her gift basket, that I’d thought she loved, was displayed in her front window. She’d figured out my most popular sellers and put them on full display.

      I could do the same thing, but it occurred to me that I’d look like I was copying her. She’d put me in the position to look like the bad guy, but as my temper rose, I felt my concern over my reputation begin to erode. The spark of annoyance in my gut was about to turn into a raging fire.

      It took a moment for what was happening to register with Viv, but when it did, she let out a gasp. I felt myself grow furious and nauseated at the same time. Viv’s arm shot out to support me when I wobbled a little. I wasn’t faint, but the wrath in me had turned into an actual fever. I was burning with anger, and I had to get a lid on it before I began to shoot actual flames.

      Astra came back outside with a huge Cheshire cat grin on her face. People in the crowd were a bit stunned at first, but the lure of 50 percent off was more than most could resist. The tourists had no idea what was going on and happily filed into the store. Some of the locals went in too, though they wouldn’t look at me.

      Astra approached us. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said to me, “but this gift basket will be perfect for a giveaway in my store. I’ll do a raffle.”

      My hands itched and tingled, and somewhere in the dark parts of my brain, I knew the only thing that would make it stop was for me to wrap them around her devious little throat. I balled my hands into fists and fought the urge to strangle Astra, but that only made me want to punch her.

      A second later, I felt Viv’s hand around my arm. She was dragging me away toward the Brew Station.

      “Let me go,” I growled.

      “No, honey. No,” Viv said as soothingly as she said. “Not right now. We’re going to go have some tea, and if you still want to kill her, then I’ll help you.”

      “I am absolutely not going to go have tea while she does this to me,” I said and yanked my arm away from Viv. Probably a little too hard, and the guilt from that turned down the gas feeding my rage.

      “Please,” Genevieve pleaded.

      “I won’t kill her. I promise. But I am going to say something. I will not just let her do this and skulk off like a wounded dog.”

      I took a deep breath, and I could almost see the flames behind my eyes reflected in Viv’s pupils. That was all in my mind’s eye, though. It had to be.

      “All right. I guess we’re doing this then,” Viv said and straightened her back. “You have to keep it together, Kinsley. You cannot sink to her level.”

      I held my head up high, and we marched into The Summoning Scroll.

       The place was pretty packed because most of the people outside had funneled into the shop. A few people, who I assumed were loyal to me, had just shaken their heads in disdain and walked away.

      Astra wasn't going to get any business from the witches of Coventry. None of them would dare cross me or my family, but she could steal tourism business. People who just liked herbs, crystals, and candles might go to her as well. Many of the humans of Coventry were deferential to the Skeenbauers, but not all.

      That wasn't the point, though. I made money at my shop, but I didn't need to earn a living there. The point was Astra was a snake that pretended to be my friend and then stabbed me in the back. She was either deliberately trying to hurt me, or she didn't care who she hurt. Either way, that was not the sort of malarkey we needed in Coventry.

      She was still smiling that infuriating Cheshire cat smile as she rang up customers. The look on her face told me she was excited to see me instead of concerned. I had to take another deep breath. If I raged against her the way I wanted to, she would use that to further damage my business and advance her own.

      My shop was one of the first truly successful things I’d done in my life, and I could not allow Astra to push me into burning it down.

      "Stay calm,” Viv said as if she’d picked up on my thoughts.

      I barely heard her over the din of customers shopping and chatting, but I did hear her. I took another breath, and I felt myself relax a little more when Meri's paw darted out of my purse and touched my hand.

       "Astra, this isn't funny,” I said as I shouldered my way up to the empty part of the counter.

      "No one is trying to be funny,” she said. "But I do need you to step to the back of the line. I'll get to everyone. There's no reason to butt in."

      "I'm not butting in," I said. "And, I'm certainly not here to buy anything from you."

      "You need to get control of yourself, Kinsley. We're all here to have a good time and get some great deals, and you're ruining the mood."

      People around us started murmuring, and I could tell the crowd was quickly going to turn against me. My only choice was to state my claim quickly and calmly.

      “You knew that opening this business right across the street from mine would probably hurt my shop,” I said. “And you pretended to be my friend to get information.”

      “Don’t be such a child,” Astra sniped. “This little temper tantrum you are throwing isn’t a very becoming look on you.”

      And that was it. Something snapped in my brain. My face grew hot again, and I felt like I could spit fire. Instead of flames, it was venom. "You're going to regret doing this to me," I yelled. "You have no idea who you are dealing with, but you're going to find out. You messed with the wrong... woman. I won't let you do this. Watch your back, Astra Argent."

      I turned and stormed out of the shop before Astra could say anything else. Admittedly, the last part was a little over the line. Okay, all of it had been over the line. The part about her having no idea who she was dealing with had to be true, though.

      It was strange that a witch had decided to mess with me and my family, so that was the only explanation I could think of as to why she would risk ticking me off. How she didn’t know who the Skeenbauers were was a mystery. Maybe she did know and wasn’t smart enough to care.

      The part about me not letting her get away with it was true too if for no other reason than I wouldn't allow such unsavory behavior to stand in Coventry. I wasn’t the sheriff or anything like that, but as the head of the coven, I was a de facto leader of sorts. It wasn’t as if I’d taken up that mantle yet, but I thought perhaps Astra’s shenanigans would be the thing that made me finally step up.

      "You should come get that tea now,” Viv said as soon as we were outside.

      "I suppose it wouldn't hurt if I delay opening my store for a little while,” I said.

      "I think it's best. I don't want you going over there and stewing all day. I can just see you at your window staring across the square,” she said.

      I wanted to protest, but she was right. That's most likely exactly what I would have done. I chuckled at the mental image of me standing in my store window glaring at Astra's shop all day. "All right. One cup of tea, and then I do have to go to work. I'm sure there are some people who will still shop at my store. I'd better not let them down. I'll need every customer I can get until I fix this."

      "You're going to run her out of town, aren't you?" Viv asked as I followed her into the Brew Station.

      "That's the plan," I responded. "Do you think less of me?"

      "Not for one second, Kinsley. I'm just glad I've got a front row seat to the fireworks,” Viv said. "Now, let me get you a hazelnut latte."

      “I thought you said I should have tea.”

      “Do you want tea?” she asked and then cut me off before I could answer. “Somehow I doubt it. Let me get you what you really want.”

      "I knew there was a reason I loved you,” I said. "Thank you so much."
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      I'd been right about people still coming to my shop. There were even a couple of witches waiting outside for me to open when I left the Brew Station.

       “Here she comes,” I heard one of them whisper as I crossed the street.

      It wasn’t in a mocking tone, but instead, they seemed like they were waiting for the storm. I wasn’t entirely sure if they were actually there to buy anything, or if they just wanted a front row seat to my volcanic eruption.

      After all, the head of the Skeenbauer Coven, whatever that meant, and the most powerful witch anyone had ever heard of, whatever that meant, had to put on a pretty good show when she blew her top. Fireworks, as Viv had described.

      Unfortunately for them, Meri's soothing magic was better than expected, and by the time I reached the front door of my shop, I felt much better. I'd hoped they had some purchases in mind, or they were going to be bitterly disappointed. I would not lose it in my shop in front of my customers. If anything, life had made me stronger than that.

      "Good morning, folks,” I said as I put the key in the lock and opened the door. "I won't forget your loyalty, and to reward you, I'm also having a 50 percent off sale for the next hour. I'm not going to make a big announcement in the square or anything, but if you want to call your friends or family and let them know, please do."

      And some of them did call friends and family. The shop filled up after a few minutes. It wasn't nearly the amount Astra had across the street, but it was enough to make me feel even better.

      Eventually, Astra's sale ended and the crowd in her shop thinned out considerably. By lunchtime, I'd stopped watching. I was going to head over to the Brew Station for a sandwich, but Reggie showed up with bags from the diner.

      "I brought burgers and waffle fries,” she said and set the white paper bags on the counter.

      "Thank you,” I said. "You didn't have to do that."

      "Eh, it's not like I paid for them. I put my last order of the day in wrong and these are the castoffs,” she said.

      "You know, I think that's technically stealing,” I said.

      "I didn't do it on purpose,” Reggie said and rolled her eyes.

      "Sure."

      "You totally did it on purpose,” Meri said as he jumped up on the counter. "You're such a bad liar."

      "Your voice sounded weird there,” Reggie said because she had no idea it was Meri that had insulted her.

      "I think I'm getting a bit of a cold." Then I was the bad liar, but to sell the story, I let out a fake cough followed by a sniffle.

      "I'm sure you have something around this shop that can take care of that,” she said. “Don’t you have some healing herbs or that tea you’re always trying to get me to drink? That ecanation or something.”

      "Speaking of which, are you going to hang around after we eat and help me put together more swag bags?" I asked. "Or do you have pressing afternoon engagements?"

      "That's why I'm here,” she said. “Are you putting the ecanation tea in the bags?”

      “It’s echinacea, and yes, I’m including a tea sampler.”

      “Right, echinacea and chamomile,” Reggie said.

      “I’m also putting in the citrus splash and a couple of sachets of kava tea.”

      “Ohh, kava’s the good stuff, right?”

      “It helps with anxiety,” I said. “It also numbs the stomach, so it’s good for tummy troubles.”

      “We should have a cup,” Reggie hinted.

      “How about after we work on the bags? I don’t want you zoning out on me. The festival is coming up faster than I’m prepared for,” I said.

      The Midnight Magic Festival was a Coventry tradition that went back around seven years, but the town liked to let the tourists think it had been happening for centuries. Since I was one of the newest businesses in Coventry, I'd been offered the honor of providing gift bags to festival attendees. At my expense, of course. I didn't mind, though. It was good advertising, and Meri had helped me dig up some money to pay for the items and the bags. Hangman's House had a way of providing.

      Thorn had encouraged me to petition the town council to pay for the swag bags since it benefited the town for me to hand them out, but the problem was that the council had disbanded years ago. At least, they hadn't met for a long time, and everything seemed to be run, on the surface, by the elected mayor.

      Of course, things were actually run by Amelda and my mother, but that was a whole different story. The layers of political intrigue in Coventry were as thick and fluffy as marshmallows, but I wasn't interested in any of it. I needed to take an interest in it, but my mother and great-grandmother did an excellent job until I was ready.

      Either way, I didn't need the money, and I wasn't going to wade into those waters. Petitioning the council for money would resurrect them, and the word around town was that there had been some sort of major clash between them and Amelda a few years after I left town. She won, and they stopped meeting. Coventry didn’t need that kind of drama rising from the grave.

      What I needed was to finish the bags before the festival. It was boring, tedious work that probably would have gone a lot faster if I'd just used magic, but I had a policy of not using magic unless it was necessary.

      I thought that other witches were way too loose with it, and I wanted to be more disciplined. Or perhaps it was just because I'd lived my adult life until I moved back to Coventry without magic, and I wasn't quite comfortable yet with who I really was.

      That and Reggie really wanted to help with the bags. She picked up on what was going on in Coventry more than most people, but she still didn't come out and admit that magic and the paranormal were real. I hadn't decided when or if I was ever going to tell her. The same for Viv. I'd become close friends with both women over the last few months, but I had to hide a big part of myself from them. Life would have been easier if I’d just made friends with witches, but that wasn’t what the universe had in store for me.

      "Earth to Kinsley,” Reggie said with a chuckle. "I think you spaced out."

      "Oh, sorry,” I said. "Well, since there's no one in the shop, why don't we go in the back and get started with the bags. We can leave the door open in case someone comes in."

      "Can't we just do it out here?" Reggie said. "You've got all this counter space."

      She waved her hand over the expanse of counter. I noted the apprehension in her eyes as well. No one liked being in the back of the store. I didn't mind so much because I knew the ghost was more of a nuisance than anything else, but its presence freaked out all of the normal folks. 

      "Sure, let me bring the boxes of stuff and the bags up here,” I said.

      "I can help with that,” Reggie said nervously. "We just have to grab stuff and bring it out, right?"

      "Yeah,” I said. "Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine. It's just that back room freaks me out. I don't know what it is. I always feel like something's watching me or about to pop out around the corner."

      "I hear you. That’s why I get to rent this place so cheap. You’re not the only one who feels that way," I responded. "Yeah, there are two boxes and the big bag of gift bags. They’re right by the door. We don’t even have to go all the way in."

      "Have you ever seen anything back there?" Reggie asked as we made our way through the shop. "I mean, you feel it when you're back there too, right? I don't know how you work in that office."

      I turned back to look at her just in time to watch her shiver. For the first time in a long time, I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. The ghost that haunted my shop was winding up to do something.

      Fortunately, I'd placed the boxes of stuff for the bags and the bag of gift bags near the door. I lifted the first box and handed it to Reggie quickly. Then I grabbed the other box and the bags and shut the door behind us. I didn't even have to tell Reggie to move. As soon as she had her box in hand, she was on her way back to the front of the shop. 

      At some point, I needed to do something about the ghost. I either had to send them packing with magic, or I had to find out what they wanted. Ironically, Astra had bought me some time. I'd been thinking about hiring someone for a while, but if she put a dent in my business, it meant I didn't need an assistant quite as fast. It all depended on how successful her shop was. Given that it was right next door to the Brew Station, I imagined it would be popular.

      But if I couldn't get rid of the ghost, I'd just have to find a witch who wanted to work in my shop with me. That wouldn't have been that hard. I could hire a teenager or a retiree. Heck, Lilith probably would have done it if I let her have wine in the shop.

      It was an issue that would wait a few days until after the festival. Reggie and I spent the afternoon putting the bags together, and then I went home. I'd invited her over, but she said she had somewhere to be.

      I had a feeling it had something to do with a guy, but she wasn't being forthcoming about it. I'd considered pressing the issue, but she'd tell me when she was ready. 

      Thorn and I hadn't gone out for a few days, so I halfway expected him to show up or at least call. We'd gotten to a point where we never went a day without talking, but he ended up having to work late a lot. He needed to hire a new deputy for the evening shift, and until he did, those hours were his.

      After dinner, I still hadn’t heard from Thorn, but there was a knock at my front door. I checked my phone as I got off the sofa, and there wasn’t a text from him either.

      I supposed Thorn just dropping by wasn’t that unusual. He normally called or texted first, but I reasoned that he’d forgotten.

      As I made my way over to the door, Meri shot out from one of his wall tunnels and put himself between me and my destination.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Don’t answer that,” he said.

      “It’s probably just Thorn. What’s wrong with you?”

      “It’s not Thorn,” Meri said. “It’s something else. It’s… It’s a vampire.”

      I’d been reaching for the door, but I pulled my hand back. I hadn’t heard from or seen Azriel for months. As quickly as he’d come into my life, he’d disappeared. It was almost as if I’d never met him, and to be honest, I’d nearly forgotten him. At least, I’d managed to push him to the back of my mind. He wasn’t the kind of man you could totally forget.

      “Do you think it’s Azriel?” I asked. “I don’t know what other vampire would come to my house.”

      “Just check before you open the door,” Meri said. “And if it is him, call Thorn.”

      “Why would I call Thorn?”

      “He said he’d be the one who would fulfil your obligation to Azriel. I think you should let him do it,” Meri said.

      “You think that’s why he’s here?” I asked. “Wait, I don’t even know if it’s him. We’re getting ahead of ourselves.”

      As I said the last part, whoever was on the other side of the door pounded insistently. It made me jump about a foot off the ground.

      “Kinsley, I can hear you in there. Please open the door.” It was Azriel, and he sounded scared.

      I stepped over Meri and opened the door without thinking. Something in his voice drove me to act. Something in Azriel’s tone made it okay for me to be stupid, and I had no idea how dangerous that could really be.

      He was even paler than I remembered, and his black irises were nearly gray. Azriel looked sick, and that was so unexpected that it took my breath away.

      “Azriel, what is it? Please, come in,” I said.

      “No, I can’t. You have to come with me. Please,” he begged and reached for my hand.

      “Come with you? Where?” I shook my head no, but even as I resisted, I took a step toward him.

      I stopped short of taking his hand, though. My palm itched with the anticipation of touching his, and I had to fight not to give in. Every fiber of me suddenly longed for him, but I knew better. It was how a predator drew in prey.

      “To the clubhouse. Please, come with me. I need you now.” The desperation in his voice was thick.

      “I want to help you, but you have to tell me what’s going on. You’re scaring me. I haven’t seen you for months, and now you show up on my porch demanding I come with you.”

      “I’m calling in my favor,” he said. “I have to. It’s not for me. It’s for my dog. Please, Kinsley. You have to help her.”

      “Your dog?” I asked, but I took another step to him. He seemed so vulnerable, and it was unexpected.

      “Tangerine. I call her Geri. She got out of the club because one of those idiots left the door open too long. I never should have taken her over to the club. She got hit by a car. I tried to save her, but I can’t. Please, you have to help her.”

      “Yes,” I said and scooped up Meri. “I can help you.”

      Azriel was far less frightening when he was begging me to save his dog. A dog named Tangerine, no less. I followed him out to his black Mercedes and slipped into the passenger side as he held the door for me. “You in?” he asked and then closed the door gently when I nodded yes.

      He drove us to the old factory so fast that I wanted to warn him not to get pulled over, but I didn’t. We didn’t see Thorn’s cruiser at all, and I couldn’t think about what would happen if Thorn pulled us over and found me in the car. It would have been difficult to explain. While I could tell him the truth, I wasn’t sure that would pacify his disappointment in finding me with Azriel again.

      I was glad he didn’t catch us. Not because he would have been angry, he would have been, but because it would have cost us time. By the way Azriel was acting, time was something we didn’t have.

      He’d called in his favor, and I would do everything within my power to save Tangerine. Actually, I would have done that anyway. Not just for him, but for the dog too. It’s not like you’d do anything for him. I told myself. I knew it was just his allure working on me.

      When Azriel pulled into the lot, he kept going past the area where all of the bikes were lined up out front. We went around back, and I got out of the car before he had a chance to open the door for me.

      The back lot of the old factory wasn’t paved, and tiny pieces of white gravel crunched beneath my feet as I followed Azriel up a set of concrete stairs and across what had once been a loading dock.

      A red exit sign glowed over the metal door we went through. Inside, I could hear the music coming from the club, but it was faint. If you didn’t know any better, you’d have thought it was a radio, set on low volume, left on in another room.

      The lights were quite dim until Azriel hit a switch. I found myself standing in what was just a normal kitchen. Through a doorway ahead of me was a living room. The floors were covered in dark hardwood that shone in the soft overhead lights. The furniture was black and modern. It reminded me of something you’d see in one of those snooty architectural magazines. Not what I would have expected in what I presumed was Azriel’s home.

      I heard a whimpering sound coming from deeper inside the building, but I wasn’t sure from where. “Where is she?” Her pained cry made me feel suddenly anxious.

      “This way,” Azriel said.

      He led me out of the kitchen, through the living room, and down a hallway to a bathroom on the right. The sound of the whimpering got louder as we approached. I barely noticed the red brocade wallpaper and huge painting of dark forests that hung on the walls as we passed.

      Inside the bathroom was a tiny orange Pomeranian lying on a towel. She tried to look up when we came into the room and just collapsed back down with another whimper.

      I rushed to her side and knelt. My knees hit the white tile floor a little too hard, but I ignored the sting.

      Meri joined me but he sat opposite me near her head. I was surprised when he put a paw on her shoulder and started to lick her fur near her ear. He had already begun to heal her and provided little Geri with comforting pain relief magic. Her breathing immediately slowed from a shallow, panicked pant to deeper, slower breaths.

      With my hands covering what looked like the worst of her wounds, I focused on the white light inside of me and channeled it into Tangerine. Something inside of her resisted me, and I began to feel nauseated. Still, I pushed through and let the healing light flow from in me into her as best I could.

      Her wounds closed and the last of her whimpers stopped, but Tangerine’s breathing grew erratic again. It sounded like she was drawing her last breaths, but that couldn’t be.

      “What’s going on?” Azriel asked.

      His voice was even more terrified than before, and that’s when I noticed the little dog’s eyes. The light was leaving them like a dying candle. She flickered out the next instant. Tangerine was still with us one second and then gone the next.

      “I don’t understand,” I said as I stood up and backed away from her. “I healed her. How could she have died?”

      Azriel took a shuddering breath. “I tried to turn her. I was panicked, and I just didn’t want her to die. But we can’t change animals,” he said and I looked over to see reddish tears streaking down his face.

      “That must have been it,” I said. “I healed her, but because of the vampire blood, I couldn’t keep her alive. The two magics must have opposed each other. I’m sorry.”

      It was my turn to take a shuddering breath. The sadness was almost overwhelming, and I realized I was feeling some of Azriel’s grief as well. The pain in my chest was nearly unbearable. If he weren’t a vampire, I would have been worried he was literally dying. I barely knew him, but how much he loved that little dog still came as a shock to me. It was a most unexpected discovery given that I was dealing with the undead leader of a criminal biker gang.

      I reached out to him and took his hand. The gesture caught me off guard, but I couldn’t let go. I didn’t know why I was so easily able to feel his emotions, but I could, and it felt like he was in danger of drifting away. Or losing his mind. Either way, I was his tether in that moment. We stood there that way for a few minutes, and then Azriel changed.

      Not physically, for the most part. He didn’t morph into a monster or anything, but I felt his sorrow burn away. His hand had been so cold when I took it, but now it was scorching hot.

      I looked over at him, and his eyes were black. Not like normal where just the pupils and irises were black. The whites had turned as dark as night as well.

      “Azriel?”

      “You have to do something,” he snarled. “She was the only one who loved me. I didn’t protect her, but I will not fail her.”

      “I can’t do anything,” I said. “I’m sorry, but she’s gone.”

      “Don’t play stupid with me, Kinsley. You have magic that can fix this. That’s why I came to you and not one of the other witches in this town. Bring her back.”

      “What?” I asked. “You mean, necromancy? You want me to bring her back from the dead?”

      “You can and you will,” he said in a calm voice that simmered with barely contained wrath. “Do it now.”

      “Azriel, I know you’re hurting, but I can’t do that. I’m not a necromancer. It’s not good for me to dabble in dark things.”

      “I’m calling in my favor, Kinsley. I don’t care what you have to do, but you’re going to save her. If it is in your power, then you will do it. If it is not, then you had better find someone who can,” he hissed.

      The thing was, I could do it. I didn’t know a lot of necromancy, but Lilith had gifted me chaos and reign over the shadow things when I was young. I could bring Tangerine back, but I shied away from even using light magic for anything but what was absolutely necessary. Was I really going to use dark magic to bring Azriel’s dog back from the other side?

      Azriel’s eyes were still blacked out and his nostrils flared with every breath, but the fury in him began to retreat. The longer he looked at me, the harder it was for him to hold onto his anger. In its place, the pain came crashing back like a tsunami. It was almost as if I could feel his soul ripping away in places. Love, even for a dog, was the only thing keeping him from turning into a monster.

      Not only could I not let that happen, I didn’t think I could just walk away from Tangerine either. I’d seen the pain and fear in her little eyes. She wanted to live. I’d felt her fighting for her life, and it affected me deeply.

      “Do you have any black candles?” I asked.

      “Are you joking?” Azriel asked as he finally let go of my hand. “I hate to be a cliché, but I am a vampire, Kinsley. All I have are black candles.”

      “Right. Dumb question. Okay, please get me as many black candles as you can and carry Tangerine out into the living room. I need more room than this. We have to work quickly. The tether is fading every moment.”

      He nodded to me and scooped up Tangerine’s little body. I followed as he took her into the living room and kicked his coffee table out of the way. He laid her down and then started to leave to get the candles.

      “While you’re getting the candles, I’m going to go through your kitchen and see what I can find. Is that okay?”

      “Whatever you have to do,” he said.

      In the kitchen I found a bottle of red wine, a few herbs, salt, and black pepper. It wasn’t ideal, but it would work. I took what I’d gathered into the living room and arranged the herbs, salt, and peppercorns into a large circle around the dog.

      When I’d finished with the circle, I poured the wine into the glass and took a huge gulp of it. After a deep breath, I drained the glass and poured another.

      “Are you getting drunk?” Azriel asked as he returned with a box of candles.

      “Just a little,” I said. “It helps me cross the veil. I’d normally use some jimsonweed or maybe psychedelic mushrooms, but I’m working with what I have.”

      “How does hallucinating help you?” he asked as he set the box of candles on the floor next to me.

      “Those things don’t make you hallucinate,” I said. “People think they do, but what they are actually doing is opening you up to the other side. People don’t realize how powerful or dangerous it is. They think it’s imagination, but it’s not. The things that you see are real.”

      “I could probably come up with some mushrooms or LSD,” Azriel said. “I’d just need to go ask around. Would LSD work too?”

      “The wine will do,” I said. “Let me set up these candles. We need to get started.”

      “What can I do?” Azriel asked.

      “Does the wine have any effect on you?” I asked.

      “Some but not as much as it would on you.”

      “Okay, well, finish the bottle then, and you can help me set up the candles.”

      He drank the wine, and we arranged the candles into the shape of a pentagram.

      “Do you need anything else?” Azriel asked when the pentagram was done.

      “This should do it,” I said to him and then turned to Meri. “Are you up for this?”

      “What’s a little necromancy amongst friends?” he asked. “I’ll do my best to keep anything nasty from coming through when the veil is down, but you’ll need to act fast. The longer it’s open, the more that will come.”

      “What will come?” Azriel asked.

      “Demons, evil spirits,” I said. “Heck, just regular spirits who are curious or want to be on this side. We have to keep all of that from crossing over and just bring Tangerine back.”

      “You can do that?” He sounded unsure for the first time.

      “You wouldn’t have come to me if I couldn’t,” I said. “Is the wine having any effect on you?”

      “A little. What does it matter?”

      “Because you’ll be the one calling her back. I’ll open the veil with magic, and you have to call her back to you. So, I need you to be able to see the other side. Shouldn’t be hard as you live half in and half out. I need matches or a lighter,” I said but then thought better of it. “You know what? Never mind.” I snapped my fingers and all the candles lit at once.

      “Kinsley,” Azriel said breathlessly.

      It was obvious he was awestruck by what I’d just done. I would have thought it would take more to impress someone who had lived for so long, but he probably hadn’t spent much time around witches. Historically, we didn’t mix well with vampires, but I didn’t know why. Perhaps it was related to how we reacted to each other. I wasn’t prepared to accept that it was just Azriel that I experienced a stark connection with, but it wasn’t the time for those thoughts. There was an important task at hand.

      “Focus,” I said. “You can be astounded by my powers or whatever once we have Tangerine back.”

      “What do I do?” he asked. “How do I help?”

      “You stay inside the circle and wait quietly until I say. When I give the word, you call her back. She’ll come to you, but she has no idea who I am. Otherwise, I’d tell you to wait outside.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t ask this before, but are you in any danger? Can you be hurt by this?” Azriel asked.

      “I should be fine. I have Meri to protect me, and there’s not much out there that can overpower me.”

      “But it’s not for certain?” Azriel asked.

      “Nothing is.”

      He looked back and forth between me and Tangerine as if for the first time he realized he could be trading me for the dog’s life. Azriel’s face was tormented with conflict. He hadn’t thought this thing through, but instead had acted on pure emotion. I wasn’t angry at him for that. I couldn’t be. It happened to us all.

      “I don’t know if I can let you do this…” He sounded as if all the fight had gone out of him.

      “We’ve come this far, and we’re going to see it through. I’ll bring her back to you,” I said. “I can handle this.”

      I could already feel the chaos seeping into me, the prick of darkness boosting my hubris. I had to keep control and not let it get its hooks into me entirely. The darkness promised power, but if you let it, it would consume you.

      “Okay,” he said. “Let’s do it.”

      I focused all of my attention on thinning the veil and murmured words of chaos that I’d only ever heard Lilith use. I’d seen her reach out to the shadows a few times as a child, and I knew which words were the key. Words that cannot be written down but must only be whispered in the quiet of the night.

      I could feel the veil thin to the point of being threadbare. The pull of the other side was as intense for me as it must have been for the dead to our side. I resisted the call of its mystery. I wasn’t going to find out what happened if I answered the call and crossed over. I had too much to live for, but I did have to remind myself more than once. The allure of the hereafter was seductive to someone with chaos in their blood. It didn’t help that I’d crossed the line and actually used necromancy. Azriel had been right to be worried. I needed to finish the ritual and disconnect myself from the darkness.

      “Call her now,” I said as I felt the opening begin to contract. I’d opened it as far as I could. All we could do was hope it was enough.

      “Tangerine,” Azriel said and then whistled. “Come here, girl.”

      I heard a happy bark and felt my heart lift a little. She was still close, and she’d heard him. I also felt the nasty, oily muck of something evil creeping closer.

      “Call her again. We need her to come through now. I have to close the passage,” I said.

      “Tangerine. Come here, pretty girl,” he called out. “Do you want some cheese?”

      With that, I heard more happy barking and the sound of tiny claws clicking towards us. A moment later, the transparent specter of Tangerine emerged as if from thin air.

      She walked over and pantomimed sniffing her body, and a second later she was pulled back into it. The tether was thankfully still intact, and it brought body and spirit back as one without the little dog having to understand what was going on.

      As soon as she stood up and ran to Azriel, I let the veil close. Not a second too soon as I felt the icy fingers of something just beyond what I could see reach out for me.

      I snapped my fingers again and the candles went out. By that time, Tangerine was in Azriel’s arms licking his face happily.

      When I recognized it was over, I collapsed onto the floor. I didn’t pass out or anything, but I was just sitting there cross-legged and staring into space. I’d never felt so drained in my life. I put my hands on my knees to keep from folding over and sprawling on the floor.

      Meri ran over and rubbed against my leg. It made me feel a little better, but I was still bone-tired. My eyes and body were in a competition as to which felt heavier.

      “Are you all right?” Azriel asked.

      He sat down on the floor next to me with Tangerine in his lap. I reached over and scratched her behind the ear, and in return, she let out a happy yip.

      “That took a lot out of me,” I said. “I need something to eat and I need to rest. Can you take me home?”

      My eyes started to drift shut, and I almost fell over backward. Fortunately, the feeling of falling snapped me back to attention, but it would only last so long.

      Azriel stood up and offered me his hand. “Why don’t you rest on the sofa for a bit. I’ll send one of my men out for food. You can eat and then I’ll take you home.”

      “I have food at home. I’ll be all right until we get there.”

      “I’m not leaving you alone like this,” Azriel said and used the hand that wasn’t holding Tangerine to pull me to my feet. “You can eat here, and when I’m sure you’re fine, I’ll take you home. You saved my Geri, and I’m going to take care of you.”

      “So, if I hadn’t saved her, would you be putting me in the dumpster out back?” I asked as he led me to the sofa. My feet refused to lift all the way off the floor, and I had to shuffle along as he supported my weight with one arm around my waist.

      He helped me onto the sofa, and I had to lie down. I couldn’t even sit up anymore. As I did, Azriel gently pulled off my shoes and set them next to the leg of the sofa.

      Azriel knelt next to the couch and stared into my eyes. “I would never hurt you. I’m in your debt forever for saving Tangerine, but even if you hadn’t, I could never hurt you.”

      He brushed a lock of hair that had fallen over my forehead back behind my ear. A feeling like a warm blanket spread over me, but it came from inside. I couldn’t tell if it was because of what he’d said to me or it was Meri’s doing. My familiar had jumped up on the sofa and curled up next to me as a sleepiness like lead took hold.

      I heard Azriel stand up and walk away from the sofa. I wanted to ask him to come back, but I couldn’t keep myself awake. There was no choice but for me to drift off. I could no more fight it than I could fight the sweeping powers of a raging river.
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        * * *

      

      The next thing I knew, Azriel’s hand was on my shoulder shaking me gently. I almost brushed it away and told him I needed more sleep, but I smelled the intoxicating scent of garlic and cheese sauce.

      “Fettuccine Alfredo from Bella Vita,” he said as I pulled myself out of my stupor. “Garlic bread, toasted ravioli, and tiramisu too. I hope it’s enough.”

      “How long have I been asleep?” I asked and sat up.

      Azriel had cleaned up the pentagram, put the coffee table back, and laid the food out in a spread for me. In addition to the food, there was a huge plastic cup of Coke with a pink bendy straw sticking out of the top.

      “Just twenty minutes. I made sure the man I sent knew there was a $1,000 bonus in it for him if he got back in under a half hour.”

      “You could have just ordered delivery. It would have cost you a lot less than a thousand dollars,” I said and scooted to the edge of the sofa.

      “It was worth it.”

      “I sort of knew that the garlic and vampire thing wasn’t true, but I guess this proves it,” I said.

      “I rather like garlic,” Azriel confirmed.

      “Do you want some of this? I can share.”

      “That’s sweet of you to offer, Kinsley, but no, thank you. Please, eat. If you want to be alone, I can go,” he offered.

      “It’s your apartment,” I said.

      “I know I said I was calling in a favor, Kinsley, but I don’t think you understand. When I said I was in your debt forever, I meant it. But, please eat. We can talk more when you’re feeling better.”

      The food smelled so good, and my stomach felt like it was eating itself. So, I dug in. I ate it all. Every bite. If I hadn’t had bread to mop up the sauce, I might have licked the container.

      When the food was gone, I chugged the icy cold Coke like my life depended on it. “Let me clean this up,” I said as I set the mostly empty cup back down on the coaster.

      “You don’t need to do that,” he said. “You can rest some more, or I can take you home.”

      “I guess I should get out of here. I’m sure you have things you need to do.”

      “I won’t be dealing with any more club business tonight. I plan to spend the rest of the evening here with Tangerine. You don’t need to leave. If you want to stay for a while, that is.”

      I thought I might have detected a hint of anticipation in his voice, and I wasn’t sure how to deal with it. Any other time, I would have reminded myself I was dating Thorn and left.

      But something had shifted between me and Azriel. We’d bonded, and I knew then it wasn’t something I could just deny.

      “You’ll take it the wrong way if I stay,” I said.

      “I won’t take it any way, Kinsley,” Azriel said. “You made it obvious to me before that you don’t find me attractive. I’m not the type of man to beg for a woman’s affection.”

      I opened my mouth to correct him, and then closed it again. He was wrong about me not finding him attractive, but what good would it do to correct him? Wouldn’t I just be leading him on further? After all, I was dating Thorn and had been for some time. Things had been going well, and it seemed like we were getting serious. Still, it seemed rude to let him believe he wasn’t attractive, and being around Azriel made me want to say and do stupid things.

      “It’s not that I don’t find you attractive,” I finally admitted. “I felt like I was already in a relationship with Thorn.”

      “And you don’t now?” Azriel asked.

      “I do. I mean, we’ve been dating for months.”

      “You just moved to town a few months ago. Didn’t you just get divorced?” Azriel asked.

      “Well, yes, but I’d been going through that divorce for a while,” I said. “But I don’t think I need to justify my decisions. Besides, you made a pass at me and we’d talked once.”

      “I wasn’t trying to get into a relationship with you,” Azriel said. “I was only interested in one thing.”

      “Wow,” I said and felt my face grow hot with embarrassment. “I think maybe I should go home.”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you, Kinsley. I’m only a man, and you’re a beautiful woman,” Azriel said. “But it’s different now.”

      “That sounds like a line,” I retorted.

      “It’s not.”

      I believed him for some reason. There was a sincerity in his eyes I could read from across the room. Plus, I could still feel his emotions, and he was telling the truth.

       Suddenly, I was a mess of conflicted emotions. I didn't want to feel so drawn to him, and I certainly didn't want to have such a strong connection with someone other than Thorn. My love life had already been enough of a mess for two lifetimes. I had hoped that by spurning Azriel months ago, I would have avoided a love triangle. It seemed the universe had other plans. But what was this? A test to see if I truly wanted to be with Thorn? That seemed unfair.

      "Has he told you that he loves you?" Azriel's stark question shocked me out of my internal reverie.

      "What?"

      "Has Thorn told you that he loves you?" he asked again, more slowly that time as if I hadn't understood him. I understood him fine. I just couldn't believe he was asking.

      "What business is that of yours?" I countered.

      "Well, answering a question with a question is a typical deflection move. I have a feeling that if the answer was yes, you'd have snapped something like of course at me."

      "It's still none of your business,” I said.

      "How long have the two of you been together now?" Azriel asked.

      I let out a deep, resigned sigh. He wasn't going to let up, so I figured I might as well answer. "It's been around six months,” I said.

      "And he hasn't told you that he loves you,” he said flatly.

      "Well, how long does it take you to tell a woman you love her?" I asked.

      "I've never told a woman I loved her,” Azriel said. "It would have been a lie. When I said that Tangerine was the only one who'd ever loved me, I meant it."

      I stood there stunned for a moment, just biting my bottom lip. What was he getting at?

      "Where are you going with this?" I asked.

      "Do you love him?" he responded.

      "Now you're answering a question with a question,” I said.

      "Just tell me this,” Azriel said and took a step toward me. "Tell me you didn't feel that connection. Tell me that it was all in my head and that you weren't feeling my emotions and I wasn't feeling yours. Tell me that, and I will never bother you again. I swear it."

      "I can't tell you that,” I said after a few moments of weighing whether the situation called for the truth. He said he would leave me alone if I hadn't felt it. I could have lied and ended the entire thing right then and there. But, I couldn't do it. Because the truth was, as much as I cared about Thorn, I didn't love him. Yet. I had no idea if I ever would, but I'd never felt anything between him and me the way I felt with Azriel in those moments. "How do I know it's not just some trick you use to lure in prey?"

      "Kinsley, you've been alone with me in my apartment for hours now. If I wanted to hurt you... If I even could hurt you... I would have done it by now. No one knows you're here."

      "Meri knows I'm here,” I said and looked over at my familiar.

      "I'm sure he's a force to be reckoned with, but I've dealt with worse,” Azriel said.

      That was when I realized that Azriel didn't know that Meri was immortal. Meri couldn't die until the last of our family was dead, but Azriel had no idea. The fact that Meri could rat him out for hurting me wasn't the reason he hadn't tried because he didn't know that.

      I was being super paranoid.

      I could still feel Azriel's emotions, and he meant me no harm. It wasn't a trick or a trap unless he, a non-witch, was somehow overriding my intuition entirely. It was impossible. Azriel was as drawn to me as I was to him.

      "I don't know what to do with this,” I said.

      Fortunately, or unfortunately depending on how you looked at it, neither one of us got to say another word. The sound of sirens approaching ended our little conversation on love and relationships.

      "Stay here,” Azriel said. "I leave them alone for a couple of hours..."

      His voice trailed off as he walked toward the door. "Azriel?"

      "Don't worry. I will take care of this."

      The knowledge that Azriel was the leader of an outlaw biker club came roaring back. I'd nearly forgotten it watching him with Tangerine, and feeling the deep well of emotions inside of him, but he was technically a criminal.

      My heart began to thunder in my chest, but not in a good way. I was terrified, but I wasn't sure of what. Maybe it was of him getting arrested. If whatever they did was bad enough, I might never see him again. 

      What if I got arrested for being there? I'd have to use my magic in a way I didn't believe in using it to spare my family. Could I use it to spare him? The thought of Azriel being ripped away from me before I could figure out the connection between us was almost unbearable in that moment. Again, the way I felt about him made me want to do stupid things.

      I ran to him before he could open the door and threw my arms around him. I pressed my ear to his hard chest and listened for a heartbeat that I was surprised to find. He took a deep, shuddering breath and wrapped his arms around my shoulders.

      "Please come back," I whispered. "Don't go away."

      When I looked up at him, Azriel's eyes practically glowed with a feeling I didn't understand. Before I could pull away, his lips met mine. They were cold, but it wasn't unpleasant. We lingered that way for a few seconds, but then it had to end. I had to pull away. I didn't know if I wanted it to end, but I wasn't that kind of person.

      "Your hair,” he said and ran his hand over the back of my head.

      I grabbed a lock and pulled it up so I could look at it. My hair had turned jet black. "It's black,” I said bemused.

      "It's beautiful,” he said and kissed the top of my head. "I have to go. Stay here. I will come back."

      Tangerine, who had settled down for a nap near the sofa, came to attention as Azriel began to open the door. He slipped out, though, before she could get up or I could say anything else.

      "Your eyes are black too,” Meri said once we were alone.

      "No,” I said and rushed down the hall to the bathroom.

      He was right. My irises had turned very dark. They weren't entirely black. Up close, I could see that they were just a very, very dark purple. But, from any kind of distance, they looked black. In the light over the bathroom mirror, my hair had a deep red sheen to it as well. Since my hair changed with my magic, I had to wonder what the colors meant. Black, red, and purple all had very specific meanings. It was some sort of weird mixture of royalty, love, and I was sure the black had to do with me using necromancy. It was a strange combination, to say the least.

      "It's not so bad,” Meri said. He must have sensed my distress. "I think your customers will eat it up."

      "Thanks,” I said.

      "Whatever."

      He sauntered out of the room and down the hall.

      "What do we do now?" I asked as I followed.

      "You think this guy has any bacon?"

      "I doubt it. I'm sorry. I should have shared my dinner with you,” I said. "Let me look in the pantry again. I swear I saw a can of something."

      I went into the kitchen and opened the pantry door. Inside, I found a can sitting on the top shelf. I pulled it down and examined the label.

      "What is it?" Meri asked eagerly from the kitchen.

      "It's caviar. Do you like caviar?"

      "What do you think?" he said and appeared in the pantry doorway.

      "It looks expensive,” I said.

      "The guy said he owed you his life. I think he can spare a can of caviar for the familiar that helped save his dog."

      "You're right,” I said and popped the top of the can. "Here you go."

      The sound of the can brought Tangerine running, but the two of them managed to share it without getting into any fights. When they were done, we all made our way into the living room. Tangerine resumed her nap, and I sat down on the edge of the sofa. Meri joined me, and I flipped on the television with the remote on the end table. It was on one of the news stations, but I didn't pay any attention. It was probably a weather forecast or something, but I was staring at the door.

      It was as if I was trying to will Azriel to come back through it. I wanted to know he was all right, and I hated feeling trapped too. 

      Thorn was out there too. He had to be. I felt dreadful hiding inside, but what was I supposed to do? If I went outside just to assuage my guilt, I'd probably end up getting arrested. Things between Thorn and I would probably never be the same either. I wasn't ready to pull the pin on our relationship yet. Not over some shared feelings. It was all too fast.

      I just wanted to go home and get some space from the situation. That was not what was going to happen.

      The door opened, and I practically sprung off the sofa. Azriel came through first. "Kinsley, could you grab Tangerine? I don't want her to get out again."

      Sure enough, she started to dart for the door, but Meri blocked her. I scooped her up and started toward the kitchen. That's when I saw Thorn and his deputies filing through the door.

      Thorn saw me holding Azriel's dog. He heard him call out to me to grab her like us being alone in his apartment together was something we did all of the time.

      The look on his face said it all. "I'm going to need you two to wait outside while we do the search,” he said coldly.

      "The search?" I said and handed Azriel the squirming Tangerine.

      "They have probable cause to search my apartment. Come on,” he said.

      "You should listen to him,” Thorn said curtly.

      Azriel walked all the way to the edge of the lot and I followed. "What's going on?" I asked as soon as we were out of everyone's earshot.

      "Someone called in a suspicious activity complaint,” Azriel said. "When the sheriff got here, he and his men rolled up all quiet until they were practically in the lot. They turned on the lights and sirens and startled a few of my men that were doing some business outside. In the open. That gave your boyfriend probable cause to search the whole place."

      "What are they going to find in your apartment?" I asked.

      "Nothing,” he said and smiled at me softly. "I'm not going anywhere tonight. Can't say the same for some of my men, but that's their own stupid faults. I'll be able to get them out in a couple of days."

      "Have you ever considered not being a criminal?" I asked.

      "Not before tonight," he answered.

      "Something changed tonight?" I asked, but I already knew what he was getting at. 

      "Yeah, you standing out here with me while they toss my apartment changes everything, Kinsley. I never want this to happen again. That gives me two options. One of them, I can't abide."

      I didn't have to ask him what he meant. Either he stayed away from me completely, or he had to give up his business. Those were the only two options to ensure I never got wrapped up in something like that again. But what if I was the one that pulled the plug? I could tell him to leave me alone and never contact me again. We could pretend like what happened had never happened. I could just let it go.

      Couldn't I?

      "Don't even think about it,” he said.

      "How do you know what I'm thinking about?" I said. "We barely know each other."

      "Don't,” he said. "I've never had something like this with someone before. Please don't ruin it."

      There was a pleading in his voice I hadn't expected. For just a moment, the tough exterior melted away again, and Azriel's vulnerability was laid bare for me.

      "This is going to cause huge problems,” I said. "I could already tell that Thorn was upset. Like, way beyond upset."

      "He didn't even consider giving you the benefit of the doubt,” Azriel said. "He just assumed you were up to no good. I could see it in his eyes. What does that say to you?"

      "That's not fair,” I said. "What would you have done in the same situation?"

      "Probably take the other guy's head off,” Azriel said with a shrug.

      "You see. This is all going to be a problem."

      The thing was, I had no idea. It was all about to get a lot worse than Thorn being upset and not trusting me.

      When the whole search and arrest thing was over, Thorn didn't speak to me. He didn't even look at me. Since Azriel didn't get arrested, he took me home.

      "I'm not going to disappear for months again,” he said.

      I just hugged him and went inside. It seemed like the thing to do. At that point, it was getting pretty late, so I put on my pajamas and went to bed.

      When I got up the next morning, I made the executive decision to ignore everything that had happened. I was going to go to work, run my shop, and pretend like I hadn't become a necromancer with a disaster of a love life.

      Neither my mother nor father texted me at any point, so I assumed that Thorn hadn't snitched on me. That made me feel a little bit better until I pulled up into the parking spot in front of my shop and saw that my windows were smashed in.

      "What the... fluff?" I asked no one in particular as I got out of my car.

      I looked around the square, and while there were people milling around doing what they were doing, no one was paying any attention to my smashed windows. I was about to yell something at all of them about how it was weird that no one had called the police when I noticed what looked like a wallet sitting in the middle of the smashed glass fragments on the sidewalk. That was enough of a distraction to keep me from losing my mind at everyone in the square.

      Gingerly, I made my way over to the purple lump with a brass catch on the top. I probably should have called Thorn instead of just picking it up myself, but I wasn't thinking. I used my thumb and forefinger to twist open the little nubs that held the catch closed.

      Inside the wallet was a stack of one- and five-dollar bills, two hair ties, a tube of lip balm, and a driver's license. I plucked out the driver's license and read the name. My breath caught in my throat, and I thought I might scream. A rage I hadn't known was even inside of me, that I was capable of, bubbled to the surface.

      Without thinking, I slipped the license into the pocket of my jeans and snapped the wallet closed. I tried to breathe as I marched across the square toward Astra's shop. What I should have been doing was calling the sheriff, but I was blinded with rage. It was as if everything that had been piling up on me since my ex-husband had said he wanted a divorce had finally hit me. I'd been pushing through or leaning in since the start of my troubles, but in that moment, I was just... pissed off. At everything. And I didn't have myself collected by the time I got to Astra's shop.

      My hand shot out in front of me and I pushed the door open with such force that it hit the stopper and almost bounced back and whacked me. I barely noticed as I barreled forward toward the cash register where she was standing there smiling at me. Ooh, that smile made me want to chuck the wallet at her.

      "Good morning, Kinsley,” she said in a sing-songy voice that made steam come out of my ears. Not literally because that would have drawn way too much attention. I was doing that well enough without physical manifestations of my fury.

      "What is the meaning of this?" I asked, holding up the wallet.

      "Where did you get that?" Astra asked with a confused look on her face. It almost looked genuine. "How did you get my wallet?"

      She reached for her purse, and I watched as she searched through it. When Astra got to the bottom, she set the purse back down on the counter behind her. She turned back around to face me, but I spoke before she had the chance.

      "I found it in the glass on the sidewalk outside of my store. In case you don't know what I mean, and I highly doubt that, my shop windows are smashed in. Your wallet was lying in the middle of it all. Do you want to explain that?"

      "What are you talking about? Are you nuts?" she spit.

      "I'm not crazy, Astra. You destroyed my shop, but you made a mistake. You dropped your wallet. Probably while you were trying to get away."

      "No, I didn't,” she said. "I didn't smash your windows. I bet you stole my wallet. You knew your shop was going to fail, so you're setting me up. You probably smashed your own windows for the insurance money."

      "That's... crazy! You did this!" I could feel my tether coming loose. I was about to actually go crazy. Not only did she destroy my store, but she was gaslighting me. "I told you not to mess with me, Astra Argent. You thought you'd get away with this, but you've made the biggest mistake of your life!"

      And then Thorn's cruiser pulled up outside. No one had called the police about my windows being smashed, but me confronting Astra must have done the trick. 

      Thorn's face went from concerned to completely defeated when he saw it was me that was causing the "disturbance". For a split second, I felt bad, but then I got even angrier. He was making assumptions about me again. I could see it in the grimace he wore as he walked into Astra's shop. Not for one second did he even consider I might be in the right.

      "What's going on here?" he asked Astra as he approached. He. Asked. Her.

      It felt like my spine turned to cold steel when he ignored me. Clearly, he'd decided that she was the victim, and I was the criminal in the situation. Finding me at Azriel's had apparently tainted the way he saw me. On one hand, I could understand some of it. On the other, I was ticked that he'd lost faith in me so easily.

      "Have you seen my shop?" I asked before Astra could say anything. I needed to get out ahead of this. "My windows are smashed. It's hilarious how no one has noticed. Oh, and I found this," I said and thrust the wallet toward him, "in the broken glass. It's her wallet. She must have dropped it when she was vandalizing the front of my store."

      He took the wallet from me and looked it over. "This might have been evidence if you would have left it where you found it. Now, it can't be used because your prints are all over it."

      "I..."

      "How do you know it's Astra's wallet?" Thorn asked.

      "I opened it and her driver's license was inside,” I said. "Plus, I came here and she asked me how I got her wallet. So she admitted it was hers."

      Thorn opened the catch and looked inside. "I don't see a driver's license."

      "It's in my pocket,” I said and pulled it out. "I don't know why I put it in there. I was upset, and I wasn't thinking."

      He looked at me skeptically and then turned to Astra. "Is this your wallet?"

      She thought it over for a moment. "I don't have any way of knowing for sure, but mine is missing. I certainly didn't smash her windows though. I swear. Kinsley said she was going to get revenge on me for daring to open a competing shop, but I didn't think she'd stoop to this."

      "I didn't smash my own windows,” I said.

      "What other damage is there?" Thorn asked. "Is anything missing from the store?"

      "I don't know," I admitted. "I didn't go inside and check. I was so upset, I came right here. Because I found the wallet. It was her."

      "It's good that you didn't go inside, but you should have called right away instead of coming in here,” Thorn said. "We'll deal with that later. Let's go see what other damage there is in your store."

      "You're not going to arrest her for stealing my wallet?" Astra hissed.

      "Ma'am, I'm going to investigate the damage to the store where your wallet was found. After I'm done with that, I will discuss your wallet with you,” he said firmly.

      It didn't entirely feel like he was on my side, but he definitely wasn't on hers. Perhaps I had read him wrong. It was entirely possible that he was disappointed but also worried about me.

      "Why didn't you call me?" he asked as we crossed the street.

      "Because she did this, and it got under my skin,” I said. "I got angry, and I wasn't thinking straight."

      "Does that have something to do with the new hair?" he asked softly. "Did you dye it that way for Azriel, or is there something deeper going on?"

      I was taken aback by how calmly he'd just asked if I'd dyed my hair to please another man. We'd been dating for months, and he should have known me better than that. I could've given him the benefit of the doubt that he was still upset over the night before, but if that were the case, then he should have talked to me. Yeah, it was probably late when he got home, but I would've answered my phone. 

      "I can't believe you'd think I dyed my hair to please a man,” I said.

      "So it was magic that turned it that way," he whispered because there were people close by. "Magic that you did with Azriel Malum. What did he get you involved in?"

      "What did he get me involved in?" I asked incredulously. "It's like you don't know me at all. You think a man is leading me around like I don't have a mind of my own?"

      "I didn't say that," he countered.

      "Yes, you did. That's pretty much what you said."

      "So, can I ask why your hair is that color?"

      "Of course you can ask,” I said. "I'm not hiding anything from you."

      But wasn't I? It's not like I was just coming out and telling Thorn that Azriel kissed me. I told myself it was because we needed to focus on the vandalism. I would tell him eventually. There was no way I'd lie to Thorn or withhold something like that. But, it needed to be the right time. 

      "They why were you at his place? Alone?" he asked through gritted teeth.

      "We should talk about that,” I said. "You should come over tonight and we can talk. It's not something I can just give you a five-second synopsis of."

      "Just tell me this. Are you involved with him? Am I coming over tonight so you can break things off with me? Because I would have appreciated if you'd have told me that before you started seeing him."

      "I'm not involved with Azriel,” I said, and it was true. "That's not why I was there, and no, you're not coming over so I can break up with you. There's an entirely different reason I was there."

      He seemed to relax a little. "How long have you been going over there and spending time alone with him?" he asked as we crossed the street to my shop.

      "I haven't been, Thorn. I went over there last night to help him with something. It was magic related. He called in his favor last night, and it was a spell. That's it." 

      That really wasn't it, but I hadn't made heads or tails of what happened between Azriel and me. How could I possibly explain it to Thorn? I had to get my head around it, and then I could talk it out with him. I planned to do exactly that once the vandalism stuff was handled. I told myself that I'd do the police report, call the insurance company, schedule the glass repair, and then I'd spend the afternoon figuring out what was next for me.

      "You're not involved with him?"

      "I already said I'm not."

      "But whatever you did with him turned your hair black."

      "I have an explanation for that,” I said. "And it doesn't involve me cheating on you."

      Ugh, the feeling of just oily nastiness came over me. Azriel had kissed me, and I hadn't kissed him back, but it still felt like lying.

      By that point, we were standing at the edge of the broken glass. It would have to wait.

      "I think the shadow of the buildings is why no one noticed and called,” Thorn said. His voice pulled me out of my thoughts.

      "What?"

      "Your store was in the shadow of the buildings this morning. I think that's why no one noticed,” he said.

      I walked back across the street to the square. He was right. Without the sun shining on the glass, it was easy to miss. Especially since no one was really on my side of the square yet. Most of the shops on that side were just getting ready to open.

      "Maybe it's that,” I said. "Or maybe Astra cast a spell to keep people from noticing."

      That part I said when I was already back across the street and standing right next to him. The fresh scent of his laundry soap mixed with his aftershave hit me, and it took all of my strength not to wrap my arms around him. Whatever had happened when I was near Azriel faded away, and Thorn felt like home again. A home I was probably going to lose because I'd been stupid.

      "We should go inside and see if there is anything missing,” Thorn said. His words weren't as harsh as they were before, and the look in his eyes had softened.

      "Okay."

      "I'll go in first,” he said. "I doubt they are still in there, but just in case, you stay behind me."

      Fortunately, whoever smashed the windows, and I still knew it was Astra, hadn't wrecked my entire shop. There was glass everywhere, but they hadn't damaged my shelves or my stock. It wasn't until we reached the stock room that I found what was missing.

      The vandal was actually a thief. What they had stolen was all of the swag bags we'd put together for the Midnight Magic Festival and all of the decorations I'd made. The festival was days away and it was all gone.

      "What is it?" Thorn asked, and I realized I was crying.

       "She took all of the bags I put together for the festival. All of the decorations are gone too. People are going to be so disappointed, and I'm going to look like a fool,” I said with a sniffle. "I can't believe this is happening."

      But I could believe it. I felt like I was being punished for using necromancy, but I'd done it for good. I wasn't trying to be evil, and I hadn't done it for personal gain either.

      He pulled me in for a hug, and for a moment, I felt better. Then my guilt overwhelmed me. "He kissed me, Thorn,” I said and felt him stiffen. "Last night, Azriel kissed me. That's not why I was there, though. It wasn't a date or anything like that. It just... happened. I know that sounds so bad."

      He held me at arm’s length, but Thorn didn't entirely let me go. "Is that? Is that as far as it went?"

      "Yeah. It was just a weird confusing thing that happened. I have this connection to him."

      That was enough to get him to let me go. "You have a connection to him?"

      "It's like an empathic connection. I discovered it last night for the first time. I was there trying to save his dog,” I said. "It's a long story."

      "I need to start the report for the burglary,” he said and turned to walk away from me.

      "Thorn..." I called after him as he walked toward the door.

      "Not right now,” he said without stopping. "You said we could discuss it tonight, and I think that's best."

      At least he was still going to talk to me. I took that as a good sign. The night before, I hadn't been sure if I loved Thorn, but I knew right then I was terrified of losing him. I would not have handled it well if he'd never spoken to me again.
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      While I was waiting for a man to come from a glass shop a few towns over to give me an estimate on the windows, I decided to go get a coffee and talk to Viv.

      "Whoa. You look terrible,” she said as I stepped up to the counter.

      "That's because the windows to my shop got smashed into oblivion and whoever did it stole all of my bags for the festival. The decorations I made too."

      "What?" Viv asked.

      "Yeah. Anyway, I need a bucket of hazelnut latte,” I said. "Also, did you not see the smashed glass all over the sidewalk when you opened this morning? It's just so weird to me that nobody called the sheriff."

      "I parked in the back and came in through the kitchen door this morning, hon. I do most mornings. I didn't see anything when I opened this morning, but I wasn't really looking either,” she said with a frown. "I'm so sorry. You know I would have called Thorn and you if I had."

      "Has business been slow this morning?" I asked. "Again, it's just so weird to me that nobody saw it."

      "Now that you mention it, it has been kind of a slow morning. I wonder if any of the tourists saw it and didn't call it in,” Viv said as she went to work making the espresso for my latte. "Maybe they figured it was already handled or that it was none of their business. You know how people can be. Most of the people who work at the courthouse go in through the back too, and hardly anyone uses the library anymore."

      "You're right,” I said. "But I haven't told you the best part. I found Astra's wallet in the smashed glass."

      "No, you didn't!" Viv made half her customers jump when she hollered. "Sorry, folks. Just had a little too much of my dark brew this morning."

      "Yeah, she did it. I know she did. I had evidence,” I said.

      "Did Thorn arrest her?"

      "No,” I said. "Get this, she said I stole her wallet. He did a report, but he said there wasn't enough evidence to arrest either of us."

      "Wait, he considered arresting you? He believed her?" Viv asked.

      "Yeah." I didn't elaborate further.

      "You guys on the rocks?"

      "I guess we are,” I said. "It's a long story."

      "You can tell me while we're cleaning up the mess,” she said.

      But I couldn't. I couldn't tell her the real reason I was over at Azriel's place. I couldn't tell her what I had done for him. I'd have to find a cover story, but nothing I came up with was going to make any sense. 

      "I've got someone coming in to clean it up,” I said. "But thank you for the offer."

      It was a lie, but I couldn't tell her the truth about the cleanup either. I'd sweep the glass out front up by hand, but inside, I was going to use magic. I estimated I'd be done with the whole thing within an hour.

      I just had to wait for the glass guy to come give his estimate. Castor was going to pay him with cash because he didn't want a claim on his insurance.

      "Well, you call me if you need me,” she said and handed me my finished latte. "Actually, call me later anyway."

      "I will."

      We said our goodbyes, and I walked back over to my shop to begin the process of sweeping up the glass. Some days Meri stayed home because he thought the shop was boring, and that day I wished he was there. 

      Five minutes later as I was sweeping up glass fragments, Meri came galloping down the sidewalk. He plopped down on the sidewalk next to where I'd set my coffee and watched me sweep with a soft expression.

      As I was sweeping up the last dustpan of glass, a truck with a sign that said Hartman's Glass pulled up in front of the shop. A couple of women approached the store from the square, but when they saw the broken windows, they hurried on.

      The man in the truck got out and grabbed a small box from the bed of the truck. He was a burly guy dressed in a plaid flannel shirt and loose khaki cargo pants. His face was broad with a beard that was somewhere between "forgot to shave for three days" and an actual beard. While he looked to be in his late forties or early fifties, he had bright hazel eyes that looked far younger.

      "Hello, ma'am," he called out cheerfully. "You Kinsley?"

      "I am,” I said. "You're Dennis, right?"

      "That's me,” he said and then looked at the broken front windows. He let out a long whistle. "This is going to cost a pretty penny. Castor's lucky he and I are friends."

      Dennis chuckled. He set his box down on the sidewalk and pulled out a huge measuring tape and tiny notebook.

      "I'm guessing they are expensive because I'll need custom panes?" I asked. "How long does that take?"

      "It's going to take up to eight weeks for tempered glass replacement windows,” he said and I felt my stomach churn.

      "Eight weeks..." I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      "Don't worry, Kinsley. I'll go back to my shop and cut some laminate panes this afternoon. It's only a temporary fix, but unless there's a huge storm or something, they'll hold until I get done with the glass. I can come back tomorrow and put them in. I've got some plastic sheeting in the truck I'll put over it for now."

      "Really?"

      "Yes, ma'am,” he said with a smile. "But the plastic sheeting won't keep thieves out. Just the elements."

      "Don't worry about that. I'll take care of all of that."

      I hadn't really thought about how I would take care of all of that. I'd have to use magic, of course. I cursed myself for not having protection wards up around the store in the first place. Because I hadn't wanted to use spells, Castor was going to have to pay money for the repairs. I wouldn't make that mistake again. Protecting myself and my shop was a good enough reason to use magic.

      Once Dennis was done measuring, he got huge sheets of plastic out of the bed of his truck. I watched quietly as he hung them. It was obviously something he was well practiced at. It seemed like it took him no time at all to cover the huge front store windows. 

      "Did you get that coffee across the square over there?" Dennis asked as he packed notebook and measuring tape back into his little toolbox.

      "I did. Viv makes a great cup of joe,” I said.

      "I smelled the place as I drove by. I think I'm going to mosey on over there,” he said.

      "Well, tell Viv I sent you, and she'll give you your first cup for free,” I said. "But tomorrow, you'll have to pay. It'll get you hooked."

      "I'm not one to pass up a free cup of coffee." Dennis put his toolbox back in the bed of his truck. "I'll see you tomorrow about this time to put up the temporary windows?"

      "Thank you so much, Dennis."

      "You're welcome, Kinsley."

      He put his ladder away last, and then headed across the square to grab his coffee. I went inside the shop and magically directed all of the glass scattered around into a garbage can. 

      When that was done, I drew sigils on the doorframes with ink that turned invisible with a snap of my fingers. Astra Argent would never set foot in my store again. 

      I debated whether or not to open the store, but it didn't seem like there was much point. Who was going to come in with the giant plastic sheets hanging over the windows?

      It was just one day, and I figured it wouldn't hurt to stay closed until Dennis came back and put up the temporary windows.

      "What are you going to do?" Meri asked as I stood there staring at the front of the store.

      "Let's go home. I can get on the internet and see if there's any way to replace what was stolen in time,” I said.

      "You're going to buy it all again?" Meri asked. "I thought Thorn was going to try to get a search warrant for Astra's place?"

      He was, but I didn't have much faith in it. He hadn't sounded confident he'd get one, and I wasn't even sure how hard he would try.

      But, I had another idea forming in the back of my mind.

      "It's just in case,” I said. "I think I might have another idea."

      "What is it?" Meri asked enthusiastically. I think he'd picked up on the fact that I was locked, loaded, and ready for some mischief.

      "I'll tell you on the way home."
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        * * *

      

      My grand idea was that I'd go to Astra's shop in the middle of the night and do a little breaking and entering. If I found my swag bags and decorations, I'd just steal them back. What could she do? Call the sheriff and tell him I'd stolen what she'd stolen from me? The idea was laughable.

      "What if you get caught?" Meri asked as we went inside the house.

      "We're not going to let that happen,” I said.

      "Oh, you think I'm getting involved in this drama?"

      "Well, yeah. It's your job to protect me." 

      "Maybe you should just wait for the search warrant," Meri suggested.

      "That sounds lame,” I said. "Are you going soft on me?"

      "Whatever." Meri said. "Sure, let's go do a burglary later, but I want extra bacon."

      The rest of the day, I spent shopping online for replacements for the swag and decorations. I didn't buy any of it because I hoped to get what I'd already done back. Plus, it would cost me hundreds of dollars in rush delivery fees to get things in time.

      Late in the afternoon, I got a text from Thorn. He said he would be over later, but that he wouldn't be in time for dinner. 

      My stomach growled because I'd forgotten to have lunch. I figured if he wasn't coming for dinner, I'd just head over to the diner and have an early dinner or late lunch. Maybe I'd eat enough for both.

      I grabbed some cash and stuffed it into my purse. "I'm going to the diner to get food. I'll bring you back bacon," I called out to Meri.

      "Thanks, Creature,” he said.

      It had been a long while since he called me that. I felt myself choke up a little, but I was too hungry to dwell.

      I drove over to the diner and found the parking lot mostly empty. Reggie was inside at the counter rolling silverware up in napkins. She looked up and smiled as I came through the main entrance.

      "Hey, I wasn't expecting to see you today,” she said and came out from behind the counter. "Sit anywhere you like. I'm the only one here until Leslie comes in for the dinner shift."

      "Do you have to work tonight too?" I asked as I took a seat at the counter.

      Reggie plopped down on the stool next to me. "No. Amanda's on tonight too. Her rent is due in two days, so she'll be in no matter what. When she's worried about getting evicted is the only time I can count on her, though."

      "Have you ever thought about doing something other than this?" I asked as I looked over the menu.

      "Like what?" Reggie asked and pulled the tub of silverware and pile of napkins over so she could keep rolling. "I have like three credits of community college and the only other work experience I have is two days of complete failure working as a secretary at the hospital. That did not go well. It's too bad too because the pay was good and there was insurance."

      "I was thinking of hiring someone at the shop, you know,” I said.

      "And?" she asked.

      "Oh my gawd, Reggie. I'm trying to ask if you're interested,” I said and playfully punched her arm. "Of course, you'll have to wait until tomorrow to start. I'm obviously not open today."

      "Why aren't you at work?" she asked instead of answering me.

      "I can't believe you haven't heard. Someone smashed the front windows out of my shop and stole all of my swag bags and decorations for the Midnight Magic Festival."

      "I heard there was some sort of ruckus downtown, but we've hardly had any customers today. So the gossip train didn't pull into this station today. Do you know who did it?"

      "That's the craziest part. I found Astra Argent's wallet at the scene."

      "No way. That crazy... woman. Did Thorn arrest her?"

      "She accused me of stealing the wallet. He said there wasn't enough evidence to arrest either of us, so he's going to try to get a search warrant for her place,” I said.

      "That's nuts. How can that not be enough evidence to arrest her? You found her wallet there. I'd assume she dropped it."

      "Because I didn't leave it there. I wasn't thinking, and I picked it up. I took it with me when I went over to confront her."

      "Oops. Still, I can't believe Thorn didn't arrest her. Are you guys doing okay?"

      "I think he's just stressed from working so many hours. He really needs to hire another deputy,” I said. I was going to tell her why Thorn was really upset with me. If she was going to work with me in the shop, I might as well come clean about who I really was, but I wasn't going to tell her about it in the diner.

      "Any idea what you want to eat?" she asked.

      "Chicken strips and waffles with a triple side of bacon,” I said.

      "You want one of those sides of bacon to go?"

      "You know it,” I said.

      "Honey mustard for the chicken and blueberry syrup for the waffles?" Reggie asked.

      "This place is going to miss you,” I said.

      "How do you know I'm going to come work for you?"

      "Because I'm going to pay you a decent wage and get you health insurance,” I said.

      "What about my grandmother?" Reggie said. "Sure would be nice to get her off the state health insurance."

      "You've got a deal." 

      "Really? You'd really do that? I was just joking around. Kinsley, you can't. It will be so expensive."

      "Then I guess you'd better say yes."

      "Oh my gawd, girl. Yes, of course. And I can start tomorrow?"

      "Yeah, it might take me a few days to get the insurance in place, but I know someone who can probably hook me up. I've still got one or two friends left in the city who didn't completely jump ship on me after the divorce. We can join a group co-op thingy."

      "You, my dear, are a rock star. And to do that for me when you've got your own stuff going on."

      "They say the best way to feel better about your problems is to help someone else with theirs."

      "This is so great,” Reggie said. "Let me go put your order in."

      When she got back, Reggie plopped back down next to me and started rolling silverware again. "What are they going to do tomorrow without you?" I asked. "Should I let you give them longer notice?"

      "Nah. The manager will just have to work for a few days until they move someone to the day shift or hire someone else. It'll do her good to actually do some work."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Yeah, I'm done here. I was so hoping you ask me to work with you when you started talking about needing an assistant," Reggie said.

      "Why didn't you just ask me?"

      "I figured if you wanted me to work with you, you'd ask. And, you did,” she said and threw her arms around my shoulders.

      A few minute later, my food was ready and a handful of people moseyed in for an early dinner. I was hanging around waiting to see if Reggie got another break in the action when I got a text from Thorn.

      It's quiet right now. Meet me at the spot?

      The spot was a bench by the new pond in the cemetery. It was a tranquil place to get some sunshine and fresh air. It was also neutral ground for us to talk.

      I'll be there in a few. I texted back.

      He didn't say anything else, so I left money for my check. "I'll call you later," I told Reggie on my way out.

      I was at the cemetery for around half an hour before Thorn showed up. It gave me time to go over what I was going to say in my head. Not that it helped.

      My stomach started doing flip-flops as I watched his cruiser get closer. I wasn't sure why, but I had a bad feeling.

      When he parked the car across the little gravel road from the pond, I watched Thorn as he sat there for a full minute looking at me. Finally, he let out a big sigh and got out of the car.

      He put his hat on the driver's seat and closed the door before making his way over to the bench and sitting down next to me. "I came here to break things off with you,” he said grimly. 

      It felt like someone had punched me in the chest. I had to take a deep breath past the lump in my throat to keep from throwing up. My face grew hot and my mouth started to tingle that way it does right before you get sick.

      I must have sounded like I was struggling to breathe, but that's because I was. If a person could look furious and concerned at the same time, that's exactly how Thorn looked.

      He put a hand on my knee. "But I can't do it, Kinsley. Seeing you sitting here, I realized how foolish I was being."

      "So, you're not breaking up with me?" I managed to say.

      "Not unless that's what you want,” he said. "I'm not happy about anything that's happened in the last couple of days, but I can't just let you go. I care about you too much. In fact, I think that I might even love you."

      "Thorn..."

      "Now, I know it's a really awkward time for me to say something like that, so please don't say it back. But maybe if I'd told you that before, none of this would be happening. I'll carry that responsibility."

      "You're not responsible for the things I do,” I said. 

      "I kind of am, Kinsley. I should have been more open with you, and I wish that I could promise that I will be. I don't know if I can make that promise right now, but if you want to work things out, I think we can get through this."

      "I do want to work things out,” I said. "I'm sorry about all of this, and I'm sorry I didn't tell you what happened right away."

      "Part of me can understand why you didn't,” he said and rubbed his chin. For the first time I noticed how exhausted he looked. Thorn had been tired lately, but that day he looked like he was at the very end of a short tether. "But if you still want to be with me while you have this connection or whatever to Azriel Malum, then you're going to need to promise me that you'll never see him again. No more favors. No more magical spells to help him out. You've got to cut him off and never look back."

      I knew what Thorn was saying was the truth, but at the same time, it felt like he'd punched me in the chest all over again. Like, the idea of never seeing Azriel again, even as a friend, nearly knocked the wind out of me. I held it together, though. After all, I had a history with Thorn. It wasn't like I could just throw that away because I'd discovered some weird empathic connection to Azriel.

       “Can you do that?” he asked.

      Before I could answer, his radio squawked to life. I was about to say something, but I wasn't sure what. I guess I hoped I'd open my mouth and the right thing would come out.

      "I'll come over later. I should be able to get away once most of the good folks of Coventry are settled in for the night,” Thorn said. "It will be after dinnertime, but it shouldn't be too late."

      "Okay,” I said. "I'll see you then."

      He leaned over and gave me a quick kiss on the lips before hurrying back to his cruiser. I sat there staring at the water lapping against the bank of the pond for a while. I felt stunned. 

      My whole life had been turned upside down by my divorce and then I had nearly six months of peace. Once again, it had been turned upside down. The chaos in me could be wielded as a great power, but it also seeped into my everyday life. I wondered if I'd ever have any peace long-term, but then I decided not to dwell on that.

      I sat there for a long time just trying not to think. I had bacon for Meri, and I could have gone home to give it to him, but it felt like if I moved from that spot, it would all come crashing down. Thorn had asked me to meet him there so he could break things off with me, but then he hadn't. I felt a familiar lump rise in my throat. My eyes got misty, and I was about to cry when I got a text message.

      Come see me. It was from Azriel.

      I don't know if this is a good time.

      I texted back still not sure if I even wanted to get off the bench. My body felt so heavy. You'd have thought I would have been happy that Thorn decided not to dump me, but I was still so full of grief.

      Whatever it is, I can help. Come see me. Or just tell me where you are. I'll come to you. he responded.

      He could feel my sadness. It was a little weird knowing that I wasn't really alone, but also sort of comforting. I'd assumed the connection only worked when we were close, but perhaps it stretched further when the emotions were more intense. Or perhaps now that we'd discovered it, the actual connection grew stronger.

      I hadn't promised Thorn I wouldn't see Azriel again because I hadn't had the chance. Given what had transpired between us, I thought it was better if I told him in person anyway. I didn't owe him a face-to-face talk, but it felt like I did.

      I'll come to you. I answered.

      With that, I was finally able to move. Just enough of the heaviness inside of me lifted, and I got myself up and off the bench. He was literally the only person I could talk to about this. Other than Meri, and I knew how that would go. I could have also gone to my Mom and Dad, but that felt weird. Lilith would tell me that if I had that kind of connection with Azriel, I should go with it. I could almost hear her saying to "ditch that square sheriff".

      But Thorn had said that he loved me, and that meant something. So, I had to tell Azriel that I couldn't see him again. There would be no relationship or friendship. The weird anomaly between us was something for us to ignore, not to embrace.

      I got in my car and drove to the clubhouse. After parking my car around back, I made my way up the concrete steps and across the loading dock. I tried to ignore the memories of the night before. I refused to feel the pulse of power through my veins as I embraced the dark arts and brought his dog back to life.

      As I lifted my hand to knock on the door, it opened. He'd been waiting for me. 

      "I have more wine,” Azriel said as he stepped back and let me enter.

      "It's not even dinnertime,” I said. "I'm not sure I should have a glass so early."

      "It's late enough," he countered. "I promise I won't let you have too much."

      "Like I need you to look after me," I teased.

      "Glad to know you're feeling better,” he said as we walked into the kitchen.

      And I was. I'd even begun bantering with him without realizing it. I needed to tone it down a notch since I was there to deliver bad news. It was just that as soon as I was around Azriel, I forgot myself.

      "Speaking of feeling better, how is Tangerine?" I changed the subject. It seemed the safest thing to do.

      "For a zombie dog, she's pretty great,” he said with a smile.

      "Oh, no. Why did you call her a zombie dog? Is something... decaying?"

      He laughed at that and grabbed a bottle of white wine from his refrigerator. "Something light for the late afternoon?"

      In his hand was a bottle of pink Moscato. "That sounds great. I didn't see that in there the other day."

      "Just something I picked up in case I had company,” he said and went to work removing the cork. "Anyway, to answer your question, no. There's nothing actually zombie-like about Tangerine. That was a joke because you brought her back from the dead. You'd never know she was brought back from the other side."

      "Oh, good,” I said and he handed me the glass of pink wine.

      "Let's go sit down,” he said and walked into the living room.

      I followed behind him and sat down on the sofa I'd napped on the evening before. I'd thought that Azriel would take a seat in one of the chairs flanking the sofa, but he sat down next to me. Still, there was enough space between us that it felt friendly.

      "This is good,” I said as I took a small sip of the wine. I'd have to be careful with it as it was sweet and went down way too easily.

      "So, tell me what's going on,” Azriel said.

      And I did.

      When I was done telling him about the day, his eyes were even softer than before. He looked at me with a concern I hadn't expected, but there wasn't a trace of pity on his face.

      "I can't believe he told you that he was going to break it off with you,” Azriel said when he finally spoke. "I can't believe he told you that even after he changed his mind."

      "What do you mean?"

      "It just seems so cruel. If he'd changed his mind, then why not keep that to himself? Why put you through that pain?"

      "I don't know,” I said and bit my bottom lip. "I hadn't thought of it that way. I guess that's why I didn't feel any relief."

      "So, you promised him you'd never see me again?" Azriel asked and reached out his hand for my wine glass. I handed it to him, and he took a drink. "But you're here."

      "I didn't promise him. He got a call on the radio before I could say anything,” I said.

      "You're here to tell me in person that you're never going to see me again,” he said and handed the glass back to me. "You wanted to do it face to face. You're a good person like that."

      I thought about what he'd said. How it was cruel for Thorn to tell me that he'd planned on breaking up with me even though he'd changed his mind. I didn't know if I'd changed my mind because I didn't know what to think, but I wasn't going to tell him that I'd come there to do that.

      "I'm here because you're the only person I could talk to about this." It was the truth.

      He visibly relaxed. Azriel had been waiting for me to tell him I was never going to see him again.

      "I know we barely know each other, Kinsley, but I don't think this connection is for nothing. I've been around long enough to know that these things happen for a reason. Hell, I don't even believe in coincidences anymore."

      "I don't know what to do,” I said. "I have no idea how to process any of this, and with the break-in this morning, my whole life is upside down. It doesn't feel like I'm ever going to find any peace."

      "I will find out who did that to your shop, Kinsley,” he said.

      "I'm not sure if it's a good idea for me to owe you any more favors,” I said with a chuckle. "The last one had me raising the dead."

      "I know that you're kidding," he said and took my hand, "but just in case there is any part of you that's worried about owing me anything, don't. I told you that I'm in your debt. Even if you never spoke to me again, I'd still be here waiting for you. Anything you ever needed. If I could get it for you, I would."

      I felt my heart start to hammer in my chest. Azriel was just so... unexpected. Being there with him, I felt better. I wanted to hate myself for it, but I did feel better.

      "Can I tell you something?"

      "Anything,” he said and squeezed my hand.

      "Since I think that.... since I know that Astra did this, I was considering breaking into her shop tonight to see if she had my stuff there. Thorn said he'd try to get a search warrant, but he didn't sound confident. I figured I could steal my stuff back, and what can she do?"

      He let go of my hand and rubbed his palms together. "I know I shouldn't be encouraging this, but it sounds like a good time to me."

      I couldn't help but laugh a little. "I thought you'd said you were considering abandoning your life of crime?"

      "This isn't crime. It's vigilante justice. Besides, I just said I was considering abandoning my criminal enterprises. It's a lot more complicated than just walking away."

      "Is it though?" I asked and for the first time, I found myself wondering what the "outlaw" part of his biker club entailed. I knew I probably shouldn't ask, but it slipped out before my brain could catch up with my mouth. "What is it you guys do anyway?"

      "I don't want to lie to you, Kinsley, so let's just say we don't hurt women and children and leave it at that, okay? It's better for you that way."

      "What about drugs?"

      "If we were involved in that business, and I'm not saying one way or another, it wouldn't be with the stuff that kills people,” he said. 

      I took a deep breath. "Okay, I'll leave it alone."

      "Look, this isn't easy for me either. I never expected to care about anyone, let alone someone like you. My whole life is turned upside down too."

      "What are we going to do?"

      "Tonight we're going to break into Astra's store and find your stuff,” he said. "Let's focus on things where we can take action."

      "And if it's not there?"

      "Then we'll go to her house. Or I'll send some of my men to her house,” Azriel said.

      "I don't want them to hurt her,” I said. "I mean, I do... kinda... but it wouldn't be right."

      "We can search her house without hurting her, Kinsley. This is what we do. We're professionals."

      "Let's just start with her shop. It would have been much easier for her to get it there than to take it all the way home."

      "What do you think her plan was?" Azriel asked. "Why did she do this?"

      "I think just to make me look bad,” I said. "It's not like she can give out the bags or even sell the stuff in them. She'd probably have to throw it all away. I'm convinced it was all just to make me look bad."

      "Do you think she's just a nasty person? Why would she do this to you."

      "I think you hit the nail on the head. I never met her before she moved to town. It's not like we had a feud going on or something."

      And that's when it hit me. What if she was a Tuttlesmith witch and had no idea that I was one as well? My last name was Skeenbauer, but maybe Astra didn't know my mother was a Tuttlesmith.

      "Well, she'll be dealt with,” Azriel said.

      "You sound like you intend to kill her."

      "No, not that. But I've run my share of nasty... problems out of town,” he said.

      "I can imagine,” I said. "If you have things you need to do, I can go."

      "Kinsley, if I didn't have time for you, I wouldn't have invited you over,” he said. "I was thinking about watching a movie, though. That new movie with the arsonist that gets caught in a haunted house is out on demand. You're welcome to stay and watch it with me. You could have another glass of wine, and I was going to make some Parmesan and red pepper popcorn."

      "Not too much red pepper?" I said hopefully.

      "Just enough for a kick. Not enough to set your mouth on fire. I'll let you control it if you'd like."

      "I'd like to see the movie,” I said.

      "I know it's more than a decision to stay and watch the movie, Kinsley,” Azriel said. "I know it potentially means letting Thorn go, and you're not ready to make that decision. I'm not here to force you into choosing anything. I won't be mad if you go."

      "It is just a movie,” I said. "I think I'll stay and watch it. Let's make the popcorn, and do you have a Coke? I don't want to drink too much wine."

      I wasn't ready to just dump Thorn, but I didn't like being backed into a corner either. What if I did want to be friends with Azriel? Was it Thorn's place to tell me that couldn't happen?

      Whatever the outcome, I just wanted to let it go for a while. I'd talk to Thorn later, and perhaps we could handle the whole thing a little less dramatically.
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      By the time the movie was over, it was getting close to seven. "I need to head out,” I said. "Thorn is supposed to come over after work, and I think we have a lot of talking to do."

      "I understand,” he said and kissed the top of my head. "I'm here for you if you need me. No matter how late."

      "Thank you,” I said and left before I could get emotional all over again.

      I drove home, trying to figure out what I was going to say. That wasn't exactly easy because I still didn't know what I wanted. What I wanted was time to sort things out, but Thorn wanted reassurances. I wasn't sure if that was something I had to offer him, but I didn't want to drive him away either. We'd talked every day for almost six months. If he completely turned his back on me, it felt like I'd have a huge hole in my life.

      When I turned onto my street, I noticed someone sitting on my front porch. At first, I thought Thorn had shown up earlier than I expected and he was waiting for me. But neither his cruiser nor his truck was in my driveway.

      As I got closer, I recognized it was Astra. Had she come to pick a fight? Was she there to confess and make things right by giving my bags and decorations back?

      There wasn't a car in my driveway from what I could see, so either she'd pulled up really far, walked, or someone had dropped her off. When I pulled into the driveway, I saw that there was no car at all.

      She was just sitting there on the porch with some sort of tropical-looking drink in her hand, staring at me with this creepy smile. It was unnerving, to say the least.

      What was even worse was how fixated on me her glare was. She wasn't moving at all.

      "What are you doing here?" I asked as I got out of the car. 

      Just then, Meri jumped into the window behind her. He was pawing at the glass frantically. "Let me out," I heard him call.

      "What is wrong with you?" I asked as I walked up the steps.

      What was wrong with him was that Astra wasn't glaring at me without moving. She wasn't moving because she was dead.

      Not sure exactly what to do, I unlocked the door quickly and let Meri out. "Are you okay?" I asked. "Was someone in there with you?"

      "No, no one's in the house,” he said and ran over to me.

      I scooped him up and held him against my chest. "Who did this?" I asked. "Did you see who did this?"

      "No. I looked out the window a while back and she was there. I didn't see anybody. I might have heard a car at some point, but I was up in the attic. When it wasn't you, I just sort of went back to what I was doing."

      "I need to call Thorn,” I said and carried Meri down the steps.

      We stood in the middle of the yard, and I took out my phone. My front porch was a crime scene, and I wanted to avoid contaminating it any more than I already had.

      "I'll be about another half an hour,” Thorn said when he picked up.

      "I'm not calling because of that,” I said, and then I told him what I found.

      Meri and I waited there in the middle of the yard until he and a couple of his deputies arrived. They took pictures and collected fingerprints. Thorn made the decision not to call in crime scene techs because there wasn't any other evidence to collect. However she died, it hadn't left any blood or other such evidence. He did call the coroner and came over to take my statement while we waited.

      "Did you kill her?" he asked first off.

      "What?"

      "Are you really saying that someone killed her on your porch or brought her body here and staged it, and you didn't hear anything. You had no idea what was going on outside of your window?"

      "I wasn't here,” I said. "I just got home, and I found her that way."

      "You were still in the cemetery?" he asked. "You stayed there all that time?"

      Well, there wasn't any way around it. I was going to have to tell him where I'd been. If nothing else, Azriel was my alibi. He could vouch for my whereabouts, and at least I wouldn't be a suspect.

      "Okay, I don't know any way to say this other than to just come out with it. I was with Azriel,” I said.

      A coldness I hadn't expected chilled his blue eyes. "You went to see him after our talk? Why, Kinsley?"

      "I went to go talk to him about what you'd said, and I ended up staying to watch a movie."

      "You did what?" he asked and then I watched his entire demeanor change. "You know what, I don't have time for this right now. I'm going to take your statement, and I'll check your alibi with Mr. Malum. Assuming it checks out, I will let you know if I have any further questions for you. So please, go over your discovery of the body one more time for me."

      It was all business after that. My Mom and Dad did show up a little while later when it got back to them what had happened. I sat in their car while I waited for the coroner to release the scene.

      "I don't think you should beat yourself up over this," Mom finally said.

      "Over Astra's death?" I asked.

      "Over the prickly situation with Thorn," she responded.

      "You know about that?" 

      "There's not much that goes on in this town I don't know about,” she said. "Even when it comes to Azriel Malum."

       "Oh,” I said.

      "We're not going to judge you, honey," my dad said.

      "Thorn is a nice guy," Mom said. "His father did the best he could with him, and he's a good friend of the family." 

      "But?" I asked. "I sense there's a but here."

      "Well, Thorn Sr. wasn't exactly known for sticking around. And, that's okay. Everything worked out for the best, but he had a tendency to run from things. The only exception was his ex-wife, and that's a dynamic that I don't really need to get into,” she said.

      "Yeah, from what little you've told me over the years, it seemed like a bad situation."

      "It was," Mom said. "So Thorn Jr. may not have had the best role model when it came to healthy relationships."

      "Well, I did, and look how I turned out anyway,” I said.

      "Two things on that," Dad said. "One is that your mother is amazing, but I've had my issues with... the darkness in the past. It’s gotten its claws into me and made me do things I wasn't proud of. This was way before you were born, but your mother handled it better than I deserved."

      "What did you do?" I couldn't believe what I was hearing.

      "I messed around with some dark magic I had no business in and it turned me a little obsessive. I was a bit stalkery for a while."

      "What?"

      "In all fairness, your dad was trying to do the right thing. He just managed to go about it all wrong. It was a mess, but it was a mess I understood and forgave because he's my soulmate," Mom said. "People aren't perfect, Kinsley. Sometimes they get mixed up in things they shouldn't, but that doesn't mean you can't forgive them. It doesn't mean they can't change."

      I got the feeling she was talking more about Azriel than about Thorn, but I was too afraid or too emotionally exhausted to ask. "You said there were two things about Thorn?"

      My Dad let out a deep breath through his nose. "I don't even like to bring it up because it's probably not fair, but you're my daughter. Things don't have to be fair when it comes to me protecting you."

      "Protecting me? From Thorn?"

      "It might be nothing," Mom said.

      "But there's always the chance that it is," Dad said. "What we're getting at is that Thorn Jr.'s biological father could be Thorn Sr.'s brother. He's the man that broke up Thorn Sr.'s marriage the first time around. That would most likely explain why Thorn. Jr. looks so much like his dad even though he's not his biological father."

      "So he's his uncle. Okay?" I was confused.

      "Thorn Sr.'s brother wasn't a good man," Mom said. "In fact, he may have had a personality disorder. I don't think they had the best childhood, and that's why Thorn Sr. seemed to run from anything good in his life. Relationship-wise, anyway. But it's also why he was so dedicated to Thorn Jr. and his sister. He was a complicated man. Thorn Jr.'s biological father, on the other hand, wasn't complicated. He did what he wanted and he didn't care who he hurt."

      "You think he was a psychopath?" I asked.

      "Or a sociopath. Maybe a malignant narcissist," Mom said.

      "Wow," I responded. "So you think it's possible Thorn, my Thorn, inherited that?"

      "We don't know, honey," my Dad said quickly.

      "He's our friend," Mom said quickly. "Thorn is a charming young man, but..."

      "But that can be a problem too,” I said. "I've seen enough shows about personality disorders."

      "We're not saying you shouldn't date him," Dad added. "We're just saying do it with your eyes open. We've been debating telling you about this for a while now, but Thorn's and your relationship didn't seem to be getting much more serious. So, we sat on it."

      "You guys remember that the other man in this little triangle I find myself in is a vampire biker who runs an outlaw motorcycle club, right?" I asked.

      "People make mistakes," Mom said. "We're not going to tell you what to do. Just know that we support you no matter what, and we're here for you."

      "Thanks,” I said, and it got quiet again.

      A few minutes later, the coroner arrived. He did his thing, cleared the scene, and Thorn left without saying another word to me. He didn't even look in my direction. It was one of his deputies, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt because it was technically his night off, that came over and told me that as soon as the body was removed, I could go home. 

      "Call us if you need us," my dad said as they rolled away.

      I went inside through the back door so I didn't have to go on the porch. Meri had eaten the bacon I'd gotten him while we were in my parents' car. I threw the container away and went into the living room.

      Are you okay? The text came through a few minutes after I'd plopped down on the sofa with a book and a bottle of Coke from the fridge. At first, I'd thought that maybe Thorn had a change of heart, but it was from Reggie.

      I'm doing okay. I responded.

      I would have come over, but your house was like, a crime scene, right? I wasn't sure if I could. I'm sorry. she texted.

      It's okay. Thanks for thinking of me. I'm back in the house now.

      Do you want me to come over now? she asked.

      I think I might go to sleep. We can talk about it tomorrow at the shop. I responded.

      So that's still happening?

      Of course it is. If you still want the job.

      I'll see you then, boss. Call me if you need me. No matter how late. :-) Reggie said.

      Night.

      A little while later, I had basically the same text exchange with Viv. Except the part about the job, and I told her I'd come in for coffee in the morning. 

      I must have been exhausted because I fell asleep with my head on the arm of the sofa. My phone was right next to my head, so it woke me up when I got another text a couple of hours later. 

      Again, it wasn't Thorn. Obviously, he was really mad, and he'd abandoned me because of it. I guess I didn't blame him.

      The text was from Azriel. Are we still on for tonight?

      Well, the woman whose shop I planned to break into was dead. I was probably a suspect. If I was caught breaking into her business, I'd look even more suspicious.

      Yeah, we're still totally on. I texted back.

      I'll see you in a half hour then. Meet me in the alley behind the store.

      See you there.

      I was supposed to be there in half an hour, and I needed to walk so no one saw my car. If I hadn't fallen asleep, I'd have been ready to go. As it was, I needed to run upstairs to my room and throw on a black t-shirt and leggings. I tied my hair up into a bun on my head. I didn't have time to do anything with my makeup the old-fashioned way, so I waved my hand over my face and came out with flawless foundation and a perfect smokey eye. It was breaking my rule about not using magic when I didn't absolutely need it, but looking better made me feel better. More confident. I did need that.

      "You want me to carry you?" I asked Meri on the way out the door. "I'm not taking a bag. We're traveling light tonight."

      "I can keep up,” he said.

      I locked the front door and rushed down the steps so I could be on that porch as little as possible. At some point, I'd need to do a cleansing ritual to clear the space of the negative energy left by Astra and whoever killed her.

      It was quiet, and the moon was new, so Meri and I slipped across my front yard without being seen. We darted across the road, and I climbed over the fence that led into the ancient cemetery located across the street from Hangman's House. The very cemetery that my parents fell in love restoring.

      I could hear frogs singing in the nearby creek. Crickets also began their carrying on as we moved among the ancient headstones. The cemetery didn't scare me at all. None of them did, really. But that particular one, I'd played in since I was a child.

      That's why the voice that rang out behind me only made me jump half out of my skin. "Hey!"

      At first, I thought it was Meri, but he was actually running a little ahead of me. At the sound of the voice, he stopped and whirled around. I did the same, and we came face to face with Brody's ghost.

      "You shouldn't be here," I spit. "You're not supposed to be able to come inside the town limits."

      "Now, now, Kinsley. You saw me at the diner months ago. You know I can come here anytime I like."

      "Technically, you were still outside the town limits. You shouldn't be here now. Not in this place," I said. "Maybe you're not really Brody."

      "It's me,” he said with a shrug and drifted closer. "I had a little help getting in, if you really must know."

      "I bet I know who did that,” I said. "But she's dead."

      "So?" He almost sounded like a petulant child, but he also drifted closer to me again. I could feel the hatred and malice rolling off of him like an oily, choking smoke.

      "You should go,” I said. "Go now, or I'm going to dispatch you."

      "I'm not afraid of you,” he said.

      But at that same moment, gray, ghostly hands came up from the grave he was standing on. Abigail Skeenbauer-Trenton, or whatever ghost was just hanging out inside of her plot in the cemetery, reached up and seized Brody's specter. He must not have expected that because he let out a childish shriek. Seconds later, the hands dragged him down into the damp earth.

      "Let's keep moving,” I said to Meri.

      "You don't have to tell me twice."
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      The rest of the walk to the alley behind what had been Astra's shop was uneventful. When we got there, I almost thought I'd arrived before Azriel until he stepped out from a shadow.

      "That's a neat trick," I whispered.

      "I'm sure you could manage something similar,” he said softly before raising one finger to his lips.

      I nodded and opened the back door into Astra's shop. It had been locked, but a little magic was all it took to get through the deadbolt. It took a lot more to get through the warding spells intended to keep other witches out, but she wasn't powerful enough to stop me entirely. It would have been difficult to actually break a dead witch's spell, so I just had to grimace and walk through.

      "You okay?" Azriel asked once we were inside and the door was closed.

      "Yeah. The door was warded against witches. Let's just say it stung a little to walk through. I'll live."

      We were in the back room of the store. It looked a great deal like mine. There was a big open room with shelving, an office off to one side, and a small bathroom off to the other. In fact, it looked almost just like mine. 

      Especially since my swag bags and decorations were lined up on one of the shelves. "Now I wish I'd brought my car,” I said.

      "Why is that?" Azriel asked.

      "Because my bags and decorations are here,” I said and pointed to the shelves.

      "Let me call a couple of my guys. They can bring a truck and make quick work of this,” Azriel said.

      "That's going to be rather conspicuous,” I said. "I thought we were going for stealth."

      "We'll make quick work of it,” he said. "Unless you have another idea? Are you okay with leaving this stuff here and letting the law sort it out?"

      "No. Call them,” I said. "If your guys can move in the shadows the way you did, the only part to worry about is the truck. Meri and I can camouflage that with magic."

      "They will be here in ten minutes,” he said after hanging up the phone.

      "I'm going to take a look around," I responded. "I want to see if there is anything that might point to why she's dead here."

      "You should probably stay away from the front windows."

      "I'm going to look in her office,” I said. "Meri, why don't you go have a look behind the register."

      "What should I do?" Azriel asked.

      "Are you taking orders from me now?" I cocked one eyebrow up in disbelief.

      "I’d consider it an honor,” he said with a smile I couldn't quite read. "But don't let it go to your head."

      "We can take a deep dive into the meaning of that when we're done with our little B&E here,” I said. "For now, why don't you see if there's anything in these boxes besides extra stock."

      "Your wish is my command,” he said with an exaggerated bow. 

      I just rolled my eyes and headed into the office. Once inside, I closed the door so I could turn on the light. 

      The first thing I found when I sat down at her desk was a notebook with a picture of a cat in a space suit on the front. The notebook was purple, and the cat design was embossed with rainbow metallic.

      Inside was just a bunch of creepy drawings and poems written about the beauty of death. It would have been disturbing except that it reminded me of something a teenager would write to try and be edgy.

      I closed it and moved it off to the side. Underneath that was a handwritten letter. I looked at the bottom and it was signed by Jemma Crane. The name sounded vaguely familiar, so I read the entire letter.

      Apparently, Jemma believed that Astra had stolen her favorite garden gnome. She couldn't get Thorn to do anything about it because there wasn't any proof, so the letter went from begging Astra to give it back to threatening to beat the snot out of her. 

      "I sympathize, Jemma. I really do,” I said and put the letter down.

      Astra had a laptop sitting open on the desk. I hit the spacebar and the login screen came up. 

      I didn't have time to try to go through it, though, because Azriel called out to me. "They're here. Let's go."

      "Coming,” I said.

      Before I left the office, I closed the laptop and unplugged it, taking it with me. I grabbed the letter too. I didn't think that a lawn gnome was a reason to commit murder, but Jemma's letter was pretty unhinged by the end.

      Azriel's men loaded the boxes with my bags quickly and took off.

      "Do they know where I live?" I asked.

      "I'm taking the stuff back to the warehouse,” he said. "I don't want you to get caught with it at your house."

      "They're going to figure out I got it back eventually,” I said. "The whole point is that I have to have it out at the Midnight Magic Festival."

      "Let's give it a couple of days to blow over, and then you can find it,” he said.

      "You're the criminal mastermind,” I said with a shrug.

      "What do you have there?" he asked and pointed to the laptop.

      "I'd like to figure out who killed her,” I said. "I didn't have time to go through the laptop, so I'm taking it with me."

      "Now who's the criminal mastermind?" He said. "You realize that's actually stealing, right? It's not the same as taking your stuff back."

      "Are you judging me?" I asked.

      "Not at all,” he said with a smile. "That's a nice laptop too. I can sell it for you when you're done. You could make a few hundred bucks."

      "I was thinking of putting it back when I'm done,” I said. "But we'll see."

      "What are you going to do now?" Azriel asked as we left.

      He started to walk down the alley in the opposite direction of my house. I kept walking with him, not really making a decision but just drifting in his wake.

      "Would you like to come over?" Azriel asked.

      "Or you could come over to my place," I suggested.

      "The famous Hangman's House. Maybe I will,” he said and took my hand. "I'm sorry."

      He started to let go, but I gripped his fingers. "It's all right,” I said.

      "Do you want to talk about it?"

      "On the way,” I said. "I assume since you're coming over that you can give me a ride? I walked."

      "Oh, now you might just be pushing things,” he said.

      I stopped in my tracks and just stood there for a moment. After staring at him for a moment with my mouth hanging open, Azriel began to laugh.

      "Of course I'll take you home,” he said. "My car is right over here."

      On the way back to my house, I told Azriel everything about finding Astra's body and then Thorn's subsequent reaction. I didn't share with him the things my mother and father had told me because I hadn't processed it.

      "Do you want me to pull my car into the garage?" Azriel asked. "If he comes by, he'll see my car here."

      "That's sweet of you to offer,” I said. "But no. If you're in my life, I'm not going to hide it. I won't hide you."
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      Once we were inside, I wasn’t sure what to do. I didn’t have any video games, and we’d already watched a movie.

      “You want me to take a crack at that laptop?” Azriel asked as we sat there awkwardly.

      Technically, I could use magic to get into it, but I kinda wanted to see what he had in mind. "Sure. What are you going to do? Are you some sort of super hacker or something?"

      "I wouldn't say that,” Azriel said as I handed him the laptop. "But it wouldn't take a super hacker to get into someone's laptop anyway."

      He sat down on my sofa and opened the laptop up on my coffee table. I joined him, but not too close. Meri, on the other hand, jumped up on the coffee table and practically sat down on Azriel's right hand.

      Azriel didn't seem to mind. He cracked his knuckles and let his fingers fly over the keyboard. "There you go,” he said after a minute.

      I reached out and turned the laptop toward me. Sure enough, he was in. 

      "It's just a work laptop,” I said after looking at the sparse icons on the desktop. "There's nothing personal here."

      "Could she have used magic to conceal it?" he offered.

      "I can check." I closed my eyes and hovered my hands over the keyboard. "There's no magic at work on the computer at all. I think it's just a business laptop."

      "I can go,” Azriel said. "It's getting late."

      "Or we can watch another movie. There's also that documentary series that everyone is watching on Netflix," I offered.

      "The one with the snake guy?" Azriel asked.

      "Yeah, that one. It's cheesy, I know. But everyone is talking about it."

      "Sure,” Azriel said. "I don't have anything better to do."

      "Wow." 

      He laughed. "You should take it as a compliment that I don't have anything better to do than watch documentaries with you."

      I put the show on auto-play on my television, and the next thing I knew, it was morning. I'd fallen asleep on the sofa. Passed out would be more appropriate. 

      Azriel was gone. He'd covered me up with a blanket, and I'd curled up into a ball. Meri was snoozing at my feet.

      Out of nowhere, I felt a stabbing pain in my chest. It sucked the wind out of me. I grabbed my phone and checked for a message from Thorn. The idea of losing him was suddenly and overwhelmingly painful. He hadn't just been my boyfriend. He was my best friend. I didn't know what the universe was trying to tell me about Azriel, but I couldn't just throw Thorn away.

      Before I could really think about what I was doing, I called him.

      "What is it?" he asked gruffly when he answered, but he answered. I shouldn't have read too far into that. He was the sheriff after all, but I still clung to it like a little seed of hope.

      "I'm sorry,” I said. "I've been stupid. I should have trusted you. I should have trusted that I could talk to you."

      "I don't think that I have time for this, Kinsley." Thorn let out a sigh. "You realize that you're a suspect in Astra Argent's murder, right? You're the suspect. The only suspect right now."

      "Are you going to arrest me?"

      "You know that I'm not."

      "I don't want you getting in trouble for me,” I said.

      "Kinsley, I would lose my job and get run out of this town before I ever did anything to hurt you,” Thorn said. "I know you didn't kill Astra, so I'm not going to arrest you."

      "Why did you tell me that you were going to break things off with me if you'd decided not to do it? Didn't you know how much that would upset me?" I had to know why he'd done it.

      "Because it was the truth. Because I was hurting,” Thorn said. "Another man kissed you, and you didn't exactly make it sound like you were upset about it. That and whatever this connection you have with him. I don't know what that's about, but I know it hurts. I screwed up, Kinsley. I should have protected you from that hurt, and I didn't. I'm sorry."

      I did not expect him to admit he was wrong and apologize. I suddenly wished that I'd just waited and talked to him about the whole thing. I wished I'd been a gawd-dang adult for a couple of hours instead of running to the first port in a storm.

      "I broke into Astra's shop last night. Azriel helped me. The good news is that I found my swag bags and decorations. The bad news is that I let Azriel take them back to his clubhouse to protect them for me... and I really don't want you to dump me. I think that I've been foolish, and I don't understand why. But that doesn't matter because I have been."

      "Did anything happen between you two?"

      "I let him break into Astra's laptop. Which I also stole. I was going to put it back."

      "Is that all?"

      "He stayed at the house for a while last night. I invited him to watch that new docu series on the snake guy. I fell asleep, though. He was gone this morning when I woke up."

      "I thought we were going to watch that." Thorn sounded genuinely hurt.

      "I found a dead woman on my porch last night, and you left without speaking to me. I thought it was over,” I said. "But I didn't see any of the show. I crashed. So, if you don't hate me, we can still watch it."

      He was silent for a while. "If you're breaking into places and doing necromancy with him, then Kinsley, why are you calling me?"

      "Because I woke up this morning and everything felt wrong. It was kind of like being hit with lightning or inspiration. I don't know. Something like that. I felt very clearly that what I wanted was you, and you hadn't texted me. Even to see if I was okay. So, I called."

      "I'm sorry. I should have at least checked in on you. I let my anger and jealousy get in the way. I'm better than that, and I need to be better than that for you."

      "Are you going to arrest me for breaking into Astra's shop?"

      "And have to face off with your mother and Amelda? No thanks,” he said with a chuckle.

      That sound unclenched something in my chest. I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding.

      "What do we do, Thorn? Where do we go from here?"

      "I've got to get started on finding out who killed Astra,” Thorn said. "I'll come by later and see you. You're going into the shop today?"

      "I am. Reggie is going to start working with me today. I hired her to assist me in the shop."

      "I need to hire a new deputy,” Thorn said. "I've got two interviews this afternoon. Hopefully, one of them will work out. I need to stop working doubles almost every day."

      "Well, have a good day. I can't wait to see you later,” I said.

      "You too, baby. I love you, Kinsley."

      "I love you too,” I said without even having to think about it.

      After we hung up, I rushed upstairs to take a shower. While I was getting ready, I noticed that my hair was turning lighter again. My eyes were emerald green as well. A much darker shade than normal but not purple. They weren't black. While my hair and eyes were darker, I looked significantly more like myself. 

      As I left the house for work, I noticed a calm had come over me as well. There had been a darkness skittering around under my skin for the last couple of days. It was like static, and I didn't really notice it until it was gone. 

      Something had a hold on me, and it had let go. At the time, I didn't put two and two together because I was just so relieved.

      I drove to my shop with the radio on and my window down. It didn't bother me when people stared because I was belting out a power ballad at the top of my lungs. Some people scowled while others smiled and waved.

      After I parked my car in front of my shop, I hurried across the square to grab a coffee from Viv's. She had a line, so while I waited, I shot off a text to Reggie to ask her what she wanted.

      Caramel macchiato with extra caramel. she texted back. Lots of extra caramel.

      It will be waiting for you when you arrive. I answered.

      I'm just about to head out the door.

      "You look so much better,” Viv said when I stepped up to the counter. "Your usual?"

      "That and a large Caramel macchiato with lots of extra caramel. Reggie is going to start working with me today,” I said. 

      "Oh, that's great news. I'm a little jealous of you two getting to work together. I'll be stuck over here,” Viv said as she started to make the drinks.

      "We'll come see you often. I promise."

      I was unlocking the door to the shop when Reggie arrived. I handed her the Caramel macchiato and we went inside. 

      Even with the lights on, it was pretty dim inside. The plastic sheeting kept the majority of the light out, but it was better than it all being wide open. 

      I was turning on my computer and getting ready for my day when it all got ripped down. Dennis was standing on the other side smiling. Then he saw my coffee and his face fell.

      "Dang it. I should have grabbed a coffee before I got started. I knew I was forgetting something."

      "I'll run and grab you one," Reggie offered. "Unless you've got something you need me to do right now?"

      "No, go ahead,” I said. "I'm not going to open until Dennis is done anyway. I don't want customers tripping over him and getting in his way."

      "Thank you kindly," Dennis said. "This is probably going to take me a few hours."

      "Right. I guess I wasn't thinking about that,” I said. "Well, if we decide to go do something else, is it all right to leave you here?"

      "I can manage. I won't steal anything."

      "I didn't think you would,” I said. "There's a bathroom in the back but... the commode is kind of tricky. You might want to just use the one over at the Brew Station. Plus, you can grab more coffee."

      I was waiting outside for Reggie when she got back with Dennis's coffee. I felt like I needed to stay busy, and since I couldn't work, I thought I'd stick my nose into Astra's death.

      "Everything okay?" Reggie asked.

      "Yeah, it's going to be a few hours before the windows are done. Do you want to get involved in some shenanigans?"

      "What did you have in mind?"

      "Okay, so I broke into Astra's shop last night..."

      "You didn't!" Reggie said with a huge smile.

      "I did, and I found a letter to her from her neighbor accusing her of stealing her favorite garden gnome."

      "You think she was killed over a garden gnome?" Reggie asked.

      "The letter was from a woman named Jemma Crane. It became rather... unhinged at the end."

      "Oh, yeah. That lady is nuts. She's completely off her rocker."

      "So you think it's possible she killed Astra over the stolen gnome?" I asked.

      "I think if it's possible that anyone would kill someone over a garden gnome, it would be Jemma."

      "Does that mean you're in?" I asked as I finally started the car.

      "I even know where we're going. I'll give you directions,” Reggie said.

      I backed my car out of the parking spot, and we were on our way.

      

      It was immediately obvious which house was Jemma's. Not only was it painted bright pink with lime green shutters, but there were garden gnomes and little statues everywhere. They were lined up along the porch railing and down both sides of the sidewalk. 

      In the middle of each side of the yard was a large purple dragon surrounded by white flowers. At the feet of the dragons were even more little gnomes that were in dancing poses. Some of them had their tiny fingers stretched up to the sky, while others appeared to be doing the twist.

      I didn't know which side Astra lived on, but an older woman came out of the house on the left and sat down her porch. That meant Astra's house was on the right. Not that it mattered, we were there for Jemma.

      At that time, I had no plans on going into Astra’s house. Not because it didn’t need to be searched. I just hadn’t thought of it yet.

      Bizarrely enough, it felt like the little gnomes were watching us as we walked up the sidewalk and then the porch steps. I tried to ignore it even though it unnerved me more than I expected. I could easily deal with demons and angry ghosts. I'd used necromancy recently, and I was supposed to be one of the most powerful witches in the world, but something about those little statues creeped me the heck out. There was a very good reason for that, but I wouldn't figure it out until it was too late.

      I was reaching for Reggie's arm to stop her so I could tell her something wasn't right, but she'd already knocked by the time I said her name. "Reggie."

      "What is it?" she asked as she stepped back from the threshold.

      "This place is just weird,” I said and looked around. "Don't all these little gnomes make you feel weird?"

      She chuckled. "I never imagined you'd have a garden gnome phobia."

      "I'm not really afraid of garden gnomes. It's these garden gnomes,” I said.

      "I think it's a little weird that there are so many of them, but I'm not getting a horror movie vibe off this place, if that's what you're asking,” she said. "And if I am missing something creepy, then all the better that we're here. If she is a weirdo psycho killer with a garden gnome fetish, we'll figure it out."

      "What if she tries to kill us?" I asked. I had my magic so technically, there was no reason to be afraid. Still, I didn't want to whip it out and use it in front of Reggie for this...

      "I'll shoot her,” Reggie said matter-of-factly. "I've got a gun in my purse."

      "What?"

      "I have my concealed carry permit,” she said. "I finally qualified, so I've been going to the range and practicing. I'm packing heat."

      "You never told me about that,” I said.

      Reggie shrugged. "Now you know. So, don't worry. I'll protect us if it turns out Jemma is bat-snot insane and tries to axe us to death or something."

      "You're entirely too casual about this,” I said, but I had to smile. 

      The door opened before Reggie could say anything else, and I got my first look at Jemma Crane. She wore a hot pink dress that reminded me of something a 1950’s housewife would wear except the pattern on it was... something I won't repeat. Let's just say that at first, I thought it was some sort of fish or perhaps a reptile. But, nope. It was the outline of male anatomy. There, I said it. I almost choked when I realized what it was. The dress had to have been something she made for herself. Even Reggie's jaw hung open for a split second too long.

      "How can I help you ladies?" Jemma asked brightly. 

      Her bleached blonde hair was pulled up into a high ponytail, and little troll earrings with rainbow hair hung from her ears. She also wore rainbow eyeshadow with bright red lipstick. Her wrists were heavy with colorful enamel bracelets in pink, green, and white.

      "I wanted to talk to you about your neighbor Astra Argent,” I said.

      "Oh, yeah, that chick is dead," Jemma said with a big smile. "Normally, I wouldn't get so excited about someone dying, but she was just awful. Do you want to come in? I lived next door to her, so I probably know more than anyone else about her in this town."

      "Sure,” Reggie said. "We'd love to."

      When I shot Reggie a look, she just patted her purse and then shot gun fingers at me. "Thank you,” I said to Jemma.

      The inside of the house was as colorfully decorated at the outside of the house. It even rivaled Jemma. Fortunately, there weren't any totems to male anatomy. I'd halfway expected that. But there were more garden gnomes. Or just gnomes in general. I wasn't sure that they were garden gnomes when they lived inside the house.

      Jemma led us into a parlor furnished with white wicker furniture. Reggie and I sat down on the hot pink cushions adorning the wicker sofa. 

      "I'm going to get us some tea," Jemma said. "Or would you prefer lemonade?" Her voice lilted in a way that indicated she hoped we wanted the lemonade.

      "I'd like some lemonade," I said.

      "Oh, me too," Reggie agreed.

      "Good," Jemma said in sing-song voice. "I'll be right back then."

      "This place is weird," Reggie admitted when Jemma was gone. "I didn't feel it until we were inside."

      "Do you want to leave? I dragged you into this. We can bolt while she's getting the lemonade,” I said.

      "No. It's okay. I just wanted you to know that I'm feeling it too. I guess it just took me longer to pick up on it."

      "All right,” I said. "We'll try to make it quick."

      "No, we're here. We might as well get what we came for."

      A moment later, Jemma reappeared with the lemonade.

      The pitcher and both glasses were covered with yellow and white daisies. She carried them into the room on a bright pink wood tray and set it down on the glass and wicker table right in front of us.

       "Thank you,” I said as Jemma handed me a cool glass. 

      "So, what did you want to know about Astra?" Jemma asked as she handed Reggie a glass. She then sat down in the chair to our right and smoothed her... interesting dress over her knees. "There's so much material there, I'll let you tell me where we're starting."

      "I actually have something specific I want to ask you about. It has to do with you,” I said.

      "Oh, the gnome she stole." Jemma's eyes narrowed and her entire expression darkened. "How did you know about that? Was she bragging about it? I bet she was bragging about it."

      And just like that, Jemma was near hysterics. It did look highly suspicious that she was getting so bent out of shape so fast. I could see her going nuts and killing someone. Thankfully, at the time, she wasn't angry with us. 

      Or, so I thought.

      "She left a letter from you sitting out in her shop, and I happened to see it,” I said and was amazed at how fast the lie dripped off my tongue. I reasoned with myself that the police lied to suspects all the time. It wasn't that my character was being eaten away by the darkness.

      "Were you hanging around in her shop or something?" Jemma's answering of my question with a question did not escape my notice. "I thought you didn't like her. Maybe I misunderstood."

      "No, you didn't. I've had to go into her shop a couple of times to confront her about things she's done. I saw it one of those times."

      Jemma visibly relaxed. "Oh, I see. Okay. Well, yes. I did have to write her a letter. I hope you won't think less of me because I had to write a letter instead of confronting her face to face the way you did."

      "Not at all. You're quite an excellent writer." I hoped that flattery would get her talking.

      "Thank you,” she said with a huge grin. "How's the lemonade?"

      "It's delicious,” I said and took another sip.

      "Yeah, it's great,” Reggie said before stretching her arms above her head and yawning. "Oof. Sorry about that. I guess I didn't sleep well last night."

      "Have another glass," Jemma said and refilled Reggie's glass before she could say anything. "The sugar will perk you right up."

      "Thanks,” Reggie said before downing half the glass.

      "Are you sure you're enjoying it?" Jemma asked me. "I can get you some tea instead."

      "It's very good,” I said. "Some of the best lemonade I've ever had. I'm just not as thirsty as my friend."

      When I took another drink, Jemma seemed pleased. Why her preoccupation with us downing the lemonade didn't strike me as odd, given what we knew about how crazy she was, it should have been a red flag. At the time, I just took it as her being weird. Which given our surroundings and our host, wasn't weird anymore.

      "So, yes, I wrote her the letter," Jemma continued. "I went out to my garden one morning, and my favorite gnome was missing. The little dickens can't just get up and walk off on their own." 

      Jemma let out a weird laugh. It sounded like it bordered on the verge of madness, but there was something else as well. It was almost as if she knew she'd let something slip. She was watching us too. Perhaps wanting to know if we'd caught it. I'd caught that there was something, but I wasn't sure what?

      Was she hiding that the gnomes could move on their own? But, that couldn't be right. That would mean that...

      Before the idea could fully form in my mind, Reggie slumped back in her chair. I looked over at her to see what she was up to, and she started to snore. I began to feel a little tired too, so I quickly sat the glass of lemonade down.

      I healed myself from the effects of whatever she'd put in the lemonade as Meri jumped up on the coffee table and put himself between me and Jemma. "You drugged us,” I said.

      "Why isn't it working on her?" Jemma demanded, but she wasn't talking to me.

      I looked to the side and saw that she was talking to a row of garden gnomes lined up on a side table against the wall. While I expected that at any moment, they might come to life and pull little knives from behind their backs, they just stood there staring at her. I shook my head as if to clear it of the dumb idea that the gnomes might actually come to life.

      Jemma reached for Meri, but he swatted her hand away with his tiny paw. It probably wouldn't have worked except that he scratched her good.

      "Leave my cat alone,” I said. "You try to touch him again, and you're going to find out my claws are far worse than his."

      "Why didn't it work on you? It should have worked on you. You're like her... aren't you?"

      "I'm going to need you to sit down and shut up,” I said. "I'm calling the sheriff."

      Meri hissed at Jemma, and she plopped down into the chair. She kept babbling about how her lemonade didn't work on me while I called Thorn.

      "What are you doing?" he asked after I told him where I was.

      "I saw a letter from this Jemma Crane lady to Astra. I wanted to ask her about it. Anyway, she drugged Reggie and she tried to drug me. She's nuts."

      "I'll be right there,” he said. "Are you okay? Are you safe?"

      "Of course. Reggie's got a gun in her purse. I'm going to wake her up now,” I said.

      "She's got a gun?" Thorn asked. "No, wait. You can tell me later. I'm getting in my cruiser now. I'll be right there."

      As soon as he hung up, I put my phone in my pocket and used my magic to bring Reggie out of her stupor. "What! What's going on?" Reggie asked as she sprang up off of the sofa.

      "This crazy... lady drugged you. You need to get your gun out of your purse and hold it on her,” I said.

      "Wait, but how did you not pass out? How did you wake me?" Reggie asked as she rubbed her eyes with her fists.

      "We'll talk about that later. Thorn's on his way here, and I figured you could put that gun to good use. You said you knew how to use it, right?"

      "I do,” Reggie said proudly. 

      She got the gun out of her purse holster and held it on Jemma. I started to wander around the room and look at the garden gnomes. I could swear they were looking at me. It was an odd feeling, but their eyes weren't moving.

      "I'm going to go in the kitchen and see if I can figure out what she drugged us with,” I said. "Are you okay?"

      "I'm good,” Reggie said. "If she tries anything nutty, I'll shoot her."

      "Did you hear that, Jemma? She's going to shoot you if you don't sit there and behave."

      Jemma just kept babbling about the lemonade not working. I offered Reggie a shrug, and she motioned for me to go.

      The kitchen was about what you'd expect. Gnomes stood at attention lined along the counters with their backs pushed against the backsplash. There were a couple on top of the refrigerator and three more sitting near the back door.

      On the counter near the sink sat a small bottle with a cork stopper. Inside were dried purple leaves. I pulled the cork out and sniffed the leaves. I couldn't identify the smell, but it definitely wasn't regular flower petals. Since I didn't have time to identify the contents before Thorn arrived, I stashed the bottle in my purse. I'd figure it out later.

      I heard a car pull up in the driveway and looked out the kitchen window. It was Thorn's cruiser, so I went out the back door and signaled for him to follow me in through the back door.

      "She's in a sunroom-type parlor,” I said. "I'll show you."

      I led Thorn into the room, and Reggie put her gun away. Jemma was still there babbling to herself.

      "Do you have any evidence she drugged you?" Thorn said.

      "Well, I told you she drugged me. So, there's that." I found myself a little annoyed that he even asked.

      "I know, and I believe you, but if you want me to arrest her, I need something proving she drugged you,” he said.

      "You could take the lemonade glasses,” Reggie said calmly. "It was in there. I'm also verifying that I indeed passed out after drinking it."

      "All right. I'll bag the glasses and get them over to the state police lab,” Thorn said.

      I also had the little bottle of what I assumed she used, but I had my doubts that they would be able to identify what it was. Something was off about Jemma, but I hadn't put my finger on it yet. I didn't want to hand the entire supply over to Thorn because I wouldn't be able to figure it out myself. Plus, I didn't have proof that it was what she used. I'd just found it in the kitchen. The lab could analyze the glasses using their methods, and I'd use my methods.

      "Ma'am, can you tell me what happened here?" Thorn asked.

      Jemma turned her head toward him, but she looked past him. Again, it seemed she was looking at the gnomes behind her.

      "It didn't work on them,” she said. "Well, it worked on that one." Jemma pointed at Reggie, but then she turned to me. "But it didn't work on her. That one is weird. She's not right. It should have worked. This is the second time it hasn't worked. Would you like some lemonade, Sheriff?"

      When Jemma asked the last part, the cloudy confusion left her eyes. She plastered a huge smile on her face. Suddenly she was back from wherever she'd gone.

      "No, thank you. Can you tell me what happened here today? These ladies say you drugged them. I need you to tell me about that."

      "That's crazy. We were just having a chat about my ex-neighbor,” she said. "How did you get in here?"

      Thorn turned back to me. "I'm going to call an ambulance. I think it would be better if I had her taken in on a psych hold for right now."

      "The hospital!" Jemma said and practically leapt out of her chair. "I don't want to go to the hospital again! NO! NO! NO! I can't leave my babies!"

      Thorn ended up having to put her in cuffs while we waited for the ambulance. He took her out to his squad car to wait, and I looked around. Thorn wanted us to leave the house with him, but on the off chance that by "my babies" she meant pets, he let us look around.

      As I expected, there were no pets. She must have been talking about the garden gnomes. I took one last look out the back door before we left. When I'd gone out there to let Thorn in, I noticed something that caught my attention.

      In the center of the yard was a stone pillar with a rectangular top. It was almost like an altar, and it was empty. It had to be the place where her favorite gnome sat until it disappeared. There were circular rows of purple flowers around it and in between those were more gnomes. They were set up to look like they were dancing around or worshiping whatever was on the altar. The purple flowers were most likely what was in the bottle in my purse. They didn't look like any flowers I'd ever seen before. I almost picked one, but thought better of going near them. Instead, I took a few photos.

      The ambulance finally arrived, and Jemma went wild. The paramedics had to sedate her and then strap her down. I watched them give her three shots of whatever it was when the first one had no effect and the second barely stopped her thrashing, kicking, and biting.

      She scratched Thorn across the face, and I had to heal him once the ambulance was gone and Reggie was in the car scrolling through her phone. The wound was weird too. It smelled almost floral, and Thorn said it burned worse than any other scratch he'd ever gotten. "It's like acid."

      There wasn't any time to discuss it further as Thorn had to follow the ambulance to the hospital. He said he'd had it happen too many times where the paramedics didn't agree with his assessment, so the hospital let the patient go. He wanted to make sure Jemma was held for the full seventy-two hours. The only way to know for sure was to sit in the ER with her and make the doctor see his point of view.

      I walked back over to the car and let Meri in. After I slid behind the steering wheel, Reggie put her phone down in her lap. "The cat can talk, right?" she asked.

      I wasn't sure what to say, so I just looked at her.

      "Don't lie to me, Kinsley. Please don't lie anymore. I'm starting to feel like I'm going insane when I'm around you, and I don't like that. Something is different about you and that cat. I know it."

      I didn't want to lie to her anymore, and it made me uncomfortable that she felt like I was gaslighting her. I'd never intended to make Reggie feel crazy, but it didn't help that the magic veil that protected humans from feeling this way around us didn't seem as effective on her. 

      "You think the cat can talk,” I said. "What else?"

      She narrowed her eyes at me and seemed to be searching my face for clues about what I was getting at. "I know I've seen ghosts. It's not pareidolia or whatever nonsense fake psychological thing they make up to explain it away. They're real. I've seen them. There's a creepy one that hangs out in the back of the shop. That, and I've seen people around Coventry do things. I don't know how to explain it, though. I've seen them do unexplainable things, but everyone else ignores it. Am I nuts? I'd have accepted that I had some sort of mental illness, but it doesn't happen anywhere else. At least, I've never been or lived somewhere else that it happened... And all these tourists and ghost hunters flock to Coventry like they're drawn to whatever it is, but then it's all in good fun. They find what they're looking for, and then explain it away themselves. It's insane. Do you know how many YouTube videos I've watched where people in Coventry have actually caught paranormal activity on camera, but they don't believe it. Even the people in the comments make jokes or just say it's fake. But it's not!"

      "You're right,” I said.

      "I'm right?" Her eyes widened. Reggie hadn't expected me to just agree. "All of it?"

      "All of it,” I said.

      "Yeah, she's telling you the truth," Meri piped up from the back seat. "Now you're in on it."

      "Holy crap. He can talk,” she said. "So, what does that make you?"

      "I'm a witch,” I said with a shrug.

      "Holy crap,” Reggie said. "Back in school... Those girls who were bullying you... They said you used some sort of power on them, but nobody believed them. You really did. That's why you got pulled out of school?"

      "Yeah,” I said. "I was only allowed to go to regular school as long as I didn't do anything like that, and then I did."

      "They had it coming,” Reggie said.

      "They did, but I knew better. I lost my temper."

      "So the stuff that you sell in the shop, it's really magical?" Reggie asked.

      "It is and it isn't. Magic is all around us, Reggie. Whether something is magical or not is really in the hands of the person using it."

      "Why are you telling me this?" she asked. "Why don't more people know?"

      "I'm telling you because you're my best friend, and I can't let you go on feeling crazy around me. It's not right. I was going to tell you eventually anyway, but I had to heal you from whatever Jemma gave you. I figured I wasn't going to be able to put it off any longer."

      "I just don't understand how this hasn't gotten out."

      "Because there's a magical veil over Coventry that makes regular people ignore paranormal things they see, but there are people like you who it doesn't work as well on. That's one of the reasons ghost hunters flock to Coventry. It's why it has a witchy reputation. Over time, there have been enough like you that the word has sort of gotten out. It's just that when people get there, they have a good time and nothing else. The magic keeps them from seeing anything that could be concrete evidence."

      "But you moved away from Coventry? Why?"

      "That's a long story about me not wanting to be a witch. I'll tell you on the way. We'd better go back and see if Dennis is done with the windows."
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      The temporary windows were done when we got back, and Dennis was sitting in his truck drinking coffee and eating a croissant sandwich from the Brew Station. There was also a woman standing at the door waiting for us.

      I walked over to Dennis first. "Do you know who she is? Did she say anything to you?" I asked after he rolled his truck window down.

      "No. I figured you knew her. She's been standing there for a while."

      "I don't recognize her at all,” I said. "That's okay. I'll talk to her. Do you need anything else from me?"

      "No, ma'am. I'm just finishing up my lunch. I'll let Castor know when I'll be back with the permanent windows, okay?"

      "Sounds good,” I said and left him to finish his food.

      "Can I help you?" I asked the woman standing by my shop's door.

      She was dressed in all black, but the dress looked Victorian, as did the little pointed leather boots on her feet. She looked at me over the top of her tiny round spectacles, and I could tell right away that she was a witch. Not a Skeenbauer or Tuttlesmith, though, and not from Coventry.

      "My name is Fortuna Barclay,” she said and sniffed the air as if she smelled something foul. "I'm related to Astra Argent. I'm here to handle her burial arrangements, and I was told that you were who I should talk to about her death."

      "Who told you that?" I asked. I wanted to make a mental note of who to be wary of and also to possibly turn into a goat.

      "The funeral director who took possession of her body after the coroner released it said that you were the one who killed her. He also said that you were a rival businessperson."

      "Why don't we step inside?" I said.

      She didn't seem particularly friendly, and I was concerned that her statements would draw attention. If Fortuna was going to accuse me of murder, she could do it inside where no one would hear her. At least until I had some customers come in. I left the closed sign up and locked the door behind us to ensure that didn't happen, though.

      "I'd go in the back and give you two some privacy," Reggie said, "but I'm not doing that. I'll be over there dusting shelves."

      She grabbed the duster from behind the counter and started dusting shelves as far away from the front counter as she could get without actually going into the back. Meri followed behind her, but he stayed where he could see me.

      "I'm sorry..." I started to say.

      "Don't say you're sorry about my loss when we both know you're not," Fortuna interrupted. "Honestly, I didn't know Astra that well anymore, so I can't say it's even that much of a loss."

      That struck me as odd, but I just said, "Okay then, what can I do for you?"

      "Well, the reason I came to Coventry instead of one of the other family members is that Astra owed me money. She owed me a lot of money, actually, and prior to her death, I had no reason to believe she'd pay me back. Mostly because she sent me an email stating that I shouldn't hold my breath waiting for it," Fortuna said. "It was rather rude, and my mother and husband told me not to loan her the money, but there's a fool born every minute. You know?"

      "You didn't know her very well, but you loaned her a large sum of money?" I couldn't help but wonder if that was motive for murder.

      "I knew Astra well when she was a child. We were close then. I watched her a great deal for her mother, but Astra grew away from the coven as she got older. I loaned her the money partially because of the sweet girl I once knew and partly because she promised to pay me back plus cut me in on the profits from the shop."

      "But she told you that wasn't going to happen? How could she have known that? She hadn't been open for more than couple of days,” I said.

      "She said that you were determined to drive her out of business and that you'd already gone to rather extreme measures to ruin her," Fortuna said. "She said you broke into her business and set her back for months."

      Classic projection. Astra accused me of doing the very thing she'd tried to do to me. "That's reversed,” I said. "She broke into my shop. Smashed my windows and stole some very important stock."

      Fortuna let out a sigh. "It figures. What did she take? I can go over there and get it back for you."

      "It's already been handled,” I said.

      Fortuna raised one eyebrow. "I won't ask you to elaborate as I'm hoping to establish a mutually beneficial business relationship with you myself."

      "Oh?" I asked. "You mean you're not here to size me up? You don't intend to take over Astra's shop?"

      "Not hardly," Fortuna said with a laugh that let me know she found the idea ludicrous. "I have a life elsewhere. I'm just here in the hopes of recovering some of the money I loaned her. I was hoping to do that by selling you her stock. The coven decided I could do that, keep what I'm owed, and give the rest to the family. Seeing as how you run a very similar shop, I thought you might have use for the stuff. Our coven could use it, but I'd rather have the money."

      "Right. That makes sense,” I said. "Well, did you have a price in mind? Or did you need me to price everything for you?"

      "I heard all her records were on her business laptop," Fortuna said. "But I left them at the shop, and the laptop has grown legs. I don't suppose you know anything about that."

      "Um..."

      "Anyway, should it turn up, the value of her stock is there. I'm not looking to make a profit. If I sell everything to you at cost, I should get back what I loaned her. So, keep an eye out for the computer, okay?"

      "I will,” I said.

      "If you should happen across it and find a total for the stock, you can let me know tomorrow if you're willing to pay. Otherwise, I've got to start contacting auctioneers and wholesale companies to get quotes. I think it would be better for both of us if you are interested, though."

      "Okay,” I said. "I'll see you tomorrow then?"

      "Yes. I'm staying at the hotel over by the Italian restaurant. I'll come here tomorrow morning after breakfast and before I leave town."

      "Deal,” I said.

      After that, I let her out of the shop. I was about to turn the sign to open, and Reggie said "Wait!"

      "What?" I almost jumped because she'd snuck up behind me.

      "We need to get some lunch. I'm starving,” she said.

      I laughed. "How about I give you some money and you run over to the Brew Station? That way, I can open the shop."

      "Are you sure?" Reggie asked.

      "Yeah, there looks to be a ghost tour about to wrap up over there in the square. I want to open before they scatter,” I said. "Don't tell Viv what I told you. Not yet, please. I'll find a way to tell her soon."

      "I'm glad she doesn't know yet,” Reggie said.

      "What? Why?" I said with a chuckle.

      "It means you told me first,” Reggie said. "I know it's juvenile, but it makes me feel special. Like, you really mean it when you say I'm your best friend."

      "Of course I mean it,” I said. "I wouldn't say something like that if I didn't mean it."

      "Cool," Reggie replied. "Anyway, what do you want to eat?"

      "The turkey, bacon, and Havarti croissant with kettle chips and a large hazelnut latte,” I said as I fished the money out of my purse. "This should be enough for that and whatever you want."

      "I will be right back,” she said happily.

      As soon as she was gone, I turned the sign to open and watched her cross the square. The ghost tour was just about over, and some of the tourists were already looking in the store's direction. I assumed they'd all make their way over once the tour was over. They didn't have any choice because Astra's store was closed.

      The Midnight Magic Festival was coming up that weekend, and the town would start decorating for it by the end of the week. Someone from the maintenance crew would be by to pick up the decorations I'd made to decorate our side of the square. I'd have to figure out how to get the swag bags and belladonna garland back from Azriel. I'd made wreaths out of other poisonous flowers as well, but Azriel had it all. 

      While I waited for customers, I went to my shelves and grabbed a quartz crystal, some dried lavender, and a dram of Fiery Wall of Protection oil. Last, I picked up a small purple velvet bag. 

      I stood behind the counter and put the items in the bag. After closing it and tying the little drawstrings in a knot, I envisioned a snake of white light coming out of the bag and encircling me. The last step was tying the protection mojo to one of the belt loops on my jeans. I'd made it specifically to protect me from psychic vampires, and I'd done it almost unconsciously when I thought of Azriel. 

      Was that it? Had he tricked me into opening an empathic link with him using his dog as bait? My skin prickled and my blood boiled at the thought.

      Before I could get myself too worked up, a handful of chattering women came into the shop from the ghost tour. "Oh, it smells divine in here. What is that?" one of them asked.

      "I have a wide assortment of oils and herbs, ladies. Your energy will draw you to the ones that are best for you,” I said and they tittered excitedly. "Let me know if you need any assistance."

      They were walking around for a long time picking stuff up off the shelves and bringing it up to the counter for me to hold. I thought about getting shopping baskets and made a mental note to check the internet for prices. Reggie returned with the food and we stood up front and ate while the women shopped. A few more people trickled in, and everyone wanted to know where we got the food. I happily told them it was from the Brew Station across the square. Viv was going to get a small rush of afternoon business when the women were done shopping.

      Eventually most of them came up together and checked out. They left and I watched them walk in a group over to Viv's to get food.

      The same thing happened again when the next ghost tour got over. After they were gone, it was about time to close.

      "What are you going to do tonight?" Reggie asked as she was sweeping.

      "I have to go home and look up how much Astra's stock is worth so I can give Fortuna a quote in the morning. I do have the stolen laptop after all. What are you going to do?"

      "I need to go over to the nursing home and sign some paperwork. I'm going to have dinner with my grandmother too."

      "Please don't let me forget tomorrow to find out about your health insurance,” I said. "I'm sorry I forgot today."

      "Hey, it's been a big day, but I'll definitely remind you tomorrow,” she said.

      "Do you need a ride to the nursing home?"

      "Nope, I've got my car running again."

      Reggie had purchased a car that was older than mine a couple of months back. It didn't run more than it ran. She'd get it fixed and something else would break, but it would always be fixed over the weekend. I suspected it was her secret man helping her.

      "Now that I've told you my secret, are you going to come clean about your relationship?" I said.

      "I wasn't hiding it from you, I swear. I just didn't want to jinx anything. It's been very casual up until recently."

      "So casual that he's always fixing your car? That doesn't sound casual." I laughed. "That sounds like a man taking care of his woman."

      “I promise I’ll tell you all about it soon,” she said and blushed.
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      After Reggie and I said our goodbyes, I closed the shop for the day and went home. I still had work to do, but I needed Astra's computer to do it.

      Back at home, I got Meri some bacon as a late afternoon snack and made myself some hot cocoa with a half scoop of instant espresso. It was just enough for a pick-me-up, but it wouldn't keep me up at night.

      I set Astra's laptop up at the kitchen table and put the bottle of dried purple leaves from Jemma's house on the counter so I wouldn't forget about them. When Meri finished his bacon, he jumped into the chair next to me and curled up for a nap.

      Azriel had removed the password protection from Astra's computer when he broke into it for me, so all I had to do was boot it up and find the folder with her receipts. Adding up how much she paid for the stock was easy, and it took me about a half an hour. When I was done, I emailed myself the totals and receipts so I could show Fortuna the next morning. 

      When I was done, I closed the windows and was about to shut the laptop when I saw something. It was a folder marked "photoes", and I must have ignored it before because I didn't notice the misspelling.

      I double-clicked the folder, and inside I found hundreds of pictures of people. They all looked to be random strangers, and I had no idea why she would have pictures of them in her laptop. The other strange thing about the photos was that they all appeared to be from different sources. Some looked like they'd been taken without the subject knowing they were being photographed. It was as if they were being stalked. Others looked to be professional headshots, and still others appeared to possibly be scans from newspaper stories.

      On a whim, I emailed the folder's contents to myself too. I didn't know what it all meant, but I planned to return the laptop to Fortuna, and I wanted to have the photos. It was just a hunch.

      I got a text from Thorn a few minutes after I finished. I think I finally found my new hire. I might be able to stop working late soon.

      I take it your interview is going well. I'm so happy. I responded.

      I think you're really going to like her. She reminds me a lot of you. If I hire her, I'll have to introduce you. was his text.

      Despite the fact that I knew I was being stupid, I felt myself prickle with jealousy. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I felt myself get insecure. If he hired a deputy that was a lot like me, but that hadn't upset him the way I had, would he really need me anymore?

      I pushed aside the thoughts that Thorn was hiring my replacement and went into the kitchen. The first thing I grabbed from the refrigerator was an onion. I cried while I was chopping it, and it was entirely possible that they were real tears. Tears from frustration and not sadness. I felt silly for putting myself in a position where jealousy was even a possibility. I knew that if I hadn't put a strain on my relationship with Thorn, I wouldn't be jealous. I wouldn't feel threatened by his excitement over hiring a woman to work closely with him that reminded him of me.

      When the onions were done, I threw them into the Dutch oven with a couple of tablespoons of butter. While they cooked, I chopped up a green pepper. That went into the pan as well with a pound of ground beef and another pound of ground pork. When the meat was cooked, I threw in three cans of crushed tomatoes and a tiny can of tomato paste. The tension in my shoulders began to relax as I added three cups of broth, Italian seasonings, and two bay leaves.

      "Pasta sauce," I said as I looked down at what I was creating.

      I brought it to a boil and then reduced the heat to simmer. The last step before I walked away for a couple of hours was to add some crushed garlic. I'd nearly forgotten.

      It was just after seven when the sauce was done and my doorbell rang. I'd just finished draining the pasta and was dumping it back into the pot from the colander.

      A quick glance out the front window told me it was Thorn. His truck was parked in my driveway, so I knew he'd had time to go home and change.

      When I opened the front door, he pulled me into his arms and kissed me. "I've missed that," he said after a moment.

      "I made pasta," I responded. "The sauce is almost from scratch."

      "It smells delicious. I'm starving."

      "Well, let's eat then."

      We went into the kitchen, and Thorn poured us drinks and grabbed forks from the dishwasher. While he did that, I plated pasta and sauce for the two of us.

       Dinner was quiet. The food was good, even if I did say so myself, and we were enjoying each other's company. Looking back, it was probably that we didn't want to break the spell. There were unpleasant things to discuss, but it was nice to have a few moments of happiness.

      It didn't last forever, but it couldn't. While we were doing the dishes, Thorn brought it all up. I was washing, and he was drying. 

      "So, he kissed you, and you didn't kiss him back?" he asked as I handed him a clean plate to dry.

      "I did. I didn't shove him away or hit him or anything. The whole thing was strange. I was so worried that you'd arrest him for something, and I'd never see him again. I mean, I was terrified and being near him felt urgent. It doesn't make sense looking back. It was as if he was someone I knew much better. But when I woke up the morning that I called you, it was gone. I didn't think he was using any kind of magic on me, but maybe I'm naive. Maybe it's not magic in the sense of what I can do, but that doesn't mean he doesn't have some sort of powers."

      “But you’re not interested in finding out what the connection between you is?” Thorn asked.

      “I mean… no. I guess I’m not. I’d like to find out why he had that effect on me, but I can do research about vampires for that,” I said.

      “Because you went back over there again. He’s your alibi for the murder,” Thorn said.

      “I was distraught about you saying you had planned on dumping me, and I still felt connected to him at the time. I thought I’d at least want to be his friend, you know? It felt like the empathic connection was real.”

      "I'm sorry," Thorn said. "I pushed you away, and I pushed you into this. I should have been more open with you from the beginning. I should have told you I loved you sooner. I guess I didn't want to scare you away."

      "That wouldn't have scared me away," I said. 

      "It doesn't help that I've been working so many nights lately. If I had tried harder to fill the deputy position instead of being so precious about it, I would have been there for you that night."

      "But now you will. You're hiring this new woman. The one that reminds you of me." I tried to keep the jealousy and insecurity out of my voice, but the look on Thorn's face told me instantly that I'd failed.

      "You know when you say it that way, it sounds like I meant something I didn't," Thorn said. "I'm sorry I made you feel that way."

      "But she could replace me, right?" Why not just lay it out there? "You said she reminds you of me, and she hasn't made the mistakes I've made. How could I not feel a little insecure?"

      "I've definitely gone and put my foot in my mouth again, Kinsley. And no one could replace you. Not ever. I just meant that she's strong and independent. I'll be able to count on her to work at night so I can be with you. I mean, it's not like I'll be working with her other than the shift hand-off. What's going on, honey? I've got other female deputies. It's never made you feel bad."

      "I think it just hit me the wrong way," I said. "The timing of it all, and the info came to me as a text. So, I let my imagination run wild. It wasn't anything you did."

      Before Thorn could say anything else about our relationship, there was a knock at the door. Meri came skittering in from the dining room.

      "Were you expecting anyone?" Thorn asked.

      "I wasn't. Viv and Reggie were going to call, but I doubt either of them had plans to drop by. Pretty sure my family would call or text first. Except maybe Lilith. You never know with her."

      "It's a vampire," Meri said.

      "He's here," Thorn said, and I couldn’t tell if it was an accusation or a question.

      "Probably. Unless it's your contact looking for you," I said. "But that wouldn't make sense. Yeah, it's probably him. I haven't heard from him since he carted off my swag bags and decorations."

      The knock came again.

      "I'll answer it," Thorn said.

      "What are you going to say?" I asked.

      "I guess that depends on what he wants."

      Thorn opened the door, and the look on Azriel's face was surprise. He quickly regained his stone-faced demeanor even as his eyes flicked to me and then back to Thorn. I wasn't sure why he was confused, though. Thorn's truck was in the driveway. Unless Azriel had just never paid any attention to Thorn. 

      "How can I help you?" Thorn asked in his sheriff voice.

      "I'm here to talk to Kinsley," he said. "Can she come out and play?" Something in Azriel's voice was childish and taunting. Was he really trying to pick a fight with Thorn? On my front porch?

      "If you're not here for a reason, then I'm going to politely ask you to leave," Thorn said. "Once."

      "Kinsley, could you come out here please?" Azriel said. "Surely you're not going to let this man speak for you."

      It was then that I felt it. The link between us started to thrum like a heartbeat. I took a step back as if that was going to help. "Meri..."

      "What is it?" Thorn asked. "What is he doing?"

      I saw Azriel cock his head to the side. "Oh, so he knows. He knows our secrets."

      "I know your secrets too, Azriel. I know that the anonymous call the night we raided your club actually came from inside of your club. Got a tip about that, and you and I are going to have to have a sit-down soon to discuss the matter."

      "What?" I asked.

      "Yeah, Kinsley. The call we got about suspicious activity came from inside the club. The whole thing was a setup. What I haven't figured out yet was why," Thorn said.

      "It was the same night my windows were smashed," I said to Thorn. "Did you have something to do with that?" I asked Azriel. "Did one of your men call the police to lure them all out to the clubhouse? Were you helping Astra?"

      "I did no such thing," Azriel said. "I wouldn't do that to you. I'll get to the bottom of this."

      "No," Thorn said. "I'll get to the bottom of this. You don't need another reason to come sniffing around here."

      "I don't think that's up to you," Azriel said. "It's up to Kinsley, and I don't think she likes you telling her whom she can and cannot see."

      My anger had stiffened the empathic link and Meri must have been helping too, but I felt its tentacles reaching out for me again. It had begun to feel less like a mutual link and more like something invading me.

      "I know what you are," I said to Azriel. "You're not just a vampire. You're a psychic vampire." I reached down unconsciously and grabbed the bag hanging from my belt loop. "You fooled me for a while, but you won't fool me again. All I want from you is my stuff back."

      "Now, Kinsley, don't be that way," Azriel said.

      "She's spoken her piece," Thorn interrupted. "All you need to do is tell the lady how you intend to return her property, and then you can be on your way."

      "I don't have any of her property." Azriel was growing angry, and he was barely keeping it under wraps. "I have the property she gave me. I won't be returning that. It was a gift, after all."

      "That's not what happened," I said.

      "You might not want to play it that way," Thorn said. "Please don't forget who you are dealing with."

      "Thorn, I think you're right. I don't know that Amelda would like the way he's acting," I said.

      "I'm not sure that Brighton would be too happy either," Thorn said. "But really, he should be even more afraid of you."

      It was obvious that either Azriel had forgotten who he was dealing with or he believed his hold over me was much stronger that it actually was. The realization crept across his face until his eyes lit up for a split second with fear.

      "This is your decision?" Azriel asked me.

      "So much for you not wanting me to make a decisions," I said. "Everything you said to me was BS, wasn't it? Never mind. Don't bother answering that. Yes, this is my decision. I'll expect delivery of my bags and decorations tomorrow. You can have your men bring them to my storeroom. I've no need to see you."

      He looked like he was about to say something else, but Thorn cut him off. "There's nothing more to discuss here. Send your men with her property tomorrow, and I will contact you about our meeting."

      Azriel stormed off after that. I was thinking about the connection between the anonymous call and my shop being broken into when Thorn closed the door.

      I didn't get to say anything before he pulled me into his arms and kissed me. "I think we're going to be okay," he finally said.

      While that was a huge relief to me, the break-in and Astra's death still weight heavily on my mind.
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      The next morning shortly after we opened, Fortuna came into the shop. I had a huge envelope of cash that Meri had helped me find in the books in the attic. I showed Fortuna the receipts and totals, and when she agreed to the price, I slid the manila envelope across the counter to her.

      "I found the laptop..."

      "No, don't," she said. "There's no reason to discuss it."

      "I did find something on it that I have to ask you about," I said. "If that's okay."

      "Go ahead. Though I don't know how much help I can be."

      I opened it back up again. "This folder is called photoes," I said and clicked on it. "It's full of pictures of people. Do you have any idea what it was about?"

      "That is unusual," she admitted. "But I have no idea. I don't know what Astra was into."

      "Well, thank you anyway," I said.

      "No, thank you. You've really helped me out by buying these things," she said and fished a ring of keys from her purse. "Here are the keys to the shop. The lease is paid until the end of the month. I assume you can retrieve the items by then? At the end of the month, the landlord will come here to get the keys. I've already given her the instructions."

      "Yes. We'll get everything tonight most likely. I'll hang onto the keys until the landlord gets them."

      "Thank you again," Fortuna said before leaving.

      When she was gone, Reggie came up to the counter. "Are we really getting all that stuff tonight. Do I get overtime for that?"

      I laughed. "Of course you do. If you want to help, that is."

      "Wouldn't miss it for the world," Reggie said.

      It was a fairly slow day, and several times I considered closing the shop so we could get a head start on moving all of Astra's goods over to my store. But, every time I'd be ready to do it, a ghost tour would end and a few people would trickle in. Azriel's men showed up early in the afternoon and carried the boxes containing my swag bags and decorations to the storage room. Azriel didn't make an appearance and neither did the ghost, so the whole thing went smoothly enough.

      By the time the store was ready to close, I wasn't much in the mood for moving a bunch of stuff. "I just want you to know that I'm going to use magic to pack up her store," I said to Reggie. "I can't use magic to move it over here, but I can use a spell to make the boxes feel lighter. Thorn's going to come with his truck."

      "Let's do it," Reggie said. 

      "You're going to be okay watching me use magic?" I asked. "I'd think it would be a bit shocking at first."

      "I'm looking forward to it, actually," Reggie said. "I'm curious to see if it's anything like the movies."

      "Well, I hope I don't let you down," I said.

      We walked across the square and I used the key to get into what had been Astra's shop. Reggie watched with fascination as I used a current of magic to float the boxes from the back to the front door. From there, we grabbed them and walked them out to Thorn's waiting truck. 

      "I can't believe how light this is," Reggie said. "It's like there's nothing in this box, but I can see it with my own eyes."

      "Much better than schlepping boxes the hard way," I said.

      Meri cleared his throat. If a cat can clear their throat. It was more like he mimicked the sound of a person clearing their throat. "Personal gain."

      "Oh, man," I said. "I mean, is it really personal gain? I'm just making it easier for us. I'm not profiting." 

      "You're probably right," Meri said. "Guess we'll find out."

      "You are such a butt," I said.

      "Yeah, don't be such a square, Meri," Reggie said. "It's the same as using magic to do cleaning. Oh my gawd! I bet cleaning is so easy for you."

      "I try not to use magic unless I have to," I said. "Well, except right now. I guess that rule is going right down the drain."

      "I knew it would never last," Meri snarked.

      "Quiet, cat," I said but I laughed at him nonetheless.

      "Let's get this done," Thorn said. "You and the cat can fight it out later."

      "I'd totally win," Meri said.

      "I'm sure you would."

      It took a few hours to take all of the truckloads of boxes over to my store. When the boxes from the storeroom were mostly moved, Thorn and Reggie finished loading them while I used magic to pack up the stock that was out on the shelves. Around nine that night, we were just about done moving things.

      I went into what had been Astra's office and found that Fortuna hadn't cleaned it out. I hadn't paid for anything in the office, and I had no use for Astra's old paperwork, so I just left everything. The landlord would probably take the cleaning fee out of whatever deposit Astra had paid. Either way, it wasn't any of my business.

      Something did catch my eye as I was shuffling around the folders on her desk. One of them had a word written across it in black Sharpie. "Charitie."

      "That's weird," I said. "Something else she misspelled."

      Unable to avoid my curiosity, I opened the folder. They were tax statements from a charity. More specifically, a cat rescue charity. Under the tax statements were photocopies of canceled checks from the bank. Astra had made the checks out to "Familiar Paws Kat Rescue" but the name of the charity was actually Familiar Paws Cat Rescue. She'd misspelled the word cat on every check.

      "Huh," I said and closed the folder. I didn't know what it meant, so I made the executive decision to take the folder with me.

      Reggie yawned and stretched after we carried the last of the boxes into my store. "I'd ask about getting something to eat, but I think I'm too tired. I'm just going to go home and shove some Fritos into my mouth with both hands before falling into bed."

      "Sounds like a plan," I said.

      When she was gone, Thorn asked me, " What about you? Do you just want to go home and eat some chips, or would you like to have a late dinner at Bella Vita with me?"

      "Maybe just some toasted ravioli and a glass of wine," I said.

       “That sounds excellent,” Thorn replied.

      "I guess I'll just walk home then," Meri said sarcastically.

      "You can come with us and stay in the car," I offered.

      "No thanks," Meri groused.

      "Hey, we'll take you home first," Thorn said. "You don't have to walk."

      Meri just stared at him for a moment as if Thorn had three heads. "Fine," he finally said. "If it's not, you know, too much trouble."

      We took Meri home and then headed to the restaurant. They were open until midnight, so even though it felt really late to me, they were still going to be serving for a couple more hours.

      "It's a good thing I don't have to get up early for work," I said as Thorn pulled the truck into the nearly deserted Bella Vita parking lot.

      "We don't have to do this if it's too late," he said. "I do have to be up early for work, but I figured another hour wouldn't hurt. Tomorrow's not a run day for me."

      "I should do that too," I said in response. "Get up early and run every other day."

      "I could come over the mornings I do it and we could run together," Thorn said.

      "Whoa." I chuckled as I unbuckled my seatbelt. "It's still in the thinking-about-it stage right now. Let's not get ahead of ourselves."

      That made Thorn laugh. He came around and opened my door for me followed by helping me down out of the truck.

      We went inside and took a seat at the bar. There were only a handful of people inside the restaurant, but it still didn't feel right to take up a table when we were just getting drinks and an appetizer.

      "I saw that your gift bags and decorations were back in the storeroom," Thorn said after we had our drinks and the bartender had put our order into the kitchen. "Did he give you any problems?"

      "He didn't show up," I said. "Two of his men brought the stuff back and put it in my storeroom. They didn't even look at me sideways."

      "That's good."

      "So, how did you find out the suspicious activity call came from the clubhouse?" I asked.

      "My guy inside tipped me off. He told me I should look into the source of the call, so I did."

      "I think it's weird that happened and then my windows got smashed. Do you think Astra could have been working with someone in the MC?"

      "And you think one of them killed her because she knew too much about their part in the theft of your gift bags?" Thorn asked.

      "It sounds stupid when you say it like that," I admitted.

      "I'm not saying it's stupid," Thorn said. "I just don't think that's why she was killed. And I don't think Jemma did it either. I'm not sure what happened to Reggie, but the state police didn't find anything in that glass. She might want to schedule a check-up with her doctor."

      "They didn't find anything because it's a magic drug," I said. "I know it is. I just need to figure out what it is."

      "Well, either way, I think those are dead ends when it comes to Astra's murder. I think she just paid someone in the MC to make that call so we'd all be at the clubhouse when she smashed your windows, but I don't believe she was killed over it."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn't feel like sleeping after Thorn dropped me off. My mind wouldn't let the whole thing with Jemma go, but the potion I'd made to help identify the flowers would take time to work.

      I sat down on my sofa and picked up the laptop. Maybe there was more in there I missed, or perhaps if I studied the "photoes" harder, I could figure something out.

      When I moved it, I revealed Astra's notebook. I'd either grabbed it by accident or completely forgotten I had it.

      Frustrated at the lack of solid suspects in the case, I began to leaf through the pages again. Maybe Astra had left a trail to her killer. I could only hope.

      I thought about doing a seance to contact Astra, but I knew it was unlikely she'd remember her killer. Plus, I didn't want her around. And the Midnight Magic Festival was coming up fast. I wanted the whole murder business out of the way before the festival.

      The drawings were quite good. I hadn't appreciated them before, but upon further inspection, even I had to admit that Astra was an excellent artist.

      One of the drawings clearly depicted Jemma. The detail and shading work were astounding. So good in fact that there was no dispute it was her. Nor could there be any question that the flower sticking out of the drink in her hand was one of the purple ones in the garden. The illustration was in black and white, but she'd captured the shape of the petals perfectly.

      At some point, she must have offered Astra a glass of the lemonade she'd tried to use on Reggie and me. But why? Obviously, the event had left an impression on Astra because she'd drawn such a detailed picture of the event.

      But what did it all mean?

      The wine, heavy food, and long day started to catch up with me. I didn't even feel like walking upstairs to my bed, so instead I curled up on the sofa and pulled the afghan hanging over the back down over me.

      When I woke up the next morning, I'd overslept by an hour.

      My phone had gone dead because I hadn't put in on the charger when I went to sleep like I normally did. The only reason I didn't sleep longer was because Meri's hunger finally roused him.

      I got him some breakfast, threw on a clean pair of jeans and a t-shirt, and went into the kitchen to see what I could make into a quick breakfast.

      In the end, I decided it would be faster just to go to the Brew Station and get coffee and a sandwich. Fortunately, I was late enough that the morning rush was mostly over.

      Viv got my latte and croissant sandwich in record time and even threw in a side of extra bacon free for Meri. "You look like you've already had a rough morning," she said with a smile.

      "Do I look that bad?" I lamented.

      "No, but you might want to redo your ponytail. It looks like you slept in it."

      "Oh, crud. I didn't even look at my hair this morning. Thanks, Viv."

      "What are friends for?"

      I made a mad dash across the square and managed to get inside before Reggie showed up for work. I fixed my hair in the shop's bathroom and ignored the ghostly specter of a woman in a white dress with black hair standing behind me the entire time.

      "Not today," I said. "Sorry."

      When my hair no longer looked like ferrets had been wrestling in it, I went into my office to wolf down my sandwich and get some of my latte into me.

      In between bites, I sent a text out to my Mom. It was a long text explaining the potion I made to identify the plant I found in Jemma's garden. When I checked the potion that morning, it had turned black. I had no idea what that meant, but I hoped she would.

      I kept staring at the phone waiting for her to text or call back, but she must have either let her phone go dead or been busy, because I didn't get a response before it was time to open.

      What I did have time to do was call Thorn and tell him what I found in the notebook. "I really think she had something to do with it, or at the very least, there was something more going on there than just Astra stealing her garden gnome," I said.

      "Yeah, but what proof do you have, Kinsley? I need more than magical evidence and theories to make an arrest. I'm sorry. I will look into it further," Thorn said.

      "Well, at least she's locked up," I said.

      "She's not," Thorn said.

      "What?"

      "She was released. There's some sort of bug going around and the hospitals are overcrowded right now. The psychiatrist decided that she was fine and released her."

      "So, I have to watch my back," I said.

      "From what I understand, she was released into the care of a relative. Jemma's not coming back to Coventry right now. I've got some time to figure this out before you're in danger from her."

      "Okay," I said. "I'm protected here anyway."

      "Call me if you need me?" Thorn asked.

      "I will."

      "Hey, Kinsley."

      "Yeah?"

      "I love you."

      "I love you too."

      It was time to open the shop, but Reggie still hadn't shown up yet. I was about to call her, but I started walking to the front of the store to put out the "open" sign.

      When I did, I saw her coming out of the Brew Station. She was walking quickly in my direction, but it took me a second to notice she didn't have a coffee or a bag in her hands.

      Reggie burst through the door. "We have a problem."

      "What is it? Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine, but Viv is gone," she said breathlessly.

      "What do you mean, Viv is gone?"

      "Hank, the guy who's working with her today, said she went out back to take the garbage out, and she never came back in. He said she's gone. He's tried calling her phone and her house. She's just gone."

      "Maybe she had to run an errand," I suggested, but a feeling of cold dread had formed in the pit of my stomach. "She might not be answering her phone because she's driving."

      "They had a line to the door, Kinsley. She wouldn't have just left without saying something to Hank. I think something happened to her."

      "Okay. Stay here. I think I know where to go," I said.

      "Stay here? What if they come for me too?" she asked.

      "Meri will stay with you," I said.

      "No, I won't," he groused.

      "Yes, you will. I'll be fine. I'll call Thorn and have him meet me. You stay here and protect Reggie. That's an order."

      "Fine."

      On my way out to the car, I called Thorn and told him where to meet me. He started to protest, but I informed him that if he didn't go, I'd handle it myself.

      "I'll be there in a few minutes," he relented.

      "Thanks!" I said, but in truth, I knew I could handle it without him.

      By the time I reached Jemma's house and climbed the fence into her backyard, there was a new statue in the middle of the altar. It was a tiny Viv dressed in a blue and white pinafore dress wearing a little blue hat.

      Only, it wasn't a statue. Much to my horror, I knew it was the actual Viv. She'd been shrunk down into a garden gnome.

      They were all people that Jemma had turned into garden gnomes. If I hadn't seen the tiny version of Viv, it never would have snapped into place for me.

      That was why Astra had been left on my porch posed weird with a drink in her hand. Jemma had been trying to turn her into a gnome too, but it didn't work. She hadn't been able to turn her because Astra was a witch, but Jemma's Fae magic killed her in the process.

      I didn't recognize the plants or the poison she'd used because it was Fae magic and trickery.

      What I did know was that I had to turn Viv back quickly, and then I had to figure out how to turn all the rest of the gnomes back into people. The longer they stayed that way, the harder it would be to reverse the spell.

      I ran across the flowerbeds, hopping over the circular rows of gnomes, as carefully as I could so as not to kick them, so I could get to Viv. The purple plants actually reached out and used their thorns to try to hold onto my pant legs, but I shook them off. Some of them I wilted with a withering stare. At least the darkness and chaos inside of me could be used for some good.

      When I grabbed Viv's statue, I used what little chaos magic I knew to reverse the Fae magic. My darkness could override the trickery used to turn her, and I could definitely overpower any nature magic with it.

      Suddenly, Viv was back. She stood in front of me with eyes as wide as saucers.

      "What just happened?"

      "I'll tell you soon, I promise. Right now, we have to find the woman who did this to you. We can't let her get away."

      "All of these people..." Viv said despondently. "How is this possible?"

      She was going into emotional shock. "Viv, it's going to be okay. My family and I can change them all back, I promise. We have to catch Jemma, though. She'll do this to more people."

      "You're a witch. Like for real! That's so cool!"

      "It's pretty cool," I said and patted her shoulder. "Did you see where she went?"

      "She's right there. Inside," Viv said and pointed to the back door.

      I turned and could see Jemma picking up gnomes and shoving them into a duffle bag. She didn't want to leave her gnomes behind.

      "Stay out here," I said to Viv. "I only know a little about Fae magic, and I don't want her to turn you into a tree or something. You've been through enough."

      Viv nodded, and I ran for the back door. It was locked, but that wasn't enough to stop me. A little magic and the doorknob turned.

      "Stop right now!" I yelled at Jemma. "It's over!"

      She picked up a pitcher of bright green liquid from the buffet in front of her and tried to fling its contents at me. "You were supposed to go down for her murder. It was too perfect!"

      I dodged most of the liquid, though a little landed on my arm. My arm hairs began to turn into tiny vines, but I was able to counteract the magic.

      "Ugh, I really hate witches!" Jemma spat.

       "Nothing you do is going to work on me," I said. "You might as well stop while you're ahead."

      Jemma's face turned bright red. She started shrieking and tearing at her own hair. Realizing that she might hurt herself, I envisioned ghostly green vines coming out of the floor and wrapping around her.

      Why did I use vines? It served two purposes. The first was that it held her in place so she couldn't rip out her hair or scratch her face. The other was that she found the soft glowing vines soothing and stopped her ear-splitting shrieking.

      Just about the time I got her quieted down, Thorn showed up. "You should have stayed outside," he said sternly.

      "I had to get her. She'd turned Viv into a garden gnome. Thorn, all of these gnomes are people, and I believe Astra figured that out somehow. Jemma tried to turn Astra into a gnome too, but she's a witch. She couldn't do it. That didn't stop her from giving Astra more and more of the poison until she died," I said. "Why she was on my porch, I'm still trying to wrap my head around."

      "Because everybody in town heard you were fighting," Jemma said. She was suddenly icy cool and calm. It was unnerving. "It's as simple as me trying to frame you. Why do you witches always have to be searching for meaning in things? It's one of your more annoying traits."

      "This isn't going to go well," Thorn said.

      "What do you mean?"

      "Well, although she's mostly admitted she poisoned Astra, there's no evidence of that," he said. "The state police lab didn't find anything, and they won't. I think they're practically ready to rule Astra's death a heart attack or something. The official story being that she was waiting on your porch and died of natural causes or something like that."

      "You're kidding me," I said.

      "I wish I was."

      I took a deep breath and stifled a sigh. "Then let them," I said. "If the death isn't ruled a murder, then no one will look into it further."

      "Should I leave?" Thorn asked.

      "Yeah," I said. "I'm going to call my family. I'm going to need them to help set these people free, and I'm sure Amelda and Lilith will have some interesting ideas on how to deal with Jemma."
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      Midnight Magic Festival

      

      Viv was so excited about the Midnight Magic Festival really being magic that I had to keep reminding her she couldn't tell anyone. I didn't get mad at her, though. She'd been through so much, and for her, finding out that magic was real was like waking up on Christmas morning every single day. After all, she hadn't opened a witch-themed coffee shop for no reason.

      The day of the festival, Reggie and I set up tables outside of the shop. We lined them with the swag bags, and Reggie watched to make sure people only took one. I worked inside the store for a few hours.

      Eventually, as afternoon began to turn into night, we closed the shop and joined the festivities. A band set up in the middle of the square, and several local restaurants had food tents. There was a large cash bar as well that served regular drinks to the regular folks and magic elixirs to the witches.

      Thorn was working that evening because the sheriff's office had to provide security, but he kept stealing away to dance with me and give me kisses. We'd twirl around in circles to the music until we were both dizzy and gasping for breath, and then he'd go on patrol again.

      My entire family was there, and they welcomed Reggie and Viv into the fold with open arms. They could never be witches, but they were now our sisters. Meri stuffed himself so full with bacon that he slinked off to sleep near one of the columns on the front steps of the courthouse.

      I was dancing with Reggie to the beat of some zydeco song while we laughed and drank fizzy pink drinks when I saw Azriel. None of his MC had shown up at the festival. Word around town was that they'd gotten on their motorcycles and rolled out of town, so he was the last person I expected to see.

      But he was there watching me. His gaze was so heavy that I could almost feel it like weight. "I'll be back," I said to Reggie.

      "Will you be okay?" she asked when Azriel fell into her line of sight.

      "I'll be fine. It's him you need to worry about," I said.

      "I can only imagine," she said. "Don't get yourself arrested without me."

      I chuckled and then walked in Azriel's direction. When he saw me coming toward him, he disappeared around the corner. I wasn't sure if he'd fled when he saw me coming or just wanted more privacy.

      It turned out he was still there. "What do you want?" he asked me harshly.

      "What do you mean, what do I want? You're the one hanging out in the shadows watching me," I said.

      "If I was truly in the shadows, you never would have seen me," he said.

      "Whatever, Azriel. Why are you watching me?" I asked. 

      "I don't know," he said, and he sounded so dejected that it almost seemed real. "I should go."

      "Before you do, could you at least have the decency to tell me why you helped Astra destroy my shop and steal my stuff?" I said.

      "I never said that I did."

      "Well, just then, you didn't deny it. So, I'm pretty sure that's as close as I'm ever going to get to a confession. I just hope you didn't hurt Tangerine to lure me to your place. You will wish for death if I ever find out you hurt that dog," I hissed.

      "Now, there's the Kinsley I admire," he said with a wistful smile. "I love your dark side, beautiful girl. No, I would never hurt Geri. That was real. It didn't set things in motion. It just changed the course of things a little."

      "But why, Azriel? Why?"

      "Because she had money and I wanted you within my grasp again. It was a mutually beneficial business relationship."

      As I walked away from him, his words I love your dark side, beautiful girl, cut me like a knife. As I lay there in bed that night, I couldn't sleep. Those words just kept ringing in my head.

      I eventually got up and went downstairs. After making a cup of hot chocolate, I settled in on the sofa to wait for the sun to come up. 

      Astra's notebook still sat on my coffee table. I opened it up and began studying the drawings as I sipped my cocoa. They made a great deal more sense once I knew what had happened.

      My Aunties had extracted the truth from Jemma before they turned her into a little pink and purple fairy and put her in a jar, a curiosity to sit on Lilith's mantle until she passed on and the jar passed down to me.

      Astra had come to Coventry to find Jemma. That gnome she'd stolen, it was her fiancé. Her human fiancé. He'd decided to stay in Coventry.

      A great many of the people we freed did, but some left. They went home awakened from what they believed was some sort of fugue state. The official working hypothesis according to the nightly news is that some sort of virus caused thousands of people to go into an amnesiac state. As soon as they recovered, they returned to their friends and families with no memory of what happened. Scientists are still working to find the actual virus. They can't, and the new theory is that it's a prion disease, like mad cow, instead. It will be forgotten within two news cycles. Life will go on.

      There was good in everyone. That was a lesson Astra taught me. She tried to ruin my business, but she loved her fiancé fiercely. She also donated money to homeless familiars. Kats.

      Apparently, she was a dark witch from birth, but she tried to be good, and when she did, it gave her a form of dyslexia. Imagine that. Being so bad that your brain literally short-circuits when you do something good. 

      But she did try. There was love in her heart. But I couldn't think about that. I had to push those thoughts aside.

      Because if there was good in her... if there was love in her heart... then she couldn't be the only one.

      I love your dark side, beautiful girl.

      
        
        Thank you for reading!
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      It was a dark and stormy night.

      Just kidding...

      It was actually a boiling hot afternoon. The kind where you walk outside, and it feels like you just walked into an armpit. Humid, and air so thick it's like walking through soup. Those analogies are gross together, but I could only hope it painted a picture of what we were dealing with in Coventry.

      The Skeenbauer Coven could have used some magic to make the clouds roll in to block out some of the sun or just summoned a breeze, but I was the new leader. I'd decided that it was in all of our best interests to only use magic when we really needed it.

      It wasn't a law per se. We weren't putting people in a jar for using magic to clean their houses or make their banana bread taste a little better, but it was a strong suggestion.

      Anyway, it was hot.

      And it was staying that way.

      Reggie spent the night at Hangman's House with me because the air conditioning in her little crackerbox house had gone out again. And by again, it was the third time in a week. She'd scraped together the money to fix it the first two times, and it had gone out again the very next day. She couldn't afford to have the HVAC guy come out again for an emergency call, so I'd let her crash at my place.

      "We'll go over there after work, and I'll fix it,” I said. "And next time, just call me. You don't need to pay repairmen."

      "But your rules," she protested.

      "Reggie, do you know what the low temperature was last night?"

      "No..."

      "It was eighty-five degrees. That's the coolest it got last night. I'd say that fixing your air conditioning isn't a frivolous use of magic. Plus, you spent all your savings, didn't you?"

      "Yes, but…"

      "No but, Reggie. You were going to use that money to buy a new car. When you got a more reliable car, you were going to be able to take your Grandma out of the nursing home for day trips."

      "I was,” she said.

      "Well, now you're just going to have to use my car on the weekends until you get money saved up again,” I said. "And after work today, we're going to your house to repair the air conditioning."

      "Thank you,” she said. "I miss having Jeremy in town to fix these things."

      Jeremy Corey was one of Thorn's deputies, but he was also in the National Guard. He was normally only gone one weekend a month and a couple of weeks during the summer, but that spring he'd been called up for a mission in the Ukraine. Six weeks before he left the country, he'd been in Washington DC doing some sort of specialized training, and then they'd shipped him overseas.

      Normally, Reggie didn't need my magic because if anything went wrong, she'd call up Jeremy, and he'd come running. With him out of town, she had a lot more free time in addition to her unmet repair needs.

      "What would you like for breakfast?" I asked as she emerged from the guest bedroom.

      She'd left the door open a crack so we could talk while she got dressed. "Oh, are you cooking?"

      "Yes, we've got time. I'll make some coffee too, but don't worry, we'll still drop by the Brew Station and grab lattes before we open."

      I'd moved the opening of the store to an hour later. We'd been opening up before the first ghost tour got done, but there'd been no point. No one came into my shop until that first tour ended. Sometimes it was even later than that because they'd go over to the Brew Station and grab a drink before wandering back over to buy souvenirs or pick up something from my selection of authentic magical tools.

      "Oh, I get breakfast and a latte. Maybe my luck is changing,” she said with a smile.

      Unfortunately, she somehow managed to drop her purse, get her ankle caught up in the strap, and fall face first onto the hallway floor as she came out of the bedroom.

      Reggie let out a chilling cry of pain, and when she pushed herself up from the floor with her palms, her nose was bleeding.

      "Oh, gawd, I think I broke my nose. It hurts so bad,” she said as her hand fluttered up to her face. Reggie flinched and quickly pulled it away as she got up onto her knees.

      I immediately knelt beside her and covered her nose with my palm. She halfway recoiled away, but I felt all of the tension leave her as I healed the injury.

      "What was that?" Meri asked as he came skittering up the stairs.

      He was so tiny that he almost missed the landing. I suppressed a chuckle at the sight of him struggling to make the last step, but I didn't hide it fast enough. He narrowed his eyes at me.

      "I thought maybe someone had let an elephant in the house and it died," he snarked.

      "Meri, that's mean,” I said. “Reggie fell and broke her nose.”

      But Reggie was laughing. "I'm fine, thank you,” she said and stood up. "But really, thank you, Kinsley. I can't believe how much that hurt. If not for you, I'd have spent the morning in the emergency room in agony waiting to be seen."

      "Well, we've got no time for that,” I said. "Still feel like breakfast?"

      "Of course,” she said. "How about maple sausage and cheddar biscuits?"

      "Deal, but only if you promise to use the railing when you go down the stairs."

      "I feel like you're being a smart... aleck, but it's good advice. So, I'll follow its" she retorted with a grin.

      I wasn't sure if I should go down the stairs before her to catch her if she fell or behind her so I could grab her if she took a tumble. I had no reason to believe Reggie would fall again, but for some reason, I was worried about her. Seeing her bleeding and in pain had shaken me up. I felt like a mother hen clucking over her chicks.

      "What can I do to help?" Reggie asked once we were in the kitchen. "You know, I did help cook sometimes at the diner. I'm not totally incompetent in the kitchen."

      "Then why are you always letting me cook for you?" I playfully wagged my finger in her direction.

      She smiled mischievously. "Because you always offer."

      "Okay, then. Why don't you do the sausage. You can add the maple and the spices to the ground pork while I work on the biscuit dough."

      "Sounds simple enough,,” Reggie said.

      But apparently it wasn't simple at all. When she got into the cabinet to get the spices, she knocked half of them off the shelf. The cayenne pepper broke open and spilled everywhere. There was a cloud of the red spice in the air. It burned our eyes and made us cough.

      I waved my hand in the air, and it quickly found its way back into the container. "Why don't you just keep me company," I said. "I'll just use a little magic to make this go faster."

      Reggie tripped again on the way to the table but caught herself on the counter. "Oops,” she said and then apologized to the chair when she kicked the leg.

      "Are you all right?" I asked.

      "Yeah. I just seem to be clumsy which is not something I've ever been. You can't be a clumsy waitress. Maybe I'm having a run of bad luck. Is that a thing?"

      It was then I consciously noticed what had probably made me worry about Reggie earlier. She had sort of a dark aura around her. My subconscious had most likely picked up on it upstairs after she fell, but it had gotten darker. I doubted it was visible to anyone but me, but I could see it.

      "Have you been in a bad mood lately?" I asked as I kneaded the dough.

      "Not really. I was super sad when Jeremy left for a few months, but I've been feeling better about that lately."

      "And right now, you don't feel sad or angry? Nothing like that?"

      "No, why? What aren't you telling me?"

      "Nothing,” I said because I really wasn't sure what I was seeing, and I didn't want to freak her out until I knew.

      "Stop lying to me this instant, Kinsley Skeenbauer. I can see right through you. When you lie to me, I can smell it like a fart in a car."

      "Nice analogy,” I said.

      "Don't try and deflect. Tell me what you see."

      "You have a dark aura," Meri said as his little booty sashayed into the room. "You're surrounded by black energy, but my guess is that Kinsley doesn't know why."

      "Do you know why?" I asked Meri. "Because if you do, you should tell us."

      "I would tell you if I did know, but I do not. I can tell you that whatever it is, it's not coming from inside her. It's wrapped around her. Like bubble wrap. Only not fun bubble wrap you can pop. It's more like bubble wrap of doom."

      "So, it's a curse,” I said.

      "Or it's demonic oppression," Meri said casually.

      Reggie's face blanched.

      "Well, if it's demonic, then get rid of it,” I said to Meri.

      "You want me to blow her up?" he asked and sat down. "’Cause I can do that."

      "No!" Reggie and I both exclaimed at the same time.

      "Absolutely not,” I said. "Isn't there anything else you can do besides blow her up?"

      "Fine,” he said with a sigh. "Let me give it a shot."

      "Is he going to blow me up?" Reggie asked nervously.

      "No. He's not,” I said. "He's not going to blow you up."

      Meri stood up and walked over to the table. After jumping up into the middle of it, he sat down and stared at Reggie. He let out a loud meow and then began to purr like an engine.

      "That feels weird,” Reggie said. "It feels like ants crawling under my skin."

      "Hush," Meri said as Reggie began to squirm and scratch at her neck and arms. "And sit still."

      "I'm trying,” she said.

      This went on for another minute or so until Meri jumped down off the table. "Not demonic,” he said as he started to saunter out of the room.

      "Then what is it?" I asked.

      "I don't know. All I know is it's not demonic. I could blow her up anyway. It would solve the problem."

      "No, thank you,” I said through clenched teeth. "That won't be necessary."

      "Let me know if you change your mind."

      "We'll just eat breakfast, and then once we get into the shop, I'll try to discern what it is. It can't be that hard to get rid of, Reggie. I promise. I'm, like, the strongest witch in the world or something. I can fix this."

      Halfway to the shop, my car broke down. I tried to use magic to get it started again, but it was dead.

      "You can't fix it?" Reggie asked.

      "Apparently not,” I said.

      "It's a brand new car. It can't just be dead."

      I'd recently traded my ancient Subaru in for a new electric Volkswagen Microbus. Electric cars were the thing, and it was time for me to get on board with it. There were actually only two pumps left at the gas station at that point, and the rest were electric charging stations.

      "It shouldn't be,” I said. "And even if it was, I should be able to bring it back."

      "You’re trying to necromancy your car,” Reggie said with a chuckle.

      "Well, I'm glad you've got a sense of humor about this,” I said.

      "Are you mad at me?"

      "Not at all. I really am glad you're taking this well,” I said.

      "But I killed your car. Your really cool new car."

      "I'm sure it will be fine,” I said. "I'll put in for a self-driving tow truck to bring it to the shop. Once we get you fixed up, I'm sure the Microbus will come roaring back to life."

      Her comments about necromancy made my heart ache in a way I hadn't expected. I just hoped Reggie hadn't seen it written across my face.

      I love your darkness.

      It figured that Azriel would say something like that and then completely disappear. At least it had made things less complicated. 

      There was a part of me that was still chaotic and could, if I wanted to, control the shadow things. I knew that it called out to him, but he never answered. That made it easier for me to just enjoy my relationship with Thorn. It wasn't like I was torn between the two of them. I couldn't be. Azriel was gone.

      That's what I'd wanted, right?

      "So, we're walking then?" Reggie asked.

      “It’s not that far,” I said. “I think it’s actually the easiest option right now.”

       It only took us around ten minutes to walk to the Brew Station. We didn't have a car, but we were still stopping for coffee.

      "You guys look a little... sweaty,,” Viv said as we approached the counter.

      It was true. While it was still fairly early in the morning, it was already hot outside. Reggie and I both had our hair half-plastered to our heads.

      "The car broke down and we had to walk about halfway from my house,” I said.

      "You drove in together?" Viv asked.

      "Yeah, my air conditioner is out again, so I crashed at Kinsley's place last night,” Reggie said.

      "Again?" Viv asked. "You should totally sue that guy who keeps charging you for emergency visits. He’s obviously not fixing the issue."

      I wanted to agree with her, but given what I knew about Reggie's current state, I knew it wasn't the guy's fault. She was breaking everything she touched.

      "Well, we're going to figure out something else after work. We're not going to call him again,” I said and gave her a wink.

      "Oooh! Right,” Viv said with a smile. "Gotcha."

      "Dagnabbit!" Hank said.

      That was followed by the sound of a metal container hitting the floor. We all looked in his direction and found one of Viv's espresso machines spewing steam.

      "Oh, no,” Reggie said.

      "Hurry, Hank. Unplug that thing!"

      "I'm just going to wait outside,” Reggie said before rushing out the door.

      "Wait, is she..,” Viv started to ask.

      "I'll tell you all about it later, I swear,” I said. "For now can we get a large hazelnut iced coffee and a large iced chai latte?"

      "Hank, will you get those drinks? I'm going to see about that espresso machine. I can't be down one today. Tourists are going to flock in here to get out of the heat."

      "It's fixed,” I said and waved my hand past it casually. "Give it a shot. I'm sure it's fine."

      Hank ignored what I said, because that's what people in Coventry did, and went about making our drinks. Viv plugged her espresso machine back in and gave it a try.

      "Well, I'll be... thanks!" Viv said.

      "No, problem,” I said. "I mean, you're welcome."

      Hank handed me my drinks and Viv said, "On the house, hon. I hope your day gets better."

      "Thanks. Thank you so much."

      "Call me later?"

      "You know it."

      I walked out of the Brew Station and spotted Reggie sitting on one of the benches in the square. A bird nearly pooped on her, but I used just a touch of magic to divert it. The dark aura around her had already grown stronger too.

      "Here's your coffee,” I said making sure she had a tight grip on the plastic cup before I let go. "I got the iced versions."

      "Thank you,” she said and took a long draw from the straw. "It's good."

      "You ready to head into work?" I asked.

      "Am I going to die?" Reggie responded.

      "What? No,” I said.

      "Because I almost got hit by a car walking over here. I had plenty of time, but the woman driving stomped on the accelerator. You should have seen her face. She was just as stunned and confused as I was."

      "I'm not going to let that happen, Reggie. I promise."

      We were nearly as protected inside the shop as we were at Hangman's House, so I left Reggie to run the cash register and help customers at the front counter while I gathered what I needed.

      At worst, I thought, she might hurt herself, so I told her to stay behind the counter. A few people meandered in after a ghost tour, and I kept an eye on her while I grabbed candles, herbs, and a few crystals from the shelves.

      Once I had everything I needed, I went into the back room and closed the door. I had to act quickly because I wasn't comfortable leaving her alone. A couple of times I heard a thump or a clang and held my breath waiting for a scream, but it never came.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up as I poured a salt circle around myself for protection. I heard the water in the bathroom start to drip slowly, and it told me the ghost had shenanigans on her mind.

      "Not now,” I said.

      The dripping increased at first, and the toilet flushed out of nowhere, but eventually, she backed off. The static in the air receded, and I finished setting up my circle.

      I wasn't quite sure what I was doing, but what I did know was that I wanted answers. Basil is mildly hallucinogenic when it's burned, so I wrote "answer" on it and lit the leaf on fire. It was supposed to serve two purposes. The first was that it was a wish, and the second was that I hoped the smoke from the burning leaf would induce a vision.

      When nothing happened, I held the burning leaf up closer to my mouth and nose. After a few huge inhales, I felt the floor fall out from underneath me.

      When I opened my eyes, I was drifting through some sort of magical cosmic soup. There were lights and sounds everywhere, but it was nearly impossible for me to grab onto any of them.

      Finally, I was able to latch onto a sound somewhere off in the distance, drums and chanting. Then, layered on top of that, the sound of a rooster crowing drifted through my mind.

      I stopped floating and found my feet on the floor of my stockroom, but the rest of the space around me was still darkness punctuated with pinpricks of starlight.

      Then the pinpricks were poking me. It hurt a little, but I was so dissociated from myself that it was bearable. I felt it as more of an idea or a nuisance than as actual pain.

      Somewhere from above, a mirror descended. It landed in front of me, and I saw myself as a doll. But I wasn't just any doll. I was a Voodoo doll stuck with dozens of black pins.

      I tried frantically to pull them out, but I was no longer a Voodoo doll. Instead, a life-sized doll stood in front of me. The mirror was gone, and I was just face to face with the massive poppet.

      "Kinsley!" a voice called from somewhere off in the distance. "Kinsley!"

      The voice got closer and began to sound more familiar. Suddenly, I was standing in the middle of the stockroom with Meri at my feet. He was pawing at my foot.

      "You're drooling,” he said.

      I wiped the corner of my mouth with the back of my hand. It was dry. "You're a butt."

      "What did you figure out?" he asked, completely ignoring what I said.

      "There was a bunch of stuff, but the thing that stuck out to me the most was I saw a Voodoo doll,” I said.

      "Oh, that's amazing," Meri snarked. "So it's Voodoo."

      "That would explain why the protection spells aren't working that well and why we couldn't figure out what was going on,” I said.

      "So what are you going to do? Because you know she'll probably die if you do nothing," Meri said. "You know, that's probably okay."

      "Meri, stop,” I said. "What I need you to do is figure out how we can remove a Voodoo curse."

      "We can't. You're a witch. Voodoo is different."

      "But you can kill demons,” I said.

      "Voodoo is not our thing," Meri answered.

      "What do I do then? I've got to help Reggie,” I said.

      "I don't know, creature. Maybe try finding someone who can do Voodoo magic?"

      "Maybe I can just learn,” I said. "I'm sure I could figure something out."

      "You'll totally kill her," Meri said. "But I'm cool with that."

      I took a deep breath and let out a heavy sigh. "You're right. About the killing her part. Not about it being cool. I just need to find someone who can help. There really aren't any Voodoo practitioners in Coventry."

      "The only active Voodoo practitioner communities in the country are in New Orleans and Savannah," Meri said.

      "Maybe I can get one to come here," I mused. "Do you think that's possible?"

      "I think anything is possible with enough money," Meri said.

      I felt a trickle of sweat run down my back, and I realized it had grown hot in the stockroom. I walked over to the vent and reached my hand up only to find there was no air coming out.

       “Air conditioning is busted,” I said.

      “Don’t be dramatic. Maybe it just kicked off,” Meri said.

      “I’m not being dramatic, Meri. Do you feel how hot it is in here? It should be on. I’m going to have to close the store.”

      I walked back out to the front of the store and found Reggie standing behind the counter alone and looking forlorn.

      “It’s so hot in here. People bought a few things and then hurried out,” she said. “I’m so sorry, Kinsley.”

      "You don't need to be sorry, Reggie. This isn't your fault. We'll figure it out,” I said. "Let's get the drawer counted down and put up a sign that we're closed for today."

      "I'll make the sign,” Reggie said. "There's not much to count down in the drawer."

      We had to walk back to my house. I'd considered calling a ride, but I figured their car would just break down too.

      Reggie tripped twice on the walk back, but I caught her both times. Meri did his best to put a protection spell over us, but even with that, Reggie rolled her ankle a block from the house. I had to use magic to make her lighter so I could practically carry her home.

      "The air's going to go out in your house too, isn't it?" Reggie asked as I hoisted her over the threshold.

      "I don't think so. You fell in the house this morning, but that's all that's happened here. I don't think the curse can hurt Hangman's House, but it can still hurt you when you're inside it. You have to be careful, but I think the house itself is safe."

      "How is that possible?" she asked. "Not that I'm not grateful."

      "I don't know for sure. I think all of the protection magic around this place is having some sort of effect." I helped her over to the sofa and Reggie propped her foot up on the coffee table. I slid a pillow under it and pulled off her shoe. "This air conditioning sure feels good. I'm going to get us a couple of Cokes. How's that ankle fee?"

      "It's all better. Ha-ha. Thanks,” she said as she put her foot back down. "I can help you in the kitchen."

      "No, that's okay. Just stay there." I grabbed my laptop off the table and handed it to her. "You get a head start finding us someone to remove the curse. Look for a Voodoo practitioner in New Orleans with a website."

      I went into the kitchen and grabbed two Cokes from the fridge as well as a bag of chips and a package of cookies. It felt like the kind of day to drown our sorrows in junk food, so that's what we were going to do.

      "You got any corn dogs?" Reggie called from the living room as if she could read my mind. "I thought I saw some in the freezer."

      "I do," I called back. "Give me just a minute to nuke a few. How many do you want?"

      "How many are in the box?" Reggie asked.

      "Twelve,” I said.

      "Make them all."

      "You want ketchup or mustard with them?"

      "Both."

      "Okay. I'll be there in a few."

      It took a few minutes for me to microwave the entire box of corn dogs. I thought about using magic, but that would have been a completely frivolous use. I decided not to do it.

      While I was fixing the food, I thought I heard Reggie talking, but I assumed she was chatting with Meri about something. When the corn dogs were ready, I took it all into the living room in two trips.

      Reggie was typing away furiously on the laptop, and she didn't stop even when I put everything down on the coffee table. "What's up?" I asked when thirty seconds later she still hadn't looked up.

      "I called this place called Reverend Zombie's House of Voodoo in New Orleans. It took some convincing, but they gave me an email address of someone who might help,” Reggie said. “I’m sending the woman an email now.”

      “What woman?” I asked. “What are you saying?”

      “Her name is Liberty Bloodstone. She’s a Voodoo priestess or a queen. I’m not entirely sure there, but the girl at the shop said she might help me,” Reggie said.

      “Did she give you a phone number?” I asked hopefully. Waiting for a reply to an email seemed untenable. Liberty Bloodstone could’ve been one of those people who only checked their email once a day, or worse yet, she could’ve been like me and only checked it almost never.

      “No, just this email,” Reggie said. “Hopefully, it’s not some sort of fan email account that’s checked by her assistant. I’ll probably get filtered out.”

      “Fan email account?” I asked. “You think she’s some sort of celebrity?”

      “Dude, I don’t know,” Reggie said. “She might be like that one psychic chick with the big hair and the big nails who travels around doing readings in convention centers.”

      “That chick’s not even really psychic,” I said. “They take your payment information, look you up before you get there, and she only goes to the seats where someone with an interesting story is sitting. It’s pretty obvious.”

      “I hope Liberty Bloodstone is the real deal,” Reggie said.

      “Oh, I do too. Let’s just eat our corn dogs, and we’ll wait. I’m sure she’ll get back to us soon.”

      “Good plan,” Reggie said and picked up a corn dog in each hand. “One for each hand!”

      I laughed and grabbed one myself, but I reserved my other hand for chips or my Coke. “I’ll leave that to you.”

      For some reason, I thought we’d have leftover corn dogs, but we finished them all. It was a bit shocking as Reggie wasn’t a witch. I’d only ever seen witches eat like that.

      She didn’t have the figure of someone who put away six corn dogs, half a bag of potato chips, and two Cokes in a sitting. All I could think was that she was one of those people blessed with a lightning fast metabolism.

      “What?” she asked as she went back into the bag of chips to polish off the crumbs.

      “Nothing. I’ve just never seen someone as slim as you, who isn’t a witch, put away that much food. You always do, though, and you never seem to gain an ounce.”

      “It’s just blessed genetics. I’m not very smart, though, so the universe has maintained the balance.”

      “You shouldn’t say that about yourself, Reggie. You’re not stupid.”

      “Before you hired me, I was working at the diner. I’ve been a waitress for years. My entire house is a little bigger than your living room. I haven’t exactly been the most successful person.”

      “I inherited this house, Reggie. It’s not like I went out and earned the money. I’ve had a lot of advantages, not to mention the witch thing.”

      “I had a scholarship to college,” she said and blushed.

      “What? Well, then you must be smart.”

      “I guess I was kind of book smart back then, but I make bad decisions. Like getting arrested and losing my scholarship.”

      “You got arrested?” I asked.

      “I did, but it’s not what you think. My mom’s boyfriend had drugs in her house, and they were yelling out on the front lawn again. The cops came and they were going to arrest her because the house was just in her name. Her sleaze boyfriend wouldn’t claim the drugs, so she was going to jail. I said it was mine.”

      “And she let you do that?” I couldn’t believe it.

      Reggie shrugged. “I don’t think she had much choice. Like I said, the lease was in her name. If she went to jail and lost her job, we’d be completely broke and miss rent. Then we’d be homeless too. I had to do it, and she had to let me.”

      “But Gunner arrested you. I can’t believe he did that.”

      “He didn’t want to. In fact, when he found out later what happened, he went to bat for me. He got the judge to dismiss the charges, and he tried to help save my scholarship. It didn’t matter, though. Being arrested was enough to disqualify me.”

      Before I could say anything more about it, my phone rang. It was an area code I didn’t recognize. “Did you give Liberty your number or mine?” I asked Reggie.

      “I gave her yours. I don’t have any money to pay her,” she said and blushed again.

      “Right. I totally didn’t think about the fact that she’d probably want money for her services.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Reggie said.

      “Don’t worry about that. Not one bit. Okay, I’m going to answer,” I said and swiped the phone’s screen to pick up. “Hello, this is Kinsley.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I was looking for someone named Reggie,” a woman said in a thick Louisiana accent.

      “You’ve got the right number. I’m her friend. She gave you my number.”

      “Because you’ve got the money,” she said with a chuckle.

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “I’ve got the sight,” she responded.

      “So, this is Liberty Bloodstone?”

      “The one and only. Your friend’s email said that she’d been cursed. How do you know it’s Voodoo?”

      “I’m a witch,” I said.

      “Don’t mean you know a thing about Voodoo,” Liberty said in an even thicker accent.

      “I did a ritual, and there was a vision. Plus, she’s surrounded by this black aura. I’m pretty sure it’s Voodoo,” I said.

      “I believe you,” she said. “So, you want me to remove the curse, then?”

      “I do,” I said.

      “I can only do that in person. It’s not something I can do over the phone,” she said.

      “That makes sense. When are you available? It would take us about twelve hours to drive down there if we drive straight through, and if I can get a car to work…” I trailed off remembering that my car was sitting on the side of the road.

      “You know what, why don’t I come to you,” she said. “I could use a change of scenery.”

      “Would you drive?” I asked.

      “I fly, Kinsley Skeenbauer. First class.”

      “Right,” I said. “I take it I’m buying your ticket?”

      “You’re a sharp one, Kinsley Skeenbauer.”

      “And there’s your fee on top of that.”

      “Indeed.”

      After that, we discussed her fee and then got off the phone so I could book her plane ticket. She said she was ready to go, so I went online and found a ticket for a flight leaving in a couple of hours. The good news was that since it was a last-minute booking, I managed to get a huge discount.

      I called her back and told her I’d emailed her all of the information. “I’ll see you folks in a few hours,” Liberty said. “Sorry I don’t have time to chat, but I’ve got to pack.”

      She hung up after that, and I turned back to Reggie. “She’ll be here in a few hours.”

      “We’ll have to go to the airport to get her,” Reggie said.

      The closest airport to Coventry was about a half-hour drive away, but that didn’t matter. We weren’t driving anywhere.

      “We can’t drive. I mean, I can go and leave you here, or I can schedule a car to pick her up.”

      “You think she’d mind a self-driving Uber?” Reggie asked. “Otherwise, you can go. I’ll be all right.”

      I could tell by the tone of her voice that she didn’t think she’d be all right. “I’ll send the Uber.”

      “If she doesn’t like it, she can pay for something else,” I said.

      “We don’t want her to leave. We need her.”

      “I’ll put in for a luxury car,” I said. “She won’t be able to do any better on her own. Okay?”

      “Thank you,” Reggie said. “I’ll find a way to pay you back someday.”

      “I told you, you don’t need to worry about that. It’s not even my money. I’ll get it from the house,” I said.

      “Still, you could be using that money on something you want.”

      “This is what I want,” I replied. “Using this house’s magic to help people is what I want. The fact that it’s my best friend makes it even better.”

      Reggie was about to say something, but she was interrupted when Meri came tearing into the room. He ran in front of us and then went behind the front window curtain. I heard him jump up into the window where he remained for a few seconds before jumping back down.

      He ran over to us and leapt onto the coffee table. “Fire!”
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      “What?” I said and jumped off the couch.

      “Across the street. There’s a fire. Look out the window!”

      I hurried across the living room with Reggie and Meri on my heels. When I threw back the curtain, I heard Reggie let out a gasp.

      Smoke billowed from the cemetery across the street. I could see flames leaping up over the tops of the trees. The fire must have been in the center of the cemetery because the tree line along the road wasn’t on fire, but who knew how long it would be before the entire area was engulfed in flames.

      “I have to put it out,” I said and dove for the front door.

      “Wait!” Reggie said. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “You should stay here.”

      I didn’t wait for her to answer. I ran across my lawn and crossed the street. The heat was rolling out of the cemetery, and the air was thick with smoke.

      After taking a few steps in, I thought I’d have to turn back. Just when I was about to turn around, Meri ran out in front of me. He couldn’t die, but I was worried that he’d suffer terribly from the fire until I realized he was clearing the smoke and heat out of my path.

      I could walk forward without feeling like I was burning alive or choking on smoke. I ran behind him until we got to the fire. Once I was there, it didn’t take much to put it out.

      The flames died and the smoke cleared, revealing scorched ground and surrounding trees. All of the headstones were covered in soot, but none of them had been destroyed.

      “It looks apocalyptic,” I said to Meri.

      “You could make it grow back,” Meri said. “Or you could get that fairy off Lilith’s mantle and make her do it.”

      “Ha-ha. I’m not going to risk letting her out,” I said. “I feel that would be a huge mistake. Sometimes things have to burn down to grow anew.”

      “But what started the fire?” Meri asked.

      “We’ll have to look into that later. I need to go check on Reggie,” I said.

      I turned to leave and made my way out of the cemetery. As I crossed the street back to Hangman’s House, I saw someone in the yard talking to Reggie.

      They looked like they were having a normal conversation, but as I got closer, it became obvious that something more heated was going on. The person’s back was to me, and they were wearing a hoodie, but once I was back in my yard, I could tell it was a young woman.

      Her hoodie was a deep purple and it brought out what looked like violet flecks in her irises. Some of her hair was peeking out of the hoodie, and it was long, black, and curly.

      “Why did you do that?” she demanded before smacking her lips.

       The woman thrust her hand toward Reggie, and I saw she was holding a dog collar and leash. Reggie’s eyes were wet with tears that threatened to spill over onto her burning red cheeks.

      “I didn’t, I swear,” Reggie stammered. “I was just petting her, and I don’t know how her collar came off.”

      “What’s going on?” I said as I interjected myself into their exchange.

      "I let this woman pet my dog, and she undid her collar. My little Rosie saw a squirrel and took off. She went around the back of this house. I followed her, but Rosie ran into the woods behind the house. I'll never find her," the woman said. "Why did you do this? Why didn't you help me catch her?"

      "I..,” Reggie stuttered. "I..."

      "This is my house,” I said. "Those are my woods back there. I'm sure if we work together, we can find Rosie."

      "She's off on the trail of something. She'll run for miles before she stops."

      "Well, we have to at least try,” I said. "Reggie, you stay here in case Rosie comes back, and I’ll help..."

      "Suki," the woman said.

      "I'll help Suki look for her dog."

      "She's the one who let Rosie go. I want to call the sheriff," Suki demanded.

      "Reggie here is my best friend. I know there's no way that she did this on purpose. We can find your dog, I know it, but we're wasting valuable time while Rosie gets farther away."

      Suki thought about it for a moment. "Fine, but if we don't find her, I'm calling the sheriff."

      "Understood,” I said. "Follow me."

      "What should I do?" Reggie called out as Suki and I walked away.

      "Sit on the porch and wait for Rosie. If she comes back, then just catch her and wait. But I doubt she'll come back here. Just keep your eyes open."

      I was looking back over my shoulder and saw Reggie nod. All I could do was hope nothing happened to her while we were out looking.

      We got to the tree line, and Meri, who’d been behind us, darted out front and shot into the forest. "Hey, was that your cat?" Suki asked.

      "Yeah, that's Meri. He's pretty smart. He'll help bring Rosie back."

      "So, he's your familiar then?"

      It was then that I finally picked up on Suki being a witch. Her magic was very faint, which explains why I hadn't felt it before. I'd been too preoccupied with the exchange between her and Reggie.

      "I take it Rosie isn't yours?" I asked.

      "Naw, she's just a stray that wandered into my yard one day. I don't have a familiar because I can barely do any magic. My family is from this area, but that's going back generations. I just moved back here a few months ago. I don't have much left in the way of powers or I would have used them to catch Rosie."

      "Well, I'll find her. Or Meri will. Don't worry about it."

      "I can usually kind of tell when people are witches," Suki said as we walked deeper into the woods. "I didn't pick up anything from your friend. Either she's not a witch, or she's like me and I just can't sense her magic."

      "She's not like us,” I said. "She's a regular human."

      "Are a lot of witches best friends with regular folks?" she asked.

      "I don't know. I guess not, but I am."

      "Why would she take Rosie's collar off?" Suki suddenly sounded on the verge of tears.

      "She didn't. She's cursed. It's a Voodoo curse, and stuff like that's happening around her,” I said. "I'm guessing she just didn't think about it when she went to pet your dog. Either that or she didn't know it would happen. Stuff's mostly been happening to her."

      "That sucks," Suki said. 

      "It does, but we have help on the way,” I said.

      "Help?"

      "I've hired a Voodoo priestess to come remove the curse. I would have done it myself, but apparently our type of magic has little effect on Voodoo curses."

      Just then, I heard what sounded like a tiny bell off in the distance. "What is that?" I asked no one more than I was asking Suki.

      "It sounds like Rosie. Her collar has a little bell on it. Rosie!" Suki cried out and took off running in the direction of the sound.

      Oh, no. I’m going to lose them both, I thought. "Wait up," I called out and took off running after Suki.

      I didn't have to go very far. About a hundred feet ahead in a clearing, I found Meri, Rosie, and Suki all together. Suki was putting the collar and leash back on Rosie, and Meri was sitting there licking his paw and cleaning his ears.

      "You're welcome," he snarked as I entered the clearing.

      "Thank you, Meri,” I said.

      "Yeah, thanks, cat," Suki said. "We never would have caught him without you."

      "I know,” he said.

      Meri got up and started walking back in the direction of the house. Suki shrugged and started to follow him. I brought up the rear as we made our way back.

      When we returned, Reggie was sitting on my back patio. She was holding her wrist and sobbing. When I realized she was crying, I took off in a sprint across the yard.

      "What happened?" I asked as I fell to my knees in front of her.

      "I got a splinter and somehow managed to fall and sprain my wrist,” she said.

      I healed her wrist as she let out one more deep, shuddering sob. It sounded more like an outpouring of relief than pain.

      "Oh, thanks,” she said. "I sure will be glad when Liberty gets here and I stop getting hurt. But Rosie didn't come back. I hope I didn't lose that woman's dog forever."

      "We found him. Don't worry,” I said. "They're on their way back."

      Suki emerged from the woods but she stuck to the far edge of the yard. We watched as she skirted around us and headed for the outside edge of the garage.

      "Thank you so much for helping me find Rosie. I hope you understand, but for now, I'm going to steer clear."

      "Glad I could help,” I said and offered her a wave.

      "Sorry,” Reggie called out.

      "It's okay. I understand now, and I hope you get things resolved."

      She walked around the outside of the garage and that was that. I helped Reggie get to her feet.

      "You ready to go back in?" I asked.

      "Yeah, but I think I left my phone on the front porch,” she said.

      "I'll get it,” I said. "You stay here."

      "Kinsley, I'm going to hurt myself whether I sit here or go with you. I'd rather stay glued to your hip in case I do something else to hurt myself. I've had enough pain today."

      "Okay, let's go," I relented.

      We walked around to the front porch, and what I found on the bottom step surprised me. I guessed it shouldn't have, but it did.

      Sitting there staring at me was a Voodoo doll. It had black button eyes, an embroidered red mouth, and a huge pin stuck through its head. At the end of the pin was a black skull. I'd read somewhere as a kid that white pins were for blessings and healing and black pins were for harm and hexing. There was no doubt that the pin was intended to do harm.

      I picked up the doll, and behind it was a little black jar with a skull and bones on it. Curiosity gripped me, so I opened the jar. Inside was a variety of herbs, a chicken bone, and a dead spider. I dropped the spider and shrieked before I noticed that there was a mirror inside the lid of the jar and one at the bottom.

      "What is that?" Reggie's voice quivered with fear.

      "Don't let it get to you,” I said and quickly put the lid back on the jar. I set the items on the table between the chairs on the porch. "We're going inside."

      "Should you leave that stuff out here?" Reggie asked as we went through the front door.

      "I'm not taking it in the house,” I said. "There's no way I'm taking that stuff inside."

      I could feel the icy fingers of evil reaching out for us from that jar, and it sent a chill down my spine. I didn't tell Reggie. There was no reason to terrify her further.

      "You sit on the sofa. You should be okay while we're in here. I'll get us snacks and Coke,” I said.

       “Okay,” she said and sat down on the sofa. “I won’t move from this spot.”

       "You know one thing you haven't said boo about is who could have done this to you,” I said.

      "Yeah, what did you do?" Meri snarked. "Who did you do it to? It must be pretty big stuff."

      "I didn't think I knew anybody that practiced Voodoo,” Reggie said. "I mean, I didn't know you were a witch either, but I guess you don't have to be born into Voodoo, right?"

      "I don't think so,” I said. "It's more like rituals and magic that anyone can learn, but I think it involves connecting with things from the other side? Using their power."

      "Anyone can learn it?" Reggie said.

      I could see the wheels spinning in her head. This was something I was going to have to nip in the bud fast. 

      "Don't even think about it, Reggie. You're not going to learn Voodoo. You will end up cursing yourself."

      "You're no fun,” she said and stuck her tongue out at me.

      "I may not be any fun, but I do want to help you figure out who did this to you. That way we can prevent it from happening again,” I said.

      "I guess there are probably a few people who don't like me,” she said.

      "Is there anybody recent?" I asked. "Anyone who sticks out? Were there any customers who were particularly nasty to you at the shop, or is there someone at the nursing home who doesn't like you? Maybe a nurse?"

      Reggie seemed to be thinking about it for a long moment. "Um... Jeremy's ex-girlfriend tried to get him to break up with me," she offered with a shrug.

      "There you go. That's something," I said. "Do you think she would have learned Voodoo to put a curse on you?"

      "I wouldn't put it past her. She didn't handle it well when they broke up,” Reggie said.

      "How long ago did they break up? You guys have been seeing each other for a while."

      "They broke up about two years ago. Jeremy didn't date anyone else in between because it went so badly. He was afraid of getting involved with someone like her again."

      "So, they broke up two years ago, and she's still bothering him?" I wanted to make sure I was understanding the situation.

      "Yeah, I mean, she's not coming over to his house every day and calling him dozens of times anymore, but I've seen her drive by a few times."

      "Does she live anywhere near him?" I asked.

      "Nope. From what Jeremy said, she has no reason to be in the neighborhood."

      "That's pretty bold considering he's a deputy,” I said.

      "I'd say so, but Jeremy said that's one of the reasons she gets away with it. They were together for a few years, and she learned how to skirt the law. She'll do just enough to bother him, but she doesn't go far enough to get arrested."

      "That sounds awful, and she totally sounds like someone who might put a curse on you for dating him,” I said. "What's her name?"

      "Lottie Bevil,” Reggie said.

      "Oh, I think I've met her. I think she's been into the shop a few times,” I said.

      "What did she buy?"

      "Just herbs and candles, if I'm remembering right,” I said.

      "You mean she bought the stuff to put a curse on me at your store?" Reggie mused more to herself than to me.

      "I mean, my candles and herbs work for a lot of different purposes. People buy them just because they like them,” I said and realized I sounded defensive.

      "I'm not blaming you,” Reggie said as she picked up the tone of my voice. "I just think it's ironic. Maybe. If I'm using the word correctly."

      "I don't know why you didn't come to me about this Lottie Bevil bothering you and Jeremy,” I said.

      "What would you do?" Reggie asked. "Put a hex on her?"

      "No, but I would have found a way to stop her. I'm not afraid of her,” I said. "Meri would protect me too. I don't know. I just would have done something to help you. If she tries to bother you while Jeremy is gone, I'll deal with it."

      "You mean like putting a curse on me?" Reggie asked with one eyebrow cocked up.

      "I'll figure something out,” I said. "Do you want to watch a movie?"

      Aside from almost falling once when she got up to go to the bathroom, the rest of the afternoon was uneventful. We sat quietly and watched a movie or chatted until there was a knock at the front door.

      "I hope that's her,” Reggie said.

      "We're about to find out."

      I walked over to the door and stood on my toes to look out the peephole. Her image was sort of distorted by the fish-eye glass, but I saw a young woman with a dark complexion and hair. I wasn't sure what I was expecting, but she was dressed in a green t-shirt and jeans. She reminded me of a college student with her black duffel bag flung over her shoulder. 

      "Liberty?" I asked as I opened the door.

      "Kinsley?" she responded in kind.

      "That's me,” I said. "Please come in."

      She didn't move forward. "There's a cemetery across the street from here. Looks like there's been a fire recently. I'd like to work there, if you don't mind."

      "It's haunted, and there are mostly witches buried there. Some of them were murdered,” I said.

      "That works for me,” she said, and when she saw my shocked expression, Liberty explained further. "Graveyard dirt from witches and murder victims will actually help protect me while I do my work. It's true that it can be used for dark workings, but it is also a powerful protector."

      "I see,” I said. "Can you look at the items over there on my little table before you go? I found them on my front steps earlier. Also, shouldn't we come with you?"

      "I just need a lock of her hair and perhaps an item of her clothing. Something she's worn recently is best. You can come with me if you think it will help keep me from being disturbed," Liberty said.

      "But what about Reggie?" I asked.

      "I think it would be better for her to stay put," Liberty said. "The spirits might attack her when I try to banish them."

      "It's spirits doing this?" I mused. "Then I wonder why I can't dispel them."

      "They are tied her by something else,” she said. "Shall we begin?"

      "Yes. We should. Meri, you stay here and protect Reggie."

      "But..."

      "Please,” I said. "Please just watch out for her."

      "I’m not sure about sending you across the street to perform rituals with someone whose magic you can't counter," he huffed.

      "Then, what would you do anyway?" I asked.

      "Don't worry, little cat. I won't hurt your mistress. She's paying me, after all," Liberty said.

      "Yeah, see, I'm paying her. If anything happens to me, she doesn't get her fee. I will be fine,” I said.

      Meri ran over and jumped up onto the sofa next to Reggie. He didn't say anything else, but the look he shot me could have killed.

      "Should we take these with us?" I asked Liberty as I reached for the jar and Voodoo doll.

      "Don't touch those," she said. "I assume you already did, but don't touch them again."

      Liberty opened her black duffel bag and pulled out a smaller black drawstring pouch. She gingerly picked up the Voodoo doll and curse jar before slipping them inside the large pouch. Once she’d tied off the top, she tied the leftover string around one of her belt loops.

      “They won’t harm you then,” I observed.

      “I have protection,” she said with a smile. “Shall we?”

      I led the way over to the cemetery, and we walked between the trees that were undamaged on the side facing the road and burned on the interior side. It was almost like walking through a portal to another world.

      The air in the cemetery smelled like ash and burnt wood. It would have been unbearable if not for a decent breeze blowing in from the north bringing fresh air to fill our lungs.

      “You stay back and focus your energy on what I’m doing, okay?” Liberty said.

      “That will help you?” I asked.

      “I can draw from your energy. It will be far easier if you let me.”

      I wasn’t sure I liked that implication. She could draw energy from me even if I didn’t let her, but I would allow it. I told myself that just because she could siphon energy from me, it didn’t mean she would.

      That made me think of Azriel, but I pushed those thoughts away immediately when Liberty spoke again. “I said focus on what I’m doing. Wherever you just went in your mind, you need to stay out of it until we’re done.”

      “I…”

      “You don’t need to tell me nothing about what you were thinking. Just focus on what I’m doing,” she commanded.

      I nodded my head in agreement and studied her as she made her preparations. It looked to me as though she was casting some sort of circle.

      From her bag she pulled out a St. Michael candle and anointed it with oil. “Fiery wall of protection,” she explained. “And this is for us. Also fiery wall of protection, but in a convenient spray form.”

      Liberty pulled a small spray bottle from her bag. There was a paper label with some sort of leaf pattern surrounding three men holding up branches. She sprayed some on herself and came over to spray me. It smelled good. I detected something spicy and possibly cinnamon too.

      “I have a bottle of ritual bath for her to use as well,” Liberty said. “I’ll give it to you guys before I leave.”

      I watched as she began her ritual. At first, I spent the time trying to figure out what she was doing, but Liberty kept throwing looks my way like she knew what I was attempting and she didn't approve. I could almost hear her words in my head. Focus your intentions on my ritual.

      Instead of dissecting her actions, I opened myself up to the magic. It was more than a bit terrifying at first because I had no protection. At least that's what I thought, but as the spirits began to gather around Liberty, the ghosts of the witches buried in the cemetery surfaced as well.

      The ghosts Liberty called came to her as if she commanded them, but the spirits of the witches surrounded me. That didn't seem to concern Liberty as she began to sing and dance. The specters that were under her control began to sway in time with her. They were completely enthralled, and soon they danced too as if she pulled their strings with the movements of her fingertips.

      Liberty's voice grew louder until the spirits began to sing with her too. Their shouts were deafening, but no one came. 

      The birds took flight from the tops of the trees, but her fiery wall of protection kept the cacophony inside the confines of the burnt trees surrounding us. We were in our own little world, and it was a world filled with spirits who were ready to do Liberty's bidding.

      It occurred to me as I watched them that it was a good thing I hadn't paid her yet. The ghosts under her thrall weren't... nice. They weren't happy or helpful spirits. She'd assembled a pack of angry and malicious phantoms. She had them barely contained with her chanting and strange dance, but even still, she could unleash them on me at any time. Could the ancient witches surrounding me shield me from their malevolence? If anyone could, it would be them, but then there would be an all-out war. 

      I really just hoped that Liberty stuck to her word and used her spirits to remove the curse on Reggie, and she did. Eventually the whole thing rose to a crescendo. Liberty pulled a tiny ceramic chicken out of her bag, and it became what looked like a hologram of a real chicken in her hand. It was see-through, but it clucked like a real chicken. She slit its throat, and I winced. But nothing more happened than it turning back into the tiny ceramic trinket.

      She smiled at me, and the forest around us went silent. So silent it was as if all of the sound had been sucked out of the world. It felt pressurized as if my ears were going to pop, and then the tension released.

      I could hear the birds singing again, and the specters of the witches around me retreated to the trees. But they did not go away entirely. None of them trusted Liberty. I could feel it. I wasn't sure I trusted her either.

      "We need to take that soap to your friend. She needs to do the ritual bath before she's reinfected," Liberty said and handed me the bottle.

      "Okay,” I said. "Come back over to the house. I'll get your money."

      "Sounds like a good plan to me," Liberty responded.

      "You could come in for a drink or I could fix some food," I offered.

      "Your house looks old,” she said. "Looks historic, I mean. Not like decrepit or anything like that."

      "It is,” I said and began leading us back across the street. "It's called Hangman's House, actually."

      "People were hung there?"

      "The lore gets a little jumbled depending on who you talk to,” I said as I crossed the street. "But, from what I remember, there was a judge or mayor of Old Coventry who lived there. He was probably both. There were witch trials a long time ago here. Before the Salem trials even. The man who lived in the house hung the witches from the tree in the front yard."

      "And you live there?" I could hear the hint of admiration in Liberty's voice.

      "At some point, my family acquired the house. Our living there for all these generations was our way of taking back the power from the men who would do us harm,” I said.

      "Someone else died in that tree," Liberty said. She'd stopped a few feet away from it and was looking up into the branches.

      I stopped too and looked to see if I could see what she was seeing. I couldn't, but I still knew what she was talking about. "My mother had ghost hunters staying here when she was much younger. One of them was murdered and strung up in that tree."

      "Do you mind if I take a little of the dirt from around its base?" she asked.

      "No, go ahead,” I said.

      "I'll get some for you too. You can use it for dark workings, but you can also use it for protection spells. I'm sure our magics could work together,” she said with a smile.

      "It's right outside of my house,” I said. "I can get it."

      "Oh, no, Kinsley. There's a way to do it. Let me do it for you, please."

      "Sure,” I said. "I'll go inside and get your money. Would you like a drink? I have water or Coke."

      "I'll take a Coke for the road if you don't mind."

      "Sure thing."

      I went inside and grabbed the envelope of money and a bottle of Coke for Liberty. Reggie was sitting on the sofa watching a movie on my laptop. I handed her the plastic bottle of Purification Bath & Body Wash.

      "Liberty says you need to take a bath with this stuff. She says the curse is lifted, but you could be reinfected if you don't. You can use the guest bath or my bathroom if you want."

       “Okay,” Reggie said. “I think I’ll use your bathroom. You’ve got that amazing rainfall shower.”

      “There are extra floofies in the bathroom closet,” I said.

      “Floofies?” Reggie asked.

      “You know… those mesh puff things you use instead of a sponge. I don’t know what they are called so I call them floofies.”

      “Got it,” Reggie said with a chuckle. “I’m going to go take my keep-the-curse-away shower.”

      As she went upstairs, I took Liberty’s money and Coke outside. I stayed back while she finished her ritual under the tree and joined her when she turned to me and motioned for me to come over.

      “I’m done. Thank you,” Liberty said and handed me a small jar of dirt.

      In exchange, I handed her the envelope of money. “Are you going to go home now?”

      “There’s quite a bit more to do here than I expected,” she said. “I think I’ll stick around for a day. Maybe take that ghost and witch tour and then see what restaurants you have.”

      “You’re going to do all the touristy stuff?” I asked.

      “Why not? It must be fun or people wouldn’t come here to do it,” she said.

      “You’re right. Hey, if you’re still here in the morning, come to my shop. It’s called Summoned Goods & Sundries, and I’m right on the square.”

      “That sounds like a plan, Kinsley Skeenbauer.”
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      That night when I went to bed, I had a bad feeling. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was just a sense of foreboding in the air. My bedroom felt cold despite the house being the perfect temperature, but I was sweating at the same time.

      At first, I thought maybe I was coming down with something. Rather than using straight-up magic to help myself, I brewed myself a cup of chamomile and echinacea tea. A little nature magic could be just the thing to head off the sniffles. Summer colds were the absolute worst after all.

      When I was done sipping my tea, I made my mind up to just lie down. After all, fretting about a slight case of the chills wouldn’t do me any good. What I needed was rest.

      Surprisingly, I fell asleep quickly. Unfortunately, my slumber was anything but restful.

      I knew I was dreaming, and it still felt real when I found myself standing in the middle of the burned-out area of the cemetery. The smell of burnt wood and the feeling of sticky humidity felt real. 

      At first the din of moans and cries was low and sounded distant, but within seconds it was so loud that it hurt my ears. It felt as though my eardrums would burst.

      I covered my ears instinctively and began screaming, "Stop it!" I felt so out of control and childlike. I wished for my mother while I yelled for the noise to cease.

      A harsh wind blew me back and stung my skin. I realized my eyes were closed, and when I opened them, the spirits who had surrounded and protected me earlier were there again. But they weren't loving and protective anymore. Instead, rage burned bright red in their eyes. The witches looked like ghoulish versions of themselves, and they appeared to be ready to pounce on me at any moment.

      "What do you want?" I screamed.

      There was no answer. Instead I woke up on my bedroom floor with my feet tangled in the sheets. Meri was swatting my face with his little paw.

      "Wake up,” he said. "Kinsley, wake up."

      "I'm awake,” I said and sat up.

      After I freed my feet from the sheets, I stood up and hurried to my closet.

      "Where are you going?" Meri asked as I pulled a pair of jeans off the shelf and a t-shirt from a hanger.

      "I have to go to the cemetery,” I said.

      "Now? It's nearly three in the morning," Meri protested.

      "I'm not afraid of the witching hour, Meri,” I said as I hurried out of my bedroom. "I have to go now. The witch ancestors visited me in my dream."

      I rushed down the stairs and stuffed my feet into my shoes. When I stepped outside into the muggy air, the cicadas started to squawk. It was a sound absent from my dream and let me know I was, in fact, in reality.

      I looked both ways as I crossed the street even though there was no one out at that hour. None of my neighbors were late-night partiers, and it was too early for even the earliest risers. 

      The cemetery looked just as I remembered it. A pang of guilt hit me for not using a little bit of magic to clean the tombstones. Surely that wasn't what the spirits had been angry about, but I was about to do it anyway when I noticed something off in the distance.

      There was a mound near one of the headstones towards the center of the old portion of the graveyard. I didn't have my purse or my phone on me, so I didn't have anything to use as a flashlight.

      A little magic spell that I learned from my mother produced a small orb of light that floated out in front of me like a wisp. I felt Meri run between my feet as he darted toward the shape.

      "Meri, wait. You don't know what it is," I called after him.

      "I'm not afraid,” he said and kept sprinting forward.

      I picked up the pace and jogged along behind him, careful to avoid tripping over headstones or tree roots poking out of the ground. As soon as I was withing five feet of the mystery object, I knew who she was.

      Liberty's face stared back at me through the dark with eyes that could no longer see. I knelt beside her and felt for a pulse on her neck. I already knew she was dead, but I had to check for myself. If there had been any chance that I could heal her, I would have.

      There was no chance. She was ice cold, and despite my best efforts, I couldn't see or sense her spirit anywhere near me.

      What was I thinking? Even if I had picked up on her spirit, did I really consider bringing her back? It bothered me that my mind so casually drifted back to using necromancy again.

      Satisfied that she was gone and there was nothing I could do, I stood up and retreated out of the cemetery. As I walked back to the road, I made certain that I retraced my steps as closely as possible. While I didn't know if the crime scene could yield any clues, I didn't want to disturb it.

      Once I was back out on the road, I called Thorn directly. "I missed you too,” he said sleepily into the phone. "Wait, Kinsley. Are you okay? What's going on?" Thorn must have woken up enough for it to register that I wouldn't be calling him after three in the morning to tell him I missed him.

      "I found a body,” I said. "Her name is Liberty Bloodstone. I hired her to come here and help me remove a curse from Reggie. Anyway, I found her in the cemetery across from my house."

      "What are you doing in the cemetery across from your house in the middle of the night, Kinsley?" he asked.

      "I'll explain that to you when you get here,” I said. "But, Thorn, there's a body. She's dead."

      "Right, sorry. I wasn't quite awake yet. I'm getting dressed now. I'll be right there."

      "I'll wait here,” I said.

      "No, go back to your house, Kinsley. I can find the body. I'll come over when we're done."

      "Okay."

      I wanted to argue with him, but there wasn't any reason. I couldn't do anything for Thorn or Liberty, and I would have only been in the way.

      I went home and sat down on my sofa to wait. I figured that once Thorn and his deputies arrived, I'd wander over and see what was going on, but I must have been more tired than I thought.

      The next thing I knew, there was a harsh knock on my front door and light was streaming through the front window from behind the curtains. I'd fallen asleep.

      I got up to answer the door, and after wiping the drool off the corner of my mouth, I found Thorn and one of his deputies standing on my front porch.

      Lincoln Rains had taken over as Thorn's second-in-command after Jeremy deployed. He was not a witch, did not believe in witches, and found the town's obsession with them amusing at best and annoying at worst. Why he chose to live in a town that was so focused on witches was beyond me. I thought perhaps he couldn't get hired anywhere else, but Thorn told me that was mean.

      "I need your statement,” Thorn said. "Can we come in?"

      "Sure,” I said. "Why don't we go to the kitchen. I can make some coffee. I'm sure we're all tired."

      I could see Lincoln studying my decor with disdain, but he didn't say anything. It was no secret that Thorn and I were a couple, and he probably didn't want to endanger his recent promotion by making snarky comments to the sheriff's girlfriend.

      "Everyone okay with dark roast?" I asked as Thorn and Lincoln took a seat at my kitchen table.

      "The darker the better," Lincoln said with a tight smile.

      It was as if he was appreciative of the coffee, but he couldn't bring himself to be completely nice about it. I was sure he probably hated my store and the fact that I encouraged what he considered silliness.

      "Coming right up,” I said.

      "It looks like there has been a bad fire in the cemetery recently, but it couldn't have been tied to the murder because there were no burns on the body," Lincoln said. "Interestingly no calls were made to the fire department. I'm assuming since it's right across from your house, you must know something about it."

      Thorn looked at me expectantly. It was obvious that if I didn't say something, he was going to jump in and save me.

      "I think it was some sort of flash fire,” I said. "I saw it and the smoke. I went running over there, and when I got there, it was already out. So, I didn't call anybody."

      "A flash fire?" Lincoln was skeptical.

      "Yeah. It was on fire and then it just wasn't. I'm sure it happens."

      "You still should have called the fire department. What if it wasn't really out?" Lincoln was oozing frustration.

      "Sorry,” I said with a shrug. "Luckily, it was out, but if it ever happens again, I'll call. I promise."

      "That's not really why we're here,” Thorn said with a measured sigh. "Lincoln, why don't you go make sure the coroner has everything he needs and then make sure that everything is wrapped up. I'll be out as soon as I'm done taking Kinsley's statement."

      "Don't you think that's a conflict of interest?" Lincoln pressed. "Perhaps I should stay and take her statement."

      Another sigh from Thorn. "No, it's not a conflict of interest because she's not a suspect. She just happens to be the one who found the body. So, please, do as I've asked."

      The look on Lincoln's face told me he knew he better not press any harder. He didn't like me, but not so much that he'd put his position in the department at risk.

      "Yes, sir,” he said.

      "Wait, let me get you some coffee to go. I've got those cups with lids in the pantry,” I said.

      "No, thank you. I wouldn't want anyone out there to think I was getting special treatment." His statement was loaded, but he hurried out of the house before Thorn could say anything.

      "Well, we can have coffee,” I said and grabbed two mugs from the cabinet.

      "Thank you,” Thorn said. "So, tell me, Kinsley, what were you doing over there at three in the morning?"

      "I had a dream,” I said. "The witches over in the cemetery were angry about something and then I just woke up. It was a feeling. I had to go over there."

      "So the dead witches were trying to tell you she was over there?" Thorn asked.

      "I guess so. Does that make me a suspect?"

      "No. I know you're not a suspect. Finding the body doesn't make you one."

      "I don't know if that's the stance you've always taken," I teased.

      "I know you now,” he said. "So, about that statement."

      When we were done with the official stuff, I asked Thorn if he wanted some breakfast.

      "I'll take another coffee for the road, but I can't stay to eat. I've still got a lot of paperwork to do regarding the murder, and then a full day of work after that."

      "So, it is a murder then?" I asked.

      "Stay out of it, Kinsley," he warned. There was an edge to Thorn's voice that caught me off guard. He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes for a moment. "I'm sorry. I'm just tired, and I'd rather not be dealing with this while Jeremy is gone. I feel like I had to promote Lincoln to his position, but between you and me, I would rather not be working so closely with him."

      "I understand,” I said. "Why don't you come over after work tonight? I'll make something good for dinner."

      "I'm afraid I won't be good company,” he said. "I think I'll just go home and crash."

      "Oh,” I said, not sure of what to make of his rejection.

      "Kinsley, don't start,” he said.

      "What? I'm not starting anything. I'm just not used to you saying you don't want to come over. It caught me off guard, but I understand."

      "Do you?" He stood up as he was asking. "Because the look on your face tells me you don't, and I don't have the time or energy to deal with this right now."

      "Then maybe you should go,” I said. "I'll get your coffee and you should go before this turns into something it's not."'

      "Don't worry about the coffee. I'll grab some at the station."

      "You don't have to be like that,” I said, finding myself suddenly feeling tired and irritated.

      "Like what?" Thorn asked.

      "Like you're being right now. You're being snappy and acting like you don't need me when we both know you hate the coffee at the station. Why? Why act like that?"

      "I'm tired, Kinsley. I just want to go home and sleep right now, but I'm going to have to work overtime today. I want to go home and just sleep after work, but you're making me feel guilty for not being able to spend time with you tonight," he huffed.

      "That's not why I invited you over for dinner. It wasn't for me. I wanted to make sure you had a decent meal in you that you didn't have to cook for yourself. It's not like I'm demanding that you take me on a date or something,” I said.

      "I have to go. I don't have time to fight with you."

      I just let him leave. There was no point in us standing there sniping at each other.

      It was still a few hours before I had to leave for work, but I didn't think I'd be able to go back to sleep. I put a breakfast sandwich in the microwave and ate it while I watched them clear out across the street.

      When everyone was gone, I showered and dressed before walking back over to the cemetery.

      I walked around cleaning the gravestones until I came upon the one next to where I'd found Liberty's body. I looked up and a few hundred feet off in the distance, something caught the sun’s reflection and shone in my eyes for a split second.

      The locket was in the grass and you couldn't see it unless the sun hit it just right. I bent down and picked it up. It was empty, but there was a little dot of glue inside. It had held a picture at one point. I tried looking around in the grass for the picture, but eventually came up empty-handed.

      I put the locket in my pocket and went home. When I grabbed my phone so I could head into the shop, I saw that I had a text message. It was from Azriel.

      Are you okay?

      I set the phone back down and walked into the kitchen. Normally, I would have just ignored it, but I felt like answering him. Something in me was crying out for someone to act like they cared about me, and Azriel's text came at just the right time. Or, maybe it was at the exact wrong time.

      "I can't believe Thorn,” I said to the empty kitchen as I pulled out a bottle of Coke from the fridge.

      "What?" Meri called from the other room.

      "Nothing. Talking to myself."

      "Ooookay," Meri hollered back.

      "He could have at least asked me if I was okay,” I said. "I guess me finding a dead body again is just no big deal at this point."

      "Still talking to yourself?" Meri came sauntering into the room.

      "Yeah,” I said.

      "You want my input on the matter?" Meri asked.

      "It's probably better if I don't,” I said.

      "Good call,” he said and sauntered back out of the room.

      I took a deep breath and looked at the clock. I still had a little bit before I had to leave for the shop, so I went back into the living room and answered Azriel's text message.

      I’m okay. Why wouldn’t I be? In my head, the text read almost as accusatory. Would Azriel read it that way? Would he be able to sense it?

      I felt something off with you. I don't usually feel you anymore, but something came through. was his response.

      Did you do this to me? Did you plant the nightmare in my head? Did you have something to do with Liberty's murder? The texts flew from my fingers, and I was surprised I spelled everything right.

      I waited for his response, but instead of another text, my phone began ringing. I debated whether or not to answer it, and it almost went to voicemail before I picked up.

      "Kinsley,” Azriel said when I picked up, and the sound of him saying my name took my breath away.

      I almost hung up right then. It was dangerous how much I suddenly missed him.

      "I should hang up,” I said. "Even if I beg you to come back here, I don't mean it," I blurted out.

      "Kinsley."

      "Stop saying my name."

      "Someone died?" he asked, and Azriel sincerely sounded as if he didn't know.

      "You had nothing to do with it?" I answered his question with my own.

      "No. Of course I didn't, and I didn't put any nightmares in your head. I would never do that,” he said. "So, please tell me what happened."

      "I shouldn't be talking to you,” I said, but then I told him about the dream and finding Liberty's body across the street.

      "If you're in danger..." he began to say.

      "I can take care of myself. Besides, my boyfriend is the sheriff." When I said the last part, my voice wavered so much that there was no way Azriel didn't pick up on it.

      "What did he do to you?" Azriel's voice sounded like a growl.

      "He didn't do anything,” I said. "It's not like that."

      "Something happened. Kinsley, you can't lie to me." He sounded so protective, and given how vulnerable Thorn had left me feeling, I just wanted to melt into Azriel's words.

      "He just blew me off,” I said with a sigh. "It's early as you can tell, so this all happened in the middle of the night. He was just tired."

      "What do you mean, he blew you off?"

      "After he took my statement, I invited him over for dinner tonight. He was talking about how tired he was going to be, and I thought I'd cook him dinner. That way he'd at least get a decent meal, but he said no. I was a little taken aback by it, and he got upset."

      "Upset about what?" Azriel asked.

      "Because he said I was trying to make him feel guilty,” I said and shrugged even though Azriel couldn't see the gesture.

      "How were you trying to make him feel guilty, Kinsley? I don't understand how he could have thought that."

      "I guess because I was shocked when he turned me down. I mean, it did hurt a little, but I wasn't trying to make him feel guilty. I really was just looking out for him. I didn't want him to feel guilty for not spending time with me,” I said and sniffled.

      "You don't have to explain yourself to me,” Azriel said. "He should be grateful that he has you and that you're trying to take care of him."

      "I think that's the thing that bothered me the most,” I said. "He didn't even ask me if I was okay. I mean, I had this horrible nightmare and found a dead body across the street from my house. You'd have thought he would have asked if I was okay."

      "I asked if you are okay,” Azriel said. "You didn't answer me, though. Are you okay, Kinsley?"

      "You don't get to ask me that,” I said, feeling a hot anger rising from my chest. "You left. You disappeared. Don't pretend like you care about me. I bet you're only calling to get your jollies off on how upset I am." I hung up before he could respond.

      It was unfair, but I was mad. I was angry with both of them. Two men who pretended like they loved me, but neither of them were there for me.

      With that, I put my phone on silent, shoved it into my purse, and headed out for work.
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      The ghost tour was still going and no one was waiting outside of the shop, so I decided I had time to stop into the Brew Station for a coffee and some bacon for Meri before I went into work.

      Since the morning rush had already died down, I didn't have to wait in line. But, seconds after I walked in, Reggie came stumbling in after me.

      Her hair was a mess, and her clothes were rumpled. While she usually wore a decent amount of makeup, it looked as though she'd barely had time for a swipe of mascara and some lip gloss.

      I was instantly afraid that Liberty's death had caused the curse to return. "Are you all right?" I asked as she joined me at the coffee counter.

      "Yeah, I was up late,” she said. "Don't worry, I'll fix this hair when we get over to the shop."

      "You're going to spend enough time in the shop's bathroom to do your hair?"

      "Oh, right,” she said. "I'm just going to go pull it up into a bun in Viv's bathroom."

      "What's up with her?" Viv asked when I turned back to the counter.

      "She said she was up late. She's using your bathroom to fix her hair. Nearly forgot that she wouldn't want to use ours."

      "She want the usual?" Viv asked.

      "I assume so. She didn't say she wanted anything different,” I said.

      "And yours too?"

      "Yep. Hazelnut latte and a side of bacon for Meri."

      "Hey, if Reggie was up late doing whatever she was doing, she probably doesn't know you killed someone else,” Viv mused.

      "I didn't kill her,” I said as my eyes went wide with disbelief.

      "Sorry," Viv said with a chuckle. "Too soon for jokes?"

      "Oh..." I let out a relieved sigh. "Sorry, it was a long night for me. Or an early morning whichever way you choose to look at it. For a moment, I thought you were serious."

      "Never,” Viv said. "I'm so sorry. I was just teasing. I can see that was in poor taste."

      "Not at all,” I said. "I appreciate you trying to cheer me up."

      Just then, Reggie emerged from the bathroom with her hair tied up in a messy bun. "What did I miss?" she asked.

      Viv let out a loud chuckle, and I had to join her. "I'd like to know what you were doing all night that you haven't heard any of the gossip,” I said.

      "Gossip about what?" Reggie looked genuinely perplexed.

      "Your girl here found another dead body,” Viv said before turning around and setting to making our drinks.

      "Get out,” Reggie said. "Who?"

      "It was Liberty," I whispered. "Have you really not heard anything? How?"

      "Oh, wow. Okay, no. I hadn't heard anything yet, but I was up really late. I just rolled out of bed, grabbed some clean clothes from the basket I haven't folded yet, and here I am,” she said.

      "What were you doing up so late? Are you all right?"

      "I'm fine. Better than fine, actually. But we don't have to talk about that. I'm more worried about you. Are you doing all right?"

      Someone else who wasn't Thorn that asked about me...

      "I'm okay. I'm handling it all right. Whatever happened with me somehow pinged Azriel. We ended up talking on the phone this morning, but I hung up on him. I'm supposed to have washed my hands of him, so that's what I'm going to do."

      "Well, at least you had a distraction,” she said with a smile.

      "You're not going to harp on me for talking to him?" I asked.

      "Why would I?" Reggie asked. "You're a grown woman. If you want to talk to Azriel, I think you should. He seems to help."

      I was stunned, but I felt the need to change the subject. "Anyway, what about you? Please tell me what you were up to last night because the suspense is killing me."

      "I was talking to Jeremy. He got a laptop, and they let him do a video call with me. I got to see him, and we got to chat for hours because technically he has a couple of days of leave, but he can't really leave,” she said.

      "Oh, that's great,” I said. "Actually it's better than great. How is he?"

      "He's doing fine. He misses home and he misses me, but things are pretty quiet there. He'd expected everything to be tense because they were thinking violence might break out at any time, but it's actually been really boring. I guess that's a blessing, though."

      "It really is,” I said. "Wow. I'm so glad you got to see his face and all that. I'm sure it was nice."

      I felt an uncomfortable pang in my stomach.

      "You're thinking about Azriel,” Reggie said. "I can see it in your eyes. You want to see his face."

      "Shh. I'm sure at least some of these people know Thorn,” I said. "I don't want stuff like that get to get back to him."

      "Why not?" Viv said as she slid the coffees across the counter to us. "Might make him a little more attentive."

      "He's..." I trailed off.

      "He's not been treating you like the princess you are,” Reggie said. "That's my opinion anyway. Viv and I can both see it."

      Before I could comment, or think more, on the status of my relationship with Thorn, I could see that the first ghost tour of the day was about to let out. "We need to go open the shop,” I said to Reggie.

      "Sure thing, boss,” Reggie said with a fake salute.

      "You ladies have a great day,” Viv said. "Call me if you need or want to talk."

      Another person who was concerned with how I was doing...

      I tried not to think about it too much as I crossed the square, but I couldn't help it. The excuse that Thorn was tired didn't hold water. I was tired, and I had to work all day too. Still, I thought of him. I'd wanted to make him dinner and make his day easier, and he made it out as if I was acting like a petulant child.

      My face must have been a mask of anger because Reggie noticed it as I was opening the door to the shop. "You going to be okay?" she asked.

      "Yeah. I'm just annoyed about Thorn, and I don't want to be."

      "Good,” Reggie said. "And you should hang onto that. Don't let him skate by. I think this is the first time you've noticed him blowing you off, but that's just because it's the worst instance so far. I haven't liked the way he talks to you for a while, and I think you've been making excuses for him. I didn't really notice it until Jeremy was gone, and I'm sorry I didn't say something sooner."

      I let out a deep breath. "Let's just get the shop open,” I said.

      There was a steady stream of tourists for a couple of hours. When things began to die down, one of the witches of Coventry came in. She was smiling brightly, and though I recognized her, she wasn't from either of my families.

      "Can I help you find anything?" I asked as she walked past the front counter.

      "Nope. I've got a list,” she said and held up a small scrap of white paper. "Thank you, though."

      "I'm going to go in the back and take care of a few invoices,” I said to Reggie. "I'll be back up here in about ten minutes. Just holler if you need me."

      "Okay, but..,” Reggie started to say.

      "I'll talk about Thorn later, I promise,” I said. "You've given me a lot to process."

      I walked back into my office and shut the door. After turning on my computer and bringing up the invoices I needed to check off, I picked up my phone.

      I'm sorry I just hung up on you. I texted to Azriel.

      I waited about five minutes just staring at my phone, but he never answered.

      "Figures,” I said and flipped the phone over so the screen was face down. "It just figures."

      I took a deep breath and willed myself to calm down. At that point, I was acting like a petulant child. I'd hung up on Azriel, and it's not like he was at my beck and call.

      The invoices only took me five minutes, and I headed back up to the front so I could check out our customer. I wanted to be there in case she had any questions, and since she was a witch, I couldn't just leave it to Reggie. She was learning, but she wasn't quite there yet. While she might never be able to actually use magic, Reggie had taken to learning as much as she could. I appreciated that.

      I left my phone in the back so I wouldn't be tempted to keep checking it for a response from Azriel.

      When Mariana was done picking up items off the shelf, she brought her armful of goods up to the counter. "You had everything I need. I really love this place,” she said with a smile. "It's such a good day."

      "It's really hot,” Reggie said.

      "It is," Mariana agreed. "But it's not every day that the trash takes itself out."

      "I don't understand,” I said.

      "Look, I know you meant well when you brought that woman here, but we both know that Voodoo has no place in Coventry. I can't be sad that she's gone."

      But Liberty wasn't just gone, she was dead. I wanted to put Mariana in her place. I could, after all. I was the leader of the most powerful coven, but instead, I rang her out.

      "Have a good day,” I said as I handed her bag over. "Thank you for shopping with us."

      "You too," Mariana said.

      I watched her leave the store, still contemplating if I should say something about her nasty comment. She'd delivered it in a sweet voice with a smile on her face, but it was still a vile thing to say.

      "That was weird,” Reggie said after Mariana was gone.

      "It was. I didn't think people would be so blatant about their prejudice for other types of magic,” I said.

      "Do you think it's because anyone can learn Voodoo and witches are born?" she asked. "Like it's an elite thing to be born a witch, but any human, no matter who they are, can learn Voodoo."

      "That makes sense intellectually, but it's still a horrible way to be,” I said. "But maybe it's because the Voodoo practitioners work with such dark spirits. A lot of witches don't like dark magic of any kind, and I can tell you that Liberty wasn't working with all good spirits. Even when she was removing the curse, she called upon angry and malevolent entities, but they had to do her bidding because she controlled them. When she left, she wanted dirt from under the hanging tree in the front yard too."

      "I can see how people might find that disrespectful and witches would see what she does as dangerous,” Reggie agreed. "But to just gleefully wish another person dead like that?"

      "Yeah, that was over the line,” I said. "I should have called her out on her crap. What kind of leader am I?"

      "The kind who is tired and dealing with a lot right now. It's okay for you to let people have their beliefs even if they are terrible. It showed restraint on your part,” Reggie said. "People can think what they want even if we don't like it, right? It's not like she actually hurt anyone."

      "Do you think there is anyone who dislikes Voodoo enough that they might kill over it? I mean, I know you don't know anyone like that, but do you think people could get that upset over it?" I asked.

      "People have killed over a lot less. You know how wrapped up people can get in their beliefs."

      "That's true,” I said. "I really hope that's not what it was. We don't need that kind of hatred in Coventry."

      Later on that afternoon, a car pulled up in front of the shop. It struck me right away as being an undercover police car, and I had to wonder what it was doing out there.

      A man stepped out of the vehicle and took off a pair of dark aviator sunglasses. He tucked them into the inside pocket of his blazer. I couldn't imagine it was comfortable wearing a sport coat in the heat even if it was a light linen jacket.

      He stood in front of my store for a moment reading the sign over the door and then reached out for the door handle. The little bell above the entry rang as he stepped inside.

      "I'd be willing to bet it's hotter here than back home,” he said in a thick, Southern drawl. "It feels good in here, though. I don't suppose you have anything to drink?"

      "We don't sell drinks,” I said, but I felt a little sorry for him when I noticed how red-faced and uncomfortable he looked. Why he was still wearing the blazer was beyond me. "I do have Coke and some bottled water in the mini fridge in the back. I'd be more than happy to get you one. Which do you prefer?"

      "Oh, man, an icy cold Coke sounds perfect right about now, if you don't mind."

      "Not at all,” I said. "Take a look around if you like. I'll be right back."

      I emerged from the back with a Coke for him and one for me. The man was studying some candles on one of my center shelves.

      "Here you go,” I said and handed it to him.

      "Normally, I wouldn't ask for free drinks, but where I come from, we don't turn down a lady's hospitality."

      “You’re welcome,” I returned. “It’s very hot outside.”

      He looked down at the jacket. “I’m afraid it’s a hazard of the job.”

      “What job is that?”

      “I’m sorry, I let the heat go to my head, and we started this out all wrong. I’m Detective Chance Devereaux.”

      “Detective?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Not from here,” I responded.

      “No, ma’am. I’m from New Orleans, and I’m here to look into the death of one Mrs. Liberty Bloodstone.”

      “Oh, okay. Well, Detective, I’m Kinsley Skeenbauer.”

      “I knew that,” he said and extended his free hand, “but it is a pleasure to meet you just the same.”

      I took his hand and shook it. While it was overly warm, because he was, I didn’t detect anything out of the ordinary. So, I let it go and smiled.

      “You’re not just here to peruse my shop, then,” I stated plainly.

      “I’m not, but it is a very nice shop, Miss Skeenbauer. Nicer than some I’ve seen where I come from even.”

      “That’s a huge compliment. Thank you.”

      I actually had no idea if it was a huge compliment or not, but when you didn’t know how to deal with a strange man, it seemed best to defer to flattery. He smiled in a way I couldn’t read. The expression was neither malicious nor was it very friendly. I wondered if he practiced that to use on criminals.

      “I’m told Liberty was in town to visit with you,” he said. “Were the two of you friends?”

      He wasn’t a witch, so I had to figure out what to tell him. The truth wasn’t an option, or was it…

      “My friend believed she was cursed, so we hired Liberty to help us.”

      “You believed she was cursed?”

      “Yes,” I said, but a lot of people believed in magical things without knowing for sure they were real. It wasn’t like I was giving away secrets. The idea was for Detective Devereaux to think I was just some woo-woo-believing hippie with a crystal shop.

      “Why did you believe she was cursed?” He seemed skeptical but yet still hopeful at the same time. I would have to tread carefully, because there was something deep inside Devereaux that wanted the truth.

      “She had just been having a lot of bad luck. More clumsy than usual and her air conditioning went out a couple of times. In this heat, that can feel like a curse,” I said with a forced chuckle.

      He studied me for a moment before continuing. “And for that you flew Liberty up here first class on the same day? Your little shop must do well.”

      “It does,” I said proudly. “And yes, I did fly her up here the same day. She said she wanted to get out of town, and I could afford the ticket. Is there some sort of law against that?”

      “There is when you are aiding and abetting the flight of a felon,” he said flatly.

      “What?”

      “Liberty was wanted for questioning,” he said.

      “For what?”

      “She stole something valuable,” Devereaux responded.

      “What did she steal?” I pressed.

      “That’s not for me to say right now.”

      “How am I supposed to help you if I don’t know what it is you are looking for?” I put my hands on my hips and narrowed my eyes. Something felt off. “Can I see your credentials?”

      He let out a sigh. “Sure, ma’am.”

      Chance Devereaux produced a small black billfold-type thing from his inside jacket pocket. He flipped it open so I could see his badge and information.

      “Keep that open,” I said and went around the counter.

      “For what reason, ma’am?” He was beginning to get agitated, but that only made me believe that I was doing the right thing.

      “I’m going to call the New Orleans Police Department and confirm your identity. You could have made that badge or ordered it off the internet. You say you’re here investigating a crime, but you won’t really tell me what. I’m going to take some precautions.”

      Chance let out an even bigger sigh. “Fine.”

      I looked up the number and called into the station. They confirmed his identity, badge number, and gave a physical description. It was him, so I thanked the woman who helped me and hung up.

      “Satisfied?” He raised one eyebrow.

      Before I could answer, his phone rang. He looked at the screen and I watched his eyes go dark and stress lines appear on his forehead. He picked it up. “Yes, sir.”

      The detective started to walk out of the shop. I could hear him saying things like “yes, sir” and “no, sir” all the way out. I wondered if his boss knew he’d come all the way to Coventry. Probably not, given the one side of the conversation I overheard.

      I halfway expected him to get back in his car and leave, but after he hung up the phone, Chance turned around and came back into the shop. He walked straight back to the counter where I’d been standing and watching him.

      “I need to know where Mrs. Bloodstone was planning to stay while she was in town. Where she might have left her things?”

      “I don’t know about any of that. She showed up at my house right from the airport, and she had a large black duffel bag. That was with her when I found her,” I responded.

      “What about the vehicle she used to get to your house?”

      “It was an Uber I hired to pick her up from the airport,” I said.

      “Do you know if she stopped anywhere?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “As far as I know, she got in the Uber and came straight to my house from the airport.”

      “Was there anything unusual in the bag?” Chance asked.

      “To you or to me?” I asked.

      “Just answer the question, please.” The please part was a little less curt than the rest.

      “All I saw were herbs and things like that. Nothing that would bring a detective all the way to Coventry from New Orleans.”

      “I’ll be staying at the Holiday Inn if you think of anything,” he said.

      “How long are you going to be in town?”

      “Maybe just a couple of days,” he said. “You have a good day, Kinsley. Thank you again for the Coke.”

      Chance handed me a business card with his cell phone number on it and then left the store. Reggie hadn’t been in the back all that time because she didn’t like the storage area of the store, but she had been hanging around toward the back of the sales area tucked behind a shelf. She emerged as soon as the detective was gone.

      “Why are you hiding?” I asked her.

      “I don’t know. I just didn’t want to have to talk to him about being cursed or whatever. He seemed like the type who would be smug about it. Especially since he doesn’t really believe in it.”

      “Well, he’s gone now,” I said.

      “He’s not really gone. He’s staying in town, and I’m sure we’ll see him again.”

      “Yeah, probably,” I replied.

      “So, what do you think she stole?” Reggie asked.

      “I don’t know. Who knows if that’s even why she’s on the run. That might have just been his way of fishing for information.”

      “I feel really bad for calling Reverend Zombies,” Reggie said. “I took their suggestion, and I got us into this.”

      “You know what, I’m going to call them,” I said. “They are the ones that recommended her to you. Maybe they know something about all of this.”

      “It’s worth a shot,” Reggie said with a shrug.

      “Do you know the name of who you talked to?”

      “I’m not sure. Sorry. I think it started with a C maybe?”

      “All right. I’ll figure it out,” I said and looked up the number.

      Reggie watched with anticipation as I called. It took a few rings, but a woman finally picked up. She identified the shop as Reverend Zombies and asked how she could help.

      “Hello, my friend called there the other day looking for some help with a curse. Are you the woman she spoke with?”

      There was silence on the other end of the line for a few seconds. “This is Cordelia, yes,” she said hesitantly.

      Cordelia. That sounded right, so I went with it. “You recommended we call Liberty Bloodstone for help, but she’s dead.”

      Silence.

      “A detective came to my store from New Orleans. He said Liberty was on the run for stealing something, but he wouldn’t tell me what. I was hoping you could help me. Do you know anything about this?”

      Silence again. I was about to say something else when Cordelia finally spoke. “You should stay out of things that are none of your business,” she said and hung up on me.

      “What did she say?” Reggie asked.

      “She said I should stay out of things that are none of my business, and then she hung up on me.”

      “She’s the one who told me to call Liberty in the first place,” Reggie groused.

      “I know. It’s bizarre.”
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      The rest of the day was blessedly uneventful. While there were still a lot of questions hanging over our heads, we were too busy with tourists to think too much about any of it.

      As soon as work was over, Reggie left for home so she could do a video call with Jeremy again. They were going to chat while she made dinner and pretend to be on a date. I thought it was cute.

      I was exhausted, but I didn’t have anyone to go home to. Well, I had Meri. He didn’t always come into the shop with me so he could spend the day in the attic library, and I wondered if he missed me.

      Probably not.

      While I was pulling into the driveway after work, I saw Suki Lavender walking Rosie again. They were about a half a block away, and by the time I parked and got out of my car, they’d stopped at the end of my driveway.

      “Is it safe to stop and say hello?” Suki asked cheerfully.

      “It is,” I said with a chuckle.

      Suki didn’t move, so I walked down to the end of the driveway and joined them. Rosie was panting a little, and when Suki noticed, she pulled a collapsible bowl out of her bag and filled it with water. Rosie drank happily while Suki and I chatted.

      “So, she’s doing all right after her great adventure?” I asked.

      “She sure is. No more escape attempts either, so I haven’t had to go traipsing into the woods after her.”

      “That’s good,” I said. “So, are you guys just out for your daily walk?”

      “We are, but I also wanted to ask you some spell advice,” Suki chuckled nervously. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize who you were the other day. I’m really embarrassed.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t expect everyone, especially witches from other covens, to just know me on sight. I also don’t see myself as a big deal the way a lot of other people do,” I said “So, I’m not offended that you didn’t ask for my autograph.”

      Suki laughed. “That’s good. Although I wished I’d known I was in the presence of greatness.”

      That made me laugh. “You’re funny, Suki. So, what spell did you want help with?”

      “I’m trying to locate my grandmother’s engagement ring. I’ve looked everywhere in my house, but I can’t find it. I need to do a locater spell, but I need it to have a big range.”

      “Is your house that huge?” I wondered where she might possibly live in Coventry.

      “No, see, I think the reason I can’t find it is that my cousin might have stolen it. I think he sold it, and now I have to figure out where in the world it might be. But, my magic just isn’t that strong. I’ve even tried doing the spell on the ley line, but all that told me was that the ring isn’t in the house,” she said with defeat.

      “Suki, have you ever found an old key?”

      “I did when I was little. It’s an antique. I keep it in the drawer in my nightstand. I always have. How did you know that?”

      “Most witches do,” I said. “It’s one of the ways you know you’re witch, but anyway, what you do is take that key and tie it to the end of your pendulum. I assume you’re using a crystal but use the key instead.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. That should do the trick,” I said. “Let me know if it doesn’t, and maybe we can figure something else out.”

      “Oh, wow. Thank you,” Suki said. “I’m going to go home and try that right now.”

      “You’re welcome. You should come into my shop sometime. I have a lot of things that would probably interest you,” I said.

      “I’ll do that.”

      “And one more piece of advice,” I said.

      “What’s that?”

      “The coffee at the Brew Station is amazing. I highly recommend it.”

      She laughed and thanked me again before heading off down the street with Rosie. I couldn’t help but wonder what it was like to be a witch who had a pet that they couldn’t talk to about anything.

      With that, I remembered that Meri was in the house probably waiting impatiently for dinner, so I headed inside.

      I'm not sure why, but I kept waiting for Thorn to call or text telling me he was sorry for being a butt earlier and that he would be over for dinner. That never happened, and Azriel didn't answer my text either.

      At first, the stress chased my appetite away, but eventually, my hunger gnawed through any anxiety I was having and left me feeling ravenous.

      I'd been watching videos on my laptop of this guy who intentionally let himself be stung by wasps and other venomous insects, but I set the computer down on the coffee table and headed into the kitchen.

      I left my phone on the table next to it since I'd already talked to my Mom that afternoon. No one else was going to be calling, so there was no point in keeping it on me. My entire life, people had lived their lives with their phones glued to their hands, and just like with magic, I tried to distance myself from it as much as possible.

      In the kitchen, I grabbed the bread, butter, and three slices of cheese. I took my favorite skillet out of the drying rack and put it on the burner. While it heated up, I buttered the bread.

      "Whatcha makin’?" Meri asked as he sauntered into the kitchen.

      "Grilled cheese,” I said. "Maybe some tomato soup to dunk it in."

      "Oh," he said with obvious disappointment.

      "I can get you some of that salmon you like while I'm waiting for the pan to heat up."

      "Yes, please,” he said with enthusiasm.

      After giving him some salmon, I assembled the grilled cheese in the pan and cooked both sides. The instant creamy tomato soup cups only took a minute in the microwave, so less than ten minutes later, I had my food.

      I sat at the kitchen table and ate it while I watched the woods through my back window. Some people might have been scared to stare into the dark woods at night, but I enjoyed it. Even when I saw things that I shouldn't see moving around between the trees, it made me more excited than frightened. The darkness and chaos out there connected with something deep inside of me, the gift Lilith had given me. I was thankful to her for making me not afraid.

      After dinner, I went back to the sofa and started watching the videos again. I watched them until I started to get sleepy. At that point, I figured Thorn was asleep and gave up on any hope that he'd make a surprise appearance.

      As I was about to head upstairs, there was a knock at the door. Deciding that Thorn was there to surprise me after all, I went to door and almost opened it.

      Meri skidded in front of me and gave me the look. "Fine,” I said, knowing that he wanted me to check first.

      I tried to look out the peephole, but it was blacked out like whoever it was was standing too close. I took a step back from the door.

      "I told you so," Meri gloated.

      "You didn't actually say anything," I responded. "And neither did I."

      I went to the front window hoping that I'd see Azriel's car in the driveway. Blocking the peephole seemed like just the sort of mischief he'd do. It struck me how much I wished it was him, but instead there was a black Cadillac in the driveway I didn't recognize.

      The person knocked on the door again. I went back and looked out the peephole a second time. That time, the knocker had backed up and I could see him. There was a sad-looking man who appeared to be in his early forties standing there with a hat in his hands. He had gray hair around his temples and dark skin that was still smooth other than the stubble on his jaw and chin.

      "Who is it?" I called through the door.

      "My name is Dante Bloodstone, ma'am," he said in a thick Louisiana accent. "I was hoping you could help me. My wife died and I... I just need help."

      While intellectually I knew I shouldn't open the door, the sorrow in his voice nearly did me in. There was no way I could just tell him to go away.

      "I'm going to open the door,” I said.

      "No, don't," Meri chided. "If he's a Voodoo king then how am I supposed to protect you?"

      "I have that dirt Liberty gave me,” I said. "Plus, their magic doesn't have much effect in this house."

      "A lot of good that dirt did Liberty," Meri said.

      "Still, I can't just leave him out there. I'm going to help him."

      “Just don’t let him in,” Meri said.

      “I’m not that stupid.”

      I opened the door, and Dante looked up at me. His eyes were shiny with tears, and I instantly felt like I’d done the right thing. Remembering what I’d just told Meri, though, I stepped out on the porch and closed the door behind me. Meri skittered out after me, and I used a little magic to lock the door as softly as possible. I didn’t want Dante to hear the deadbolt engage behind me, but I also didn’t want him to be able to push his way into the house.

      “I’m sorry about your wife. She was so young,” I said.

      “She was, and so beautiful too. I can’t believe this happened,” he said. “Is that where she died? Over there in those trees?”

      Dante had pointed across the street to the trees that hid the cemetery. “Yes,” I said. “That’s where I found her.”

      “So, you did find her. I’d heard that and I wasn’t sure if I should believe it. Doesn’t that seem strange to you? That you hired her to come here to take the curse off some friend of yours, and then you found her body too.”

      “I guess it was strange,” I admitted.

      I picked up a slight edge to his voice, but I tried to ignore it by explaining it away as grief. Meanwhile, Meri, who’d made his way down the driveway and was inspecting Dante’s car, edged back closer to us.

      “Is this friend here? I’d like to meet them.”

      “She’s not. She doesn’t live here,” I said.

      “You paid my wife all that money and flew her down here first class for someone that doesn’t even live with you? She’s not your partner or a family member?”

      “I guess you could say she’s like family, but she’s my best friend. She doesn’t live here.”

      “Can you tell me where she does live?” Dante asked.

      “I can’t, I’m afraid.”

      “I want to talk to her.”

      “You’re talking to me,” I said and straightened my spine. I wasn’t going to be intimidated. “What do you want to know?”

      “I want to know why she was really at your house. No fool has ever paid that much for a curse removal. I want to know what happened to her. Did you lure her down here with the promise of a lot of cash and kill her? Why?”

      “I’m sorry for your loss, but I’m going to go back into the house. I found Liberty but I had nothing to do with her death,” I said.

      Meri had been right. Mental note to start listening to him more, I thought.

      The tears, which may have been fake all along, quickly dried from Dante’s eyes. A flash of anger replaced them, and I could swear for a second that he bared his teeth at me.

      “Again, I’m sorry,” I said. “I want to find out who killed her too.”

      I turned the knob and unlocked the door. That time I didn’t worry about how loud it was when I used magic to throw the deadbolt. Dante took a big step toward me closing the gap between us.

      It was at the exact same moment that I opened my front door and slipped inside. I slammed the door shut again and reengaged the lock.

      Dante started pounding on the door and screaming for me to let him in. I instinctively went for my phone and called Thorn as Dante moved to the window and began to pound on it. While I waited for Thorn to answer, I kept my eyes on that window. In his rage, I was afraid Dante was hitting it hard enough to break the glass.

      “Kinsley, I told you I needed to sleep,” Thorn said.

      “He’s here. Liberty’s husband is here. He’s outside pounding on my door and screaming,” I said just as Dante let out another profanity-laced shriek about me killing his wife. “I think he’s going to break the window. I’m going to have to handle him.”

      I hung up the phone after that. The way he answered ticked me off, and my adrenaline was already pumping. I didn’t need Thorn’s help. If nothing else, I could use magic to hold Dante until someone from the sheriff’s office arrived. At that point, I really didn’t care if it was Thorn or one of his deputies.

      As I took one step back toward my front door, Dante quieted a little. It was as if he could sense me on the other side. “I called the sheriff,” I shouted.

      Though he could sense me on the other side of the door, he must not have been able to hear my conversation. When I said I’d called the sheriff, I could hear him go down the porch steps one creak at a time. Seconds later, his car started and I was brave enough to peek out the front window. I watched Dante back out of the driveway before he peeled off down the street.

      I kept watch out the window in case he was just trying to trick me and came back. A couple of minutes later, Thorn’s cruiser came racing down the street and turned into my driveway.

      He jumped out of the car and ran up to the door. I opened it as he was about to knock.

      “Where is he?” Thorn asked.

      He was in a rumpled t-shirt and jeans. You could still see the slight impression from a crease in his pillowcase across his cheek.

      “I yelled out the door that I called you, and he left,” I said.

      “Okay, I’m going to have my night deputy drive around the area and be on the lookout for him. He’ll call me if he finds him.”

      “Come in,” I said and stepped back so Thorn could enter.

      “When the line went dead, I thought something happened to you,” Thorn said before taking a deep breath.

      “I was just ticked off at you for answering that way. As if I just interrupted your sleep for no reason. It didn’t even cross your mind, after a murder happened, that I might be calling for a reason.”

      “I’m sorry,” Thorn said and his shoulders slumped. “That was wrong of me.”

      “We both need to get some sleep,” I said. “But I need to wind down first. I’m going to make some hot cocoa with valerian. Would you like some?”

      “Just the hot cocoa, please. I think once this adrenaline rush wears off, I’ll be good to go on sleeping.”

      “All right. I’m going to go make it, and then I’ll grab you a pillow and blankets. Or you can crash in one of the guest rooms. I think it’s best you don’t drive again since you’re so sleepy.”

      “I’ll stay on the sofa. I want to be here in case he comes back.”

      “Thank you,” I said, not feeling like having the argument about how I could take care of myself.

      I went into the kitchen and grabbed the canister of hot chocolate and a container of valerian root from the pantry. A little magic sped up the water boiling on the stove. Normally, I wouldn’t have done that, but I wanted to drink the cocoa and hopefully go to bed.

      Once the hot chocolate was prepared, mine with valerian and Thorn’s without, I took the mugs into the living room. Thorn was standing in the middle of the living room with my phone in his hand. He was shooting daggers at me with his glare. I stopped short and felt trapped by his angry gaze.

      “What?” I asked. “Why do you have my phone?”

      “You got a text from Azriel. It flashed across the screen of your phone that you left sitting on the coffee table. I couldn’t help but see it.”

      “So, why is my phone in your hand?”

      “You’re texting him and you guys talked on the phone today? That’s what the current text is about. It’s about how he’s sorry the call ended the way it did and he’ll talk with you soon. And then you texting him. Well, I don’t need to tell you what you’ve been texting him.”

      I walked forward and set the cocoa down on the table. “Give me my phone,” I said. “You had no right to go through it like that.”

      “I can’t believe this is still going on between you and him. I thought we left this behind a long time ago. Kinsley, are you ever going to let him go? Or am I wasting my time with you?”

      “You should go,” I said.

      “Why? Is that what he means by he’ll talk to you soon? Is he coming here?”

      “No, Thorn. I’m saying you should go because you’re being a jerk. It has nothing to do with Azriel. Not one thing. Look at the way you’re acting.” I could hear my voice rising in timbre, and I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to be having this fight.

      “I can’t leave you here alone with that guy out there,” Thorn said.

      “You can,” I shot back. “I’m fine.”

      “I won’t,” Thorn said. “I don’t care how mad I am at you right now. I won’t leave you unprotected.”

      “Fine,” I said. “I’m going to bed.”

      “Good night,” Thorn said as I stomped up the stairs.

      “Good night,” I yelled back down the stairs before going into my room and slamming the door.
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      When I came downstairs the next morning, Thorn was gone. He’d folded the blankets he’d gotten out of the linen closet and washed his hot cocoa cup. On top of the stack of blankets was a sticky note with a heart drawn on it.

      I crumpled it up at first, but then I smoothed it out and tucked it into my purse as Meri came running out of the kitchen. “Breakfast?”

      I laughed. “Of course, I’ll get you breakfast,” I said. “Don’t try to pretend like Thorn didn’t give you bacon before he left.”

      “He didn’t,” Meri said. “He just left this time. But it’s okay because you’re going to feed me now.”

      “I am,” I said. “And we’ll stop at Viv’s for coffee and bacon too.”

      “Does that mean I can have salmon for breakfast?” Meri seemed hopeful and in a decent mood.

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “Yes, please.”

      Salmon sounded good to me too, so I fried myself a fillet in butter and olive oil and seasoned it with some honey mesquite seasoning. I wasn’t exactly sure what would go good on the side with that, so I made myself a couple of over-medium eggs too. It was the high-protein breakfast special, and I was so full after I ate it that I made myself a mental note to start having a high-protein breakfast every day. Not that I needed to watch what I ate, but it did give me a mood boost to know I was doing something healthy for myself.

      “You’re going to come with me to the shop today, right?” I asked Meri as I was putting on a swipe of eyeshadow.

      “That’s the only way I’ll get bacon,” he said.

      “Yeah, if you don’t come along, then I’ll get bacon from Viv and eat it all.”

      “I don’t have anything on the agenda today, so I’ll come to work with you,” he said.

      “You have an agenda?”

      “Maybe I do and maybe I don’t.”

      “You’re a weirdo,” I said.

      “Whatever,” Meri shot back.

      

      I stopped in at the Brew Station on the way to work, and there was a long line. I noticed the ghost tour walking around the square was about twice the size it normally was too.

      Word had already made it out on social media that a Voodoo priestess had recently died in Coventry. That little tidbit of information had doubled tourism.

      Viv didn’t have any time to chat, but that was okay because after I got my latte and Meri’s bacon, I needed to go get the shop open. It was going to be a big day for us, and I could already see people looking in my store window to get a glimpse of my wares.

      I opened the shop as soon as I got across the street. People came in right away, but I got the cash register ready while they were looking around. By the time Reggie got there, I’d already checked out a couple of customers.

      “Am I late?” Reggie asked as she joined me behind the counter.

      “Not at all. I opened up early because there were already people waiting. Apparently, news about Liberty’s death got out on social media, and the town is crawling with even more tourists than usual.”

      “Did you off her to increase sales?” Reggie asked with one eye narrowed.

      “Oh my gawd, no,” I said and playfully punched her arm.

      “I was just kidding,” she responded and rubbed her arm like it really hurt.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to hit you hard,” I said.

      “You didn’t. I’m just messing with you.”

      We both started laughing just as Detective Devereaux walked into the shop. “Glad to see you two ladies are having such a good time,” he chastised.

      Reggie threw him a look, but she didn’t say anything. I was about to tell him good morning when he interrupted me.

      “Looks like Liberty’s death has been good for business,” he sniped.

      “How do you know we’re not just having a good day?” Reggie shot back at him.

      “Because the woman at the front desk of my hotel told me that tourist traffic picked up considerably once word of Mrs. Bloodstone’s death got out,” he said and turned to me. “So it seems to me that you benefitted from her death.”

      “I didn’t kill her to get more sales,” I said with a sigh.

      “I never said you did,” Devereaux countered.

      “Can I help you with something?” I asked. “Would you like another Coke?”

      “No, thank you,” he said. “I’m just here to speak to you about the little row you had last night with Dante Bloodstone.”

      “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that you’ve already heard about that.”

      “Word does travel fast around here,” Chance said. “But actually, it was the town sheriff that filled me in.”

      “You’re working with Thorn on this?” I asked.

      “Yes. I wouldn’t be here unless I had his permission and blessing to conduct my investigation. Did you think I was just sneaking around under his nose?”

      “No,” I said, but I picked up something in his tone. It was as if he was accusing me of doing that very same thing. Had Thorn said something to him about me being involved in the last two murders? Had Detective Devereaux somehow figured that out on his own?

      “Can you tell me about last night?” he asked.

      “Dante came to my house. He said he needed help, and at first he seemed so sad. I didn’t let him in, but I did step out on the porch. He began to act as though I might be responsible for her death because I found her across the street from my house.”

      “Are you?”

      “No,” I said and shook my head. “No.”

      “That couldn’t be the end of the story. What else happened?”

      “He thought it was weird that I’d paid such a high fee for his wife to fly up here and help me. He wanted to speak to the friend of mine she helped. When I said she wasn’t at my house, he demanded to know where she lived. I got uncomfortable and went inside. Dante started pounding on my door and then on my front window while he screamed obscenities. I was worried he was going to break the glass, so I called the sheriff.”

      “On his personal cell phone. You didn’t call dispatch,” Devereaux stated as if it meant something.

      “Yes. I called his cell phone.”

      “But when the sheriff arrived, Dante was gone.”

      “As soon as I shouted through the door that I’d called the sheriff, he left and didn’t return,” I said. “Do you know if they found him or caught him?”

      “We think he’s still in the area, but he’s laying low. No, Ms. Skeenbauer, no one caught him after your call. There isn’t any proof he was even at your house last night.”

      “Why would I make that up?” I asked. “And there is some proof. Sheriff Wilson heard him screaming through my door while I was on the phone with him.”

      “Interesting,” he said. “Well, if you think of anything else, give me a call. I’ll be around.”

      “I’d probably call our town sheriff, but I’ll keep that in mind,” I said with a bit more snark than I intended.

      Reggie gave me a high five as soon as Detective Devereaux was gone. “What was that for?” I asked.

      “You stood up to that jerk,” she said. “I’m proud of you.”

      “You don’t like him either?”

      “Of course not. He’s smarmy, and he’s all but accusing you of having something to do with Liberty’s death. He sucks.”

      “I mean, I hate to defend the guy, but you can see why he might think that, right? I hired her to come down here and she turned up dead across the street from my house.”

      “I maintain that he still sucks,” Reggie said.

      “I agree.”

      Another tour ended, and a stream of customers filed into the shop. We were so busy that by the time I was even able to look at the clock, it was midafternoon. I was starving, but fortunately, Reggie had ordered us some food from one of the local sandwich shops.

      I let her eat first, but when she was done, I headed back to my office to take a quick break. About halfway through my sandwich, Thorn came into the back of the store.

      “Reggie said it was fine if I come back,” he said as he took a tentative step into my office.

      “It’s fine. Come in.” I motioned for him to sit in the chair across from my desk.

      “I’m sorry that Detective Devereaux came in here to speak with you before I had the chance to talk to you about it,” he said.

      “It’s okay. I can handle him.”

      “You should tread carefully with him, Kinsley. He’s not from around here, and he suspects you a lot more than I do.”

      “Suspects me a lot more than you do?” I asked. “So, you suspect me at all?”

      “That came out wrong. I mean he doesn’t know you the way I do, so he still suspects you.”

      “What about Dante Bloodstone? That man is obviously violent and not completely mentally or emotionally stable,” I said.

      “That’s true, but he just got into town. He wasn’t here when Liberty died.”

      I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes at him. It was like sometimes the men couldn’t think things all the way through, and we women had to be long-suffering about it.

      “He acts like he just got to town, but why do you believe him? After he left my house last night, your deputies didn’t see him again. He could have been here when she died, and nobody knew it,” I said and then sat back and watched the lightbulb go off in his head.

      “I hadn’t…”

      “You hadn’t thought of it,” I cut him off. “It’s okay. You were tired. Maybe next time you’re having one of your chats with Chance Devereaux, you could mention it to him too. After all, in the majority of these cases, isn’t it the spouse?”

      “You’re right. I assumed he had an alibi, but I hadn’t thought it all the way through.”

      “I suppose that’s why you don’t get on my case for getting involved in these… cases,” I said with a shrug.

      He thought about it for a second. “I suppose it is. You’re a smart lady, and you do help me so much.”

      There were a few moments of awkward silence between us before I finally said something.

      “I’m sorry you found out I was talking to Azriel that way. It would have been better if I’d told you.”

      “Would you have told me?” Thorn asked.

      “I don’t lie to you, Thorn. Yes, I would have told you.”

      “But you said that you’re sorry I found out that way. You’re not sorry that you were talking to him at all?” Thorn asked.

      “No. Why would I be? I’m not cheating on you, Thorn. I was talking to him. He was asking me how I was doing, and I answered. I was particularly vulnerable because you left my house after I found Liberty’s body and not once did you ask me if I was okay.”

      “I was tired,” he protested.

      “I was too, and I’d just found a dead body. So, not only did you not ask me if I was okay, but you accused me of trying to guilt you into a date when all I was trying to do was take care of you.”

      He opened his mouth to speak but closed it again quickly. “You wanted to make sure I had dinner before I went to bed because you knew if I was busy, I wouldn’t eat right all day,” he finally said.

      “Yeah.”

      “And I accused you of trying to guilt trip me into spending time with you,” he said and rubbed his chin.

      “Yeah.”

      He just sat there for a long while, and at some point, I stopped expecting him to apologize. The longer the silence stretched on, the more I knew that I wasn’t going to like the next thing he said.

      “Kinsley, I’ve met someone.”

      “What?” I felt my heart stop in my chest before it began to sputter.

      “Nothing has happened between us, but we have become friends. I’m just now starting to realize that she’s the reason I’m being distant with you, and it’s the same reason I think I’m starting fights with you. But, that’s not fair to you. It’s not fair for me to do this to you because I haven’t figured things out yet.”

      I thought about it for a moment too and wiped the tears in my eyes with the back of my hand. “I guess I can’t blame you because I’ve done the same thing with Azriel.”

      “It’s not the same,” he said and sighed. “It’s not the same at all. You’ve always been good to me, and the only times you were drawn to him were when I was neglecting you or he was manipulating you.”

      I felt anger rise from my stomach to my chest, and the heat of it dried my tears instantly. “Don’t say he was manipulating me. I’m not stupid, and just because that’s the way you want it to be doesn’t mean that’s the way it was.”

      “So you were cheating on me,” he sniped.

      “Not any more than you’ve been cheating on me,” I volleyed back.

      “She and I haven’t done anything.”

      “Done anything? What does that even mean? You have an entire relationship with a woman I knew nothing about. You’re picking fights with me after I find a dead body because… what? Because you want me to do something that makes it okay to end things? You want a trial run with this woman?”

      “How can I know what is going on between her and me if I never have the chance to explore it?”

      “Get out of my office,” I snarled, and Meri came running in.

      He jumped up on my desk and hissed at Thorn with his fur raised and his little tail sticking straight up.

      “Kinsley…”

      “You know why I kept talking to him? Because the last time I saw him at the Midnight Magic Festival, he said he loved my darkness. He loved everything about me, and you… you… you’re just looking for perfection. You’re looking for easy. That’s why you’ve started this friendship with another woman. Things got hard between us and you started trying to find a better deal!” I tried not to shout in case there were customers in the store, but I was so angry for so many reasons.

      “I can’t…”

      “Get.out.of.my.office!”

      Meri raised his hackles further, and Thorn backed out through my office door. I followed and watched him quickly make his way out of the shop.

      There were a few customers, some were tourists and a couple of witches, and they all looked at me with admiration instead of horror. “Did you see her run that cop out of here like a scalded dog?” one of the tourists whispered to her companion.

      The other woman smiled and nodded at her. I wished I’d felt victorious, but instead I felt conflicted.

      “You okay?” Reggie asked me.

      “Did you hear any of that?”

      “Woman, I braved the ghost in the back to listen to the whole thing,” she said with a smile.

      I should have been mad, but instead I just laughed. At least I didn’t have to explain the whole situation to her.

      “I shouldn’t have been so mad at him. It’s not like what he did was any worse than me hanging on to Azriel.”

      “It’s totally worse, Kinsley. Even he knows it. Please do not start beating yourself up over this.”

      “But now I’ve lost them both,” I said and felt my chest clench so hard it forced the air out of my lungs.

      “You haven’t,” she said and pulled me into a hug. “Even if you had, you wouldn’t have lost anything. Not really. It’s not really a loss when a man who doesn’t value you walks out of your life, honey.”

      “You’re right,” I said.

      But deep inside, I knew I’d lost something with Azriel. It might have just been the bereft feeling of having Thorn want someone else, but I started to believe that the connection between Azriel and I was real. So, was it real and I had been denying it because of my loyalty to Thorn? Or was it a manipulation and I was searching for any port in the storm?

      “I think this calls for a girls’ night out,” Reggie said.

      “Let’s get though the rest of the workday first, okay?” I asked, but I did like the idea of going out with Reggie after work. I hoped that Viv would be free too.

      Need a girls’ night. Dinner with me and friends after work? I sent the text off to my Mom.

      Should I bring Lilith? You know she’d like to see you, Mom sent back right away.

      Please do, I responded.

      :-) was my mother’s response.

      I just hoped that for Thorn’s sake, Lilith didn’t get too far into her cups.

      I’m sorry for the way everything ended, was the text I sent to Azriel.

      I didn’t wait for him to respond, though. My heart couldn’t take it at that moment. It would do me in to sit there waiting for a reply and have him not text back. So, I set the phone face down and went back to work.
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      We decided to meet for dinner at the diner because Mom was afraid that Lilith would get too drunk and either turn the forces of chaos on Thorn or turn him into a goat. I agreed, but Lilith showed up with a flask of whiskey anyway.

      “What, you didn’t expect me to eat my patty melt without having some whiskey? Did you?” Lilith asked.

      “I like your family,” Reggie said.

      “Yeah, me too,” Viv, who had dropped her plans of rewatching the third season of Game of Thrones to join us.

      Game of Thrones was a really old show at that point, but it had garnered a kind of cult following after one of the pay channels had decided to redo the final season. The actors were all like ten years older by the time they did the new final season, but thanks to the magic of computer editing, they made it seamless. The resurgence of the original show put all the spin-offs that had been shelved back on the table, and the franchise was still going strong. The only show franchise that had given them a run for their money in the longevity department was The Walking Dead series and its related spin-offs. They were all on their, like, billionth season.

      Anyway, people rewatched the original series every year in preparation for the new season of the sequel series. But Viv had heard through the grapevine that I’d had a nasty breakup, and she put her love for Jon Snow on hold to be there for my girls’ night.

      “I’m going to put a hex on him,” Lilith said before taking a sip from her flask.

      “Auntie, you don’t have to do that,” I said. “I’m okay. I’m going to be okay.”

      “Where is that one I like?” she demanded.

      “You mean Azriel?”

      “Yes, now there is an interesting fellow. If I were not a shriveled old raisin, I would have stolen him from you in a heartbeat,” she said and took another swig.

      “I don’t doubt that you could steal him from me anyway,” I said and winked. “And there’s nothing shriveled or raisin-like about you, Lilith. You’re as stunning as you ever were.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

      But it was probably true. Lilith was in her eighties but looked to be in her fifties. Her hair had finally gone gray, but her skin was still entirely too smooth for someone of her age. My mother was the same way. She was in her sixties and didn’t look a day over forty. If you didn’t know us, you would have thought we were all sisters instead of three different generations.

      “It’s not flattery. You are perfection,” I said and smiled.

      “You really are beautiful,” Viv said. “I wish I could avoid aging.”

      “So, it’s done,” Lilith said and waved her hand over Viv.

      “Wait, what?” Viv asked with a nervous chuckle.

      “She just granted your wish,” I said.

      Reggie just looked at Lilith like a puppy who had been kicked. My mother noticed and let out a hearty laugh.

      “Oh, here you go,” she said and waved a hand over Reggie. “Now you all will look too young for your years.”

      “Mother and Auntie, you know how I feel about using magic all willy-nilly.”

      “Oh, hush, Kinsley. Let us have our fun,” Lilith said. “I’m sure your friends appreciate it.”

      “We do,” Viv and Reggie said in unison.

      “Fine,” I said. “I was looking forward to being the pretty one.”

      “I’m the smart one,” Viv said. “I call the smart friend.”

      “Hey, that would make me the slutty one,” Reggie protested. “Not fair.”

      “You said it, not us,” Viv said.

      Reggie wadded up her napkin and threw it at Viv. We all erupted in laughter loud enough that everyone in the diner turned to look at us, but when they realized who was at our table, they just smiled and went back to their meals. No one would dare even look at us sideways. It was a great deal of power, but I hoped to never abuse it.

      “Anyway,” I said as we all calmed down, “I hate to bring up sad things, but I wanted to discuss Liberty’s death with you guys.”

      “You are so much like me sometimes,” my mother said, but there was pride in her eyes.

      “I don’t really know who killed her, but I suspect her husband. As you know, he terrorized me the other night, so I don’t think he’s very stable.”

      “He’ll pay for that,” Lilith said.

      “I know,” I said and patted her hand. “But there’s also this matter of her being on the run after stealing something. That detective is here and he asks a lot of questions, but he won’t tell me what it is she stole. I’ve gotten nowhere with that.”

      “I could interrogate him,” Lilith offered.

      “Hmm. Let’s put a pin in that for now. I’m not saying no, Auntie, but maybe we should try something else before we go right to torture.”

      “The younger generations are no fun,” she lamented.

      “When Liberty arrived at my house, she had a huge black duffel bag with her. It was there in the cemetery the night she died too. Along with this,” I said and showed them the locket. “There was no picture in it, but if you look, you can see the little spot of glue. So, at some point, it had a picture in it. I don’t know if it’s related, but I just wonder what else she had in her bag. I saw her pull out spell tools, but there could have been so much more.”

      “Ooh. We’re breaking into the morgue,” Lilith said with glee.

      “Okay, yeah. I guess that’s how we’ll find out what’s in the bag. They must have it stored there.”

      “Either that or it’s in the sheriff’s evidence lockup,” my Mom said.

      “We’re going to the morgue first,” Lilith insisted.

      “Do you know how she was killed?” Viv asked.

      “I don’t,” I said. “I didn’t notice anything when I found her, and I didn’t examine her closely. I left the scene before Thorn arrived.”

      “Even better,” Lilith said. “We’ll find out the cause of death at the morgue when we break in.”

      “Are we all breaking into the morgue?” Reggie asked. “Because I totally want to go.”

      “I want to go with you guys, but I don’t know if I want to go to where the bodies are,” Viv said. “Is there a moral support position in this gang?”

      My mom laughed. “You and I can keep lookout. We’ll stay upstairs and watch for the law. I’ll handle any issues that come up, and you can keep me company. Lookout is usually really boring.”

      “That sounds great,” Viv said.

      And just like that, all of my friends wanted to break into a morgue and solve a murder mystery. At that point, I wondered if I was a bad influence or a terrible one.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, everyone went home and changed into black clothes. Well, everyone but Lilith. She was already dressed in black from head to toe. It was a black lace dress with a high frilly collar that also came to the floor, but she insisted on wearing it.

      “I’m not putting on leggings,” she said, knowing that I’d wear black leggings and a long-sleeve fitted black top. “I’ll be fine in what I’m wearing.”

      “You’d be more comfortable,” I said.

      “No, I wouldn’t.”

      I relented because she was probably right. She’d come back to Hangman’s House with me. I made her tea while we waited for the sun to go down.

      “You know, I could probably blot out the sun if you want to get this show on the road,” she said as I set her cup of tea down in front of her.

      “We should probably just wait an hour,” I said. “Let’s enjoy some tea, and I’ll show you those videos I found of that guy letting venomous wasps sting him.”

      “Oh, that sounds delightful,” she said as she poured whiskey from her flask into her tea.

      As soon as it was dark, we all met up again. Lilith’s car was the biggest of all of ours. She drove an old hearse, and everyone but me and Lilith had to pile into the back. I drove since Lilith had three teas with whiskey while we waited for the sun to go down, and she rode shotgun. She insisted on actually having a shotgun if she couldn’t drive, and when I told her I didn’t have a gun, she pulled one out from under the seat.

      “Auntie, do not shoot anyone,” I said.

      She scoffed at me but lowered the gun down below the window. “No promises.”

      “Auntie,” my mother challenged.

      “Fine, I won’t shoot at anyone unless they shoot first.”

      “Good enough for me,” I said and backed the hearse out of the driveway.

      The other advantage of driving a hearse to the morgue was that no one would question its presence in the lot even after closing time. There would be one person working the night shift in the morgue, and funeral homes often did late-night pickups.

      We, of course, would have to deal with the morgue attendant, but that wouldn’t be an issue. It wasn’t good to mess with people’s free will, and we wouldn’t want to hurt him, but there was no harm that I could see in having him wander off to the breakroom for a cup of coffee.

      Mom told me how to get there, and when we arrived at our destination, I backed the hearse up to the loading dock in the rear of the building. There were security cameras inside and out, but Mom took care of those with wave of her hand.

      The locks weren’t an issue either. We didn’t have to break in because we were three of the most powerful witches in existence. We just walked right in like we owned the place.

      At the time, Viv looked nervous and Reggie looked like she was having the time of her life. We got on the elevator to go down to the basement, and Reggie was still smiling. I rolled my eyes at her when she saw me, and she stuck her tongue out in return.

      It wasn’t exactly the place for those shenanigans, but I was glad to have a friend there to lighten the mood. In fact, Reggie and Viv were more than friends to me. I had a huge family, but Mom and Dad never had any more kids. My two best friends had become sisters to me in a way I’d never expected. I hadn’t let any friends I made as a kid get that close to me. I stayed away from regular kids because of who I was, and the other witches didn’t like me much because I rejected magic. In that moment, I was surrounded by people who accepted me despite it all.

      For a brief moment, before the elevator dinged and the doors opened to the basement, I felt whole. The women around me filled the hole in my heart left by men. I wished I could bottle that feeling and carry it close to my heart forever.

      But as it was, the elevator did ding and the doors opened. The basement was colder than I’d expected, and it smelled strongly of chemicals and antiseptic. It was really quiet except for the soft sound of someone moving around down the hall. That had to be the morgue attendant we needed to dispatch.

      “We just need to figure out where they store things,” I mentioned.

      “This way,” Lilith said.

      “Wait, how do you know the layout of the basement in the coroner’s office?” I asked.

      “Don’t mind that, dear,” she said with a wicked grin. “Totally not your concern.”

      I was going to protest, but Mom grabbed my arm. She just shook her head no and offered me her own soft smile. “I’m going to take Viv back upstairs and we’ll do lookout from the lobby. As long as you guys are okay?”

      “We’re fine,” I said.

      “Oh, here,” she said and opened her bag.

      I chuckled as she pulled Meri out and handed him to me. I set him down on the floor, and he ran to catch up with Lilith.

      “With any luck, we’ll be out of here in a few minutes.”

      “Don’t let Lilith kill anybody,” Mom said as she and Viv got back on the elevator.

      Reggie and Meri had already caught up to Lilith, so I jogged over the polished white floor to get to them. No sooner had I joined them, and the morgue attendant came out into the hallway.

      He had earbuds in, so he almost ran right into us before realizing we were there. I was about to cast a spell on him to make him walk around us like we weren’t even there, go to the breakroom, and eat a snack, but Lilith waved her hand past his face, and he dropped like a rock.

      “Did you kill him?” Reggie gasped.

      “No, he’s just taking a little nap,,” Lilith said.

      “I wasn’t going to do that,” I protested. “I was going to make him go to the breakroom and have a snack while he worked. I could have used my magic to make him not even realize we are here.”

      “This was easier,” Lilith said as she stepped over him.

      “We’re just going to leave him here?”

      “He’ll be fine,” Meri said and Lilith gave him an approving nod.

      “He’ll wake up and continue on his way like nothing happened,” she added.

      “Okay, fine,” I said. “It’s not like there’s anything I can do about it now.”

      “Don’t be glum, dear,” Lilith said as she opened the door the man had exited.

      Inside that door was a small vestibule with other doors to our left and right. I could sense something lurking through the door to my right, and I was relieved when Lilith grabbed the handle to the left.

      “There’s something in there,” I said and pointed to the other door.

      “Someone, dear. There’s someone in there. Well, they were someone. Now they are an angry and confused spirit.” Even she shivered a little.

      “They won’t hurt anyone, will they?” I asked.

      “No. From what I’m picking up, they are just hanging around here because it’s the last place they saw their body. Poor thing is waiting for it to come back, but at least they won’t chance hurting any of the employees.”

      “What’s through this door?” Reggie asked as we followed Lilith.

      “It’s an office,” Lilith said. “Sometimes they store things that come in with the bodies in here instead of taking them to the sheriff’s station.”

      “How do you know these things?” I asked. “No, wait. I don’t think I want to know. Just, thanks for helping.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said and flipped on the light in the office.

      “Why wouldn’t they take things to the sheriff’s station?” Reggie asked as I surveyed the room.

      “The evidence locker is very small there,” Lilith said. “Things are just as safe here as they are there if they don’t need to be locked away. As far as I know, they only use the locker at the station for things like drugs or guns. So, it sits empty most of the time.”

      The office seemed to serve a dual purpose. There were two desks with computers on one side, but on the other, the wall was lined with three lockers and a series of cubbies.

      What I assumed was the duffel bag sat in the bottom part of one of those cubbies. “I think that’s it,” I said.

      Reggie looked where I pointed, and then walked over to the cubby and pulled the bag off the shelf. She set it down on the floor and undid the knot tying the top together.

      Lilith and I joined her and peered down as she started pulling candles and clothing out of the bag. Underneath a few jars of graveyard and crossroads dirt, she found a folded piece of paper. She set the candle she’d been holding in the other hand down and unfolded the paper.

      “No way,” Reggie gasped.

      “What? What is it?” I asked.

      “It’s Lottie Bevil’s name and address. Look, there’s a time on it too.”

      “Like she was going to her house?” I mused.

      “Or had already been there,” Lilith said.

      “It figures,” Reggie said, but before I could ask her what she meant, we heard someone out in the hallway.

      “What’s that?” I whispered.

      “We’d better check in case it’s your mom coming to tell us someone’s here,” Lilith said.

      Reggie handed me the paper, and I shoved it into my purse while she quickly put everything back in what had been Liberty’s duffel bag. I threw it back into the cubby and the three of us plus Meri hurried out of the office.

      At first, I only saw my Mom and Viv walking down the hall towards us. I was about to ask them what was going on, when I realized Detective Devereaux was right behind them.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he asked in that thick Southern drawl. His voice sounded both exasperated and concerned.

      Lilith raised her hand, and I reached to push it back down. “Lilith, don’t. We can do it my way.”

      “What are you talking about?” The concern in Chance Devereaux’s voice ratcheted up to a ten at that point. “All of you put your hands where I can see them.”

      “I have to set my kitten down,” I said because I had Meri in one hand.

      “What? You have to set your kitten down? What is this?” He seemed even more agitated. “Never mind. Put your hands where I can see them. All of you. Now!”

      I watched as Devereaux’s hand went for the holster concealed inside of his jacket. “All right, do it,” I said to Lilith.

      She gave me a nod, and then waved her hand in the air again. Devereaux dropped like a sack of potatoes.

      “He’s going to wonder why he was here,” I said to Lilith as we stepped past him to get on the elevator.

      “He won’t say anything to anyone,” Lilith said. “I imagine it would be too embarrassing to explain. Plus, that handsome yet jerky ex of yours won’t steer him back in our direction.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “Thorn doesn’t even know we were here, and I won’t be telling him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I needed to find out more about Lottie Bevil. When everyone else went home, Reggie stuck around so she could fill me in on her boyfriend’s crazy ex. One disadvantage Lottie had was that while her stalking meant she knew a lot about Jeremy and Reggie, it also meant they knew a great deal about her.

      “She works at the real estate office over near the newest development,” Reggie said.

      “Lottie is a real estate agent?” I asked.

      “She is. It’s one of the reasons she has the freedom to stalk Jeremy the way she does, and why she hasn’t been fired.”

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “Because she’s an independent contractor. They technically can’t fire her because she’s not an employee, and as long as she doesn’t get convicted of anything, she can keep her license to sell houses.”

      “You would think they would end her contract or not sign another one,” I said.

      “Yeah, but not many people other than Jeremy, me, and Thorn know about her antics. She’s super careful, and she puts forward a really sweet face. I doubt many people would even believe us if we did tell them.”

      “Isn’t that always the way,” I said. “So, the working theory is that Lottie hired Liberty to put the curse on you?”

      “Yeah, and I’d guess that’s why it was so easy for her to remove it. It was her curse. Probably why she practically ran down here to do it. She was double-dipping.”

      “Do you think Lottie killed her because of that?” I pondered.

      “It makes sense. I never thought Lottie was a killer, but I guess it’s not that much of a stretch to go from stalker to killer.”

      “It’s not,” I said. “And that’s why you’re staying here tonight. We’ll go to her office tomorrow and see if we can figure out where she was when Liberty was murdered.”

      “You found Liberty in the middle of the night,” Reggie said. “I doubt anybody has much of an alibi.”

      “Well, she wasn’t killed right before I found her. She’d been dead for a while,” I said. “If we find out that Lottie was showing houses that evening, it might make her less likely to be the killer?”

      “Maybe. I guess we have to start the investigation somewhere.”

      “You want something to eat?” I asked. “I’m a bit hungry.”

      “Pizza. Do you have any pizza?”

      “I probably do have a frozen pizza in there somewhere, but let’s get takeout,” I said.

      “From Rex’s place or from Bella Vita?” Reggie asked. “Cause the diner doesn’t have pizza. They tried and it didn’t work out. Nobody goes to a diner for pizza.”

      “I’m thinking Bella Vita and a little detour?”

      “We’re going to drive by Lottie’s house, aren’t we?” Reggie asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Stalking the stalker. I like it.”

      “It’s not stalking, it’s investigating,” I said. “I’ll call in the order.”

      “Already done,” Reggie said. I hadn’t even realized she was messing around on her phone. “I placed an order online. Nobody calls in orders anymore, Kinsley. Not for like fifteen years.”

      “Right,” I said. “How long?”

      “Thirty minutes.”

      “Plenty of time,” I said. “Meri, you coming?”

      “Do I have to?” he groused. “I want to take a nap.”

      “It’s fine. We’re just driving by her house and picking up a pizza. I’m sure I can handle it,” I said.

      “I’ll nap in the car. You guys would totally get yourselves killed.”

      

      Reggie put the address in the car’s GPS for me. She knew where Lottie lived, but it was easier to let the car navigate. Meri curled up in the back seat and fell asleep before we’d even turned off our street.

      It was a quiet night in Coventry. The only activity were the tourists still out and about. The tour companies did ghost and witch tours until after midnight each night. The evening crowds were younger and a bit rowdier than the people who took the tours during the day. Not by much, though. They tended to behave themselves while in our town thanks to the magic my coven used to keep them in line. They younger college kids and couples that took the later tours were boisterous, sure, but they were far from destructive.

      They were also the reason I didn’t keep the shop open late. The families and older ladies that did the daytime tours were big into buying souvenirs. The nightlife tourists headed out to restaurants and bars after their tours were over. One of the ghost tours even ended at the tavern.

      As we drove past the square, there was a crowd of what looked like college kids huddled around the statue in the middle of the square. I chuckled when I saw that the tour guide was in full costume. She wore a long black lace dress, pointy boots, a black wig, and her winged eyeliner reached halfway to her temples. They really laid it on thick for the night tours, but the company charged more for them too, so it was understandable.

      Past the square and through the older neighborhoods, we finally crossed into what I thought of as New Coventry. When I was a kid, you would have been in the middle of a farm field at that point, but instead we passed the strip mall, the hotels, and were headed for the new residential developments.

      The GPS told me to make a left turn once we passed the new gas station complex, and I turned into Lottie’s neighborhood. It was made up of affordable but nice duplexes. It was created for families who couldn’t afford the more expensive McMansions in the other developments.

      As soon as we turned on Lottie’s street, I saw it. He wasn’t parked right in front of her house, but a few houses down was Dante Bloodstone’s car. I recognized it from the night he had it parked in my driveway.

      Sure, it could have been someone else’s car. It wasn’t that uncommon, but my suspicions were confirmed when we drove by and I saw him in the driver’s seat. I pulled over two houses down in the other direction.

      “What are you doing?” Reggie asked. “I thought we were just going to drive by.”

      “That black car a few houses back, that’s Dante Bloodstone,” I said.

      “Liberty’s husband? The guy who came to your house and threatened you?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one,” I said. “I’ve got a bad feeling about him being here.”

      “Sometimes the trash takes itself out, Kinsley,” Reggie said.

      “Reggie… We don’t know that she’s the one that killed Liberty,” I said. “He looked like he had violence on his mind.”

      Reggie opened her mouth and then closed it again. She thought for a good minute before finally speaking. “Fine. You’re right. She’s a horrible human being and I hate her, but she doesn’t actually deserve to die for stalking Jeremy.”

      “I’m proud of you,” I said.

      “Don’t be,” Reggie retorted. “So, what are you going to do? You just going to walk up to him and knock on his window?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking,” I said and started to get out of the car.

      “Kinsley. Shouldn’t you call Thorn or Lilith or somebody?”

      “You coming?” I asked as I slid the rest of the way out of the driver’s seat.

      “Why not?” she said and undid her seatbelt.

      Meri jumped out of the passenger side while Reggie was getting out and chased me down the street. He didn’t say anything, though.

      When I got to Dante’s car, I knocked on the window and waited. He eventually rolled it down.

      “You better just move along, little witch,” he said. “Ain’t nothin’ here for you.”

      “Who are you calling little witch?” Reggie said from behind me.

      “Shh,” I said over my shoulder at her. Her reluctance to confront Dante had all but vanished on the walk from my car to his.

      “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get back in your car and carry on your way,” Dante said.

      “See, when you say things like that, it lets me know that I shouldn’t leave,” I said. “Are you in this neighborhood because of Lottie Bevil’s house?”

      “You’re not the cops,” Dante said. “Just because your boyfriend is the cops don’t mean I have to talk to you.”

      He started to roll up his window, and on an impulse, I reached out and yanked his car door open. “Why are you here?” I demanded.

      “Kinsley!” Reggie whisper-yelled behind me.

      I was freaking her out, but I knew I had to confront Dante. I had a feeling he was there to do something to Lottie, and I couldn’t let that happen.

      “Who do you think you are?” Dante asked as he stepped out of the car. He towered over me. His dark eyes glowered at me while his nostrils flared.

      “I don’t think you have any idea what you’re dealing with,” I said. “But that’s not the point. I want to know what you’re doing here watching Lottie Bevil’s house.”

      “I guess it doesn’t really matter,” he said with a sigh. “That heifer killed my wife, and I’m here to take care of the problem.”

      “Why do you think she killed your wife?” I said. He was talking and I wanted to keep him talking. If he knew something I didn’t, maybe I could get him to spill it. “I mean, how do you know for sure?”

      He sighed again and pinched the bridge of his nose. “If I tell you, you’ll go away, right? I can’t kill you right here, but that don’t mean I won’t come for you.”

      “How do you know it was Lottie?” I demanded again.

      “I figured out the password to Liberty’s email. This Lottie heifer wasn’t happy when she found out that Liberty was in town here and then the curse she paid good money for was removed.”

      “How would Lottie have even known?” I asked. “Liberty died so soon after she lifted the curse. There’s no way Lottie could have known.”

      “Because my wife told her,” Dante said. “She was in a bad way with some stuff back home and needed the money. She told this Lottie chick that she’d been paid to remove the curse and offered to put it back if Lottie paid her even more.”

      “She was trying to triple-dip,” Reggie said softly.

      “Yeah, but this Lottie chick didn’t want to pay. She sent an email back to my wife filled with all kinds of threats. Crazy crap that only someone with violence in their soul would say. I would know,” Dante said. “And then my wife ended up dead. That’s all the proof I need.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was about to say. “Lottie is a little unhinged. She’s a stalker and says crazy stuff, but that doesn’t prove she actually murdered Liberty.”

      “So we’re doing this the hard way,” Dante said. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, little witch.”

      “Hey, you need to stop calling her that,” Meri piped up. “And don’t you ever threaten her again.”

      “Silence, cat,” Dante said, and Meri fell over.

      Fudge.

      I knew he wasn’t dead because he couldn’t die, but he was out cold. My familiar was my best protection. I’d really gone and done it.

      “Whatever you just did, you’d better undo it,” I snarled.

      I shocked myself with how menacing I’d sounded. I was kind of scared, but in defense of my familiar, I sounded like I could rip Dante’s head off.

      “Are you threatening me, witch?” Dante said and closed what little distance there was between us.

      “You hurt my cat, and you have to pay,” I said through gritted teeth.

      In a split second, Dante’s hands were around my throat. He was squeezing hard. Hard enough that it shocked me.

      I could hear Reggie screaming at him and feel it as she pounced on his back and tried to hit him. She shook him a little, but his hands were too tight and his eyes were locked into mine.

      It was enough that he’d nearly squeezed the life out of me before I remembered that I was a witch and I didn’t need to overpower him to get his hands from around my throat.

      Suddenly, a familiar voice yelled, “Let her go and put your hands on your head!”

      I heard a gun cock, and Dante let go of me. He put his hands on his head, and I stumbled backward.

      A deputy named Paul Stuckler came jogging down the sidewalk. He had his gun trained on Dante until he got close enough to put him in the handcuffs he had tucked in the waist of his jeans. He was dressed in casual clothes, so I had to guess that he lived on Lottie’s street.

      Paul had to call Thorn in to officially make the arrest since he was off duty. He sat in his car filling out his report while we waited, so I never had to explain to him why I was there.

      I did have to explain it to Thorn. “What were you doing?” he asked me after checking in with Paul.

      “Lottie Bevil hired Liberty to put that curse on Reggie,” I said. “I think she might have killed her for removing the curse. Plus, Dante told us that he found an email from Lottie to Liberty saying she’d put the curse back on for more money. What if she snapped and killed Liberty?”

      “That still doesn’t explain what you’re doing here,” he said and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Reggie and I were supposed to be picking up a pizza at Bella Vita, and we figured… I figured… It was all me… that we should drive by Lottie’s house. It was a good thing we did too because we saw Dante out here in his car. I could just tell he was going to hurt her.”

      Thorn let out an exasperated sigh. “I have no idea what I’m supposed to put in my report.” He pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Put the truth,” I said with a shrug. “You know the veil over this town will keep anyone from registering what it really says.”

      “Oh, and it’s just that easy.” His voice got louder for a moment. “It’s always just that easy with you, isn’t it?”

      “I…” I started to say something, but Thorn was so angry that he cut me off quickly.

      “Just stop, Kinsley. Just don’t say anything else. Get your pizza and go home,” he said and started to walk away. “And stay out of this stuff before you get yourself hurt.”

      I didn’t protest. When I turned around, I found Reggie holding Meri. He wasn’t fully awake yet, but he was coming around. “Hey, big guy,” I said and ruffled the fur on top of his head.

      Meri just scowled at me, so I gave him a kiss. That made him scowl even more, but at least I knew he was feeling okay.

      “We don’t have to go get the pizza,” Reggie said.

      “We’ll still go get it. I’m starving,” I said. “I think we’re only a few minutes late.”

      “Are you sure?” Reggie asked.

      “Yeah, I’m sure. Let’s go.”

      I was probably still a little in shock, but I was hungry. As we walked back to my car, a woman, who I presumed was Lottie, came out on her front porch and watched us. She was shooting daggers at us with her eyes. It was the same look Meri had given me when I called him big guy. Little did she know that we might have just saved her life.

      “We were just about to throw this away,” the young man at the pick-up counter said.

      “I’m sorry I’m so late. I just got held up,” I said. “Thank you so much for waiting so long.”

      He gave me my receipt, and as I was leaving, I heard someone call my name. I looked over into the dining area and saw Chance Devereaux waving me over.

      For a second, I consider pretending like I hadn’t seen him, but I’d stopped when he called my name. That and I was standing there looking him right in the eyes.

      Resigned, I took a deep breath and walked over in his direction. “I’d ask you to join me,” he said as I approached his table, “but it looks like you’re already good on dinner.”

      “I am,” I said and started to walk away. “But, thank you.”

      “Wait,” he said before I could even get one foot of distance between us. “If you have just a moment.”

      “I…” was going to say that I didn’t have a moment. That I had a rapidly cooling pizza and that my stomach felt like it was eating itself. Instead I said, “What did you need?”

      “Have a seat?” He motioned to the chair across from him.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “I really do only have a moment.”

      “Okay,” he said and rubbed his jawline. “I’d like to know what you were doing at the morgue.”

      I froze. We were sure he wouldn’t know we were there.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “I’m sure you do, Kinsley. You see, I didn’t just happen upon you while I was out driving past the coroner’s office. I followed you there. I’d been following you. So I know you went there. I’m not sure what you were doing there, but I know I followed you there.”

      “But…”

      “You’re wondering how that’s possible,” he cut me off. “You and your family are very powerful, Ms. Skeenbauer, but I’m from New Orleans. We have a few powerful witches of our own.”

      He pulled an amulet out from under his shirt collar. The pendant was made of black stone, and it was obvious right away that it was some sort of protection amulet.

      “It’s strong enough that I can still remember following you to the coroner’s office, but it’s not strong enough to overpower whatever you did to me inside.”

      I thought about it for a moment and decided to go with denial. If he couldn’t remember anything from inside the coroner’s office, there was no reason to confess. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh, really. So, if I ask your sheriff boyfriend if anything has come up missing from Liberty Bloodstone’s things, he won’t have anything to tell me?”

      “My pizza is getting cold. Have a good evening, Detective Devereaux,” I said and got out of there as fast as I could.
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      The next morning, I woke up feeling anxious. Before I woke Reggie up, I made myself some valerian tea. It only took the edge off of my nervousness.

      It felt like something was about to happen, but at the same time, it felt as though something was getting closer. I had no idea what it meant, so I tried to find something else to focus on.

      I wanted to talk to Lottie. The only way that I could think of to get her to actually meet with me was to pretend to be a client and ask her to show me a house.

      While I was making breakfast, I went online to find a house for sale in Coventry. I actually found one of her listings, and there was a form to fill out to book a showing. It let me request a time, so I picked something that was after the shop closed. After sending the form, I finished making the biscuits and gravy I’d been working on and woke Reggie up.

      By the time we sat down at the table, I’d already received a confirmation text from Lottie for the appointment. I hadn’t given her my real name, and since I didn’t have to speak with her on the phone, I never had to worry about Lottie figuring out who I really was. Not until the appointment anyway. I’d wing it from there.

      The entire day at work, I kept expecting Devereaux to show up. Thankfully, he never did.

      I only had two memorable visits that day. The first was from Suki. She’d finally come into the store.

      “Hello, and welcome,” I said as she walked through the door with Rosie.

      “Is it okay if I bring Rosie in with me? I don’t want to leave her outside.”

      “Sure. Just make sure she doesn’t eat anything. Lots of things in here are bad for doggy’s tummy,” I said.

      “Oh, she’s a very good girl. You won’t even know she’s here.”

      Suki bought a few bundles of herbs and some specialty candles. I told her that if she wanted to, sometime I’d teach her some sigils to make her own spell candles.

      A while after she was gone, Thorn came in. “Can I speak to you, please?”

      “Sure,” I said but didn’t move.

      “In private.”

      “Okay, fine. In my office.”

      We walked back to my office, and I sat down behind my desk. Thorn didn’t take a seat. I wasn’t sure if he just wanted to tower over me or if he didn’t plan on staying long. I was hoping for the latter. Looking at him, wondering if he was seeing more of his mystery woman, hurt more than I expected. It hurt so much that I could actually feel myself getting angry, but I didn’t want him to know that he’d wounded me that much. He didn’t deserve to know.

      Thorn studied me for a moment. He seemed to soften a little, and I wondered if he’d caught a glimpse of the agony on my face before I had a chance to pull myself together.

      “Kinsley…” The softness in his voice made my chest tighten.

      I was not going to cry in front of him. “What did you come here for, Thorn?” I asked as clinically as possible.

      “Devereaux won’t get off my back about what you and your friends were doing at the coroner’s office. He insists that you were there and that you went inside for something,” Thorn said. “I checked, and someone went through Liberty’s things. What did you take?” His question was gentle and wasn’t as accusing as I would have expected.

      I sighed. I might as well tell him the truth. We might have broken up, but it wasn’t like he was going to just hand me over to Detective Devereaux. Despite my parents’ reservations about Thorn, he was still a close family friend.

      “It was just a piece of paper with Lottie Bevil’s address and a time on it. Dante knew about Liberty meeting with her because he hacked her email, but I knew because I’d found the paper in her things.”

      “Did you take anything else?”

      “No, that was it,” I said.

      “Okay. Don’t worry about it.”

      “You’re going to cover for me?” I asked cautiously.

      “Of course I am,” he said and pinched the bridge of his nose. “But please stay out of this, Kinsley. I don’t entirely trust him.”

      “Why not?”

      “I can’t really talk about that. It’s just a feeling,” Thorn said. “I really wish I could get him out of here, though. I don’t like him sniffing around.”

      “Thorn, we’re not buddies,” I said, feeling my anger rising again. “I appreciate you covering for me and all, but I’m not your friend. I’m not here for you to chitchat with about your troubles.”

      “What?” Thorn looked stricken.

      “You know, at one point, I thought you were my future husband. It’s insane, but I did. I even had a vision of us laughing while you put together a crib. I was pregnant and you were putting together a crib for our baby. We made it through it all and we were a family in that dream, but you met someone else…”

      “Kinsley.” He looked almost bereft.

      “Get out of my office, Thorn. We’re done here,” I said as the tears that had threatened before finally spilled over.

      “Did you have that vision before or after you had your little connection with Azriel Malum?”

      His question sucked all of the air out of my lungs. He looked so hurt and angry, and I suddenly wondered what we were doing to each other.

      “I should hate you for asking me that, Thorn, but I understand that I hurt you too. So I won’t hate you for it. It was actually after. It was after he was gone, and it was the reason that I ignored the connection between him and I had ever existed. I had it in me to fight for us. Even if things had been messy and imperfect. Even if we didn’t have a storybook romance, I was going to fight for us. I thought that counted for something. But you met someone else,” I said. “Now get out!” I screeched at him before collapsing onto my office chair in sobs.

      He left the office without another word, and the next thing I knew, Reggie was kneeling beside my chair. She was stroking my hair with one hand and holding me with her other arm. I felt tiny feet jump into my lap and then Meri purring against my chest. The sadness that threatened to drown me drained out with my tears.

      After a few minutes of crying, I started to feel somewhat better. Meri’s little purr motor certainly helped too. As did having my best friend there telling me that I was the most wonderful woman in the world and that Thorn Wilson didn’t deserve me.

      By the time work was over for the day and it was time for me to go meet Lottie, I was almost okay again. Other than the fact that my hair had turned blue, there was very little reminder left of my breakdown over Thorn.

      

      Fortunately, the electric blue hair and plenty of makeup was enough to throw Lottie off at first. A good contour job could help a woman shapeshift with no magic needed.

      We were inside looking at the kitchen when it finally dawned on her who she was looking at. “You had me for a while,” she said. “I see a lot of faces every day, and I nearly forgot yours. You changed your hair since last night.”

      “I’m sorry to trick you, but I didn’t figure you’d talk to me any other way,” I said.

      “Is everything all right with Jeremy? Nothing happened to him, did it?”

      “I’m not here to talk to you about Jeremy,” I said flatly. “I’m here to talk to you about Liberty Bloodstone.”

      “I guess I should have expected that.”

      “You hired her to put a curse on my best friend,” I said. “How did you find her?”

      “I called a place down in New Orleans called Reverend Zombies. It’s a Voodoo shop.”

      “I know it,” I said. “They recommended her to me too. To remove the curse, in my case. Did you fly down there to see her? How did you actually go about putting the curse on Reggie?”

      “She came here,” Lottie said. “It was worth the expense of the first-class ticket to have her put a curse on the woman that stole the love of my life.”

      I ignored the last part and pressed on. “So, Liberty had been to Coventry before?”

      “Yeah. She was here a couple of weeks ago to do the ritual. I was really disappointed at first because after she was gone, it seemed like she hadn’t done anything. But man, when that curse kicked it, it really kicked in. That was until you had to go and pay her to remove it.”

      “Sorry, Lottie, but you can’t curse my best friend over your ex-boyfriend,” I said. “But, anyway. You got an email from her offering to put the curse back if you paid her again, and that made you angry. Last night, out in front of your house, Dante told me he found the email. That’s why he was there to hurt you.”

      “And you think I killed her because I sent her an angry email?”

      “You threatened to kill her in the email, Lottie.”

      “I was really upset, but it’s ridiculous that you think it was me rather than her obviously violent husband. I’m sure she probably did something to set him off, and he’s just here covering his tracks.”

      “But where were you the night she died?”

      “Ugh, this again,” Lottie said and rolled her eyes. “Look, I was showing houses to clients until after ten that night. We check into and out of each of these houses, so there’s proof I was working.”

      “What about after ten? I didn’t find her body until nearly morning.”

      “From what I heard, you found her around three in the morning and she’d already been dead for hours. I was at the tavern until almost two because I met a guy. I have receipts that I’ve already shown to the cops. Plus, I went home with the guy, and my car’s GPS tracking confirms it.”

      I had nothing. I was sure it was her.

      “Anything else?” she asked smugly. “I’m sure you’re not actually interested in this house, but if you are ever interested in selling that architectural and historical wonder you live in, please give me a call.” Lottie handed me a business card as she ushered me toward the door.

      “I would never sell Hangman’s House, and even if I did, Lottie, you put a curse on my best friend.”

      “But I’m the best real estate agent in Coventry. No one else could get you a better deal.”

      And with that, she was in her car driving away while I just stood there on the house’s front porch wondering what was next. I was shaken. Finding out that I was wrong about Lottie had upset me again, and I was already on thin ice emotionally because of earlier with Thorn.

      I decided to take a walk around the neighborhood to calm my nerves before I got behind the wheel to drive. I also made a mental note to really look into the self-driving feature available for my car. I could finally see its benefit.

      All of the houses in that neighborhood looked almost identical. The only real differences were the color and which side the garage was on. Still, it was quiet, and the boring atmosphere helped steady my nerves considerably.

      At the end of the neighborhood, there was even a wooded area with a short walking trail. A little ways in, I found myself standing on a small wood footbridge staring down at what was most likely a manmade stream. Still, it was lovely watching the water swirl over and around the perfectly arranged boulders.

      It was so lovely, in fact, that I didn’t even hear someone walk up behind me.
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      The knife went into my back so swiftly and smoothly that at first I didn’t realize I’d been stabbed. Searing pain that radiated down my arm and back was the first real clue that anything was wrong.

      I spun around and nearly fell over the railing of the bridge, but I did manage to catch myself in time with the arm that was on the other side of where the knife went into my back.

      Dante stood there staring at me with both hate and amusement lighting up his eyes. “You should’ve learned to stay out of things, little witch,” he said before turning and running off.

      The pain made its way down to my lower back, and my knees buckled underneath me. I reached for the knife with my good arm and screamed as I pulled it from my back.

      The pain was worse than anything I’d ever felt in my life. But that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was that no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t heal the wound. The dagger burned my hand, and I dropped it. It was cursed with some sort of magic I couldn’t counter.

      I managed to get my phone out and tried to call for help, but my vision was too blurred to dial. I tried to give the phone a voice command to call for my mother, but all I could do was choke.

      I called out for her in my mind, but even that was going dark. Black tentacles swam in the corners of my vision as the gloom closed in on me.

      Again, I tried to heal myself, but even giving it everything I had, I was only able to pull myself back up to my knees. There must have been some sort of magical poison on the knife that was both sentient and malevolent, because as soon as I got even a hint of strength, it surged again.

      I fell over again and wrapped my arms around myself. Meri had wanted to come with me, but I’d told him people didn’t bring their kittens to real estate showings. He’d insisted on waiting in the car, but I’d told him no. I didn’t want anyone calling the sheriff because there was a kitten in a car when it was so hot out.

      I wished I’d brought him with me. He probably couldn’t have healed me, but at least I wouldn’t be dying alone.

      I wished that I had more time left in Coventry and that I’d never left. Hey, I couldn’t take back the past, but I was dying. That meant I could wish for whatever I wanted.

      The last thing I thought about before I couldn’t even hold onto a thought anymore was my wish that I could apologize to Thorn. I wanted to tell him that I was sorry for yelling at him and that we were all human. I understood that then. We all made mistakes, and in the end, it didn’t matter enough to hold a grudge. I wanted to tell him that I hoped he would be happy, even if it wasn’t with me, for the rest of his days, and maybe we could be friends on the other side. Maybe I would see him again.

      I was nearly gone, I could even see a light opening up somewhere off in the distance, when I swore I felt a hand slide under my head.

      Cold skin pressed against my neck and shoulder.

      A cool cheek against mine.

      “You smell like flowers and spun sugar, my love,” a voice whispered from a million miles away.

      I could barely move my arm, but with great effort, I reached my hand up and felt skin as smooth and cool as porcelain.

      Azriel.

      As I lay dying, my mind had conjured him to comfort me. I had no strength left in me, but the last of it I used to weep with joy and regret. The two swirled together like ice cream on a hot summer day. It was so sweet, but soon it would melt away.

      It hit me that maybe he wasn’t my imagination. Perhaps our connection was so strong that he was there. In spirit, anyway. Wherever he was, he was thinking of me too.

      “I’m here,” his voice murmured from a distance again.

      “I know,” I tried to say, but nothing would come out. It was no more than a dry scratch of syllables.

      “Kinsley, baby, I’m really here. I can help you. I can try anyway.” His voice was now frantic with fear, and it made my heart speed up too. “I need you to tell me it’s okay.” His hand squeezed mine. “Please tell me it’s okay to save you. I can’t lose you forever.”

      I could barely nod my head yes, but I tried. I squeezed his hand with what little I had left in me. It was barely anything, but his fear had spiked my adrenaline. One last push before it was all gone.

      “Okay,” he said softly. “Hold on, baby.”

      At first, I just felt his cool wrist pressed against my lips. It took me a moment to realize there was something salty and wet too.

      Blood.

      Just a little, but enough that at first, it made me want to recoil. I didn’t have the strength to even flinch away, but I didn’t accept it at first either.

      Then, I started to hear the sound of his voice in it and feel the beating of his heart. It was a myth that vampires’ hearts didn’t beat. They did, but it was still mostly a memory.

      As his blood began to run through my veins, the darkness started to recede. My body no longer felt like lead, and as his essence entwined with mine, my heart jumped back to life. It had nearly been nothing more than a memory, but then it thundered like the sound of horse hooves on dirt.

      Instinctively and subconsciously, I began to chant a healing spell. I said the words over and over as I tried to fight back the poison.

      “That’s it,” Azriel said. He pulled me closer until I was nearly on his lap. “Fight it, Kinsley. You are stronger than this.”

      Everything was a haze for a while as my body came back to life and Azriel’s blood chased the magical poison out of every corner of my being. My whole world was his arms wrapped around me anchoring me to this side.

      “How did you do that?” I was finally able to ask. “How could you save me?”

      Azriel smiled and pushed a lock of my hair away from my face. I wondered what color it was after all of that, but I would wait to find out.

      “My blood is life, and as I’d hoped, it was enough to counteract the death magic poison,” he said and kissed the tip of my nose. “And now you’re back.”

      “How did you know what was happening to me?”

      “I’m a vampire, Kinsley. I’m no stranger to New Orleans. I’ve seen a dagger like that before. It’s death magic. Even I could see that.”

      “Thank you,” I said and tried to sit up.

      Azriel helped me gently. “Take it easy, baby. You’re out of the woods, but your strength will take time.”

      “I’m not out of the woods,” I said with a chuckle. “We are still very much in the woods.”

      Azriel’s smile widened. “Well, if you can joke, then you’re probably going to live.”

      “Am I a vampire?” I asked, suddenly realizing the meaning of his cure.

      “No,” he said with a smile and pulled me even closer. “But, if a vampire ever bit you, I think that might be possible.”

      “Oh, okay,” I said and let my head fall against his chest. “I can hear your heart beating.”

      “That’s your heart, my love.”

      It took me a moment to realize what he was saying. Not that our hearts were beating in time, because they were doing that too, but that his now belonged to me. “That was really cheesy,” I said even as I stroked his cheek.

      He caught my hand in his and started to laugh. “Let me help you get to your feet. I think you’re strong enough to get home now.”

      “You might need to give me a ride. I don’t think I’m in any condition to drive.”

      “I’m on my bike,” Azriel said. “I can drive your car?”

      “Sure. I mean, it can practically drive itself. I guess you could just follow me home. Are you staying?”

      “I’ll drive your car and come back for my bike later,” he said. “And yes, I’m staying. I can accompany you home if you’ll have me.”

      I was quiet most of the drive back to Hangman’s House. Not because I didn’t want to talk to him, but because I was exhausted. I needed food and rest.

      “Where were you? Why didn’t you answer my call?” I finally asked as we neared my street.

      “I was answering your call, Kinsley dear. Ever since you hung up on me, I’ve been riding. I didn’t answer your calls because I was trying to get to you.”

      “If you’ve been riding all this time, you must have been far away,” I said.

      “I was. We were on the West Coast near the Canadian border,” he said. “I got here as fast as I could.”

      “When you called once, Thorn was at my house. We fought over it,” I said.

      “I’m sorry for that. I never meant to cause you any pain, but when you didn’t answer, I just rode harder.”

      “It’s all right. He and I broke up. He actually met someone else,” I said.

      “I’m so sorry, Kinsley.”

      “No, you’re not.” It was more of a tease than an accusation, but I supposed the tone of my voice didn’t accurately convey either.

      “Kinsley, no matter how much I want you, I would never do anything to hurt you. If he was what you wanted, even if I can’t stand the way he treats you, I wouldn’t come between you.”

      “But you’re here,” I said.

      “Should I go back?” he asked seriously.

      “No,” I said and then noticed something sitting at the end of my driveway as we got close to my house. “Azriel, pull over.”

      “Kinsley, what’s going on?” But even as he asked, he pulled the car over to the shoulder.

      “Look at my driveway. There’s something… someone there.”

      I started to get out of the car. “Honey, wait,” Azriel warned.

      But I was already halfway out. “I have to see who that is.”

      I shut my door and started walking toward my house.

      “You are so stubborn,” Azriel said, but there was no malice in his voice.

      I stopped in the middle of the road. As soon as I saw that face, I knew who it was. He had to have laid some sort of trap, but did that make sense? Dante must have thought I was dead for sure, so why was he lying there at the end of my driveway.

      “It’s him,” I barely squeaked out. “It’s the man who stabbed me.”

      Some sort of primal growl escaped from Azriel. “Get back in the car,” he snarled.

      “No, I’m…”

      “Get back in the car, Kinsley. Do it now.”

      When I looked at Azriel, his eyes had gone completely black. He looked absolutely feral, and I could feel the violence rolling off of him in waves.

      Instead of arguing more, I did as he said. I got back in the car and watched.

      As soon as my door closed, Azriel shot forward with supernatural speed. He closed in on Dante so fast it was almost as if he’d teleported. I was sure a regular human watching him would have believed he had.

      He bent to examine Dante, and then turned and started walking back to the car. Confused, I got out and met him halfway.

      “He’s dead,” Azriel said before I could speak. “Someone slit his throat.”

      “In my driveway?”

      “It looks that way. He bled out there.”

      That complicated things considerably. I was sure after Dante stabbed me in the back that he was the killer. Lottie had been right about the violence in him. Even a regular human, well, as regular as anyone as crazy as she was could be, could see it in him.

      But he was dead. In my driveway. “I’ll call the sheriff,” I said regretfully.

      “You don’t have to,” Azriel said softly. “I can take care of this. They’ll never find him.”

      “What?” I was shocked, but a small part of me began to consider it.

      “After what you’ve just been through, wouldn’t it be easier for everyone if he just went away?”

      “It would be…” I said. “But I can’t do that. He’s not the killer, obviously. That means they’re still out there. If hiding Dante’s death meant that someone else died, I could never forgive myself.”

      “You’re going to be implicated in this,” Azriel warned.

      “I know, but it will be fine. I know it will. I have you here with me, I’ll be okay.”

      Azriel nodded, and I pulled out my phone. I called the county dispatch instead of calling Thorn directly.

      “His throat is cut and there is more of his blood on my driveway than in him,” I said when the dispatcher asked me if I was sure he was dead for the third time.

      After I got off the phone with her, Azriel and I went into the house and waited. Meri wasn’t in the house, and I began to worry. Fortunately a couple of minutes later, he came bounding down the street from the opposite direction.

      He saw Dante’s body and gave it a wide berth. I’d been watching out the front window for the sheriff’s office cruisers to show up, so I let him in as soon as he was on the porch.

      “What the heck!” Meri shouted, but it came out more as a little squeak, when he barreled through the front door. “You were dying. I tried to get to you, but by the time I got there, you were gone.”

      “Azriel saved me,” I said, and it appeared Meri finally noticed Azriel seated on the sofa. “We came right back here. I’m sorry, Meri. I didn’t know you were out looking for me.”

      “Is that they guy who stabbed you in the driveway?” Meri asked. Somehow, he just knew. Cats knew things.

      “It is,” I said.

      “Did vampy here kill him? Because, thanks, dude, but I wish I could have helped.”

      “Nope, he was dead when we got here,” I said.

      “So, he tried to kill you, and the, someone killed him. Here,” Meri said.

      “Yeah,” I answered. “That’s about the sum of it.”

      “Do you think they’ll arrest you?” Meri asked.

      “I won’t let that happen,” Azriel said.

      “I like your spirit,” Meri said. “But I’m not sure if it’s a good idea to kill the entire Coventry Sheriff’s Department.”

      “It will be okay,” I said. “I hope they don’t arrest me, though, because I really need some food and to rest.”

      “Cat, get her to sit down,” Azriel said. “I’m going into the kitchen to cook.”

      “Can you make some bacon while you’re in there?” Meri asked hopefully.

      “If you get her to sit down, I’ll make you bacon, cat.”

      Meri just glared at me.

      “Fine. I’ll sit until they get here,” I said.

      “No, I will handle them too,” Azriel said. “Unless they have a warrant for your arrest or to come in here, you’re not going out there and they’re not coming in here.”

      “You’re awfully bossy,” I said.

      “That’s because I’m used to being the boss,” he said.

      “Well, don’t get used to it around here. I’m only listening to you because I’m tired,” I said and plopped down on the sofa.

      Azriel was in the middle of making pasta when someone from the sheriff’s department knocked on the front door. I was never sure who it was because Azriel sent me into the kitchen before he answered it. He was probably afraid it was Thorn and I’d either be coaxed into going outside or letting him in. As it was, he handled them.

      A short while later, there was another knock at the door, and it was a good thing that Azriel made a huge pot of pasta because it was my mom, dad, and Lilith. Amelda came too, but she sat on the porch glaring at the deputies and Thorn. She was daring them to try and come inside, and of course, they steered clear of her.

      Azriel took her a huge plate of pasta and a glass of fresh lemonade. Remy tried to get her to come in, but she insisted she was fine keeping watch over what was going on in my driveway.

      “You’re okay?” Mom asked me for the fifth time.

      “I am,” I said. “It was death magic in the knife, but Azriel’s blood cured it.”

      “At least is was just a regular death magic poison and not a zombie curse,” Dad said before eating another huge forkful of the pasta.

      “What?” I asked. “I haven’t heard that story, have I?”

      “Your mom got turned into a zombie and she had to have vampire blood to save her,” Lilith said before holding up her empty wine glass. Azriel actually got up and filled it for her without being asked. “Ooh, I like him already.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” I said. “He’s not normally so subservient.”

      “Even better,” Lilith said with a wicked smile.

      “He is with you,” Meri snarked. “He’s always getting you stuff and taking care of you. Every time I see him, he’s getting you wine or making you snacks.”

      Meri was right, and I hadn’t realized it. Azriel was always trying to take care of me. He was the hard-as-nails leader of a vampire biker gang, and he was always trying to make me food or doing whatever it took to make me okay.

      “Huh,” I said with a chuckle. “Thank you, Azriel. Thank you so much for everything.”

      “I really like this shade of red,” Mom said as she tugged on a strand of my hair. “It suits you.”

      “Red again,” I said and pulled a strand out to examine it. “Very dark red, but at least it’s not blue anymore.”

      “Blue. What happened?” My father suddenly seemed agitated. “Who…”

      “It’s okay, Daddy. I’m okay,” I said and looked over at Azriel. “Really, guys. I’m going to be all right.”

      “Is he staying here with you?” Mom asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “Azriel, are you staying here with me or should I get you a room at the Holiday Inn?”

      “Oh, stop,” Lilith said with a waggle of her perfectly drawn-on eyebrows. “We all know he’s staying here. He saved your life, after all, and only a truly dead person could resist a man that gorgeous. Thank you for the meal, but I’ll be dragging your parents and Amelda out of here now. We’ll let the sheriff know that you’ll make your formal statement tomorrow. Enjoy your evening, kids.” The last part she said with a wink.

      When everyone was gone for the evening, Meri just said, “gross,” and went upstairs.

      “You have leaves in your hair,” Azriel said with a smile.

      I reached up and touched my head. He was right. I was caked with dirt and leaves from rolling around on the ground. “I need a shower,” I said.

      “Go ahead. I’ve got all the time in the world. Literally,” he said with a smile.

      I showered quickly, and after much debate over what to wear, I settled on a fresh t-shirt and clean jeans. I didn’t want to look like I was trying too hard for Azriel. I worried he would find it disingenuous. Plus, I was too tired to get all dressed up to sit in my living room.

      “I love you best just like that,” Azriel said as I came down the stairs.

      He’d started a fire and was just standing there staring into it before I came downstairs.

      “Just like this?”

      “When it’s just you. I mean, you always look beautiful no matter what you do with yourself, but right now, you are exquisite.”

      “My hair is damp, I have no makeup on, and I’m wearing my most comfortable clothing aside from pajamas,” I said.

      “Exactly.”

      “You started a fire,” I said.

      “I did,” he said.

      When I joined him next to it, he wrapped his arm around me. His skin felt warmer from standing next to the flames.

      “It’s made you feel warm,” I said.

      “I thought you’d like that for a change.”

      “I love you the way you are,” I said.

      “As I do you,” Azriel said and kissed the top of my head gently.

      “What about when I’m old and gray, and you’re still young?”

      “That will never happen,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      Azriel turned me to face him. “You’re already going to age very slowly because of your witch blood. Look at your mother and your Aunties. But you’ve also got my blood coursing through your veins now.”

      “But you said I’m not a vampire.”

      “You’re not, Kinsley. Not fully, but you will age very, very slowly. When you get to the point you don’t want to age at all anymore, I can turn you completely. We can be together forever,” he said and kissed my forehead before softly pressing his lips to mine.

      “What if I decide I don’t want to be a vampire?” I asked.

      “Then you will find a way to turn me human and I’ll grow old and die with you.”

      “You’d do that?” I asked.

      “There would be no point in being on this Earth anymore if you’re not here with me,” he said.

      “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      “When I told you that I had never loved anyone before, I meant that.”

      “What about Tangerine?” I asked, suddenly feeling the need to lighten the conversation. “Where is she anyway?”

      “I was riding too hard to get to you to bring her along,” Azriel said. “I’ve got some buddies heading this way in a few days. Once I give the word that I’m staying, they’ll bring her here.”

      “Are you?” I asked.

      “Am I staying?”

      “Yeah, are you staying here this time?”

      “Kinsley, I think that’s up to you,” he said.

      “I want you to stay, Azriel. Stay here with me.”

      “On one condition,” he said, and the burning look in his eyes took my breath away.

      “What’s that?”

      “You be my wife.”

      “I, uh… Are you going to bring the whole gang back to the old Coke plant and everything?”

      “I can’t tell if that’s a yes or if you’re saying my crew is a part of the deal,” Azriel said with a chuckle. “It would just be me. I’d have to get a job.”

      “You’d do that for me?”

      “Well, I was actually thinking of opening a shop.”

      “Like a gift shop?” I was a little confused by all that was going on.

      “Like a bike shop, Kinsley. I would do special orders and custom builds. I’ve got a lot of connections in the industry.”

      “You might end up in one of those reality TV shows,” I said. “They haven’t had a good biker one for a while.”

      “No,” Azriel said.

      “Yes.”

      “Seriously, Kinsley. I’m not doing reality TV.”

      “No, I mean yes. I’ll be your wife. I can’t imagine ever being without you again.”

      “Did you just decide that right now?” Azriel asked.

      “Well, I mean… you did just ask me to be your wife. So, yes?”

      “I mean the part about you never wanting to be without me again. Did you just decide that right now?”

      “If I did, does that mean you’re withdrawing your proposal?”

      “No, Kinsley. The fact that you decided it at all is good enough for me,” he said. “So, when do we do this? When do we seal the deal?”

      “That was a really romantic way of putting it,” I said with a laugh.

      “I try to be a gentleman, baby, but there’s still a whole lot of biker in me.”

      “I can deal with it,” I said with a teasing eye roll. “I mean, we could call Lilith back and do a handfasting tonight. There’s a waxing moon. It’s the perfect time for it. We don’t have any rings or anything, but that’s okay.”

      “I have a ring,” he said and pulled a little black velvet box out of his pocket.

      He opened it and showed me a platinum band with three diamonds. The center diamond was a round cut, and on each side were diamonds cut in the shape of the crescent moon representing the full lunar cycle.

      “Oh my gosh,” I said.

      “I had it made for you.”

      “How did you know I’d say yes? That thing must have cost a fortune.”

      “I took a chance,” he said. “So, why don’t you call Lilith and ask her to come back. I’ll pour the wine.”

      “I was just kidding, but okay,” I said and took a deep breath. “Can you make margaritas instead?”

      “Margaritas?” he asked.

      “It’s a thing,” I said. “I’ll show you the movie sometime.”

      “Okay, I’ll make margaritas.”

      “I’ll call Lilith, but we don’t have a ring for you. That’s okay, though. We don’t have to have rings for a handfasting.”

      “I have a ring for me,” Azriel said with a smile. “The rings are a set. I had one made for me too.”

      And just like that, my parents, Amelda, and Lilith, as well as any other Aunties they could reach, came back to our house. Viv and Reggie were already in bed, but they threw on some clothes and rushed back over to my house.

      I married Azriel under the light of a nearly full waxing moon. It was like eloping impetuously, but your whole family was there cheering you on.

      At least with my family, doing something so nuts was completely encouraged. Almost murdered and married in the same day.

      I had to wonder what the future had in store for me.
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      I met with Thorn the next day to give him my statement about finding Dante’s body. I sat in my car for ten minutes before going into the station, debating about whether to wear the ring or not. I turned it around and around on my finger, and I wouldn’t realize until later that I was turning it counterclockwise.

      In the end, I decided to wear it. He was going to find out eventually. If he hadn’t heard already, it would only be a matter of hours.

      I took the knife with me too. The one Dante had used to stab me. Thorn didn’t know what had happened, and it wasn’t like he could write an official report about it, but it still felt like I should at least explain what had happened.

      He stared at my ring the entire time I was talking. I watched as he would only write down the parts of my statement could go in the official record.

      “Are you okay?” he asked me when I finally finished the story.

      “I am,” I said. “I’m okay now.”

      “You’re engaged to him, then?” Thorn’s voice was strained, and I could tell he was trying to hold back emotion.

      I don’t know what it was about that, but it hurt my heart. I was supposed to be happy, but I would be fine once I got home and back to my new husband.

      “Married,” I said. “We did a handfasting last night.”

      “So, not legally married.”

      “I don’t know why you felt like you had to point that out, but I’m going to let it go,” I said as gently as I could. “How is it going with your new lady friend?” I asked, not because I wanted to know but because I wanted to point out that he had someone else as well. It wasn’t just me. I wasn’t the only one who had torn us apart.

      “It’s not,” he said through a tight semi-smile. “I would have talked to you about that, but there’s no point now.” He took a deep breath and straightened his back. “What I do want to ask you about is Detective Devereaux.”

      “What about him?” I asked after swallowing the lump in my throat.

      “Did he ever say anything or do anything that made you uncomfortable? I don’t know… Did he ever say anything or do anything that might have made you think he was… involved?”

      “In the murder?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Thorn said.

      “Not really. He was following us around, I guess. I didn’t think that was that unusual. Why do you ask?”

      “I don’t know, Kinsley. The guy rubbed me the wrong way, so I started looking into him. He’s had a lot of problems with the department. Stuff that would have gotten him fired before Hurricane Lara and all of the police union changes that came along with it in Louisiana. A big part of me has to wonder if his chief let him come here because he wanted him out of his hair.”

      “And you think he might have followed Liberty down here and killed her?” I asked.

      “Well, he said she stole something but that he couldn’t disclose what it was. Apparently, there’s an ongoing case with him where he’s being investigated by Internal Affairs for possibly taking evidence. Cash. They’ve searched his house, and no one has ever found any trace of the money.”

      “So, you think she might have stolen it? That would explain why he wanted to know so badly everywhere she’d been in Coventry. Maybe he thinks she hid the money here.”

      “Stay away from him, okay? If you have to talk to him, do it in public. If he asks to meet with you, do it here at the station.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Is there anything else?”

      “No. Nothing right now. Take care of yourself, Kinsley.”

      As I was leaving, I tried not to think about what Thorn had said about there not being another woman in his life. How he was going to talk to me about it, but there was no longer any point.

      It didn’t matter anymore though… He was right about that. I just needed to get back to my new husband so we could have breakfast together. I’d make some bacon and eggs before I headed into my store for the day.

      Azriel had mentioned something about going to look for space for his shop, so I wasn’t that shocked that his bike was gone from the driveway. He’d retrieved it the night before when I was getting ready for bed, but I figured he must have wanted to get an early start on looking for a space to rent. It was a good thing he was eager. We had a life to begin together.

      Shortly after I pulled into the driveway, Suki and Rosie appeared from across the street. She must have taken Suki for a walk in the cemetery.

      “Hey, guys!” I said and waved at them.

      Suki walked Rosie over to the edge of my driveway. “Good morning, Kinsley. How are you today?”

      “I’m doing well. How are you, Suki? How are your magical workings going?”

      “Oh, so much better. So, so much better. It’s like I was blocked before, and now the energy of the universe is just flowing through me,” she said.

      “That’s amazing,” I said. “I’m happy for you. It’s always great when a witch comes into her powers.”

      “It is,” Suki agreed.

      I knelt so I could give Rosie a thorough petting and a complete skritching. As I was scratching around her neck under her collar, something stuck to my finger.

      When I pulled my hand away, there was a tiny, heart-shaped picture stuck to my fingers. Suki was looking off in the other direction, so she didn’t see it. I shoved the little picture into my pocket and stood up.

      “Well, I better be going. My mother and father are here for breakfast, and I’ve got to get into the shop later,” I said.

      “Have a good day, Kinsley,” Suki said in a voice that sounded almost sing-songy.

      I could swear something dark flashed in her eyes, but I just hurried into the house. I looked at the picture while I was trying to call Thorn. It was a picture of Jeremy, Reggie’s boyfriend.

      Why would a locket with Jeremy’s picture have been near the crime scene? And how did the picture from it end up stuck to Rosie’s collar? Did Suki and Lottie know each other?

      A loud thud against the side of my house startled me. It was quickly followed by another one, but that time, whatever it was hit my front window. I heard the glass crack, but the house didn’t let it break.

      Meri came skittering down the stairs. “What was that?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m trying to call Thorn because…” Another loud thud. “Never mind, I’ll tell you later. Anyway, I can’t get ahold of him because it’s going right to voicemail. Any idea where Azriel is?”

      Another thud against the glass.

      “He was looking through stuff, and then he said, later, cat, and left,” Meri said.

      “Looking through stuff? Did he go into the attic?”

      “No, I hid that from him,” Meri said proudly.

      “Okay. Well, what was he going through?”

      Whatever was hitting the house hit the front door.

      “Just everything but the attic. Basement, cabinets, dresser drawers. Anyway, we can worry about that later, can’t we?”

      “Yeah. You’re right. I’m going to see what’s going on.”

      I went to the front window and peeled back the curtain. Suki was standing just off my porch throwing fist-sized rocks at my house. The landscaping beds in the front of the house were lined with gray river rocks dotted with the occasional geode. She was picking them up and winging them at the house.

      “That’s a new one,” I said as Meri jumped into the window to see.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Meri said.

      “No, I’ll do it,” I retorted.

      “We’ll just do it together.”

      “Fine. Yeah. Let’s go,” I said.

      I went out the front door, and Suki had moved to the bottom of the front steps. Before I could get my bearings, she winged a rock at me and hit me right in the temple.

      Stars exploded in front of my eyes, and I went down to one knee. Fortunately, it was just a rock, and I was able to heal myself before I went unconscious.

      “Damn you and your stupid healing powers,” Suki spat at me. “I wish I could bind you the way she bound me!”

      I felt a slight prick as the tiny bit of magic she could control tried to bind me, but Suki was no match for me. She wasn’t even any match for Meri.

      He ran over and circled her legs before rubbing against them. When he did, she collapsed on the ground and sat cross-legged and docile. Meri had rendered her unable to move.

      I’d left a message on Thorn’s voicemail, so I knew he’d come eventually. While I had her captive there, I figured I’d get the truth out of Suki.
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        * * *

      

      “Speak,” I said and snapped my fingers. It was then that I saw Rosie cowering and shaking over by the hangman’s tree. “Rosie, go lie down.” I pointed to the porch.

      She obeyed and ran up my porch steps. When Rosie lay down at the top of the steps to keep an eye on what was happening, Meri curled up next to her. She gave him a big lick on the top of the head. Meri rolled his eyes, but I was glad he was able to calm her.

      “Back to you,” I said to Suki. “Speak.”

      “He was mine,” Suki spat at me.

      “Who was yours?”

      “Jeremy.”

      So, it turned out that Lottie wasn’t the only woman obsessed with Jeremy. Suki had also been in love with Jeremy, but in her case, it was from a distance.

      She’d even tried to use a love potion on him, but that had backfired. Love potions were always a bad idea because they interfered with another person’s free will. You couldn’t make someone love you, and in some cases, there were dire consequences when you tried.

      In Suki’s case, her spell just made Jeremy completely ignore her. That didn’t make Suki give up, though. It only deepened her obsessive need to make Jeremy fall in love with her.

      Suki hated Reggie for being with Jeremy, but she also hated Liberty for helping Lottie. Apparently, Suki tried to hire Liberty as well, but the Voodoo priestess turned her down. Suki was too unhinged.

      “That’s what she said to me. She said I was unhinged, and I needed therapy, not help from the spirits,” Suki said when she got to that point in the story.

      “I think she might have been right,” I said.

      Apparently, Suki frightened Liberty so much that she bound her magic. Liberty had no idea that Suki would kill her for it. She never should have come back to Coventry, but the allure of how much money she could make playing Lottie off me was too tempting. That, and she was apparently running from trouble down in New Orleans.

      Unfortunately, killing Liberty didn’t unbind Suki. She’d tied the binding to her husband. So, he had to die too.

      “But why did he try to kill me?” I asked. “Did he really still think I’d killed Liberty?”

      “I have no idea why he tried to kill you,” Suki said. “It had nothing to do with me.”
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        * * *

      

      “She’s confessed to killing Liberty and Dante,” I said to Thorn as one of his deputies put Suki in the back of a cruiser. “She’ll confess to you too.”

      “Thank you,” Thorn said. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      He was asking me that a lot suddenly.

      “Yeah. Um… I’m not sure.”

      “Not sure about what?” Thorn asked.

      “Oh, it’s just that when I got back, Azriel was gone. Meri said he was going through stuff, and then he just took off. I think maybe he’s visiting potential places to open his custom motorcycle shop. I’m sure he left a note or something inside,” I said and shook my head as if I could just shake away the bad feeling creeping into my chest.

      “Kinsley.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m sure it’s fine, Thorn. Besides, you’re the last person I should be dumping this on. Not that there’s anything to dump.”

      “I’m here anytime you need me,” he said earnestly.

      “Thanks,” I said through a tight smile.
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      There was no note, and Azriel wouldn’t answer his phone or texts. Two days later when he still hadn’t come home, I had to admit that he probably wasn’t out looking for places to rent for his bike shop.

      Another day went by, and before I left for work that morning, Thorn turned up on my doorstep. “I need to talk to you.”

      “What is it?” The gravity in his voice made my heart thunder like it was going to punch its way out of my chest. “Is it Azriel?”

      “Can I come in? I’d like for us to sit down and talk.”

      I swallowed another huge lump in my throat. The feeling that something had happened to Azriel was irrational. He was a vampire, after all. It wasn’t like he was going to get in a car accident and die or something.

      “Sure, come in. Would you like coffee?”

      “We need to talk first,” Thorn said.

      “It’s already made,” I insisted. “Won’t take me but a minute to pour you a cup.”

      “Okay, Kinsley,” he said softly. “Sure, please. I’ll have a cup.”

      I busied myself for a couple of minutes fixing his cup of coffee the way he liked. I knew I really didn’t want to hear what he had to say.

      Finally, I had to set the cup down in front of him and plant my butt in a chair as well. My legs wouldn’t stop moving, though. My fingers drummed the table with anxiety.

      “What happened to him?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Thorn said.

      “Wait, what? Why are you here then?”

      “I’m here about the knife you gave me the day you came in and gave your statement. I need to know something, Kinsley. After he saved you, did Azriel ever touch the knife?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “He was going to leave it there, but I picked it up. I insisted on bringing it home. Why?”

      “I dusted it for prints and ran what I found, Kinsley. Your prints were on it and Dante’s too. That wasn’t unexpected. When I found the third set of prints, well that was a mystery. Until I ran them.”

      “No,” I said, and I felt the room start to swirl around me.

      “They were Azriel’s. I found them in an FBI database. One that I’m not supposed to have access too, but I’m glad that I do.”

      I keeled halfway over and almost fell out of my chair. Fortunately, Thorn caught me.

      It didn’t all make sense just yet, and I hadn’t put all of the pieces together, but I knew it was true. I remembered the offhand comment Azriel made about him being a vampire and knowing things about New Orleans.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said as I slid the ring off my finger and put it down on the kitchen table.

      I finally took a good look at it. In the soft light of the fire or outside under the moon, it had looked beautiful, but inside under the harsher lights of my kitchen, it became obvious that it was just a cheap piece of costume jewelry. I’d willfully ignored the truth about it and about Azriel too.

      “I’m sorry, Thorn.”

      “There’s no need for that,” he said and put his hand over the top of mine. “Not right now, anyway.”

      “But, I…”

      “Kinsley, we both played a role in this. I wasn’t exactly a saint.”

      “Did something actually happen between you and the other woman?” I asked, but I wasn’t sure why. It’s not like I really wanted to know if it had. “You might as well tell me now.”

      “Nothing,” he said. “I didn’t even end up asking her out. I was going to tell you about her the other day when you came in to give your statement, but you’d already married Azriel. I didn’t see a point in bringing it up then, but I’ll tell you now if you want.”

      “Sure,” I said, knowing that it would make him stay a little longer. I wasn’t ready for him to leave me alone with the information he’d delivered.

      “It’s not super sordid or complicated. I was feeling jealous of what had happened between you and Azriel, and I invested myself emotionally in the first woman who was nice to me. Well, not just nice to me, but someone who I might have asked out before you.”

      “I didn’t think you dated much before me.”

      “I didn’t, but there were women I considered asking out occasionally. Of course, when I turned my attention to Aimee, that’s her name in case you’re wondering, I was just hurting. I hate to compare women, but compared to you, she’d never really make me happy. No woman could stand up to you. Probably never will again.”

      “Oh, Thorn,” I said and felt tears well up.

      “It’s okay, Kinsley,” he said and squeezed my hand again. “I know now is not the time, but I want you to know that I’ll fight too.”

      “You still… after all this?” I felt my chest contract.

      “I’ll always love you, Kinsley. It’s why it was so hard for me to say it at first and why it took me too long. Because it’s not something that I would just throw around. It’s for life.”

      “I’m sorry that I threw us away for whatever that was with Azriel,” I said. “It wasn’t even real. He was just manipulating me, and I fell for it a second time.”

      “You may be the most powerful witch in the world, but Kinsley, you’re still vulnerable. He was a predator with a different kind of magic. You know from the way the Voodoo worked that there are things out there that can hurt you.”

      “I wish I could go back. I wish I could take it all back.”

      “You can’t, though,” Thorn said. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t go forward.”

      “You still want to be with me after all this?” I couldn’t believe it.

      “I do, Kinsley,” he said and rubbed my back gently. “But it’s not the time for that right now. You need some time to heal. You know that there will never be anybody for me but you, so we don’t have to rush back into things. Why don’t we try friends for now? Why don’t we try being friends who don’t yell at each other or do things to hurt one another, and let nature take its course from there?”

      “So, we’re even then?” I said with my first smile in two days.

      “Yeah, we can say that. I still have a lot to make up to you.”

      “You have a lot to make up to me? Thorn, I married another man.”

      “Yeah, but it wasn’t legal,” he said with a wink, and that made me laugh. “And I can’t help feel like I neglected you during our relationship. I pushed you into his arms, and I accept my responsibility in that. If I had been there for you the way you were there for me, then I don’t think any of this would have happened.”

      “Thorn…”

      “What would you like to eat?” he said and stood up from the table. “I’m not the best in the kitchen, but I think I can manage a mean grilled cheese.”

      “You don’t have to cook for me,” I said.

      “I know I don’t have to, but Kinsley, when was the last time you had a good meal?”

      “Is it that obvious?” I hadn’t been eating much the last couple of days.

      “Yeah, honey, it is.”

      “There’s tomato soup in the pantry too. I like to dip the grilled cheese.”

      “I know,” he said and headed for the pantry.

      “I can help,” I said.

      “You can supervise,” Thorn said. “Make sure I don’t burn the kitchen down, okay? I don’t know what the future is going to bring, Kinsley, or exactly how we’re going to work through this, but for tonight, just let me take care of you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Is he going to make me bacon?” Meri said as sauntered into the room. “I let you guys have your little chat about super-serious human things, but I’m hungry.”

      “And bacon for the cat,” Thorn said with a smile. “Do you want two or four slices?”

      “Six.”

      “Meri,” I said.

      “Six,” he insisted.

      “Okay, fine. Let him have six.”

      “Thanks, creature,” he said and jumped into my lap.

      “You’re welcome,” I said and patted his head.

      “Whatever.”
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      Three Weeks Later

      

      My eyes shot open, and I sat up in bed. The last time a stomach cramp like that woke me up, I was a kid. Stomach flu had hit Coventry hard that winter, but I only had to deal with it for a half an hour or so before my mom found me worshiping the porcelain goddess in the guest bathroom and healed me.

      As I ran for the commode, something told me I didn’t have the stomach flu. I’d already begun to suspect something wasn’t quite right with me. There’d been a shift in my energy away from me, but also still within me. I’d told myself my magic was just maturing.

      Ha.

      Meri just stared at me as I brushed my teeth.

      “You feeling okay?” he asked when I was done.

      “We were only married for one day,” I said, still swimming in my river of denial.

      “I’m no expert, but I hear that’s all it takes,” Meri said not nearly as smugly as I expected.

      “I can’t be,” I said and brushed my hair as if it could change the wheel of fate.

      “I mean, you could be. You’ve met all of the requisite conditions,” Meri said. “Hey, I’m hungry. If you’re feeling up to it, I’d like my breakfast.”

      “I’m hungry too,” I said.

      “You just spent like fifteen minutes heaving into the commode.”

      “And now I’m starving.”

      “Oh, no,” Meri said. “We’re in trouble.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked as I swam farther away from the banks and into the deep end of denial.

      “I do not want another creature,” Meri huffed. “All I want is some bacon.”

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading!

        Grab the next book in the series:

        Book of Dark Magic

        Sign up for my newsletter to get information on new releases and promotions.

        Follow me on Bookbub!

        Follow me on Facebook!
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      “So, there’s just a huge stash of stolen money somewhere in Coventry?” Reggie asked. “And you’re pregnant by the vampire that tried to kill you?”

      “I mean, I don’t actually think he was trying to kill me, Reggie. I believe the plan was to save me all along. He set the whole thing up. I mean, not the whole thing. He was taking advantage of what was already going on with Liberty’s murder and all,” I said.

      “Are you defending him?”

      “Nooooo!” I said. “No.”

      “Have you told Thorn yet?”

      “I wasn’t going to tell him for a while, but then a few days ago I upchucked for like twenty minutes after he made me grilled cheese and soup for lunch. You should have seen his face. He thought he poisoned me, Reggie. I had to tell him.”

      “So, how did that go?”

      “He said it was okay, but I haven’t heard from him much the last few days.”

      “Oh,” Reggie said softly.

      “It’s okay. He’s taken a few days off work, and he’s staying at his family’s hunting cabin nearby. He promised me that he wasn’t bailing on me but that he just needed a few days to think. He still texts me every night to see if I’m okay and let me know if I really need him for anything, he’s not that far away.”

      “What you probably need is him here,” Reggie groused.

      “It’s okay for him to take a few days to think. He’s not that far, and he’s still communicating with me. I mean, it’s a lot,” I said. “He thought that we’d eventually work things out, and now I’m pregnant with Azriel’s baby.”

      “Wasn’t his dad not his bio-dad because his mother had an affair?” Reggie asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. 

      “And he raised him as his own,” Reggie added.

      “Yeah.”

      “So, there’s precedent in his life for this very situation.” 

      “I didn’t have an affair,” I protested.

      “You know what I mean. I mean that he’s not just abandoning you and the baby because it’s not his biological spawn.”

      “I hope that’s true,” I said. “But since when are you team Thorn?”

      “I think I read him wrong,” Reggie admitted. “I think the fact that he didn’t dump you the second he found out that you were pregnant with Azriel’s child says a lot. I don’t know many men like that.”

      “To be fair, he couldn’t really dump me. We aren’t officially back together,” I said.

      “What is this, high school?” Reggie asked. “You don’t have to officially declare that you’re going steady to be in a relationship.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “It would be nice, though. It will be nice.”

      “For him to declare he’s in a relationship with you?” Reggie asked.

      “Yeah, I mean… I think I’ll feel more secure when he says it,” I said with a shrug.

      “I can understand that, but I don’t think he’s going to ghost you, Kinsley. Jeremy said that if he hadn’t broken it off yet, he’s not going to. He said there’s no way Thorn would leave you hanging while you’re pregnant. He’s committed to you.”

      “You talked to Jeremy about this?” I asked. “While he’s on the other side of the world?”

      “Well, you know the line’s secure.” Reggie chuckled. “I wanted his insight on Thorn. Jeremy is one of the reasons I’m so much of a fan of Team Thorn now. I trust Jeremy, and he says we don’t need to worry about the things we were worried about. He said that while it’s hard for Thorn to open up emotionally, he’d never really do anything to hurt you.”

      “He almost left me for another woman.”

      “First of all, let me remind you that you married another man. Even if it was only for one day,” Reggie said, but there was no malice or judgment in her voice. “And second of all, the keyword here is almost. You hurt him, and he flirted with another woman. He was never really going to leave you.”

      “That makes what I did so much worse,” I said.

      “No, it doesn’t. You were preyed upon while you were vulnerable. Yeah, the whole thing is kind of a mess, but it’s not entirely anybody’s fault. Except for Azriel. This whole thing is his fault.”

      “I just don’t know how Thorn is going to cope with knowing that another man got me pregnant every time he looks at the baby,” I said.

      “I honestly don’t think that Thorn’s brain works that way,” Reggie said. “If it did, he wouldn’t be texting you every night to make sure you’re okay. He knows you were taken advantage of, and he’s not going to torture you or himself with that. It’s not what’s best for you or the baby, so he won’t do it.”

      “You talked this part over with Jeremy, too, didn’t you?” I asked.

      “I wanted a man’s opinion on it,” she said.

      “Jeremy seems like a good guy,” I said. “I wish you hadn’t kept your relationship hidden so I could get to know him.”

      “He’ll be back. Not soon enough, but he’ll be back. The good news is that my guy is already friends with your guy, so we’re going to be one big happy family,” Reggie said with a huge smile.

      “You’re going to be an Auntie,” I said as my hand once again instinctively covered my stomach.

      “I’m going to be the best Auntie that ever was,” Reggie said. “Well, maybe not better than Lilith. Nobody could top that woman.”

      “She is something special,” I said. “But you can’t ever tell the other Aunties that she’s my favorite.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “I need to run to the grocery store,” I said. “I need some cilantro to make this salsa recipe I want to try, and the house doesn’t like it. So, no matter how many times I open the fridge, no cilantro.”

      “Sure,” Reggie said. “I want to check and see if the bakery has any cake pops. I love those things, but for two bites it’s never worth it to make them myself.”

      “They had those at Starbucks,” I said. “Back when I lived in the city.”

      “That will be the day. When Coventry finally gets a Starbucks. I’ve heard they’re talking about building one over in the new section of town.”

      “I suppose that won’t really cut into Viv’s business,” I said. “Maybe you should suggest she serve them at her shop. Since I know you’d never set foot in a Starbucks.”

      “You’re right. I wouldn’t, but it would be nice if Viv had them.”

      “Well, come on. Let’s go see if Mann’s has any for now,” I said. “Meri, do you want to go to the store with us?”

      “Tired,” he said, and then darted into his tunnel in the wall.

      “I’ll drive,” I said as Reggie and I walked down my front porch steps.

      The drive over to the store was uneventful. It was still early, so not many people were out and about yet. Reggie and I would have to go into the shop after we took our groceries back to the house. That meant we didn’t have much time to window-shop at the store.

      We went through the automatic doors, and I headed for produce while Reggie went to scout the bakery. While I was looking for the perfect batch of cilantro, I noticed the sound of rattling bottles.

      Across from the produce department was Mann’s ample liquor department. The town drunk, Richard Jordan, was riffling through a shelf full of bottles as if he were looking for the perfect one. His pursuit was far louder than my search for the right bunch of cilantro. I was concerned he was going to drop one of the bottles and break it. That or hurt himself. He looked as though he was still on last night’s bender.

      As I was about to take my cilantro and speak with him, I noticed a young man watching him from the corner of the cross aisles. He was dressed in all black with his thick, glossy black hair tied into a neat ponytail. I vaguely recognized the young man as someone I’d probably seen around Coventry before.

      It hadn’t occurred to me until that moment that Mann’s probably had loss prevention associates. The young man was watching Richard the way you’d see them watching a potential shoplifter in Target or Walmart. You could always pick them out because they looked like undercover police officers. I had no idea how thieves didn’t figure it out, but it seemed they never did.

      Either way, it appeared that the matter was well in hand, so I left it to the young man to handle Mann’s business. I took my cilantro and headed over to the other side of the store to meet up with Reggie. 

      She’d found herself a box of a dozen cake pops over in the bakery. “They didn’t have a smaller box?” I teased.

      “So, what if they did?” she shot back at me. “Maybe I shouldn’t share with you after all.”

      “Oh, let’s not take things too far,” I said.

      After we checked out, Reggie and I took the cilantro and cake pops back to my house. The cilantro I left behind, but we took the pops with us to work. We took Meri too, and he had a cake pop. I had three. So did Reggie, and then we handed the rest out to the few children that came into the store throughout the day. We didn’t get many kids, but every day there were at least a few.

      For the first time in a long time, customers came in that unsettled me. It was two men, and from first glance I thought they were witches. But, as they got closer to me, I could sense that they weren’t.

      It wasn’t that there wasn’t any kind of enhanced energy around them, but it wasn’t our flavor of magic. It was much darker. Darker even than the dark magic of the Voodoo curse.

      The men were just people too. People who had summoned the dark energy that surrounded them. I was glad that Meri had come into the shop with us that morning because he could confirm that it was demonic energy surrounding those guys.

      I’d suspected it, but he confirmed it for me when they were gone. They were both dressed in all black, but that wasn’t unusual for Coventry. A lot of the witches, and even a good chunk of the tourists who were into the ghost and witchy tours, dressed in all black most of the time. 

      These guys were both wearing smudged black eyeliner and lipstick. The goth look wasn’t that unusual either, but these two looked like they were trying to appear more menacing. Their tattoos were unnerving as well. I didn’t mind tattoos at all. I’d briefly been married to an outlaw biker after all, but these guys had upside-down pentagrams, and one of them had Baphomet on his arm. The others were too disturbing or gory to describe.

      They bought a bunch of black candles and poison herbs. It was all the stuff I kept in baskets toward the back of the store for the witches. Tourists and other non-witches never even went back there thanks to a spell I’d placed to keep them away, but those guys did. They walked back there like my protection magic had no effect on them. It was a fairly weak spell, so it wasn’t like they were a danger to me, but still.

      I’d wanted to say something to them, but what? I didn’t have a sign up that said “witches only” in that section of the shop or anything. I’d have to let my family know they were around, though, so that way, if they stayed in town, we could keep an eye on them.

      Again, not because I thought they were really dangerous, but because they looked like the types to try and get themselves in over their heads. Judging by the energy around them, they already had.

      Plus, the one guy with the Baphomet tattoo kept looking at me like he wanted me to challenge him. He was looking for a fight or any kind of negative energy, and I wasn’t going to give it to him.

      Given that he’d messed around with demons, he probably had at least an inkling about witches. Knew that section of the store wasn’t for him… He was waiting for me to tell him he couldn’t buy those herbs so he could cause a scene and feed off all of that negative energy. I felt for him because it would corrupt his body, mind, and soul. Not in the way he thought, either. It wouldn’t make him more powerful. It would just make him wither away while the demons took his energy, but I could tell by the malicious twinkle in his eye that my breath would be wasted explaining it to him.

      His shoulders slumped a little in defeat when I put his items in a gift bag and said, “Have a great day. Thanks for shopping with us.”

      “You know what that stuff is, right?” He went in for one last challenge. Probably hoping that I was just some chick working behind the counter who had no idea the power of some of the things the shop sold. 

      “Yep,” I said, without breaking my smile. “I own this shop and get all of my herbs from friends. In fact, I’m thinking of starting my own garden and drying herbs myself too. I’ve got plenty of space in my yard. Enjoy your purchases.”

      At that point, I wasn’t sure if he just gave up, or he knew that I knew what he was doing. Either way, the two of them left the store. 

      “Were those guys… weird?” Reggie asked as she emerged from behind one of the shelves. Apparently, they’d scared her enough that she was unconsciously hiding from them. “Like weirder than even regular Coventry weird.”

      “They were,” I said, and that’s when Meri came out and confirmed that the men were surrounded by demonic energy.

      The rest of the day was somewhat dull. Lots of tourists and a few witches. Most of the witches who came in that day weren’t family. Still, I trusted a couple of them enough to ask that they watch out for the weirdos that had come in the shop earlier anyway. The Skeenbauers who came in I told for sure and asked them to pass the word around to the Coven.

      When we closed for the evening, I invited Reggie over. She seemed lonely a lot without Jeremy around, and Thorn was still at his hunting cabin. I figured we could have another girls’ night. We’d been having a lot of them.

      “I can’t,” she said. “Jeremy’s going to call tonight. I’m sorry. Is that okay?”

      “Of course, it’s okay. You don’t have to ask me,” I said with a chuckle.

      “It’s just that they’re currently in a place where he’ll be able to call me. It’s for at least a couple of days. I’m sorry. I know you said I don’t need to ask, but you need me too. Maybe I should just talk to him for a bit and then come over?”

      “I’m okay, Reggie. Really. I can always call my mom or Lilith. I could even call Viv. I know she goes into work super early, but I’m sure she’d still come over.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure,” Reggie said.

      “I am. Go. Tell Jeremy I said hi.”

      “I will,” she said and practically skipped to her car.

      When I got home, I pulled into my driveway and got out of the car. I was halfway up to the porch before I saw the book lying there on my porch. 

      “Someone left a book on the porch,” I said to Meri.

      For some reason, I’d stopped in my tracks. It was just a book, but my intuition had picked up right away that it wasn’t just a book.

      “Stay back for a second,” Meri said. It was apparent he’d picked up on it too, or maybe he just sensed my apprehension.

      I watched as he went over and sniffed the book. He used a paw to open the cover and look through a few pages. 

      “Well?” I said after he closed it again.

      “It’s a strange book, but I don’t know that I’m picking up on anything truly harmful,” he said.

      “Strange?”

      “You’ll see. We can look at it inside,” Meri answered.

      “Alright,” I said.

      I picked up the book and took it into the house. After I put my purse on the hook by the door, Meri and I sat on the couch to look through the book.

      “It is strange,” I said after looking at the first few pages. “Do you recognize this language?”

      “I don’t,” Meri said.

      “It kind of looks like a witch language, but not one I’ve ever encountered. I think this is an ancient book,” I said. “The pictures are weird too.”

      The pictures in the book were the cherry on top of the weird sundae my day had been. They seemed macabre, but they also seemed to shift if you focused on them too hard. I knew I was looking at something, but I couldn’t tell exactly what. I had an idea that it might not be good, but I couldn’t say for sure.

      “Yeah, they’re something,” Meri said.

      “Okay,” I said and stood up. “The book is old and strange, but I’m hungry. There’s no note on the book, so I’ll ask around about it tomorrow. Let’s get some dinner.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Meri said.

      I put the book on the fireplace mantel, and Meri and I went into the kitchen. I pretty much forgot about it as we went about our evening. 

      By the time Thorn texted me to say goodnight, it had all but slipped my mind.

      I love you, was Thorn’s final text to me that evening.

      He hadn’t said it in a while. How could I think about anything else after that?

      

       

      I woke up, and at first I had no idea where I was. My feet were soggy from the grass, and my pajamas were wet from sweat. I found myself standing in front of the Skeenbauer Family Crypt in the big Coventry Cemetery.

      “How did I get here?” I asked no one. Meri wasn’t even there. “Am I dreaming?”

      But I wasn’t.

      My standing there in bare feet and pajamas in the Coventry Cemetery was as real as anything. I’d gone to sleep in my bed and woken up there. 

      Noises began to rattle around inside of the crypt, and a low moan came from somewhere inside. These events would have had a chilling effect on an average person unfortunate enough to find themselves near the crypt at night. Still, I knew it was just my ancestors being rambunctious. 

      The crypt was the final resting place and a prison for the worst of the family. It contained witches who had done things so egregious that they could never be redeemed or forgiven. A few others, non-witches and witches from other covens alike, had been tossed in there to be lost to history. Their bones littered the marble floors long after their deaths, and their souls spent eternity searching for a way out.

      They would never find one. Once you went in, you never came out.

      My mother and Meri had been foolish enough to go in there once looking for something; I couldn’t remember what, but I knew better. She and Dad had made sure I knew better because while your average cemetery was no place to fear, the crypt certainly was.

      As I stood there staring at the black double doors that led into the crypt, it finally dawned on me that I should wonder what I was doing there.

      I had never sleepwalked in my life. Not even as a little kid. And yet, there I was, and it was the only explanation for the situation I found myself in that night.

      My hand patted my pocket for my phone, but it wasn’t there. I’d left it back on the nightstand. After all, why would a sleepwalker grab their cellphone on their midnight walk to the graveyard?

      It was way after midnight, though. I could tell by the moon’s position that it had to be around three in the morning. Whatever forces had brought me, they were not good.

      “Looks like I’m walking,” I said to the moon.

      Off in the distance, at the tree line between the cemetery and the woods surrounding the backside, I could see a man standing there watching me. It startled me at first, but he was a spirit.

      Brody.

      Uncle Brody couldn’t step foot on the consecrated ground of the cemetery. Still, somehow, he was able to manifest at the periphery. Where he was able to get the power to even do that was still a mystery to me. It was a puzzle I would have to solve at some point, but as long as he stayed in the outer edges of our lives I could focus on my current problem.

      I had no way to call anyone, so I’d have to walk home in my pajamas and bare feet. While it was uncomfortable, I was thankful it was hot outside. Had it been winter, I might have been in trouble. Or, I would have had to use magic to keep myself warm. Using that much sustained magic for that long would have been a chore.

      Other than the grass being damp and having to look out for broken glass on the sidewalks, walking home without shoes wasn’t that bad. Once I got to my street, there weren’t any more sidewalks. I didn’t think anyone was going to come along, so I walked down the middle of the road.

      I did that mostly because it didn’t seem safe to walk along the side of the road. I could stumble and fall into the ditch, where there was a ditch anyway, but a shadow might also camouflage me from any car that did come along. 

      There was also the creepy feeling that something followed me. I didn’t know if it was Brody or someone, or something, else. I kept looking back over my shoulder, sure I would see someone right behind me, but no one was there. 

      When I finally got home, my front door was wide open. Of course, I’d just walked out and left it that way.

      I went back inside and quickly made my way upstairs. I’d half expected to find Meri on the front porch waiting for me or meet me halfway on my walk back.

      He was still in bed, sound asleep. I’d managed to get out of bed, leave the house, and walk all the way to the cemetery with Meri none the wiser. It was weird. Typically, if I rolled over at night or stretched, he’d move too. He’d get up and reposition himself so that he was pressed right up against me again. That’s how he liked to sleep, snuggled up right against my back. If you ever asked him, he’d tell you I was a dirty liar, but that’s how he’d always slept. Even when I was a baby. As soon as I was born, he’d abandoned my mother at night to be with me.

      The briefest pang of guilt stabbed in my chest as I remembered the night I left out of my bedroom window. I had to push those thoughts away, though. It was in the past, and I was home. I’d never leave Meri again.

      Not that he would have known the difference.

      “Meri,” I said as I stood over him.

      I’d waited a few minutes to see if he’d wake on his own. He didn’t. In fact, he was snoring.

      “Meri,” I said again a little louder.

      He finally opened one eye and peered through the groggy lid at me like I was insane. “What are you on about?”

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I’m fine. What do you want?”

      “Meri, I’m awake and out of bed, and you’re still asleep,” I said.

      Finally, it dawned on him.

      “Holy crud! What?” he said and jumped to attention. “Why do you look like you ran through a sprinkler? Did you shower in your pajamas?” He peered over the side of the bed. “Why are your feet all dirty? What the what have you been doing?”

      “I woke up in the cemetery in front of the Skeenbauer Crypt,” I said. “I must have walked there in my sleep.”

      “How is that even possible? How did I not wake up when you got up?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I was actually hoping you’d have some idea.”

      “It’s that book,” Meri said.

      “The book we found today?” I hadn’t even thought about it.

      “I told you there was something wrong with it,” Meri groused as he jumped off the bed. “What time is it, anyway? Is it time for breakfast? I want to have another look at that book, but I need bacon first.”

      “And I need coffee.” I said. “Let me take like a two-minute shower to wash off my feet, and I’ll put on clean pajamas.”

      “I’m timing you,” Meri said.

      “Meri, it’s way earlier than you usually eat anyway. You’re not going to starve to death while I take a quick shower,” I said.

      “You’re burning through your two minutes with idle chitchat,” he said.

      “Meri.”

      “You’re down like thirty seconds already.”

      “Fine,” I said as I quickly grabbed a new set of pajamas from my dresser.

      “Whatever,” he said after me as I closed the bathroom door.

      As I turned on the water, there was a little flutter in my belly. My hand automatically went to cover my lower abdomen. Regular human women couldn’t feel their babies until they were much further along. Still, my little peanut was already making themselves known. My mother had said not to expect my pregnancy to go the way a normal one would.

      “Good morning,” I whispered to the flutter. “I’m just glad you managed to sleep through the rest of it.”

      My shower probably took five minutes instead of two, but Meri didn’t complain when I emerged. He knew he was about to eat, and that was the only time he could contain his snark.

      “Should you really be drinking coffee?” he asked about halfway through his bacon. It never took long for it to come back, though.

      “Thank you for your concern, but the baby is protected,” I said. “You should know that; you helped me with the spell.”

      “I know, but I’ve got to keep you on your toes,” he said and went back to his bacon.

      I was going to say something about him already loving the baby, but I held my tongue. I wondered if he would take to the baby as quickly as he had me. I knew I’d better soak up my time with him as best I could until the baby came just in case he did. 

      

      After our early breakfast, Meri had bacon and I had a massive bowl of fruit salad and a glass of milk, I got the book off the fireplace mantle. I still hadn’t decided if I wanted to add it to the attic library or not. Even if it was responsible for my sleepwalking I’d probably need to figure out something else.

      “Open it up on the coffee table again,” Meri said.

      He did as I requested and jumped up onto the table and began pawing through the pages. He studied it while I worked on accounting for the store on my laptop.

      “Anything?” I asked when he finally jumped off the coffee table and joined me on the sofa.

      “I think we should have Remy take a look at it, Kinsley. If nothing else, he can cast a spell on us so that we understand what the book says.”

      “Can’t I just focus my attention on knowing what the book says?” I asked. “Why do I need a spell?”

      “I believe you could try, but you’re supposed to be taking a step back from using magic. You’re supposed to be using all of your energy for the baby,” Meri said.

      “You’re right,” I said.

      “You should eat again,” he said.

      “I don’t suppose you’re trying to score a second breakfast for yourself,” I said with a chuckle.

      “But we ate so early,” Meri protested. “I’d just like a bit of salmon.”

      “We did eat an early breakfast, but that was half an hour ago.”

      “All you ate was fruit,” he further protested.

      Right on cue, my stomach growled. “Fine, we’ll have some more breakfast, and I’ll take the book with me to the shop. That way, my dad can come in and have a look at it.”
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      By the time I got into work, I had forgotten all about calling my father. Apparently, Meri did too because he didn’t say anything. 

      The workday was utterly uneventful. The men with the dark energy around them didn’t return to my shop, which gave me a measure of relief. For some reason, I kept expecting to see them. 

      It concerned me that I couldn’t forget them, but I told myself it was because their tattoos had bothered me so much. Oddly enough, it did not occur to me that they might have left some of their energy behind. 

      Something else that wouldn’t hit me until later was that the ghost who haunted the shop had gone entirely silent. There wasn’t a rattle or a random toilet flush all day. Reggie even went into the back to grab stuff from the stock shelves without a care in the world. It was as if she could sense that the ghost was gone or in hiding, and neither of us put words to the change. We just sort of accepted it.

      At the end of the day, I locked up the shop and we went our separate ways. She went home to have her call with Jeremy, and I went home to eat dinner with Meri and watch a movie. Meri and I had spaghetti with garlic cream sauce. Well, I had that. Meri had bacon and tuna. Fresh seared tuna. Not the stuff from a can.

      I think I might cut my little vacation short, was the first text from Thorn.

      Tonight? I tried not to get my hopes up, but I missed him more than I realized.

      I wish I could, honey. It rained a lot here today. Cabin is surrounded by mud. I’m afraid I’d get stuck. Hopefully, the sun will dry it tomorrow. I’d call, babe, but the signal isn’t good enough. Just glad my texts are going through. Miss your voice, he responded. 

      I could come get you. Mud is no match for me, I texted back.

      I don’t want you out in the woods at night trying to rescue me, Kinsley. We have a baby to think about. I’ll find a way back tomorrow even if I have to hike to the road. I’m sorry I’ve been gone for so long, he texted.

      We have a baby…

      That’s what he’d said. I could feel my heart practically leap out of my chest. Something splashed on my thigh and I realized I was crying. Happy tears streamed down my face as I felt the weight of the world lift off my shoulders. I should have never had any doubts that he’d come back to me, but if I was honest, there had been times I was terrified he wouldn’t.

      I’ll see you tomorrow, then, I answered.

      I love you, Kinsley. Tell the peanut I love them too. Oh, and tell that cat I said hi.

      I laughed at his text, but it also made me cry even harder. I guessed we were calling the baby peanut until we knew for sure if it was a boy or girl, but it didn’t matter. Thorn said he loved us both. That was all I could ask for in the whole world. 

      I love you too. We love you too, was my last response.

      After the conversation ended, I found myself starving. It hadn’t been that long since I’d eaten, but the stress of wondering about Thorn must have suppressed my appetite. Knowing that he was coming home to me had opened the floodgates. Meri watched me eat with a mixture of horror and appreciation. But he also seemed to approve.

      He’d told me more than once since Thorn left that I needed to eat more. I’d always figured it was because he was angling for more food. Maybe it had been because I genuinely wasn’t eating enough for my magical pregnancy.

      

       

      My phone vibrating pulled me out of a deep sleep, but at least when I woke up I was still in my bed.

      “Hello,” I said groggily.

      “Kinsley Skeenbauer?” a man on the other end asked.

      “This is.”

      “I’m calling because Regina Harlow says you’re her emergency contact.”

      “Oh my. Is this the hospital?”

      “No, this is Steve. I’m a bartender at the tavern,” he said with a sigh. “Your friend is the drunkest person I’ve ever seen, and in my line of work I’ve seen a lot of drunk people. She’s also crying all over the bar and five dollars short on her tab.”

      “What is she even doing at the tavern?” I asked.

      “Look, lady, I don’t know. Are you going to come get her? I can call the police if she doesn’t have anyone to come get her. Sorry, but that’s the policy.”

      “No, don’t bother the police. I’ll be there in a few minutes,” I said. “Please give her some water.”

      “I’ve tried three times,” he said with another sigh. “She just keeps shouting more gin at me.”

      “Tell her I said to drink the water or else, and I’ll be there as soon as possible.”

      I jumped out of bed and debated whether I should even put on my clothes or just go in my pajamas. Pajamas won just because I needed to get over to the tavern. The only people out at that hour were probably on their way to being as drunk as Reggie, so I doubted they would care.

      “Where are you going?” Meri asked with genuine alarm.

      “Reggie is drunk as a skunk down at the tavern. I’ve got to go get her, or they’re going to call the sheriff’s office,” I said.

      “Good grief,” Meri said and stretched. “Just give me a second.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “You stay and sleep. I can handle a drunk best friend.”

      “If you insist,” he said and flopped back down. “Just don’t fall asleep and end up out in the middle of nowhere.”

      “You’re hilarious,” I said.

      His eyes were already closed, but he cracked one open to look at me again. “But, seriously, you’ll be okay, right? I can get up.”

      “I’ll be fine, Meri. I’m driving over to the tavern to get Reggie, and then we’ll be right back.”

      “You’re bringing her here?” he groused as I pulled on a pair of socks.

      “Obviously, something is very wrong that she went to the tavern and got rip-roaring drunk instead of coming to me. So, yes. I’m bringing her here. Don’t worry, I’ll have her sobered up by the time we get back.”

      “Whatever,” he said.

      “Whatever,” I retorted, but he was already snoring softly.

      As I walked out the front door, I looked over at the spot where the book sat on the mantle. I felt a pull in my chest. It was almost like a craving. Suddenly, I wanted to hold the book again. It was probably a good thing I had to be somewhere because some part of me just wanted to sit there on the sofa turning the pages. I could almost feel myself running my fingers over the ancient parchment.

      I shook my head as if to clear the fantasy and pushed myself out of the front door. The book wasn’t important. I was being ridiculous.

      I had the same problem as I drove through Coventry’s quiet streets toward the tavern. My mind kept telling me that I could just go back and get the book first, but that was ludicrous. The book didn’t need me. Reggie did.

      Cars lined the street in front of the tavern, so I had to park nearly two blocks away. I got out of the car, locked it, and walked quickly up the street toward the tavern.

      Although Coventry had felt like an oven lately, there was a bit of a cool breeze. Unfortunately, it was still in the eighties, so all the breeze did was make me shiver as it hit my sweaty exposed face and arms. I’d only walked half a block, and my skin was already clammy. My hair had begun to stick to the back of my neck, and I wished I’d pulled it up before I left. The slight wind hitting my damp pajamas was more disconcerting than it was refreshing. I wondered if there was a storm coming.

      I opened the door to the tavern and was hit with the overwhelming scent of beer and those pizzas the bartender made in a little oven in the back. Usually, it would have been a good thing, but in my condition it made me feel queasy. I wanted to run back outside. At least there was fresh air out there. I would have chosen clammy over nausea any day. 

      Fortunately, Reggie wasn’t hard to find. She was still at the bar with her head in her hands, bawling. Anyone with a stool near hers had scooted it as far away as they could. I walked up to the bar and slipped fifty dollars to Steve, the bartender.

      “I’m here to clear Reggie’s tab,” I said.

      “Let me get your change,” he said glumly.

      “The rest is for you. I’m sure if she didn’t have enough to clear her tab, she didn’t tip you properly. So, keep it.”

      “She’s just been drinking cheap beer. That’s more than ten percent,” he protested.

      “Keep it,” I said. “Thank you for helping.”

      “Thank you,” he said. His expression softened considerably. “She’s right down there.”

      “Yeah, I see her. You can’t miss her.”

      With her tab cleared, I headed down the bar to collect Reggie. When I put my hand on her shoulder, she looked up at me with bloodshot eyes and a huge clump of hair stuck to half of her face. Probably from snot. It was not a good look for her at all.

      “Thanks for inviting me to the party,” I said.

      “Kinsley, I just…” But before she finished whatever it was she was going to say, she started blubbering again.

      “Hang on just a second,” I said to her.

      It only took a bit of healing magic to sober her up completely. I grabbed some napkins off the bar and cleaned up her face using the water she refused to drink.

      “Oh my gawd,” Reggie said as soon as she was sober and realized how horribly she’d behaved. “Can we get out of here?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a laugh. “Let’s do that.”

      “Oh my gawd, Kinsley. I’m so so sorry.” She said as we headed quickly for the door.

      “It’s okay. What are friends for?” I asked as I pushed the tavern’s door open. “Are you okay? What brought this on?”

      “I got in a fight with Jeremy,” she said.

      I didn’t get a chance to respond. As soon as we were outside, a bottle came flying at my head. I ducked and used a little magic to make sure it didn’t shatter on the wall right behind my head. The last thing I needed was shards of glass flying at my face and head.

      “Look what you made me do!” a woman named Esadora Darkmore screamed at Richard Jordan.

      “Come on, honey bear.” Richard slurred the words out. He also swayed on his feet like he was about to fall over but caught himself before he faceplanted on the sidewalk. “I’ve got a brand-new bottle of Jack back at my place. Let’s go make up.”

      “I hate you!” she screamed. “You’re lucky I don’t…”

      I had to put my hand up and stop the magic that Esadora was about to inflict on Richard. She was a witch, after all. One with a reputation for loving dark magic a little too much. We kept an eye on her, but I doubted Richard had any idea. If she’d succeeded in the spell she’d tried to cast on him, my Coven would have had to punish her. That kind of thing was not allowed.

      “Walk away,” I said to her. “Walk away now.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said when she realized who had just stopped her spell, but Esadora didn’t really sound like she meant it.

      She’d only said it to keep me from passing a judgment on her right then and there. Still, she cast her eyes down and walked away without another word. Esadora might not have liked it, but she knew better than to trifle with me or my family.

      “We’ll talk about this soon,” I said as she walked away.

      “What’d ya do that for?” Richard slurred in my direction, but seconds later he seemed to have forgotten the whole thing.

      As Richard stumbled toward the street, I turned back to Reggie. We started walking toward my car when I heard the sound of tires screeching, metal scraping, and then shouted curses.

      Reggie and I whirled back around. Richard was sitting in the road, rubbing his eyes. A truck must have swerved to avoid hitting him and had rammed into the parked cars across the street from the tavern.

      I rushed over to Richard, but he was unhurt. He must have just fallen when he stumbled into the road.

      The man in the truck was the one yelling. He pried his driver’s side door open and started screaming even louder when he saw the damage to his truck and the other cars.

      I bent over and tried to help Richard get up, but he took a drunken swing at me. “Get away from me you *$%@!”

      I jumped back from his wild attempts to hit me with his balled-up fists. All he managed to do was fall the rest of the way over so that he was sprawled on the street.

      “How dare you attack a woman!” the man from the truck yelled as he started over toward Richard. “And she’s trying to help you! What a piece of trash. I’m going to scrape you off that pavement and teach you a lesson!”

      Reggie and I backed up against the tavern wall as the man, whom I finally recognized as Al Peterson, yanked Richard up off the road. Before Al could do anything, one of the deputies turned the corner. The red and blue lights of his cruiser lit up the dark street, and he turned on his siren as he saw the melee about to go down.

      He flipped it right back off when he had everyone’s attention. “Drop him, Al,” Deputy Wayne said through his speaker.

      I liked Deputy Wayne Fontaine. He was one of the newer members of the Coventry Sheriff’s Department, and that’s why he was on the night shift. Wayne wasn’t the newest deputy that Thorn had just hired, but he’d started alternating night shifts with the newest guy. His wife was a nurse, and she’d been promoted to charge nurse on the night shift at the hospital, so Wayne wanted to be home during the day as much as he could.

      Al dropped Richard as instructed. Richard hit the street with a thud and a moan of protest.

      “Al,” Wayne said through the speaker.

      “Just doing as instructed,” Al retorted.

      I could see Wayne let out a huge sigh. He put the mic for the speaker down and got out of the cruiser. 

      “Is anyone hurt?” Wayne asked.

      “No,” Reggie and I said.

      “Just my truck and these cars,” Al responded. “I’m pretty sure Richard here is too drunk to feel any pain.”

      “What are you ladies doing out here this late?” Wayne asked me.

      “We were just trying to go home when this happened,” I said. “We were walking to my car.”

      “You should get out of here,” he said. “Did you see who was at fault with the accident?”

      “Richard stumbled out into the street between parked cars. Al was just trying to avoid hitting him,” I said.

      “Alright, thanks. Go on now. I’ll find you tomorrow if I need anything else.”

      I looked back over at Al as we started to walk away. He mouthed “Thank you” to me. No doubt I’d spared him a ticket and a hefty increase in his insurance premiums. I offered him a slight wave in return, and Reggie and I hurried to my car.

      

       

      It wasn’t until we got back to my house that I realized Thorn had texted me at least a dozen times. Not to talk to me but wanting to know if I knew where Reggie was and if she was okay.

      Apparently, Jeremy had called him frantically looking for her because they’d had a huge fight, and she wouldn’t answer. Jeremy was beside himself with fear.

      “He didn’t try to call me,” Reggie said as she patted her pocket. “Oh no. I must have left my phone at home. I didn’t even know he was trying to call me. Oh gawd.”

      I shot Thorn back a quick text letting him know I had Reggie and that she hadn’t had her phone. I told him she’d be calling Jeremy from my phone and that I was going back to bed.

      “Here,” I said and handed my phone to Reggie. “Call him on my phone. Take all the time you need. I’m going back to bed.”

      “Thank you so much,” she said and hugged me.

      Fortunately, neither of us had to work the next day. The tour company didn’t have tours one day a week, in addition to Sunday, and those were our days off. I didn’t know what we were going to do if they ever started doing tours seven days a week. I’d probably have to hire someone to help at the shop in addition to Reggie and make an actual schedule.

      “I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow,” I said when Meri looked up at me. “Right now, I want to sleep.”

      He didn’t say anything else as I collapsed into the bed. Meri scooted off the covers a little so I could tuck myself in and then snuggled up against my back as my eyes drifted shut.

      

      I woke up standing in the middle of the road outside Hangman’s House. I’d sleepwalked again, and at first I was happy that I hadn’t gone very far.

      That was before I realized I was standing there in my underwear with my biggest kitchen knife in my left hand. I’d just been standing out there facing the house with a big knife in my hand practically naked. 

      I hurried out of the street and back up to my front porch. It was still really dark out, and at least no one was around.

      When I went inside, there was no one in the living room. Reggie must have gone to sleep in one of the guest rooms. 

      I took the knife back to the kitchen and found that every canister, pot, and pan from my cabinets were lined up on the counters and the floor. In the center of it all, I’d arranged the rest of the knives into the shape of a pentagram. It had to be the upside-down kind too because the other side of it was too close to the counter for me to have made it from that side.

      “What is going on?” I asked no one as I quickly picked up the knives and put them away.

      The book.

      I didn’t want to be up the rest of the night putting the other things away, so I used a little bit of magic to guide them back into their places. After that, I found my pajamas folded neatly in the pantry and put them back on.

      The book was on the mantle, and as I went back into the living room I felt that familiar pull from it. It was as if I craved the thing.

      I plucked it off the mantle and went over to the sofa. When I opened the book, it took my breath away. I still couldn’t read the words, but they were softly glowing red.

      When I ran my fingers over them, they felt warm, soft, and comforting. My heart rate started to slow as if I’d taken something to relax. It was like a drug, and that euphoria began to wash over me.

      Then I sensed that familiar flutter in my belly. It was more forceful and more insistent than it had ever been. The baby was moving. It was as if they were having a rave dance party in there.

      It snapped me out of the stupor from the book. The words began to glow even brighter, and the pull felt more intense. It was insistent, but I could sense the baby was warning me. They were trying to get my attention, and there was nothing in the world that could make me ignore my little peanut.

      I got up and put the book back on the fireplace mantle. “I need to get that book to my dad,” I said as I turned to walk away.

      But even as I started up the stairs to go back to bed, I’d pretty much forgotten the whole thing. The baby had quieted, and all I wanted to do was get back to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Kinsley, what are you doing up?” Reggie said as she stretched and walked into the kitchen. “Oooh, is this coffee from those beans you bought from Viv?”

      “Huh?” I asked, not quite aware yet of what was going on around me.

      “The coffee, silly? Did you make it from the beans you got from the Brew Station?”

      I then realized there was a hot cup of coffee in my hands, and I was sitting at the kitchen table. I had no recollection of getting up and coming downstairs. At least all of the stuff wasn’t out of the cabinets again, but I’d managed to sneak past Meri twice in one night.

      “Yeah, I guess it is,” I said. “Sorry, I’m a bit foggy this morning.”

      “Me too. I feel like I just went to bed, but my sleep schedule is so rock solid that I can’t go back to sleep. I guess I’ll just have to go to bed early tonight,” she said as she grabbed a mug and filled it with coffee. “I’m so sorry about last night. I don’t know what got into me.”

      “It’s okay. It happens to us all,” I said and finally took a sip of the coffee. “Is everything okay with you and Jeremy now?”

      Reggie took a big breath and let out a long sigh. “Yeah. Everything is fine. It was a big misunderstanding, and the whole thing never should have happened. We’re going to be more careful with our emotions over the phone. He and I can get a little over the top sometimes, and we have to remember that we’re half a world away. We’ve got to remember to slow it down if we think we’re upset because most of the time, it’s just crossed wires.”

      “I’m glad you guys worked it out,” I said as I got up to get some milk for my coffee. “Will he be coming back soon?”

      “It could be as much as another month, but then he should be back for sure,” she said.

      “That’s good news,” I said.

      “Yeah, it is, but right now a month feels like an eternity.”

      “I can imagine,” I said.

      “So, any word on when Thorn is coming back?” Reggie asked as she plopped down at the kitchen table.

      “That’s right, I didn’t get to tell you,” I said. “He’s coming back today. He told me last night. He was going to come home yesterday, but I guess there were some storms, and he said it was really muddy.”

      “Yeah, that storm system just missed us,” Reggie said. “I forgot he was in the area that got hit.”

      “Amazing how different the weather can be when two places are just a couple of miles apart,” I said.

      “I’m so sorry that you had to come to get me last night. I hope it doesn’t mess up your plans with Thorn today.”

      “I’ll be alright,” I said. “I got some sleep, and obviously, I was up and at ’em this morning.”

      For some reason, I didn’t want to tell Reggie about the sleepwalking. We both had a lot going on, and it was a little embarrassing too.

      I didn’t realize that my reluctance to tell her was the book’s way of keeping me from reaching out for assistance. If I had told her, she would have been one more person who might have helped me get the book to my dad. 

      “What are you freaks doing?” Meri asked as he sauntered into the room. He shot me a look that told me he knew I’d sleepwalked again, but he didn’t say anything about it. “Where’s my breakfast?”

      “Oh, breakfast is a good idea,” Reggie said. “Should we make something or go out. Then I’ve got to get home. Since it’s my day off, I’ve got to get over to the nursing home.”

      “Let’s go to the diner,” I said. “We’ll sneak Meri in, and he can have some bacon. I’ll take you back to your car after.”

      “You’re the best,” Reggie said.

      We both finished our coffee quickly, and I grabbed the bag I used to haul Meri around when I wanted to take him places that didn’t allow cats. Not that anyone at the diner would say anything to me about having him with me, but I would at least pretend to follow the rules.

      The book called to me as I walked by it, but I felt that familiar flutter in my stomach again. I ignored the book, and by the time I got out to the car, and we were backing out of my driveway, I’d forgotten it.

      There weren’t many cars in the diner parking lot because we’d apparently missed the morning rush. The “Seat Yourself” sign was out, so we grabbed one of the corner booths.

      I opened my menu to look while Reggie flagged down the waitress to get coffee. “The coffee’s pretty decent here,” she said before the waitress got to us. “Not as good as Viv’s.”

      “I think I’m going to have a big glass of iced tea,” I said. “I’ll stop at one coffee.”

      “Suit yourself,” Reggie said. “I’d get the tea unsweetened and put sugar in yourself unless you like it as thick as syrup. The sweet tea is real Southern sweet tea here.”

      My mouth started to water, and the baby began to flutter again, but that time it felt excited instead of frightening. I put my hand over my belly. “Ooop, I think the little peanut wants the sweet tea,” I said with a laugh.

      “Hey, then give the little prince or princess what they want. Do you know what you want to eat yet?” Reggie asked.

      “I just need a minute to look. I’ll know what I want by the time she comes back with the drinks. I promise.”

      “Coffee and sweet tea,” Reggie said to the waitress as soon as she was at the table. “We’ll order when you get back. Thanks.”

      “Thank you,” the waitress, whose nametag said Amanda, replied.

      I looked over the menu until I spotted the maple bacon pancakes with a side of more bacon. My stomach growled reading the description, so I knew it was the choice for me. 

      “I’m going to have the maple bacon pancakes with bacon,” I said as I closed my menu and put it away.

      “That doesn’t sound like enough bacon. You should get an extra side of bacon,” Reggie teased.

      “You know, I just might,” I said. “It would actually be two extra sides of bacon because we need one for our little stowaway. Do you think the waitress would be horrified?”

      “Nah. Probably impressed given how thin you are, but when you work at a place like this, you definitely see worse.”

      “Well, that’s good…” I started to say something else, but the two strange guys from the other day walked into the diner.

      They sat down at a table close to us even though the diner was almost empty. The one who had actually spoken to me the day before sat so that he could look at me. And he did…

      I tried not to pay attention to them, but I wasn’t as good at tuning them out as Reggie. Every time I’d glance over, he’d have his gaze fixed on me.

      “They’re so creepy,” Reggie mumbled under her breath. It was just loud enough that I could make out what she’d said, so I hoped they didn’t hear.

      “I know,” I whispered back. “I thought they were gone.”

      When the waitress brought our food, we shoveled it in as fast as we could. We must have looked like complete pigs as we forked huge bites of food into our mouths and hastily swallowed. I didn’t care. I wanted to get out of there or, at the very least, disgust those guys enough that they’d stop staring.

      It didn’t work, though. In fact, when I glanced up again, the guy was smiling. 

      As soon as the waitress came to ask if we wanted drink refills, I said we needed the check. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, please. Just the check,” I said through a forced smile.

      “Those guys bothering you?” she said and cast a look over her shoulder. Obviously not afraid of them at all. “I can call the sheriff’s office,” she declared loudly.

      “No, not at all,” Reggie said, trying to defuse the situation, but you could tell by the tone of her voice that she appreciated the gesture. “I’ve just got to get over to the nursing home. I don’t want to be late for activity hour.”

      Amanda, the waitress’s face set in a grim smile. “Alright. I’ll be back in just a minute.”

      But while Amanda was gone, the guys got up from their table and came over to ours. I was shocked when they actually slid into the booth with us. I was so surprised that I nearly used magic on them out in the open.

      “You ladies look like you could use some company,” the one who’d been staring at me all the way through breakfast said.

      “Unless you’re together,” the other one piped up. “You work at the store together, and here you are having a nice cozy breakfast. Maybe you’re an item.”

      The sound of his voice was slimy. While I didn’t have any problem with people loving whomever they loved, his accusation raised my hackles. He wasn’t trying to be kind or polite. There was something darkly lascivious in his tone.

      “Get out of the booth.” Reggie’s tone was defiant and loud enough for the few people in the diner to hear. She wasn’t playing around, and either these guys didn’t intimidate her or she was good at hiding it. “We have no business with you.”

      “Calm down, honey,” the guy next to me said. “Don’t worry, we’re leaving. We’ve got important business of our own today.”

      And then they left. The guy who’d been next to me threw a few wadded-up bills on the table they’d been sitting at, and they walked out the doors.

      

      After I dropped Reggie off at her house, I went back home to relax until I heard from Thorn. His text came a few hours later while I was watching a movie and eating that cheddar and caramel popcorn mix.

      Mud’s gone, but I blew a tire. Might be late. Trying to figure out what to do, Thorn texted. 

      Let me come get you, I texted back.

      You don’t need to do that, he answered.

      I know I don’t need to, but I can. I want to. You said the mud is gone, so it won’t be difficult or dangerous, I responded.

      It was a couple of minutes before he answered me. I figured he was thinking it over.

      Alright. The little dirt road the cabin is located on is navigable with GPS now. I’ll send you what you need, he finally replied.

      My heart began to flutter at the thought of seeing Thorn again. It had only been a few days, but I honestly did miss him more than I’d let myself believe.

      “I’m going to get Thorn,” I said to Meri. “He blew a tire and needs help.”

      “He didn’t have a spare? That seems pretty irresponsible,” Meri said.

      “I can ask him about that when I pick him up if you’d like. Or, you’re welcome to come along. Did you have any big plans for the rest of today?”

      “I was going to nap down here until the sun moved to the other side of the house, and then I was going to nap in the upstairs hallway,” he said. “Very important stuff.”

      “So, are you coming with me? Or, are you staying here to do your nap thing?”

      “Doesn’t he have any friends he can call?” Meri groused.

      “I suppose he does, but I volunteered,” I said.

      “Whatever. Let’s go.” Meri stood up and stretched.

      “You really don’t have to go,” I said as I got my purse off the hook by the door and slipped my shoes on.

      “I know that, but without me you probably won’t make it. I can just imagine you lost out in those woods. Can’t happen.”

      “I have GPS,” I said as we stepped out onto the porch.

      “Doesn’t fill me with a ton of confidence.”

      “Whatever,” I said and opened the passenger side door for him.

      “Whatever.”

      

      The GPS in the car got us to the little dirt road that led to the cabin just fine. Meri had worried about that for no reason, but I still appreciated his concern. I wouldn’t tell him that because he’d been a snarky butthead about it, but I did appreciate it.

      The dash map said I was about halfway down the road to Thorn’s cabin when I saw something in the trees. At first, I thought it was an animal and slowed down. The last thing I needed was a family of deer darting out into the path of my car. 

      If I knew they were there, it was better to just slow down and let them pass safely. I knew if I did hit an animal, I could heal it and use magic to repair the damage to my car, but I hadn’t thought to bring snacks. By the time I did that and fixed Thorn’s tire, I’d be depleted.

      Meri had warned me not to use too much magic while I was carrying the baby. My energy needed to be focused on the little peanut growing inside me.

      When the shape behind the trees moved again, I realized it was a person. They came out long enough for me to see them as I passed and then darted behind a tree.

      “You should probably keep going,” Meri said. “Maybe a little faster.”

      He was up with his back feet on the door handle area with his paws clinging to the car’s window ledge. I’d never seen him do that before, but it was the only way he could look out the window in his tiny kitten form. Whatever it was out there, whoever it was, had a strong enough pull to get his attention without me saying anything.

      I didn’t dare put the pedal down, but I did go a bit faster. An icy chill ran down my spine as whoever it was hiding came out from the trees again. Without thinking, and completely ineffectively, I reached out and turned down the car’s air conditioner.

      When I glanced into the rearview mirror, the man was standing in the middle of the road. Out in full view like that, I recognized him instantly. It was Richard Jordan.

      I hit the brakes a little too hard.

      “What are you doing?” Meri asked as he tumbled onto the passenger seat. He’d been trying to climb down from the window, but I’d made the transition much quicker. Completely to his dismay.

      “It’s Richard Jordan. That’s who was in the trees. He’s in the road now. I wonder if he needs help,” I said as I put the car in park.

      “Maybe we should call someone,” Meri said. “This seems like the setup to a horror movie.”

      “I’ll send Thorn a text,” I said. “We’re like a half-mile from the cabin. He can jog here or something.”

      “Maybe call the police,” Meri said as I picked him up and put him in my bag.

      “I don’t know that we need the police. Maybe he just got drunk and lost,” I said. “We’ll see if he needs a ride. He looked sad, but he didn’t look hurt.”

      “We’re going to get murdered,” Meri groused.

      “We’re not because I’m still a witch and you’re still a familiar. Plus, Richard is a drunk, not a serial killer,” I said as I walked down the road toward where he was standing.

      “You don’t know that for sure.”

      “Hey, Richard,” I said and waved at him. “Do you need some help?”

      Completely unexpectedly, he took off running back toward the trees. He hit the tree line and the forest swallowed him up. It was as if he vanished.

      “Well, now we should definitely follow him into the forest,” Meri said sarcastically.

      “We’re just going to take a quick look,” I said. “We won’t go too far in.”

      “I was joking,” Meri said.

      Half-mile up the road. Richard Jordan in trouble. Going to try and help him. I shot the text off to Thorn as I walked to the trees.

      “I texted Thorn. I’m sure he’ll be here soon,” I said. “We’re just going to have a quick look. I swear.

      “I can’t just leave him out here,” I said. “He looked distressed. We can handle anything that’s out here.”

      “Fine,” Meri relented, but I hadn’t been waiting for his permission.

      We walked a few hundred feet into the forest when a horrible smell hit me like a truck. I turned and wretched but fortunately held it together. Laced with the odor of death was some sort of spicy incense and the smell of burnt candle wicks. 

      “Okay, now will you go back?” Meri asked. “Come on, Kinsley.”

      “Richard?” I called out as I completely ignored Meri. “Richard, it’s Kinsley Skeenbauer. I can help you, but I can’t find you.”

      

      Despite Meri’s warning, I walked deeper into the woods for another minute. That’s all it took to come across a clearing with what looked like an abandoned campsite in the middle.

      Except that at that point I had to use a bit of magic to cover the smell coming from the area because it was nearly enough to make me dizzy. My mind didn’t want to believe what I’d found, so I just told myself that campers had left their site and their food had rotted.

      “But what does that have to do with Richard?” My brain was starting to put the pieces together as to what I’d stumbled upon. I wasn’t quite there yet.

      “What?” Meri asked as he clawed his way out of the bag and dropped to the ground. “Kinsley, seriously, we need to get out of here. We should back out the way we came.”

      “Richard!” I called out. “Man, I hope he didn’t have anything to do with these people abandoning their campsite.”

      “Are you okay?” Meri asked. “Why am I asking that? Of course, you’re not okay. Kinsley Skeenbauer, for the good of your child, turn around right now and walk back the way you came,” he demanded.

      “What?” I asked. “Why are you acting like this?”

      But before he could answer, my mind cleared. The scene before me snapped into focus with what almost seemed like an audible click in my brain.

      “We should go back out to the road,” I said.

      For the briefest moment, I considered whether I should go over to Richard and make sure he was dead, but I knew he was. When I saw him in the trees and in the road, I’d seen his ghost.

      While I knew it wasn’t likely that anyone or anything in those woods could hurt me, I could’ve still been in danger of an attempted attack. The smell of the candle smoke told me that they had only recently gone out.

      It was more likely that the murder had happened in the middle of the night. The perpetrator or perpetrators had left them burning. I couldn’t know that for sure, though. While I told myself that I could easily handle an attack, it was better to not take the risk.

      After all, some things could hurt me. My mind flashed back to being stabbed in the back with the Voodoo knife as I fled the woods as quickly as possible.

      Once I got back to my car, I got in and locked the doors. What had I been thinking? I started the car and began driving in the hopes that I’d soon run into Thorn on his way down the road.

      I didn’t have to go far to meet up with him. He was sweaty, red-faced, and out of breath, and it was apparent he’d been full-on sprinting to get to me. I pulled the car over and unlocked the doors so he could get in.

      Meri jumped onto the center console as Thorn slipped into the passenger seat. He immediately reached over and cranked up the air conditioning.

      “I forgot to bring drinks or snacks with me,” I said. “Let’s go back to the cabin and get you some water.”

      “Don’t you still have the emergency kit in your trunk? The one I put in there for you?” he asked in between breaths.

      “You’re right. I do,” I said as I popped the trunk. “I forgot about that.”

      “There’s water in it. If you don’t mind me having some, I promise I’ll replace it.”

      “Of course, I don’t mind. You put it in there anyway. Let me get it for you. Just rest for a minute in the AC,” I said. “Richard’s dead, by the way. I found him in a clearing through those trees. Looked… like some sort of ritual murder.”

      “Kinsley, baby, I can get the water myself. I’m not that out of shape. I want you to stay in the car in case the killer is still around.”

      “How about we both get the water,” I said and gave him a wink.

      I could tell Thorn was about to protest, but I was out of the car before he could actually say anything. He joined me at the trunk as I opened the large black case containing the kit and retrieved two bottles of water. Thorn downed the first one in a couple of gulps and then slowly sipped the second.

      “This heat is insane,” he said. “You should drink some too. If I’m this depleted from running a half-mile, you know it’s bad.”

      Thorn was accustomed to running several miles most days of the week, so what he said was true. I’d only been out of the car for a few minutes when we walked into the woods, and the trees had protected me from the worst of the blazing summer sun. Standing there on the road, I could already feel my shirt getting damp.

      “Alright, I’ll drink some water, but we’ve got to get back out to the main road so you can call this in,” I said.

      “Yeah, let’s do that, and then you can show me where he is,” Thorn replied.

      We both got back into the car, and I turned around to head for the main road. As we drove past the spot where I’d entered the woods, I made a mental note. I knew as time went on, I’d start to forget where I’d seen Richard’s ghost. The trees would blend together. I quickly memorized some yellow flowers I saw at the base of the two trees.

      As we got closer to the main road, I lamented that Thorn and I’s reunion had been interrupted by another death. I’d so hoped that he’d wrap me in his arms and kiss me until I was sure we were okay. Of course, there wasn’t any time for that. We had to get the body reported as soon as possible, and Thorn had to be the law enforcement professional that he’d trained to be. 

      Still, he put his hand on my knee, and when I looked over at him he smiled at me. “Are you okay?”

      I felt my shoulders relax. “I am,” I said. “This is getting to be old hat for me, unfortunately.”

      “It shouldn’t be that way,” Thorn said. “I’d say we should move to a nice, safe small town to get away from all of the crime…”

      “But, Coventry is already supposed to be that place,” I said through a tight smile. “I love our little town, and we are safe.” I wasn’t sure if I was trying to reassure him or myself at that point.

      “How’s the little one? Everything good?” he asked.

      “Peanut is great,” I said. “It’s so weird because normal women usually have to wait until they are much farther along to feel their baby move, but I can already feel them.”

      “But, they’re too small for that, right?” Thorn asked me as I turned onto the main road and pulled the car safely onto the shoulder.

      “They are,” I confirmed. “But, I’m guessing he or she is using magic to make the fluttering I feel. They can project their feelings outward. Babies have so much raw magical power. Some of them even more than the most accomplished witch.”

      “So, you think that the baby is going to be a witch.” Thorn said. “Not a vampire.”

      There wasn’t a trace of malice in his tone. He was merely curious. My heart constricted with love and gratitude for Thorn in that moment. He was not going to let jealousy ruin things between us, and I had to awe at what kind of man it took to be that strong.

      “I think it’s possible that they will be a combination of both. What that will be, I don’t know for sure, but I can definitely tell they’re a witch. I can feel that energy.”

      “I guess we’re going to find out together,” he said, and took my hand. “Our little peanut will be something extraordinary.”

      “I’m so glad you see it that way,” I said.

      “There isn’t any other way to see it. That baby is a miracle and a gift from the universe, Kinsley. I refuse to see it any other way, but I do have to call in the murder. Okay?”

      “Yeah, sorry. I didn’t mean…”

      “Don’t apologize,” Thorn said as he got out of the car. “We’ll have more time to talk later. We have all of the time in the world.”

      Thorn got out of the car and quickly placed a call to the county sheriff. When he got back in, I drove back to the spot where I’d entered the woods.

      “It’s straight through there?” he asked and pointed at the spot where I’d entered the woods, chasing Richard’s ghost.

      “Yeah. It’s maybe a few hundred feet in. I’m not exactly sure how far, but you’ll come to a clearing.”

      “Alright, you stay here. I’m going to go find it and start marking off the crime scene. Did you approach the body?”

      “No, I stayed at the edge of the clearing. It was obvious he was dead. You’ll see.”

      “I don’t have my cruiser here, so I’m just going to take what I can from the emergency kit and set up an initial perimeter. I’ll do what I can until the county sheriff arrives.”

      A couple of minutes later, Thorn had taken what he wanted from the trunk and set off into the woods. I sat in the car with the air conditioning running while Meri snoozed along beside me. His gentle snoring lulled me into a nap too. I hadn’t realized how tired I was until the sound of cars driving up the dirt road behind me rattled me from my light slumber.

      Thorn emerged from the tree line, and I assumed he’d been waiting in the shade. He came over toward the car first.

      I got out and met him halfway. “Why didn’t you come sit in the car?” I asked.

      “You were sleeping, and I didn’t want to wake you. I was fine in the shade. It’s not so bad.”

      “Let me get you another water. There are still a few more in there.”

      “Then you should go home,” Thorn called after me as I walked back to my car to retrieve the water from the trunk. “I can catch a ride with one of these guys or call one of mine.”

      As if on cue, one of the Coventry Sheriff’s Office cruisers rolled up the dirt road. I grabbed Thorn another bottle of water and closed the trunk.

      “I’m not leaving you out here again. I’ll wait,” I said. “I’ll go back to the hunting cabin and have a look at that tire. I don’t suppose you have any food?”

      “I’ve got a bunch of canned goods. Some soup, chili, stew, and a bunch of canned fruits and veggies,” he said. “Pancake mix and powdered milk too.”

      “See, I’ll be fine,” I said. “I’ll go wait there.”

      “You can go with her too, Thorn,” a man said from behind us.

      I hadn’t noticed, but the county sheriff had walked up behind us. Jim Halperin stood just over six-three. He was in his sixties, but you’d swear he wasn’t a day older than forty-five. His blond hair had a hint of ash gray around the temples, but otherwise it stayed the same golden rich hue of someone much younger.

      “You’re taking over the case, then?” Thorn asked. “That area could technically still be inside of Coventry.”

      “We’re discussing that, but as of right now it’s a county issue. I want to bring you in, though. We’re stretched as thin as we can be. I don’t have the manpower to run an investigation like this. Plus, the man is a Coventry resident, yes?”

      “He is,” Thorn responded. “Should we get the GPS coordinates of his location? We can figure out the jurisdiction for sure.”

      Sheriff Jim sighed. “No need for that, Wilson. If you want it, it’s yours. Like I said, I don’t have the manpower to deal with this anyway. I can leave a couple deputies to assist you with the crime scene if you want, and then we’ll back off.”

      “I appreciate it, Jim,” Thorn said.

      Deputy Lincoln Raines stepped out of the Coventry’s Sheriff’s Office cruiser that had pulled up. His face was grim and his mouth pulled in a tight line as he hurried over to where we stood.

      “I’ll let you tell your man,” Jim said as Lincoln approached. “Do you want me to have one of my guys go out to the main road and call in more of your deputies?”

      “I would appreciate that too,” Thorn said.

      “Great. Thanks, Sheriff Wilson,” Jim said.

      “What’s going on here?” Lincoln asked gruffly.

      “County is going to let us handle the investigation,” Thorn said to Lincoln.

      Since I hadn’t finished discussing going back to the cabin with Thorn, I didn’t want to just leave. I did back out of the conversation and wait near my car. I could still hear what they were saying, though, and I was baking in the sun. Considering, I thought about getting back into the car and sitting in the air conditioning. Still, I was frozen there like a deer in headlights.

      It was something about the look of contempt borderlining on fury that came over Lincoln’s face when Thorn said they were taking over the case. His expression, and anger, were completely unexpected. I would have thought he’d have been happy to have the county sheriff trust them with the case.

      “That’s completely ridiculous,” Lincoln sputtered.

      “Excuse me?” Thorn asked. “If you have a problem with it, I can call in one of my other deputies to assist me.”

      “No, what you need to do is recuse yourself from this case. You should let the county handle it.”

      “What’s gotten into you?” Thorn asked him.

      “What’s gotten into me? What’s gotten into you, Thorn? You and your girlfriend here found the body. Allegedly, anyway. How do we know that she doesn’t have anything to do with this?”

      “What is wrong with you?” Thorn stood up straighter, and he instinctively puffed his chest out. A vein in his neck bulged as his protective side kicked into high gear.

      “You know that things have gone sideways since she showed up in town, and the fact that you’re covering for her doesn’t look good for you either. You were out here alone in these woods last night. Why don’t I just go ahead and ask you for your whereabouts last night? Was the woman with you? Do either of you have alibis for the time of the murder?” Lincoln rapidly fired the questions at Thorn, who, in turn, start huffing out of his nose like a bull ready to charge.

      “I’m tempted to relieve you of duty, Deputy,” Thorn said while miraculously not losing his temper completely. “You are out of line.”

      “Thorn, I like you. I respect you, even. If you know what’s good for this department and for Coventry, you’ll recuse yourself from this case. Otherwise, I’m calling in the state police. The county might be fine just letting all of this drop, but I doubt the state will. Not once they find out that you were out here alone last night. You’re too close to this.”

      Thorn’s nostril’s flared again, and his skin deepened to an even darker shade of red. I was about to send a small wave of calming magic to him, but I didn’t need to do it. He took a step back from Lincoln and took a deep breath.

      “Fine, you’re in charge of the investigation, for now. You handle the rest of the deputies, and I’ll back off. Once I’ve completely cleared myself of any chance of a hint of an inkling of suspicion, I’ll be back. You better do this right,” Thorn said. “Oh, and when this is all said and done you and I will have a serious conversation.”

      Thorn turned and walked around to the driver’s side of my car before Lincoln could say another word. I got into the passenger side as Thorn started the car.

      “We’ve got plenty of time now, so I want to go back to the cabin and get my stuff and my truck,” he said. “Is that okay?”
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      I took Thorn back to the cabin and fixed the tire. While I did that, he made sure everything was locked up, and then we drove back to Hangman’s House.

      Lincoln glared at me as I passed the sheriff’s department cruisers on the way back by. I wondered if he glared at Thorn the same way. Probably not.

      It seemed as though I was a suspect again, but I tried not to worry about it. That situation was as old hat as me finding bodies by that point. I knew I hadn’t killed Richard, and proof would come to light soon enough.

      Thorn pulled his truck in behind me in the driveway and we went inside. “I need a shower if that’s okay,” Thorn said as I closed and locked the front door behind us.

      “I’ll make us some food. I’m starving,” I said and headed to the kitchen.

      “I can do that,” Thorn responded and followed behind me. “I can make you something to eat before I shower. What would you like?”

      “It’s okay, babe. I can handle it. Go take your shower. You have fresh clothes in the guest bedroom dresser still,” I said. “Put your dirty laundry in the basket on the washer, and I’ll get to it after lunch.”

      “I can do my laundry,” Thorn contended.

      “Suit yourself,” I said with a shrug. “But I’ll do it if you want.”

      “Hey, Kinsley?” Thorn asked.

      “Yeah?”

      Instead of saying anything, he pulled me into his arms and pressed his lips against mine. We stood that way for a long while. Locked together, and both of us seemingly afraid to let go.

      When we finally did, Thorn said, “Sorry to get you all sweaty.” He laughed and had a mischievous twinkle in his sparkling blue eyes.

      I swatted playfully with a dishtowel. “Go wash your stinky behind.”

      He laughed and left the kitchen to take his shower. I felt like I’d played it all off casually, but the moment had actually taken my breath away. Relief like a tidal wave washed over me.

      While he showered, I made chili and cornbread. I had to use a little magic to get the food done on time, but I figured that was okay because I was going to get to eat a ton of cornbread with lots of butter and a drizzle of honey.

      By the time Thorn emerged from his shower, I’d already set the table and served up our food. I didn’t know if it was nervous energy or what, but I hadn’t been able to sit down since he went into the bathroom.

      “That smells incredible,” Thorn said.

      He was dressed in a pair of dark jeans and a navy blue t-shirt. His blond hair was still slightly damp as if he’d tried to dry it with a towel but had skipped the blow dryer. He’d used a rich lavender and pine soap that I’d made just for him. While Thorn didn’t live at the house with me, he’d had enough occasions to shower there that I’d either bought or made him some toiletries.

      “You smell incredible,” I said and then felt a furious blush color my cheeks.

      “That soap you made is really nice,” he said.

      I was just standing in the kitchen wringing my hands like an idiot. Thorn being back in my house made me as nervous as when we’d first begun dating. I felt awkward too, because I wasn’t sure where to go from there. I wanted to rush over and kiss him until the food got cold and I had to use magic to warm it back up again, but I didn’t know if that was okay.

      “Thorn…” I started to speak, but I stopped. I wasn’t sure how to express the thoughts on my mind without sounding like I was asking permission to kiss him, but I sort of was asking for just that.

      “Kinsley, what’s on your mind?” he asked me gently. “I can see that you’re holding something back, babe. You don’t have to do that.”

      “I just want… I mean… I just want to….”

      “What, babe? What do you want?” For the first time, I noticed Thorn was holding back too. He seemed to be restraining himself as well. It gave me the courage I needed.

      I crossed the room and threw my arms around him. “I missed you so much, and I’m so glad you’re here,” I said and held my breath.

      He didn’t push me away. In fact, Thorn wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me closer. His lips met mine; I felt magic spread through me. Not like the magic I wielded as a witch, but something different. It was primal and natural. The magic I felt between us was the very stuff that made up the universe.

      “You taste like strawberries,” Thorn said when he pulled back for a second.

      “I haven’t been eating strawberries,” I responded.

      “I mean, you always taste like strawberries. It’s the most remarkable thing, but it’s not the most remarkable thing about you.”

      Before I could say anything else, his lips were pressed against mine again. We didn’t part again until my stomach growled so loudly that it made Thorn laugh.

      “Okay, we’ll eat now. There’s plenty of time for kissing later,” he said.

      “There is?” I asked tentatively.

      “Yeah. We have our whole lives. Don’t we?” Thorn asked as he took a seat at the kitchen table.

      “We do?” I didn’t want to get too excited.

      It was exactly what I’d been hoping for, but it was more than I would’ve let myself expect. We were finding our way back to right where we’d left off.

      Thorn looked like he was going to say something important, but right then my stomach growled. “We do,” he said with a chuckle. “Please sit down with me and eat.”

      I knew that it was my elation over my reunion with Thorn, but still, the food never tasted so good. The honey on my cornbread had never been sweeter, and the butter never creamier.

      We spent the rest of the day together just hanging out. Thorn helped me with some things around the house, and even though I could have used magic, he helped me move some of the furniture out of the room I intended to use for the nursery.

      “When do you go to the doctor?” Thorn asked as we were settling down for dinner.

      “I don’t,” I said.

      He furrowed his brow. “Why not?”

      “I’m a witch. I don’t need a doctor. Especially not for this.”

      “I know I’ve heard your mother mention she saw a doctor when she was pregnant with you,” he said.

      “It was a midwife,” I said. “That was decades ago, babe. We know now that we don’t really need checkups and all that. I will see one before the birth, though. Someone in the Coven.”

      “What about a sonogram?” Thorn asked.

      “I think at some point I’ll be able to see the baby in my mind’s eye. That’s the feeling I’m getting about it,” I said. “But, if you want a sonogram, we can do that. We’re still a few months away from it, though.”

      “Right because it’s usually around five months,” Thorn said.

      “You have experience with these things.”

      “Not really,” he said. “The cabin didn’t have a phone signal, but it did get the internet. Slow internet, but internet just the same. I looked some things up.”

      “Because you were deciding whether to be involved?” The question slipped out, and I instantly regretted it.

      “No,” he said and shook his head for emphasis. “I doubt my staying with you and the baby was ever really in question. When I came back to you and said we’d work through anything, I meant it. I just needed some time to think. I think you believe that I’m not a jealous man at all, Kinsley, but that’s not true. I just didn’t want to show it around you. I had to get all of that out of my system so I could be a good man for you and a good father for the baby. It didn’t take as long as I thought it would,” he said with a shrug.

      Thorn stayed in the guest room that night. He didn’t want to leave me, and I didn’t want him to go either. Unfortunately, I didn’t wake him when I left the house.

      I woke up standing in front of a crappy little run-down house. The yard was overgrown with weeds, and paint was literally peeling off the siding. A big dog was barking loudly a few doors down, and I assumed that was what woke me up.

      But why was I standing in front of that house? I looked around and confirmed I was in what would have been considered the wrong part of town. It was a former working-class neighborhood that was mostly dilapidated homes. I’d guess nearly half of them were abandoned entirely. It was the sort of thing the town council would have worked on having demolished if we still had one.

      Not that I wanted there to be no housing for low-income folks in Coventry, but it felt like we as a community could do better. I made a mental note to start coming up with a plan. If civilian organizations couldn’t or wouldn’t handle it, then the Coven would.

      A light came on inside the house, and I ducked behind a huge, poorly trimmed bush at the edge of the yard. When I peeked my head around the corner to look, I saw Esadora through the house’s big, but slightly cracked, glass front window. She was dressed in a red kimono type robe with her hair tied up in a matching red scarf. It looked as though she was coming out of the kitchen and into the living room with a steaming cup of coffee or tea in her hand.

      “Why am I in front of Esadora’s house?” I whispered to myself. “Doesn’t matter.”

      It might have mattered, but at that moment I was standing out in front of a stranger’s house in my pajamas. What I needed to do was get home before dawn. At some point, I needed to figure out how to stop the sleepwalking, but as I walked back I wondered if it was just a quirk of pregnancy.

      Maybe there was nothing I could do about it other than put alarms on my doors. If the dog woke me up, the door alarm would too. It was quickly beginning to look like the alarms would be a necessity.

      I felt unsettled as I walked home. Again, it felt like something was behind me, but every time I’d look there’d be nothing there.

      It was the first time I really had the time to think about what I’d seen in the woods when I found Richard’s body. The murder scene had a tremendous amount of symbolism, and it hadn’t been lost on me. Thoughts about what it could all mean had been dancing around the periphery of my brain all day, but it took that walk under the moonlight for me to finally admit what I’d seen.

      It was satanic. The pentagram made of black stones had to have been upside down. There was no way any witch would have made a regular pentagram and then killed someone inside it. Even in the darkest of our days, we didn’t do that. The incense had been the kind they used in church services.

      We didn’t use anything like that in our magic, but Satanists did to mock the church. The candles had been all black. While that in itself hadn’t been any indication of Satanism, the Baphomet statue indicating the bottom of the pentagram had been. My mind had glossed over seeing it until I was alone with my thoughts.

      When I got home, I didn’t bother going back upstairs. I was still pretty exhausted, so I plopped down on the sofa and pulled the throw I kept over the back down on me. A couple of minutes after I rested my head on one of the velvet pillows, I was asleep.

      I woke up again to Meri swatting my face with his paw. “What are you doing down here. Did you take off again?” he whispered.

      “I did,” I said. “Why are you whispering?”

      “Thorn’s in the kitchen making coffee and toast. I told him you probably just came down here because you got hot or your back was hurting. He was talking about buying you a new mattress.”

      “That’s sweet,” I said and sat up. “Why didn’t you tell him the truth?”

      “I wasn’t sure when you wanted to tell him about the book. You guys seemed to be having such a good day yesterday, I didn’t want to ruin it by telling him someone left an evil book on the porch and now you keep escaping the house at night.”

      “I’m starting to wonder if that book had something to do with the murder,” I said as I stretched.

      “I thought about that too, but if we tell him that we’ll have to turn that book over to the police. We might never know what it’s about, and who knows what will happen if it gets into the hands of non-witches.”

      “So, I’m just supposed to keep the whole thing from him?” I asked. “I don’t know that I’m comfortable with that. Not given everything we just went through.”

      “Just for a little while until we can figure out the book?” Meri pleaded. “Think of it as being for his own protection. Do you really want to give that book to him considering what it’s done to you?”

      “Not really, but…”

      “Just think about it for a day, okay? Give me a day to figure it out. You go to work, and I’ll spend the day up in the attic library looking for any reference to the book I can find. Between the library and the internet, if I don’t find anything, we’ll tell him tonight. Or tomorrow… this is witch business.”

      “Alright,” I said. “I’m sure he’s got to get back to work today anyway. He’s got another murder, and he’ll have to deal with Lincoln.”

      “Now that’s cleared up, what about breakfast?” Meri said. “I was thinking…”

      “Let me guess. Bacon?”

      “Already on it,” Thorn said when he appeared in the living room doorway.

      He hadn’t heard what we were talking about. Thorn wasn’t the kind to linger hidden on the other side of the doorframe eavesdropping.

      “Thank you,” I said as I folded the throw in half and replaced it.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve already eaten. I’ve got to get down to the station and deal with Lincoln. It’s important that I get back to working on Richard’s murder,” he said. “But, I can come over after work. If you want?”

      “That would be great,” I said. “I can make dinner.”

      “No, babe. I’ll bring takeout. Do you want sandwiches or pasta?” he asked.

      “Both,” I said. “But I can pay.”

      “Don’t be silly. It’s my treat. We have at least a few dates to make up for. I can pick up subs and pasta for dinner.”

      “They have those hoagies at Bella Vita,” I said. “They have the hot Italian sub and Italian beef. You can get both at one place.”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “Yes. Please add mozzarella and pepperoncini to my Italian beef,” I said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said and reached out a hand for me. “Until then, let me make you some eggs to go with your toast, and then I have to go.”

      

      When I got to work, I set my purse down on my desk. It flopped over, and the book slid out.

      “What?” I asked the empty room.

      I’d picked it up and put it in my bag without even realizing it. Without really thinking about it, I sat down at my desk and started going through the book.

      The next thing I knew, someone was knocking on my office door. “I’ll be out in a minute,” I called back without taking my eyes off the book.

      “Kinsley, I’m coming in.” It was my mother.

      “Mom?” I said, and finally closed the book. “Hey, come in. What are you doing here?” I asked as she walked into the office.

      “Reggie was worried about you, so she called me,” Mom said softly.

      “Worried about me? Why?”

      “Because she said you’ve been looking at that book for a really long time, and it was starting to scare her.”

      “That’s silly. I was just looking it over before we opened,” I said.

      “Kinsley, sweetie, it’s three in the afternoon.”

      “What? It can’t be,” I said. “Why wouldn’t Reggie come back here and say something. That doesn’t even make any sense,” I said and shook my head like I could clear the fog in my brain.

      “It may not make sense, but it’s the truth,” Mom said. “Look at the clock.”

      I shook the mouse on my computer to wake it up. Sure enough, the little digital clock in the corner said it was three in the afternoon. I’d been sitting there just staring at the book for hours.

      “Hand it over,” Mom said.

      I felt the book tug at me. It didn’t want to be handed to my mom, but I knew that meant I had to do it.

      “Thank you,” she said as I placed the book in her hand. “Whoa. This thing is intense.”

      She hadn’t even opened it. A troubled look came over her face. She understood the book just from touching it. Not the words that were inside, but what it was doing to me. I could see the recognition.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I feel like I should offer to take this thing off your hands, but I don’t know if that’s to protect you or if the book is trying to trap me. Besides, you’re the most powerful witch I know. As much as I don’t want to leave it with you, I know that’s the safest thing to do.”

      “Well, I know there’s got to be something we can do to lessen its effects on me. Like you said, I’m supposed to be the most powerful witch in the world. I shouldn’t be letting my life be ruled by a little book.”

      “We should bind it,” Mom said. “I don’t think it’s witch magic in this thing, but that doesn’t mean we can’t bind it.”

      “If it was Voodoo magic, we probably couldn’t,” I said. “I think it’s…”

      “Let’s give it a try anyway,” Mom said. “If it doesn’t work, then we can try something else.”

      We wrapped the book in a black ribbon and lit some white candles. Mom and I chanted that the book was bound and had no power over our Coven. We kept chanting until the words began to sound foreign and strange. Until they ran together. That’s how we knew we’d said it enough. It was like a trance we put ourselves in.

      When she left, I felt like it might have actually worked. While we might not have power over the dark magic in the book, we could have successfully bound ourselves against it.

      “You alright now?” Reggie asked as I emerged from my office. “You were starting to spook me. I went back there several times, and even though I stood right in front of you, it was like you couldn’t hear me.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” I said.

      “No reason to be sorry. It’s not your fault. You did get me worried, though.”

      My stomach growled. “I guess I missed lunch,” I said.

      “There’s a burger and chips in a container in the mini-fridge in the back. I got your lunch when I had mine delivered. You’ll probably have to reheat it.”

      “Thank you so much,” I said. “Sorry I left you out here alone all day.”

      “I managed,” Reggie said with a shrug. “I do have a couple of messages for you. Witches who want to know about certain ingredients. It was interesting trying to watch them talk their way around the fact that it was real magic when they realized the veil wasn’t working on me. Anyway, I told them you’d call them.”

      “I will do that right after I eat,” I said.

      The rest of the day was uneventful. I called the witches who had questions and then dropped the herbs they wanted off at their houses after Reggie and I closed up the shop.

      I arrived back at Hangman’s House about the same time as Thorn. He had all of the takeout food he promised plus Tiramisu for dessert.

      Our evening together was pleasant but also uneventful. We watched a couple of movies together until I got too tired to keep my eyes open. I didn’t mention the book to Thorn because even though Meri didn’t find what he was looking for during his research, I was convinced the binding would work.

      I was so confident that I put the ribbon-wrapped book in the nightstand when I went to bed. I no longer felt it pulling at me, so that felt like the safest place to keep it. I didn’t want anyone accidentally picking it up. Thorn stayed in the guest room again, and I didn’t know what kind of effect it would have on a regular person. I didn’t want to find out.

      

      So, it was a bit of a shock when I woke up standing in the clearing where I found Richard’s body. I let out a heavy sigh as I took in my surroundings. The book had tricked me.

      I didn’t get my bearings before I started the trek back to the road. At first, I went the exact opposite direction.

      But, if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have found the knife on the ground. I nearly stepped on it. It would have cut my foot if I hadn’t seen the glossy black handle shine in the moonlight.

      I knew what it was before I even bent down to pick it up. The ruby jewel at the top of the hilt didn’t reflect any light at all. It was unusual, to say the least, but it also told me that the gem contained something dark. Something evil.

      While I wanted to throw it down and run, I knew I couldn’t. The knife had kept the deputies from finding it so that I would. I sensed it. The dried blood on the blade told me it was the murder weapon.

      Despite wanting to get rid of the knife, I carried it back with me. I passed over the place where I’d seen Richard’s body, and where he’d lain the day before was one single crushed rose.

      It reminded me of when people placed flowers at the scene where someone had passed. Like at the scene of a car accident. Only Richard seemed to have just one person to leave such a tribute.

      Finding the flower meant I wasn’t surprised to also find Esadora’s car on the dirt road when I emerged from the forest. What I didn’t expect was to see her slumped over at the wheel.

      At first, I’d thought she was dead, but when I went to open the driver’s side door, she sprang to life. Tears had utterly destroyed her makeup. She’d cried so hard that she’d fallen asleep in her car. I had no idea how long she’d been out there.

      “Kinsley Skeenbauer?” she asked as she wiped under her eyes with the back of her hand. It further smeared her melted mascara across her face. “What are you doing out here?”

      “Sleepwalking,” I said. It sounded ridiculous, but what else could I say? If I’d tried to lie and say that I was somehow investigating Richard’s death in the middle of the night, it would have sounded even stupider.

      “All the way out here?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I don’t know if I should be horrified or impressed with myself,” I said.

      “Well, I’m sure you had a bit of help. It’s not like we’re completely subject to the laws of physics,” Esadora said.

      “Yeah, you’re right about that, but now I’m miles from home,” I said. “I don’t want to openly use magic to get home. It will take me an entire day or more to get out to the highway.”

      “Well, I guess you lucked out that I’m here,” she said. “I’m not just going to leave you out at the side of the road.”

      “You sure?” I asked.

      “Leave the head of the most powerful Coven I know of out in the middle of the woods alone? Are you crazy?” she said with a chuckle. “I’d give you my car and walk home myself if you asked. The last thing I want to do is tick off the Skeenbauers. But seriously, I’d offer just about anyone stranded out here a ride.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll take you up on that.”

      I walked around and slid into the passenger seat of Esadora’s car. As soon as I got in and shut the door I smelled clove cigarettes. The scent was overpowering, and I felt my stomach lurch.

      She must have seen me turn green. “Sorry about that. Is it the clove?” Esadora asked.

      I nodded my head and quickly rolled down the window.

      “Most people don’t like the smoke smell. I can’t get enough of it, but I guess I’m the weirdest of the weird.”

      A second later, she pulled a small metal spray bottle out of her center console storage. She spritzed it into the air, and the car was filled with the scent of fresh peppermint. It instantly calmed my rebelling stomach.

      “That better?” she asked.

      “Much. Thank you,” I said. “I don’t normally mind clove. I wouldn’t say clove cigarettes are my favorite thing, but I’ve never had them bother me like that.”

      “It’s the baby,” she said with a smile. “I’ve heard being knocked up can change your senses dramatically.”

      “I didn’t tell you I was pregnant.”

      “I’m a witch too, honey. Not like you can hide that kind of thing from us. I could feel the power coming off that little one from a mile away probably. Well, maybe not that far, but I can definitely feel it from here.”

      “Oh,” I said. “I guess I won’t have to make any kind of formal announcement, then.”

      “Nope. That little guy is like a shiny magical beacon,” she said. “So, you live at Hangman’s House, right? I know where that is. We used to run up and knock on the door when I was a kid. Okay, not exactly. We used to dare each other to do it, but nobody ever would. We were all too afraid of your family.”

      “That’s where I’m going,” I said.

      “I’ll have you there in a jiffy.”

      We made it most of the way back to my house in silence. We’d actually just turned into Coventry when Esadora said something else.

      “I’m sorry about that night outside the bar,” Esadora said. “The night Richard caused the car accident.”

      “It’s water under the bridge now,” I said. “It’s not like it was your fault.”

      “I guess in a way, it kind of was. I never should have gone to the bar to meet him. We’d broken up, and I should have left it that way. I don’t know why I was always going back to him. He was never going to change. My mother was always telling me I could do better.”

      “Love makes us do strange things,” I said.

      “Yeah, I get that, but I don’t know that I ever really loved Richard.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “I believe that I thought I did, but how could I have? He didn’t love himself. I don’t care what people say; you can’t love someone that doesn’t love themselves. That man was so full of self-hatred, it was… It was sad.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to her. I was exhausted, and I mean, what do you say to something like that?

      When I didn’t respond, Esadora continued talking. “He could be vile too.”

      “Oh?”

      “He cheated on me. He cheated on me all of the time, and most of the time I don’t think he even knew he’d done it.”

      “He didn’t know he cheated on you?”

      “If I didn’t go to the bar with him, he’d go home with women, but he wouldn’t remember it the next day. A few times, he brought women home to his house, but they’d leave before he woke up from his binge. I don’t think he remembered that either,” she said.

      “How did you know?”

      “Word travels fast in this town,” Esadora said. “Plus, sometimes I’d see him.”

      “You’d see him with them?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I didn’t trust him one bit. Sometimes I followed him.”

      Her admission didn’t sit right with me. The more Esadora talked, the more obsessive she sounded. Their relationship was dysfunctional to the max. Richard was the town drunk, and she was an obsessed witch who stalked him.

      “He’s lucky I never…” she said and then shut her mouth quickly.

      “Never what?”

      “Nothing. It’s not good to speak ill of the dead.”

      By that time, we’d pulled onto my street. Esadora dropped me off in my driveway and then backed out like a bat out of hell. She was in a hurry to get away from me, and I couldn’t help but think it was because she’d almost admitted something she didn’t want me to know.

      But what was it?

      

      The next day was Richard’s funeral. I’d slipped back into the house after my sleepwalking excursion to the murder scene and hid the knife.

      Meri was suspicious when I got back in bed, but I made sure to go to the bathroom and flush the toilet. I also washed my hands, so they were wet. When I got back in bed and woke him, I said I’d been in the bathroom. Which I had.

      You could tell he didn’t exactly believe me, but Meri wasn’t sure how to challenge me on it. I figured I’d tell him eventually. I’d have to tell him about the knife, but I wanted to wait. If I told him right then, he might have gotten ahold of my parents or Amelda. They would have tried to take the book. They might have tried to destroy the book.

      I didn’t realize it at the time, but I’d decided that I had to protect the book. I wanted to keep it close. It meant so much to me.

      It was fine…

      

      “You’re going to the funeral?” Meri asked me after we ate breakfast. I put on a black dress that was much fancier than what I usually wore to the shop.

      “I am,” I said.

      “What about the shop?” Meri asked.

      “Reggie proved she can run things for a couple of hours on her own. I’ll go in right after the funeral. I probably won’t even miss a couple of hours. How long is the funeral going to last anyway? Like an hour at most?”

      “Whatever,” Meri said and sauntered out of the room.

      My dress was a little snug around the waist, and I had a hard time zipping it up. Nothing a little magic couldn’t fix. It was an incredibly frivolous use of magic, but I didn’t have another appropriate dress.

      Interestingly, I didn’t feel nearly as bad about it as I suspected I would. Since it was even a little fun, I swirled my fingers above my head and used my powers to style my hair into the perfect updo. I ran my hands over my face, and when I looked in the mirror I had a professional quality makeup job too.

      When I was satisfied with my appearance, I went downstairs and slipped on my dress shoes. They had a three-inch heel on them, but it was a wide, chunky heel. I was thankful that they weren’t any harder for me to walk in than regular dress flats.

      I half expected Meri to follow me out to the car and insist on going to the funeral with me, but he didn’t. I told myself that perhaps he was going to do more research on the book, but I was glad that I had it in my bag. I slid my hand into my purse and ran my fingers over the ribbon covering the book.

      By the time I pulled my car into the cemetery, I’d completely unwound the ribbon. I’d done it entirely unconsciously, not even realizing I was tugging at the silk length until I’d freed the book entirely.

      “Oh well. It’s not like it helped anyway,” I said to the empty car.

      There were a few more people at that funeral than I expected. Most of them had glassy, bloodshot eyes and looked rumpled and disheveled. I assumed they were Richard’s drinking buddies.

      Esadora’s car pulled in a few minutes after I arrived. She and another witch I’d seen around got out of her car and made their way over to the casket. They avoided Richard’s friends like they were trying to avoid stepping in something gross.

      She and her friend went over to the minister whom Richard’s family must have hired to conduct the services. Though, I didn’t know if anyone else present was his family.

      One person I didn’t expect to see at the funeral, but he showed up minutes after Esadora, was Al Peterson. He was the guy who wrecked his truck trying to avoid hitting Richard the night I went to the tavern to get Reggie.

      He was dressed in a navy blue suit, but after being out in the heat for a while he took the jacket off and put it in his car. After that, he took a seat in the back row of metal chairs and waited for the services to begin.

      A Coventry Sheriff’s Department cruiser pulled into the cemetery and parked off the gravel road on the grass. At first, I thought it might be Thorn, but when the person rolled the window down, I saw it was Lincoln.

      Thorn had stayed over at my house the night before, but he’d been up and gone before I woke up. He’d left me a note with a little heart drawn on it that said he had to go, but he’d see me soon.

      He made good on the promise when, a short time after the funeral started, he slid quietly into the chair next to mine. I’d thought I heard another car pull up, but I’d been listening to the minister talk and hadn’t turned to look.

      What struck me was how white Thorn turned when a woman near the front of the small crowd turned around and offered him a soft smile and a brief wave. He looked stunned but returned the wave.

      “Who is that?” I whispered into his ear.

      “I’ll tell you as soon as it’s over,” Thorn said. “I’ll introduce you.”

      As soon as the minister was done speaking and they began to lower the casket into the grave, the woman who had waved at Thorn stood up and headed in our direction. “It’s my sister,” he whispered to me.

      “Oh, okay. But why would your sister make you turn as white as a sheet? I didn’t know things were bad between you guys.”

      “It’s not,” he said. “I mean, we don’t talk much, but things aren’t bad between us. The problem is why she’s here.”

      “Right,” I said. “Oh yeah. Why is your sister here?”

      “I mean, I’d heard rumors… but I never…”

      Thorn’s sister walked up before he could finish.

      “Hello, Thorn,” she said and went in for a hug. “It’s good to see you. It’s been so long.”

      “I can only assume if you’re here, then the things I’ve heard are true?” he said as soon as their hug broke.

      “What’s true?” I asked, unable to hold back.

      “Amelia, this is Kinsley,” Thorn said.

      “Nice to meet you, Kinsley. I wish it was under better circumstances,” Amelia said and stuck out her hand for me to shake.

      I took it and offered her a smile. “It’s nice to meet you too. I’m sorry to have blurted that out. It’s just that the suspense is killing me.”

      “It’s okay,” Amelia said. “Thorn, I wish I would have come and talked with you sooner, but I just barely made it into town in time for the services. I should have called.”

      “It’s fine, Amelia,” Thorn said.

      “So, yeah. Richard is our half brother. I guess Mom had him while she was living with… You know what, I don’t even know who she was living with at the time, but I don’t think that guy is Richard’s father either. He was raised by a cousin or an aunt. I’m not entirely sure who Mom left him with, but she didn’t want him, so she dropped him off with some relative on his father’s side and never looked back. Pretty sure he lived in an orphanage for a while too.”

      “How did you find out?” Thorn asked. “I mean… all these years… I’d heard some rumors, but I never knew for sure. It’s not like Richard ever wanted anything to do with us either, but I should have talked to him.”

      “Our uncle called me. He was nearly gleeful to break the news.”

      “Oh,” Thorn said. “Well, that figures then.”

      I had to wonder if that was the uncle who was most likely Thorn’s real father. His dad’s brother. The psychopath.

      “Do you want to have lunch with us?” I asked Amelia. “I have to go to the shop later, but we could all eat first. Thorn, do you have time?”

      “I do,” Thorn said. “Have lunch with us, Amelia. My treat.”

      “I have to get back home when Lucy gets out of school, but I’ve got a little while. Sure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      On our way to the cars, Lincoln jogged over and cut Thorn and me off. Amelia looked over at us, but Thorn waved her on to her car.

      As soon as she shut her car door, Lincoln laid into Thorn. “I overheard your conversation, Wilson. Do you really think it’s appropriate for you to have anything to do with the case when the victim is your brother?”

      Thorn pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “We already had this conversation. I thought we agreed…”

      Lincoln cut him off. “That was before you were related to the victim. You’re really going to make me threaten you with the state police again? Really, Wilson?”

      “How about you just don’t threaten me, Lincoln, and I won’t have to fire you. This is getting out of hand. I promoted you because I thought you could handle the job. I had no idea you were going to start acting like you were the sheriff of this town.”

      “I’m doing my job,” Lincoln protested. “You aren’t acting professional, and somebody needs to say something.”

      “You needed to say it here? You needed to cause a scene at a funeral? Man, your head isn’t on straight. Go home for the day. We’ll talk about this tomorrow when you’ve had some time to think and calm down,” Thorn said.

      “You can’t do that,” Lincoln hissed.

      “I can, and I am. Take a day off, Lincoln. Take one day, or you can take them all.”

      Lincoln stalked off with his head bowed, and you could see the tension in his shoulders. Thorn had ticked him off royally, but I understood where he was coming from, and hopefully, after a day to cool off, Lincoln would too.

      

      Amelia followed us in her car down to the square. We’d decided to have lunch at the Brew Station instead of the diner. 

      Usually, the place was busy around lunchtime, but I noticed right away that there weren’t very many people. When I looked around at the people seated at the tables, I started to understand why.

      “It’s been like this all day. People come in and see them, and then they leave,” Viv said.

      The them Viv was referring to were what looked to be a bunch of goths on steroids. Satanists. They looked like Satanists.

      It was more of the guys that had come into my shop and who had harassed us at the diner. Those guys were there too, though.

      Thorn looked around the room at them all. “Any of them bother you?” he asked quietly.

      “No, not really. They stare at other customers funny, but that’s not against the law.”

      “I don’t mind if we go to the diner,” Amelia said. “It’s okay.”

      Viv looked stricken by that. It was apparent she’d been relieved when we came into the coffee house. She was not looking forward to being left without backup again.

      “No, it’s okay,” I said. “We’ll stay. Viv’s lunch specials are way better than the diner food. Not that the diner food is bad.”

      “Great,” Viv said. “Three of today’s specials?”

      “Yes, please,” Thorn answered. “I’ll wait here for the food. You ladies can go find a table.”

      “I’m going to go to the restroom,” Amelia said.

      “Okay, I’ll grab a table,” I replied.

      A table near the window seemed like the best choice. There were two tables of probably Satanists flanking it on either side. Still, because it was by the window, it wasn’t completely surrounded. That was something I noticed as I sat down.

      They all looked like they would have been together, but they had spaced themselves out so that they were surrounding any tables they hadn’t taken. It seemed they were intentionally trying to ruin it for any other customers and for Viv.

      When I looked around at all of them, most sneered at me or tried to appear intimidating. They didn’t like it when I just rolled my eyes and chuckled. You could tell each and every one of them was unaccustomed to someone not caring about their appearance.

      Whatever. I thought. While I didn’t exactly like people who worshiped evil, they didn’t scare me. Lilith was scarier than those clowns. Heck, if they knew me they’d know I was more terrifying. Just because I wasn’t wearing thick black eyeliner and covered in Satanic tattoos didn’t mean I couldn’t do some damage. Not that I would.

      For whatever reason, I reached into my bag and took the book out. I set it on the table with the spine facing out. It wasn’t intentional, but I was glad I did it.

      One of the guys, a small dude with stringy blond hair and gray eyes, looked shocked. I guess I was hoping subconsciously that they would reveal something about the book or why I had it, but most of them just looked taken aback or confused.

      “What’s that?” Thorn asked as he slid our tray onto the table.

      “Nothing,” I said and quickly put the book away. “Just an odd old spell book.”

      “Cool,” he said and started taking our plates off the tray. “I hope Amelia’s okay. I figured she’d be back by now. Maybe I should go check on her.”

      “I’ll go,” I said. “Don’t need you busting into the lady’s room.”

      “I would have knocked,” Thorn said. “But, thanks. I’ll take Viv’s tray back to her.”

      I walked back toward the bathrooms, and like something out of a horror movie all the weirdos’ heads turned in unison to watch me. It was definitely unnerving, and I had to wonder if they’d practiced it, or had they all actually tapped into something evil? It wasn’t lost on me that they could all be possessed by demons. I wished Meri was there. He probably would have cleared the place out.

      My steps got quicker, and I pushed through the door to the women’s restroom without looking back. It was just a small bathroom with two stalls and a single sink. Amelia was in one of the stalls, and she was on the phone.

      It became apparent that she hadn’t heard me come in. “I’m going to get out of here as soon as I can,” she said into the phone. “Thorn and that weird chick he’s dating wanted me to go to lunch. I couldn’t come up with an excuse fast enough, so I’m stuck here eating in this crappy little coffee shop.” She paused for a moment. “Oh yeah. Yeah. So get this, not only is this coffee shop full of bizarre witch stuff, but all of the customers are like grown-up goth kids. This town is just the worst. I’m going to choke down whatever sandwich they give me and get the heck out of here ASAP.” Amelia paused again. “Yeah, would you? Yes, thank you. Call me in like ten minutes and I’ll pretend it’s an emergency at Lucy’s school. I didn’t even want to come here today, but it would have looked really suspicious if I didn’t.”

      I heard something I shouldn’t have, so I cleared my throat. “Hey, Amelia, Thorn wanted me to come to check on you,” I said.

      “I’m fine. I’ll be out in a minute. I just needed to call my kid’s school,” she lied. Clearly, she didn’t know I’d heard her.

      “Okay, then. I’ll tell him you’ll be out in a few.”

      “Thanks, Kinsley.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said and pulled the bathroom door open.

      As I walked back to the table, I debated if I should tell Thorn what I’d just heard.

      Ultimately, I decided that we could talk about it later. He rarely saw his sister, and I didn’t want to start a fight between them there at the restaurant. Especially not with all of those strangers sitting around staring at us.

      Thorn and I started eating. He ate quickly, probably because he was in a hurry to get back to work, and I ate fast because I was starving. 

      Amelia eventually joined us, and she began eating as soon as she sat down. I watched as she stuffed her sandwich into her mouth and took one bite after another. It was apparent she was avoiding conversation, but then again, that might have just been because of what I’d overheard in the bathroom.

      Right on cue, ten minutes after she sat down, her phone rang. She answered it. “Oh no. Okay. I’ll be right there.”

      “What is it?” Thorn asked when Amelia hung up.

      “Lucy’s school. I have to go right away. Sorry to eat and run.”

      “Is Lucy okay?” Thorn asked as Amelia picked up her purse.

      “I’m sure she’s fine, but I have to go now. Sorry.”

      Amelia sprinted out of the Brew Station like the devil himself was on her tail. Thorn looked concerned, and I kept eating my sandwich.

      “I hope Lucy’s okay.” Thorn looked distressed.

      “Her daughter is fine,” I said between bites. I couldn’t stand seeing him looking so worried. “I overheard her in the bathroom on the phone, Thorn. She didn’t want to come to lunch with us, so she had a friend call and pretend it was an emergency.”

      Thorn just sat there quietly for a moment. When he finally did speak, he sounded resigned. “We’re not that close.”

      “I know,” I said. “I’m sorry she just bailed on you like that.”

      “I wonder why she even came to the funeral,” Thorn said.

      “I was going to talk to you about this later, but I’ll just tell you now. Whoever she was on the phone with, she told them it would look suspicious if she didn’t go to the funeral,” I said. “I don’t know what that means, though.”

      “Did she say anything else?”

      “Nothing other than to trash Coventry and the coffee shop.”

      Thorn let out a deep sigh. “I mean, it’s not like she killed Richard, so I have no idea. It’s probably best if I stay out of it.”

      “I should get back to work so Reggie can take a break,” I said. “I’m just going to grab a special to go for her and head over to the shop.”

      “I’ll see you after work, then?” Thorn asked.

      “Yeah, come on over,” I said.

      He cleaned up the table while I got Reggie some lunch. We kissed goodbye outside of the Brew Station, and I headed across the square to my shop.

      When I walked in, Reggie looked like she was completely frazzled. The store was a mess too. She was picking up stuff off the floor, and the shelves were in complete disarray.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “A group came in here. They all looked like those guys the other day. They were buying stuff, but they also trashed the place. I think they stole a ton of stuff too. I called the sheriff’s office, and they said they’d send someone but no one has come yet. I’m just trying to clean up so that maybe we can figure out how much was stolen.”

      “Why didn’t you call me? I would have come to help you.”

      “You were at a funeral. I didn’t want to bother you,” she said.

      “It’s not like I was at a funeral for someone I loved. I was just… involved in a murder case I should have stayed out of. I’m so sorry, Reggie.”

      “You’re sorry? Why are you sorry? I said I could handle the store and look at what happened.”

      “This isn’t your fault. There are some very shady characters hanging about in Coventry right now. I might have to call my family in to take care of this.”

      “But what if they killed Richard? If you drive them out, they might never catch his killer. Maybe that’s what they want. They want to cause so much chaos that they can’t get caught.”

      I thought about what she said for a moment and then sighed. “You’re right. Well, let me help you clean up and take inventory. If a deputy doesn’t get here soon, I’m calling Thorn.”

      About an hour later, Lincoln rolled up in his personal vehicle. He was dressed in jeans and a brown t-shirt that had a Sheriff’s Department logo on it. He was supposed to be taking the rest of the day off, so I thought surely they hadn’t sent him to deal with the possible shoplifting.

      “I thought this place was supposed to be trashed,” Lincoln snarked as he strolled through the door. “They called me in on my day off, and this place looks fine. Do I need to charge you all with filing a false police report?”

      “We haven’t filed a police report yet,” I said back. “We’ve had plenty of time to clean since it took so long for someone to get here.”

      “Yeah, we make a good team.” Reggie bristled.

      “Uh-huh,” Lincoln said and stroked his emerging five o’clock shadow. “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

      “We can talk out here,” I said indignantly. “Reggie was here to witness the thefts, so she’ll help give our statement.”

      “I need to talk to you about more than that. Please, can we step into your office?”

      “Fine,” I said. “Reggie, please come get me if you need me.” She shot me a look, but all I could do was shrug and say, “There are no customers now, so why don’t you go ahead and eat the food I brought.”

      “Alright,” Reggie said. “Thanks again for the food.”

      “We won’t be long.”

      As we walked through the storeroom and into my office, a box of candles fell off one of the shelves. “What was that?” Lincoln jumped a little from what I presumed was being startled.

      “You knocked a box off the shelf,” I said, knowing full well it was the ghost that did it.

      “I didn’t even touch that shelf,” he protested. “I’d heard this place was haunted.”

      He really looked like he had the willies. With all his bluster, Lincoln Raines was not someone I would have suspected believed in, and was afraid of, ghosts.

      “I think it was just on the edge of the shelf, and the vibrations of us walking across the floor knocked it down. Reggie and I were in a hurry when we cleaned up. She probably just didn’t put it away properly, but if you’re rethinking this private talk, we can go back out front. Same difference to me,” I said.

      “No, it’s fine,” he said and shrugged it off.

      I closed my office door behind us as the sink turned on in the bathroom by itself and the tapping against the door started. If he’d heard that part, Lincoln didn’t let on.

      “Sit down,” I said and motioned toward the chair I’d put across from my desk. Well, across was a bit of a misnomer. It was up against the wall, and there was barely enough room for legs between it and the desk. My office was kind of small. It was also rectangular, and the desk ran the long way.

      “I’m fine,” he said, but then thought about it and sat down. “Thank you. I do want this to be a friendly conversation.”

      “Alright,” I said. I could tell he wanted me to be conciliatory, but I wasn’t giving him an inch. Something about Lincoln Raines struck me the wrong way, and I knew better than to give someone like that an inch. He’d take a mile if given half a chance, and frankly, being in a closed office with him felt like being stuck in a cage with a hungry predator. Lincoln was power-hungry, and he was looking for an angle to take Thorn’s job. What he didn’t know was that it would never happen. My Coven would never let someone like him run law enforcement in Coventry.

      “I’m more coming to you as a friend right now, Kinsley. If you’re not honest with me, then I’ll be coming back as a deputy.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said flatly. “Could you get to the point? I need to get back to work.”

      “People have seen you out roaming the streets at night,” he said, and it took the wind right out of me.

      “I…” I wasn’t sure what to say because I didn’t think anyone had seen me.

      “Do you deny it?” he demanded.

      “Am I being interrogated?” I asked because that was how it felt.

      “Should you be? Do we need to take this down to the station?”

      “That’s unfair,” I said. “And frankly, it’s ridiculous. You’ve gone from veiled accusations against Thorn to now doing the same to me.” 

      “You were seen acting suspiciously on the night of Richard’s murder,” Lincoln said as he crossed his arms over his chest. “Can you explain that?”

      “By out acting suspicious, do you mean walking? I was out walking around at night? Is that what you’re saying implicates me in his murder? Because this whole town has people who are out walking around at night,” I retorted.

      “What I don’t understand, Kinsley, is if you’re just out walking around, why are you getting so defensive about it?”

      I was caught in a stupid trap. I’d let the likes of Lincoln Raines snare me in a double bind. I looked guilty when I defended myself, and I would have looked evasive if I hadn’t. I felt foolish for even letting him put me on the defensive.

      There was no way I’d killed Richard while I was sleepwalking. Why had I even participated in the conversation at all? Why had I let Lincoln bully me into talking to him alone in my office?

      Thoughts flittered through my mind like butterflies in a field of thorny roses. What if it was me? What if I had killed him? How could I really know?

      “No,” I said out loud. More to the thought than to Lincoln.

      “Excuse me?” Lincoln huffed and uncrossed his arms so he could puff out his chest.

      “No. I’m not having this conversation with you. I’m not participating in your fishing expedition. I know you,” I said and narrowed my eyes. “I know your type. You want Thorn’s job, and if you can’t discredit him, you’ll settle for me. It’s not happening.” I stood up and walked over to my office door. When I opened it so Lincoln could see his way out of my office, he didn’t budge. “We’re done here. Unless I’m under arrest, but even in that case, I’m done talking to you.”

      “I’ve heard that Richard cried out about a redheaded witch when he died,” Lincoln said as he stood up.

      He was close enough to me that he twirled a strand of my hair, which had morphed into a deep shade of blood-red since Thorn had returned, around his finger. My hand shot up and grabbed his wrist. I yanked it away from my hair, but unfortunately, the strand was still wrapped around his finger and it smarted like crazy.

      “I could arrest you for assaulting an officer.” He sneered at me. I’d given him exactly what he wanted.

      “You would bring down the wrath of my family on your head,” I said, and I could almost feel the fire burning behind my eyes. He even shrank back a little. That bravado and fake courage withering away under the confidence of a powerful woman. It was delicious. “Any part of you that ever touches me again, you won’t get back.”

      Lincoln’s mask of calm slipped away, and I saw his pure, unadulterated rage simmering under the surface. He looked like he wanted to kill me, but Lincoln just turned and fled my office like the scared little man he’d revealed himself to be.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” he said as he stormed out.

      “Wasn’t planning on it,” I said and gave him a mock salute.
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      The rest of the afternoon went by in sort of a blur. Reggie and I had customers galore when the afternoon tours let out. I told her a little about the confrontation with Lincoln, but we were so busy that we didn’t have much time to talk about it.

      After work, she had to head over to the nursing home. Her grandmother had refused to eat most of her meals. Reggie was trying to get over there to eat dinner with her as much as possible. She told me that if she was there her grandma would eat all her dinner and dessert.

      “Is something bothering her?” I asked on the way out of the shop.

      “I don’t know for sure. She won’t talk about it, and I don’t want to press it to the point where she won’t eat with me,” Reggie said with a shrug. “I don’t want them to change her meds again. It’s so hard on her when they do.”

      “Well, I’ll send you home with a protection spell bag for you to put in her room. Maybe if she feels safer, she’ll open up to you,” I said. “I’m sorry I hadn’t done that before.”

      “You didn’t know,” Reggie said. “But, I would appreciate that.”

      After that, I went home. Next thing I knew, Thorn was coming through the front door, and I was sitting on the sofa reading the book. Meri sat on the floor near the front door staring at me with a combination of concern and anger in his eyes.

      “I’m just going to tell him,” Meri said. “I know at first I said we shouldn’t, but this has gotten out of hand.”

      “Meri, don’t,” I warned.

      “No, if you’re not going to tell people what’s going on, then I will. It’s my job to protect you. That’s how I’m going to do it.”

      “What is the cat talking about?” Thorn asked as he took off his hat and hung it on the coat rack.

      “Tell him,” Meri warned.

      I closed the book and set it on the coffee table. “This book is kinda bad,” I said.

      “Then why are you sitting there reading it?” He crossed the room to join me on the sofa.

      Thorn sat down and tossed a couple of beige file folders down at the end of the coffee table. “I wasn’t reading it,” I said with a shrug. “Not consciously, anyway. I can’t read it. I can’t understand the language, but I find myself staring at it. Sometimes for hours. I just lose the time.”

      “That’s not all,” Meri said. “Don’t you dare leave it hanging there.”

      “What is he talking about?” Thorn asked.

      “Ever since the book showed up on my porch, I’ve been sleepwalking,” I said and let out a deep sigh.

      “Sleepwalking? Around the house? But I’ve stayed here. I haven’t seen you sleepwalking.”

      “It’s not around the house,” I said. “I wake up other places. Sometimes far away from here.”

      “Show him what you found,” Meri said.

      I’d completely forgotten the dagger I found in the woods until Meri said something about it. It wasn’t like I was trying to hide what could have been evidence in a murder. I’d legitimately forgotten about it. Probably because of the book.

      That was about the moment I realized I was in over my head, and I needed help. My whole life, I’d been told I was this all-powerful witch that was destined to save the world, and I’d sworn I’d never let it go to my head. It was times like that when I realized that it had gone to my head.

      “I found a dagger out in the woods,” I said and went right to my purse. “It has some dried blood on it, and it definitely looks ceremonial.”

      “Kinsley,” Thorn said. “You hid evidence?”

      “I didn’t hide it,” I protested. “I put it in my bag, and I forgot about it.”

      “You forgot about finding a bloody dagger in the woods near where someone was murdered? When did you find it?”

      “I mean, you guys didn’t find it either,” I said. “I found it when I was sleepwalking. I woke up out there.”

      “What?” Thorn asked. “You walked out there in your sleep?”

      “I did,” I said. “I found the dagger and a rose on the spot where Richard was killed. I assumed Esadora put the rose on the spot.”

      “Why would you assume that?”

      “Well, when I came out of the woods, I found her sleeping in her car. She fell asleep crying out there, but it’s a good thing she was out there because she gave me a ride home.”

      “And you didn’t tell me any of this?” Thorn’s face started to turn red. I could see a little vein popping up in his neck.

      “I didn’t think about it. I’m sorry.”

      “You didn’t think about it? Kinsley, this is insane. You hid all of this from me…” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Did you sleepwalk the night he was killed?”

      “I did, but not out there,” I said. “I would have told you that.”

      “Would you have?” he demanded.

      “Thorn, please…” I was at a loss. He was so angry, and he had every reason to be, but I couldn’t deal with him losing faith in me. Not again.

      “I’m sorry,” he said and rubbed the back of his neck anxiously. “I’m sorry, babe. I know you had nothing to do with this. You’ve just put us both in a terrible position, and I don’t understand it.”

      “It was the book,” Meri piped in my defense. “That’s why I wanted her to tell you. She needs help.”

      “Mom and I tried to bind the book, but it obviously didn’t work. I didn’t realize that it was still having such a huge effect on me.”

      “Maybe your father could read it,” Thorn said.

      “What?” I asked, but even as I wondered, something clicked in my brain. A fog cleared and it became apparent. “Wait, you’re absolutely right. My father could probably read the book, and even if he can’t, he’s the one witch I know who could use a spell to learn the language.”

      “Hey, the human is onto something.” Meri seemed in better spirits. “I’m a little shocked.”

      “The book doesn’t work on him,” I said. 

      “I’m going to put this dagger in my trunk so I can register it into evidence, and then I’m going to call your father,” Thorn said.

      “Just don’t let Lincoln know about the dagger, okay?” I asked.

      “I can’t do that, Kinsley. He’s my second-in-command. Why, though? Why don’t you want me to tell Lincoln? Is it because he suspects me? I can handle that, babe,” Thorn said.

      “He doesn’t just suspect you,” I said. “He knows about my sleepwalking, and I think he’s trying to build a case against one or both of us. I have this feeling he’s after your job, and he’ll take us down to get it.”

      “Anybody with eyes and ears knows he wants my job, but you don’t need to worry about that. When Jeremy comes back, he’ll go back to being my second-in-command. Lincoln was told from the beginning that his promotion was temporary.”

      “That’s why I think he’s trying to do this now,” I said. “He’s making a move.”

      “Where is all of this coming from?”

      “I called in a bunch of shoplifting that took place in my store today after some of those weirdos went through. He’s who showed up to take the statement. Lincoln took me back in my office and made it pretty clear he’s trying to pin this on you or me.” Then I told him the rest. Thorn’s breathing became short and staccato as I told him about my hair and Lincoln’s threat.

      “He was supposed to go home for the day,” Thorn said. “Dispatch told me a deputy handled your call. I had no idea it was him. He shouldn’t have been there, Kinsley. I’m so sorry. I should have handled the report myself. I should have been there for you, or jeez, at least asked you about it. I’m so sorry.”

      “We both have a lot on our minds,” I said. “I should have called you when he left the shop, but it’s all sort of a blur. I think I just wanted to get back here and have time with the book. It’s crazy.”

      “Okay, I’m going out to bag the dagger, and then I’m calling your father. When he’s on his way, I’m going to go handle Lincoln.”

      “You can’t stay with me?” I suddenly felt more frightened than I expected.

      “I’ll be back. Lincoln needs to be put in his place right now. I cannot risk him thinking he can get away with this garbage. I also need to get the report from him so I can do something about these creeps invading my town.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Just call my dad now. He’ll come right over; I know it.”

      “Sure thing,” Thorn said and then kissed me before going outside to put the dagger in his cruiser.

      I watched him through the window. He had the dagger in one hand and the phone up to his ear with the other. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I knew he was speaking to my dad as he walked out to the car.

      “You’re mad at me?” Meri asked from behind me. “Not that I care…”

      “I’m not mad at you,” I said. “You did what you thought was best for me. I appreciate you protecting me and peanut that way.”

      “Don’t make it weird, lady,” Meri said and sauntered toward the dining room. “A little bacon would be a better way to show appreciation.”

      While I was fixing some bacon for Meri, Thorn confirmed that my dad was on his way and would arrive in a few minutes. He kissed me and left to deal with Lincoln. 

      “I promise I’ll be right back, honey. I’ll probably get here while your dad is still here. If he’s up for it, maybe he and I can have a beer.”

      “I’ll make sure and tell him that’s the plan,” I said.

      Thorn was right. Like three minutes after he left, my dad’s car pulled up outside. I half expected my mom to be with him, but he was alone.

      “Is Mom okay?” I asked as I opened the front door for him.

      He chuckled. “She knew you would worry, but she and Amelda are over in the next county helping with a healing thing. She said she’d leave and come with me, but I told her to stay. It was an Amish boy who was run over by a tractor. They actually came to your mother and Amelda for help. It’s highly unusual for them to reach out beyond their people for help, but the boy’s situation was grave.”

      “What? Do they know we’re witches?” I asked. 

      “They don’t know that specifically, but they’ve been around long enough to know that our family’s prayers are answered. They see us as blessed, but it was a big deal for them to reach out for help. You know they shun traditional medicine. They were going to disobey and take him to the hospital, and someone in their village suggested that they come to your mom first.”

      “Wow, that’s cool. Mom and Amelda agreed to help them?”

      “Without a second of hesitation,” Dad said.

      “Is the boy going to be okay?” I asked, hopefully.

      “He will. He’s in no pain, so don’t worry. Your mom and great grandmother have to heal him slowly; otherwise, their magic will be too obvious.”

      “I’m just glad they were able to help,” I said.

      “And now I’m here to help you. Why don’t you let me have a look at that book?” Dad said.

      “That’s the darndest thing. I don’t know where it is.” I didn’t realize the book was making me lie.

      “It’s in your purse,” Meri piped up.

      “Why would it be in there? I thought I took it out…” I said, starting to feel a familiar sort of comforting fog descend on my brain.

      “You put it in your purse so you could pretend like you don’t know where it is,” Meri said flatly. “I watched you do it.”

      I felt my cheeks turn bright red. “I’m sorry, Dad. I don’t mean to lie to you,” I said sheepishly.

      “From what I understand, this book has that effect. Your mother didn’t even tell me about it.”

      “But, we bound it,” I said. “She didn’t tell you even after that?”

      “Nope,” he said with a shrug. “Why don’t you grab it from your purse for me, sweetie?”

      I was about to argue with him. In my head, I started to think we could have some tea and maybe talk about something else for a while, but I realized that it was just the book trying to distract me. I couldn’t let that happen. Not that Meri or my dad would have allowed it. He seemed less affected by the book, and I wondered if that was because he would be able to read it.

      After handing Dad the book, I sat down on the sofa. He sat in one of the chairs and began to look through the pages.

      “Can you understand it?” I asked.

      “Parts of it,” he said and turned the page. “The symbols I can decipher for the most part. The language I don’t understand, but I can tell you that whatever is in this book, it isn’t good.”

      “I didn’t think so considering what it’s done to me,” I said. “Would you like some tea?”

      “Can you make some tea with star anise and lavender?” he asked without looking up from the book.

      “To open your third eye,” I said as I headed to the kitchen.

      “Yes, sweetie. Thank you.”

      I went into the kitchen and made the tea quickly. By the time I came back, Dad had made a salt circle on the coffee table around the book. It was open, and he’d sprinkled lavender, rosemary, and juniper around it. He’d lit three black candles.

      “We already bound it,” I said. “It didn’t work.”

      “I know, but I’m not trying to bind it. I’m actually opening it. I know a spell to help me learn the language,” Dad said. “But, you need to be sure that’s what you want. We can skip the whole understanding part and go right to destroying it. I can call Amelda and your mother back. We’ll get the whole Coven involved.”

      “That’s what you want to do. I can tell by the tone of your voice,” I said. “I don’t want you to put yourself at risk. If you think that’s best.”

      He thought about it for a moment. “I’m not worried about putting myself at risk, so you don’t need to worry about that either. I guess I’m just weighing the value of this knowledge to the risk it so obviously carries. The book will have to be destroyed either way. Especially once I can access its knowledge.”

      I knew that my father had trouble in the past with getting too close to the darkness. It’s one of the reasons I’d been gifted at my birth with the power to walk in, and control, the shadows. My Coven knew it was better to help me harness chaos than to try and unsuccessfully shield me from it.

      “We need to know what it’s about. If nothing else, maybe that will help me figure out where it came from, and then I can protect the town and our Coven. It isn’t just about the book because it came from somewhere,” I said. “I think I know who too, but let’s be sure.”

      Minutes later, my dad’s ritual was complete, and he could read the book. “I’m not sure if we should talk about what’s in here, sweetheart. Some of this is vile.”

      “If it’s Satanic, then it’s just about summoning demons and stuff, right?” I asked. “I can handle that.”

      “It’s a ritual to bring evil into this world, yes,” he said and his face turned an ashen shade.

      “So, it’s just an old book about summoning demons,” I said with a shrug. “Must be a pretty powerful one. Or maybe my sleepwalking is the result of my pregnancy and I mistakenly thought it was the book.”

      “It’s both,” Dad said.

      “What?”

      “The book isn’t about summoning demons,” Meri interrupted. “That’s not what he means by bringing evil into the world.”

      My subconscious mind made my hand protectively cover my belly before my brain could catch up to their insinuation. “You mean…”

      “I’m taking this book right now,” Dad said and shot up out of his chair.

      “Where are you taking it?”

      He narrowed his eyes slightly and focused on me. “Why do you want to know, honey?”

      “Not because I want the book,” I said indignantly. “Not if it’s coming for my child. I just need to know what you’re doing with it so I don’t wonder. That would fill me with so much anxiety.”

      He thought about it for a moment and then blew out an exasperated breath between pursed lips. “I’m taking it to the Skeenbauer Crypt. As horrible and powerful as this book is, I don’t think it put itself on your front porch. It’s a ritual. It’s all a ritual, sweetie. They are waiting for the book to finish working its magic on you, but that’s not going to happen. I’m taking it now. None of those little punks are going to be able to get into the family crypt and get it back. Not without what lurks in there destroying them.”

      A shiver passed down my spine. When I was little, I had no idea what was in the family crypt. As I’d gotten older, they’d finally filled me in. It was the worst of the worst in our family Coven. The evil witches who had betrayed us. That was how the Skeenbauers dealt with them. They were tossed in the mausoleum where they never really died, but they could never escape either. Word had it that my Mom had accidentally stumbled in there one time. There were also whispers of others, not Skeenbauer witches, who’d been thrown in there as punishment for grave transgressions.

      My Aunt Annika had a pig familiar named Gertie who’d almost been tossed in there. She was a murderer, but for some reason the Coven had shown her mercy. They’d turned her into a pig and made her a familiar. Gertie was a little strange.

      “In the crypt,” I said to my dad.

      “You don’t need to worry about this anymore,” Dad said. “If the best of us can’t protect you, then the worst of us will.”

      For a moment, I thought I saw his eyes turn black, but I blinked and they were just their standard shade of rich chocolate brown. He smiled at me and then rushed out the front door. I stood at the window and watched him drive away.

      With my dad gone, my attention immediately turned to the file folders on the table. The air felt lighter. So much so that the thoughts of Satanic cults trying to use my baby to bring a demon, or the devil, into the world drifted peacefully from my mind.

      I reached out for one of the files and opened it. It was the file on Richard and Al’s accident. My interest perked up immediately.

      “What are you doing?” Meri asked as he hopped up on the sofa next to me.

      “Thorn left these files here,” I said absentmindedly. “This one has the police stuff on Al and Richard’s accident. I’m curious as to why it is important enough for Thorn to be carrying it around with him.”

      “Curious, why?”

      “Because maybe it had something to do with Richard’s murder. Duh,” I said and continued looking over the accident report.

      “Kinsley, your dad just said that the murder was part of the ritual in the book.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “It’s also possible that all these creeps running around town are just wannabes, and they left the book on the porch. They might not have had anything to do with Richard’s murder other than they provided cover for it.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “What if someone else, like Al, killed Richard, and he just did it all creepy and Satanic as a cover,” I said.

      “That seems like a stretch. Especially given that you started sleepwalking to strange places when the book arrived,” Meri countered.

      “I think we have to explore all the options before we make up our mind,” I said. “It’s just good detective work.”

      “For one thing, you’re not a detective. Your boyfriend is the sheriff, and I’m sure he’d want you to stop looking through confidential files. For another thing, you’re pregnant, and you need to stay out of things.”

      “We’re just talking about Al here. He’s not a supernatural and therefore poses no threat to me or the baby,” I said.

      “You’re not going to let this go, are you?” Meri asked.

      “Maybe part of me would rather that it’s just a mundane case of murder. I don’t particularly want to think there’s a Satanic cult in Coventry trying to use me and my baby to… I don’t know. Dad didn’t tell me what they were specifically trying to do. Summon a demon in human form? It seems like a lot of trouble for something like that when a demon could just possess someone. They do that all of the time, right?”

      “Yeah,” Meri said.

      “So, it’s got to be something more. Like bringing the devil into the world? That’s a thing they do in movies. So, they’d be trying to bring about the end of the world or something. That’s kind of like the prophecy. I’m supposed to stop that. I don’t really want to think we’ve gotten that far yet. I just got back to Coventry not that long ago. I feel ill-prepared to save the world right now, so I’d like to believe that maybe this is all a coincidence. I can at least look into it,” I said defiantly.

      Before Meri could say anything more, the front door opened and Thorn walked inside. His eyes went to the file in my hand, but he didn’t look angry.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, but there was no edge of annoyance or anger to his voice.

      “Um, I was curious about the files, so I picked this one up and started looking in it,” I said.

      He looked a bit taken aback by my brazen honesty. “Well… okay… you probably shouldn’t be doing that.”

      “Sorry. Here you go,” I said and extended the file out to him.

      Thorn had taken off his hat and shoes, and he crossed the room to get the file from me. “Thank you.”

      “So, why are you bringing the report on the accident home with you? Is it important?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. Al’s insurance company wants to set up an in-person meeting with me about the accident. I haven’t gotten any specifics from them yet, but I’ll fit them into my schedule soon. I told them I have a murder investigation as my top priority,” Thorn said.

      “Oh, okay,” I said with a shrug.

      I dropped it after that, but I couldn’t help but think that it had to be something important if they wanted to meet with the sheriff in person. Thorn didn’t know what it was about yet, but I bet Al did. I wondered if there was a way I could casually work that into a conversation. It would have to wait until the next day, though.

      “You okay?” Thorn asked. “Did your dad help you with the book?”

      “He took it, and he’s putting it in the Skeenbauer crypt,” I said and swallowed hard.

      “There’s more?” Thorn pressed.

      “He did a ritual to learn how to read the book. Apparently, it contains some sort of ritual. Something to do with the baby,” I said.

      “The baby? What would it have to do with the baby?”

      “I’m not one hundred percent sure because he didn’t want to talk about it. My best guess is that it’s some sort of ritual to bring evil into the world using the baby.”

      “Like the antichrist?” Thorn’s face began to turn red again.

      “Something like that. Maybe,” I said. “I’m still not entirely sure that’s what’s really going on here, Thorn.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Even if that’s what the book says, it doesn’t mean that the people here in town, the weirdos turning up everywhere, can actually do this stuff. They might be wannabes or something. I’m not convinced Richard’s death was part of the ritual.”

      “That’s a stretch,” Thorn said. “It’s a big stretch, Kinsley. Someone using the Satanists’ presence in the town to cover for a murder. They’d have to coordinate that. Plus, I would think anyone as self-serving as Satanists would have declared they didn’t do it.”

      “Unless they want people to think they did,” I said. “Maybe they don’t mind if everyone is terrified of them. It could all be some sort of sick game.”

      Thorn sighed. “I just want to know that you’re okay.”

      “I am. I’m doing fine. My dad got rid of the book; I’m sure it’s going to be okay. Maybe these weirdos will leave town now,” I said.

      “Well, if you’re not going to sleepwalk tonight, I suppose we can put a pin in this until later,” he said.

      “We can. Or, maybe they will all leave tomorrow, and we can just forget about it,” I said. “But, what about Lincoln. Did you fire him?”

      “I put him on administrative leave,” Thorn said. “Just for a couple of days, but I did tell him that if he didn’t take the leave I would fire him this time.”

      “You’re actually considering keeping him on the force knowing what you know?” I said. “He wants us to go to jail, and I have serious doubts that he’ll ever stop trying to take your job.”

      “The mayor is never going to give him my job,” Thorn said. “I want to fire him, but I need to figure out the best way to do it. There’s too much going on right now for me to have turmoil bubbling over in my department. Him being on leave for a couple of days gives me some time to think.”

      “Alright,” I said. “That makes sense.”

      “But now you know he’s not supposed to be on duty. If he comes around again, then you call me right away.”

      “I can do that,” I said. “But if he touches me again, my family will handle it. What I made was a promise, not a threat.”

      “Kinsley, I’m your family too.” 

      “Well, then hopefully he won’t be stupid enough to mess with any of us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Thorn spent the night on the sofa. I offered him the guest room again, but for some reason he wanted to be downstairs. I wondered if the conversation with Lincoln hadn’t gone as smoothly as he’d made it out. I thought perhaps it was all the talk of Satanic rituals to harm the baby too.

      Whatever it was, he stayed there all night, facing the front door. The back he’d barricaded while cursing the fact that the old security cameras his father had installed for my mom were long since broken. I didn’t even think those things worked when she was younger. They were ancient, but even then the house’s magic had destroyed the electronics in them. Either that or one of the creepy things that occasionally slithered up from the basement had ruined them. At one point in the house’s history, many demonic and malevolent entities used to hang out in the basement. They’d occasionally power their way into the house, and Meri would have to dispatch them.

      That had been a long time ago, and at the current moment there were no demons and no working cameras on the back door. “I’m going to get security cameras,” Thorn groused before I kissed him goodnight.

      “You can do that, but I’m pretty sure the protection magic over this house can handle just about anything that comes to either door,” I said.

      “I’m still staying down here tonight,” he replied.

      “If it makes you feel better, sweetie,” I said and kissed him goodnight.

      He was gone by the time I got up in the morning. I imagined he’d gone running at dawn and then to work. Sure enough, there was a new towel in the wash. In the kitchen, I found freshly baked cheddar muffins and a massive stack of bacon.

      “He’s starting to grow on me,” Meri said.

      “I’ll be sure and tell him,” I said with a smile.

      “I’ll deny it,” Meri retorted. “Whatever.”

      “Whatever,” I said with a laugh and grabbed two of the warm cheddar muffins.

      

      I brought extra muffins with me when I went to the shop to share with Reggie. When I got there, I found her talking to the glass man. He’d come to put in the permanent front windows.

      “He says we have to close for the day,” Reggie said and gladly took the muffins. “Something about the giant sheets of glass being too dangerous. Can’t have people walking around.”

      “That’s fine. I have something I want to do anyway.”

      “Ooooh, what is it?” Reggie asked. “I just never know with you, but considering that there’s been a murder, I’m going to guess it’s something at least slightly illegal.”

      “I’m going to go talk to Al Peterson,” I said and watched Reggie’s shoulders fall.

      “That sounds so boring,” she said. “Can I come?”

      “You just said it sounds boring.”

      “With you, there’s no way it will end up being boring. I want to be there when you go full Kinsley,” she said with a snicker.

      “Full Kinsley?”

      “Yeah, you know. Something will happen, and we’ll end up summoning demons or breaking into the sheriff’s station,” she said. “Maybe get some criminal vampires involved.”

      “Too soon,” I said dryly.

      “Really?”

      “No, it’s fine,” I said and playfully punched her arm. “Come on, but I promise you, we’re just going to talk to him. He seems like a nice guy, and I don’t see how this could possibly go sideways.”

      

      Al worked at Fairly Green Landscaping. I knew that because I’d seen it in the file.

      We went there and were told he wasn’t at work that day. “Oh, okay,” I said to the receptionist behind the counter.

      “Yeah, he doesn’t have a truck right now, so they sent him home.” She let out a little giggle. “Guess I’m probably not supposed to talk about that. Anyway, he’s not here. Probably at home because that truck was his only vehicle after his wife left him and took their car.”

      “That’s interesting,” Reggie said. “Hey, while we’re chatting, you wouldn’t happen to have his address?”

      “Oh, I totally can’t tell you that. I’d get fired for sure,” the receptionist said, but for a second I thought she might actually give it to us.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I remember it.”

      “You do?” Reggie asked.

      “I do indeed.”

      “I guess we could have just Googled it,” Reggie said as we left Fairly Green Landscaping.

      “It’s okay. I saw it in the police report. He lives over on Linden.”

      I drove over to Linden Lane and pulled the car up in front of what I assumed was Al’s neighbor’s house. While I did remember what street he lived on, I didn’t exactly remember the house number.

      That turned out to not be an issue, though. Al came out of his house as we were getting out of the car and went to his mailbox. He grabbed a few envelopes from the box, and as he headed back up to his front door, he spotted us.

      “Hello,” I said with a wave. “Al, do you have a moment?”

      “Okay,” he said and stopped walking. “What’s this about?”

      I bridged the distance between us with Reggie right behind me. “How are you?” I figured I’d start with some polite conversation.

      “About as good as can be expected,” he said with a huff.

      “I’m sorry you’re having a hard time,” I said, hoping that a little empathy would make him want to talk to me.

      “A hard time? It’s so much more than that,” he said, and I watched as his face turned bright red. A vein popped out on his forehead, and another joined it on his neck. “Not that you would understand.”

      I was a little taken aback by his anger, and it seemed to be directed at me. Al didn’t look at all like the man who I’d encountered the other night.

      “Maybe I would. What’s going on?” I tried to sound like I was just friendly and concerned.

      “None of your dang business.” Al’s nostrils flared, and he balled his hands into fists at his side like he was ready to throw a punch. “Neither of you have any business here sniffing around. I’ve heard about your reputation. Did the insurance company put you up to this? Are you some sort of private investigator?”

      “No, not at all.” I said. “We just wanted…”

      “I don’t care what you want. Get out of here, or I’m going to take this mail inside and get my gun.”

      “What!” Reggie cried out.

      “Get out of here, or I’m going to get my gun,” Al repeated.

      “Reggie, let’s go,” I said as Al took a step toward us.

      We hurried back to my car, and I drove away from the curb with Al watching to make sure we left. I didn’t go far, though. We pulled around the block and up to the curb of a house one street away from Al’s. I cut the motor, and we got out.

      “What are you doing?” Reggie asked.

      “We need to get into his house. I have to find out what’s going on with him. Did you see the way he was acting?” I asked.

      “Hah! I knew this was going to get good,” Reggie said and rubbed her hands together. “But, Kinsley, he’s in there. Oh, and he said he had a gun.”

      “I have an idea; just wait,” I said as we walked back around the block and toward Al’s house.

      We stopped two houses away and hid behind a giant lilac bush growing next to the sidewalk. I pulled out my phone and got ready to dial.

      “Wait, there he is,” Reggie whispered. “He’s getting in his truck to leave. How did you do that?”

      “I didn’t,” I said. “We just got lucky.”

      “What were you going to do?” Reggie asked.

      “I’ll tell you later,” I said and slid my phone back into my purse.

      Fortunately, Al drove off in the other direction. We walked up to the house, and I just prayed he didn’t turn around and come back.

      “I thought that receptionist said his truck didn’t work,” Reggie said.

      “Well, it looked all mangled. Maybe they just won’t let him use it like that. It didn’t sound too good either,” I said.

      “Yeah, it did sound like it was struggling. I wonder if it will break down wherever he is going.”

      We hurried up the driveway and around to the back of the small, yellow cracker-box house. It was a squat, rectangular thing that had been built after the war. A lot of them seemed to be yellow too. In Al’s neighborhood, they were mixed in with a sprinkling of older houses and a few new ones. The new ones were built where dilapidated tract housing had been torn down. It was quite a different scene than the bad part of town where you found streets and streets full of dilapidated old postwar tract houses. Kind of like Richard’s place. In fact, Al and Richard’s houses were practically identical other than their location, and Al’s was in a much better state.

      We went around past the detached garage and to the back door. I listened for a moment to make sure there wasn’t a huge dog waiting to attack us on the other side and then used a touch of magic to open the back door.

      Reggie and I slipped inside and closed the door just as I heard feet crunching on the alley’s gravel. Al’s backyard was enclosed with a chain-link fence, so if we’d let them get close enough they would have seen us.

      I peeked out the kitchen window above the sink to make sure it wasn’t Al. His truck might have broken down a few blocks away and he had to hoof it back, but it wasn’t him. Looked like a gangly, dark-haired teenager cutting through the alley to get home.

      “We’re good,” I said.

      “We probably should have brought the cat,” Reggie said.

      “Who me?” Meri said and made us both jump half a foot off the floor.

      The voice came from inside my bag, so I opened it. Sure enough, tiny little Meri was stowed away inside.

      “You’ve been in there this whole time?” I asked.

      “I mean… no,” Meri said.

      “What? What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Okay, so sometimes, I can go from one location to another, like through space-time or whatever. I hadn’t done it for a very long time. Mostly because it usually requires me to use a particular tunnel in the house, and I lost it.”

      “You lost a tunnel?” I asked.

      “It’s complicated,” he said. “But here I am. So, what are we doing? Does this guy have anything good in the fridge?” Meri asked.

      “We’re not here to burgle him,” I said.

      “I just want to see what’s in the fridge,” Meri protested.

      “Meri,” I warned.

      “Fine, we won’t borrow any of his food.”

      “You can’t borrow food,” Reggie said. “I mean, unless you go to the store and buy new food and put it back.”

      “Nobody asked you,” Meri snarked.

      “I’m going to start looking around. We don’t know how much time we have,” I said.

      “What are we looking for?” Reggie asked.

      “Anything that might tell us why Al would have murdered Richard,” I said.

      “I think breaking into this man’s house to prove he killed Richard when you already know it was a Satanic ritual murder is as dumb as taking food from the fridge,” Meri said.

      “Oh! If we think Al might be a Satanist, I’ll go check the back of his closet for Satan-type stuff,” Reggie said and darted off down the short hallway that led from the living room/kitchen area to the bedrooms and bathroom.

      “I just want to dot all of the I’s and cross all of the T’s,” I said to Meri. “This is important, so we need to turn over every stone.”

      “I’ll keep watch out the front window for his truck,” Meri finally relented.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      With Reggie looking through the bedrooms, I decided to focus on the kitchen and living room area. There was a small dining table between the two rooms, and it was covered with envelopes and paper.

      I started sorting through them and noticed right away that many of them were past due bills. At first, it was just his utilities, but I found his mortgage statement too. Al was already two months behind on that, and the bank was letting him know that if he got six months behind they would begin foreclosure. The letter implored him to call them so he could get back on track before that happened. He’d circled the number with a black pen and then drawn a sad face next to it with a blue pen. I touched the sad face with the tips of my fingers, and when I closed my eyes I could see him on the phone near tears. He’d already gotten bad news.

      Underneath the mortgage and past due utilities was a ton of credit card bills. All of them were behind, and most of them were threatening collections or a lawsuit. There wasn’t anything really extravagant around the house, so I had no idea what Al had charged to those cards to run so many up so high. I thought, at first, that maybe he had some sort of expensive hobby that wouldn’t be evident in the house. Maybe his garage was full of toys, or perhaps he had some kind of health condition.

      My suspicion was confirmed when I started combing through the actual credit card statements. All of the payments were either to various doctors, the utility companies, or the grocery store.

      Al must have had some sort of medical issue that had him on the verge of bankruptcy. Then with the accident, he couldn’t work. His whole life was about to collapse, and it was all because of Richard.

      But why hadn’t his insurance paid to fix the truck? I found that answer in another stack of paperwork next to the bills.

      He’d missed an insurance payment on the truck. I found a letter stating that while he’d made up the missed payment, the accident had happened during a fifteen-day waiting period to reinstate coverage. The insurance company wouldn’t cover the damage because of some arbitrary nonsense. He’d paid his premiums, but because he was late they got him. My blood boiled for him.

      Under that were letters from two separate lawyers. The people who owned the parked cars he hit were suing him personally. Well, their insurance companies were anyway.

      Al was toast legally and financially, and it was Richard’s fault. If Richard hadn’t been stumbling around Coventry drunk off his behind and fighting with his girlfriend, Al’s life wouldn’t have been good, but it wouldn’t have been as much of a disaster.

      It seemed like a motive for murder to me.

      The only problem was that the letters arrived after Richard was already dead. It had happened so fast after the accident that it was hard for me to tie the two events together in my mind.

      Sure, maybe someone had told him the information over the phone. Then he’d gotten the official letters days after he’d already killed Richard. But it seemed unlikely. What insurance company moved that fast?

      Nobody would have given him an official decision within, like, a day, right? These seemed to add up to a terrible coincidence.

      “We’ve got company,” Meri said.

      “Is it Al? Is he back?” I asked as I put the papers back down.

      “No,” Meri said and jumped out of the window. “It’s Esadora.”

      “What?” I asked. “Are you sure she’s here?”

      Reggie appeared in the hallway. “What’s going on?”

      “Yeah, she’s parked in the driveway. She was getting some bags out of the back of the car. We need to scram,” Meri said. “Unless you want to get busted in here.”

      “She can’t do anything to me,” I said, but even as I said it, I was heading for the back door. If she got too close, she’d feel the baby. Esadora had told me as much.

      “Not magically, but she could still call the police,” Meri reminded me.

      “Okay fine.” I really wanted to ask her what she was doing there, but Meri was right.

      I put him back in my bag, and Reggie and I slipped out the back door just as Esadora came in the front. We couldn’t leave the way we came because Esadora was parked in the driveway, so instead, we ran across the backyard and left through the back gate.
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      As we were leaving, Reggie got an emergency call from the nursing home. The doctor had changed her grandmother’s medicine again, and her grandma was having some sort of anxiety attack. The nurse on duty begged Reggie to come help calm her down.

      “Do you want me to take you?” I asked.

      “No, it’s okay. Just take me back to my car,” she said, but I could tell she was distressed.

      “I don’t think you should drive like this,” I said as gently as possible.

      “I’m fine. I need my car. I might have to stay there into the night, and I don’t want to depend on anyone to come get me.”

      “Alright,” I said and reached over to place a hand on Reggie’s shoulder.

      I would never interfere with someone’s free will, but a little empathy magic to calm her nerves was okay. I watched Reggie’s shoulders relax, and the tears threatening to spill over dried up. She took a deep, shuddering breath.

      “You just magicked me, didn’t you?” she asked with a chuckle.

      “I don’t want you driving upset,” I said.

      “Thank you,” she said with a relieved sigh. “You’re right, but I feel much better now. It’s better for my gran if I go in there calm too.”

      “I’m going to go back to the shop so you can get your car. After I check on the glass guy, I’m going to make you some protection and calming items for your grandma’s room, okay?”

      “Thank you,” Reggie said and almost started crying again. “Thank you so much, Kinsley. You never had to do any of this for me.”

      “Yes, I did,” I said. “You’re my sister.”

      “Best friends forever?” she asked and offered me her pinky.

      “Of course,” I said and linked mine with hers. “Best friends forever.”

      It was a silly gesture that kids did all the time. I remembered pinky swearing over everything as a child, but at that moment it wasn’t silly at all. It was one of those little rituals that meant more than anyone could ever know. A promise stronger than blood or magic. Even Meri emerged from my bag and booped his little nose against our interlocked fingers. He understood.

      

      After I’d parked the car and given Reggie one last hug, I found the window guy packing up his things.

      “Excellent timing,” he said. “I’m all done here. The shop is yours again. Now, I’m off to get some of that amazing coffee over at the Brew Station.”

      He left, and I set to work making things for Reggie’s grandma. Meri lounged on the counter next to me and swished his tail back and forth. He’d reach out a paw and touch my hand whenever my magic needed a boost. Or, whenever he thought my magic required help.

      By the time we were done, it was the regular closing time. I locked up the shop and headed home. All of the day’s excitement and my afternoon of magical workings had left me exhausted and starving.

      I went home and sent Thorn a message asking him what he wanted for dinner.

      Can’t come in time for dinner. Short-staffed because of Lincoln thing. If I’m too late, okay to let myself in? Want to check on you, he texted back.

      Yes, use your key. I’ll leave you a plate in the fridge. Love you, I answered.

      Love you too, babe.

      

      I was really craving a cheeseburger and fries and thought about picking up takeout from the diner. But I was exhausted. The easier solution was to make some burgers and throw fries in the air fryer, so that’s what I did.

      After I ate, I tried to stay awake waiting for Thorn to show up, but I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I didn’t want to fall asleep on the sofa if Thorn wanted to sleep there, so I dragged myself upstairs to my room.

      I threw on my alien print pajamas and fell into bed. After devouring two hamburger patties, Meri seemed more than happy to go to bed too.

      “You realize that not even toddlers go to bed this early,” he said as he settled in next to me.

      “Need sleep. Don’t care,” I said as my eyelids forced themselves closed. “Good night, Meri,” I said as I felt his tiny back press against mine. He didn’t always sleep right up against me, but most of the time, he did.

      

      What I thought was just a few seconds later, I rolled over and felt something scratchy against my face. When I opened my eyes to see what on earth in my bed could be causing the strange sensation, I realized I wasn’t in my bed.

      I was lying in a pile of hay. It wasn’t until I tried to push myself up to a sitting position that I realized I had the black book in my hand. My father had taken it to the crypt, and I’d retrieved it.

      In my sleep.

      The first order of business was to figure out where I was. I set the book down close to me and sat up. There was moonlight coming in through a window, and it gave me enough illumination to vaguely see my surroundings.

      The floor beneath me and the walls around me were both rough wood. I stood up and walked over to the window first. It was just a giant square hole cut in the side of the building, so I wasn’t in any house. The straw sort of gave that away…

      Looking out the window, I could tell that I was on the second floor of the structure. There were bales of hay and a tractor parked outside.

      That gave me a pretty good idea of where I was. Well, at least what kind of building I was in, and my suspicions were confirmed when I walked over to the edge of the loft.

      I was in a barn up in some sort of hayloft. I had no idea why I was up there, but I needed to get out of there so I could figure out where I was and how I would get home.

      I climbed down and found a door. Outside it became apparent that I was out in the middle of nowhere. There was one house on a hill off in the distance. All of the lights were out in its windows because it was… probably around three in the morning again.

      It wasn’t like I could go up and knock on their door. I was trespassing on their property in my nightgown, holding a book that contained a powerful Satanic ritual. At the very least, I’d scare the bejeezus out of them. At worst, they’d defend their house with a shotgun or call the county sheriff.

      “What am I going to do?” I asked the muggy night air.

      How had I gotten out that far? I mean, obviously, I’d used magic to walk faster than any other human could, but how had no one seen me? 

      The magic veil.

      The spell that protected Coventry kept anyone who did see me from registering what they saw. Once I got out into the country, there just wasn’t anyone out there. 

      Was I going to do the same thing to get back? That time there wasn’t anyone asleep in their car to give me a ride, and once again I didn’t bring my phone.

      Then I remembered what Meri had done. He’d used some sort of magic to teleport into my purse. He said he’d used one of the tunnels in the house wall, and I couldn’t do that. But, maybe there was still a way. If I could stop myself outside of Hangman’s House instead of going all the way back inside.

      I’d need his help. The problem was that he didn’t wake up when I went on a sleepwalk. He was home in bed, blissfully unaware that I was out in the middle of nowhere.

      If I could reach him, though. Maybe he could teleport out to me and help me get back. I needed his help creating a port big enough for me to move through, but perhaps I could create one big enough for me to send a message all on my own.

      I closed my eyes and imagined that all of the space between us was a very narrow tunnel. I couldn’t walk through it or even reach my hand through, but when I moved it the right way, I could see Meri sleeping peacefully on my bed.

      Meri

      The word didn’t come from my lips, but instead, I said it using the connection between us. The silver thread that connected us snaked its way through the tunnel all along, but when I said his name, it lit up like the moonlight suddenly hit it.

      Because it had. Meri was then connected to where I was. His eyes opened, and he stretched.

      It took him a second to realize what was going on, but when he did, Meri jumped to his feet.

      “Kinsley.” He said the word out loud, but we were connected through space-time, and I could hear him.

      “I’m here. I’m out here all alone. Please use your tunnel and come get me,” I said.

      I felt a sudden wave of nausea, and the connection closed. I was woozy, and just opening and maintaining that connection had drained me. If he could make it out to me, it would take everything I had to get back. I’d have to lean on Meri’s magic to even have a chance.

      He appeared next to me.

      “Meri!” I said and clapped my hands together. “You’re here. Oh, thank goodness.”

      “Where are we?” he groused.

      “I don’t know. Somewhere out in the country,” I said. “But what’s important was that I could reach you. And you could come here to me.”

      “Yeah, but now we’re both stuck out here,” he said. “Well, at least we’re together.”

      “We’re not stuck,” I said hopefully. “You can teleport us back. We can do it together. I think I can stop us before we hit your tunnel in the wall.”

      “That’s not a good idea.”

      “We have to, Meri. I think it will take less energy to do that than for me to try and speed us back. I don’t know exactly where we are, but I have this feeling it’s really far away. I must have unconsciously used so much of my magic to get out here. Porting back is our best option.” I tried to convince him.

      “We should just wait here for a couple of hours until dawn. We can go up to that house and ask to use their phone. Maybe they’d even give us a ride,” he replied.

      I felt a chill run down my spine. “Something’s wrong. We can’t wait,” I said.

      He narrowed his eyes and studied me for a moment. Then, I watched as the hair on his back stood up and his little tail fluffed out. Meri could feel it too.

      “Alright, fine. We’ll give it a try, but if it doesn’t work we just have to wake those people in the house up. I’m sure you can convince them, either with magic or a good story, into helping us. Deal?”

      “Deal,” I said.

      “Okay, so do the same thing you did before, except that you make the tunnel bigger,” he said.

      “I can’t, or I would have just done that before. I would have just come home,” I protested.

      “Right, that’s why you have to connect with that tunnel in the wall. I’ll augment your magic to make the tunnel big enough for you to move through. You will have to use some speed because we won’t be able to hold it for long.”

      “I don’t know what the tunnel in the wall looks like. I’ve never been in there,” I said.

      “You just start the vision, and I’ll join you. I can fill in that part. Now, here’s the most important piece. Once we move through it, you have to stop us before we get to the house. Otherwise, you’ll end up squished in the wall,” he said.

      “Your best bet is to count to five when we step through and then stop us,” he said. “No, three. Do three.”

      “Is it three, or is it five?” I asked. “Be sure.”

      “How can I be sure? I’ve never done this. Anyway, do three. Even if we just get back to Coventry, we can walk the rest of the way. Closer to the ley line, it will be easier for you to use other magic.”

      That’s why I had drained so fast. I was so far from the ley line that ran through Coventry and gave us our extra magical strength.

      “Okay, let’s do this,” I said. “We’ll open the tunnel. When it’s big enough for me to walk through, I’ll step in, count to three, and hopefully end up on the front porch.”

      Meri gave me a nod, and we began. I opened the vision, and just as he’d said, he joined in. I felt a little dizzy as I tried to open the tunnel, but with Meri pressed against my leg, I had the strength to do it.

      He joined the tunnel to the house, and it grew large enough for me to enter. I didn’t hesitate because I feared it would snap shut at any time. I barely held it and myself together.

      I bent down a little, and Meri jumped into my arms. One step into the tunnel…

      One

      Two

      Three

      I opened my eyes again, and we were in the road that ran in front of Hangman’s House. We’d done it!

      There was just one problem.

      The danger I’d sensed before came in the form of dozens of robed figures standing in a circle around my house. The black robes they wore sheltered them from the moonlight, and it almost made them appear as shadows or apparitions instead of humans.

      All of them were chanting something in a language I couldn’t understand, but somehow I knew it was the one from the book. I still had the book, and it started to feel hot in my hand.

      I looked down, and it glowed red. Tendrils of that heat and the red glow began to snake up my arm.

      “Meri! Meri, I can’t drop it,” I said as I fought to let go of the book.

      Meri gazed at me with terror in his eyes. I watched as he looked back and forth between the book in my hand and my belly. I knew right away that whatever he would normally do to the book to save me would put the baby in danger.

      He was at a loss as to how to protect us.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked, but even as I did, the red-hot tendrils got closer to my heart. For some reason, there was no pain, and while my mind fought the onslaught, my body did not. I knew that if it got to my heart, it would travel immediately to the baby.

      “You have to fight it, Kinsley. You have to,” Meri said.

      I was getting woozy, and my vision was beginning to blur. When I was about to tell Meri that I didn’t have the strength to fight, my front door opened.

      Thorn stepped out onto the front porch in his boxer shorts with a shotgun in his hands. He racked it and pointed the barrels at the closest dark figure.

      “Y’all better run,” he said in a deep, growling voice I’d never heard from him before.

      The chanting stopped.

      “One,” Thorn said. “Two.”

      As soon as the chanting stopped, so did the tendrils. I was able to drop the book.

      The robed figures all took off running. They hadn’t been able to summon their devil, and apparently, none of them wanted to die for the cause. They began to file around the side of the house, and Thorn gave chase.

      I left the book there in the middle of the road. No part of me wanted to pick it up again. I had to get inside, and then I’d summon the Coven.

      There was no need, though. As I reached out to open my front door, I heard something behind me.

      When I turned to look, the three women’s shimmering white specters hung from the tree in the front yard. The ghosts of three of the women executed in that tree.

      They dropped down from their nooses and started walking toward the book. More joined them from the cemetery. The ghosts of the witches that came even before the Skeenbauers. It wasn’t just my ancestors, but the ancestors of all of the witches from… well from just about everywhere. Mom had always told me that some of the first were buried there. I hadn’t known what that meant, and she said she didn’t really know either.

      I could see that some of them were older, and they glowed brighter than the others. They all surrounded the book. None of them were still of this world, but they were still powerful enough to interact with the book.

      The witches took it with them back into the cemetery. As they retreated into their dark resting place, the remaining fire damage in the trees disappeared. The foliage around their final resting place became thick and lush again.

      “Thank you,” I called into the night.

      I was answered with a brief, cool breeze.

      

       

      Thorn ran back into the house a few minutes later. “They disappeared into the forest,” he panted. It was obvious he was out of breath. His feet and calves were covered in cuts and scrapes from where he’d chased the Satanists in his bare feet. “I can go back after them if you want.”

      “No, stay here,” I said.

      I was standing in the kitchen, drinking a half-gallon of chocolate milk. It was nowhere near enough to restore my strength, but it had been sufficient to keep me from passing out.

      “I can’t just let them go,” he protested. “But, I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      “You can just let them go,” I said. “Sit down at the table, and let me take care of your feet.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he grumbled.

      “You will,” I said. “Especially after you let me heal your feet. There’s no way we can just let that go. When your adrenaline wears off, it’s going to hurt like the dickens. Plus, you’re not going to be able to walk tomorrow. I can promise you that.”

      “Fine,” he said and sat down at the table.

      I didn’t have much strength, physical or magical, but with Meri’s help I was able to heal the cuts on Thorn’s feet.

      “I have to go to bed,” I said when it was done. “I need a nap, and then when I wake up I’m going to need a lot to eat.”

      

      Thorn had really taken it to heart when I said I needed a lot to eat. I’d fallen asleep on the sofa because I just couldn’t make it any further. When I woke up, I found him and a buffet in the kitchen.

      “You didn’t go back to sleep,” I said as I walked into the kitchen.

      I rubbed my eyes with the back of my hands, and as soon as I pulled them away Thorn pushed a steaming cup of coffee into them. The kitchen counters were lined with bacon, sausage, biscuits, gravy, waffles, pancakes, and the stuff to assemble both hamburgers and hot dogs. Meri skittered into the kitchen, and his eyes lit up when he saw the mountain of bacon and two salmon fillets Thorn had set off to the side for him.

      “I feel like I could run a marathon,” Thorn said. “Seriously, whatever you did to fix my feet, it affected more than that. I have so much energy. I may have gone a little overboard with the food.”

      I chuckled. “I love it. Thank you so much.”

      “It’s a good thing you have a magic refrigerator. I think this stuff will probably keep. Right?”

      “Yeah, it will. Well, let’s eat then,” I said as my stomach issued a loud rumble. The scent of the buttery waffles and bacon alone was enough to make me feel like a ravenous wolf.

      I ate until I thought I would burst, but my body just used it all to replenish my magic. Minutes later, I was ready to eat again. Thorn watched with a combination of horror and amusement. There wasn’t going to be nearly as many leftovers as he’d previously believed.

      Just before Thorn left for work, Viv called me. She said that the haunted and witch tours had been canceled and that she had not opened the coffee shop that day.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, but I already knew.

      “It just seems too dangerous with them around, and I wasn’t getting any real customers anyway. You know we have sort of an informal downtown committee, and you’re part of that now, but that committee has decided that we should stay closed to protect people. At least until we can figure out what to do about these… people.”

      “Is it really that bad?” I asked.

      “Well, they are down there right now. They’re all over the square and around the statues. Someone even said they thought they might try to pull them down. Nobody who goes to work at the courthouse can go in either.”

      “How many of them are there?” I asked.

      “It’s just maybe two dozen, but they’re walking around in those black robes now. At first, people thought it was something the town was doing, but then they started menacing people,” Viv said.

      “I’ll send Thorn down there on his way into work,” I said. “Call me if you need anything.”

      Thorn was studying me when I hung up the phone. “What’s up?” he asked.

      I told him everything Viv had relayed to me. “I don’t think anyone is opening up today.”

      “That’s good. I was going to say something to you about that anyway. This is much easier.”

      “Why? Because you know I’d probably go in anyway?”

      “I know you, and yes. I don’t think you’re afraid of those guys, but you need to be more cautious. You’ve got the baby to think of now. But when this is over, you should think about hiring another assistant in the shop. You’ll need to be able to take days off without having to close down when the baby comes. Or even when you’re just really far along.”

      “You don’t think I can handle it?” I teased.

      “I don’t want you to have to handle anything, babe. I want you and peanut to have the best of everything. I don’t want you to have to just grin and bear it through things.”

      “I love you,” I said.

      “I love you too,” Thorn replied. “Now, I’m going to get to work. I’ve got to get these… whatever they are out of this town.”

      “I’m going to call Lilith,” I said. “Mom and Amelda might not be around, but the rest of the Coven is. The Aunties will help you drive them out.”

      “We probably should have done that in the beginning,” Thorn said as he put on his hat.

      “Yeah, well, hindsight is twenty-twenty.”
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      Later that day, around lunchtime, Thorn called me.

      “Hey, sweetie. Is everything okay?” I asked when I picked up.

      “Yeah, I’m okay, but I’m swamped. It’s lunchtime, and nothing is open. I think the places over in the new section of Coventry are, but I can’t get away to get over there.”

      “You want me to bring you some lunch?” I asked.

      “Normally, I wouldn’t ask, but no one has seen hide nor hair of those Satanists since me and Deputy Fontaine chased them off this morning. I think it’s safe for you to make a run down here.”

      “I would say so,” I said with a chuckle. “I’m not going to hide in the house, Thorn. I had a bad night last night, but I’m completely refreshed. There’s nothing for me to be afraid of now.”

      “I know,” Thorn said with a sigh that told me he still wouldn’t accept that I could hold my own. He wanted to protect me, but I loved that about him. “But, bring the cat.”

      “I’ll be down there in fifteen. Any requests?” I asked.

      “Whatever you’ve got. I’m starving.”

      When we hung up the phone, I set to work, making him a couple of sandwiches, chips, carrots, and two apples. I also packed a container of breakfast leftovers. There wasn’t much left after my feast, but there was enough for another decent meal. I had a feeling Thorn might be stuck at work for a while and wanted to make sure he could eat again later.

      Fifteen minutes later, I walked through the front door of the sheriff’s station. I’d made it exactly on time.

      “Go on back,” the receptionist said with a nod. “He’s been expecting you.”

      “Must have been hungry,” I said, and she laughed with me.

      I walked into Thorn’s office, and he was opening a Coke he’d probably gotten from the station’s vending machine. “Oh, thank you,” he said when I handed him the bags.

      We chatted for a bit while Thorn ate the sandwiches. He was happy to see I’d packed a little container of peanut butter to dip the carrots in. Not a lot of people ate them that way, but Thorn and I both loved it.

      He cleaned up the sack lunch and got ready to put the breakfast leftovers in the break room refrigerator when we heard shouting coming from the lobby. “What in the heck,” he said and rushed around the desk.

      I started to stand up, but he told me to stay put. He disappeared out of his office door but came back a minute later. “Two deputies brought people in at the same time, and we’ve got a bit of an issue out in the lobby. I’m going to have you go out the back door of the station, okay?”

      “Sure, yeah,” I said and got up. “See you tonight?”

      “I’ll get there as soon as I can, sweetie. I’m going to have a talk with Lincoln this afternoon, so we’ll see how that goes.”

      I wanted to press the issue and make sure Thorn was still going to fire him, but I could tell by his expression he had no time to talk. He walked me to the back door of the station and unlocked it so I could leave. Thorn gave me a quick kiss and then closed the door behind me to attend to the mess in the lobby.

      As I walked through the alley to get back to my car, I passed the dumpster behind the station. At first, I didn’t think anything of it, but when I realized what I saw on the ground around the dumpster I stopped in my tracks.

      Rose petals.

      It was an odd sight for sure, so I walked over and lifted the lid to the dumpster. Inside were dozens upon dozens of drying roses.

      “What would those be doing behind the sheriff’s station?” I asked.

      “What?” Meri piped up from inside my bag.

      “There are dozens of roses in this dumpster,” I said.

      “So.”

      “I just… I found a dried rose at the spot where Richard died,” I said.

      “Roses are pretty common,” Meri responded. “You really think it’s something?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m going to take a picture of it and get out of this alley. This trash smells gross.”

      What I didn’t say was that I suddenly felt like I was being watched. I looked up and down both sides of the alley, but I hadn’t seen anyone lurking about. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling. When I got those feelings, I listened to them.

      After I snapped the picture, we walked back around the building to my car. The entire drive home, I kept checking my rearview mirror and the rear camera. There was no one following me, but I couldn’t dismiss that oily feeling like someone had been there in the alley watching me.

      Usually, when I got that feeling and there wasn’t a person there, it was a ghost. None manifested themselves, though.

      I still had that feeling later that night when someone pounded on my front door. I jumped half out of my skin. I leapt off the couch so fast that I threw Meri onto the coffee table. He hissed and scrambled to the front door.

      Meri sniffed under the door. “It’s just a person.”

      “Should I answer it?”

      Meri just looked at me like I’d asked the dumbest question he’d ever heard.

      “I’m going to answer it,” I said.

      “You probably shouldn’t,” Meri finally piped up.

      “You said it’s just a person.”

      “Kinsley!” a man called through the door. “Kinsley Skeenbauer?”

      “Yeah?” I hollered back instinctively.

      “Um… Sorry if I scared you, but this is Amelia’s husband. Can I talk to you for a minute?” he called through the door.

      “Oh. Thorn’s brother-in-law,” I said to Meri. “Coming!”

      I opened the door to a handsome man with dark hair and light brown eyes. He was dressed in a red and white plaid shirt and jeans. His eyes were rimmed red like he’d been crying.

      “Are you okay?” I asked. “Is Amelia alright? I can call Thorn.”

      “No, it’s okay. I just need to ask you something. I know I’m a stranger. I don’t even need to come in,” he said and took a step back onto the porch.

      I stepped outside and closed the door behind me, but not before Meri darted out and joined us. “Okay. Ask away.”

      “Was my wife at a funeral with you the other day?” he asked.

      “She was,” I confirmed.

      He took a deep, shuddering breath. “Okay, good.” But then he thought about it a little more. “Was she with you all afternoon?”

      “No. We were going to have lunch with her, but she got a call from her daughter’s school and had to go,” I said. I knew Amelia had been lying to Thorn and me, but I didn’t want to lie to her husband.

      Tears spilled over onto his cheeks, and he balled his hands into fists. He immediately relaxed them and then wiped the tears away from his eyes.

      “Would you like something to drink?” I asked. “And I’m sorry, but I can’t remember your name.”

      “Dave,” he said. “My name is Dave, and I would take a soda if you’ve got one. I’d say a beer, but I’m going to need to get back on the road soon.”

      “Have a seat,” I said and pointed to my porch furniture. “I’ll be right back with a soda.”

      We chatted for a while after that. He told me about Amelia and how she’d had an affair. Dave had thought they were past all that, but apparently she was cheating again. He spilled all the beans to me like he hadn’t had someone to talk to in a long time.

      Eventually, Thorn pulled up in the driveway. He convinced Dave to stay for a while, but Dave still insisted on sitting on the porch. He and Thorn did have an ice-cold beer while they talked, though. Something to cut through the heat, but Thorn made sure Dave was good to drive before finally sending him off.

      As I was getting ready for bed, I realized that probably meant that whatever suspicious things Amelia had said during her phone call were about her affair. They had nothing to do with the murder. Not that I’d really thought she had anything to do with Richard’s death, but it was still one person off the list. Even if she had been at the very bottom of that list.
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      The next day, Thorn went into work, and I went to my shop. Viv had decided to open up the Brew Station as well. The weirdos weren’t all gone yet, but it seemed as though Thorn had convinced them to back off. We couldn’t stay closed forever, after all. I could because I had a magic house that gave me money when I needed it, but Viv depended on her coffee shop to survive. Reggie needed her job with me too, so in a way I had to stay open as well.

      Other than a few of the creepers walking by the front window and staring in at us, the day was pretty uneventful. The ancestral spirits had dragged the book into their cemetery, so I wasn’t sure why some of the Satanists were still around. Maybe they thought they’d be able to get it, but I knew they wouldn’t.

      I hadn’t had a sleepwalking incident the night before, and I was convinced it was over. My father must have put the dark book near the entrance of the family crypt, and so it was able to reach me. I was able to enter it to retrieve it fast enough that the occupants of the tomb had no time to get me. Heck, my mother had been in there for minutes before and had escaped with her life. It wasn’t farfetched that I could reach in and grab a book.

      The ancestor spirits of the witches dragging it into the earth of the old cemetery was a different story. They didn’t always rise up to interfere with the business of the living, but for the book they had.

      I was lost in these thoughts when the bell over the door startled me out of them. A witch named Lina walked in, carrying something wrapped in a blue cloth. Judging by the shape, it was the giant crystal ball she’d purchased from me a while back.

      “Hello, Lina. How are you?” I asked as she approached the counter.

      “Oh, I’m okay, Kinsley. I hope you’re not mad at me, but I was wondering if I could return this crystal ball. I don’t need my money back. I’d be happy with store credit, but I just… I don’t think I can use it,” she said and then bit her bottom lip.

      Lina wasn’t a member of the Skeenbauer Coven, and she seemed afraid to ask me for a refund. Some, but not all, of the non-Skeenbauer witches in town were a little afraid of us. I couldn’t blame them.

      “Sure,” I said and watched her relax. “Is there something wrong with it, or you just decided it’s not your thing?”

      “I don’t know if there is something wrong with it or if it’s something wrong with me, but either way, I can’t use it anymore.”

      “Tell me about it,” I said as I got her a store credit receipt ready.

      “Well, every time I look into it to see the future, I see… bad things. I see death and destruction. I don’t know, Kinsley, but it’s not going to be a good year for me and my loved ones if even half of that stuff comes true,” she said with a shudder.

      “Maybe it’s cursed. And even if it is true things you saw, you know that’s only one possible outcome. The future can change. You can change it,” I said as I slid the receipt for the credit across the counter to her.

      “You’re right. I can’t let it become self-fulfilling prophesy just because it scared me,” Lina said with a smile. “Thank you, Kinsley. I’ll be back later this week to use this for some supplies.”

      “We’ll see you then,” I said and gave Lina a wave as she left the store.

      I hadn’t paid much attention to the crystal ball when I put it up for sale. It came from an estate sale, and I’d cleansed it with salt and sage smoke before putting it out in the shop.

      Now, I felt drawn to it. I hadn’t used a crystal ball to see the future since I was a kid. Most of the time, I didn’t want to know the future for the exact reason I told Lina. It was too changeable, and worse yet, you could talk yourself into a future that had never been real.

      But what about the past?

      Sometimes, you could use a crystal ball as a window into the past. It didn’t always work, but if I did it just right, I thought that perhaps I could see a clue about who killed Richard. If I concentrated all of my focus on that, maybe the ball would show me a glimpse of his death.

      Admittedly, in hindsight, it was a dumb idea. Lina had just told me the thing didn’t work right. Who knew what kind of person had used it before? I’d purchased it from an estate sale, but the seller could have lied about who owned it previously. Sometimes even I forgot that everything on the internet had a tint of lie to it.

      Still, if it let me solve the murder and move on with my life, I decided it was worth trying. “I’m going to use this crystal ball to see if I can figure out who killed Richard,” I said to Reggie. “I’ll be in my office.”

      “How long is that going to take?” Reggie asked. “Just these creepers skulking around makes me nervous.”

      “Like five minutes, I swear,” I said. “It’s nothing like the book. I promise. In fact, the next tour doesn’t get out for fifteen minutes, so you can lock the front door if you want. I’ll be right back.”

      As I was heading to my office, Reggie headed to the front door to lock it. She’d grabbed the “be right back” sign from the front counter and hung it in the window.

      In my office, I put the ball on the stand and sat down. I’d turned off the lights, so I grabbed a candle and lighter from my desk drawer. Yes, witches kept candles and lighters in their drawers like regular people kept pens and sticky notes.

      I lit the candle and looked into the ball. Seconds later, I found myself in a graveyard looking down at a small, pink granite headstone. I couldn’t read the name or date on the tombstone, but there was a teddy bear and a pair of wings carved on each side of the name. It was a baby’s grave. Tears streamed down my face, and though I couldn’t see Thorn, I could feel his hand on my shoulder. I felt pain in my back, arm, and legs. I looked at the arm and leg that throbbed with torment, and they were both in a cast. My chest constricted with a deep, shuddering sob.

      A knock at my office door brought me out of the vision.

      “Yes,” I called out and wiped the real tears that had spilled over my cheeks.

      “Kinsley, can I come in? Lincoln Raines is here. He says he needs to speak to you.”

      “Yes, come in,” I said. Reggie flipped the light switch as she came into the office, and I blew out the candle. “Did you let him into the store?” I asked.

      “I tried not to, but he pushed his way in. He’s waiting up by the front counter.”

      “Okay, I’m going to go talk to him. Call Thorn from back here,” I said.

      “Can’t you just stay back here. We’ll wait for Thorn,” Reggie said.

      “It’s okay, Reggie. I’m not afraid of him. I’ve got no reason to be. Let me get rid of him so we can open the shop,” I said.

      “Did you see anything in the ball,” she asked when I was halfway out the door.

      “Nothing of use,” I replied over my shoulder.

      Lincoln was waiting for me at the counter when I emerged from the back of the shop. “Reggie is calling Thorn,” I said. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

      It wasn’t until I got up to the counter that I saw he had a few dried lavender sprigs, two smudge sticks, and three white candles. “I’m just here to say that I’m sorry. I heard this stuff works for clearing negative energy.”

      “The smudge sticks and the candles will, and the lavender will provide protection from negative energies.” I passed the shelf with dried juniper berries on my way to the counter, and I picked up a satchel of them. “These juniper berries will protect your home if you sprinkle them in the corners of your rooms. They’re on the house.”

      He smiled a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes as I walked behind the counter and placed the satchel of dried berries next to the rest of his intended purchases.

      “I really am sorry,” he said as I rang up his items.

      He didn’t sound the least bit sincere, but I told myself that he was trying. Not that I believed he was trying for good reasons. Lincoln just didn’t want to get fired because he’d have to go to a new town and start his little quest for power all over again.

      “I hope that these help you,” I said as he handed me the cash and I handed him his bag. “Many blessings.”

      Two minutes after Lincoln was gone, Thorn pulled up in his cruiser. He rushed inside. “Where is he?”

      “He left,” I said. “Sorry to have bothered you. He bought a few things, gave me a thin apology, and then he left.”

      “No, it’s good he left,” Thorn said. “So, he didn’t do anything department related while he was here?”

      “Not at all,” I said with a shrug. “But, I did tell him as soon as I saw him that we’d called you.”

      “Good,” Thorn said. “You did the right thing.”

      “You going to be working late tonight?” I asked.

      “Probably. I assume you’ll be staying home,” he said with a hopeful smile.

      “You don’t want me out on the streets tracking down this killer for you? You guys are short-staffed, and I have grown to be somewhat of an expert,” I said and poked him playfully in the arm.

      “Kinsley.”

      “I’m kidding. Yes, I will stay at home. If I fall asleep before you get there, I’ll leave a plate of food for you. You know the drill.”

      “Thanks, babe. It might be a late one. I got a preliminary autopsy report on Richard. I’ve got work to do.”

      I just stood there looking at Thorn for a second, waiting for him to elaborate. When he didn’t say any more, I spoke up. “Well, are you going to tell me about the report?”

      He let out a sigh. “Okay, I’m only going to tell you anything about this because I know if I don’t you’ll break into my office or the coroner’s office.”

      “Yep,” I said.

      “But, if I tell you anything, you have to promise me that you’ll stay home. You’ll leave this to me.”

      “Okay. I promise,” I said.

      “Swear it,” he insisted.

      “I swear that I will stay home tonight, and I will stay out of it,” I said with my hand over my heart.

      “Thank you.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “Okay, so the coroner said he thinks Richard was left out in the woods to die slowly.”

      I cringed. “Oh. I mean…”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t go into the details as to how he knows that. It’s pretty… unpleasant. But, he does think it took Richard hours to die. Unless they all stood there for hours waiting for him to pass, they most likely did their ritual and left. It makes sense. They thought they needed a death for the ritual, but I’d bet most of these punks are pretty young and not cold-blooded murderers.”

      “They are now,” I said.

      “Yeah, they are now but leaving the scene meant they didn’t have to see him die. It allowed them to put psychological distance between themselves and the hardest part. At least, that’s my working theory.”

      “So, they’re just callous jerkwads,” I said. “Not all psychopaths.”

      “Pretty much,” Thorn agreed. “Oh, and I had the blood on the dagger tested. It’s not Richard’s, so that wasn’t the murder weapon. I’m having them run the DNA against all of the databases because I still believe they used it in the ritual. If we can find one of these punks, maybe I can make him sing. We can get him to turn everyone in to us in exchange for immunity. Maybe figure out who’s the ringleader. I feel like one actual psychopath had to put these people up to this.”

      When Thorn left, Reggie joined me at the counter. She stood on the customer side while I stayed behind the register.

      “Huh,” she said and bent over.

      “What is it?”

      “There are rose petals on the floor here. Dried rose petals.”

      I felt my stomach clench. “How long have they been there?”

      “I don’t know,” Reggie said. “They could have been here for hours. I don’t look at this spot on the floor much. Do you?”

      “I think the killer was in here,” I said. “Or maybe…”

      “Maybe what?” Reggie asked. Her eyes darted around the store like a murderer could be hiding behind one of the shelves, but I was sure if they had been there, then they were gone.

      “The rose petals can be used to signify unfolding wisdom. Because of the way the flowers bloom,” I said.

      “Oh, okay. So, Lina might have had rose petals on that cloth she wrapped the crystal ball in.” Reggie’s shoulders relaxed, and the color returned to her face.

      “If she’d just wrapped the ball up in whatever she was using for her setup, yeah. It’s kind of a stretch, though. That would be a huge coincidence.”

      “Maybe not,” Reggie offered. “And I heard you tell Thorn you would stay out of this. He’s got leads. He seemed determined. Besides, it would be more likely that it was Esadora and Al. That’s where my money is.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Think about it. Maybe when Richard stumbled into the street and Al almost hit him it wasn’t an accident. Maybe Esadora and Al set that all up. When they didn’t manage to kill him that way, they made it look like these weirdos did it. It was, like, an opportunity for them.”

      “But why?”

      “Well, duh, obviously they were having an affair,” Reggie said and rolled her eyes.

      “But Esadora and Richard weren’t married. They didn’t need to kill Richard. She could just stay broken up with him and move on to Al.”

      “I don’t know,” Reggie protested with a shrug. “People are weird. Maybe that’s not what happened, but either way, you promised Thorn you’d stay out of it. I should go see my grandma tonight, but I can cancel it and come babysit you.”

      “No,” I said. “Go see your grandma. I will stay out of it.”
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      I stayed home like I promised. I’d just begun to think about going to bed when there was a frantic knocking at my door.

      “Again,” I said to Meri, who was already on his way to the door. He jumped back when the person outside shouted through the door.

      “Ma’am, this is Wayne Fontaine. I need to speak to you right away! It’s about Thorn!” he called out.

      All of the blood drained from my head, and ice gripped my spine. If a deputy was coming to tell me about Thorn…

      I ran to the door and flung it open. Wayne stood there with his hat in his hands. He bit his bottom lip so hard that I couldn’t believe it wasn’t bleeding.

      “What is it? What happened to Thorn?” I demanded.

      “He’s been arrested,” Wayne said.

      I blurted out a nervous laugh. It wasn’t good, but finding out he wasn’t dead was such a huge relief I couldn’t contain myself. “I’m sorry. I thought you were going to tell me he was dead. Okay, what has he been arrested for? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Lincoln arrested him for murder,” Wayne said. “He’s in the holding cell down at the station. Lincoln said that since Thorn is under arrest and will go to prison, he’s the sheriff now.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said and squeezed the bridge of my nose with my fingers. “Thorn was supposed to fire him.”

      “I’d heard that rumor, but nothing official had happened yet. I mean, officially Lincoln was just taking a couple of vacation days,” Wayne said. “Should I let Thorn out? I came here right away because I know your family has… some sway in this town.”

      “It’s good that you came to me,” I said. “But no, you shouldn’t let him out. I don’t want you to get yourself into the middle of this. Are you the only deputy on duty tonight?”

      “I am,” he said.

      “So, where are you going to patrol right now?” I asked.

      It took a moment, but I saw the lightbulb go off in his head. “Oh, I’ve got some things to check way over on the outer edge of the new section of town. That will take me a while. Guess Thorn will just have to sit there,” he said and winked at me.

      “I guess he will. Thank you for letting me know.” I winked back.

      As soon as Wayne was gone, I snatched up Meri and got into my car. I didn’t see Lincoln’s car on the way, and he wasn’t parked outside the station. Just to be sure, I went all the way around the building and parked my car in the alley.

      It took a little magic to unlock the back door to the station and disable the alarm, but it wasn’t difficult. Once inside, I closed the door behind me and re-engaged the security system.

      I found the door to the holding area and once again used my power to get in. Breaking Thorn out of jail would be surprisingly easy.

      Thorn shot up off the concrete bench he sat on when I walked in. “What are you doing here? You said you’d stay home.”

      Again, I had to laugh. “Well, I would have if you’d kept yourself out of trouble.”

      “I can handle this, Kinsley.”

      “It looks like it,” I said. “So, was the arrest lawful?”

      “Of course not,” Thorn said and came closer to the bars.

      “Then, oops,” I said and waved my hand over the cell’s lock mechanism.

      The door opened.

      Thorn thought about it for a second and stepped out. “He’s lost his mind, Kinsley. He was raving about a book, and he smelled like roses. I swear I saw at least a couple of rose petals fall out of his pockets.”

      “They keep the demons away.” Lincoln’s voice made us both whirl around. “The lesser ones anyway. Demons hate roses, but the more powerful one we… I was trying to work with could brush them off as just an annoyance. Some of the lesser demons don’t care or don’t understand their hierarchy. So, we all took precautions to keep them from possessing the wrong person or causing havoc where none was needed.” He had his service weapon in his hand, and Lincoln leveled it at my head.

      “You can’t hurt her.” There was a slight crack in Thorn’s voice, but when I looked at him he quivered with rage.

      “I can, and I will,” he said and casually pulled the trigger.

      But I’d already disabled the gun. Lincoln looked at the weapon in horror.

      “Did you really think that was going to work?”

      “I thought that if I sacrificed you…” Lincoln trailed off.

      “Well, you’re terrible at catching someone by surprise. Maybe if you’d shot me as soon as you came in here, but you just had to try and get the last word. Your ritual is canceled. Your demon is canceled,” I said.

      “And you’re going to spend the rest of your life in prison,” Thorn said as I moved out of the way.

      Meri had taken a seat at Lincoln’s feet and cast a spell on him so he couldn’t move anything but his head. Thorn dragged him into the cell he’d just emerged from, locked the door, and then Meri released the spell.

      “I’ll tell everyone. I’ll tell them everything. I’ll spread the word far and wide not only about the immense power people can summon using those books but also what you are,” he said, looking at me. “I’ll tell everyone.” He clung to the bars pressing his face between two of them as if he could somehow slide out.

      “And then you’ll spend the rest of your life in a mental hospital for the criminally insane,” Thorn said matter-of-factly. “Either way, prison or a mental hospital, is fine with us.”

      “Books,” I said. “He said books.”

      “Yes,” Lincoln said with a huge smile. “There’s a whole library of those infernal volumes. Some of them are out in the world. Some are still at the Order’s library. Others are protected by people… on your side.”

      “The Order?” I asked.

      Lincoln began to laugh. “They’re going to come for that book. You may think that you and your little ghost friends have saved this town, but the Order will come.”
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      “A large stash of secret money no one can find, and now this Order is coming for the book the Ancestors took into the cemetery. Life in Coventry is a whole lot more exciting than I remember,” I said.

      “Not for you,” Thorn groused. “I think you should give boring and safe a try for a while.”

      “Not a chance,” I said. “You don’t really think you’re going to keep me locked away in this house for my own good, do you, Thorn Wilson? I can take care of myself.”

      “I know you can,” he said with a chuckle. “Maybe you can make your own grilled cheese too.”

      “Let’s not go too far,” I retorted.

      We were in the kitchen. Thorn was standing at the stove melting butter in a pan to make a grilled cheese sandwich. I was sitting in a chair that I’d dragged over. I was getting fatigued more easily as my baby grew, and I found myself needing more rest and more food to sustain us. The little peanut had gone quiet during the time I was using too much magic, but when I’d stopped they’d begun to flutter regularly again. I would never admit to Thorn that he was probably right about me needing a little more boring and safe in my life..

      Just a little, though. I wasn’t going to live my entire life like that. No thanks. It’s what I’d thought I wanted when I left Coventry as a teenager, but the short time I’d been back had already proven me wrong.

      I was at home in Coventry, and not only that, I was at home with who I was too.

      Being a witch.

      In fact, I’d decided that at some point, after the baby came, I’d take my powers out for a test drive. I was finally curious about what I was truly capable of doing with my magic. After all, being who I was and not using it was a waste.

      Many fences needed to be mended in Coventry. There was a lot of rot that needed to be carved away. Some things had been ignored for too long. I didn’t want to just live in Coventry. I wondered how amazing the town could be with all of us working together.

      It wasn’t all curiosity, though. A small part of me, deep down inside, knew that I needed to harness my powers to protect my family and my town. A storm was brewing, and while I couldn’t see it on the horizon yet, I could feel it in my bones.

      “Hey, Kinsley?” Thorn broke me out of my thoughts.

      “Yeah, babe?”

      “You wanted provolone, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “And cheddar?”

      “Yes, please,” I said.

      “And you said muenster too?”

      I chuckled. “Yes, all three, please.”

      “Oh, and Kinsley?” Thorn inquired.

      “Yeah, babe?”

      “Will you marry me?”
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      “So, he asked you to marry him while he was making a grilled cheese sandwich?” Viv asked before taking a sip of her dirty chai latte.

      “And then you ran into the bathroom and upchucked again?” Reggie interrupted before I could answer.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “And then what happened?” Reggie leaned forward as if I hadn’t already told her the story three times and the ending would change.

      “Then I sat on the sofa for a while, and when I felt better, I ate my sandwich,” I said.

      “You didn’t say anything about him asking you to marry him,” Viv pressed.

      “I actually started to think I might have imagined it, and he didn’t bring it up again. He did act a little weird the rest of the night, but the next day, everything was back to normal,” I said.

      “And neither one of you has said anything about it since?” Reggie asked.

      “You know something else no one is talking about?” Viv swooped in to save me. “All that money. That sack of money that Liberty left somewhere in Coventry. No one has found it yet, and I can’t believe that it’s not the topic of the town.”

      “Maybe because people think it’s cursed,” I offered. “The witches in this town would know to be wary because it might be cursed, and perhaps even the humans that have heard the rumors. I bet there are people looking for it, though. They just aren’t saying anything.”

      “Do you think it’s cursed?” Reggie was deflated we’d moved on from discussing the proposal, but she seemed to light up at the prospect of cursed treasure.

      “I would say that there is a better chance that it is than it isn’t,” I said and sipped my hazelnut latte.

      Viv and Reggie both let out a simultaneous disappointed sigh. After a few moments, Reggie’s face brightened.

      “Wait, if we really think it’s cursed, doesn’t that mean we have an obligation to find it? Like, we can’t just let someone else get hurt because we’re afraid. That’s not who we are,” Reggie said.

      “So, you want to find the money for the good of the people?” I asked, but I couldn’t contain my giggle-snort.

      “I mean…” Reggie started to say something but she trailed off.

      “I’m sorry. That was a jerk thing for me to say. I know that both of you could use the money,” I said. “I’m not judging you. I promise.”

      “We know you’re not,” Viv patted the top of my hand. “And I couldn’t say I need the money. There are some things that I could pay off, and that would make my life much easier.”

      “I could really use the money,” Reggie said. “I don’t want to get cursed again, though.”

      “You guys realize that someone might have already found it and just not mentioned it,” I said. “I probably wouldn’t if I found it.”

      “Yeah, but you’re different,” Viv said. “Most people would tell everyone they know, and then post it on every social media site they could think of because the money wouldn’t be enough. They’d want recognition too.”

      “You guys aren’t like that,” I countered.

      “I think I might be,” Reggie said and then she let out a cackle.

      We laughed along with her for a minute until someone new walked into the Brew Station and glared at us. Viv recognized her.

      “Hell, Hollie. How are you today?” Viv asked.

      Hollie hurried by our table and mumbled something about being “just fine.” She rushed up to the counter and placed her order without loosening the death grip on a couple of books she had tucked in her arms and pressed against her chest. She also had one of those one-arm laptop backpacks slung over her shoulder.

      For whatever reason, Viv only partially turned her attention back to us. She also kept an eye on the counter and Hollie’s interaction with Jack. Jack was the assistant manager who Viv left in charge whenever she wasn’t working.

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      “She’s just not herself. Hollie is usually a bubbly, happy young woman,” Viv said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so glum, and she comes in here to study a lot.”

      “Is she in high school?” Reggie asked and looked at her phone. “Shouldn’t she be at school?”

      “She goes to the college in Blue Mound,” Viv said. “Hollie graduated from high school early, and she’s actually gearing up to graduate undergrad next year, but for her junior and senior year, she’s been doing the dual credit program. She’s working on her master’s at the same time.”

      “Whoa,” I said. “That’s got to be intense. Maybe that’s why she’s a little down. I imagine it’s hard to be bubbly all the time with all of that on your plate.”

      “That would be true for most people, but Hollie is one of those driven people who thrive on having too much to do. Maybe her summer coursework isn’t enough to keep her busy,” Viv offered.

      “That’s the college with the cemetery out front, right? It’s the first thing you see as you come into town?” Reggie asked.

      “Yep, that’s the one,” Viv said. “And you need to get out more. That’s one town over and you sounded like you weren’t sure if it was the right one. You’ve got to get out of Coventry more, girl.”

      Reggie just stuck her tongue out at Viv.

      Before we could continue our conversation about Hollie and her college, the actual Hollie yelled at Jack. “I said no mustard!”

      We turned to look, and Hollie shoved her sandwich across the counter so hard that it slid all the way off and landed at Jack’s feet. Jack’s face turned bright red, and he began to mutter an apology.

      “What is wrong with you? I told you that I didn’t want any mustard three times! Three times! Why can’t you listen?!”

      Viv was out of her chair and up to the counter in two seconds. “Jack, why don’t you go in the back and see if Kim needs any help,” Viv said as she went around behind the counter.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said and practically ran through the door to the kitchen.

      “Hollie, I’m sorry he messed up your order,” Viv said with cool, confident professionalism.

      “I am sorry that I knocked it on the floor. I didn’t mean to do that,” Hollie said. “I just…”

      “It’s okay,” Viv offered her a soft smile. “Let me make you another one. I know it’s a pain in the butt but give me your order one more time so I can make sure I get it right.”

      When Viv was done making the sandwich, she pushed it gently across the counter to Hollie. “On the house. For your trouble.”

      “Thank you, Viv,” Hollie said. “Please tell Jack I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to throw my sandwich on his feet.”

      “It’s okay,” Jack said as his head popped out from the kitchen. He cautiously walked out to the counter and joined Viv. “We all have bad days. I’m sorry that I messed up your order. I wasn’t thinking, and I will use this as an opportunity to improve my listening skills.”

      “They are really good at this,” Reggie said and popped a chip in her mouth.

      “I’m sure you had to deal with angry customers when you worked at the diner,” I said.

      “Oh, all of the time,” she said as she chewed her chip. “But I never handled them like that.”

      “How did you handle them?” I asked.

      “We don’t need to talk about that,” she said before shoving another of the house-made potato chips in her mouth.

      “Reggie.”

      “What?” she said and shrugged.

      “You’re right, never mind. Some things are better left in the past,” I said.

      Viv came back and joined us at our table while surprisingly, Hollie took her order and sat down at a table in the back corner of the dining area. Picking that table wasn’t the surprising part. What shocked me was that she stayed at all after her outburst, but Viv had done an amazing job defusing the situation.

      I watched as she opened one of the old books to a marked page and then set up her laptop. Hollie barely noticed anything going on around her as she dove into her work. She began furiously typing while frequently glancing at the book.

      “Everything okay?” I asked Viv.

      “Yep, it’s all good. Jack has dealt with worse. I think everyone is going to be fine.”

      “So, about the proposal.” Reggie had obviously been waiting for the opportunity to bring it up again.

      “Weren’t we talking about lost treasure?” I protested.

      “Reggie’s right. This is far more interesting. We can worry about the lost money when we’ve got your life in order,” Viv said with a chuckle.

      I noticed that during our conversation, Hollie’s phone kept going off. She’d check it and then look angry all over again. Eventually, she turned the phone off and shoved it in her bag. Whatever, or whomever, was bothering her wouldn’t let up until she finally silenced them completely. When she did, though, Hollie looked a great deal more peaceful. Her expression softened, and she was able to concentrate.

      Unlike me.

      “Earth to Kinsley,” Reggie said and then poked me in the arm.

      “Sorry,” I said and sipped my latte. “I’m really not ignoring you guys’ question. I just don’t know what to tell you.”

      “Do you think he changed his mind about asking you when you didn’t answer him?” Viv asked as gently as possible.

      “No,” I said, but I swallowed hard and betrayed myself.

      “But you’re worried about it. We can see it written all over your face, Kinsley,” Reggie said.

      “Maybe a little,” I admitted. “But I try not to worry. Seriously, guys, Thorn’s not the kind of guy to change his mind like that, right? He’s not going to want to marry me one moment and then not the next, right?”

      “No, he’s not like that at all,” Reggie answered. “Not like somebody we know…” She stuck her tongue out at me.

      “That’s not fair,” I protested, but I knew she was right.

      “Just keeping you on your toes,” Reggie chuckled and went back to drinking her espresso and cocoa.

      “You guys are really going to have to learn to communicate better,” Viv said. “I’m not saying you’re doing a bad job, but you guys do tend to dance around each other like scared teenagers sometimes. You’ve got a family situation on the way. You’re going to need to be more direct with each other.”

      “The last time Thorn was too direct with her, she married another dude,” Reggie said and then quickly sipped her drink again.

      Viv swatted her. “Hush. That nonsense was all a bunch of malarkey and it’s in the past.” Viv turned to me. “It’s in the past. What matters is now and your future together. You should bring it up with him. Reggie might be right about Thorn being scared to be too direct with you. He might not want to push.”

      “I don’t want to push either,” I said. “I’ll give him a little bit of time, but if he doesn’t say anything soon, I will.”
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        * * *

      

      After our coffee date, I planned on going over to the shop to open for the afternoon. It was supposed to be my day off, but I knew there were some witches who would come in for supplies. Plus, the tour company in Coventry had expanded their tour schedule on the weekends until winter.

      There would be an afternoon tour that day, and that meant business. Reggie didn’t need to work because we wouldn’t be that busy. Most likely she’d need to go visit her grandmother and then talk to Jeremy on video call in the evening. He would be returning to Coventry soon. I knew he was back in the States, but he hadn’t been released to return home and to his regular Guard schedule just yet.

      As I walked through the square, I noticed a small group of people standing across the street from the shop. It took me a moment to realize they were looking up and pointing. One of them was on their phone.

      My eyes drifted up in the direction they pointed, and my heart nearly stopped. There was smoke pouring out from the second floor of the building. It was supposed to be vacant space, but I didn’t have access to it as part of my lease.

      There was a back entrance to the building that opened to a small hallway and a stairwell to the second floor. None of it was accessible from inside the shop, and my keys wouldn’t work on the back door.

      But I didn’t need keys.

      Coventry had a small fire department that consisted of a few full-timers and a handful of volunteer firefighters. As the town had grown, so had the fire department. But their new station was over in the new section of town.

      It wouldn’t take them more than a few minutes to get to the shop, but I couldn’t fathom waiting. Not when I could do something about it.

      I ran around the block so I could get to the back of the row of buildings. Vaguely, I could hear Viv and Reggie calling after me. By that point, they must have seen the smoke too.

      After sprinting down the alley, I waved my hand over the handle and deadbolt that secured the back door. I expected a blast of heat and smoke when I swung the door open.

      But there was nothing.

      I told myself that maybe it was because all of the smoke was near the front of the building, and I was at the back. So, in a flash of brilliance, I ran up the stairs to check.

      Fire was nothing I couldn’t handle. I had control of all of the elements, and it was nearly my favorite. Mostly for making food faster, but it came in handy for things like putting out burning buildings as well.

      Interestingly enough, when I got upstairs and flipped on the wall switch, there was nothing. I was standing in a room that looked very much like the back room of my shop, but it was empty. There was no smoke.

      Then the water turned on in the bathroom and the toilet flushed. The bathroom in the second story was in the exact same location as in my shop.

      I prepared myself for when whoever was in there came out. At first I thought there might be someone squatting, but not only was there no furniture in the place, there wasn’t even a sleeping bag.

      When I looked through the doorway that led into the front portion of what was an apartment, I saw that about where my counter and register sat downstairs was a wall. The doorway in it led into a small, narrow kitchen.

      Still no one came out of the bathroom. I was about to leave and go downstairs when the scratching started in bathroom. I’d never given much thought to the empty space above the shop. It never occurred to me that it could be the source of the haunting. Mostly because I hadn’t known there was a living space up there. The landlord had never mentioned it, and he obviously didn’t rent it out. Thinking back, my assumption had been that it was a large, empty attic space.

      Confident at that point that the noises coming from the bathroom were of a spectral nature, I started to walk to it. About that time was when two firemen came running up the stairs and busted into the apartment. Viv and Reggie must have told them I was up there. I wondered if smoke still appeared to be pouring out of the front of the building.

      My question was answered by the expression on the firefighters’ faces. They took their masks off and surveyed the room with dismay and confusion.

      “There’s no fire,” one of them said. I recognized him. His name was Clarke Green.

      “There has to be. Didn’t you see all of that smoke? It must be in the walls or something. I’ll go check the front of the apartment. Ma’am, please exit the apartment for your own safety.”

      “I don’t…” I started to say.

      “Kinsley, please,” Clarke said. “Thorn would have our hides if he found out we let you get hurt.”

      I wanted to stay because I knew there was no fire, but there was also no point in arguing with the fire department. Unless I wanted them to call Thorn. Which I’m sure they could and would do when they had a citizen refusing to leave a potential fire scene.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll go, but there’s no fire.”

      “How can that be?” the other firemen called from the other room.

      “Maybe it’s just dust,” I offered as I left the apartment.

      I walked back down the steps and out of the building. A fake fire was an escalation for the ghost. It must have taken a lot for it to create that illusion and try to get my attention while I was in the apartment.

      “Kinsley!” Viv and Reggie cried out in unison as I rounded the corner. They ran across the street and pulled me into a hug.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Viv asked.

      “I was going to come too, but Viv literally held me down,” Reggie said.

      “I did,” Viv added.

      “There’s nothing wrong with me. I would have been fine. You guys know that,” I said.

      “Oh, right. I just… panicked when I saw the smoke,” Viv said.

      “It’s okay. There’s no fire anyway.” The last part I said in a whisper so other bystanders couldn’t hear. “It was an illusion. I’m pretty sure the ghost did it.”

      “That’s quite an escalation from scratching on doors and turning on faucets,” Viv observed.

      “It is, but it’s a mystery for another time. I can’t go up there and check it out with the fire department around. So, I think I’m just going to go home then.”

      As I was pulling my car out of the parking space, Thorn’s cruiser drove into the space next to mine. I parked again, and Thorn got out of his car and slipped into the passenger side of mine.

      “You’re all right,” he said and took my hand. “I would have been here sooner, but I was on a call. I couldn’t get away.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “The shop’s not really on fire. I’m not certain, but I am pretty sure it was the ghost that created the illusion of smoke.”

      “I heard the first part over the radio on my way here. I also heard a civilian ran into building before the fire department could get here. Know anything about that?”

      “I can put out fire, Thorn. It’s not a danger to me. I didn’t want to just stand down there and let the building go up in flames. My shop would have been destroyed too. I don’t know that I could use magic to fix it quickly. Not when it’s so visible. I wouldn’t want to test the veil spell like that, but saving the building before it burned would have been easily explainable.”

      “The shop isn’t worth your life,” Thorn said.

      “I can handle fire, babe. I really can. I promise you that. Reggie needs her job at the shop. I wasn’t going to let it burn.”

      “You ran into a burning building because Reggie needs her job?” There was no anger or malice in Thorn’s voice.

      “It wasn’t really burning,” I said.

      “You didn’t know that,” he countered. “You’re not supposed to be using magic. You’re supposed to be saving your energy because of the baby. You told me yourself that witches are supposed to take a break when they are pregnant. You’ve had a lot less energy lately. Kinsley, what if there had been a roaring inferno in there? What if you’d gotten overwhelmed? I know you don’t like to think it’s possible, but it could have taken too much out of you. You could have…”

      “It wasn’t,” I interrupted, but he was right.

      My pregnancy wasn’t showing yet. I still wasn’t nearly far enough along for that, so even I often forgot about the restrictions I was supposed to enforce on myself. I completely disregarded it until I found myself fatigued physically or magically.

      “I’m not trying to insult you,” Thorn said. “I know what you’re capable of.”

      “I know you’re not. Thorn, I promise I’m going home now. I was going to open the shop for the afternoon, but I’ll go home and watch movies and rest.”

      “And I’ll pick you up for dinner after my shift. Wear something nice,” he said.

      “Don’t I always?” I teased him.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Does that mean we’re going to Bella Vita for dinner?” I asked hopefully.

      “It does indeed,” he said. “If that’s okay with you.”

      “You know, we could just get takeout. I know you’re tired after work,” I offered.

      “I’m taking you out. We need a night out on the town. I want to.” He squeezed my hand. “We should make the most of the time we have alone together. Once the baby comes, I imagine it will be a while before I can steal you away for a night out alone.”

      “All right then,” I said and kissed him quickly. “Now, get out of my car. I have a box of toasted ravioli in my freezer and two new movies came out I want to see. Things to do.”

      Thorn laughed. “Anything I’d want to see? Or is it more of your horror movies?”

      “Totally horror movies. You know if it was something you wanted to see, I’d wait for you. Now, for real. Get out of my car. Jaws will be flapping all over town about me monopolizing the town sheriff.”

      “All right, all right,” Thorn said and held his hands up in mock surrender. “Kinsley?”

      “Yes, Thorn.”

      “You’re beautiful, and I love you.”

      “Get out of my car,” I said with a laugh. “I love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at home, I made myself half of the box of toasted ravioli. Only half because we were going out later and I had just had lunch. Otherwise, I would have devoured the entire thing.

      I cooked them in the oven, and while I waited for them to bake, I brought my laptop to the kitchen table. Curiosity over the building I rented for the shop had overwhelmed me.

      While I’d known from the beginning that the place was haunted, I’d never thought to look into it. Ghosts were just a part of my life. They had been since I was a child.

      I’d begun to suspect the one in the shop was trying to get my attention, though. So I booted up my computer and began doing research on the building.

      I didn’t remember anyone talking about the building being haunted when I was younger, that didn’t mean it wasn’t. Again, ghosts were a dime a dozen in a place like Coventry. There was no way I’d heard all of the stories. Especially when, for the most part, my family and our ancestors were the big story.

      It seemed like the best place to start was a Google search, so I typed in the address to the building. My shop came up, and that made me happy, but it wasn’t what I was looking for right then.

      After thinking about it for a few moments, I realized that the address I’d typed in was the address to the shop, but it wasn’t the address to the apartment upstairs. Perhaps that address had a 2 in it or maybe a B. I tried the 2 first and got nothing, so I plugged in the address again with a B.

      After clicking past a couple of pages of unrelated results, I found an online newspaper article from a nearby town. I clicked on the link, and I’d just started to read it when a big box popped up on the screen. The newspaper wanted me to pay a dollar a month for a subscription to keep reading.

      For the briefest second, I got annoyed and considered using magic to bypass their subscription, but that wouldn’t have been right. Plus, I didn’t want to face the consequences of using my magic to steal even if it was only a dollar.

      So, I got my purse and my credit card. I filled out the little form to join the newspaper subscription, and a few minutes later, I had access to the article once again.

      At the time the article was written, the upstairs was an occupied apartment and the downstairs was a pharmacy. Most towns and cities had a Walgreens or CVS, but Coventry didn’t. I actually started to remember the place from when I was a kid.

      Anderson’s Pharmacy had been a cool place. Not only did the pharmacist, I think his name was Stanley Anderson, fill prescriptions for the citizens of Coventry, he’d taken great pride in making his pharmacy just like one of the older ones I’d only seen in movies.

      Where my front counter was, there had been a soda fountain. There were a few stools there, and you could sit at the counter and get a hamburger, hot dog, or a plate of one of many cold salads. I remembered liking the ham salad on saltine crackers as a kid. I’d also get a vanilla Coke that was made with real vanilla syrup right there in front of me. At the time, I thought it was the coolest thing ever.

      Across from the register was a wall of penny candy. Mr. Anderson and his wife would let kids fill up an entire brown paper lunch sack full of candy for a dollar. I remembered he worked in the back at the pharmacy counter. That had been where I had my special section for Coventry’s witches. The door to the back at the time was behind that counter. At some point between then and now, someone had redone the space. Probably so that a business other than a pharmacy could use it. If I closed my eyes, I could still see it in my mind, though.

      I kept reading to see if I could find out who lived upstairs. My assumption was that it was the Andersons, but that assumption was wrong. I should have figured that. The headline of the article was about a suspicious death that had been ruled a suicide. I would have remembered if Stanley Anderson had committed suicide.

      No, they had rented the apartment out to a man named Cody Black. The article painted him as a drifter and an ex-con that the Andersons had tried to give a second chance.

      He’d ended up dead. Uncle Gunner had ruled it a suicide after his investigation, and apparently, my mother hadn’t gotten involved. The article went on to say that drug problems were suspected to be the reason for the suicide.

      I could only guess that people accepted that explanation because of Cody’s troubled past. I tried to find in the article where it specifically said he died of an overdose, though, and I couldn’t find anything. The article did note that a lot of money and medicines had come up missing from the pharmacy but that none of it was found in the apartment or in Cody’s car.

      “How did he die?” I asked.

      “How did who die?” Meri asked as he poked his head out of the dining room.

      “Cody Black. He died in the apartment above the shop. I think he’s the ghost.”

      “So?” Meri asked.

      “So, maybe… I don’t know… Perhaps we can help him if we know who he is and why he’s there,” I said.

      “You mean get rid of him,” Meri countered.

      “I don’t mean it like that, and you know it. But I wouldn’t want to spend eternity trapped in that little bathroom. I mean, it seems like he can go into the one upstairs too, but still,” I said.

      “You’re terrible at staying out of things,” Meri said.

      “This isn’t a murder investigation,” I said.

      “It’s not?” Meri asked with a flick of his tail.

      “I guess it sort of is, but not like a current one. It’s a cold case, right?”

      “Cold cases are unsolved,” Meri said.

      “Yeah, and this one was ruled a suicide, so it’s technically not even a cold case. Not a murder investigation at all. I’m just trying to help a spirit,” I said with a shrug.

      “That is a load of crap,” Meri retorted.

      “It is what it is,” I said. “I have to get ready for my date with Thorn.”

      “Whatever,” Meri said and darted back into the dining room.

      “Whatever, cat,” I said and shut the laptop.
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      Thorn had insisted we go out to Bella Vita after I’d said that I was fine with takeout. That meant that I had to find something to wear because he was right. We should make the most of the time we had together before the baby came. It would be a long time after peanut was born that we’d have evenings out to ourselves.

      I knew my parents and all of the Aunties would be happy to take the baby so we could go out, but I also knew I wouldn’t be okay leaving peanut for months, at least. Not without thinking about them constantly. I got the distinct feeling that Thorn would be the same way. We’d go out to dinner and just keep checking our phones to make sure the babysitter hadn’t tried to call. All we would talk about was the baby, and then we’d leave early to get home.

      Yeah.

      I knew already that after the baby came, Thorn and I would be all about family time. It was just the way he was wired, and I was finding that I was as well.

      So, I found a red silk cocktail dress that made me feel amazing hanging in the back of my closet. It was not something I would normally wear, even though it made me feel beautiful and magnetic, but that night I was going to put it on. I’d purchased it on a whim and never been brave enough to wear it, but I would give Thorn the whole enchilada for our date night.

      After the dress, it was high heels, perfectly curled hair, and a full face of makeup. I almost considered calling Reggie over to help me get the smoky eye right, but I didn’t want to bother her. She was spending time with her grandmother and preparing for Jeremy’s imminent return. So instead, I looked up a tutorial video and took my time.

      All in all, I had to say that I’d done a pretty good job. When I answered the door, Thorn just stood there with his mouth open for almost a full minute.

      “What? Do I usually look like recycled dog food or something?” I asked with a chuckle.

      “No, baby,” he said and swept me into his arms. “You are always the most beautiful woman in the world, but tonight, you look hot. I can’t take you to Bella Vita looking like this. I should take you into the city, but we have a reservation.”

      “Bella Vita is great,” I said just before he kissed me. “But if you mess up my lipstick, we’re going to have a problem.”

      He just laughed and kissed me again. “I’ll deal with the penalties.”

      “You guys are gross,” Meri said as he sauntered into the living room. “Please get out of here before I die from the cheesy grossness.”

      “Let’s listen to the cat,” Thorn said as he took my hand. “Are you ready to go?”

      “What’s the urgency? Let me check my lipstick,” I protested.

      “I didn’t smudge it. I promise. Whatever industrial strength magic makeup you have on, it’s beautiful and it’s no match for the mere likes of me,” he said.

      “Okay, fine,” I said with a laugh. “Let’s go then.”

      “I hope you don’t mind that we’re going in the cruiser,” Thorn said. “I’m glad I didn’t bring the truck.”

      “You’re on duty?” I asked as he opened the door for me.

      I suspected that he might be because Jeremy wasn’t back yet, and his department was short again after Lincoln was arrested for murder. Thorn was dressed in black slacks and a blue button-down dress shirt that matched his eyes. It was still too warm out for him to wear a jacket, but he looked sharp nonetheless.

      “I’m on call,” he said as I slid into the passenger side of the car. Thorn walked around and got behind the wheel. “But Wayne promised me that he wouldn’t call me unless he really needed me. He and Jackson are both on call tonight too, so I think I’m covered.”

      “No one is on duty?” I asked.

      “It will be okay with three of us on call. It’s been quiet around here the last few days,” Thorn said as he backed out of my driveway.

      “Are you going to keep doing it this way?” I asked. “Just having people on call at night instead of on patrol?”

      “No, probably not. I think it’s so quiet because the college kids just went back to school. Things will pick up again at night when they adjust and start hitting the bars again.”

      “The college’s fall classes just started?” I asked. “I could have sworn that Viv said that they were still in summer session.”

      “No, they had some sort of delay. I think it was something like a lot of the local colleges had meningitis outbreaks during the summer session, so they had to close for a couple of weeks. It got everything behind, but as far as I know, summer sessions ended like a week ago. Regular sessions are starting this week and next.”

      “Wow, those kids didn’t get any kind of break,” I said.

      “They aren’t really kids, though. They’re technically adults. I’m sure it sucks, but it’s the taste of the real world they need. Sometimes things go sideways, and you just have to cope.”

      “You’re right,” I agreed, but I couldn’t help thinking about Hollie. She took on so much, and even though Viv said she thrived on the challenge, it appeared that something had overwhelmed her.

      It didn’t stop there either. When we got to the restaurant, I saw her waiting on tables. She wasn’t our server, but Hollie was in the section next to us. Doing her bachelor’s and master’s degrees at the same time along with waitressing must have been overwhelming with no break. She looked a little frazzled but still managed to take care of her tables with a warm smile.

      “Is this table okay?” Thorn asked when the hostess left. “I can ask for a different one if this one isn’t perfect.”

      “This table is great,” I said and turned to look out the window. “I like the window tables. Especially on this side of the building.”

      One side of the building had windows that mostly looked out into the parking area, but we’d been seated where you could see the creek that ran near the building and then on through the new section of town. There were several clusters of trees as well as a large expanse of green grass. On the other side of the creek was a walking path where a few people took a nighttime stroll.

      “It is a nice view,” Thorn said. “As nice as we can get here.”

      “Did you say that because you wanted to go into the city?” I asked.

      “No, I just don’t want you to feel like I shortchanged you tonight,” Thorn said.

      “Why would I think that?”

      “Can we just drop it?” a man’s voice cut into our conversation.

      I looked at the table next to ours, and a man and woman occupied it. They were dressed elegantly with her wearing a tasteful black dress and him in a white shirt and black dress pants. Her dress might have been simple, but the diamonds adorning her neck, ears, wrists, and fingers definitely were not. The woman dripped with thousands of dollars’ worth of rather large diamonds. Probably tens of thousands.

      I didn’t recognize either of them, but if I’d had to guess, I would have wagered they lived in the old aristocracy section of Coventry. It was an area where all of the houses were as big and historical as Hangman’s House. Those houses were where the old money of Coventry lived. It was a very small section of town given that throughout history, most of the most important residents of Coventry were witches. Still, every small town had a couple of streets like that, and we weren’t the exception.

      “No, we can’t drop it, Paul. You’re deflecting again, and last time we tried to have this conversation, you were using distancing language. This is important for our marriage,” the woman said.

      “Rebecca, stop. You’re my wife, not my shrink. Please don’t try to psychoanalyze every conversation. It’s exhausting. I just wanted to bring you out for a nice dinner. It wasn’t an invitation to take a deep dive into all of our problems. I just wanted to enjoy a nice evening out with you. Is that too much to ask? Is it?” he asked and sort of threw his napkin down on the table.

      Rebecca winced a little, but then instead of backing off, she straightened her shoulders, lifted her chin high in the air, and continued. It was like a train wreck that I knew I shouldn’t be watching, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      “I don’t see how we can enjoy anything with these issues hanging between us. Clearing the air is the only way to fix our marriage,” she said.

      “Why do we always have to fix our marriage?” Paul’s face had started to turn red, and I could see the beginnings of a vein starting to pop out in his forehead. “It’s just like you to do this. We don’t need to fix anything. What you mean is that you can’t enjoy your dinner until I agree to let you fix me…”

      I could tell that he was about to go off, but just then, Hollie showed up at their table with their food. She placed Rebecca’s plate down gently in front of her and practically dropped Paul’s in front of him.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “My hand slipped.”

      Hollie sounded genuine, but the look on Paul’s face told me he didn’t entirely believe that. Something passed between them, but it happened so fast, I couldn’t pin down what it was. There was something negative between them. I could feel it.

      “Is there anything else I can get for you?” Hollie asked.

      “No,” Rebecca said before her husband could utter a word. It was obvious she wanted Hollie to leave so they could continue their discussion. I didn’t think Rebecca noticed what had passed between her husband and the waitress because she’d been studying her manicure.

      “Okay, then. I’ll be back in a couple of minutes to check on your satisfaction with the meal.”

      “Thank you,” Rebecca said and then dismissed Hollie with a wave.

      “Kinsley,” Thorn said and pulled my attention away from the couple at the next table.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said. “They’re just…”

      “That won’t be us,” Thorn said.

      “Well, I’m not a shrink. So there’s that,” I said with a chuckle.

      Before Thorn could respond, Paul made a loud sound. It was something between a sigh and a growl.

      “This linguini is overcooked,” he snarled.

      “I’m sure it’s…” Rebecca began to speak, but Paul cut her off.

      “No, Rebecca. Don’t tell me it’s fine. It’s overcooked. It’s practically mush,” he snapped.

      His wife twirled some of her pasta around her fork and took a bite. “Mine is excellent.”

      “It would be,” he said and offered her a tight smile.

      Paul raised his hand and flagged Hollie down. When she saw the look of displeasure on his face, she hurried across the restaurant to attend to him.

      When she arrived at their table, Hollie opened her mouth to speak, but Paul cut her off. “This pasta is mush. It’s disgusting,” he practically spat. “I just wanted to have a nice dinner with my wife, and I can’t even have that.”

      “I’m sorry about the pasta,” Hollie went to pick up the plate, but Paul grabbed the other side and tugged back. The action threw Hollie off balance a little, but she caught and composed herself. “I’m sorry about the trouble.” Hollie looked at Rebecca when she said that part.

      “It’s ridiculous to have to deal with issues like this in a restaurant like Bella Vita. I’d expect it at some low-rent chain restaurant, but not here.”

      “Paul, you’re getting really upset. Maybe we should dial it back a notch. Let’s let the waitress do her job,” Rebecca said.

      “Yes, Paul. Please let me do my job.” Both Paul and Rebecca winced when Hollie used Paul’s first name. She knew him from outside of the restaurant. It was obvious at that point that they were familiar. But, why?

      Rebecca’s face told me that she was wondering the same thing. Paul’s eyes flicked between his wife and the waitress.

      “I can take this back to the kitchen and fix the issue right away.” Hollie was immediately back to the role of the friendly, helpful waitress.

      But it was too late. There was already a storm brewing in Rebecca’s eyes. I could see the wheels turning in her head. A light of realization went on inside her mind, but at the same time, her expression darkened.

      “What is this, Paul?” She demanded. “What don’t I know?”

      “Oh, jeez,” Paul said and rubbed the back of his neck. “Don’t start, Rebecca. Just don’t even start this. You’re supposed to be some brilliant shrink, so don’t start playing stupid now. You know…”

      But Rebecca cut him off. “Don’t you dare call me stupid!” she said and shot up from her chair.

      By that time, Hollie had the plate and had already begun her retreat toward the kitchen. Sensing that things were about to get tense, Thorn stood up.

      “Sheriff, no need to interrupt your dinner. I’ll be going,” Rebecca said and began to walk quickly to the door.

      “Rebecca!” Paul called after his wife, but she left. He didn’t follow her out either.

      Much to my surprise, Paul sank back into his chair and took a drink of his wine. He appeared to have no intention of leaving.

      A minute later, everyone in the restaurant had stopped staring at him. They’d all gone back to their own company and meals.

      It looked as though Thorn was ready to say something to me when the chef emerged from the kitchen. Wylie Romano walked over to Paul’s table with Hollie in tow. She placed the plate of fresh pasta on the table and then scurried away to attend to her other tables.

      Wylie apologized to Paul and promised to fire the kitchen staff who had dared to serve mushy pasta in his restaurant. Paul assured him that wasn’t necessary, and the two men chatted for a few minutes. When Wylie left the table to go back to the kitchen, Paul was smiling again. He sat and ate his new plate of pasta contentedly despite his wife’s absence.

      I looked over at Hollie, who wiped one of her eyes with the back of her hand. I could have sworn she was crying.

      “Well, that’s better,” Thorn said.

      “For everyone but Hollie,” I responded.

      “You think she’s okay?” Thorn’s brows knitted together with concern.

      “Yeah. I bet it’s just stress. None of our business anyway,” I said.

      “Since when?” Thorn asked with a laugh.

      “I’m serious. It’s not my business, so I will stay out of it,” I said. “I’m here for you tonight.”

      “This isn’t going how I planned,” Thorn said, looking suddenly anxious.

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “We’re out to dinner. I’m sure we’re going to have a nice meal.”

      “I came here for more than just the pasta,” Thorn said.

      He stood up and stuck his hand into his pocket.

      “Oh my gawd, it’s happening!” a woman cried out from a few tables away.

      I looked over and saw Reggie and Viv in a booth. They’d been scooted over close enough to the wall that I hadn’t noticed them before. They pulled out their phones and aimed them at us.

      “Way to play it cool, guys,” Thorn groused, but then he turned back to me and smiled.

      And then he dropped to one knee.

      “I should have done this right before,” he said.

      That was when I noticed what he’d reached into his pocket for moments ago. It was a small, black velvet box.

      “What is going on?” I asked.

      “Kinsley Skeenbauer, you are the light and love of my life. You are the sun, moon, and stars in my sky. I hope you don’t mind that I don’t have many more flowery words for you. I just can’t think of too many that are good enough to describe the way I feel about you. I try, but they are inadequate. Nothing in this world compares to you. I’m hoping that you will do me the honor of becoming my wife,” he said and opened the little box. “Will you marry me, Kinsley?”

      The ring inside was a blue diamond solitaire. I didn’t know much about diamonds, but I knew blue was one of the rarest colors. It was an unusual and amazing ring. Something he had picked out because he knew I’d love an unconventional ring.

      For a moment, I was speechless.

      “Kinsley?” Thorn sounded concerned. He probably thought I was going to be sick again or perhaps turn him down. The truth was that I was just overwhelmed.

      Slowly, I began to nod my head yes.

      “Yes, you’re okay?” he asked, still on his knee with the ring held out hopefully in front of him.

      “Yes, I’ll marry you,” I said.

      And the restaurant erupted into thunderous applause. Viv and Reggie rushed over to the table. Both of them gave me a quick hug and a peck on the cheek.

      “We’ll be leaving you guys to it,” Viv said. “Thorn just wanted us to get the proposal on video.”

      “Call me,” Reggie said.

      Thorn slipped the ring on my finger and pulled me into his arms. “I’m so glad you said yes,” he said before kissing me.

      The applause died down, and people quickly went back to their meals again. I bet no one who came to Bella Vita that evening knew they were going to get dinner and two shows.

      Thorn and I both sat back down at the table, and I couldn’t stop staring at the ring. I’d never seen a blue diamond in person before. It was like looking into the depths of the ocean on a cloudy day. When I did peel my eyes away from it to look at Thorn, he beamed with happiness and pride.

      “It’s a blue diamond,” he confirmed. “It’s not a sapphire.”

      “I can tell,” I said. “It’s beautiful, Thorn. It’s amazing. You didn’t have to get something so… expensive?”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Thorn said. “And yes, I did have to get something so… rare and unique. It had to be the best for you, and for our baby. I will always provide the very best for you and our baby.”

      “I can help with that,” I said.

      “Let me at least have the illusion I can take care of you, Kinsley,” Thorn said with a good-natured chuckle.

      “You can,” I said. “And you do. I love you for it.”

      Thorn didn’t get the chance to respond. All of a sudden, Paul at the next table practically jumped out of his chair. He looked red-faced and angry as he stormed off to the restroom. I figured after the fight with his wife, Thorn’s proposal had annoyed him.

      I didn’t pay much attention after his retreat to the restrooms because our food came. I’d ordered linguine with olive oil, garlic, and a heavy sprinkle of parmesan cheese. Thorn had opted for a New York strip steak and a side of spaghetti with pesto. Our waitress brought out a little dish of sundried tomatoes for me to add to my pasta if I wanted them. I didn’t think I did until I tasted one. After that, I dumped them all on my plate.

      We were nearly done with our meal when I felt nature’s call. “I’m going to use the lady’s room before we go,” I said.

      “Okay, I’ll flag down the waitress and pay the check,” Thorn said as I stood up.

      I gave him a smile and then bolted for the restrooms. As I walked into the women’s room, I noticed that the door to the men’s restroom was slightly ajar, but I had to go too bad to stop and think about it. The little peanut must have liked dinner because they were doing the trampoline on my bladder.

      Once I was done and washed my hands, I hurried back out of the bathroom. When I did, I ran right into a tall, older gentleman who didn’t appear to have seen me.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled even though I was pretty sure he’d run into me.

      “Oh, my gosh. I’m so sorry, ma’am. I’ve got to call for help,” he said with a dazed, far-off expression.

      “Are you okay, sir?” I asked, hoping that he wasn’t having a heart attack. “Do you need medical help?”

      “Not me…”

      “Who then? What’s going on? My boy… my fiancé is the sheriff. He’s out there. How can we help?”

      “There’s a man in the restroom. He’s dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I darted past the elderly gentleman and right into the men’s room. There was a chance whoever it was wasn’t really dead, and that meant I could save them.

      Inside the restroom, I almost tripped over Paul sprawled out on the floor. He was on his stomach with his head turned to the side. His hands were out in front of him, and it almost looked like he was trying to crawl the rest of the way to the sinks.

      His eyes were glassy and open. I tried not to focus on his thousand-yard stare. It was worse than the man I’d run into outside of the restrooms because Paul was gone. He had just a bit of red at the corner of his mouth.

      He was dead.

      Or was he?

      “We need help in here!” I called out as loud as I could.

      I dropped to my knees and rolled Paul over. It took all of my strength plus a little magic to do it. He was dead weight for sure.

      To everyone else, probably even medical professionals, Paul was dead. His lips were blue, and he had no pulse, but I splayed my hands across his chest.

      I closed my eyes and began my search. I just needed to find the tiniest spark of life in him. If it was possible that I’d caught him before the light went out entirely, then I could stoke that fire. It was necromancy if I caught him after he crossed over.

      And then I found it. The light in his brain hadn’t gone out entirely yet. He was about to cross, but I got him beforehand.

      “No, you don’t,” I said and used my power to light that spark inside of him up.

      I wasn’t able to heal him as much as I wanted before the first person came stumbling through the bathroom door. I’d hoped it would be Thorn, but it was a stranger.

      While I’d healed him as much as I could, he still needed a hospital. “Did you call 911?” I asked the person who’d come in.

      “Someone out there did. Is he alive?” the man with red hair and a navy blue sports coat asked.

      “He is. He’s breathing. I brought him back,” I said. “I mean, I did CPR and he’s back.”

      “Do you think it was a heart attack?” the man asked.

      It was then that I realized he was writing something down in a little notebook. He was taking notes on our conversation.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, but even then I had one hand on Paul’s chest. I tried to heal him a bit more, and I made sure he didn’t get worse again.

      “Name’s Dorian Black. I’m with the Coventry Gazette,” he said and mimed tipping an invisible hat to me.

      “There is no such thing as the Coventry Gazette,” I said and narrowed my eyes at him.

      “There is now, ma’am. I had the idea to bring back some of that old country charm that goes along with a small-town newspaper. That and there aren’t a lot of legitimate jobs out there for journalists anymore. I’m making myself useful. So, what’s your name? I want to be able to credit the hero in the piece.”

      Before I could answer him, Thorn came rushing through the door. “I’m so sorry, Kinsley.” At that, the reporter dude furiously wrote down my name. “I was paying the check, and I didn’t even notice the commotion. I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you call out for help.” Thorn turned to Dorian. “Sir, you’re going to need to back up.”

      “I have press credentials. I have a right to be here,” Dorian said indignantly.

      “What?” Thorn looked perplexed for a moment at the fact that there was a reporter standing over us in the bathroom as I kept Paul Fraser alive. He collected himself quickly, though. “Sir, that may be the case, but you still need to back up. This is an emergency scene. Back up, or I will detain you,” he commanded.

      “Seems like your girlfriend here has it well under control,” Dorian said, but he retreated out of the restroom. Not before using the little wooden wedge to hold the door all the way open.

      He knew right away that Thorn was the sheriff. Had they met before? Or had this Dorian Black character been stalking the prominent citizens of Coventry? Dorian couldn’t have been in town for long because we’d just had a murder that would have made a salacious story. It would have made a good opening to a newspaper of which he had yet to print one edition.

      Thorn cast a look over his shoulder at Dorian, but he didn’t say anything more. “Friend of yours?” I asked Thorn.

      He didn’t get a chance to answer because someone from outside the men’s room stepped in. “The paramedics are here.”

      Seconds later, Thorn and I were stepping out of the restroom to allow them in. “We should go,” Thorn said.

      “But don’t you need to investigate?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you call in your deputies?”

      “For what?” Thorn asked with his head cocked to the side like a curious puppy.

      “Someone tried to kill him,” I said.

      “Kinsley, we don’t know that,” he said. “It’s far more likely that he had a heart attack.”

      “There was blood in the corner of his mouth. A heart attack doesn’t cause that.”

      Thorn thought about it for a few seconds. “We should go home. It’s most likely he had a medical emergency. Not everything is a murder.”

      “Thorn.”

      “He’ll be fine, and if someone did something to him, we’ll find out. But, Kinsley, I think he just had a medical problem.”

      “He did just have a stressful evening,” I relented.

      I wished I’d used my magic to figure out what was wrong with him, but I’d been so focused on keeping him alive. Suddenly, I felt tired and hungry. I’d just eaten, but I’d expended so much energy healing him.

      “Let’s go home and relax,” Thorn offered. “Or we can celebrate.”

      “I have half a box of toasted ravioli at home,” I said.

      “We can get some food to go,” Thorn offered. He didn’t even ask me why I was hungry again after just having eaten. Thorn knew. He knew I’d used my magic to save Paul, so he wasn’t going to question me.

      “I think the toasted ravioli is what I want. That and a big blob of ranch dressing to dunk them in,” I said as he took my hand.

      Thorn chuckled. “If that’s what you want, that’s what we’ll do.”

      The next morning, Thorn was gone when I woke up. He was still spending the night in the guest room because he insisted we sleep apart until we were married. It seemed old-fashioned to me, but Thorn maintained that we should “do things the right way.”

      “What’s that?” Meri asked as I put his bacon on a plate.

      “What’s what?”

      “That thing on your finger,” he said and started in on his bacon.

      “I had this last night,” I said and looked at it again. “You didn’t notice it.”

      “I was tired,” he said. “But you’re dodging the question.”

      “It’s an engagement ring,” I said. “Thorn asked me to marry him last night, and I said yes.”

      Meri let out a huge sigh. “You’re a busy lady.”

      “I’m going to pretend you’re not insulting me,” I said with a laugh.

      “Whatever.”

      “You’ll be fine. We’re going into work early today.” I changed the subject as quickly as I could. Not that I didn’t care what Meri thought, but I knew he really would be fine. A new husband and a new baby was a lot for Meri to take in, but he’d see in time that our little family was going to be amazing.

      “I’ll stay here,” he said.

      “Meri.”

      “What? You don’t need me. I’ll just stay here and nap.”

      “I do need you, Meri. Don’t be like that.”

      “Fine. I’ll go with you, but I won’t like it.”

      We left right after Meri finished his breakfast. I drove over to the Brew Station and was happy to see that we’d arrived between the early morning rush and the late morning rush.

      “Good morning, Kinsley,” Viv said when I walked in. She seemed to be in a bright and cheerful mood. “I’ve got that video and I took some pictures too. I’m going to send it all over to you this afternoon.”

      “Oh, thank you,” I said and looked at my ring again. “Thank you for capturing that moment for us.”

      “I’m just glad you didn’t say no or run off to the bathroom to upchuck again. Public proposals are so risky, but Thorn was so excited. I didn’t want to rain on his parade,” she said. Viv’s face grew darker and she pulled one side of her mouth up like she was thinking hard about something. “I’m sorry about after. I’m sorry you guys’ night got ruined.”

      “It wasn’t ruined,” I said. “But you did hear about it?”

      “Yeah, it’s all over town already. The big proposal at Bella Vita and then a guy trying to die on you. Word on the street is that his wife poisoned him.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      “No. I mean, that’s what a bunch of small-town busybodies are saying, but they’ve got no proof. It’s all just gossip,” Viv said. “Don’t you want a drink, hon?”

      “Oh, right. Sorry,” I said.

      “That’s okay. Let’s just step down so my guys can handle anyone else that comes in. You take your time.”

      “Guess I just want my usual,” I said.

      “Jack, get me a large iced hazelnut latte, a bacon and gruyere sandwich and a side of extra bacon,” Viv bellowed out.

      “On it, boss,” one of her employees said with a salute.

      “So, when is the wedding?” Viv asked.

      “Halloween,” I answered without missing a beat. “I mean, that’s what I want. I don’t know that I’ve completely convinced Thorn yet.”

      Viv clapped her hands together and smiled so big I thought it must have hurt her face. I’d kind of expected her to think it was weird, and then I remembered where I was. Viv had started this witch-themed coffee shop even though she wasn’t a witch. Of course she was going to think a Halloween wedding was cool.

      “That’s really close. You guys aren’t waiting long,” she said, but it was with excitement, not concern.

      “I don’t want to wear a maternity wedding dress,” I said. “I also just don’t want to have a regular wedding. I think that a Halloween wedding is right up my family’s, and this town’s, alley. Don’t you think?”

      “I think it’s a magnificent idea.” Viv looked like a kid in a candy store.

      “So, then you’ll do the wedding cake?” I asked. “If it’s too much, it’s okay. I know that’s not what you normally do.”

      “Yes!” Viv said without a moment of hesitation. “Oh, my gosh. I have so many ideas. Let me think about it for a while today, and I’ll type up some suggestions.”

      “That would be perfect,” I said. “Just make sure there are ghost cookies too. That’s my only request. Other than that, it’s all up to your imagination.”

      “Oooh, sugar cookie ghosts with white icing? I can totally do that. I have so many other ideas. I’m going to spend all afternoon on Pinterest.”

      “Hey, that’s probably a good way for you to share some ideas with me too,” I said. “You could create a board.”

      “I could,” Viv said. “And I will!”

      “All right. I’m going to go over to work,” I said as the guy behind the counter slid my order over to me and then backed away from the excited Viv slowly. “Call me later?”

      She nodded her head yes and then darted off to the back of her shop with a look of gleeful determination sparkling in her eyes. I just shook my head and offered her employees a shrug. I was happy that she was so excited about making the wedding cake, but I was a bit bummed that I hadn’t gotten to discuss my theory about Paul’s collapse being a potential attempted murder and not just a medical emergency.

      I took my breakfast and headed over to the shop. There was a car I didn’t recognize parked right out front, but no one was around. That wasn’t too unusual, though. Sometimes people parked near the shop for the ghost walk tours. It had an out-of-state license plate, but again, that wasn’t that strange. People came from all over the country, and the world, to visit Coventry.

      After unlocking the shop, I went inside and put my breakfast down on the counter. While I munched on my sandwich and waited for Reggie to come in, I couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d learned about Cody Black and his death. Well, it was more that I kept thinking about what I hadn’t learned.

      I still didn’t know why Cody Black had died or how. I shoved the rest of my sandwich in my mouth and looked at the clock. There was still a good fifteen to twenty minutes before Reggie arrived for work and I needed to open the store. I was already open technically, but I walked to the front door and turned the sign to closed. I locked the front door behind me and walked around to the alley that ran behind the buildings.

      “What are you doing?” Meri whispered from behind me.

      I jumped a foot in the air because I hadn’t realized he was following me. He must have darted out the door. It was easy for him considering his tiny size.

      The fire department had left the back door to the building unlocked, and I hadn’t seen the landlord. I guess when he found out there was no fire, he decided not to stop in. “I’m just going to check things out up there,” I said to Meri once the door had closed behind us.

      “You’re supposed to be…” Meri started to say.

      “I know. Focusing my energy on the baby,” I cut him off. “I’m walking upstairs to look at an empty apartment. It’s not like I’m trying to summon spirits or cast huge spells. Come on, Meri. You’re acting like I’m made of tissue paper. I didn’t even have to use magic to open the door. Plus, the ghost up here is the same one as downstairs.”

      “You’re making an assumption there,” he said and followed me up the steps.

      “You think it could be a different ghost?” I asked.

      “I’m just saying you don’t know,” Meri responded.

      “And I want to know. That’s why I’m going up here. Uncle Gunner said Cody Black’s death was a suicide, but I just have this niggling in the back of my brain about it,” I said.

      “I guess this is better than you making a huge deal over what happened in that restaurant last night,” Meri said.

      “I never said I wasn’t going to look into that.”

      At that point, we’d reached the top of the steps. Meri darted in front of me and plopped down. He stared up at me with what I could only interpret as kitty frustration.

      “Hold the phone, Kinsley Skeenbauer,” he said. “Please tell me that you’re not planning on sticking your nose into that? Looking around this empty apartment is one thing, but you’re going to, what… investigate what happened to that guy at Bella Vita? Why? Why are you doing this?”

      “Because I don’t feel right about either of these incidents,” I said and then stepped over him. “And because I’m Brighton Longfield’s daughter.”

      “Brighton Skeenbauer,” Meri corrected.

      “Brighton Tuttlesmith,” I countered. “I’m a Tuttlesmith witch as much as I am a Skeenbauer. That didn’t go away just because Mom took Dad’s last name. You can’t tell me that becoming a Skeenbauer didn’t change Mom. I know it did. I’ve heard the stories about what she was like before she assimilated into the Skeenbauer Coven.”

      “She changed because she became a mother,” Meri countered. “She stopped doing… this… when you were little.”

      “I don’t buy that,” I said. “I don’t think it was entirely me. I think she got pulled into being a Skeenbauer, and she… I don’t know. She just stopped being as much of a Tuttlesmith.”

      “I don’t know if you know this or not, but your mother’s family was awful. Being away from their magic turned them into something pretty bad.”

      “Not Maude,” I said. “Mom knew it. She loved Maude so much, but she wanted a real living family. I don’t blame her for that, but I think she lost part of who she was.”

      “You were supposed to come back and be the head of the Skeenbauer Coven, Kinsley. You weren’t supposed to come back and change everything,” Meri said, but there was a bit of a devilish look in his eyes.

      “Since when did I ever do what I was supposed to do?”

      Meri didn’t get a chance to answer. We heard the downstairs door open and close quickly. That was followed by someone stomping up the steps.

      “Told you,” Meri whispered.

      “Who’s up there?” a man’s voice called out. It sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it. “I’m calling the sheriff,” he said as he hurried up the rest of the steps.

      “No need for that,” I answered.

      I’d left the door to the apartment cracked, and it swung open. I found myself face to face with Dorian Black. “What are you doing up here?” His voice no longer sounded worried or accusatory. Dorian smirked. “I didn’t expect there to be anyone here.”

      “What are you doing here is the better question?” I asked.

      “Scoping out my new apartment and office,” he said and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “You rented this place?” I asked. “It’s…” I almost mentioned the building was haunted but ultimately thought better of it.

      “It’s what?” Dorian asked.

      “It’s right above my shop,” I said.

      “That so?” he asked. “Summoned Goods & Sundries is yours?”

      “It is,” I said.

      “Anything to that?”

      I cocked my head to one side trying to figure out if he was really asking what I thought he’d just asked. He wasn’t a witch, but did he know somehow? Or was it just his nature as a “journalist” to ask any question possible?

      “The town has a reputation,” I said. “So the shop adds to the atmosphere for the tourists.”

      “So you’re using the possibility of the supernatural to turn a buck,” he stated.

      I let out a deep sigh. “If that’s the way you want to look at it, then…” and I shrugged.

      “Hit a nerve, did I?” he asked, but before I could say anything, Dorian changed the subject and moved on. “So, what are you doing in my apartment?”

      I decided to go with honesty. If he was a real journalist, then Dorian would appreciate that there was a story behind the building. He didn’t need to know about the ghost, though I feared he would know soon enough, but the knowledge of the apartment’s history wouldn’t hurt him.

      “A man died here,” I said. “The town sheriff at the time ruled it a suicide, but I’m not sure…”

      “My father,” Dorian cut me off.

      “Oh,” I said. The last name wasn’t just a coincidence. By that point in my life, I should have known better than to believe in coincidences.

      “Did you need anything else?” he asked. “I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      “No,” I said. “I’m sorry that I was in your apartment. I had no idea anyone had rented it.”

      “It’s okay. Curiosity is a thing I understand. In fact, I’ll probably drop into your shop later to have a look around. If that’s all right with you?” Dorian asked. He had me pinned under an intense gaze that didn’t match the neighborly lightheartedness of his voice. I felt like a bug under a magnifying glass. It was a sensation I’d have to get used to feeling around Dorian.

      “Of course. Everyone in Coventry is welcome. You should stop in over at the Brew Station for a coffee and the daily lunch special. If you tell Viv I sent you, you get the first meal free,” I said.

      “Same business strategy as drug dealers. Sorry, I don’t mean to offend,” he said when my expression soured. “It is an excellent business strategy, and I will take you up on the offer. Thank you, Kinsley.”

      After that, I left him to do whatever it was he was going to do. As I was walking around the corner back to the entrance to my shop, Reggie was standing at the door with her phone out. Probably about to call me.

      “Sorry,” I said and rushed over to her. “I was upstairs checking out the apartment.”

      “Why did you walk around the building?” she asked as I unlocked the front door and we stepped inside. “I understand why you did it when there was a fire, but why now?”

      “Because the shop doesn’t have a back door. The only way to access the stairs to the second floor is to walk around,” I said with a shrug, but I couldn’t figure out why she didn’t know that.

      “Are you okay, Kinsley?” Reggie asked.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “You realize that the building probably wouldn’t pass the fire code if the bottom floor didn’t have a back door right? I mean, other than the fact that it’s right there between the shelves and you can see it whenever you go back there. We’ve used it to take the trash out a gazillion times,” Reggie said.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      She answered by taking my hand and dragging me to the back of the shop. “You see.” She waved her hand in front of a door that was very obviously there. “There’s a door there, Kinsley.”

      “There is indeed a door there,” I said.

      I felt a strong flutter in my belly. The baby wanted me to pay particular attention to the door. I didn’t know why until I stepped forward and looked closely at the doorframe.

      “There are sigils here,” I said and ran my hand over them to deactivate their power. I could do that because they were mine. I had painted sigils on the door to make it invisible to me.

      “Probably something you did while that crazy book had its hooks in you,” Reggie said. “Good thing you figured it out before there was an actual fire.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, but I wasn’t entirely sure if she was correct. I couldn’t remember how long they had been there.

      “Find anything interesting upstairs?” Reggie asked.

      “Dorian Black,” I said.

      “Who?”

      “His name is Dorian Black.” I went on to explain to her who he was and that he was renting the space above our shop.

      “Does he know you live at Hangman’s House?” Reggie asked, completely glossing over the fact that he was potentially the ghost’s son and that he’d been at the scene last night when Paul was nearly killed.

      “Maybe… He hasn’t mentioned it,” I answered.

      “I’m sure he’ll be on your doorstep wanting a tour soon enough,” she said.

      “Did you hear the part about him being at the scene last night when Paul was almost killed?” I asked.

      “Almost killed? Come on Kinsley, he had a heart attack brought on by stress. You’re not getting involved in it, are you?”

      “If someone tried to kill him, we need to know that, Reggie. Because they didn’t succeed, so they will try again,” I said indignantly. “I thought you’d be supportive of this.”

      “I got word this morning that Jeremy will be home in two days,” she said. “I can’t… I can’t get involved in this with you.”

      “That’s great news!” I said and hugged her. “You don’t need to feel bad.”

      “It’s just that I don’t know if I’ll be available to hang out for a while. I don’t want you to think I ditched you. He’ll be going back to work next week, and we’ll still see each other here until he does, right?” Reggie was babbling.

      “I understand you wanting to spend all of your free time with him, Reggie. You don’t owe me an explanation. I know you’ve got a lot on your plate with your grandma too.”

      She hugged me, and I almost brought the thing about Paul up again. I figured we could at least discuss it while we were at work, but I knew her mind was on other things. I let it go. In between customers, I listened as Reggie told me all about her plans once Jeremy returned. It was good to see my friend happy.
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      After work, Reggie left for the nursing home. She had a lot to get squared away over the next couple of days.

      I, on the other hand, needed to figure out what happened to Paul. The bad feeling in the pit of my stomach wouldn’t go away, and I truly was afraid that whoever had tried to kill him would try again.

      So, I got in my car and headed to the hospital. Coventry didn’t have its own, but there was a regional hospital between it and the next town. Technically it was inside the limits of the next small city over, but it really was kind of out in a cornfield. It was a brand new, sparkling facility they’d opened after closing the older one. It wasn’t just Coventry that was growing. The entire region had seen an uptick in population.

      I pulled into the visitor parking lot and Meri hopped into my purse. It was probably against the rules to take a kitten into the hospital, but no one would know he was there.

      The gleaming white stone façade of the new building was nearly blinding in the late afternoon sun. I walked inside and over to the volunteer desk where a smiling, elderly man greeted me.

      “How can I help you today?” he asked me as I leaned slightly against the granite counter of the volunteer desk. “Are you here for an appointment or to visit?”

      “I’m here to visit Paul Fraser,” I said.

      He started typing something into his computer. “Do you know his room number?”

      I did not.

      “Uh…”

      He leaned forward and I did too. “He’s in room 303, Kinsley,” he whispered and then winked at me.

      “Uncle Gwydion?” I asked as I suddenly recognized the man before me.

      “Well, I’m not exactly your uncle anymore since Lilith dumped me,” he said with a hearty chuckle. “But we’ll always be family in my opinion.”

      “I haven’t seen you since I was a little girl,” I said remembering him fondly.

      “You’ve grown into quite the young woman,” he said. “I’m sure Lilith is so proud of you. How is she?”

      “Lilith is… well, she’s Lilith,” I said with my own laugh. “She’ll never change. But she’s well.”

      “Maybe I’ll give her a call. It’s been a long time. Perhaps she’s no longer bored of me.” He winked again as two more people came through the doors behind me.

      “You should. Lilith is always up for hearing from old friends. Thank you, Uncle Gwydion. Have a good day.”

      “You too, Kinsley.”

      I walked down the hall toward the sign that said “elevators.” After pushing the up button, I looked around. To my left was a huge bank of windows that overlooked cornfields. I noticed there was digging and construction equipment parked near the road. I had to wonder if they were left over from building the hospital, or if someone was getting ready to build something new.

      The elevator dinged and the doors opened. A tall man with strawberry blond hair wearing a deep navy suit stepped out. He looked like a lawyer. While he looked vaguely familiar, I couldn’t place him. Once he was out of the way, I walked into the elevator and pushed the button for the third floor.

      As I was getting out, I almost ran into Rebecca Fraser. She looked at me like she knew me, but then just shook her head and got on the elevator. I looked back as I was making my way down the hall and saw that she was holding the elevator door open watching me.

      She had to let it close and didn’t see me standing in front of her husband’s room. Paul’s door was standing halfway open, and I paused there. I hadn’t thought that far ahead, and I didn’t know if I should just walk right in or knock first. Ultimately, I decided it was better to knock.

      “Come in,” Paul’s voice called out from inside the private hospital room.

      I walked in to find him sitting in bed wearing gray pajamas and reading the most recent James Patterson novel. There was a bottle of Coke and a half-eaten cheeseburger in a yellow wrapper sitting on the overbed table.

      “I hope I’m not bothering you,” I said as I walked into the room.

      “You’re not a nurse,” Paul responded. “And you’re definitely not my wife.”

      “My name is Kinsley,” I said.

      “You’re the woman from the restaurant.” Paul put the book down on the table and sat up straighter. “Your table was next to mine at Bella Vita.”

      He seemed suddenly nervous. Did he know that someone was trying to kill him? Did he think it was me, and I’d come back to finish the job?

      “I am,” I said, but I stayed back so that I didn’t spook him more.

      “You got engaged,” Paul relaxed a little. “Sorry if I ruined your night.”

      “You didn’t,” I said too quickly. “I mean, what happened to you sucks, and you shouldn’t be worried about my evening. How are you?”

      “How did you know what room I was in?” Paul stiffened up again. Once again, at least in his mind, I was the prime suspect in what had happened to him. “Have you ever worked in the restaurant industry?”

      It was a weird question, but I reasoned he believed he knew me from somewhere else. “I haven’t, and I know what room you’re in because I live in Coventry. Word travels fast in a town like ours.”

      “Probably my wife flapping her jaw,” Paul said and settled back into his pillows again. “You’d think someone who has to keep as many secrets as she does would be able to keep mine.”

      “I don’t know anything about that,” I said because I wasn’t sure what to say.

      “My wife is a psychiatrist. There aren’t many in the county, but she’s one of them. The most expensive one too,” Paul said.

      “Well, that’s a good job,” I said awkwardly as I tried to think of a way to steer the conversation where I wanted.

      “I’m a food purchaser,” Paul said. “In case the rumor mill hadn’t gotten that far.”

      “Food purchaser?” I asked.

      “I’m like a wholesaler and a middleman. I’ve got a warehouse outside of Coventry. I buy food and the restaurants buy it from me. I have trucks that deliver it to a three-county area.”

      “Why wouldn’t the restaurants buy the food directly?” I genuinely was curious.

      “Foremost is quality. They don’t have to worry about the quality of the food they purchase from me or ever getting a bad shipment. I handle all of that. So it’s kind of a buying with confidence thing. There are also some food providers who refuse to work with smaller restaurants. It’s just too much of a hassle, so I make sure those smaller places get what they want instead of having to settle.”

      “That is interesting. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of that before,” I said.

      “Most people haven’t. A big part of my business now is acquiring fresh, organic produce. I also purchase from sustainable local farms. Eco is big. It has been for a while, but it’s almost a must now. But buying local means it’s a pain for restaurants to get their eggs from one farm and their pork shoulder from another.”

      “I can see that,” I said.

      “Anyway, are you starting a restaurant? Is that why you’re here?” Paul asked.

      “I don’t know a good way to say this without seeming like a weirdo, so I’ll just come out and say it. I’m here because I’m concerned and curious about what happened to you at Bella Vita.”

      “Oh, good,” Paul said with an uncomfortable chuckle. “The way you led into that, I thought you were about to tell me you had a crush on me or something. You do look a little old to be one of my students, though. No offense. I don’t mean it like that.”

      “Um… One of your students? I thought you just said you were a food purchaser.” I decided to skirt over the fact that he’d just assumed I had a crush on him and made sure to inform me I looked too old to be a college student. It was true that I was in my thirties but thanks to my family… magic, I looked like I was in my early twenties. Paul was kind of a jerk.

      “I’m also getting a PhD. I’m a graduate assistant part-time, and I help a professor with some of his master’s students.” Paul said.

      “Oh, so do you know Hollie Ellis?” I asked.

      “I do. She’s one of my students. Hollie is a special girl.” Paul said with more fondness than I expected. Or maybe not. What had I expected?

      I went back over the scene the night before with Hollie waiting on Paul and his wife. Rebecca had left in anger, but perhaps she hadn’t been angry about just Paul. The old professor-student affair thing was cliché, but it was a cliché for a reason. Hollie had been angry and not herself earlier in the day. Did she have something to do with this? First, I had to figure out what this was.

      “So, about last night. Sheriff Wilson seemed to think you might have had heart problems or some other medical emergency. I wasn’t so sure about that.”

      “Ha!” Paul let out a strangled laugh. “I feel like I’m going crazy because the doctors here are telling me I had a panic attack. A panic attack. Can you believe that? I was unconscious. I was not having a panic attack, but by the time I got here, I was fairly okay. My blood pressure was still high, and I guess some of my other vitals bothered the ER doc. But, it wasn’t a heart attack or stroke. Not that I thought it would be anyway. I love good food, but I don’t overindulge in it. I run six days a week and play golf on Sundays. I hit the weights four days a week too. I guess I’m saying I take care of myself and my heart is as heathy as it gets.”

      “That all sounds like it could be stressful on top of running your business and getting a PhD,” I offered.

      “Except it’s not. I love the exercise, and it’s a stress reliever for me.”

      Something occurred to me. “So, if they think it was just a panic attack, then why are you still here? Are they just observing you?”

      He wasn’t on the psych floor, so I couldn’t fathom why someone who was as healthy as a horse would still be in the hospital. I doubted the hospital would even keep someone overnight for that. Insurance certainly wouldn’t cover it. Unless Paul was paying for it out of pocket? But why?

      “Well, that’s an interesting story. Whatever happened to me at Bella Vita might have actually saved my life,” he said.

      “Come again?”

      “When they tried to tell me that I had just had a panic attack, I told them they were completely nuts. I have never in my life had any panic attacks or any mental health issues. Ask my wife. So, I insisted they run more tests. Lots more tests. I got pushback at first because my insurance wouldn’t cover them. There was no reason, in the doctor’s opinion, to run them, so insurance wouldn’t pay. I said I’d pay for them myself. Well, it turned out that there’s a spot on my liver. A tiny bit of cancer. Doc said thanks to my insistence, we caught it early. So, that’s why I’m still here. A quick surgery to remove the offending little bugger, and then I’m out the door.”

      He had cancer. I must have healed most of it when I was trying to heal him in the bathroom, but I hadn’t gotten it all. That made me feel guilty for some reason.

      I did something I knew I probably shouldn’t do, but I couldn’t just leave him like that. Not after I’d almost given him a second chance. Sure, surgery and chemo might have done the trick, but I never could have lived with myself if they didn’t.

      “Thank you for talking with me,” I said as he accepted my outstretched hand.

      Even healing that little bit of cancer on his liver left me feeling exhausted. I was going to need to go straight home and have some food as well as rest on the sofa.

      Paul looked at me for a moment like he could tell that something had happened. He had no idea what, though, and no one would ever believe him. Most likely, the official story would be that the scans and tests were wrong. A speck of dust on the machine. A clumsy lab technician. Even without the veil of magic that protected Coventry, the hospital would find a way to explain it all away.

      “Thank you for calling the ambulance. That was you, right?” Paul asked.

      “Well, I found you and yelled for someone to call an ambulance. Okay, it was actually an older man who found you, and maybe he said to call 911. I gave you CPR, though.”

      “Ha! And they say it was a panic attack. Oh, well, there’s no sense in trying to convince them. They’ll just say you gave me CPR when I didn’t need it or something. Anyway, thank you for saving me.”

      As I was leaving, I ran into Paul’s wife, Rebecca. I was about halfway to the elevator when she saw me and said, “hey,” to get my attention.

      “Hello,” was all I could think to say in response.

      “You were at the restaurant the other night, right? Were you just in there talking to my husband?”

      “I was,” I said. “I wanted to see how he was doing.”

      “How did you know what room he was in?” Her eyes narrowed as she looked me up and down.

      “Small town,” I responded with a shrug.

      “Probably one of his students,” she said with a sigh. “The man can’t keep his mouth shut to save his life. I bet he just had to call all of his little groupies.” She said the words students and groupies with the same dripping disdain. It was as if it left a foul taste in her mouth.

      “I just wanted to make sure he was all right.”

      “Are you one of them?” Rebecca asked.

      “One of his students?”

      “One of his groupies,” she corrected.

      “I am neither. I was at the restaurant with the man who is now my fiancé,” I said. “I really just wanted to see how your husband was doing.”

      Rebecca let out a defeated sigh. “I’m sorry. This is all just so stressful. I mean, it’s good. It’s good that they found the cancer so soon. He got lucky, I guess.”

      Something in the tone of her voice told me her true feelings didn’t match her words. I believed she was also trying to establish if I was attractive enough for her husband, and I found the time she took to come to that conclusion a little insulting.

      Maybe it was the bright red hair. I refused to believe it was because I looked too old. And if I did, it was because Paul was a much creepier creep than I anticipated. And in that case, why was Rebecca still with him? Wanting out of a marriage but not wanting to get divorced was a motive for murder.

      “I’m glad he’s going to be okay too,” I said. I wanted to ask her more questions, but I had nothing to go on and no reason to grill her. Besides, I was starting to wonder if the cancer had been the reason he passed out in the bathroom. Maybe I was seeing murder where there was nothing but a medical emergency. I might never know because I’d healed him. “You should get back in there to him. You both have a lot to celebrate.”

      “Thank you,” Rebecca said and smiled. “Congratulations to you too. On your engagement. It’s a lovely ring.”
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      I was exiting the lobby to leave the hospital when I saw someone who looked a lot like Hollie at the coffee stand. I wanted to turn around and get a better look, but a volunteer was wheeling a new mother and her baby through the doors right behind me. By the time I got myself around them and back inside, the woman was gone.

      I nearly rushed back inside to try and find her when Thorn appeared at my side. “Kinsley? What are you doing here? Are you okay?”

      Crap.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” I said and kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t worry. I wasn’t here for me or the baby. I, uh… I wanted to check on Paul Fraser. I wanted to see how he was doing.”

      “Kinsley.”

      “What? I saved his life. I wanted to see how he was doing,” I said.

      “So, you’re not here because you think someone tried to kill him. You weren’t up in his room trying to get information so you could solve a crime you believe occurred?” he asked me skeptically.

      I couldn’t lie to him. Not directly anyway. Telling Thorn I was at the hospital to check on how Paul was doing was as far as I was willing to go to skirt the real reason I was there.

      “He didn’t have a heart attack,” I protested.

      “I know. He had a panic attack and he has early stage cancer,” Thorn said and crossed his arms over his chest. “I already know these things because I already followed up on this.”

      “He said he didn’t have a panic attack,” I further protested, but all the fight had gone out of me. Even I was starting to believe that the cancer had been what caused his episode.

      “You’re a complete stranger that came barging into his hospital room to question him about a medical emergency he had in public. Do you think he’s just going to tell you if he struggles with panic attacks? A lot of people would deny that, Kinsley.”

      “I think he would tell me. People tell me things. They can sense that they can talk to me,” I said.

      “Not everybody is going to do that, babe. You’ve got to let this go. Nobody tried to kill him. Please let it go.”

      “What if they did, Thorn? You can’t say with one hundred percent certainty that it was a medical emergency. If someone did try to kill him, they might try again. When they do, I won’t be there to heal him.”

      “He’s in a hospital, Kinsley. His wife and the nurses are watching him.”

      “They leave the room. I walked right in,” I said.

      He thought about it for a moment and then let out a frustrated sigh. “You’ve got to leave this alone, Kinsley. He has cancer. He passed out. It happens.”

      “He doesn’t have cancer anymore,” I whispered. “I couldn’t just leave him half healed.”

      “Well, then you’ve done everything you can,” Thorn said and smiled at me softly. “I have to go. I need to go to the ER and take a statement. I’ll see you tonight?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, babe.”

      

      I was getting in my car to leave when another car pulled up right next to me and I had to partially close the driver’s door I was about to use. I hated when people did that. There was an entire practically empty lot and that person had to pull in right next to me.

      Soon enough, I found out why. Dorian Black stepped out of the car that was nearly over the line. It was as if he’d used his car to keep me from getting in mine, but that would have been an overly aggressive move. I needed to chill. It was more likely that he was just a bad driver.

      “Kinsley, we have to stop running into each other this way,” Dorian said as he came around the hood of his car.

      “You mean like you stalking me,” I said seriously. “I think you’re following me.”

      “Wow, that’s a heavy accusation,” he retorted.

      “One that you didn’t deny.”

      I started to open my car door up again. He hadn’t left me much space, but there was enough room for me to squeeze in.

      When Dorian figured out that I was getting into my car, he stepped closer. “Hey, if you tell me what you learned in there, I’ll tell you what I know about my father.”

      “Why does that sound like I’d be making a deal with the devil?”

      “But you didn’t say no,” Dorian countered.

      “I think you might be disappointed with what I learned from Paul Fraser,” I said.

      “That’s okay, I think you might be disappointed with the story about my father too,” Dorian said.

      “Well, then I guess we can be disappointed together. There’s a cafeteria in the basement of the hospital. Would you like to grab coffee? I could use a bite to eat,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      It was late afternoon, or early evening depending on how you looked at it, so the cafeteria was pretty dead. There were only a couple of people sitting at tables sipping coffee or picking at sandwiches. There was no one in line.

      Dorian just wanted coffee and he had a phone call, so he went and sat down. I got myself a grilled cheese sandwich, mozzarella sticks, fried mushrooms, and a chef salad. When I took my tray over to the table Dorian had chosen, his eyes went wide with shock.

      “You said you wanted a bite to eat,” he chuckled.

      “I’m hungry,” I shrugged and sat down with the tray. “Here’s your coffee.”

      “You eat like that all of the time?” he asked.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but yeah. You can have some if you want,” I offered as I emptied the packet of ranch dressing onto my salad.

      “I don’t think so,” Dorian said, but a few seconds later, he plucked a fried mushroom from my tray.

      “So, you were going to tell me about your father,” I said as I speared a bite of my salad. “He died in the apartment above my shop, right?”

      “That’s the official story,” Dorian said. “But in this quid pro quo, you have to give first.”

      “I was at the hospital to see Paul Fraser. I wanted to check on him and see how he’s doing,” I said.

      “And? How is he doing?”

      “What I can tell you without completely violating his privacy is that he didn’t have a heart attack.”

      “You’ve got to give me more than that. I won’t tell anyone who told me, you’ve got my word on that. I don’t sell out my sources.”

      “You’re planning on running a story on this?” I was a bit shocked.

      “Why else do you think I wanted to know?” Dorian asked.

      “I don’t know… curiosity maybe?”

      “I haven’t lived here long enough to be that bored yet,” Dorian countered.

      “Coventry isn’t really boring,” I said.

      “I kinda get that feeling,” he said. “Now, tell me the real scoop on Paul Fraser.”

      “Look, I’m not really sure why I came down here with you. I mean, other than to get something to eat. I’m really not comfortable giving you his private information.”

      “Private information that he blabbed to a total stranger,” Dorian reminded me.

      “That’s true,” I said.

      “What I really want to hear about is how you don’t think it was a medical emergency. You think someone did something to him,” Dorian said flatly.

      “I never said that.”

      “Yes, you did. I heard you say it to your sheriff boyfriend.”

      “Fiancé,” I countered. “But…”

      “Don’t worry. Nobody else heard you. I made sure they were all standing back.”

      “But you listened in,” I said and rolled my eyes.

      “It’s what I do.”

      “Then why do you need me? Why don’t you just run with what you heard?”

      “Because you saw him first. You were right there. He was dying and I know it. He’s very lucky to be alive,” Dorian said. “What kind of poison could have done that?”

      “I thought he might have been poisoned too,” I admitted. “But, and I’ll at least tell you this much, they think he has cancer. I’m starting to think he might have just been sick and maybe stressed.”

      “No, you don’t,” Dorian said and narrowed his eyes at me. “Don’t even try to fool me.” He looked as though he was sizing me up the way Rebecca Fraser had, but for different reasons. Maybe for the same reason. The last thing I wanted to do was give Dorian Black the impression I was covering for Paul.

      “There, I told you mine, now you tell me yours,” I said and started eating my fried mushrooms.

      Dorian took another, dipped it in the little ramekin of ranch on my tray, and popped it in his mouth. He ate another before he spoke again. “I supposed I can tell you a little, but before this is all done, we’re going to talk about Paul Fraser some more.”

      “Okay,” I said, but I tried not to sound too committal.

      “My father was an alcoholic and some would probably say a loser. He was also a devout Catholic. That’s what I hear anyway. Something my grandmother told me. I don’t know that anyone ever one hundred percent believed he killed himself,” Dorian said.

      “Is that why you’re here?” I asked. “Is that why you really came back? Do you think you’ll find the answers here?”

      “I barely knew my father. It would make for an interesting story to solve that mystery, Kinsley, but that’s all.”

      I didn’t entirely believe him, but I wasn’t going to push either. There was no point. “Well, I should get going. I guess I’ll see you around.”

      “Aren’t you going to wait around for the best part?” Dorian asked with one eyebrow cocked up.

      “The best part?”

      “I’m sharing this with you because I have confidence that if it comes to something, you’ll share with me. See, that’s how this will work, Kinsley. That will be the basis of our little friendship. Give and take.”

      “We’re friends now?” I asked skeptically.

      “Wouldn’t you rather be?” Dorian asked.

      “Rather be than what?” I countered.

      “So, I went ahead and looked into who was working at Bella Vita at the time of Paul’s incident. There were three waitresses, the hostess, and five kitchen staff. One of them piqued my interest, so I looked into him further. A dishwasher named Leo Harley. Used to run with a motorcycle club here in town.”

      “They left,” I said. “That motorcycle club all left town.”

      “They didn’t all leave town. For whatever reason, this Leo Harley kid stayed behind. Anyway, he’s got a few prior convictions for drugs and one for assault and battery. He’s one arrest away from doing a long stretch in prison. Maybe that’s why he stayed.”

      “What motive would he have?” I leaned forward, finding myself caught up in Dorian’s lure.

      “That’s where you come in, Kinsley. I figured if I baited the hook, you’d take it.”

      “Doesn’t that end with me getting filleted and fried?” I sat back against my chair and crossed my arms over my chest. “Why don’t you go ask Leo if he tried to kill Paul?”

      “Because I’m new in town and nobody is going to talk to me. I’ve been here a couple of days, and I already know you’re the queen bee around Coventry.”

      “The queen bee?”

      “Yeah. People talk about you like you’re the Queen of England. I don’t get it considering you run a crystal shop, but I also know you belong to both of the founding families of the town. So, there’s more to you than meets the eye.”

      “How did you find out who was working at Bella Vita? It’s against the law for them to tell you the schedule,” I said.

      “Same way I got you to talk to me. Well, not the exact same way. I tracked down the hostess and invited her for coffee. A little flattery goes a long way with some people,” Dorian said with a shrug.

      “I’m not sure I like you,” I said. “You’re a snake in the grass.”

      “But you like snakes, and I assure you I’ll grow on you,” Dorian retorted. “Let me walk you to your car? Please tell me what you find out from Leo.”

      “I’m not going to see Leo,” I said. “Paul Fraser had a health emergency. We should leave it at that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Dorian pulled out of the hospital lot, I looked up Leo Harley’s address. He lived on the outskirts of town in Coventry’s only trailer park. The park itself had an older section and a newer section, and Leo definitely lived in the older section. His street was at the very edge and backed up to a row of knotty old pines. I’d heard word that a developer had purchased the land under the oldest section of the trailer park, and as soon as the lot leases were up, they were tearing it all down.

      The newer, nicer section of the park would stay. In place of what was torn down, the development company would place brand new modular homes. They looked almost like regular houses, and I’d heard that retirees loved them. There was also a kind of bog nearby that they would dredge out and turn into a real pond.

      Until then, there was just a street full of decades old trailers that were absolutely falling apart right in front of my eyes. Sun-bleached kids’ toys strewn across the bald patches of dirt that were supposed to pass as lawns though I saw and heard no signs of actual children. I wondered how long those toys had just been left there to rot. Somewhere off in the distance, a large dog barked.

      I walked gingerly up the wood steps to the small deck outside of Leo’s front door. One of the steps almost gave way underneath my foot. They were dry rotted and desperately in need of replacing, but given the park’s future, I knew that would never happen.

      Music blasted from inside the trailer, and I had to practically pound on the door. The music finally stopped. “You got a warrant?!” A man called from inside.

      I’d had to knock so hard he thought I was the cops. “I’m not the sheriff!” I hollered back through the door.

      “You,” Leo said when he finally opened the door.

      I heard the sound of the door sweeping cans that were no doubt lying on the floor out of the way. Leo had short, ginger red hair and dark brown beady eyes that sized me up. He’d only pulled the door halfway open, but I could see that he wore filthy jeans and a torn-up Metallica t-shirt.

      “My name is Kinsley Skeenbauer,” I said.

      “Lady, I know who you are.”

      “I was hoping I could talk to you for a moment.”

      “Let me pull my shoes on,” Leo said. “House isn’t proper for company.”

      I wondered if it ever was.

      “All right,” I said and took a step back.

      A couple of minutes later, Leo came out onto the small deck. I made my way down the steps, careful to avoid the part of the step that almost gave way before, and walked back out toward the road.

      Leo just jumped over the steps and landed in the dirt with a thud. It sent up a small cloud of dust which he batted away with both hands.

      “What do you want?” he asked when he joined me next to my car.

      “I wanted to ask you about the incident at the restaurant. The man who had to be taken away in an ambulance,” I said.

      “I don’t know anything about that, lady. I was in the kitchen the entire time. I don’t stop washing dishes for hours once the dinner rush starts. I’ve got everybody breathing down my neck wanting it done faster,” Leo said. “I hope you didn’t come all the way out here for that.”

      “You didn’t hear any gossip about it or anything?” I pressed.

      “Nobody gossips with me. I wash the dishes, and I come home. The waitresses don’t even split the tips with me the way they do the busboys.”

      “Busboys? My friend didn’t mention there being any busboys there that night.”

      “Well, that’s cause the one we had called in. They would make me do it if they could, but I can’t get away from the dish line. The hostess and a couple of the grunts in the kitchen have to do it when there’s nobody else. They’d make the waitresses bus their own tables, but they don’t want the customers seeing the people who bring them their food touching dirty dishes.”

      “I guess… I’m sorry I bothered you, Leo. I thought maybe you might have heard something about what happened,” I said.

      “Aren’t you going to ask me?” Leo inquired.

      “Ask you what?”

      “Why I didn’t go with them?” He kicked the dirt with the toe of his beat-up fake Converse shoes.

      “I, uh… Well, I didn’t figure that was any of my business.”

      “I guess it’s not,” he said and shrugged. “But you and me were both a part of that crew.”

      “I was never a part of Azriel’s crew,” I said defiantly.

      “Well, I was, but as you can see, I’m not like them. They never patched me in and they never turned me. Got to the point where I started to suspect they never would. I think they were just using me.”

      “I know that feeling,” I admitted. “So that’s why you didn’t go. You were afraid they were never going to turn you.”

      “It’s more than that. I was afraid I’d disappear somewhere on the road between here and California. It’s a long way and a lot can happen.”

      “You’re afraid they were going to kill you,” I said.

      “I’m pretty sure that was the plan. Use me to do their dirty work until I started pushing to be let in. Then, it was time to get rid of me. Their trip to California would have been a good opportunity. I was around them long enough to know how they thought,” Leo said. “But I didn’t go. Some nights I can’t sleep. I think they’re going to come back and tie off loose ends.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” I said. “They won’t be coming back here, and they won’t hurt you.”

      “He came back for a while, you know.”

      “Yeah, I’m aware,” I said and unconsciously ran my hand over my belly.

      “I booked it out of town. I thought for sure I was a goner. Almost lost my job over it, but the chef at Bella Vita stepped in and saved my job. Said I was too hard-working to fire.”

      “That’s good,” I said.

      “I should let you get out of here,” Leo said and toed the dirt with his other sneaker. “You’ll tell me if they ever come back? You won’t let them hurt me?”

      “I can do that,” I said.

      As I pulled my car off the concrete pad that served as the trailer’s driveway, I saw Leo watching me from out of the window. He looked almost like a little boy, and it struck me how young he was. I wondered how long Azriel had been lying to him. Had he snared him when Leo was still a teenager?

      “Not your circus,” I told myself as I drove home.

      I would keep the promise I made to him, though. I’d warn him if Azriel or his club ever came back to town, and I wouldn’t let them hurt him. Not that I thought Azriel would ever show his face in Coventry again. On that accord, I felt Leo was safe.
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        * * *

      

      A short while after I’d been home, I heard Thorn pull into the driveway. He’d sent me a text message that we were going back to Bella Vita for dinner and that I should dress for pictures.

      I didn’t want to wear the red dress a second time in a row, so I selected a black cocktail dress that I felt was pretty and demure but still made me look like a million bucks.

      My hair and makeup were done by the time Thorn walked in. Meri was snoozing on the sofa. He woke up and rolled over, but when he saw us all dressed up, he just scoffed and went back to sleep.

      “I’ll bring you something good to eat,” I said to Meri and Thorn took my hand to lead me out the door.

      “Steak,” was all Meri said back.

      “The cat wants steak,” Thorn questioned as he opened the passenger door for me. “He’s got expensive taste.”

      “He’s got good taste,” I said with a shrug. “Why, do you have a problem with me getting him a steak?”

      “Not at all,” Thorn said with a chuckle. “But maybe New York strip or ribeye. You’re not going to get him a filet, are you?”

      “Bacon-wrapped,” I confirmed.

      “You spoil him,” Thorn said.

      “He’s no ordinary cat. You’ll get used to it,” I said as Thorn slipped behind the wheel.

      “I suppose I will,” Thorn said with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      There weren’t many cars in the parking lot when we got to Bella Vita. “Where is everyone?” I asked.

      “The woman who called me said that this was a special night for you,” Thorn answered. “Maybe they closed the place down?”

      “You think they did that for us?”

      “I think they did it for you. You’re kind of a big deal around here, after all.”

      “You’re the sheriff,” I pointed out.

      “Well, let’s go inside and find out,” Thorn said.

      He came around and got my door for me. When we walked inside the restaurant, Thorn and I discovered that they had not closed the entire restaurant down, but they had cordoned off a huge section just for us.

      Our portion of the restaurant was decorated with dozens of bouquets of roses. They were red, pink, and white, and in the center of it all was a table with another bouquet.

      A man with a camera sort of appeared near us and started taking photographs. “Sorry,” he said and extended his hand to me and then Thorn. “I’m Julian. I’m a photographer. Obviously.” Julian sort of held the camera up like he was proving he was a photographer. “The restaurant has tasked me with capturing your evening for you. I’ll be as unobtrusive as possible to get some candid shots, but I’d also like to get a few poses too.”

      “What on earth is all of this about?” I whispered to Thorn under my breath.

      “I think they feel bad about what happened to our evening. The lady on the phone said something about giving you the night you deserve.”

      “Okay. Well, let’s eat. I’m starving,” I said.

      I probably shouldn’t have been starving given how much I’d eaten at the hospital not that long before, but all that had done was keep me from passing out. My body and magical metabolism had chewed through that food already, and I was ready for a huge pasta dinner. My mouth watered at the scent of fresh baked garlic bread that wafted from the kitchen.

      We did end up having to take a few photos before looking over the menu. They were special menus just for us too. Fortunately, I saw a filet I would order to go for Meri. Surely given everything Bella Vita had done for us, they wouldn’t mind throwing together a to-go order for me.

      “I think I’m going to get the filet too,” Thorn said as he looked over the menu. “There are three appetizers here. Any idea which one you want?”

      “Yes,” was my response.

      “Yes? Okay, which one?”

      “No, I mean, yes. I want the appetizers,” I said with a chuckle. “I fully intend to at least try all three.”

      After we put in our orders, another waitress appeared with a bottle of champagne. “Oh, no, thank you,” I said. “Thorn, you should have some, though. It looks good.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “I won’t drink in front of you.”

      “It’s okay. I’d like another iced tea, though,” I said sheepishly pointing to the one I’d already drained.

      The waitress popped the cork on the champagne and filled Thorn’s glass. He took a sip and sighed. “It is good. I’ll make sure and buy you a bottle as soon as you can have some.”

      “You’re sweet,” I said.

      Before Thorn could respond, the chef came out of the kitchen. He made a beeline for our table. “Welcome, guests!” he said and shook Thorn’s hand before turning to me. When I offered him mine, he turned it over and quickly kissed my knuckles. “We’re so honored to have you here this evening.”

      “Thank you,” Thorn and I both said in unison.

      “Surely we’re not the only couple to ever get engaged here,” I said, still not sure why we were being given the royal treatment. “But we do appreciate it,” I added quickly.

      “No, we do get proposals here frequently since we’re the classiest joint in town,” the chef, Wylie Romano, said with a huge, hearty laugh. “But it’s not often that we have a proposal between two such distinguished citizens such as yourself.” He talked about Thorn and me as if we were royalty. It was a little cheesy and over-the-top, but it did make me feel special.

      Wylie stayed at our table for a few minutes discussing the menu with us and personally helping us select the perfect dish. You could tell that he had a great deal of passion for cooking. In the end, Thorn did choose the filet with a side of garlic and mussels linguine. The evening’s version of surf n’ turf. I had a huge craving for seafood as soon as Thorn ordered it, so I went with the crab and lobster Alfredo. We also both ordered the Caesar salad with handmade croutons and parmesan crisps.

      The meal was incredible, and our waitress, Cassandra, brought out Meri’s to-go box with dessert.

      “You’re going to have to roll me to the car,” Thorn said with a laugh when he’d only eaten half of his dessert.

      “This was an incredible evening,” I said as we walked to the car. “I appreciate what they did so much, but last night was still better.”

      “Better than all of the flowers, personal menu, and professional photographer?” Thorn asked.

      “I’ll admit that it was fun being treated like a celebrity, but nothing could compare to the night of our actual proposal,” I answered.

      “The night did get a little ruined,” Thorn said.

      “No, it didn’t. Nothing could ruin that moment. Sure, what came after it was a bit disturbing and unpleasant, but it can’t ruin it,” I said.

      “You don’t know how happy it makes me feel to hear you say that, Kinsley. When we walked into Bella Vita tonight and I saw all that they had done, I couldn’t help but feel a little bit bad that I hadn’t done all of that for you. Like, that was the evening I should have planned for you,”

      “No, it isn’t,” I said. By that time, Thorn was behind the wheel of the cruiser. We were sitting in the parking lot, and I took his hand. “What you did was perfect. Right down to having my dorky friends there to take pictures. You’re all I need, Thorn. Me and the baby, we need you.” I felt myself choke up a little.

      “Hey, now,” Thorn said and wiped the tear that I didn’t know had escaped. “I know what you’re thinking, Kinsley, and you’re wrong. You didn’t almost lose me. You were never in danger of losing me.”

      “But I…”

      “It’s water under the bridge, Kinsley. We have a whole life together to plan. We have a wedding to plan. I can’t wait to see what your family comes up with there.”

      That made me laugh, and I felt the guilt lift from my chest. The guilt of leaving Thorn for Azriel sometimes gripped me like a vice around my heart. But every time, Thorn was right there to tell me that it was okay. It was starting to sink in that we were actually stronger because of the trials our relationship had gone through before that moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day I was in the shop when someone came in and told me the news. Paul Fraser had died in the hospital that morning. He’d had a heart attack.

      “But his heart was fine,” I said to Lucretia Owings, who’d come in to buy sage and mugwort.

      “Yeah, it does seem suspicious,” Lucretia echoed. “So, do I use this mugwort as a tea or do I smoke it?”

      “Wait, what?” Reggie asked as she was suddenly interested in our conversation.

      “The mugwort. If I want to use it to travel,” Lucretia made air quotes when she said the word travel, “should I smoke it or use it in a tea?”

      “You can smoke some of this stuff?” Reggie looked at me shocked.

      “Honey, you can smoke a lot of this stuff,” Lucretia said with a laugh. “The thing is, not all of it does anything. This mugwort does, though. The sage, I don’t know. I’ve heard it does for some people, but I think they’re just making things up. Now, bay leaves, those will sneak up on you. If you’re burning one to make a wish, make sure you burn it outside. Ask Geraldine Husband about that one.”

      “Geraldine Husband?” Reggie asked.

      “Yeah, they found her wandering around her farm naked as the day she was born talking to pink ducks that nobody else could see. I’m pretty sure that’s not what she wished for.”

      “I’m so confused,” Reggie said, but she chuckled.

      “The smoke from bay leaves is mildly hallucinogenic,” I said. “But if someone was making a really big wish, then… well, they might just end up wandering around their farm naked talking to ducks.”

      “Pink ducks,” Lucretia corrected.

      “So, about this mugwort?” Reggie asked and reached for it.

      Lucretia pulled it away playfully. “Not for the inexperienced as it can be a poison too. Well, this kind can. Mugwort is a fairly general name that encompasses many types of the same plant. Your friend here only stocks the kind we can really use. Wolfsbane. Or monkshood. Pretty names for a pretty plant that’s not so pretty if you use it wrong.”

      “What does it do?” Reggie asked.

      But a lightbulb went off in Lucretia’s head. She turned to me and forgot her conversation with Reggie. “Did you hear that someone found an entire poisoner’s garden in an empty lot? Uh, I wish I could remember what the address was. Some witches are going to clear it out so no one gets hurt. They put a temporary fence around it and locked it with a padlock. Some of that temporary fence you just spike in the ground. You can get it at the hardware store, but it looks like black wrought iron. It’s a sight to see for sure. Anyway, you need to get down there and harvest as much of it as you can so you can sell it. There’s enough stuff there that it might put a dent in your business.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Oh, man. I just saw a picture on my friend’s phone. I’ll get the address for sure and call you later, okay?” Lucretia said. “Or ask your mom. She probably knows.”

      “Yeah, I’ll do that. If she knows where it is, I imagine she and Amelda will harvest a lot of whatever is there. Any idea who planted it?”

      “No one has said anything. I’ve heard witches say it might not have even been intentional. Some young witch could have been doing rituals out in that empty lot and just left plants with seeds in them behind. Like when people throw their pot seeds over the fence and a year later they have a massive pot plant growing behind their house.” That one really got Lucretia laughing. I figured it was something that had happened to her before, but I wasn’t going to ask.

      The tourists started pouring in after Lucretia left. That’s how it usually went. Witches came in early to avoid the tourists, and then we were busy until closing time with vacationers and sightseers.

      I did manage to get a break in the late afternoon for a few minutes, and I used it to call Rebecca. I found her office number online. My intention had been to track her down and give her my condolences. I’d also planned on asking her out for coffee. That wasn’t what happened.

      “Good afternoon, office of Rebecca Fraser,” a young woman answered.

      “Hello, my name is Kinsley Skeenbauer. I was hoping to speak to Rebecca,” I said.

      “I can squeeze you in at four thirty. I just had a cancelation,” she said in a distracted tone. I could hear her typing.

      “I’m sorry. No, I just wanted to talk to Rebecca.”

      “Yeah, like I said, I can squeeze you in at four thirty. That’s the last appointment of the day. She’s got things to take care of, so it can’t be any later than that.”

      “I don’t need an appointment,” I said. “I was hoping to speak to her on the phone.”

      “That’s not how it works. I can fit you in or not. I’ve got someone on the other line who will probably take it if you don’t. It’s chaos here today with Rebecca still taking clients and her… her family emergency. Please, just tell me if you’re taking the appointment or not. I’ve already typed your name into the system. Since you’re a new patient, please arrive a half hour early. I have forms.”

      “I…” I started to say.

      “Thank you. We’ll see you at four. Appointment at four thirty. Write it down. People always forget.” Then she disconnected the line.

      I hadn’t meant to call and make an appointment with Rebecca, but I had one. I didn’t need to see a psychiatrist, but I figured I could pay cash for the session. That would give me an opportunity to get some information. Hopefully, she wouldn’t be too angry if she at least got paid.

      

      Reggie didn’t even ask where I was going after work. She had to go pick up Jeremy from the airport, and I was actually surprised she’d stayed the whole day. She’d gotten the call that morning that he was arriving in St. Louis sometime after five. She only stayed because we’d been so busy all day. I wished I could have sent her home early anyway, and I made a mental note to put more consideration into hiring another person for the shop.

      Past the library off the square was an old neighborhood full of houses that had been converted to businesses. Well, at least one street was. There you could find lawyers, accountants, and Rebecca Fraser’s office all along one tree-lined street.

      I pulled into the driveway of the massive blue Victorian and drove around to the backyard that had been long ago converted into a parking lot. There were only two other cars in the lot. One was an older model Tesla 3 from before they did the most recent battery exchange, and I guessed that belonged to the receptionist. The other was a giant black Escalade EV with the glass solar panel roof. Rebecca Fraser had paid a pretty penny for that vehicle, but she never had to stop to charge it. Even on a cloudy day, it drew enough power to run forever.

      The back door to the house didn’t look like the entrance, so I walked down the driveway and back around the house to the huge wraparound front porch. A welcome mat placed in front of the door and an “open” sign told me I’d found the right way in.

      Just inside the door was a waiting area with a pale blue sofa and three cream-colored wingback chairs. Beyond that in what would have been the house’s dining room or a parlor was a huge mahogany desk. A petite blonde, whose hair was escaping her fancy updo, was typing something frantically into her computer.

      “Kinsley Skeenbauer?” she asked without looking up from her computer. “Your forms are right there.” She finally stopped typing and pointed to a clipboard perched on the edge of her desk. “Please fill them out and bring them back to me.” I had no idea what her eye color was because she still hadn’t looked up at me, but as soon as she was done telling me about the forms, she went back to typing.

      I grabbed the clipboard and took a seat on the sofa. I didn’t really want to fill out the paperwork, so I waited five minutes and then waved my hand over the packet. My magic filled in generic answers to all of the questions. It didn’t matter. I knew that when they found out I wasn’t a patient, they’d just throw the forms away.

      In fact, the one thing I did use the pen for was to draw a sigil on the top sheet to make the harried receptionist feel the need to throw them in the trash. If she didn’t, then Veronica, that’s what her name plate said, would spill her Diet Coke all over them. She still wasn’t paying any attention and had no idea that I hadn’t used the pen to complete the forms.

      “Here you go,” I said and slid the clipboard back onto the desk.

      Veronica finally looked up at me. Her eyes were hazel. Not that it matters. “Thank you. You can go back,” she said and pointed toward the door to her right. “She’s waiting for you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, it’s you,” Rebecca said when I walked into her office. “I thought I recognized the name, but I just couldn’t place it. Anyway, whatever this is, I need to get over to the funeral home. Whatever you came for, spit it out,” she demanded. “Unless you’re really here for therapy? No, I don’t expect that you would be.” By that point, she was already standing up from her desk and shoving her phone into her Birkin bag.

      I knew I was losing Rebecca’s attention, so I just spit it out. “What happened to your husband, Rebecca? What happened to Paul?”

      Her eyes narrowed and she looked me over again. I knew she was reappraising me. Rebecca was calculating whether or not I was involved with her husband in some way.

      “He had a heart attack. I don’t know how. They said his heart was fine, and they were wrong. Of course, they also said that he had cancer, and he didn’t. I don’t know how they messed up so badly, but I hope there’s no one walking around out there with cancer and they don’t know it. That’s all I can think of. Maybe they switched the patient records, but I don’t know how that could even happen in this age. What I do know is that after I go to the funeral home to arrange his burial, I’m going to a lawyer’s office to sue the crap out of that hospital. Is that enough information for you? Now, what do you want to tell me about MY husband?”

      Rebecca was freaking out a little, and I felt terrible. “I genuinely didn’t know him, Rebecca. That’s the truth, okay? I just think the circumstances around his collapse in the restaurant and now his death are strange. I was there when he collapsed and I guess I feel sort of… I don’t know. Maybe responsible for him. I don’t know why, but I’m having a hard time letting that go.”

      “Mmhmm,” Rebecca said and nodded her head thoughtfully. “For that, you’re going to need to make a real appointment. Trust me, I would love to take a deep dive into your psychiatric issues, but since they are about my husband and he died today, we’re going to have to put a pin in it for now. Come back in a month and we can talk. Okay?” And with that, she was headed for the door. “But hey, maybe you could ask Hollie Ellis. I think she knew more about my husband than I did. Cleaning out his office at the college is going to be… interesting.”
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        * * *

      

      If I was going to break into Paul’s office at the college, and I was, I needed something to make people look past me. I couldn’t really turn invisible, well, I could, but it would have required more magic than I could safely use while pregnant, so I had to settle for an amulet that would make people completely ignore me. Thankfully, I had something like that.

      When I pulled up to grab the amulet and Meri from Hangman’s House, I found a car already in the driveway and Dorian Black sitting on my front porch.

      “Good evening,” he said as I got out of my car.

      “Why are you sitting on my porch?” was my response.

      “Because I tried to catch you before you left the shop for the day and I missed you. I figured you’d eventually have to come back here,” Dorian said.

      “I have to go somewhere,” I said.

      “I’ll go with you,” Dorian countered.

      I spun around on my heels and glared at him. “What makes you think you’re invited. You’re kind of a creep, you know that? Why are you following me around? Are you, like, a stalker?”

      “I’m a journalist. It’s what we do. We can also read people, and I follow you around because you react like that to me following you around. I know I’m onto something good.”

      “I’m not interested,” I said, “in you. I have a fiancé, and messing with me would be a mistake. Consider that your only warning.”

      “That’s another reason I know whatever you’re doing has a good story. You think I’m a stalker, but you’re not calling your fiancé, the sheriff. Means you don’t want him in on it. What could you possibly be up to?”

      “I…”

      “Oh, and I’m not interested in you, by the way. Let’s just clear that up right now. You’re not my type.”

      “I never said I was,” I felt myself getting upset. I knew on an intellectual level that Dorian was pushing my buttons to get a reaction, but emotionally, it was working. “Hey, what do you mean by that anyway? Not that I care, but what are you trying to say about me exactly?”

      “That I’m already married, Kinsley. My husband’s name is Isaac.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah,” Dorian said. “So, me saying that you’re not my type has nothing to do with you. Now will you let me come with you?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Then I’ll just wait for you to leave, and I’ll follow you,” he said and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Oh, my gawd. You are impossible. Maybe I just won’t go then.”

      “Not happening. I know wherever you want to go, you want or need to go now. I can also tell by the look on your face that if I follow you, you won’t call the sheriff.”

      “I hate you,” I said. “Get in the car. I have to grab something from inside the house, and then we’ll go.”
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      I didn’t have an amulet for Dorian, but I did have Meri. As long as Dorian stayed close to me, and I couldn’t imagine why he wouldn’t, Meri could amplify the talisman’s protective effects.

      I wasn’t sure how we were going to locate Paul’s office because I doubted that anyone who worked at the college would just tell us. There probably wouldn’t be a huge directory like at the mall either.

      Fortunately, once I told Dorian where we were going, he worked his internet magic and found the location of Paul’s office by the time I pulled the car into a parking space at the college. I was both impressed and horrified at his ability to pull information from the web.

      “Stay quiet but act like we’re supposed to be here,” I said as we got out of the car.

      “I know how to do this,” Dorian said and cocked an eyebrow at me. “What surprises me is that you do too. Maybe I should have you come work for me.”

      “One, there’s no way I’d ever work for you. Two, I have a business of my own.”

      “Yeah, but you could hire someone to run that shop for you and just rake in the profits. Don’t tell me that it wouldn’t be exciting to work in journalism. You’d always have a reason to be sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. I know that gets you going.”

      “You’re not supposed to be talking,” I countered.

      “You didn’t say no,” Dorian quickly shot back.

      “Shh,” I said. “But please, lead the way.”

      He knew where Paul’s office was located on the campus, and I figured it was easier for me to follow Dorian than to take the time for him to explain it to me. For better or worse, we were partners in crime, and I decided to trust him. He was annoying and kind of stalkery, but something deep inside of me told me I could have faith in him. I listened to my gut.

      We walked through the halls of one of the science buildings, and as I’d hoped, no one paid us any attention. Of course, all of the students, and any adults we saw, were staring at their phones. I didn’t even need the amulet for us to be completely ignored. Everyone was off in their own little world anyway. So much so that a young man and woman ran into each other. They both fell on their butts before even realizing what had happened.

      Dorian’s footsteps quickened away from the human collision. At first, I wasn’t sure why, but then we got to the office we were looking for twenty feet down the hall. The commotion provided the perfect cover for us to slip into the office.

      I was fortunate that the door had been left partially ajar. If I’d come alone, I could have just used magic to open a locked door, but with Dorian there, I wasn’t sure what we’d do. Then again, he might have had that covered. The doors didn’t have traditional locks on them. They’d been upgraded to mini scanners that you swiped a card in front of to unlock.

      “That was easy,” Dorian said once we were inside. “I thought I’d have to use my phone to get it open.”

      “Use your phone?”

      “I have a lock breaker app on my phone. It can open those scanners. It can do fingerprint locks too. Sometimes even retinal scans, but it’s pretty dicey on those.”

      “That sounds highly illegal,” I said.

      “Oh, it is, but it’s not like you’re going to tell on me. We just broke into this office together. We’re partners in crime now, Kinsley. You and me are like cheese and rice.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. Just then, Meri jumped out of my bag and onto the desk in the middle of the small office. “You’re really strange. Let’s look around and see what we can find quickly. Anything strange or out of place. Or anything that might indicate someone wanted him dead.”

      “You’re saying I’m strange but a kitten just jumped out of your purse,” Dorian said. “And I know what I’m doing. I really don’t need you to tell me.”

      “I was just trying to help. Jeez. Sorry.”

      “I don’t mean to be curt. Why don’t you start with his computer, and I will look through these file drawers?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said.

      I went around the desk and plopped down in Paul’s chair a little harder than I intended. I was tired and hungry. Even though it would have been a little weird, I secretly hoped I’d find a candy bar or bag of chips in Paul’s office. I didn’t want to risk making a trip out to the vending machines we’d passed on the way in, but I figured I might have to if I was going to make it until we got home.

      Fortunately, Meri must have sensed my distress. I’d set my purse down on the desk, and he nudged it with his shoulder. My bag fell over, and a granola bar fell out.

      “Thank goodness,” I said and tore the wrapper open.

      Dorian cast a look over his shoulder, but he kept going through the drawers. “Why did you bring your cat? In your purse…”

      “If I told you he’s an emotional support animal, would you leave it alone?” I asked without peeling my eyes away from the file folders I was clicking through on Paul’s computer.

      “For now… I guess,” Dorian said. “Though you don’t seem like the kind of woman who needs an emotional support kitten.”

      “Maybe that’s because he’s really good at his job,” I countered, again without looking away from my search.

      “Touché.”

      I kept systematically combing through the files on Paul’s computer while Dorian went through three of the file cabinets. I wasn’t finding anything that was remotely of interest when an idea hit me. I’d learned that most people who wanted to keep things private on their computer used hidden files. You couldn’t even see them unless you hit the right key combination on the keyboard. I had no idea what Paul’s could be, but I didn’t need it. While Dorian’s back was turned, I waved my hand slowly over the keys.

      S 3 X Y

      Those keys depressed themselves, and a file popped up on the desktop with the same name. I almost didn’t want to click on it, but Meri was right there by my wrist. He put his little paw on my hand and nodded subtly at me. Meri actually was really good at emotional support. I’d need to reward him later with bacon.

      “What is it?” Dorian’s voice startled me out of my shocked stupor. “You look as white as a sheet.”

      “I found something,” I said.

      “What is it?” Dorian rushed over and stood behind me so he could look over my shoulder. “Oh my gawd.”

      “Are those his students?” I wondered aloud. I wasn’t really asking Dorian because he’d have no way of knowing.

      I attempted to scan the pictures without really looking at them. I kept my eyes on their faces and tried not to look at the rest.

      What I’d found was a file full of hundreds of naked pictures of young women. I’d scroll through and think I got to the end and then the bar would expand and I’d find even more.

      Eventually, I got to a series of folders. My heart nearly stopped when I saw the name of the file.

      Hollie

      I didn’t want to click on it, but I had to do it. I had to know if it was her.

      It was. As soon as I confirmed that, I closed the whole thing.

      “They look like selfies,” Dorian declared as soon as I shut the file.

      “What?” I was still too stunned to process what I’d seen.

      “The pictures look like selfies. At first, I thought perhaps he was spying on those girls or something, but all of those photos look like the girls took them themselves.”

      “Stop calling them girls,” I said and gagged. “It makes it sound even more creepy.”

      “Right. Sorry. It looked as though all of those young women took the photographs themselves.”

      My conversation with Rebecca came back to me. She’d said he had groupies. It was entirely possible and plausible that all of those… young women had sent him the pictures. They were most likely all of age, so there probably wasn’t anything illegal going on. But the discovery of all of those photos was shocking and disturbing for me. Surely they didn’t know they were all sending him such private pictures.

      I wondered if Paul had made them all think they were the only one. He probably made them all feel special. It was so gross that I had to step away from the computer. I felt slimy and gross even though I’d had nothing to do with it.

      “You okay?” Dorian asked me.

      “I just need to get some air,” I said. “That was… gross.”

      “You think one of them could have hurt him?” Dorian asked as I made my way around the desk. “Like maybe they found out about the others and didn’t take it well.”

      “So you don’t think they were okay with him having pictures of dozens of other women either?” I asked.

      “I’m guessing he probably told each and every one of them that they were special and the only one. He probably told them that it was something he would never do in a million years, but that they made him crazy.”

      “I had thoughts along the same lines,” I said as I ran into the edge of the desk.

      When I did, I kicked something, and it came shooting about from under the desk and hit the wall.

      “What was that?” Dorian asked.

      I walked over to the object, bent down, and picked it up. “It’s a really old key.”

      “Let me see it,” Dorian said.

      I handed it to him, and he proceeded to walk around to all of the filing cabinets again. Then, he checked the desk.

      “I don’t think it goes to anything in this office,” I said. “We don’t even know if it’s his. It could have been under there for a long time.”

      “You’re right, but we should hang onto it nonetheless,” Dorian handed the key back to me.

      I slipped it into my purse and felt my hand brush against Meri’s fur. He’d hopped back in right before I plucked the purse from the desk when I was about to make my hasty retreat from the office.
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        * * *

      

      As we were leaving the building, I nearly ran right into a campus security guard. He was tall, way too thin, and had that look in his eyes like he had something to prove. I nearly stomped on his foot when he wrapped his spindly fingers around my upper arm.

      “Hey, get your hand off me,” I shouted. “Do you want to get sued?” Or turned into a goat… was the part I didn’t say.

      Something in my voice must have frightened him because he let go immediately. His voice quivered a little when he spoke. “I need you to wait here, ma’am. I’ve called the county sheriff, and he’s on his way.”

      “Called him for what?” I practically spat. “This is a state college, and I have every right to be here.”

      “I have you on camera going into a private office,” he stated a little more confidently.

      Great, the amulet worked on people but not on cameras. I made a mental note of that.

      “We made a wrong turn,” Dorian said sternly. “The office wasn’t locked, so it sounds like this campus has a security problem.”

      The security guard turned bright red and huffed. “We do not. I’m sure it was one of the family members that left it open. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. You can work it out with the county sheriff when he gets here.”

      We waited at the curb for a few minutes, and then much to my surprise, Thorn’s cruiser pulled up. He got out of the car and gave the security guard, who was still standing way too close to me, the stink eye. Then, he turned that stink eye on me.

      “I’ve got this under control,” Thorn said. “Thank you for calling.”

      “You’re not the county,” the guard said skeptically.

      “County sheriff’s office is busy and understaffed right now. I act as backup whenever they need me. Like I said, I’ve got this under control,” Thorn stated plainly.

      “Whatever,” the spindly security guard huffed. He turned around and stomped off while mumbling something under his breath.

      “Where is your car?” Thorn asked.

      “Over there,” I said and pointed toward where we’d parked.

      “I’m going to escort you to it and then give Mr. Black here a ride home,” Thorn said.

      “I can drive him back to Coventry,” I said. “His car is parked in my driveway anyway.”

      “Get in the cruiser, Mr. Black,” Thorn said to Dorian. “You can sit in the front.”

      “All right,” Dorian said with a sort of amused shrug.

      “Let’s walk to your car,” Thorn said to me.

      We crossed the parking lot to where I’d parked, and by the time we’d gotten there, Thorn’s expression had softened considerably. I turned to face him and crossed my arms over my chest.

      “He’s married to a man,” I said. “There’s nothing going on between us.”

      “I already knew that,” Thorn said flatly. “Dorian came into the station and introduced himself when he moved to town. Did you really think that was why I was upset? You think I’m so jealous that I’m going to lose my cool over you being friends with another man? You were out in public, Kinsley. I’m not that crazy.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that you were,” I said. “So I guess you’re mad because I got the cops called on me then.”

      “What were you doing?” Thorn asked. “Wait, I know what you were doing. I guess my question is, why are you doing it?”

      “Because whether you want to see it or not, his death was suspicious. I’m not going to let it go. Don’t even try to make me,” I said.

      “I could arrest you,” Thorn said softly. “I should arrest you. That’s my job.”

      “Try it, mister,” I said. “Just try it.”

      Thorn put his hands up in a placating gesture. “Whoa, let’s take this down a notch. We both know I’m not going to arrest you. Your mother and great-grandmother would destroy me before I even knew what hit me.”

      “That’s right,” I said but a lot of the fight had gone out of me. I didn’t actually want the matriarchs of my family destroying my soon-to-be husband.

      “You have to stop,” Thorn said.

      “No, I don’t.”

      I took a few minutes to tell him about what I’d found on Paul’s computer. I didn’t mention the key because I still wasn’t sure what it meant. I did know for sure that when a witch found a key, it meant something. I’d bring it up with Thorn when I figured that part out. It wasn’t like I was actually interfering with a case. There was no case. Not yet anyway.

      “So, as far as you’re telling me, what you found was between consenting adults, right?”

      “Yes, but it’s still gross,” I said. “I know it means there was some malfeasance on his part. I can feel it, Thorn. Plus, it’s motive for murder if one of them found out about the others.”

      “That’s a good story, sweetie, but you have to realize you’ve made it up in your head. You have no idea if those women knew about each other or not. Maybe they did. People are into weird things. It’s not enough for me to open an investigation, and worse than that, what you found is fruit from the poisoned tree. I can’t use it because you broke into his office.”

      “I…”

      “You should go home now. I’ll take Dorian back to the house. I want to have a talk with him. I’ve got some things to finish up at work, and then I’ll be over later for dinner?”

      “All right, fine,” I said, but I wasn’t done.

      Not by a long shot.
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      “You really stepped in it this time,” Meri said as soon as we were inside.

      “No, I didn’t. Nothing even happened. Someone called the cops and Thorn showed up. It’s like the Universe is taking care of me. I’m actually taking it as a sign that I’m on the right track.”

      “Oh, jeez,” Meri retorted.

      “How about some bacon?”

      He stared at me and blinked for a few seconds. “Well, okay.”

      With Meri satisfied for the moment, I was just about to settle in on the sofa and read. Before I was able to crack the book, I heard someone pull into the driveway.

      It was Thorn dropping Dorian off. The cruiser pulled out into the street, but Dorian lingered next to his car. He saw me peeking out the curtains at him and offered a wave.

      I went outside because I was super curious about what Thorn had said. Dorian didn’t look like his normal irksome self. He was quite pale, and though he got it under control by the time I got to him, I could have sworn I saw him tremble.

      “What is it?” I asked. “What’s going on? Did he threaten you? No, that’s not possible. Thorn would never.”

      “He gave me information about my father,” Dorian said so quietly that I almost didn’t hear him.

      “About your father? What is it?”

      Dorian started to say something, but then he closed his mouth. After thinking for a few seconds, he finally decided what to say. “I can’t right now. Maybe I’ll share it with you later.”

      It was then I noticed a beat-up manilla envelope in Dorian’s other hand. He had it pressed against his leg, and I hadn’t seen it until then.

      “Okay,” I said. I wanted to press the issue further, but the look on his face told me to leave it alone. “I’ll drop it, but I’m here if you need me.”

      “Thank you, Kinsley. You’re a good egg.”

      I took a step back so he could get into his car. After retreating to the porch, I watched Dorian back out of the driveway. Once he was in the street, he rolled his window down and leaned out. “One murder at a time, Kinsley Skeenbauer.”

      “What does that mean?” I called back, but he just waved and then accelerated off down the street.

      I knew what it meant. Whatever Thorn had told him, and given him, made Dorian believe his father had been murdered. But, like he’d said: One murder at a time.

      The next morning at the shop was uneventful. I’d pressed Thorn the night before about what he’d told Dorian. I’d tried to resist, but curiosity won. Of course, he wouldn’t tell me anything. Thorn said if Dorian wanted to discuss it with me, he would when he was ready.

      I was so mad that Thorn wouldn’t tell me anything, but then he made me chocolate chip cookies. He really did know the way to my heart.

      So, I was in my shop sorting crystals for a display, thinking about what Dorian could have found out about his father, and completely forgetting that Paul was dead. That was about the time Hollie walked into the shop.

      She looked pale and her eyes were rimmed with red like she’d been crying. When she saw me looking at her, she whipped her head to the side like she didn’t want me to see her face.

      I let her shop for a few minutes, expecting her to run out of the store at any second. I was alone that day because Reggie had called in sick.

      She wasn’t really sick. What she had was a case of the my boyfriend just got back from overseas, but I wasn’t going to call her out on it. I knew Reggie needed time with Jeremy, and I could totally run my own shop.

      After about ten minutes of Hollie perusing the shelves, I decided to approach her. She’s been picking things up and putting them back down with a series of heavy sighs and sniffles.

      Hollie turned to look at me as I approached her. When she didn’t flee, I said, “I can help you.”

      “I don’t know what I’m doing here,” she said.

      “I think you do, and it’s okay. I own the shop, so I’m not going to judge you. No one here is going to judge you for being here. But, of course, I’m the only one here right now, so why don’t you let me help you?”

      “I never believed in this stuff. Not even when I was a kid. But, now… Now, I guess I will take any help I can get. I guess I’m sort of desperate. What I need is something for protection. I thought about getting a gun, but that seemed so drastic. I don’t know… I hoped that maybe something here would prevent me from needing something like that. I don’t really like guns, and I don’t have any experience with them.”

      “I would be happy to help you with some protection items, Hollie, but why don’t you tell me what’s going on first. That way we make sure to get it right, and then you won’t need to do anything drastic.”

      Hollie sighed heavily again, but that time it was a sigh of relief. “I guess I can talk to you. There’s just something about you… and this shop. Anyway…” Hollie shook her head as if she was clearing out the cobwebs, “there was something going on between Paul Fraser and me. It started out as a flirtation, but he eventually convinced me to send him photos. Like, do you know what I mean by that?”

      “I think I do,” I said.

      “But what’s weird is it stopped there. Like, I thought we were getting involved, but at some point, I realized all he wanted was the photos. It never went any further than that. Well, once he sort of kissed me when I got really upset about the whole thing, but that was it. He gave me just enough to get me to send him some more photos, and then… I don’t know. I guess he moved on? I saw him flirting with another chick on campus, and I can only imagine that he’d done the same thing.”

      I wanted to tell her about all of the photos I found but decided against it. If she didn’t know, then no good would come from it. “That’s terrible, Hollie. I’m sorry that he used you like that.”

      “It’s my own fault,” she said with a shrug. “I should have known better than to get involved with an older, married man. I’m old enough to know better, but I’ve learned my lesson. That’s not the worst part, though. That’s not why I need protection. I was deleting all of the photos I’d taken for him, but some of them were mixed in with my regular photos. You know? Stuff with my friends from when we went out. I’d never really sat down and just looked through all of my photos, but when I did, I noticed something. Rebecca Fraser was in the background of every photo. She was stalking me, Kinsley. Rebecca was stalking me, and she wanted me to know it. She was looking into the camera in every single one. It looked so sinister.”

      Hollie pulled out her phone and showed me the photos. She wasn’t making it up or exaggerating. There were hundreds of photos of Hollie and her friends. Most of them were of them out on the nature trails or at a coffee shop having a fancy latte. Some of them were of the girls gathered around tables at the college studying. And in each and every photo, Rebecca was somewhere in the background looking right into the camera.

      “You should show these to Thorn,” I said.

      “I tried showing them to campus security, but he told me there was nothing they could do. You see, she’s never approached me. She’s never threatened me. There’s no law against her being in the background of my photos,” Hollie said.

      “Well, let’s make sure she leaves you alone from now on,” I said. “I’ve got an obsidian and tiger’s eye pendant you should wear around your neck whenever you go out. Probably better that you wear it all of the time when you can. I’ve also got a protection spell bag that you can keep in your pocket. Put it on your bedside table at night too.”

      “And those will work?” she asked hopefully.

      “They will,” I said.

      “How?” Hollie questioned.

      “Magic, of course.”

      Hollie looked like she wanted to ask more, but the veil over Coventry kept her from thinking too hard about it. She just smiled and nodded.

      We walked up to the cash register, and I rang up her purchases. I didn’t have a college student discount, but I gave her one anyway. I wanted to give the necklace and spell bag to her for free, but I knew better than to just start giving things away.

      “Thank you, Kinsley. Thank you for helping me find the right items and for listening to me,” she said on her way out.

      “Come back anytime you need help.”

      That was the extent of the excitement for the day. The rest was slow and boring. It was raining outside, so the tours had been canceled. A few witches came in to buy supplies, but no one was very chatty. Even Meri spent the entire afternoon napping.

      As I was getting ready to leave for the day, I got a killer craving for nachos. Knowing I didn’t have the stuff at home to make what I wanted, I decided on a quick trip to the store. Sure, it was possible that Hangman’s House would make what I needed magically appear, but it was never a guarantee. If the house was in a mood, I’d be left nacho-less.

      I drove over to Mann’s and parked my car near the entrance. There weren’t many cars in the lot, so I knew it would be a quick in and out. Plus, I knew exactly what I wanted.

      On the way in, I grabbed a basket and hurried through the aisles. All I needed was ground beef, taco seasoning, queso, chips, sour cream, and a fresh jalapeno. Normally, I didn’t like jalapeno that much, but I was having wicked cravings. I might pay for it with heartburn later, but I wanted the spicy kick.

      There was no one in the self-checkout, so I was in and out of the store in under ten minutes. I put the groceries in the back seat so the car’s air conditioning would keep the perishables somewhat cool.

      Meri jumped into the back and started swatting at the jalapeno. He climbed into the bag, and I could hear him going to town.

      “Knock it off. I need that for my dinner,” I said over my shoulder as I pulled out of the parking spot.

      His little head popped out of the bag. “No,” he said and dove back in.

      I just rolled my eyes and proceeded out of the parking lot. My little exchange with Meri kept me from noticing that a car had pulled out of a space near mine at the exact same time.

      As I pulled out onto the street, they stayed right behind me. “Tailgaters,” I lamented as I sped up a bit.

      It wasn’t like I was going to get a ticket. Maybe one of the deputies would pull me over, but I had serious doubts about that.

      “What is this guy doing?” I asked as the car behind me sped up too.

      Meri finally gave up his battle with the jalapeno and jumped into the back window. “They are right on your butt,” Meri said. “Like literally inches from the bumper.”

      The car was an older luxury car, but I couldn’t tell exactly what make. It might have been a Rolls Royce. I wished that I had a better knowledge of older cars, but in the moment, it didn’t matter so much. It was shiny black too. So much so that the sun glared off it and stung my eyes when I tried to get a better look.

      Next thing I knew, the old car nudged my bumper. At that point, the proximity alarm on my car that had been issuing a lazy, unassuming beeping started to really wail.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked. “Should I use magic? I think this would be an okay time.”

      “No. You’re driving. Anything you do to fix this magically is going to take too much power. Hit the gas, Kinsley.”

      I wanted to argue, but he was right. The amount of magic it would take to stop a car or push it off the road would be staggering. In my current condition, it would make me woozy. That would put me and the baby in danger.

      “Maybe I should just pull over,” I said and started to slow down. “If they get out of the car, I can handle that better.”

      “Hit the gas, Kinsley!” Meri shouted.

      Just as he was yelling at me to go faster, the car chasing us rammed into the back of my car. I fishtailed, but Meri’s protection magic righted us back into the lane. As soon as we were good, I stomped on the accelerator.

      My little electric car could go from zero to sixty in under four seconds, so when I put the pedal down, we flew forward. I felt the Gs pulling at my insides like when a roller coaster dropped. I hated that feeling, so I never used the car to its full potential. In that moment, I was glad that baby could go.

      We left the car chasing us in the dust. I drove into my driveway and grabbed the groceries and Meri from the back seat. After dashing into the house, I went to the window and watched to see if I’d been followed home.

      After about ten minutes, I called Thorn and told him what had happened. He put an APB out on the car immediately and said he’d be over in five minutes.

      When he came over, Thorn took a report, but nothing ever came of it. No one else saw the car that evening, and no one could think of anyone in Coventry who owned a car like that.

      “I don’t want you going anywhere alone until I figure out who just tried to kill you,” Thorn said as he sat next to me on the sofa holding my hand.

      “We both know that’s not going to happen,” I said and kissed him on the cheek.

      “I know, babe, but I have to say it,” Thorn said and squeezed my hand.

      “Do you believe me now?” I asked. “That maybe someone tried to kill Paul?”

      Thorn took a deep breath through his nose and sighed. “I should have listened to you. I’m sorry. I don’t know what I can do now, though. There’s absolutely no evidence that a murder took place. I don’t even think they are doing an autopsy because it’s not a suspicious death.”
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      Thorn might not have known what to do, but I did. He had to operate within the law, but I did not.

      The day after I was nearly run off the road was Paul’s funeral. Thorn and I were going together. It was supposed to rain all morning, so I wouldn’t need to open the shop until afternoon.

      Thorn couldn’t actually take time off work, so we went in his cruiser. He was on the clock, and I’d have to hitch a ride home if he got a call. Or I’d have to go with him. He would have been dubious at best about leaving me alone at the funeral. Fortunately, that didn’t happen.

      Before we left for the services, I made bacon, eggs, and fresh baked banana bread. The night before, after Thorn and I calmed down, we had a nacho party.

      As we sat at the breakfast table, I watched Thorn sipping his coffee and reading the morning news on his tablet. It hit me that despite the fact that he was a touch overprotective, he was my best friend.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Thorn asked without looking up from whatever article he was reading. “Something wrong with my hair?”

      His blond curls were tousled but in a perfect way. He took a sip of his coffee, and I watched his square jaw flex as he swallowed it. Thorn was a good-looking man. For the briefest of moments, I wondered what our children would look like.

      Then the guilt washed over me again. My hand instinctively covered my belly. I did not, could never, forsake my baby, but a small part of me wished they were Thorn’s. Then, I felt guilty for thinking about that too.

      “Honey,” Thorn said. He’d finally looked up as if instinctively sensing that something was suddenly off with me. “Stop thinking about it. I love you and the peanut.”

      “How do you know what I’m thinking?” I’d seen my father do this to my mom, but that’s because he could actually hear her thoughts at times.

      “It’s written all over your face, Kinsley. The way you’re looking at me and holding your belly. You’re worrying about things you shouldn’t fret about.”

      “Do you want some more coffee?” I asked, suddenly needing a change of topic.

      “Only if you’re up…” Thorn started to say, but halfway through I shot out of my chair.

      “I’ll get you more,” I said.

      “Do you want to talk about this, Kinsley?” Thorn pushed his tablet away. “We can. If that’s what it takes to make you feel better, then we can talk about it.”

      “No. It’s a rabbit hole I don’t want to go down right now. Let’s just enjoy our breakfast. I think that time is the only thing that’s going to make this better for me. The time between me freaking out about… about the baby’s biological father is getting longer.”

      Thorn smile at me softly. “Okay then. Let’s enjoy our breakfast.”
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        * * *

      

      Paul Fraser’s funeral was a much larger service than the last few I’d attended. There were at least a hundred people in attendance. Rebecca had gone all out with the flowers, blue velvet tent, and what looked to be a top-of-the-line casket.

      She was near the front of the funeral area weeping openly while several people surrounded her. They offered her pats on the back and tissues. Occasionally, someone would lean over and whisper something in her ear.

      If not for her genuine display of grief, I could have sworn it looked as though she was holding court. In fact, at one point, I began to doubt the sincerity of her sorrow. No one had leaned in to whisper to her or offered her a tissue for a couple of minutes, and she appeared to look around in frustration. At that, the woman I recognized as her receptionist rushed over to her. Placated, Rebecca went back to her full display of sobbing. She kicked it up a notch to include some moaning as well just as the minster took the podium to begin.

      When the services were over, people surrounded Rebecca again, but she kept looking around. Her patience with her entourage seemed to wear thin.

      Her eyes finally found me in the back of the small crowd, and much to my surprise, she made a beeline for me. “What’s on your mind, kid?” she asked in a husky whisper. “You look troubled.”

      I found it odd, and the wild look in her eyes told me she wasn’t entirely stable. It was an understandable state given that she was at her husband’s funeral, and I felt guilty for my previous uncharitable thoughts.

      Thorn was off talking to a couple of men, and I was there alone with Rebecca. We were far enough away from everyone that we could have a private conversation if we kept our voices down. Some of her friends and family glanced over at us, but Rebecca would glare at them and they’d go back to their conversations.

      “I just wanted to be here to offer you support,” I said. What I really wanted to do was talk to her about Hollie, but it wasn’t the right time.

      “That’s not all,” she said.

      “It is,” I assured her.

      “You know, I got something strange this morning,” Rebecca said as she looked around to see if anyone was watching. “Someone left a package for me on my porch this morning, and it’s unsettled me to say the least. But, if you’re only here to be supportive…”

      “You got a package that scared you this morning? I’ll get Thorn,” I said.

      “No. No need to involve him. Not right now,” she said and sighed. “It’s really what was in the package that worried me.”

      “What was it?” I took the bait.

      “It was an assortment of exotic mushrooms,” Rebecca said. “Very expensive.”

      “Uh… How is that unsettling?”

      “Because someone just left it on my doorstep this morning,” Rebecca scoffed as if I was a simpleton.

      “Maybe it was a sympathy gift. Was there a card?”

      “There was a generic sympathy card attached to the top, but it wasn’t signed by anyone,” Rebecca admitted.

      “Well, perhaps they just forgot. Obviously, if they left a gift on your doorstep, they didn’t have time to talk. They probably aren’t here at the funeral either. Do the mushrooms mean anything? It sounds like a strange gift, but perhaps it means something to you.”

      She scowled at me for a moment, but then Rebecca’s expression softened. “We were both foodies. Paul much more so than me, but I can definitely use them.”

      “There you go,” I said. “I’m not dismissing your concerns, by the way. I do think that there is something more to Paul’s death, but I’m not sure that the mushrooms have anything to do with it. You’re probably going to get more gifts.”

      “You sound as if there’s more,” Rebecca said matter-of-factly. “I can tell that you’re holding something back.”

      “I do want to discuss this with you, but I’m not sure that now is the time. You’re grieving your husband. We can save it for another day,” I said.

      “Why? He’s dead, Kinsley. He’s not going to get any less dead because we wait, but it might get harder to solve his murder,” Rebecca said with a tinge of cold resolution.

      The way she talked about her husband’s death caught me off guard. I thought back to the things Hollie had said and wondered if I should be talking to Rebecca at all. The last thing I needed was her stalking me, but I also wanted answers.

      And I wanted to put all of it behind me. I suddenly felt tired. Too tired to be nosing around in the death of a man I didn’t even know, but I’d already stuck myself into the middle of the matter.

      “We can wait,” I insisted again because I really didn’t want to bring up Hollie at Paul’s funeral.

      “No, we can’t,” she hissed at me under her breath.

      “Okay,” I said. “I will just be frank with you. Your husband was in the habit of emotionally manipulating young women to get them to send him nude pictures. Young women who attended the college where Paul studied and worked as a graduate assistant.”

      “I had my suspicions,” Rebecca admitted.

      “I know you did,” I said. “Hollie showed me the pictures of you following her around.”

      “What on earth are you talking about?” Rebecca gasped and clutched her chest as if wounded, but that caught the attention of a few people around us. Obviously, she didn’t want anyone involved in our conversation, so she quickly stopped and flashed all those concerned with a tight smile.

      “Rebecca, I know. I know you were… following her around. Hollie went to delete the photos she sent to your husband from her phone, and while she was going through her albums, she noticed something in all of the photos of her and her friends. It was you. You were in the background of all of her pictures. I saw it too,” I said.

      “That’s insane,” Rebecca said. “This is a small town. I get out a lot. Of course I’m the same place as she is because everybody is. There aren’t that many places to go.”

      “Always at the same time?” I pressed.

      “Are you accusing me of stalking a young woman? Because it sounds like that’s where this is headed, and frankly, it’s crazy. You know what is suspicious, though. Hollie deleting all of those photos. She was flagrantly deleting evidence, and yet you’re here, at my husband’s funeral, accusing me!” That time she let her hysteria rise and didn’t care that everyone around us noticed.

      “I told you we should wait and discuss this later,” I retorted calmly.

      “No need because this is over. I was happy that someone was interested in figuring out what happened to my husband, but you’re taking the side of someone who was destroying evidence. You need to either rethink your stance on this or stay away from me!”

      “We should go,” Thorn’s voice startled me.

      “All right,” I said as he took my hand and led me away. “But…”

      “I heard enough of it,” he said. “No need to explain.”

      Before we got to Thorn’s cruiser, Chef Wylie stepped into our path. We both stopped abruptly before running into him.

      “Excuse me,” Wylie said, and I could swear he blushed a little. “I didn’t mean to almost run into you.”

      “It’s okay,” Thorn said. “How are you, Mr. Romano?”

      “Please, call me Wylie. We’re friends now,” Wylie said with a hearty laugh that he quickly stifled when people looked over at him. “I’m sorry to bother you. If now is a bad time…”

      “Not at all,” Thorn said. “We were leaving, but we have time to chat.”

      “I just wanted to thank you both for the positive press you brought to Bella Vita. Having someone get as sick as Paul did in the restaurant could have put us out of business, but the two of you saved me. I could never thank you enough, but what I can do is offer you free meals for a year. How does that sound? I know it’s not enough to thank someone for saving a business, but I’m talking to the owner about free meals for life,” Wylie said with a wink. “No promises, but he’s definitely softening to the idea.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Yes, thank you so much,” Thorn added. “That’s very kind and generous.”

      “I’ll let the both of you get on with your day, but I look forward to seeing my favorite couple very soon,” Wylie said before shaking our hands.

      As we were pulling out of the cemetery, I noticed that Wylie was making his way over to Rebecca. I had to wonder how awkward that conversation would be…
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      Thorn dropped me off at work after that. I could tell he was agitated, but he kissed me hard and told me to be safe. He said he’d check in on me throughout the day, but he looked relieved when he saw Dorian waiting outside the shop for me.

      Thorn seemed to like and trust Dorian even though he’d caught us breaking into Paul’s office at the college together. Probably because Thorn knew he couldn’t tell me what to do and at least someone he believed in had my back. Someone who had a press pass and could probably keep my butt out of legal trouble too. That was a bonus even I recognized.

      “Hey, what brings you to my shop?” I asked as I unlocked the front door. “You looking for a part-time job? I think Reggie isn’t going to show up again today. Know how to run a register?”

      “Wait, you want me to work in your store?” Dorian asked as he followed me inside.

      “I mean, I was just joking… but if you’re going to be hanging around, I could use the help.”

      “I’m supposed to be working at the newspaper,” he stated.

      “And yet, here you are,” I said and waved around the room. “It’s good people watching, and you can write in between customers.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Well, I wasn’t, but I am now,” I said with a chuckle.

      “I have my laptop with me,” Dorian looked like he was actually thinking about it. “Isaac is still trying to figure out what he’s going to do here. A little money would be nice until I sell the first papers.”

      “I haven’t met your husband yet. He’s never around.”

      “He hasn’t actually moved here yet. Like I said, he’s trying to figure out what he’s going to do here. He’s been here a couple of times, but Isaac is still living in our old town.”

      “What does he do?” I asked.

      “He’s a chef,” Dorian said. “Which is why there’s a bit of a problem with him working here. None of the restaurants need a chef right now, and we don’t have the money to start our own place.”

      “Oh, yeah. I can see that being a problem,” I said.

      “But that’s not why I wanted to talk to you,” Dorian said. “I wanted to tell you that I really think that Paul’s death had something to do with Bella Vita.”

      “I mean, yeah. That’s where he got sick the first time,” I said.

      “I think it’s more than that. I tracked down one of Paul’s nurses and she told me that she found a menu from this restaurant called Jack Rabbits in Chicago.”

      “Oh, okay,” I said. “You know his day job was as a food purchaser for restaurants. Maybe that has something to do with it.”

      “Well, the problem is that Jack Rabbits is closed, and it closed down like twenty or thirty years ago. It went out in the early days of the internet, so I can’t really find much of a trail about what happened. People didn’t put everything online back then. I’m going to have to go through archives of physical newspapers to see if I can find anything, and I’m willing to do that, but it’s going to take a while. I’m also looking through the Wayback Machine to find old websites, but again, it’s a painful process.”

      “Hollie would have been a baby or not even born yet when Jack Rabbits closed. Leo could have possibly been a teenager.”

      “Maybe it has something to do with their parents?” Dorian offered with a shrug.

      “Let’s just get through this day. You do your research, and after I close for the day, we can go talk to Leo. I’ll try to track down Hollie too. Might be worth trying to find out what her parents do for a living.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Leo was sitting out on the front steps of his trailer smoking a cigarette when we arrived. When Dorian got out of the car, I could have sworn that I saw Leo sneer at him, but the look vanished so fast that I convinced myself I’d imagined it.

      “What do you want?” Leo asked as he kicked a rock off the step with the toe of his beat-up boots. He spit on the ground. “I need a ride to work. I’m probably already fired, but maybe not if that fruity chef can’t replace me.”

      “I wanted to ask you if you remembered anything else about the night Paul got sick at the restaurant. Or maybe if you’d heard anything.”

      “We already had this discussion. I don’t see why you’re comin’ around here askin’ again.”

      Leo dropped his cigarette butt on the step and ground it out. He pulled a crumpled pack out of his shirt pocket and grabbed another with his grungy fingernails. Dorian and I stood there patiently as he lit it and inhaled deeply.

      “Sometimes people remember things later,” I said as Leo exhaled the smoke through his nose. He looked sort of like a bull ready to charge.

      “Look, I need that job. I got debts that didn’t get squared when Azriel and his boys left town, and I gotta find a new place to live. Y’all saw the sign, right? Where else in this town am I going to find a place to live on a dishwasher’s wages?. And if I lose this job, then what? My best bet will be making minimum wage at one of the gas stations.”

      “You want a ride to work?” Dorian asked pleasantly.

      “I wasn’t talkin’ to you,” Leo said and pointed his cigarette at Dorian. “We don’t need your kind around here.”

      “Hey,” I practically shouted. It made both Dorian and Leo jump a little. “You need to shut your mouth. Don’t say things like that to my friend.”

      “Yeah, you’re too soft,” Leo said, but he was backing up his steps. “That’s why you ended up tangled up with the likes of Azriel.”

      “So did you,” I said. “Come on, Dorian. This one’s not smart enough to have pulled it off.”

      “Can I get a ride to work or not?” Leo asked desperately.

      “Go to hell,” I said over my shoulder. “And good luck with your life goals.”

      Dorian and I slipped back into the car, but I kept my eye on Leo. He didn’t make a move toward us, but he sure did look like he wanted to come after me. I wasn’t too worried. He knew what Azriel and his crew were, so he probably knew that I was a witch. At the very least, he knew to be wary of me. I didn’t know who the heck he thought he was saying that we didn’t need Dorian’s “kind” around Coventry, but I would have put him on the ground if he tried to hurt him.

      “He could have come after us,” Dorian said as I pulled out of the driveway.

      “He’s a little coward. He wouldn’t have made a move because we weren’t afraid of him,” I said.

      “I was a little afraid of him,” Dorian admitted. “Guys like that tend to want to beat the crap out of guys like me.”

      “I’ve got your back,” I said.

      “No offense, Kinsley, but I’m not sure how much better that makes me feel.”

      “I’m tougher than I look,” I retorted.

      “Plus, you’ve got that cat. I’m sure he’s pretty fierce,” Dorian said as Meri’s head popped out of my bag.

      “You don’t know the half of it.”
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      I was at home cooking dinner for myself and Thorn when I got the text.

      I’m going to be late. Rebecca Fraser is dead. Love you.

      It was hard for me not to respond, but I knew what he said meant he was dealing with a crime scene. Otherwise, why else would he be involved at all? And why would he be late?

      Love you too. Dinner will be here whenever you can get here.

      For some reason, my first instinct was to call Bella Vita. “Hello, can I speak to Leo?” I asked when a woman picked up. “Leo the dishwasher.”

      “Hold, please,” she said, and elevator music started.

      It was a good five minutes before anyone came back, but I held on. “Yeah?” Leo’s gruff voice spat into the phone.

      “Leo, this is Kinsley Skeenbauer. I just wanted to see if you were at work.”

      “Why?” he hissed.

      “Rebecca Fraser is dead. What time did you get to work?”

      “No thanks to you, I was close enough to on time. My buddy Hank came by five minutes after you left and gave me a ride. I had to give him half my smokes. You satisfied it wasn’t me now?”

      “I never…”

      “Yeah, ya did. I’m not stupid,” he said and hung up the phone.

      It didn’t matter. If he was at work right after Dorian and I left, it meant he was in the clear. It also meant he was never going to tell me anything. I had to move on.

      That meant Hollie.

      Could she really have killed Paul over the photos and then Rebecca because of the stalking? I supposed it was possible I didn’t know Hollie at all. She was a driven young woman, but perhaps everything that had happened had driven her right over the edge.

      What I needed to do was get into Rebecca’s house and see what I could find. If she and Paul had hidden secrets, I bet I could find them there. I would track down Hollie after that, but first I needed to get inside the Fraser house.

      The problem was that I didn’t know if Rebecca had been found dead at home or somewhere else. If she was at home, I’d have to wait. If she’d died somewhere else, then that moment was the perfect time to search the Frasers’ place.

      I decided to call Reggie. Jeremy would most likely know what was going on, and with Thorn being so busy, it would take a while for it to get back to him that I was asking around about Rebecca’s death. If I called Thorn and asked him directly, not only would he know right away what I was up to, but I’d be bothering him while he was working.

      “Hey, Kinsley. Sorry I hadn’t called yet, but I am planning on coming into work tomorrow. Thank you for being so understanding,” Reggie said as soon as she picked up.

      “You’re most welcome, but that’s not why I’m calling. Did you hear that Rebecca Fraser is dead?” I asked.

      “I did. What does that have to do with me?” she asked. “Oh, you want details. Gotcha. Man, I wish I could get into shenanigans with you tonight… but Jeremy…”

      “It’s okay. We can get into tons of shenanigans when everything goes back to normal. I promise, but do you have any details on Rebecca’s death?”

      “I don’t but give me five minutes. I’ll call you back.”

      We hung up, and I waited for her to call back with my phone in my hand.

      “You are going to drive that man up the wall,” Meri said as he sauntered out from the kitchen. “Does he even know what he’s getting himself into? Whatever. I don’t actually care.”

      “If you don’t care, then why are you hassling me about it?” I asked and stuck my tongue out at him.

      “I just don’t understand why you don’t get a job working as a deputy. You’re always up to your eyeballs in their business anyway.”

      “I… I mean, I didn’t go to school for it. And I’m just too old. Most people start doing a job like that in their late teens or early twenties,” I said.

      “If you were too old for it, you wouldn’t be doing what you’re doing right now. Plus, you’re in your thirties, Kinsley. You say you’re too old, but that’s almost hilarious. It’s not like you’ve got one foot in the grave or something.”

      “I’ve got the shop,” I said.

      “Yeah, you’ve got the shop, but you’re always involving yourself in these investigations. You started the shop because you needed something to do, but is it really what you want?”

      Before I could answer him, my phone rang. “Hey, Reggie, what did you find out?”

      “She dropped dead in the line at the grocery store,” Reggie said. “It’s a big mess over there. I thought Jeremy was going to go help out, but Thorn told him to sit tight. There’s some paperwork he has to fill out before he’s officially back on duty.”

      “I’m sorry. I promise you can be involved in my next tomfoolery,” I said. “Thank you for the information.”

      “At least let me know what you find out,” Reggie said.

      “I will. Hey, did Jeremy mention why they thought it was a murder? You said she dropped dead in the store, so I assume she wasn’t shot or stabbed.”

      “Yeah, he said that people thought maybe she had a heart attack or something, but then Thorn saw what looked like a tiny needle stick on her neck.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll call you later.”
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        * * *

      

      After we hung up, I considered going to get Dorian. He would probably want to come along with me, but I wasn’t sure how much time I had. Thorn would come over as soon as he was done with the crime scene at the grocery store, and what I was about to do was, as usual, highly illegal.

      “You want to come with me to break into Rebecca and Paul’s house?” I asked Meri.

      “Do I really have a choice?”

      “No.”

      “Whatever,” he said. “Let’s roll.”

      “That’s the spirit!” I said as I put on my shoes. “A little breaking and entering, and then we’re back in time for dinner.”

      “I’d rather just have dinner,” Meri groused.

      “You already had dinner,” I said.

      “Well, you had lunch twice,” he countered.

      “I’m not saying you can’t have dinner again.”

      “Maybe there will be some good food at the house we’re breaking into,” Meri said as I scooped him up and put him in my bag.

      “We’re not stealing their food,” I said.

      “Says who? Speak for yourself, lady. This guy was some sort of gourmet, organic food buyer, right? I bet their fridge is full of good things. If they happen to have some of that maple bacon, then I don’t see the harm in me trying it.”

      “You know that jalapeno bacon is the thing now, right?” I asked as we got into the car.

      “Eww.”
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        * * *

      

      I parked two blocks away from the Frasers’ house and we walked the rest of the way. It was a swanky neighborhood just before you reached the really rich part of Coventry. The houses were impressive and there were only three per block.

      There were no alleys behind the sprawling lots, but I wanted to go through the back door of the house. Once we arrived at the huge three-story colonial, I hurried up the driveway, making sure to cling to the perfectly manicured bushes that hid me from at least some of the neighbors.

      After scurrying through the portico, I ran around the rear of the house and found the back door.

      “Hey,” Meri protested as my bag hit my hip.

      “Sorry,” I whispered.

      The backyard of their estate was so lushly landscaped that there was no way any of the neighbors on either side could see me, but I still hurried through the back door into a large mudroom off the kitchen. Meri hopped out of the bag as soon as I set it down.

      I was halfway through the kitchen when Rebecca’s spirit appeared. She was more transparent than the usual spirits that came through. It almost looked like she was some sort of hologram or projection, but I could feel her in the room. I could feel the looming nature of the other side.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Rebecca didn’t have the power to appear from the other side. She just hadn’t moved on entirely yet.

      Realizing that she would not be able to speak to me, Rebecca beckoned me with her hand. “Okay, I’ll follow you,” I said.

      She nodded her head and led me out of the kitchen. As I followed her down the hall and then up the stairs, I could swear she grew fainter every moment.

      “Rebecca, if there is something you want to show me, you have to hurry. You’re going to cross over soon, and you probably won’t be able to come back.”

      She looked over her shoulder at me, and gave me a nod. We went up to the third floor and then down the hall all the way to the other end of the house.

      Rebecca stopped in front of a narrow door that I would have assumed was an old linen closet or something like that. When I opened it, I found a narrow staircase that went up to an attic.

      The wood was unfinished and made a dry scratching sound under my feet as I ascended the steps behind Rebecca. The light was at the top of the stairs, and I was in near darkness before I flipped the ancient switch Rebecca pointed out.

      When the lights came on, it was still dim, but at least I could see. It was hard to tell if the vast open area was supposed to be some sort of living space or if the furniture stored up there just happened to be arranged like a seating area.

      The antique couches and chairs were arranged in a circle so that it appeared to be a parlor. Maybe. It was dusty and dark up there, and given the enormity of the rest of the house, I had a hard time imaging the Frasers would really need to use the partially unfinished space at all.

      Around the edges of the room were rows of dressers and armoires. The Frasers had enough furniture stored up there to outfit three more houses.

      Rebecca’s spirit drifted across the attic to the other side of the house. By the time she got to a small exposed section of wall, she was nothing more than the notion of an apparition. Before she disappeared completely, Rebecca extended one finger and pointed at the section of wall between two large, black armoires.

      That particular section of wall was actually finished with drywall as if at some point, the Frasers had attempted to turn the attic into fully finished living space. All you had to do was look around to see that the project never completed.

      There was nothing remarkable about the wall, and I wondered why Rebecca had led me to it until I saw the line running across the drywall about two feet up from the floor.

      I got down on my knees and looked closer. In the dim light of the attic, you’d never see it unless someone pointed it out to you. The drywall was cut.

      Behind it was a small, antique lockbox.
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      As soon as I found the box, a car drove by outside and it made me nervous. I took the box, got Meri out of the Frasers’ fridge, and we headed home. I supposed that I could have searched further, but Rebecca’s ghost had used her last moments on Earth to lead me to that lockbox. I figured it was all I needed.

      Plus, I wanted to get home before Thorn got back to Hangman’s House and found me missing. Fortunately, he was not in my driveway when I arrived.

      I took the box inside and examined it. The box had to have been a hundred years old or more. All I needed was a touch of magic to get inside, but then I remembered something.

      The key Dorian and I found was in my purse. Instead of using magic, I retrieved the key and slid it into the lock.

      It worked.

      I wasn’t sure what salacious secrets I’d expected to find inside the box, but two scraps of paper weren’t it. On one of the tiny pieces of paper was a website address to an old blogging site that almost no one used anymore. The other scrap had a series of letters and numbers.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Meri jumped up onto the sofa next to me and put his paws on my thighs. He examined the two sheets of paper and then jumped down and began to saunter toward the kitchen.

      “It looks like someone’s old blog and a password,” he said over his shoulder.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “Well, I cracked the case. I want my reward,” he snarked.

      “I wouldn’t say you cracked the case. That’s a bit of a stretch,” I retorted.

      “Oh, really?”

      “Fine, I’ll get you some bacon. I need to get my laptop from the kitchen anyway.”

      Apparently, the house wanted to reward Meri for cracking the case as well because when I opened the refrigerator, there was a plate full of maple bacon. It was already cooked and ready to go.

      I ate a couple of slices while Meri happily devoured his. “This house is the best,” he said happily with his mouth full. It was rare to see him so pleased.

      The peanut kicked as I shoved the second slice of bacon into my mouth. I felt a twang of guilt when I looked at Meri eating. Things were going to change so much for him.

      Again.

      “If the house doesn’t give up another plate of the stuff, I’ll make sure and get more at the store,” I said.

      Meri just looked at me, licked his chops, and started eating again. While he did that, I opened my laptop and put in the web address I found.

      Sure enough, it was the old blogging site I remembered. Its horrible web design was something from a bygone era. I used the password from the other scrap of paper to gain access to the username attached to the end of the address.

      “Is this Paul’s blog?” I asked.

      Meri ran over and jumped onto the kitchen table. He examined the website. “Looks like it, but it’s from a long time ago.”

      “None of this is live on the internet right now, but look, it was at one time. There are tons of comments. Look at how many followers he had.”

      It was a food blog, but more than that, it was a critique blog. Paul wrote scathing reviews of everything from other food blogs to restaurants. He even had a few entries bashing recipe sites.

      While he seemed to get a lot of attention on every post, there was one that had three times as many comments. It appeared to have been shared across the web and on other blogs thousands of times too.

      “Whoa, look at this,” I said to Meri. “His takedown of this one particular restaurant went viral. Did things go viral back then?”

      “I think they did,” Meri said. “If not, this sure did.”

      “So, this is that Jack Rabbits place Dorian was talking about. It looks like Paul and his blog were responsible for shutting the restaurant down… Oh my gosh, look at this,” I said and pointed to the screen.

      Just then, while Meri was reading what I’d found, my phone rang. I picked it up. “Dorian, I was just about to call you. You’ll never guess what I found.”

      “Kinsley, I need help…”

      The line cut off. I tried to call him back, but he didn’t answer.

      “We have to go,” I said and snatched Meri off the table.

      I hurried to the front door, slipped my feet into my ugly garden clogs, and ran out to the car. The drive down to the shop felt like it took an eternity, but I was there in under five minutes.

      After slamming on my brakes in the alley, I jumped out of the car and made a beeline for the back door that led up to Dorian’s apartment. I could only hope that he was there since he hadn’t actually told me where he needed help, and given the way his voice had sounded on the call, I had no time for a location spell.

      As soon as I opened the back door, I could hear the struggle. I nearly lost one of my clogs as I ran up the steps to his apartment.

      I burst through the door and found Dorian down on the floor with Wylie Romano on top of him. Wylie’s hands were wrapped around Dorian’s neck, and though Dorian fought, the chef squeezed the life out of him.

      I made it halfway to him when a ghost appeared next to the two men. This spirit was far stronger than Rebecca. He almost looked like a living person.

      The room got so cold around us that I shivered and my teeth began to chatter. The ghost was sucking all of the energy out of the room to manifest.

      He looked almost familiar, but it wasn’t the time for me to figure that out. What happened next was as shocking as it was welcome.

      The ghost somehow managed to seize Wylie and toss him across the room. The specter looked down at Dorian, who was scrambling to get up, for a long moment before he vanished completely.

      Wylie pushed himself to his feet and tried to come at Dorian again, but I made light work of him. A little wave of magic and his butt hit the floor again. His head thumped against the wall hard enough to daze him but not hard enough to kill.

      By the next time he tried to get up, Thorn and one of his deputies had run into the apartment.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked as Thorn put Wylie in handcuffs.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” he said. “We’ll talk after I get this POS down to the station and into a jail cell.”

      “I called him,” Dorian said. “Wylie was outside for a while. He was pacing and yelling out front. It made me nervous, so I called the sheriff. They still hadn’t arrived yet when he broke in, and I tried to call again. That’s when I accidently called you.”

      “You said you needed help.”

      “Yeah, when I saw that I’d called you, I figured you’d get help for me. I’m glad I accidently called you.”

      “We need to talk,” I said. “I can explain everything.”

      “You’re stronger than you look,” Dorian said with a smile. “I couldn’t even fight that guy off, and you just tossed him across the room like a rag doll.”

      The veil.

      Dorian thought he saw me knock Wylie down. He didn’t interpret it as me using a wave of magic.

      “I did,” I said. “I work out.”

      “Is that true, cat?” Dorian asked Meri who sat at my feet.

      “Meow,” Meri did a bad impression of a normal cat.

      “My father too,” Dorian said when the deputy left the room.

      “What?” I asked because I wasn’t sure if I heard him right.

      “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself, but my father was here too. I saw him, Kinsley. You helped him save me.”

      Excellent. So, the veil kept Dorian from figuring out that I was a witch, but he’d for sure seen the ghost. And… that ghost was his father.
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      “I don’t understand,” Thorn said as he sipped his beer. “You’ve told me before that ghost was a woman with long black hair.”

      “Yeah, so apparently, Dorian’s dad really liked that one movie. You know, the remake of the Japanese horror film. The one with the chick who comes out of the television. Oh, and before the drugs got him too bad, he had a sense of humor.”

      Thorn sighed. “You’re going to get involved in this, aren’t you?”

      “Are you?” I asked.

      “You know that I don’t have the resources to investigate a decades old cold case, Kinsley. That’s why I passed the file onto Dorian. I figured he could hire an investigator,” Thorn said and took another swig of his beer. “But Kinsley, you are not an investigator.”

      “I kinda am,” I said. “I figured out who killed Paul and Rebecca Fraser and saved Dorian’s life. You didn’t even think it was a murder at first. But I was right all along. Wylie tried to kill Paul. He’d been waiting years for the chance, and I screwed it up. But, I only managed to delay it until Wylie went into Paul’s hospital room and shot his IV full of Wolfsbane. The same stuff he injected into Rebecca at the grocery store. Made it look like a heart attack, right? But you saw the needle stick. If Rebecca had pushed for an autopsy, they’d have possibly known about the poison sooner, but nobody really suspected murder. Well, almost nobody.”

      Thorn’s eyes darkened. “If I had listened to you, then Rebecca might still be alive.”

      “You shouldn’t think like that,” I said. I felt a stab of guilt and took his hand. “We saved Dorian. Good thing in his rage he tried to strangle him instead of just injecting him with the Wolfsbane right away. I mean, I could have brought him back if I’d gotten there in time, but that’s a big if. Either way, I don’t think it’s good for you to beat yourself up about any of this. I’m sorry I said that the way I did. I really don’t want you to dwell on what could have been. Rebecca moved on to the other side. I watched her go. I’m sure she’ll find a place where she can be at peace. Maybe without her gross husband driving her insane, she’ll even make it to heaven.”

      “No, I have to think like that, so I don’t make this mistake again. I want to be better. I will be better.” Thorn said. “I didn’t even pat Wylie down well enough to find the syringe he was hiding. He could have gotten me or my deputy. I got sloppy, and I’m capable of better. I just can’t believe that all of this chaos and death is over a blog post.”

      “A blog post that shut down Jack Rabbits. Wylie’s first restaurant. He’d been carrying that rage with him for years,” I said.

      “But why kill Rebecca? Was he just losing it at that point?” Thorn mused. “He must have thought she knew something and wanted to shut her up.

      “Maybe the rest of the details will come out in time for the trial. I have faith in you getting to the bottom of all of it. Perhaps she said something to him at the funeral that set him off, but perhaps he’d even tried to kill her before. There were those mysterious mushrooms They could have been from him. Exotic could have been poisonous, but she threw them out. Did you find them? I didn’t see them when I was in her kitchen. You know what, why don’t we talk about something else right now?” I offered. “We can always come back to this after some time and space. How about that?”

      “What did you want to talk about, sweetie?” Thorn asked. “What about the wedding? Maybe a little wedding talk will distract us both.”

      I laughed. “Well, we do have to finalize a date,” I said.

      “It’s got to be this year,” Thorn said. “I don’t want to wait.”

      “Oh,” I said with a smile.

      “Is that a problem?” Thorn cocked an eyebrow. “You were talking about wanting to do it this year.”

      “No, it’s just somewhat unexpected. I wasn’t sure you’d agree, and I thought maybe you’d want time. I mean, I hoped you wouldn’t, but I was prepared for it.”

      “For what?”

      “I just don’t want to rush you. We’ve been through a lot,” I said.

      “Well, I want to rush. I was thinking… what about your favorite holiday?”

      “You would get married on Halloween? For me?” I said.

      “Honey, I’d do anything for you. Anything. Getting married on Halloween would be fun. We have that huge festival in Coventry now, so I was thinking, if we got married at the end of that, we wouldn’t even have to spend that much on decorations.”

      “Seriously?” I asked with a huge grin. Good thing he agreed since I’d already sort of told Viv and Reggie. I had Viv planning Halloween wedding cakes, and I was ecstatic I wasn’t going to have to walk that back.

      “Yeah, they do that haunted house thing. We could get married outside of it on the last day. Heck, we could get married inside the haunted house if that’s what you want.”

      “Oh, my gosh. Thorn it would be so perfect! Are you sure? I know you’re not as into this stuff as I am.”

      “I’m as into it as you are because you love it so much,” he countered. “Plus, it will be fun. Anybody can have a regular wedding.”

      “It’s only a couple of months away. I won’t be showing much yet, so I could even wear a normal wedding dress.”

      “You could wear a paper sack, and I’d be the happiest man alive to marry you,” Thorn said.

      I think my heart literally melted at that. If a heart could melt and pound its way out of your chest, that’s how I felt right in that moment.

      Two months to plan a wedding wasn’t much. It would be much easier though because we wouldn’t have to do any real decorating, and the catering would be a snap too. I could just pay for the food vendors that were already at the festival to feed our wedding guests. I’d need a cake, a dress, and maybe some fall flowers. Viv would do the cake. I was sure Lilith probably had the perfect dress stashed somewhere. If not, I could go into the city and find something.

      I could pull all of that off in two months.

      It also left me plenty of time to figure out who killed Dorian’s father too…
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      “What are you doing?” I asked Meri when I walked into my bedroom.

      He was sitting on my dresser looking into the mirror. The way he was just staring at it with all his might made me think he might be trying to bring a demon through from the other side, but it was Meri. Meri destroyed demons. So it was a bit confusing.

      “Am I getting bigger?” he asked earnestly but continued before I could answer. “I could swear that I’m getting bigger.”

      “I don’t know,” I said and joined him at the dresser. “I don’t know that it’s possible.”

      “But look!” he said and batted his mirror image with his tiny paw.

      “Meri, I honestly can’t tell if there’s any difference. Maybe…”

      “Fifty percent of people who say honestly are lying,” he snarked at me.

      “You just made that up,” I accused.

      “Did not. I was watching body language experts on YouTube,” he retorted.

      “What does a body language expert have to do with speech?” I asked.

      “Okay, so I went down an internet rabbit hole, and I ended up watching a bunch of crime analysis videos. One of them was on writing and speech analysis,” he admitted. “It was a long day. We don’t need to talk about it.”

      “Oh, but I think we do,” I said and patted him on the head. He hated that. “So, when I say honestly, you think I’m lying.”

      “If you’re one of the fifty percent,” he continued without taking his eyes off the mirror.

      “Are you trying to do a spell? There’s no spell that will make you bigger. At least none that we know of, Meri. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not doing a spell. I’m just… I really think I’ve gotten larger. Just a tiny bit, but it’s totally noticeable,” he said.

      I was about to say something else when I noticed something in the mirror. I blinked and fully expected it to go away, but it didn’t.

      I’d been pulling a t-shirt out of the drawer, and at first, I convinced myself that it was a shadow. That’s what it looked like after all. The shadow of something standing behind me.

      Only the shadow was so dark that it made it appear as if a hole had been cut in the universe. When I whipped around to see what had snuck up behind me, it was gone.

      “Did you see that?” I asked Meri.

      “See what?”

      “In the mirror behind me… there was something there. It’s gone now.”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Meri said as he turned around on the dresser. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. It was like it was standing behind me, but I only saw it in the mirror. When I turned around, it was gone.”

      “I don’t sense anything, Kinsley. If there was something in the house, I’d be able to feel it. I don’t…”

      I cut him off. “It’s okay. Maybe it really was just a shadow or something. Or I’m just tired.”

      “You need to lay off the coffee so you can sleep better,” Meri said.

      “I know. I just drink it because I’m so tired, and then I can’t sleep at night. It’s a vicious cycle.”

      Meri walked over and head-butted my stomach. “Lay off the coffee. Take better care of yourself. If not for you, then for the baby.”

      “You’re right,” I said, feeling a sudden flush of shame.

      “I always am,” Meri jumped down from the dresser and ran out into the hall. “It’s breakfast time, lady.”

      “Whatever,” I called after him with a chuckle.

      “Breakfast!” he hollered back. Well, as much as a tiny kitten could holler. It wasn’t very loud, but I got the message. Get him his bacon and salmon or he was going to go on a tear.

      As I turned to leave the room, I caught a glimpse of something in my peripheral vision. There was another shadowy figure standing in my closet.

      When I turned around, again, it was gone. I rushed over and closed the door. It seemed like the thing to do, and then I hurried out of the room.

      Meri was already eating breakfast by the time I got downstairs. Thorn was in the kitchen in his uniform but with a towel draped around his neck and over his shoulders. His hair was still damp, and I could smell the soap I’d made for him.

      “You should make this soap and sell it in your store,” he said as he flipped the pancakes cooking on the stove.

      “How’d you know I was thinking that?” I asked.

      “Because I smell really good,” Thorn said with a hearty laugh that made me chuckle.

      “How’d you sleep?” I asked with a sleepy yawn.

      We weren’t married yet, so even though Thorn stayed at Hangman’s House most nights, he slept in the guest bedroom. He was kind of old-fashioned, but he’d also seen his parents’ marriage fall apart. And by fall apart, I mean that a nuclear bomb went off and tore their whole family to shreds.

      Not only was Thorn’s dad not his biological father, Thorn was the product of an affair whose dad loved him fiercely anyway, but Thorn’s mother had a handful of kids by different fathers that were pretty much scattered into the wind. Some of them Thorn and his sister, Amelia, knew about. Others had been given away to family or friends during one of Thorn’s mother’s frequent disappearing acts. They had no idea how many there really were.

      That’s all to say that Thorn wanted to do everything right. He was afraid that if we put the cart before the horse, things wouldn’t work out. We’d already had our share of troubles, so I let him do what he had to do to feel comfortable. If he wanted to sleep in the guest room until the wedding, then so be it.

      “Do you think it would be bad luck if I put my house up for sale?” Thorn asked as he plated the pancakes.

      “Why would that be bad luck?” I asked as I sipped the coffee he’d set on the kitchen table for me. Then I remembered I wasn’t supposed to be drinking so much coffee.

      I thought Thorn must have read my mind again. “That’s half-caf,” he said. “The cat told me. We actually agree that you need to cut back.”

      “Thanks,” I said and happily sipped my half-caf coffee. “Okay, so why would you selling your house be bad luck?”

      “Well, I mean, what if you dump me?” Thorn asked, and almost sounded completely serious. Almost. “If I shack up with you before the wedding and you kick me to the curb, then I’ll have no place to go.”

      “You can just sleep in your office,” I said completely deadpan.

      “Don’t be such a witch,” Meri said in between bites of salmon. “Kinsley, we can always let him sleep in the garage until he finds a place.”

      That made me laugh. Thorn too. I was glad to see that Meri was taking everything well enough that he could joke around about it and tease Thorn. I breathed a sigh of relief before taking another sip of the perfectly hot coffee.

      “The garage, huh?” Thorn asked with one eyebrow cocked high.

      “No,” I said as he put my plate of pancakes and fruit in front of me. “That’s not going to happen, Thorn. I’m not going to dump you. I don’t know what I’d do without you… What if…”

      “Don’t even think about it,” he said and joined me at the table. “I’m thinking about selling my house because I’m going to marry you. There’s no way I’d even think about leaving you.”

      “You did once. You thought about it once.” The words slipped out before I could stop them. “You found someone you thought you might want more than me.”

      Thorn looked at me with a troubled expression, but his face softened. “I never liked her more than you, and I certainly never loved her. She was a nice woman, but she wasn’t you.”

      “She was a nice woman? Did something happen to her?” I asked.

      “She left town,” Thorn said. “And I only know that because someone else told me. I wasn’t keeping in touch with her.”

      That was a relief. I didn’t know much about the woman that Thorn had considered leaving me for, and while that was strange for a small town, it did happen. In fact, he might have chosen her because she was outside of my circle of influence. After he and I made amends, I’d tried not to think too much about her. I didn’t do any research on her or try to find out about her.

      That way madness lies.

      As much as I wanted to grill him about it, if only to make myself feel better, I’d forced myself to let it go. We needed to move on with our lives, and also if I’d dwelled on her, it might have kept Thorn dwelling on Azriel. The only way our relationship was going to work was if we both let go of the mistakes we’d made and focused on our future together.

      Except that one piece of the past came with us. My baby, our baby, could never be a mistake, though. It was true that the baby was the product of me being married to Azriel for a day, and that the peanut wasn’t Thorn’s biological child, but it was his baby too.

      He’d accepted us and put Azriel in the past. As had I. And it was a relief to know that the woman Thorn had been in a flirtation with was gone too.

      “Kinsley?” Thorn interrupted my thoughts. “You went somewhere else again. You’re not playing it all out in your head again, are you?”

      “I was,” I admitted. “I don’t mean to, but it just happens sometimes.”

      He reached across the table and took my hand. “Neither of us cheated on each other. We were broken up when you and Azriel… got together. There’s no reason for you to keep doing this to yourself. Everything is going to be okay, sweetie. We’re going to be happy, and I promise you that I will always love that baby like they are my own. Because they are. I will be their father in every way that matters.”

      “I think it might be a good idea for you to put your house up for sale,” I said.

      “Okay, but even if I sell it and I’m officially living here before we get married, I’m still going to stay in the guest room,” Thorn said.

      “Of course,” I said and tried to change the subject. “I wasn’t expecting you to still be here this morning. You didn’t go into the station early.”

      “That’s because I’m meeting with the real estate agent in twenty minutes,” Thorn said with a smile. “Jeremy’s back, and he can hold down the fort until I get there.”

      “So, you asking me if you should put your house on the market was just a formality?”

      “Indeed,” he said with a laugh.

      The way Thorn’s eyes lit up when he laughed made my heart skip a beat. In my mind’s eye, I saw a flash of a little boy with curly blond hair and bright blue eyes. At first, I just thought I was getting a vision of Thorn when he was a kid, but then there was another flash. It was that same little boy running to me with his arms outstretched.

      My hand went instinctively to my tummy, but it couldn’t be. It was a heartwarming thought, but I brushed it aside. There was no point in marinating in things that couldn’t be. Not yet anyway. Someday Thorn and I would have a child together, and I could only assume that’s what I was seeing.

      The baby growing inside of me then would most likely have dark hair and dark eyes, if not my red hair and green eyes. But we would love them nonetheless. Even if the baby looked just like Azriel, I knew I would love them with my whole heart. Some small part of me worried that it would cause a problem for Thorn if the baby looked exactly like Azriel, but if that was the case, could I really blame him? No. I told myself. I had to remind myself that Thorn wasn’t that petty or shallow. He would never hold such a thing against a child.

      “Who is your real estate agent?” I asked.

      “Glen Robinson. Who else is there?”

      “You’re right,” I said with a chuckle. “He does have the local business on lockdown now, but there are all of those out-of-town agents setting up shop because of the new developments.”

      “I wouldn’t use anybody but Glen,” Thorn assured.

      “Well, tell him I said to get you a good price for your house or I’ll send Amelda after him,” I said.

      “You mean you don’t want me to tell him to price it for a quick sale so you can have me locked down?” Thorn gave my hand a squeeze.

      “On second thought, that’s a much better idea.”

      We both stood up and he pulled me into his arms. “I have those occasionally.”

      “I have no idea what you mean,” I responded.

      “Oh, I bet you don’t,” Thorn said before he kissed me.

      Our embrace was interrupted by the sound of Meri gagging. He was making that heaving, coughing sound cats make when they need to spit up a hairball. Except that Meri never got hairballs. Panic gripped me for a moment because I thought something was seriously wrong with him. I pulled away from Thorn and turned to him.

      “You guys need to get over yourselves,” Meri said. He was faking. “I can’t take much more of your bullshiff,” Meri continued before sashaying out of the kitchen. His tail was straight up and his tiny butt swayed back and forth as he made his grand exit.

      “On that note, I’m going to go meet with the agent. I’ll see you after work then?” Thorn asked before kissing me on the forehead.

      “Of course,” I said. “I mean, what if he sells your house today? You would be calling this place home anyway.”

      “My home is wherever you are, Kinsley. You and the baby. But I will be here tonight even if it takes me a year to sell the house,” he said. “Do you want to go with me?”

      “To meet with your real estate agent?”

      “Yeah, I mean, we’re going to be married. We’ll be doing things like that together, so you should come with me. You don’t have to be into the shop for a while, right?”

      “Okay, yes. Let’s do it together,” I said. “Give me five minutes to finish getting dressed.”

      I got dressed in the laundry room instead of going back upstairs. There was almost always a load of clothes sitting in the dryer, so I grabbed a purple broom skirt and black tunic.

      When I emerged from the laundry room dressed in my dryer outfit, Thorn stood at the front door holding Meri. He just offered me a shrug, and I concealed my beaming smile.

      I tucked Meri into my bag and we headed out. The agent was meeting us at Thorn’s house. I hadn’t spent much time there because we were always at Hangman’s House.

      Thorn’s house was a little place he’d picked up at auction and fixed up himself. When he’d first purchased it, he had to live in an RV in the driveway because of some problems with the roof and some serious water damage in the kitchen.

      His house shone like a jewel in his working-class neighborhood. It was obvious how much care and pride went into his renovations.

      “I still can’t believe the state this place was in when you bought it,” I said as we turned into the driveway. “Most people wouldn’t have taken that on. They would have just bought a house in better shape.”

      “People are too quick to throw things away,” Thorn said as he took the keys out of the ignition. “I had a feeling about this little house, and I got it at a great price too. A bit of hard work was all it took, and look at it now.”

      Thorn’s house had originally been two bedrooms with a living room and an eat-in kitchen. These older neighborhoods had deep backyards, though, and there had been plenty of room for an addition that included a family room and another bedroom. The wall between the kitchen and the new addition was the one that gave Thorn the most problems, but you’d never know it by looking at it after he was done.

      In the kitchen, next to the end of the counter, sat a large silver bowl. “I’m not going to put that out at our house,” Thorn said sheepishly.

      At one time, Thorn had a dog. It had passed away from old age a couple of years back, and he hadn’t been able to put the bowl up for good. He also hadn’t gotten another dog. The loss had been too much, and Thorn hadn’t made up his mind about whether he could ever face another like it again.

      “Maybe it’s time to consider getting another. Meri might like to have a friend.”

      “Hey,” Meri protested from inside the bag, but I elbowed him gently. He knew it wasn’t a subject to be snarky about, so he settled back down and stayed quiet. I could almost feel him seething as he jumped out of the bag and disappeared down the short hallway into one of the bedrooms.

      Thorn’s eyes lit up for a second when I mentioned getting another dog, but serious, responsible Thorn took over quickly. “Maybe it’s something we can look into when the baby is a little older, Kinsley. I don’t think a new baby and a new dog at the same time is the best idea.”

      “Okay,” I responded. At least he was finally at the place where he was considering it.

      Around that time was when we heard the real estate agent pull up in front of the house. Glen Robinson looked sharp in his linen suit and blue button-down shirt. His hair was combed immaculately and only moved slightly with the breeze. It didn’t get messed up, but his hair didn’t appear to be a helmet either. I wondered how much time he spent on it each morning. Probably way more than I spent on mine.

      Instinctively, I reached up and tucked one of my cherry red strands behind my ear. Sometimes, things going on in my life or with my magic changed my hair color, but it had been various shades of red since Thorn and I had gotten back together.

      Thorn let Glen into the house, and I did something I normally didn’t. I stayed back and quietly observed. My presence was merely for moral support, so I let Thorn handle the selling of his house.

      “Could you two step outside?” Glen asked after a couple of minutes chatting with Thorn. “I don’t want to sound rude, but it’s good for me to get a sense of the place without the owner in it.”

      “Sure,” Thorn said. “We’ll be out front.”

      “Any idea what you want for dinner tonight?” I asked Thorn as we waited out on the front sidewalk.

      “Whatever is easy to make, or I can pick something up on my way over,” he responded.

      Before I had a chance to answer, Glen came out of the house and slammed the front door behind him. His cheeks and neck were red, and there was a line of sweat breaking out above his brow. It looked as though he’d just finished running a marathon, but he’d only been inside the house for a few minutes.

      “Is something wrong?” Thorn’s question echoed my thoughts.

      “Nope, not at all. Nothing,” Glen answered too quickly. “I got a good look at the place, and I’m going to head back to my office.” He began moving down the sidewalk toward his car. “I’ll call you this afternoon and we’ll discuss the details.”

      “Are you all right?” Thorn asked again and started down the sidewalk toward the real estate agent.

      “I’m just fine. I think my breakfast didn’t agree with me. Anyway, we’ll talk soon. I’m sure we can move this house fast.”

      With that, Glen slid behind the wheel, slammed his door, and started the car. Seconds later, he put the pedal down and peeled out as he pulled away from the curb.

      “That was weird,” Thorn said as he joined me in front of the house again.

      “Maybe his stomach was just upset,” I offered. “That has to be embarrassing when you meet with a client.” But I had the sneaking suspicion that wasn’t it at all.

      “I have a bathroom,” Thorn said.

      “Yeah, but he probably doesn’t like to use the bathrooms at clients’ houses. Again, it’s probably super embarrassing,” I said.

      “You’re right. Well, I’m going to head into work then. Do you want me to drop you off at the shop, or do you want to stop by the house and get your car?”

      “I think I’ll get my car,” I responded. “You never know what the day will bring.”

      “Hopefully, the day will bring you going to work and then going home to have dinner with me…”

      “Yeah, a nice, boring day,” I said with a smile.

      “Nothing could ever be boring with you around,” Thorn said.
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        * * *

      

      Reggie was already in the shop getting the register ready for the day when I arrived. “You’re early today,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “Jeremy and I had a fight,” she said curtly, but I could tell she was holding back tears.

      “Oh, no. What happened?” I hurried over to the counter and set the coffee I’d picked up at the Brew Station for Reggie down in front of her.

      “Thank you,” she said and took a long draw off her latte. I could see that her eyes were red and there were dark circles forming under them. “I didn’t sleep well.”

      “I can see that,” I said and subtly waggled my fingers over her cup. It was just a touch of healing magic. She’d barely notice, but it would help her feel better.

      “I’m sorry I blew off work for him,” she said.

      “Did you guys break up?” I couldn’t believe things would be that bad already. “He just got back.”

      “We didn’t break up, but he made it pretty clear that this is an issue we have to work out or our relationship isn’t going to make it long-term,” Reggie said with a sniffle.

      “What is the issue?” I asked.

      “Well, last night while he was fixing the sink for me, I was doing some online shopping. I realized when I was about to check out that I’d left my wallet upstairs. His was sitting on the coffee table, so I just grabbed his card. I was going to pay him back.”

      “Reggie,” I said and narrowed my eyes at her. “You didn’t.”

      “I did, but he got way mad about it even though I said I’d give him the money.”

      “Reggie, of course he got mad about it. You basically stole from him. You betrayed his trust,” I said. “You can’t just do stuff like that. Plus, I’m sure if you’d asked him first, or at least told him what you were doing, he would have been fine with it.”

      “That’s what he said,” she admitted. “But we were, like, probably going to get married and all that. We’re pretty much living together. I didn’t get why he was so mad, so I told him he was being stupid and selfish.”

      “Reggie. So you got in the man’s wallet while he was fixing your sink and took his credit card without permission to buy what? Another eye shadow palette?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And then you called him stupid and selfish?” I tried to soften my tone, but she was being ridiculous.

      “You’re supposed to be on my side,” Reggie said indignantly.

      “Reggie, I am on your side. That’s why I’m trying to make you see how wrong you are so that you don’t ruin your relationship with Jeremy.”

      “You think I’ve ruined it?”

      “Not yet, but I know that if you don’t acknowledge why he’s so upset and accept that he has a reason to be, you might. What if he’d gone through your purse to get your card? What if you were cooking him dinner and he got in your purse to buy.. I don’t know… what do guys buy? Like some specialty… car part or one of those fighting games. How would you feel?”

      “I wouldn’t…”

      “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t care,” I stopped her. “I know you’ve been messed over by men since you were a teenager. You have trust issues. You can’t hide from me.”

      “You’re right,” Reggie said, and I watched as she let out a huge breath and her shoulders sagged. “What do I do?”

      “I’ll finish up here. You go call him right now and apologize,” I said. “Make sure he knows that you understand how bad you screwed up.”

      She nodded her head and took off toward the back. Reggie didn’t usually like being in the stock room because of the ghost, who I was pretty sure was Dorian’s father playing tricks, but she would be fine in my office.

      Reggie came out of the office a few minutes later smiling. “He’s going to take me out to dinner tonight, and I think we really are moving in together,” she said.

      “See. You just have to be honest with people and admit your mistakes. Also, probably don’t call him stupid or selfish again when you’re the one being stupid and selfish,” I said.

      “Hey!” Reggie protested.

      “What? You know it’s true.”

      “He should have dumped your thieving butt,” Meri pronounced as he jumped out of my purse. He’d been napping in there until that moment.

      “Meri,” I said.

      “Whatever,” he answered as he sauntered off toward the back of the store.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day was blessedly uneventful. Around lunch time, Jeremy showed up at the shop and took Reggie out for lunch. Viv was nice enough to bring me a sandwich from the Brew Station, but she couldn’t linger and chat. Lunch times were a zoo over there.

      While I was eating my sandwich, Dorian came down from his apartment. He said he was in the middle of writing a big story and couldn’t stay long.

      “But, I should be done by the time you close. Do you think you could drop by?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I said, and that’s what I did.

      As soon as we closed, Reggie hurried off to get ready for her date with Jeremy, and I went upstairs to see Dorian. He’d left his door ajar, and for a moment, my heart seized in my chest. I thought something was wrong until I found the sticky note that told me to come on in. It had fallen off the door and stuck to the floor.

      I went inside and found Dorian snoozing on his sofa with a book on his chest. Since I didn’t want to disturb him, I tried to leave again quietly figuring I’d call him later.

      “Kinsley,” his voice was scratchy and hoarse from sleep. “Where are you going?”

      “I didn’t want to disturb you,” I said.

      “I asked you to disturb me,” he reminded.

      “I know. You just looked peaceful,” I countered.

      “You want a Coke?” Dorian asked as he sat up and set his book aside.

      “Yes, thank you,” I replied.

      “Have a seat,” Dorian indicated the chair across from the couch. He stood up and walked to the kitchen area.

      I sat down and listened as he got into the refrigerator and got out the soda he’d offered. My eyes constantly scanned the room because I expected to see his father’s ghost at any time.

      “Have you seen him again?” I asked as Dorian joined me back in the living area.

      “No. I’ve heard a few noises that I thought could have been him trying to manifest, but in the end, I think it was nothing,” he said with an air of sadness.

      “It took a lot for him to manifest the way he did. It will probably take a while for him to get enough energy to show himself again,” I said as I opened the top of the Coke.

      Dorian studied me for a second. “How do you know that?”

      Oops. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to end up revealing way more to Dorian than I should. It was true that my family had revealed ourselves to Viv and Reggie, but neither of them were reporters.

      “I’m into that kind of stuff. Look at what kind of shop I run,” I said dismissively.

      Probably too dismissively because Dorian’s eyes narrowed. “Uh huh,” he said. “There’s a lot more to you than you let on, Kinsley. I haven’t put my finger on it yet, but I’ll figure it out.”

      “Is that why you asked me to come up here?”

      “No,” he said.

      The file Thorn had given Dorian about his father’s death was on the coffee table. Dorian reached across to it and pulled it over in front of him. He opened it and started to leaf through the pages.

      “This was stuck to the back of one of the reports,” he said and handed me a quarter sheet of notebook paper.

      “It’s a map,” I said as I examined the drawing. “Right? Is that what I’m seeing?”

      “I think so,” he responded.

      “Does it say anything in the report about the map? What are we looking at here?”

      “The map is mentioned in the report. Your uncle had a deputy go to the location and check it out. Report says they found nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “I take it you’re not buying it,” I said.

      “Would you? Given that his death wasn’t ruled homicide, how hard did they really check stuff out?”

      “Gunner was a good man. He is a good man. He was a very serious and by-the-book kind of guy,” I said.

      “But?” Dorian asked. “I can hear a but in there.”

      “But, Thorn gave you this stuff. He told me he doesn’t have the resources to investigate a cold case, but that he thought you might hire a detective. Thorn is also a very serious and by-the-book kind of guy. So, if he thinks there might be something there…”

      “Then we should definitely check it out,” Dorian finished what I was saying.

      “But should we? I can afford to hire a detective for you. I’d do that because I think it’s important we figure out what happened to your dad,” I said.

      “Why do we need to hire a detective?” Dorian seemed a bit hurt.

      “I’m not blowing you off,” I said. “I just thought you might want a professional on this. It’s important.”

      “I’m a journalist. I investigate mysteries for a living. And you… well, you’ve got a better track record solving crimes in Coventry than the professionals.” Dorian made air quotes when he said the word professionals. “No offense to your future husband.”

      “So, what do you want to do?” I asked.

      “Do you have to be anywhere right now?”

      “I’ve probably got a couple of hours,” I said with a shrug. “Should we follow the map? Maybe do a search of our own?”

      “That is a splendid idea,” Dorian said with a smile. “Let’s go cause some trouble.”
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        * * *

      

      The map started at a little park just outside the new area of Coventry. If you could call it a park. It was more of a gravel driveway and tiny parking area. There was also one decrepit picnic table that had to be thirty years old and would probably collapse if you sat on it.

      The parking area and picnic table were at the trailhead of a single trail that led down to the river. It was about a quarter-mile hike that no one ever took because the trail hadn’t been maintained for a decade.

      “You should have worn better shoes,” Dorian observed as we got out of my car.

      “I have boots in the trunk,” I said as I popped it open.

      “Really? You keep spare boots in your trunk?”

      “I have a rather complete emergency kit,” I said. “They’re Army surplus cold weather boots, but they’ll do. Better than my work shoes.”

      “Officer Responsible set that up for you? Or did you come up with it on your own?”

      “As a matter of fact, Thorn did put the emergency supplies in my car for me. You’re making fun of him, though. Do you have a problem with Thorn?”

      “Look, I appreciate him giving me the file on my dad’s case. I really do. It just rubs me the wrong way that it was swept under the rug for so long, and also that he says he doesn’t have the resources to look into it. What else is the sheriff’s department in a small town like Coventry doing? It’s not like they have a ton of pressing cases, and I’m sorry, but he’s got more deputies working for him than a small town this size usually has. He has resources.”

      “I’m sure he has his reasons,” I said as I slipped into my boots. “I’m here to help you, though, and like you said, I’m better at this than him.” I gave Dorian a wink and he laughed heartily.

      “You’re right. Get those boots tied up, and let’s go. I don’t want to be out here when the sun starts to go down.”

      Following the map and hiking down to the river would have been a great deal easier if I could have used magic to move felled trees and overgrown brush out of the way. Dorian was good about helping me. He made sure I never fell, and I was grateful.

      “I’m sorry,” he said when we were almost there.

      “For what?”

      “Well, I didn’t realize this hike was going to be so dangerous. I never meant to put you or the baby in harm’s way. I guess I thought it would just be walking along a trail to the site on the map.”

      “I’m fine. We’re fine,” I said and patted my belly. “Nothing we couldn’t handle with your help.”

      “Now you have to name the baby after me,” he said with a completely straight face.

      “Ha!” I said.

      We both laughed as we walked the rest of the way to the X on the map. I was starting to get really hungry by the time we got to the clearing. “I’m going to do obscene things to a cheeseburger when this is done,” I said.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Dorian looked concerned.

      “Yeah, just hungry.”

      “We can come back another time.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said.

      “I want to do this thoroughly,” Dorian said somberly.

      “I’m good. I promise.” Just then I felt Meri squirming around like crazy in my purse. I looked in to see what he was fussing about, and under his paw was a honey walnut granola bar and a bag of black pepper beef jerky. “Yes!” I exclaimed as if I’d just found a gourmet meal in my bag.

      “What?” Dorian asked.

      “This,” I said and produced the snacks. “You want some?”

      He laughed. “I would never take that away from you.”

      After I’d put on my boots, I’d grabbed two bottles of water from the emergency kit. I drank part of mine to wash down the granola and beef jerky, and we started to look around.

      When I said we were in a clearing, what I meant was there weren’t any trees. The ground was far from clear, and we had to step over and through a great deal of shrubbery in addition to the tall prairie grass.

      After walking for a while in one direction, Dorian and I noticed something at the edge of the clearing. As we got closer, it became obvious that it was a small cabin.

      “I guess that’s what this is on the map,” Dorian said and pointed to a drawing of two lines with a triangle on top. “I figured as much.”

      “All the way out here, it has most likely been abandoned for decades,” I said.

      “We came all this way,” Dorian countered.

      “Yeah, let’s check it out,” I said.

      There was nothing in the cabin. Well, there was an old woodstove, but everything else had been taken or moved away. I’d half expected to walk in and find a bed and shelves of books. That’s how I’d pictured the interior in my mind, but it was empty.

      The floorboards creaked and the place smelled slightly of damp. “I’m surprised this cabin hasn’t been torn down,” I said as we made our way out the door at the rear of the cabin.

      “How would they get the equipment out there?” Dorian asked. “It would have to be torn down by hand, and I doubt anyone wants to put forth the effort. Most likely it will be left for the earth to eventually reclaim it.”

      I was about to say something else when I discovered the source of the damp smell. Behind the house were several large puddles. Since we’d gone out that way, I had to walk gingerly around them.

      As I stepped past the largest one, I saw it behind me in the reflection. The large, hulking darkness was there, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. When I whirled around to look behind me, it was just Dorian.

      “What? What is it?” he asked. “You’re as white as a sheet.”

      “Nothing. I thought I saw something in the reflection in the puddle,” I said.

      “Probably just a trick of the light. I was a few feet back, but the sun is shifting, and all of these trees warp the light,” he said. “You’re okay. There’s nothing else out here.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “Let’s just get back.”

      “There’s something you’re not telling me,” Dorian said as we made our way around the cabin back to the clearing.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “Nothing to do with your father’s death, anyway.”

      “You’re lying, it’s not nothing,” he retorted.

      He was right but he was wrong. I’d seen stuff in my mirror earlier, but it could have been anything. I’d been startled, but nothing could have gotten into my house. There was so much protection magic around Hangman’s House by that point that anything that could have gotten in wouldn’t have squandered its time spooking me in the mirror. Nothing with that much power would waste it being creepy.

      But I’d still seen it…

      “I thought I saw something in my mirror this morning too,” I said. “But it had to be nothing.”

      “Are you all right?” Dorian asked sincerely. “Are you under a ton of stress or something? Maybe we shouldn’t be doing this.”

      I wished I could explain it all to him, but he didn’t know I was a witch. I couldn’t tell him about the protection magic around my home, so it had to be left alone.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “It was probably just my cat running through the room this morning.” I felt Meri protest in my bag, but he stayed quiet. “And it was probably just a trick of the shadows a moment ago. You were right behind me. We were nearly nose to nose when I turned around. Unless you’re some big, scary creature,” I teased. I wanted to lighten the mood and change the subject.

      “I am anything but that,” Dorian reassured.

      “I know, I was just teasing,” I said, but for the first time, I began to wonder about the man with whom I’d become such fast friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day after work, Dorian was waiting for me outside when I locked up. “What next?” he asked as I twisted the key in the lock.

      “You were waiting for me?” I asked. “Is this a standing date… er, meeting now?”

      “Yes, my dearest Kinsley, it is a standing date,” he said with a chuckle. “Or a meeting if you prefer.”

      Dorian offered me his arm and I took it. We walked to his car where he opened my door for me. “You can be so strange,” I said.

      “I am merely being a gentleman,” he said just before closing my door.

      “Where are we going?” I asked once he was behind the wheel.

      Meri climbed out of my purse and curled up in my lap. “You really do take that cat everywhere,” Dorian said.

      “Most people don’t notice,” I said and he looked at me curiously. “I mean, most people really don’t pay that close of attention, and he’s small.” I felt Meri’s claw dig every so slightly into my thigh. “Ow!” He hadn’t broken the skin or anything, but it stung. “Jerk.” I wasn’t that mad, but Meri’s little tail swished back and forth with pride.

      “Ha ha, it’s like he understands you,” Dorian said.

      For a moment, I grew indignant. Meri was supposed to protect me, not claw me. Then I realized he probably was protecting me because I needed to quickly steer the conversation away from him and why he was always with me. He’d sensed something about Dorian’s questioning that I hadn’t. But I knew we were going to have a talk about it later.

      “Cats are like that,” I said with a shrug. “They pick up things from the tone of your voice. Either that, or he was making himself comfortable and not being mindful of his claws. I wouldn’t read too much into it. So, where are you taking me?”

      “We’re going to talk with your Aunt Annika and Uncle Gunner,” he said frankly.

      “Oh… uh… do they know we’re coming?” I asked. “Maybe I should call my mother first.”

      “Seriously, Kinsley? You want to call your mother before we talk to a witness? Or, a source. I guess it depends on how you look at it. Are we solving a case or writing a story?” Dorian seemed to be talking more to himself than to me. “Either way, we’ll get more authentic information if they don’t know we’re coming ahead of time.”

      “Or they won’t answer the door. Or they won’t be home,” I said.

      “Then we’ll come back another time, but please don’t call your mother. I don’t want to tip them off and give Gunner a chance to prepare what he’s going to say to me.”

      “I can understand that,” I admitted.

      Normally, I wouldn’t ambush family members. Even if I didn’t call my mother, I was sure she and Amelda would have something to say about this when it was all said and done. But I wanted to know what happened to Dorian’s father too. If he was trapped in this world because his death was unjustly ruled a suicide, then I sort of had a moral obligation to help him.

      That’s what I told myself anyway.

      Part of me was also growing kind of obsessed with the idea of me as an investigator. Probably not working for Thorn as a deputy, though. I loved the man, but I wasn’t sure I could work for him.

      But, it seemed that Dorian was more than happy to have a companion on his investigations. I could see myself as an investigative journalist. I still had the shop to run, but… but couldn’t I hire someone to do that?

      I’d opened the store because I felt like I needed to work, and I needed to contribute, but it wasn’t my passion. If we could get Dorian’s father to move on, then I could totally see Reggie running the store. She knew enough about it to be my manager, and I could hire a witch to assist her.

      I didn’t have anyone in mind yet, but if I put the idea out into the universe, the right person would come along. So, that was me putting the idea out into the universe.

      “This isn’t the way to Annika’s house,” I said when I noticed we were on the road that headed south out of town.

      Dorian turned and kind of looked at me weird. “What are you talking about?”

      “They live near my parents’ house,” I said. “This definitely isn’t the way.”

      “You don’t know where your aunt and uncle live?” he asked.

      “I do know where they live. They live near my parents’ house,” I stated again.

      “They haven’t lived at the address near your folks for years, Kinsley,” Dorian said. “They moved one town south of Coventry a while back.”

      “Why wouldn’t my mother or Amelda have said something?” I mused. “Why didn’t Annika say something when I saw her last?”

      “Do you see them often?” Dorian asked.

      “No. I mean, they used to be around all of the time when I was a kid, but come to think of it, I haven’t seen them much since I got back. Weird. My mom, dad, and Annika used to be thick as thieves.”

      “Something else you can maybe find out about today,” Dorian offered.
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        * * *

      

      We pulled into the driveway of the two-story, white Cape Cod that was apparently my aunt and uncle’s new home. A minute or so after ringing the bell, Annika answered the door.

      “Kinsley, this is a surprise,” she said and actually looked a little shocked to see me. Her eyes moved over to Dorian. “And this isn’t Thorn. What’s going on, dear?”

      Dorian extended his hand to Annika. “I’m Dorian Black, ma’am. I wanted to speak to you and your husband about my father.”

      “Kinsley?” Annika questioned.

      “Yes, we’d like to talk to you and Uncle Gunner about the death of Cody Black.”

      She studied me for a moment and then reluctantly stepped back. “Come in. I’ll get Gunner.”

      Annika led us to a living room and asked us to have a seat. She then disappeared and returned a few minutes later with Uncle Gunner in tow.

      “Kinsley, what is this about?” he demanded in his normal gruff fashion.

      “Honey, why don’t you sit down and talk to them? I’ll grab everyone a drink,” Annika said.

      “I’d like a beer,” Gunner said. “What about you?” His question was directed at me and Dorian.

      “A beer would be great,” Dorian replied.

      “I’ll take anything, but I’d prefer something non-alcoholic,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “I recall that you always liked Coke,” Annika said. “I have some.”

      “That would be great.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Dorian followed up.

      Small chat about the weather and world events ensued until Annika returned with the drinks. She sat down on the sofa next to Gunner. Dorian and I were seated in armchairs across from them.

      As soon as Gunner and Dorian had their first sip of beer, things really got down to business. “I think we’ve had a pleasant chat,” Dorian began, “but I’m not going to mince words any further. I don’t want to waste your time, and please keep in mind that I’m not trying to offend anyone.”

      “That’s something people say right before they get offensive,” Gunner quipped, and Annika elbowed him. “Sorry, go on then.”

      “I would like to know why you ruled my father’s death a suicide?” Dorian asked.

      Gunner thought it over for a few seconds. “I’m sorry that this probably isn’t what you want to hear, but I concluded that his death was a suicide because it was.”

      “My father was not suicidal,” Dorian protested. “And given the case file, I don’t see how you had enough evidence to rule it that way. It was like you just dropped it, and the whole thing got swept under the rug.”

      Gunner took a deep breath. “Your father was a drug addict, Dorian. He’d been a drug addict for a long time. If it wasn’t suicide, then it was an accidental overdose. I’m not sure that there’s anything I can tell you that will make you feel better.”

      “I’m not buying it,” Dorian said.

      “There’s nothing for you to buy, Dorian. Your father and I were distant cousins, and I can tell you that he’d had troubles all his life,” Gunner said as he reached up and pulled at his collar.

      I think Dorian caught the gesture too. It was a dead giveaway that Gunner was uncomfortable.

      “You’re hiding something. I don’t get it, though. Why wouldn’t you investigate my father’s death further?” Dorian asked.

      “You know what,” Gunner’s voice began to get louder, but Annika put a hand on his knee. The gesture seemed to be urging him to settle down. “You know what?” he said again but softer. “As I recall, you were staying with your father when he died. You’d run away from home, right? Supposedly, you weren’t there when he died, but maybe you know more about this case than you’re letting on.” Gunner got up after that and left the room.

      “Where’s he going?” I asked Annika.

      She leaned forward and put her elbows on her knees before letting out a huge sigh. “I think he’s done with the conversation. I hope that the two of you don’t think that he did anything nefarious.”

      “Why do you feel like you need to tell us that?” She was holding something back.

      “Gunner was in a bad car accident a while before that case. I don’t know if your mother ever mentioned it to you. It was a few years after you skipped town,” she said to me.

      “She did, but she said he was fine. He even went back to work shortly after getting out of the hospital,” I said.

      “I assume that’s why you never bothered to come back and visit,” Annika said, and the edge to her voice was palpable. “But yes, he did go back to work. And it would be a while before we realized he’d gone back too soon. He changed after the accident. He’d forget things he never would have forgotten before. He got agitated so easily. I mean, he’d always been sort of grumpy, but as you just saw, it was different after the accident.”

      “Dorian, could you wait outside, please?” I turned and asked. “I need to speak to my aunt about private family matters.”

      “I’d rather…”

      “This has nothing to do with you,” I said. “If she tells me anything that has to do with your father’s case, I promise you that I will share it with you. You can even come back and ask her about it yourself if you want, but right now, I need to speak to my aunt alone.”

      “All right,” he said and reluctantly went outside.

      “Why didn’t you heal him?” I demanded as soon as Dorian was gone.

      “Because he told me not to, Kinsley. He made me swear that I wouldn’t.” Annika said.

      “Why?”

      “All he would say was that it wouldn’t be right,” she answered. “He said he’d… he said he’d have to leave, and he’d never come back if I betrayed him.”

      “Does my mother know about this? Does Amelda?” I thought of Thorn’s father dying in pain because he was too ashamed to ask my mother for help, and here was yet another man who suffered because he chose to shun my Coven’s power.

      “They do. They don’t agree with it, but if I won’t go against Gunner’s wishes, then neither will they,” Annika said.

      “His wishes only count if he’s of sound mind, which he probably isn’t. We’re talking about brain damage here, Annika. If you healed him, maybe he would see things straight,” I pleaded.

      “I’ve heard this all before,” she said coolly. “I lost my best friend to your mother, and I won’t lose my husband too.”

      She was talking about my father. Annika wasn’t really my aunt, but she was my dad’s cousin. The two of them had been inseparable best friends… until my dad fell in love with my mom. Then there were three of them, and I thought that Annika was happy for my mother and father.

      But apparently, the decades had worn away at that, and now Annika was living away from her family and the Coven. She’d isolated herself, and Gunner, and I could hear the slight hint of bitterness in her voice.

      “I should go,” I said because I wasn’t entirely sure how to deal with what I’d just learned. “But you should come back to Coventry. You shouldn’t be here all alone away from your family.”
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      “What did she tell you?” Dorian asked as soon as I was back in the car.

      “Nothing that will help you, I promise. It’s just family drama stuff,” I said.

      We didn’t say anything else on the drive back home. I could tell that the wheels were turning in Dorian’s mind, and I didn’t want to disturb his thinking.

      When he pulled into the alley behind our building, there was another car parked near the space Dorian’s car normally occupied. “Someone’s here,” I observed.

      “It’s Isaac’s car,” Dorian said as he put the car in park and hurried out from behind the wheel.

      “I should get home then,” I said as I emerged from the passenger side.

      “Nonsense, Kinsley. Please come upstairs and meet my husband.” Dorian looked so sincerely hopeful that there was no way I could tell him no.

      “Sure,” I responded. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting him.”

      We went up to the apartment and found Isaac at the sink washing and drying some dishes that Dorian had apparently left there. “You always were terrible about this,” Isaac said with a tight smile as we walked through the door.

      I instantly felt Dorian tense up next to me. It wasn’t the warm welcome he’d expected. “Isaac, this is Kinsley. She runs the shop downstairs and helps me with some of the stories I’m working on. We met her husband-to-be, the sheriff, when you were in town before.”

      Isaac smiled at me again, and this time it at least looked slightly more genuine. He dried his hands on a clean dish towel and walked over to us. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Kinsley,” Isaac said and extended a hand to me.

      I took it and looked him over. He was exactly what I’d expected, and at the same time, not at all what I pictured.

      Isaac was tall with dark olive skin and thick, wavy black hair. He wore round wire-rimmed glasses that perched halfway down his narrow nose. Under the smell of the lemon dish soap he’d just been using, I could detect the slight scent of pine and spice cologne.

      He’d covered his gray t-shirt and slightly ripped jeans with an apron, and the juxtaposition of the frilly yellow cloth against his fashionably messy clothes was interesting. He was adorably bookish from the neck up, but his clothes screamed too cool for school. That all paired with the apron made it obvious to me that Isaac wasn’t going to be easy to figure out. He was as complex as his husband was frustrating.

      “It’s good to meet you too,” I said. “I’m looking forward to when you move to Coventry permanently and we can all get to know each other better.”

      “On that note, Dorian, can I speak with you in the other room?” Isaac said through a grimace. “I’m sorry to be rude, Kinsley. If you’d like to have a drink, I just need a short chat with my husband. We’ll be back out in a moment.” Isaac nodded his head toward the bedroom. It was the only actual separate room in the apartment.

      “I can go,” I said. “Dorian, we can…”

      “No, it’s okay,” Dorian cut me off. “Just give us a minute.”

      I could hear them talking through the walls and flimsy hollow core bedroom door, but at first, they were talking softly enough that I couldn’t make out what they were saying. Then, after a minute of what sounded like heated back and forth, Isaac’s voice raised.

      “Nothing?” he demanded. “You’ve finished nothing? You’ve been here for how long and you don’t have one edition of the paper ready to go? Let alone one article? What about the freelance stuff you were hired for? You had a novella nearly ready to publish too! That could get you nearly a grand a month! Why haven’t you finished it? Why haven’t you finished anything? Is it her?”

      At that point, Isaac sounded almost frantic. I was about ready to slip out of the apartment and go home, but I made myself stay. If I left, I’d have to admit that I overheard them. If I stayed, I could at least pretend like I had no idea what was going on between them. All I knew was that I was growing uncomfortable. Isaac didn’t sound mean or anything, but it was clear he was extremely frustrated.

      “Honey, please calm down,” Dorian said too loudly. It was obvious he was getting worked up as well.

      “Don’t tell me to calm down,” Isaac said. “I stayed behind because it was what you needed, but you’re doing nothing… NOTHING to bring me home.”

      Whoa. Dorian had told me that Isaac hadn’t moved to Coventry because he didn’t have a job here yet. He hadn’t said anything about leaving Isaac behind because it was what he needed.

      What did that even mean? Most likely that they were having trouble in their marriage. That would probably be why Dorian would lied about why Isaac hadn’t moved to Coventry yet. If that was the case, then it really wasn’t any of my business.

      “It’s definitely not about her, and… Isaac, you know what it would mean to me if I could put this thing with my father behind me.”

      “You and your father and your stupid secret!” Isaac practically yelled. “I’ve done it all for you and you won’t even write a thousand words. That’s all you have to do, and maybe…”

      By that time, I drifted much closer to the bedroom door. When they lowered their voices, I could still hear their words.

      “I’m sorry,” Dorian said with such heaviness that it broke my heart. “You just want to be here, and I’m getting wrapped up in other things.”

      “It’s like you don’t even want me here,” Isaac said. “If that’s true, then just tell me, Dorian. Don’t keep me hanging on like this. We can make other arrangements, but if you don’t love me anymore, please don’t use me.”

      “Isaac, no. Of course, I want you here. I’m so sorry. You know how I get into my own head sometimes. It was thoughtless of me,” Dorian said.

      “It hurts me when you don’t miss me the way I miss you,” Isaac said.

      “You know that’s not the case. That’s why I get myself wrapped up in so many things. Please, Isaac. I promise I’ll have something finished by the weekend. I’ll get some money, we’ll get a house, and then you can come here. I’ve been so unbelievably selfish. You stayed behind to guard it so that I could come here, and…”

      “It’s okay,” Isaac relented. “I should not have let my frustration get the better of me.”

      When it sounded like they’d calmed down and were wrapping up the conversation, I hurried away from the door and to the kitchen. I grabbed a bottle of Coke from the fridge and chugged half of it before going into the living room and acting like I’d been in there drinking soda and scrolling on my phone the entire time.

      A couple of minutes later, Dorian and Isaac emerged. “Would you like to stay for dinner?” Isaac asked as they both sat down on the sofa across from me.

      “Thank you for the invitation, but I’ve already made plans with Thorn. Would the two of you like to come over to my house for dinner?”

      Isaac smiled. “Could we have a raincheck on that? I think Dorian and I could use some alone time to discuss things,” he admitted.

      “Yes, of course. I’ll work out a time and date with Dorian. I should be going, though,” I said and stood up. “Thank you for the Coke. It was nice to meet you, Isaac, and I look forward to getting to know you better.”
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      Right around the time I got home, I got a text message from Thorn. Going to be a little late. Got offer on house already. Need to sign papers.

      That’s amazing. I’ll make us something special for dinner, I texted back.

      When Thorn finally arrived, I’d whipped up a pot of homemade chili and a pan of cornbread. I was a little concerned the chili would give me heartburn, but I was having a serious craving for it.

      “How did the house sell so fast?” I asked Thorn as soon as he walked through the front door. “That’s amazing.”

      “The real estate agent knows everyone who’s in the market apparently, and he already had a buyer in mind,” Thorn said with a chuckle as he took off his hat and hung it up on the coat rack. “They saw it and put in an offer. Said the price was too good to take a chance that someone else would snap it up.”

      “That’s such great news, Thorn. We are celebrating tonight,” I said.

      “Is that chili I smell?” he asked as he took off his shoes.

      “It is. I had a craving. I hope it’s okay,” I said.

      “Well, one, I’m just grateful you made some dinner for me too, and two, I love chili. You know that. Is it homemade?”

      “It is, and I baked some cornbread to go with it.”

      “You are a goddess among women, Kinsley.” He crossed the rest of the room between us and swept me into a kiss. “I am the luckiest man alive.”

      “And don’t you forget it,” I teased.

      We went into the kitchen to eat, and Thorn insisted I sit down and let him serve us dinner. Before he ladled chili into two bowls for us, he plopped an icy cold Coke from the fridge down in front of me.

      “I really can do that,” I said after I popped the tab. “You’ve been on your feet all day.”

      “Like you haven’t?” He halfway turned away from the pot of chili and cocked an eyebrow up.

      “Fine, I submit. Serve me my dinner,” I said with a laugh.

      After dinner, we went out onto the back patio to enjoy the evening air. Since fall was on it’s way in, most nights had become cool as the sun began to set. It wasn’t so cold that you needed a jacket yet, though.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, I checked your emergency kit on the way in tonight, and it seems like I need to restock the water,” Thorn said casually before taking a sip of his beer.

      “Is that a thing you do often?” I asked.

      “You mean check your emergency kit?” Thorn cocked an eyebrow at me. “If so, then yes. I do check it regularly.”

      “Why? I haven’t told you that I’ve had any sort of emergency,” I said and realized that I already sounded defensive and evasive.

      “Well, that’s why I check it. In case you forget to mention that you used some of the supplies,” Thorn said.

      “I never asked you to do that. I never asked you to check on me,” I said more indignantly than I’d planned.

      “You don’t have to ask, Kinsley. It kind of comes along as part of the package of having law enforcement as your significant other,” Thorn said and sipped his beer again.

      “It feels like you’re checking up on me,” I said.

      “I guess that’s because I am,” Thorn replied with a soft smile that I completely ignored and chose to misread what he’d said.

      “Why? Because you don’t trust me?” I scooted to the edge of my chair ready to launch off of it and either lose my temper while standing up or run inside. I suddenly felt like I had to get up and move.

      “Kinsley, I didn’t mean it like that. You know that. I just meant that I’m always going to look out for you,” he said and rubbed the back of his neck with his empty hand. “Honey, are you hiding something from me? You’re getting awfully mad about this.”

      “I’m not hiding anything from you, Thorn. I don’t owe you an explanation of every minute of my day. Yeah, I went out into the woods with Dorian to look for the area on the map in the file you gave him. We drank some of the water. So what?” I didn’t really want to be as mad or as petulant as I was acting, but I felt something deep in my gut.

      It was an anger that I couldn’t control. I was most likely just having a hormone swing because of being pregnant, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me from tearing into Thorn for trying to protect me. Oh, no, at that moment, I was ready to spew as much self-righteous indignation at him as I could.

      “Kinsley…” Thorn began, and I could already feel my cheeks start to burn. “You know how I feel about you even working full-time right now. You’re supposed to be taking it easy, and now you’re marching off into the woods with Dorian on top of working. Hasn’t your family and Meri warned you about taking it easy?”

      Goddess help me, I full-on rolled my eyes at him. He was right, and I was mad at myself for not doing what I knew I should, but instead, I directed that irritation at him. It was easier than admitting that I wasn’t making the best decisions.

      “I don’t need you to act like my parent, Thorn. I can make my own decisions. I’m fine, and I’m perfectly capable of working and helping Dorian,” I said. “I’m not sick. I’m not dying. I’m not disabled. And even if I was, I could do the things I choose to do, Thorn. I’m not some delicate freaking flower, so please stop acting like I’m made of glass. It’s getting on my very last nerve.”

      “I’m just trying to look out for you,” Thorn said and then pinned me to my chair with his eyes. “And it’s not just you, either. I’m trying to protect the baby.”

      “Thank you very much, Thorn, but I’m perfectly capable of making decisions for the baby,” I snarked.

      “Are you, though? You’re going against everything your family and your familiar have told you about your pregnancy. You’re being so stubborn, and I’m just trying to help.”

      “Well, I don’t need your help. I don’t know why you insist on telling me what to do. Checking up on me… It’s all just too much, Thorn. I don’t need you playing sheriff in our home,” I was really getting myself worked up, and I could tell by the troubled look on Thorn’s face that it was having the intended effect. Did that calm me down? Watching him distressed over my rising temper. No, it just spurned me on. “You need to stop or this is never going to work.”

      “Kinsley, honey, I’m not playing sheriff in our home. That isn’t fair. I’m not going to stop checking your emergency kit or worrying about you overexerting yourself, though. I’m going to be your husband, and it’s my job to protect you and the baby. There’s no way around that. None,” he said firmly.

      “It’s not even your baby!” I practically yelled. As soon as the words were out, my hands flew up to my mouth as if I could stuff them back in. “Oh, no. Oh, no. I’m so sorry,” I said as Thorn stood up from his chair. “Thorn, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean that. Please don’t hate me,”

      He studied me for a second. His expression was soft, but I could see the hurt in his eyes. “I think if we’ve established anything, Kinsley, it’s that I could never hate you. I can’t be around you right now, though. I’m going to go stay at my house tonight. You know how to reach me if you need me.”

      Thorn kissed me on the top of my head, but when I tried to reach for him, he sidestepped me. “Thorn, please, wait,” I said, but he kept walking.

      “I love you, but I need to go right now,” he said.

      “I love you too,” I said and choked down a sob.

      For a moment, I thought he was going to stop, but he didn’t. Sometime in the middle of the night, I heard him come back into the house. I knew it was him because when I looked out the window, his cruiser was in the driveway.

      He didn’t come upstairs but must have crashed on the sofa. I wanted to go down and see him, but I was half asleep. In that drowsy state, I convinced myself that it was still fine for me to be mad at him.

      Hindsight being twenty-twenty, it was obvious that I was being moody, irritable, and ridiculous because I was stretching myself too thin. That night at least, though, you never would have convinced me of the silliness of my own behavior.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I was in a mood. When I went downstairs to make Meri breakfast, I half expected to find Thorn there making breakfast and waiting to make up. I didn’t even find a note.

      He’d left for work probably still in a huff from our argument the night before. Our living arrangements were going swimmingly. We didn’t even make it one day.

      “Thank you,” Meri said sweetly when I fed him his bacon and salmon.

      “Don’t,” I warned.

      “Don’t what? I was just letting you know I appreciate the breakfast,” he said.

      “That. That’s what I’m talking about. You’re being nice. You’re being nice to me, and it’s freaking me out. I hate it. Don’t do it.”

      “You know, this is why he left without saying goodbye this morning. You’re being crazy pants,” Meri said and then winced.

      “There. Thank you. That’s much better,” I said and went to the fridge to grab some eggs.

      I made myself eggs-in-a-hole and ate it quietly while I tried not to think about Thorn. I kept looking at my phone, though, and expecting a text from him. I also had to fight the urge to send him a message. No. It was better to just leave it alone for a while. I didn’t want to push him away even though I knew what I needed to do was admit I was wrong.

      Of course, that was about the time that I got a call from Lilith. I let it go to voicemail.

      She called right back.

      That happened twice, and on her third try, I realized it might be an emergency and picked up. “Good morning, Lilith,” I said as brightly as I could.

      “What did you do?” she asked. “You sound like crap. What happened?”

      “Nothing. I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep well, but we don’t have to talk about that. How are you?” I asked, hoping she’d just drop it.

      “Uh huh,” Lilith said and then stayed quiet for a moment. “Okay, we’ll play it that way. For now. The reason I called was that I have a dress for you to try on.”

      “A dress?” What she was talking about went right over my head.

      “Yes, silly. I have a wedding dress for you to try on. My grandmother’s, to be precise. I think it would be lovely on you, and if you would like to wear it, it’s yours. You need to try it on first, though. Oh, and if we need to make any alterations, we can do that too.”

      “A wedding dress…” I said and sighed.

      “Yes, dear. A wedding dress. You are getting married, right? Last I heard there was a wedding coming up. Someone, I’m pretty sure it was you, mentioned you needed a dress,” she said and chuckled. “You really do need to get more rest. When are you going to hire someone to work in that shop for you? You should be conserving your energy for the baby.”

      “I’m still thinking about it,” I said.

      “Well, think faster,” she said sharply, and I winced. “Anyway, about the whole wedding thing. You are still getting married, right? Or has that delicious vampire outlaw made his way back into your life?”

      “Lilith, he tried to have me killed over money,” I said.

      “Did he?” she asked innocently. “Well, we all make mistakes.”

      “Lilith,” I said flatly.

      “Fine. I get it. You’re marrying Thorn the Boring. Will you at least come over and try on the dress? I assume since you didn’t sleep well, you’ll be coming over late morning? How about lunch?”

      “I can’t, I’m sorry. I do have to run the shop today. I can’t do lunch, but I can come over right after work.”

      “Hmmm,” Lilith said, and I could hear the displeasure dripping from her voice. “Okay, darling. After work then, but promise me you’ll take it easy today.”

      “I will, I promise,” I confirmed.

      “And you’ll start looking for someone to help you in the shop,” she pressed.

      “I will. I’d like to hire another witch to help Reggie out. If you know anyone looking for a job,” I said.

      “You know, Ursula’s wretched human husband left her. She’s been talking about looking for work.”

      “Send her in,” I said. “I haven’t seen her in decades.”

      “Very good,” Lilith said. “Very good.”
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      Lilith made good on her word, and two hours after we opened the shop, my cousin Ursula walked through the doors. Ursula was my Auntie Coral’s daughter. We had been very close when we were little, but we’d drifted apart around the time we became teenagers. Mostly because she whole-heartedly embraced the magic that I’d rejected. So, it was shocking when she’d married a regular guy instead of another witch.

      Apparently, it hadn’t worked out. “Ursula, hi!” I said as I found myself more excited to see her than I’d expected.

      “Kinsley, it’s been too long,” she responded as she sashayed up to the counter.

      I couldn’t help but smile. She was as… well, she was as Ursula as ever. She and Meri would have made a good witch and familiar team, but he was mine.

      Ursula was about the same age as me, but her hair was a shockingly beautiful shade of silver. Not gray either. It shone like liquid metal in any light and gave her an almost angelic appearance. But Ursula was no angel. Her gorgeous amethyst eyes radiated with the depth of her intellect, though. She wasn’t a bad person. Ursula just wasn’t always good. That had to be one of the reasons that Lilith liked her so much. She kept my sweet Auntie Coral on her toes.

      “Ursula, this is Reggie. She’s pretty much running the shop at this point,” I said and stepped out of the way so that Ursula could accept Reggie’s outstretched hand.

      “I think we’re going to get along fine,” Ursula said with a smile. One of her talents was the ability to read people, and it helped that Reggie and Ursula had a lot in common personality-wise.

      I’d already filled Reggie in on my plan to possibly hire someone to help out before Ursula arrived. It was probably a little presumptuous that my cousin assumed she had the job, but that was Ursula. Besides, if Lilith thought she was good for the job, I’d trust her judgment.

      “If you want, you can start now,” I said. “Reggie will show you the ropes.”

      It was a good thing Ursula had come in and clicked with Reggie right away. No sooner had they begun working, and I felt myself get queasy. My stomach churned like it had done a flip-flop, and I felt my face flush with heat.

      After making a beeline for the bathroom, I closed the door behind me and locked it. Fortunately, a few splashes of cold water on my face was enough to chase the nausea away.

      I hadn’t had much morning sickness for a while, and I wondered why I was suddenly feeling sick.

      “It’s probably stress.” Meri’s voice made me jump a foot off the floor. He’d slipped into the bathroom with me and was sitting on the back of the commode.

      “You scared me,” I said and grabbed some paper towels to dry the water off my face.

      “You’re going to go home now, aren’t you?” Meri asked.

      “Ursula literally just started working here. I mean, I think she works here. It’s not like we had an interview or filled out paperwork,” I said. “I can’t just leave them.”

      “You’ve left Reggie alone before,” Meri retorted. “And now she has help. You’re being ridiculous, Kinsley. You’re pale, you have dark circles under your eyes, and you’re making that stressed face with your mouth. You don’t even need the money from this shop. You just run it so you can feel like you’re… I’m sorry. I don’t want to say anything mean. I understand why you opened this place, but it’s time to step away.”

      “I’m pregnant, not dying,” I said and threw the paper towels away.

      “Do you think you would have gotten in that little tiff with Thorn last night if you weren’t pushing yourself too hard?” he asked.

      I was about to say something, but I decided to think it over for a few seconds. I sighed before saying, “Fine, I’ll leave if they are okay. I’m not going home to lie in bed like I’m sick or something, though. I’ll go over to Lilith’s house and try on that dress.”

      “Good enough for me,” Meri said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Of course, Reggie and Ursula said they were fine. I could tell that Reggie was eager to take the mantel as the shop manager, so I didn’t feel too bad about leaving them after all.

      I did feel a slight ping of jealousy at how well Ursula and Reggie were hitting it off, but I told myself to stop being stupid. Besides, I was the one who had been spending more time hanging out with Dorian.

      “People grow and change,” I said as I started my car.

      “What, crazy pants?” Meri asked from the passenger seat.

      “Nothing, I’m just being weird.”

      “I said that,” Meri snarked.

      Lilith sat on her front porch fanning herself with a giant black lace face when I pulled into her driveway. She stood up as I was getting out of my car and walked inside without a word.

      But she’d left the front door ajar for me, so I went on in. The dress was hanging in the parlor on a silver rack. I had no idea where Lilith had gotten a dress rack, but perhaps it was something she had stored in the attic or basement. Maybe even her bedroom. Her collection of black gowns was impressive to say the least.

      “I’m glad you decided to hire Ursula.” Lilith appeared in the parlor again with a tray of tea and cookies.

      “How do you know I hired her?” I asked as I sat down on one of the fainting couches.

      “Well, you’re here. It doesn’t take Sherlock Holmes to deduce you hired her, Kinsley. Plus, I wouldn’t have sent her to you unless she was perfect for the job, dear.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “Although, if she decides to stay, I won’t be needed around there much anymore.”

      “Oh, she’ll stay. She’ll stay as long as you or I say she will. You need to remember your power,” Lilith chastised.

      “You just said I need to rest,” I countered.

      “You do need to rest and focus on your baby, dear, but please remember that you are the Coven leader. Your family will follow your instructions,” Lilith said.

      “Including you?” I chuckled.

      “If needed,” she said through a tight smile. “Do you need me to do something?”

      “No,” I admitted. “Nor would I try to boss you around.”

      Until my mother came back to Coventry, most people thought Amelda was the most powerful witch in the Coven. I knew differently. Lilith just wasn’t as loud as Amelda nor as outwardly bossy. She lurked in the shadows, and I knew she could challenge me for Coven leader if she really wanted. Fortunately, she didn’t.

      “Respect for one’s elders is a dying law,” Lilith said. “But, let’s move on from such a contentious topic. Ursula will work in the shop for as long as you need or want her, and you will focus on being a mother… and a bride.”

      “The dress is beautiful,” I said as I took another cookie.

      I’d expected the gown to be black or red, but it was white. It was floor length with a long, cathedral train. The bodice was covered in delicate white lace that extended down over the hands and was secured by a loop that went around the middle finger. The neckline went up to the throat and ended with a collar of even more intricately made lace.

      “It is, and I think it will look beautiful on you, Kinsley, but you have something else on your mind,” Lilith said in between sips of tea.

      I made the decision not to bring up Thorn. Lilith would only encourage me to get back together with Azriel, and I didn’t have it in me to argue with her about that.

      “I’m actually helping Dorian Black figure out who killed his father,” I said. “Uh… Cody Black’s death was ruled a suicide, but he… and me too… we believe he was murdered.”

      “You really can’t stay out of these things, can you?” Lilith asked.

      “I guess I can’t. You know his father’s ghost showed up and saved him from that crazy chef, right? So, now he knows that ghosts exist, but he doesn’t know I’m a witch,” I said offhand.

      “How did he take it?” Lilith asked. “I mean, seeing a ghost. I presume from the way you told the story, it was his first time.”

      “It was, and he took it fine,” I said with a shrug. “He’s a journalist, so I’m sure he’s seen lots of things in his life that maybe made him believe the paranormal might be possible. Some people are just primed to accept the supernatural.”

      “But what does that have to do with his father’s death being a murder?” Lilith asked.

      “Well, I think his father is the spirit that’s been haunting the shop. Surely you’ve heard all of this. That he lived in the apartment upstairs and that’s why Dorian moved in up there?” I asked.

      “I may have. I don’t tend to listen to too much of the gossip around town,” she said and waved it off.

      “Sure.” I didn’t believe her, but it was entirely possible that Lilith only heard what Lilith wanted to hear. That wasn’t much of a stretch. “Anyway, Thorn gave him the old case file because he doesn’t really think it’s a suicide either. He thought Dorian would maybe hire a private detective because his department doesn’t have the resources to investigate a cold case.”

      “That sounds like a load of malarkey,” Lilith interrupted.

      “No comment,” I said. “Anyway, I don’t think Thorn anticipated that I would actually be the person who helped him, but here we are. What’s interesting is what I found out when we went to talk to Annika and Gunner about it.”

      “Oh, dear,” Lilith said.

      “You knew? You knew about Gunner?”

      “What were we supposed to do, Kinsley? He didn’t want to be healed. Annika didn’t want to go against his wishes either, and you know how Amelda spoiled her. I let them all have it out,” she said.

      “But how many cases did he screw up because his head’s not right?” I said.

      “Probably fewer than you think. We had a rash of murders in Coventry there for a while, but after your mother had you, things seemed to calm down,” Lilith said.

      “Did they? Or did they just fly under the radar because mom wasn’t involved anymore.”

      “Gunner’s accident didn’t happen until you were an adult, dear. And you were what? Twenty or twenty-one when Cody Black died. It’s terrible if Cody was murdered and Gunner let it slip through the cracks, but I can assure you it wasn’t a regular occurrence. And as you know, shortly after that, your Thorn took over as sheriff.”

      “Do you remember anything unusual about Cody’s death?” It was a long shot, but I had to at least ask.

      “Not really, dear, but if I remember anything, I’ll tell you,” Lilith said and set her teacup down on the tray. “Now, do an old woman a favor and try on the dress?”

      “Sure,”

      I put the dress on and Lilith’s face lit up more than I’d ever seen it light up before. “Exquisite,” she said and clapped her hands together.

      “I want to see it,” I said. “Do you have a full-length mirror down here, or will we have to go upstairs?”

      “How about I take a picture of you in it with your phone?” she asked.

      “Oh, that’s a marvelous idea,” I said.

      “Stand in front of that window. The light behind you makes you look like an angel,” she said and pointed toward her large front window.

      She took the picture and for a split second, I watched her face fall.

      “Let me see it,” I asked. “Please.”

      “Just a second, let me take another,” Lilith’s voice wavered a little, and it caught me off guard.

      “What’s wrong with that one?” I asked. “Did you cover the lens with your finger?”

      “Just let me take another,” she said.

      “All right,” I agreed and smiled for the picture.

      “I’m going to get some candles,” Lilith announced abruptly, and she started to leave the room with my phone.

      “Hey, wait. What’s going on?”

      “We’ll do the pictures in the dress later, Kinsley. When the light is better. Why don’t you change back into your clothes?”

      She was only out of the room for a split second, and when Lilith returned, she had several black candles, baggies of herbs, and a huge container of salt.

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

      “Please just change back into your clothes,” she said.

      “Can I have some privacy?”

      “I’ll turn around, but I’d rather not leave. Where is that cat of yours?”

      As she asked, there was a tiny scratching at the front door. Lilith hurried across the room and opened the door to let Meri in.

      “What’s going on?” Meri asked as he scrambled into the house. “Something’s not right.”

      “She won’t tell me,” I said.

      Lilith snapped her fingers, and suddenly I was wearing my clothes again and the dress was back on the rack.

      “Fine,” she said. “Here, look for yourself.”

      Lilith handed me the phone and I looked at the picture. At first, I didn’t realize what was wrong or what had rattled the unflappable Lilith.

      “What am I looking at…” I started to ask when I finally saw it.

      I flipped to the next photo, and as expected, it was still there. The black reflection in the window. It looked like a black, shadowy figure was right behind me. But there was nothing behind me in the picture, it was only in the reflection.

      “There’s no way that anything we want to deal with got through the protection magic in this house,” Lilith stated firmly. “Cat, is it something you can dispatch?”

      “I would, but there’s nothing in the house,” Meri said as he sniffed around the edges of the room. “There’s literally nothing here.”

      “Then it’s gone,” Lilith breathed a sigh of relief. “We just have to put a stronger protection spell on the house. Maybe the older ones have faded.”

      “It’s not, though,” I said and pointed a shaky finger at the window. “Look.”

      All eyes in the room on the window, and it was still there. The dark shape of a man just like I’d seen before in my mirror. Just like I’d seen in the woods.

      The dark apparition stayed there for a few seconds. It felt like it was staring at me even though I couldn’t see eyes. Then it wavered for a second and disappeared.

      “The protection magic on the house didn’t work because it’s technically not in the house,” I said. “It was in the reflection. I saw it before too. In my mirror and in a puddle in the woods. It seems to be following me, but not from this world. It’s like it’s in the mirror.”

      “Trying to cross over,” Lilith said. “Demons use mirrors to cross over.”

      “I can’t do anything about it until it’s actually here,” Meri said.

      “Well, we can do this,” Lilith said and went into the other room. She came back holding a wax crayon.

      I watched as Lilith drew a sigil on the window. She told me where the crayons were, and I helped her draw a sigil on every window and mirror in the house.

      “I’ll do the same at my house,” I said. “Will this keep it from crossing over until we figure out what it is or what it wants?”

      “It should,” Lilith said. “But if it doesn’t, the cat can handle it.”
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        * * *

      

      Thorn still hadn’t called by the time I left Lilith’s house, so my next stop was my parents’ place. My mother opened the door before I’d even gotten out of my car.

      She’d known I was coming because sometimes she could just sense such things. Either that, or my father had seen me thinking about it. He’d always been able to read my mother’s mind, and sometimes he caught glimpses of my thoughts. Though, he tried not to in order to preserve my privacy.

      “Your father is making hot cocoa,” Mom said as I walked up the sidewalk to their house.

      “Do you have mini marshmallows?” I inquired as she closed the front door behind me.

      “Always. I also have cookies and mixed nuts. Do you want salty or sweet snacks?”

      “Yes,” I said, and we laughed.

      “That’s my girl.”

      “How are my favorite daughter and grandchild?” Dad asked as he appeared in the living room with a tray of mugs and snacks.

      “We’re doing well,” I said and covered my belly with my hand. “Everything is going fine.”

      “Except for the dark shadow thing trying to come through mirrors,” Meri said.

      “Yeah, I guess we’ll need to put sigils on your windows and mirrors,” I said. “That’s what we did at Lilith’s place.”

      “I think I’d rather not,” Mom said. “Let it come. We can dispatch whatever it is once and for all.”

      “Brighton,” Dad cautioned.

      “Remy,” Mom retorted and rolled her eyes.

      Dad just smiled at her. “We’ll bring it through when the time is right if we need to, dear. Right now, we’re not going to risk Kinsley or the baby.”

      “Fine, but don’t expect me to cower in the shadows once she’d gone home,” Mom said.

      “What you guys need is a demon-killing familiar,” I said.

      “We had one,” Mom said and shot a look at Meri, “but we will again. When the time is right, one will come to us.”

      “You haven’t considered going to a familiar sanctuary and adopting one?” I asked. “Or maybe a familiar pet shop so you can pick exactly what you want?”

      “We’ve discussed it,” Dad said, “but we’ve decided to wait and let one come to us.”

      “It’s because I’m impossible to replace,” Meri said before sauntering off toward their kitchen. “Got any good snacks?”

      “I’ll take care of him and get started on the sigils,” Dad said.

      “So what’s going on with you and Thorn?” Mom asked as soon as Dad and Meri were gone.

      “How do you know?”

      “I’m your mother and a witch,” Mom said with a laugh. “Plus you’ve got that look about you. That look every woman gets when a man is causing her grief.”

      I filled her in on the fight with Thorn while we sipped our hot chocolate and ate cookies. When I was done, she nodded her head and set her empty mug back on the tray.

      “I wasn’t always in favor of you dating Thorn, Jr.,” she said. “I was worried about him because of his upbringing, but I think he’s proven himself, Kinsley. I think he’s proven himself a hundred times over.”

      “I know. I feel terrible for what I said. It’s just that sometimes, his protective tendencies drive me up a wall.”

      “You’re going to have to learn to deal with that if you want to make a family with him, Kinsley. It’s not right to ask him to change for you, and for better or worse, Thorn is a protective man. He’s always going to look out for you, and at times it might feel suffocating, but I think he’s proven that he has the best intentions.”

      “I think I need to talk to him about that tonight. I’ll apologize again and we can discuss how it isn’t fair for either of us to expect the other one to change,” I said with a slight hint of the indignancy I felt.

      My mother caught it and narrowed her eyes at me a bit. “But motherhood will change you, Kinsley. It should change you. Your priorities are going to be different, and if you haven’t made that shift yet, it’s coming.”

      She was right. “You’re right, and maybe that’s where a lot of this friction is coming from with Thorn. Perhaps he’s already thinking like a husband and father, and I’m still clinging to my old life. My old self.”

      “You are shifting life cycles from Maiden to Mother, darling Kinsley. It’s not always a smooth transition. That’s okay. Just knowing that will help you embrace it.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said.

      “Now, not to encourage you,” she said with a wink, “but tell me more about this cabin in the woods. If it was on the map in the file, then it must be of some sort of interest.”

      “Before we go into that, can you please tell me why the family is letting Gunner… I don’t know… continue to have a head injury? Why didn’t you force Annika to heal him? Why didn’t you heal him yourself?”

      “Because the Coven made a decision to not infringe on his free will,” Mom said. “I can tell it upsets you, and believe me, I understand. I lost my best friend because of it. Annika, your father and I were as thick as thieves at one point. All these years, it’s just never been the same.”

      “I’m the head of the Coven now, right? What if I don’t want to honor the wishes of a man who can’t possibly be in his right mind? What if I believe he would feel differently if he was healthy?”

      “I think you have other things to focus on right now, Kinsley. If you still feel this strongly about Gunner’s condition after the baby, then we’ll talk again,” Mom said.

      “Is this how Maude wound up in that mental institution for all of those years?” I instantly regretted what I’d said. That was happening a great deal as of late.

      “My great-aunt,” Mom said and pressed her fingers to her lips. “It was my family, the Tuttlesmiths, that left her in there. I blamed the Skeenbauers for a long time, but it wasn’t…”

      “You don’t know that for sure, though, do you?” I asked a little too harshly. “No one on either side will actually take responsibility for having her locked up. Will they?”

      “Let’s not,” Mom said. “Maude is at peace now.”

      Before I could retort that, once again, the family apathy was how Mad Maude Tuttlesmith ended up institutionalized for a large portion of her life, my phone buzzed. I would have to argue with my mother about how we were powerful witches but sometimes terrible at actual life at a later date.

      I came home and you weren’t here. Should I stay? Thorn had texted.

      I’m at my Mom and Dad’s place. I’ll be home in a few minutes. Leaving now. I messaged back.

      You don’t have to run out on your parents for me. Tell them I said hello, was his response.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s Thorn. He’s home and wanted me to tell you and Dad hello.”

      “Well, then, go home and make things right with your future husband. We can talk about old family business later,” Mom said.

      It’s okay. On my way. I sent Thorn one last text. I really didn’t want him to leave.

      Mom, Dad, and I hugged and said our final goodbyes. I thanked them for the snacks, and so did Meri. He followed me out to the car and hopped into the passenger seat when I opened the door for him.

      I breathed another sigh of relief when as we approached my house and I saw Thorn’s cruiser in the driveway. If nothing else, at least he’d give me a chance to apologize.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as I walked through the front door, the scent of pizza hit me, and it made my stomach growl.

      “Thorn?” I called out as I slipped off my shoes and tucked them under the coat rack. “You here?”

      “I’m here, and I brought pizza,” he called out from the kitchen. “Do you want to eat in the living room or at the table?”

      “I think I’d like to crash out on the sofa,” I answered.

      “Sit down and rest then, sweetie. You want a Coke?”

      “Please,” I responded.

      A few seconds after I plopped down on the sofa, Thorn appeared in the living room with a pizza box in one hand and two bottles of Coke in the other. Balanced on top of the pizza box were a couple of paper plates and some napkins.

      I helped him get it all set up on the coffee table, and then he sat down next to me. He’d changed into jeans and a t-shirt, and his knee rubbed against mine as he situated himself on the couch.

      “I hired someone to work at the shop today,” I said. “My cousin Ursula is going to work there while Reggie manages.”

      Thorn was putting two slices of pizza on plate for us, but he stopped and looked up at me with a smile. “You did? What brought that on?”

      “I’ve been thinking about it for a while, actually. Lilith and Meri have both been on my case about working less too. When I mentioned it to Lilith, she said she’d send someone my way. It was Ursula, and she’s perfect for the job.”

      “So, that’s it? You’re not going to work there anymore?” Thorn asked. “Do you have to keep going in to train her?”

      “There’s not much to working at the shop, and Reggie trained her today. Reggie already knows all of the business side of things, and Ursula can help her with the witches. I can go in if they need me, but yeah, I guess that’s it,” I said.

      “That happened fast,” Thorn observed.

      “Your house sold faster,” I countered.

      “True, but I just want to make sure you’re okay with this. I mean, days ago you were vehement that you’d keep working,” Thorn’s eyebrows knitted together with concern. “I didn’t mean to push you so hard that you quit today.”

      “It’s not just you. My family has been talking about it for a while now, and Meri has been pushy too. Except he thinks that after the baby is born, I should become some sort of investigator. Either for you or get my private investigator’s license,” I said.

      “Oh,” Thorn responded, and it made me giggle.

      “Either that or become an investigative reporter for Dorian. I actually think I like that idea the best. Plus, the newspaper office is above the shop that I still own. Even though I don’t work there anymore, it’s still my shop,” I said.

      “Oh,” Thorn said again.

      “Oh?” I felt my stomach do a flip-flop. I didn’t think he liked the idea at all, and if he insisted that I needed to stay home and rest with my feet up my entire pregnancy, we were going to get in another fight.

      “Is that what you really want?”

      “Yeah. Right now it is,” I said. “And I don’t see the harm in it.”

      “I don’t either,” Thorn admitted. “My only real concern with you helping Dorian was that you were working all day and then pushing yourself even harder helping him. I know you’re not going to sit around the house all day.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Thank you for finally realizing that.”

      “I’ve always known you weren’t going to be content hanging around your house all day, Kinsley. I just didn’t want you doing too much, and I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry?” I asked.

      “Because I should have trusted you to know what too much was. Obviously, you’ve figured this all out on your own without needing me looking over your shoulder,” he said.

      “I do need you looking out for me, though. Now it’s my turn to be sorry for saying ugly things. And for trying to change you… I know who you are, and I love you for that.”

      “You think you can live with me the rest of your life knowing that I will always be who I am?” Thorn asked.

      “I know I can,” I said and reached for his hand. “We get on each other’s nerves sometimes, but we always work things out. Besides, it would be boring if it was too easy.”

      “Well, then let’s have some pizza,” Thorn said before kissing me on my forehead.

      “Yes, let’s do that. I’m starving.”
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      Thorn still insisted on sleeping in the guest room, so I wasn’t sure if the banging car door in the driveway woke him up at the same time as me or slightly after. I jumped out of my bed and ran to my window in time to see a small red sedan peel out of my driveway. The driver leaned out the window and flipped the bird.

      “Uber this!” a man called back from my front yard and gave the driver the finger right back.

      It was Gunner, and by the way he was stumbling up to my house, he was three sheets to the wind. Maybe four. If you could be more drunk than the drunkest person I’d ever seen before, that was Gunner.

      He fell to his knees and crawled a few feet before pulling himself up to almost standing and clambering his way up the front steps. I turned and rushed out of my room, nearly colliding with Thorn in the hallway.

      Thorn was in sweatpants and a white t-shirt, but he had his service weapon out. “What is going on?”

      “It’s just Gunner,” I said. “You can put your gun away. I’m going to go downstairs and get the door.”

      Just then, the doorbell rang about fifteen times. That was followed by pounding and screaming, “Kinsley!” as I ran down my stairs.

      When I opened my front door, Gunner fell through the threshold and landed on his face. “What on earth?” I asked as I tried to help him up.

      Thorn appeared behind us seconds later, and he was able to pull Gunner off the floor enough to half drag him to the sofa. “Could you make some coffee?” Thorn asked me as he tried to situate Gunner on the couch. “Maybe bring a garbage can in here too. The way his guts are rumbling, he’s going to be sick.”

      “I could heal him,” I said.

      “No!” Gunner shouted. “NO!”

      “Fine, I’ll get some coffee,” I said and took a deep, frustrated breath in through my nose.

      Meri had been hanging back watching it all with interest, so he followed me into the kitchen. Without even thinking, I got him some bacon while I made the coffee.

      “Thanks for the bacon,” he said in between bites.

      “Oh, right, it’s not morning, is it? What time is it anyway?”

      Meri was already back to chowing down on his bacon when I looked up at the clock to see the time. It was well after midnight, but not even close to being morning yet. Gunner must have called the Uber in from the city and paid a pretty penny for it. He’d even paid extra for a driver instead of using a cheaper, self-driving service. Then, he’d gotten into some sort of altercation with the driver.

      I didn’t think coffee was going to fix the situation, but I hoped it would at least get him sober enough to tell us what the heck was going on. For the briefest second, I thought about spiking his coffee with something to sober him up, but I would have paid a price for that. My hand covered my stomach. I couldn’t put myself at risk to help someone who didn’t want to be helped.

      Instead, I got the coffee ready and poured Gunner a huge glass of water. I couldn’t use my healing magic or a potion to sober him up, but it was still my house. If he wanted to stay, then he’d need to drink the coffee and the water.

      Just before I was ready to go back to the living room, the old house phone rang. I looked at it confused for a second and then remembered what you’re supposed to do with such a contraption.

      “Hello?” I said after plucking the plastic handset off the wall.

      “Kinsley Skeenbauer, why don’t you answer your phone?” My mother’s breathy and terrified voice came through the line.

      “Oh, sorry, Mom. I left it upstairs when I had to rush downstairs to deal with my drunken uncle,” I said.

      “He’s there? Gunner is there with you? Are you okay? Is he okay? Annika called me. She said he was ranting and raving about you and took off in an Uber from the city. Do we need to come over there and deal with him?” Mom asked.

      “No, he’s drunk as a three-legged skunk at its birthday party but he’s not dangerous. Plus, I can handle Gunner. Oh, and Thorn’s here too. You know he’s been staying in the guest room until the wedding. So, we’ll get him calm and sober, and send him home,” I said.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Mom said. “You don’t have to take care of him. Your father and I can come get him.”

      “No, it’s okay. He came here for a reason, and I want to find out what it is. Besides, he’s Uncle Gunner, Mom. I don’t mind,” I said.

      “Well, call me if you need us,” she said. “I’ll call Annika and let her know he’s safe and everything is fine.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      When I got off the phone, I put the coffee and the mugs on a tray and loaded it up with a container of cream and a mountain of sugar packets. Before I left the kitchen, I added the big glass of water to the tray too.

      I took it all into the living room and found Gunner sitting on the sofa with his head in his hands bawling his eyes out. Thorn had scooted one of the high-backed chairs closer to the sofa and was sitting there doing his best to comfort Gunner.

      “She’s back,” Thorn practically whispered to Gunner.

      My uncle pulled his face away from his hands and looked at me solemnly with his red-rimmed eyes. “I need your help.”

      It wasn’t what I was expecting to hear at all.

      “You need my help?” I asked and tentatively sat down on the sofa next to him.

      I’d forgotten how huge Gunner was. As a child, he’d seemed like a giant. Not just because he was tall, but he was broad-shouldered with huge hands. Hands that always looked as though they could protect you. Those same hands were damp with his tears as I took one of them into mine.

      “I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be asking you for this,” Gunner said and he started to get up.

      But I held firmly to his hand, and he quickly gave up and sank back into the sofa. “Of course you should,” I said. “If you weren’t supposed to be here right now, you wouldn’t be. You know enough about the world to know that.”

      “I’ve tried to be strong,” he said. “I’ve tried not to take advantage of the magic, but I’ve made so many mistakes. I wasn’t strong at all. I was stupid, and because of that, people have been hurt.”

      “You don’t know that,” I said, but we both knew it was true. At that point, I was just rattled seeing my big, strong uncle coming unglued, and I wanted nothing more than for him to feel better. “Uncle Gunner, please just tell me what I can do.”

      “Can you heal this mess in my head? I haven’t been able to think straight for so long, and I just… I just…”

      “Yes,” I said. “I can do that.”

      Before he could change his mind, I sent a shock of white healing light out from my heart, through my hands, and into him. In an instant, he was stone-cold sober, and I could see the fog in his mind clear away just by looking into his eyes. The light came on inside of him, but so did the awareness of what had transpired over those years.

      “Oh, no. Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said gravely.

      “You didn’t know,” Thorn interjected. “You weren’t in your right mind, so please don’t blame yourself.”

      I smiled at Thorn and nodded my head. It would mean a great deal to Gunner hearing that from Thorn. Hopefully, it would sink in more than if it had come from me.

      “I should have been stronger,” Gunner argued.

      “How?” I asked. “How could you have been stronger? You couldn’t have been, and this is more the fault of my family than it is of yours. They should have healed you. You wouldn’t really have left Annika, would you?”

      “No, of course not, but please don’t blame them, Kinsley. They would have had to suffer the consequences for going against my will, right?” Gunner would defend my family, and his wife, to the end. That much was obvious.

      “They should have,” I said. “I should have. I never should have left you that day. Once I knew, I should have done something about it,”

      “No, you shouldn’t have,” Thorn said. “You have more than yourself to think about.”

      “He’s right,” Gunner said and squeezed my hand. “But you’ve helped me now. You’re going to have to find a way to let this all go, Kinsley. Please don’t blame Annika or anyone else in your family. Maybe with me better, Annika will be able to put things behind her too.”

      I knew what he was talking about. The bitterness that had simmered inside of her for years because my mother and Remy had gotten close. My father was like a brother to Annika, and she hated that my mother had turned her into a third wheel. It was just that nobody knew until Annika was completely alienated. My mother had saved Annika’s life once, and I hoped my Auntie could remember that. Maybe with the stress of Gunner’s injuries gone, they could all put things back together again.

      “I hope so,” I said.

      “Since you’ve helped me, I guess it’s time for me to tell you why I came here,” Gunner said.

      “I thought you came here to get healed. By the way, would you like something to eat? I think I need something to eat,” I said.

      Using my magic to heal Gunner had left me ravenous. I was going to need to eat soon.

      “Have some coffee with lots of cream and sugar,” Thorn said even as he was making me a cup. “I’ll go into the kitchen and get you something to eat. You just rest.”

      I didn’t argue with him. “Thank you. There’s pizza in the fridge. You could just heat it up for a minute. Oh, wait, there’s pasta salad too. I’ll take that.”

      “Be right back,” Thorn said with a nod.

      I gulped down the sweet coffee that was about half heavy cream while Gunner made himself a cup with two sugars. When he was done, I made myself another cup and gulped it down too.

      “Better?” Gunner asked.

      “I am, thanks,” I responded.

      “I guess I should have given you some warning so you could have some food ready. I didn’t think about it…”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m okay now if you want to tell me what you came here to say.”

      He took a deep breath. “Cody Black’s case should have been the end of my career. I know that now.”

      “Oh?” My gut clenched. Had Gunner had something to do with his death? If not that, had he done something to sabotage the case? I found myself afraid to hear what he had to say next.

      “It’s not what you think,” he said. “I can tell by the look on your face that you think I’m about to confess. It’s nothing like that.”

      “That’s good,” I said and blew out a breath.

      “But man, I borked that case up big time. I started to see things after his death, and I thought I was losing my mind. It made me want to brush the whole thing under the rug. I wasn’t looking for the truth. I was looking for a reason to make it all go away. Cody Black never got justice because I was too broken. I don’t think at the time I intentionally sabotaged it, but I thought I was losing my mind. I convinced myself that it was the case that was doing it. I couldn’t comprehend it was the head injury or that perhaps I wasn’t losing my mind at all.”

      “You said you started seeing things?” I gently pushed.

      “After he died, I kept seeing him,” Gunner said. “At first, it was just out of the corner of my eye, and when I’d turn to look, he’d be gone. But then it was all of the time. I’d walk into the kitchen to get a drink, and he’d be there standing next to the fridge just glaring at me. But I’d blink, and he’d vanish. I’d see him out and about around town too. Especially while I was investigating. Sometimes when I was in his apartment, I’d see him, and when he’d vanish, it would be like he was behind me. I could feel him following me around. When I’d turn, he’d be gone though. When I was downstairs in the pharmacy, he’d stand there behind the soda fountain watching me.”

      “You were seeing his ghost,” I said.

      “I was afraid I wasn’t, though. I was scared that I was losing my mind. I’d seen things before, and being a part of your family, I knew the world was more than most people know about, but I’d never seen such a persistent ghost. I mentioned him once to Annika when we were out, but she didn’t see him. From then on, every time I saw him, I convinced myself more and more that I was seeing things, and I didn’t want anyone to think I was crazy or stupid. So, I didn’t mention him again.”

      “But then you ruled the death a suicide,” I said. “I would have thought he would have escalated the haunting after that. If he was trying to reach out.”

      “I did see him one more time after I officially closed the case,” Gunner said. “He looked so sad and defeated. All of the determination and anger I’d seen in his face before was gone. I think that’s why it ended with me closing the case. Maybe he just didn’t have the energy to keep going, or maybe he didn’t have the will.”

      “Until his son came back,” I said. “He never really left this world, but his will to have his justice returned with Dorian.”

      “What can I do to help?” Gunner asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “If you remember anything else about the case that’s not in the file, you can tell me, but for now, you need to go home and rest. You’ll need time to process. Your mind is working right for the first time in a long time, so don’t push yourself.”

      He hugged me, and we agreed that Thorn would take him home. Gunner had said he could call another Uber, but Thorn insisted.

      “Drive safe,” I told Thorn.

      “I’m used to working crazy hours,” he said and kissed me. “I’ll be all right. Don’t wait up worrying. I’ll come up and let you know when I’m back.”

      “Promise?”

      “I do,” he said and kissed me again.
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        * * *

      

      The next day I was bored out of my mind when the doorbell rang. Thorn had gone off to work, Meri was napping, and I’d already called the shop to make sure things were okay. Twice.

      Once the baby came, being a mother would occupy my time, but two hours into my first day as a stay-at-home… whatever, and I was certain I’d made a huge mistake. There was no way I was going to be able to just sit around and twiddle my thumbs for months.

      I was actually standing at the window staring at the backyard when the bell rang. It was too late in the year for me to start a garden, but in my head, I was planning one out for the spring. I was also contemplating building a greenhouse so I could have a garden. I’d watched three knitting videos on the internet too, and I’d decided that wasn’t for me.

      “Who is it?” I called out as I made my way across the living room.

      Meri’s head lifted off the sofa where he’d been snoozing, but he went right back to sleep. That was my clue that whoever was outside didn’t pose any kind of threat. At least not enough to make Meri get up.

      “Kinsley?” Dorian’s voice called back through the door.

      “Oh, hey!” I said as I opened the door for him. “Please come in.”

      I stepped out of the way and let Dorian in. “You didn’t come into work today. I was worried,” he said. “I went in and Reggie said you weren’t really working there anymore.”

      “That’s true,” I said. “Did you meet Ursula? I’ve hired her to work there. She’s my cousin.”

      “What’s going on? Are you okay?” Dorian followed me over to the sofa.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “You want a Coke?”

      “Sure,” he answered.

      “So, I’m fine,” I said from the kitchen as I grabbed two Cokes. I walked back into the living room and handed Dorian his. “My pregnancy has been a little rough on me. All the stuff I’ve been doing with you and working full-time was too much. I decided to hire someone so I could rest more and focus on having a healthy baby. But now I’m going nuts, and I’m so happy to see you.”

      “It’s only been a couple of hours,” Dorian said with a chuckle.

      “I know, right? There’s no way I’m going to be able to just sit around the house resting,” I said.

      “Well, that’s good to hear. I’m glad you’re okay, and I’ve got an idea,” he said.

      “What is it? I’m in,” I said eagerly.

      “Ha ha. You haven’t even heard what it is yet,” Dorian said.

      “It’s something to do with solving your father’s murder, right? If so, I’m in,” I said.

      Before Dorian could respond, my eyes flicked to my open laptop. It was off, so it was just the black screen staring back at me. The black reflection of a sleeping screen revealed myself, Dorian, and someone standing behind the sofa. I jumped up and whirled around only to find no one there.

      “What?” Dorian asked. “What is it?”

      I studied him for a moment. Could I trust him with this? He knew ghosts existed because he’d seen his father, but was he ready for finding out there might be more? It was one thing to know ghosts existed, but the black entity was something else entirely.

      “Kinsley, what is it?” Dorian pressed.

      “I saw something in the laptop screen,” I said.

      “It’s off,” he said as his brows knitted together.

      “I know. I saw something in the reflection,” I said. “I’ve been seeing stuff in mirrors and reflections lately. A dark man. It’s like a shadow, I think. It’s hard to make it out. I know it sounds crazy.”

      “It doesn’t sound crazy, Kinsley. It does sound like maybe you were pushing yourself too hard. Why don’t we get out of here? My idea was to go talk to Stanley Anderson. I want to talk to him about my father. Are you interested?”

      “I’m not crazy,” I protested. “You know ghosts exist. Please don’t act like I’m crazy.”

      “I’m not, I swear,” Dorian sounded completely sincere, and I realized he was probably also scared. “Why don’t we get out of here? Maybe the fresh air will do you good.”
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      Dorian had already looked up Stanley’s address, so he drove us over to his house. It was a nice, but modest, two-story Colonial with a large, green front lawn and colorful flowerbeds. Someone obviously took great pride in the appearance of the house and flowers, and I wondered if it was Stanley or his wife. Perhaps it was something they did together.

      We walked up the front steps, and I stood back while Dorian rang the bell. Seconds later, an elderly man opened the door. He smiled at us, but then a flash of recognition in his eyes wiped the warm grin from his face.

      “How can I help you?” Stanley Anderson’s voice wavered as he issued the greeting and question.

      “Mr. Anderson, this is my friend Kinsley Skeenbauer. She and I were hoping that we could talk to you for a few minutes. Would that be all right?” Dorian was cautious, even gentle, with the man, and it seemed almost out of character for him.

      “Sure,” Stanley said, and his smile at least halfway returned to his face. “Please come in.” He stepped out of the way so we could enter the house. “Hanna isn’t here right now, but I could make us coffee. She’s trained me at least well enough to do that.” Stanley chuckled at his joke, and it broke the tension. He led us into a formal sitting room. “Make yourselves comfortable, please. Coffee?”

      “We’re okay,” Dorian said. “At least, I am. Kinsley?”

      “I’m fine, but thank you for offering,” I said and sat down on the lovely white sofa.

      Dorian took a seat in a pastel blue wing-back chair. “Yes, thank you for offering.”

      “Well then, to what do I owe the pleasure of your company?” Stanley asked as he took a seat in the chair opposite Dorian.

      “I don’t want to mince words or waste your time, sir,” Dorian began. “So, I’ll just be blunt. I was hoping you could tell me anything you know about my father’s death. He was your tenant, and I need to know any information you have about the day he died.”

      Stanley looked at Dorian like he’d said something peculiar for a moment. He then took a deep breath and blew it out through his nose. “Son, you know as well as I do that I wasn’t there when your father died. I was out of town at a convention. You were staying with him at the time, so you would know more than I do.”

      That caught me off guard. Stanley hadn’t been in Coventry when Cody died, and Dorian knew that? So, why were we there talking with him?

      “I know,” Dorian said with a sigh. “I guess I was hoping maybe you could tell us anything you heard? Perhaps your wife told you about it when you came back?”

      “Hanna didn’t want to talk about it, and I never pressed her. She was working the soda fountain while I was gone, like she always did, but that was as involved as she got in the business. Nobody was even in the pharmacy when he died, son. You know it happened after hours.” Stanley looked at Dorian with pity.

      “Can you tell me anything?” Dorian asked mournfully.

      “I didn’t know him that well,” Stanley said. “I’m sorry. He was living in the apartment because one of the local churches asked me for a favor. It wasn’t even the church Hanna and I attended, but who was I to turn them down? It seemed like a harmless enough idea. I was assured that your father was on the road to redemption and we’d be perfectly safe renting to him.”

      “That wasn’t the case?” I pressed. I’d picked up on a hint of doubt or regret in Stanley’s voice.

      “Look, I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, and I’m not really comfortable telling a son about the sins of his father. Maybe it’s best to let sleeping dogs lie,” Stanley pleaded with us.

      “Please, Mr. Anderson, just tell me what you know. Is there any reason someone might have killed my father? Anything you know…” Dorian said.

      “Fine,” Stanley said softly. “But please don’t hate me for this. Okay?”

      “I won’t,” Dorian said.

      “Your father was a drug addict, and I’m not sure why the church didn’t tell me that before they got me to sign a lease with him. My guess is that they knew I would never rent out an apartment above a pharmacy to a man who had done time for drug offenses. He was supposed to be clean, though.”

      “He wasn’t?” Dorian pressed.

      “He set the kitchen on fire shortly after he moved in. Cody was cooking eggs on the stove while drunk and high. He passed out right in front of the stove and probably almost died right then and there. We were lucky a customer smelled the smoke and we rushed upstairs to put it out. It was mostly just surface damage the church paid to clean up so I wouldn’t boot him out. I should have kicked him out then.”

      “Yeah,” Dorian agreed and rubbed the back of his neck. “But that’s not a reason for someone to kill him.”

      “He pushed a man down the stairs that led to the apartment. The guy was drunk, though, so he didn’t end up getting more than a couple of bruises and a scratch. He didn’t press charges either.”

      “Do you think it’s possible that man killed my father?” Dorian asked.

      “No, that man died a week later when he drove his car into a telephone pole. So, he couldn’t have killed your father.”

      “Is there anyone else?” I asked.

      “Cody Black was a violent drug addict. He stole from people and hurt anyone who didn’t give him what he wanted. Heck, one night when I was locking up the pharmacy for the night, I had to go upstairs and break up a shouting match between Cody and Hanna. She’d gone upstairs to collect the rent, and he’d said some pretty nasty things. Got Hanna all riled up. I guess that makes me a suspect too.”

      “Is there anything else?” I asked.

      “No, I’m afraid not. Nothing that I can remember with any certainty. I just have vague memories of your father being trouble, son. I know that’s not what any child wants to hear, and I wish I could be more helpful, but I can’t.”
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      We left Stanley’s after that. “I think I would like some coffee now,” I said.

      “Maybe he did just overdose,” Dorian said as we got into the car. “He was a terrible person. He hit me… the day he died. I’d run away from home to come see him, and he was a violent addict, Kinsley. I don’t know why I’m putting so much effort into this.”

      “Let’s go to the Brew Station and get some coffee. Maybe a bite to eat too. I’d like to see Viv, and I think it would be good to just relax for a while. What do you say?” I asked.

      “That sounds like a better idea than going back to my apartment and sulking,” Dorian said with a forced half smile.

      “Maybe you should consider living somewhere else,” I said as Dorian pulled up in front of the Brew Station and parked the car. “Maybe living in the place where your father died isn’t the best for your mental health.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that, but I can’t afford it right now. Plus, it’s a good workspace,” he said. “I was also kind of hoping that if I solved his murder, he’d move on to the other side. You know?”

      “I hope so too,” I said.

      “I don’t plan on living there forever. At some point, I’d like to get enough money to get a house. I can still use the apartment for an office, though. I actually do better when I have somewhere else to go and write. I’m not one of those people who can sit at home and work all of the time.”

      I left it at that. I didn’t think we were going to resolve any of Dorian’s issues right then and there, and it felt wrong to offer him meaningless platitudes.

      We went inside, and Viv’s face lit up the second she saw me. “As I live and breathe! I thought maybe you’d left town,” she teased.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been around as much as usual,” I said and felt my cheeks burn.

      “I’m just teasing you, dear. I know you’ve got a lot on your plate, and I work a lot.”

      It was true. Viv loved the Brew Station, and she chose to manage the place instead of hiring someone. She worked every day from open to close, and that meant that most days after work, she was pretty exhausted. It was rare that I got her to spend any time with me.

      Since I wouldn’t be managing my shop anymore, that would give me more time to hang out at the Brew Station with her. I considered taking up writing so I could sit at one of her tables, drink tea, and pound on the keyboard. It was definitely a possibility if I started writing for Dorian’s paper.

      Dorian and I both got turkey club sandwiches and iced coffees. Once our orders were up, we found a table and sat down. A minute later, Viv walked up to the table with a sandwich and iced tea.

      “Mind if I join you guys? I need to take my lunch break, and I’d love to spend some time with you. I think my staff are sick of me,” she said with a chuckle.

      “Absolutely, please join us,” I said.

      “You don’t mind?” she asked Dorian.

      I could see why. He was looking pale and sullen.

      “Please,” he said and stood up to pull a chair out for her. “The more the merrier.”

      “Thank you,” Viv said as she sat down.

      At first, we just chatted idly about the weather in between bites of our food. Eventually, as we got to the end of our meal, the conversation turned to Dorian and the resurrection of the Coventry local paper.

      “Oh, you should totally investigate the story of the hidden money in Coventry, but if you find it, you have to share with me. Since I gave you the lead and all,” Viv said with a smile.

      “Money?” It was just the distraction Dorian needed. An intriguing story that had nothing to do with his father’s death.

      Viv and I filled him in on the story of the Voodoo queen who had come here to help me lift a curse. We told him about how she had been on the run with a bunch of stolen money and had allegedly stashed it somewhere in Coventry.

      He took copious notes and grilled me about where I had been around town with her and any place I knew where she’d been. Of course, the little cemetery across the street from Hangman’s House was of particular interest. Viv shot me a look.

      She knew as well as I did that there was no way we were going to go in there and start digging around for money. “We’ll talk about it later,” I finally said to Dorian when he couldn’t let it go.

      He was like a bloodhound on the scent. “You have to help me with this.” There was a tinge of desperation to his voice. “I need it.”

      I took a deep breath, and when I exhaled, it came out as more of a sigh than I’d intended. Dorian’s face fell. “One thing at a time, please. You’re going to give me whiplash.”

      “What, because of my father? I probably should have killed him,” he said through gritted teeth. “All he ever did when he was alive was cost me and my mother. All he ever did was cause grief to everyone around him.”

      “Dorian,” I felt myself recoil with horror and disbelief.

      “I… I just hate him. My mother’s and my relationship was never the same again after I ran away to see him. I betrayed her trust and put her through so much worry and strife. For what? It was for nothing. Everything with him was for nothing.”

      “I need to use the restroom,” I said. For some reason, I felt myself get suddenly flushed and my stomach did a flip-flop.

      “You okay, hon?” Viv asked.

      “Just a little afternoon sickness. It kind of hits whenever it wants,” I said.

      “Let me know if you need anything. I’ve got to get back to work,” she gave Dorian a reassuring smile and patted him on the shoulder. “We’ll go treasure hunting someday. For now, just give it a few days. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Dorian agreed. “Sorry, Viv.”

      “We all have our days.”

      “I’ll be right back,” I said as I felt my stomach lurch again.

      “Yes, go,” Dorian said. “I’ll wait.”

      I was going to tell him he didn’t need to wait and that I’d call him later, but I had to rush off to the bathroom. All he got was a nod before I sprinted off to the restroom in the back of the coffee shop.

      Once I was inside, I locked the door and turned on the cold water. A few splashes on my face normally did the trick, and that day was no different. The cold water hit my cheeks and I felt the heat retreat. My stomach stopped roiling as well.

      I was drying my face with a paper towel when I saw the shadow in the mirror behind me. I whirled around and there was nothing there, but when I turned back to the mirror…

      It reached out this time and put its hand on my shoulder. I felt an icy chill run down my spine, and the baby started kicking like crazy. I mean, the little peanut was really doing some Olympic-level gymnastics in there.

      Fear seized me before I could think straight, and I nearly ran into the door trying to flee the bathroom without unlocking it. I managed to get it open and flung myself out into the hall.

      Everyone turned around and looked at me. Dorian got up and made his way over to me quickly.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I just felt like I couldn’t breathe in there for a moment. Like claustrophobia or something.”

      “You’re crying,” he said.

      “I’m fine. It’s water from the sink.”

      It was a lie. I was crying, but I had no idea why. The feeling like I couldn’t breathe was because of a heaviness in my chest. I didn’t understand what was going on until I got out of the bathroom, but once I was out, it all subsided. I felt stupid, and I just wanted to get out of there.

      “I’m going to go home and take a nap,” I said. “I need some rest.”

      “You’ll call me if you need me?” Dorian asked.

      “I will,” I said.

      But by the time I got to my car, I didn’t want to go home. Viv had brushed off the things Dorian said about how he should have killed his father as him having a bad emotional moment. I couldn’t do that. Something wasn’t sitting right with me, and I knew what I had to do.
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      I hated myself for doubting Dorian, but some things he’d said at the coffee house just bothered me. It wasn’t about him being interested in the money. Almost everyone I knew was, and I probably would have been too if I needed it.

      The only person I knew who really knew Dorian was Isaac. I decided that while Dorian was at home deciding whether he wanted to continue investigating his father’s death, I was going to track down Isaac and see what he had to say.

      After all, he’d been upset with Dorian when he’d come to visit, and it was entirely possible there was more to that than I’d witnessed. Perhaps them living separately had something to do with it too. I’d taken Dorian at his word, and maybe I shouldn’t have.

      A quick internet search gave me the address to their old house in the city. It wasn’t a long drive, but I had all afternoon anyway. Before I left Coventry, I swung by Hangman’s House and picked up Meri. At first he was resistant to going, but I promised him extra bacon if he did.

      “You were going to go anyway, weren’t you?” I asked as we drove out of Coventry.

      “Of course, I was, but no takesy-backsies,” he said and curled up on the passenger seat to nap for the short drive.

      Dorian and Isaac’s house was in an older subdivision outside of the city. It was close enough to the airport that I was sure the sound of planes taking off and landing was regular background noise in their lives. Well, in Isaac’s life, and it would be until he moved to Coventry to join Dorian.

      Isaac wasn’t expecting me, but I knew he didn’t have a job. With no job and no money, I was confident I’d find him home. When I pulled up in front of the address I’d written down, I saw that his car was in the driveway.

      “Did something happen to Dorian?” Isaac’s brow knitted with worry when he opened the front door and found me standing there.

      “He didn’t,” I said. “But I was hoping you had a few minutes to talk to me? I am concerned about him.”

      “Sure, come in,” Isaac said and stepped back so I could enter the small living room. “I’m sorry to have been rude. I should have greeted you, but seeing you here gave me a start.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I would have let you know I was coming, but I didn’t have a number for you.”

      “Sit down, please,” he said and waved his hand toward the sofa. “I have water or coffee but not much else.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Thank you.” Just then, Meri popped out of my bag and jumped on the sofa next to me. “Oh, I’ve got my cat with me. I should have asked if that was all right. Now it’s my turn to apologize.”

      “He’s fine. He looks like he intends to stay right next to you, so it’s okay. I’m going to grab a glass of water, though. You look like you came here to talk about serious things, and I’ll need some water for that.”

      “I understand completely,” I said.

      “Be right back,” Isaac said and disappeared around the corner into what I assumed was the kitchen.

      I heard him grab a glass from the cabinet and then the faucet turned on. A moment later, he reappeared in the living room with a Mason jar full of water. Isaac was about to sit down, but the cell phone sitting on the end table next to the sofa rang.

      “Sorry,” he said and looked at it as he set the Mason jar down on a cork coaster. “Oh, I’ve got to take this. It’s about a job. I’m so sorry. We’ll talk in a few minutes if you don’t mind waiting.”

      “I don’t,” I said.

      “Okay, I’m going to go outside,” he said and before I responded, he went back around the corner into the kitchen. There must have been a door into the garage in there.

      In fact there was. I sat there on the sofa for a couple of minutes, but I suddenly felt myself grow antsy. At first, I just stood up and paced around the tiny living room, but I eventually made my way into the hallway. I looked through the kitchen and saw the door Isaac had used to go outside. Given the layout of the house I’d seen from the outside, the door had to have gone into a garage or a mudroom that eventually led into the garage.

      I wondered if there were stairs to a basement out there too, but from the outside there was no indication the house had a basement. It was most likely just a one-story ranch on a slab foundation.

      “What are you doing?” Meri asked as I started walking down the hallway.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “There’s just something about this house. Something is off.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed, and I was surprised.

      Halfway down the hall was a door on either side. One led into a bedroom and the other into a bathroom. At the end of the hall was what I assumed was the master bedroom on the left and a door right in front of me.

      That door at the end of the hall was the only one that was closed. For some reason, I reached out and turned the knob.

      Locked.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t,” Meri said.

      “Since when are you a scaredy cat?” I chuckled, but it was a nervous laugh.

      When I turned to look at Meri, the fur on his back was standing straight up. Whatever was wrong with the house was behind that door.

      “Well, now I have to see what it is,” I said and used a touch of magic to unlock the door.

      I heard the mechanism pop, but I hesitated for just a moment to make sure Isaac wasn’t coming back into the house before I turned the knob. I could actually still hear him outside talking even though it was faint enough that I couldn’t make out what was being said.

      Confident that I wouldn’t be caught, I twisted the knob and gently opened the door. At first, nothing stuck out to me. The air was heavy with something, but the room looked like any common junk room.

      It was a bedroom that was being used as storage, but interestingly enough, in the center of the room was a huge, ornate antique mirror. The thing took up at least a third of the room, and at one time, it had been covered with a red velvet blanket.

      That blanket had pooled at the bottom of the mirror’s stand, and I could see the reflection of myself and the tops of Meri’s ears in the glass.

      “That is a huge mirror,” Meri commented as he took a few steps into the room. “Nothing else in here but a bunch of boxes and stacks of old books, though. Wonder why this room feels so… I don’t know.. off. I guess you’d say off.”

      “I don’t…” but my words were cut off.

      Suddenly, our reflection in the mirror was replaced with a giant, snarling black wolf. I whirled around thinking it was behind me, but there was nothing there.

      When I turned back, I realized it was just in the mirror. It growled and snapped at us. Drool dripped from its huge, white fangs, and its eyes glowed red with malice.

      The thing began to claw at the glass and when that didn’t work, it began to charge into it like it could break free. Meri and I backed out of the room quickly. I slammed the door shut, and we shot down the hall only to run right into Isaac.

      His eyes flicked from me to the door I’d just shut. “You shouldn’t have gone in there.” His voice dripped with anger.

      Suddenly, I felt completely unsafe. I bent down, snatched Meri up off the floor, and bolted for the front door. It’s true that I could have used magic to protect myself, and Meri could have protected me as well, but it was better to just escape if possible.

      I ran down the front steps and across the lawn. After throwing the driver’s door open, I tossed Meri and my bag onto the passenger seat before diving in.

      “I’m really bad about staying out of things,” I said as I locked the doors and fumbled with my seatbelt.

      As soon as the car recognized me, I slammed on the accelerator and took off down the street. At that point, Isaac was standing on his front lawn watching me go with fury and contempt in his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      On the drive home, I decided that I was done with all of it. I would wash my hands of Dorian and his crazy situation. Whether he solved the mystery of his father’s death or not was no longer my problem.

      Whatever was in that mirror was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. I had so many questions, but there was no way I was going to get answers.

      “I have to think about the baby,” I said as I pulled into the driveway.

      “You don’t have to defend yourself to me,” Meri said.

      “Being bored is a small price to pay to never find myself in a position like that again,” I said.

      “You know, I could have handled it,” Meri said.

      “Could you? Or are you just being brave after the fact?” I said gravely. “What even was that thing? Was it demonic? How was there a wolf in a mirror?”

      “It did feel evil,” Meri said as we got out of the car. “I don’t know about demonic, but I can’t say for sure it wasn’t. It seemed like it was in the mirror, but you could feel it in the room around it.”

      “Do you think it’s tied to what I’ve been seeing in the mirrors lately?” Even as I asked, I had my doubts. What I’d been seeing in the mirror had been human shaped. It had seemed like a person and not an animal, but what other explanation was there?

      “I don’t know,” Meri said. “I’m sorry that I don’t know more about this. I’ll go up to the attic library and see what I can figure out.”

      “That’s a good plan. I wonder if I should join you. I don’t spend near enough time up there.”

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to have some time to study alone,” Meri said.

      “Fine,” I said as I opened the front door. “I get it. You don’t need me in your way.”

      “Whatever,” Meri snarked, but before he ran into his tunnel in the wall, he rubbed against my leg.

      I had to figure out something to do with myself that didn’t involve getting into trouble. I paced between the living room and the kitchen for a while before finally deciding on baking.

      I’d had quite a fright, but once the adrenaline wore off, I found myself craving chocolate chip cookies. As one does when one is almost killed by a giant demonic wolf trapped in a mirror in a tiny house by an airport.

      “This is all just so nonsensical,” I said to the empty room as I mixed the ingredients in the bowl.

      The whole thing was completely nuts, but I didn’t want to have anything to do with Dorian. Perhaps he had killed his father after all. Who knew what other kinds of secrets he kept.

      I had to fight the urge to call him. Curiosity was threatening to win out over terror, so I focused as hard as I could on getting the exact right amount of chocolate chips in the cookies. I wanted them evenly distributed throughout each cookie too. You didn’t want to get a cookie with globs of chocolate chips at the expense of having others with almost none.

      Chocolate chip distribution worked to take my mind off Dorian until someone pounded on my back door. I looked up and saw him standing at my kitchen door with red eyes and tear-stained cheeks.

      He pounded frantically on the door. “Please, Kinsley. Please talk to me!”

      Dorian had startled me at first, and I probably should have been scared with him standing there bawling and pounding on my door, but he looked so sad. Like, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever seen someone look that horribly downtrodden before.

      “Is Isaac with you?” I called out without moving from my place behind the counter. There was no real reason to be scared. The magic of the house protected me as long as I stayed inside.

      “He’s not, Kinsley, but he called me. Please let me in. We have to talk,” he pleaded again.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said. “You should go, Dorian. I don’t think I want to be involved with you or your father’s case anymore. Yeah, you should definitely go.”

      “I’ll tell you everything,” he said. “You and I both know I can’t hurt you. Especially not in that house. I know what you are.”

      “What?” I asked, but even as I asked, I’d started to make my way to the back door. “What do you mean?” I asked him through the glass.

      Dorian looked around, I assumed to make sure no one was in earshot. “You’re a witch,” he said. “I’ve known all along. I know about Coventry. You’re not the first witch I’ve ever met, Kinsley. Please let’s talk. If you don’t want to let me in, we could go somewhere you feel safe. Anywhere you want. I don’t want to lose your friendship.”

      I thought about it for a moment and nearly reached for the door to let him in. He seemed so sincere, and I wasn’t afraid of him beyond being startled. But, I knew better. I had to be more cautious than that.

      “I’ll meet you at Thorn’s office at the sheriff’s station,” I said. “Anything you have to say to me, you can say there.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Okay, I’ll meet you there.”

      He started to walk around the house, and I went to the front window to ensure he’d walked away before I left. Then I realized I was being stupid. I’d been alone with Dorian so many times already. I’d gone out into the woods alone with him, and if he wanted to do something to me, he could have done it there.

      “Come in,” I said after opening the front door. “But if you try anything, you’ll regret it. You’ll regret it in this life and the next.”

      “Are you sure?” he said from the street.

      “I am. Come in.”

      “Thank you,” he said and wiped his eyes with the back of his hands.

      “There’s tissue in the bathroom,” I said as I closed the door behind him. “I’ll grab us some Cokes.”

      “I understand why you suspect me,” Dorian said. “What I said about my father was stupid. I should have kept that thought to myself or found a better way to express my feelings. But I do tend to get caught up in my emotions sometimes. Isaac hates that about me.”

      “He seemed to get pretty emotional with me when I went into that room. He threatened me, Dorian,” I said as I fished two sodas out of the refrigerator. I came back into the living room and handed him his drink. “Sit down, and let’s have it out.”

      He twisted the cap off the soda and took a long draw as I made myself comfortable on the chair farthest from the spot he’d taken on the sofa.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

      “I find that when people have to tell you that, it’s probably because they’re dangerous,” I observed before opening my Coke and taking a drink.

      “I’m not who you think I am,” he confessed.

      “Ya think?”

      “I’m a werewolf, Kinsley.”

      “What?”

      “Well, I was a werewolf, but that wolf you saw in the mirror at my house was my wolf side. I trapped it in there so I didn’t have to worry about shifting,” he said. “A witch helped me do that, but I was hoping to find a more powerful one who could help me destroy it forever.”

      “You weren’t born a werewolf?” I asked.

      “I’m not that kind of werewolf, Kinsley,” he said. “I wouldn’t have a problem with it if I was, but this is something different.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” I said.

      “Let me start at the beginning. I’ve been interested in journalism since I was a kid, and chasing a story is the ultimate high for me. Even when I worked a regular job, I still did some sort of writing and/or reporting. What a lot of people didn’t know was that I had a blog,” he said and then shook his head. “I mean, I had a blog no one knew about. It was something completely different from the totally regular ones I wrote on frequently.

      “My secret blog was dedicated to the occult. It started out harmless but, I mean, everyone writes about the occult. I got to the point where I wanted something deeper. I wanted a subject that was more scandalous. I wanted something that would actually stand out and get me attention, but I made a huge mistake, Kinsley.”

      “How?” I asked. “Because you found witches? It happens, you know.”

      “No, it wasn’t witches. What I decided to do was infiltrate a Satanic church. Not even Isaac knew about what I was doing until it was too late. This was right after we got married too, and I’m surprised he stayed with me after. After finding out how long I’d been hiding things and lying. Especially what I was hiding.”

      “So, you infiltrated a Satanic church. Okay, how does that equal you becoming a werewolf?” I asked.

      “I didn’t just infiltrate it. I went all-in. I was among that particular temple’s ranks for years. That’s how long it takes with dedicated studies and rituals to reach the top. Once you reach the top, you have to choose,” he said and took a long draw off his Coke.

      “You have to choose what?”

      “At the upper echelons of the Satanic church, you have to pursue one of two paths of final study. You choose between the vampire and the werewolf path. It’s a mockery of the taking of Communion. The vampire path is drinking blood and the werewolf path is eating flesh,” he said and cringed.

      “And you did this?” I subconsciously scooted my chair back.

      “At the time, I thought it was all symbolic. At least, that’s what I told myself. If I’m being honest, given everything I’d seen to get to that point, I had to know. I’d seen things most people never see. I’d seen the physical manifestations of summoning demons and intentional possession. I knew…”

      “Then why did you do it?”

      “To finish the story. As lame as that sounds, I’d already come so far, and I couldn’t imagine abandoning all that work. Plus, all of the vile things I’d had to do to get there. How could I do all that and have it be for nothing?”

      “Because it was better than being a flesh-eating demon werewolf,” I offered.

      “Yeah, I get that,” he said. “I wish I’d gotten it then.”

      “So, the wolf trapped in the mirror is a demon?” I asked.

      “No and yes. It’s a demonic entity, but it’s more elemental than that,” he said. “Have you heard of the evil spirits called feldgeister? Like a corn wolf? Evil spirits that haunt fields.”

      “I have,” I said.

      “It’s like that only these are able to be summoned and put into people,” Dorian said. “Not to be confused with evil forest animal demons, but those are harder to control.”

      “You did the rituals and they put the wolf in you,” I said.

      “At first, I didn’t think it had done anything. I felt a little weird after the ritual, but that’s not unusual. Most of the higher rituals take days of meditation and fasting to prepare, but they could shortcut to them by giving us LSD and DMT,” Dorian said.

      “That sounds safe,” Meri snarked from the stairs.

      “So, he does talk,” Dorian said. “I thought so,”

      “I thought you were studying,” I chastised.

      “And miss this? Never.” Meri began licking his paw to clean one ear. “Besides, I’ve got to protect you from this fool.”

      “Meri,” I scolded.

      “No, it’s okay. He’s right. I am a fool,” Dorian admitted sadly.

      “You turned into a wolf then, I take it,” I urged him to continue.

      “Just the once. I woke up naked in the forest. Isaac was in jail. He’d fled to the police station and made a scene. They threw him in the drunk tank and thankfully dropped the charges the next day. He was going to leave me, but I promised to take care of it.”

      “You found a witch to help you separate the wolf from yourself,” I said. “How?”

      “It wasn’t that hard. Especially not running in the circles with the Satanists. There are Luciferian and Satanic witches, and they tend to know other witches. I’m not sure the one I found was the best, but the ritual I paid her to do did the trick,” he said.

      “Trapping the wolf in the mirror,” I said. “And that’s why Isaac is still living in your old house and you’re here. He’s babysitting the mirror while you look for a witch to destroy the wolf entirely.”

      “I really do want to start a paper here too,” Dorian said, but there was little conviction in his voice. “It would be cool, I think.”

      “When Isaac was here and you two were arguing about how much writing you’ve gotten done, was that code, then?” I asked.

      “Yes and no. We do need money, and he doesn’t appreciate that I’m not spending every waking hour either finding a way to convince you to help me or typing out articles to make a little quick cash. If we default on the rent at the house then what are we going to do with that mirror? We can’t get kicked out of that house… I’ve made such a mess, Kinsley,” Dorian said as another tear broke free and traced down his cheek.

      “Well, if anyone can figure this out, it’s my Coven. You came to the right place even if I don’t appreciate your methods. I do have to ask why? Why didn’t you just tell me?”

      “Because it’s such a huge ask, Kinsley. I don’t think you can just walk up to someone and tell them this story. And then, ask them to help you,” Dorian said.

      “It’s better than pretending to be my friend to ingratiate yourself with me,” I said.

      “That’s not the case,” Dorian looked truly wounded. “I’m not pretending to be your friend to get your help, Kinsley. We really are friends, I swear.”

      I didn’t know if I believed him, but I let it go for the time being. Dorian’s story was an interesting one, but given the evidence I’d seen, it rang true.

      “I’ll put the word out to my family, and as soon as we figure out a ritual, we’ll do it. I will help you,” I said.

      Dorian’s face lit up. “Oh, thank you, Kinsley. You are an amazing friend.”

      “In the future, don’t hide things from me.”
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      Dorian insisted it wasn’t his wolf that had been stalking me through the mirrors, but I wasn’t sure. Part of me did believe him, though, since what I’d seen at his old house was definitely a wolf, and what I’d been seeing had been human shaped.

      Either way, I’d know for sure once we rid Dorian of his wolf. If it was him stalking me, he’d be gone. If not… Well, I put that thought aside. It was best to deal with one thing at a time.

      Over dinner, I told Thorn about what had happened that day. He was less than amused.

      “I thought you were going to stay out of things,” he said as he put his fork down.

      “Something wrong with the meatloaf?” I asked as I cringed from the abrasive clinking sound of his fork hitting the plate.

      “Don’t try to change the subject, Kinsley,” he said.

      “And don’t talk to me like I’m a child, Thorn,” I retorted. “I didn’t know I was getting involved in anything dangerous. I thought I was going to speak with Dorian’s husband. How could I have known that would be dangerous?”

      “Because you were going to talk to him about the fact that you thought Dorian might be a murderer?” Thorn asked and pushed his plate away.

      “That’s true,” I admitted, “but I didn’t really think he was a killer. It was more like I thought I was going there to confirm he wasn’t a killer. I just wanted to put my mind at ease. I didn’t really think I was going to find anything bad there.”

      “You’re having a child, Kinsley. I don’t understand how you can keep being so foolish,” he said and stood up.

      “Where are you going?” I asked. “Are you going to leave again? Are you going to just take off every time we have a disagreement, Thorn? What are you going to do when you don’t have a separate house anymore? What are you going to do when you’re mad at me, but we have a child to raise together? You can’t just go storming off all of the time.”

      Just as he was about to answer, his cell phone rang. I sat patiently while he took the call from work in the other room. I was going to finish my meatloaf even if he didn’t. I figured I’d probably finish his too if he was good and determined to leave.

      “I have to go anyway. There’s a brawl at the tavern. Bunch of stupid college kids,” he said and let out a sigh. “We’ll work this all out before the baby comes, Kinsley. I know that in my heart. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Okay, but you’re coming back after you help?”

      “I promise,” he said and kissed me goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn did come back a few hours later, but I was already in bed. He came into the room and kissed my forehead, but I was so deeply asleep that I barely woke up. I’d crashed again before I even heard him walk all the way down the hall to the guest room he used.

      I love you – was the note he left me on the kitchen counter the next morning. I just assumed that he had to be into work early because of the trouble the night before. He’d called the trouble at the tavern a brawl, so who knew how many people they’d had to arrest.

      I didn’t feel like making breakfast for myself, so I gave Meri some precooked bacon and took a fast shower. After throwing on a t-shirt and some leggings, I headed out for the Brew Station to get coffee and breakfast for myself. Meri tagged along in my bag because he knew Viv would slip him some extra bacon.

      When I got to the Brew Station, Dorian was already there. He was sitting at a table in the corner by the window drinking a huge mug of coffee and jotting notes down on a yellow legal pad. At least he’s working. I thought to myself.

      He looked up and saw me as I was placing my order and waved for me to come sit with him. Not able to think of any reason not to, I gave him a thumbs-up.

      Viv came out and we chatted while I waited for my order, but a line began to form. She had to cut our conversation short and help her staff out.

      I got my sandwich and coffee and headed over to Dorian’s table. “So, are we just pretending it never happened?” I asked as I slid into the chair next to him.

      “Other than I hope you’ll still help me, yes,” he answered.

      “I called my mom last night and gave her the gist of what we needed. She’s going to get to work along with my Aunties finding a ritual,” I said quietly so the other patrons wouldn’t hear me say ritual. Not that they would have noticed anyway.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “You can thank me when it’s done,” I said. “So, what are you working on?”

      “I wanted to talk to Stanley Anderson again,” Dorian said. “I was trying to come up with some questions for him that might jog his memory, so I was taking notes about what I remembered that day.”

      “You wanted to talk to him again? He already told us what he know, which wasn’t much. So when are you going to go see him?I asked before taking a bite of my sandwich. I was starving by that point.

      “You don’t know? Kinsley, he died.” Dorian said.

      “What? How?” I asked.

      “I’ve been here since the coffee shop opened, and I’ve heard a few people mention it. He took his heart medicine three times last night and passed away. His wife didn’t realize anything was wrong until it was too late. I heard people say they thought he might have the beginnings of dementia.”

      “He said that he was out of town when your father died, right? Maybe we should talk to Hanna,” I said.

      “Her husband just died,” Dorian countered.

      I thought about it for a moment. “We should drop by and offer our condolences,” I said. “We can bring her some pastries.”

      “You really think?” Dorian was already packing up his notepad and pen into his bag, though.

      “If we find a way to work it into the conversation without being totally offensive, we will,” I said. “If not, we’ll figure out something else.”

      “I like the way you think,” Dorian said with a chuckle.

      “Sometimes I don’t,” I said with a shrug. “But I mean it. We’re taking her pastries and offering her condolences. We are not going to be jerks.”
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        * * *

      

      Hanna didn’t look the least bit sad when she opened the door to greet us. I’d expected her to be teary-eyed and looking like she’d just lost the love of her life. Instead, she was dressed for tennis and smiled broadly when Dorian handed her the pastries.

      “How did you know my husband?” she asked as she beckoned us to follow her into the house.

      “Um… You don’t recognize me?” Dorian asked.

      We’d followed Hanna into the kitchen where she put the box of pastries we’d brought on the kitchen counter. She picked up her cup of coffee and studied him for a moment.

      When it finally dawned on her, she nearly dropped the cup. “Dorian Black,” her voice quivered ever so slightly.

      “Yes,” Dorian said.

      “I’m so sorry,” Hanna said.

      “You’re sorry?” I asked.

      “I should have come forward sooner.” Hanna’s shoulders slumped.

      “Come forward about what?” Dorian stiffened.

      “Look, you can probably see that I’m not all that broken up about my husband’s death. I can’t bring myself to pretend that I am. He was not a good man. I’ve lived in fear for so long, and now I feel like I’m finally free,” she said. “But I owe you an apology. My husband killed your father. I’m sure of it. He poisoned him with something from the pharmacy, and I’m sorry that I was too scared to come forward. I wish there was more that I could do, but at least now, maybe you can have some peace.”

      “Your husband said that he was away at a pharmacy convention,” I said. “He said he wasn’t even in Coventry when Cody Black died.”

      “That was a lie. That’s where he was supposed to be, but he wasn’t. It’s not like they took attendance at conventions, and security wasn’t the same as it is now. I know he wasn’t there, though, because he never checked into the hotel. I called him, and he was never there. Of course, because of how awful he was, I could never confront him about it. But when Cody died, I knew it was Stanley.”

      “Why?” Dorian asked. “Why would your husband have killed my father?”

      “I always suspected there was something that wasn’t right about Stanley,” she responded. “Something dark under the surface. You know that your father wasn’t the first drifter we took in, right? There was a reason the church called us to rent to him. It’s because we had a history of renting cheaply to men in bad situations. People thought Stanley was doing the Lord’s work or something, but at least a few of those men just disappeared. People would say that they moved on or ended up back in prison, but I don’t think that was always the case.”

      “Are you saying that your husband was a serial killer?” I asked incredulously.

      “And that he preyed on men on the edges of society?” Dorian added. He was furiously scribbling down notes on a small pad he’d pulled from his bag.

      “I think it’s possible,” she said.

      “And you said nothing to the authorities? You said nothing about this when they were investigating Cody Black’s death?” I was still dumbstruck by the revelation.

      “Would you? If you knew your husband might be killing people and making them completely disappear, but you had no evidence? Would you put yourself at that risk?” Hanna asked. “I mean it when I say I had no real evidence, and nobody would have believed it. Drifters drift, right? These weren’t exactly reliable men. Stanley was, though. He was a pillar of the community, and he was so sweet and charming on the outside. Nobody would have believed me. He can’t hurt anybody else now. What’s the point in drudging it up?”

      “There are families out there who might want to know what happened to their loved ones.” I couldn’t believe I was having to say it. “Even if they were drifters, as you put it, that doesn’t mean nobody cared about them. Maybe they had mental health issues or something. You have to talk to Thorn about this. Maybe even the FBI.”

      “And tell them what? Like I said, I have no evidence. I’ll just look like a kook, but if it makes you feel any better, I’ll call the sheriff after the funeral stuff is all over. If he thinks the FBI needs to be involved, then I will tell them what I know. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a tennis lesson. I’d like to get some fresh air and exercise in before I have to meet with the funeral home about burying my dead husband.”

      That was our cue to leave, so Dorian and I made our way back out to the car. “I’m going to start looking at unsolved murders in the area,” Dorian said once we were back on the road. “I’ll drop you off at home, and I’ll call you if I find anything.”

      “I’ll see about the ritual, then,” I said.

      “Thank you,” Dorian responded. “Really, thank you so much.”

      He dropped me off at my house and left to go start combing through unsolved murder cases that fit the profile. I wanted to do the same, but I’d promised him I’d find a ritual.

      I decided to call my mother and see what she’d come up with. “Have the mirror brought to Hangman’s House and placed in the backyard,” she said after I told her why I was calling. “I think we have an idea.”
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      I called Dorian as soon as I got off the phone with her. He was just pulling into his spot behind the apartment.

      “I’ll call Isaac and have him bring it right away,” he said. “We don’t have a truck, but I think we can fit it into the back of the car with the seats down.”

      “That thing is huge. Are you sure?”

      “If not, then we’ll just have to rent a truck. Let me call him, and I’ll let you know when he’s on the way,” he said.

      We disconnected and I set to work gathering the things we’d need for the ritual. My mother was on her way over, and only she knew what was planned, but there were general items we’d need for any ritual.

      I got salt and all of the candles I could find. She arrived as I was sorting through a box of crystals trying to figure out what specifically we’d need.

      “This looks good,” Mom said. “We might need some crystal, onyx, and tiger’s eye, but other than that, I think we’re set.”

      “I thought we’d need more,” I questioned. “I figured this would be a huge, elaborate ritual or something. It’s a complex issue.”

      “Not really, dear. You said the wolf is demonic, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said, not quite understanding what she was getting at first. “Oh! Right! We have Meri. Demon-busting Meri. So what are you going to do, then?”

      “We’re just going to let the wolf out of the mirror and let Meri do his thing,” she said. “We’ll take precautions, of course. That’s why we need all of the standard stuff for a protection circle. But, we should be good.”

      I’d already pulled all of the onyx and crystals I had out of the box, but as I dug deeper, it became apparent that I didn’t have any tiger’s eye.

      “I don’t have any tiger’s eye,” I said. “It’s so weird.”

      “It’s not weird, dear. Maybe you or one of the Aunties just used it for something. Or perhaps you gave it away? I find myself giving away protection stones all of the time.”

      “You’re right. I need to go get some,” I said.

      “We’ll probably be fine without it,” Mom offered.

      “No, we should be as careful as possible. I have a ton of it down at the shop. The tourists love it. I’ll go get some,” I said.

      “You’re right, dear. The Aunties are on their way over here. We’ll get this all set up outside.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I’ll be right back.”
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        * * *

      

      Dorian must have been watching out the window when I pulled up because while I was in the store picking out tiger’s eye for the ritual, he came rushing into the shop.

      “I found a bunch of unsolved drifter murders,” he said excitedly.

      “That’s not unusual, right?” I said as I plucked another stone from the display.

      “Yeah, but these really seem to be connected,” he said excitedly. “You have to come up and look at what I’ve got.”

      “We’re preparing for your ritual,” I said with a chuckle. “Which you should be doing too. Over there on that shelf is ceremonial cleansing wash, get a bottle and go take a shower. Then get your butt over to my house pronto. We’ll have to look at your findings after.”

      “Oh, okay! Great. So it’s happening?”

      “Yes, it’s happening soon. As soon as you and the mirror get there,” I said. “Is Isaac on his way? You were supposed to be focusing on this, and you’ve been investigating instead.”

      “Sorry, boss,” he said and looked at his phone. “Yes, Isaac is on his way. I guess I better hightail it up there.”

      “I’ll see you in a little while,” I said as he turned and rushed to grab the ceremonial wash. After that, he offered me a salute and then darted out the door.

      I collected the rest of the stones I needed and checked in with Ursula and Reggie. They said things at the shop were running fine, and I promised to come back the next day and spend a little time with them.

      While I was walking to my car, I could swear I heard someone faintly calling for help. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and I suddenly wished Meri had come with me.

      My choice was either to try and find the source of the voice or go back into the shop and get Ursula. I heard it again, and the voice sounded more urgent.

      I should have gone back inside, but I was afraid that whoever needed help didn’t have time for me to grab backup. Besides, I could handle whatever it was, right?

      The cries for help led me around the building and to the alley. There wasn’t anyone around close by, so I knew I had to go into the alley and see what was going on.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Hello, I’m here. Where are you? Are you hurt?” I asked as I tentatively took a few steps forward. It was as if my mind thought everything was fine, but my body knew I was being stupid. I had to fight my legs to keep them moving forward.

      “Please, come quick. I can’t get up and I don’t think I have much time. I’m down here. I’m by the dumpster,” the voice pleaded.

      I saw a dumpster up ahead, and I willed my feet to move faster. “I’m coming. I’ll help you.” Even as I hurried down the alley, I pulled out my phone. “I’ll call for help too.”

      Before I could hit the button to call Thorn’s number, something hard and metallic struck me square on the back of the head. I heard the “dong” sound it made resonate through the alley, but before I could cast any kind of healing magic, the world went entirely black.

      I’m sorry. I failed you…

      The last words to my baby drifted idly through my consciousness before I was completely gone.
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        * * *

      

      Thankfully, the universe wasn’t done with me yet. I woke up with a throbbing headache that ripped through my skull like fire. It sucked, but it was enough to jolt me back to reality.

      I was fully aware and conscious as I used a touch of magic to heal myself. You’re not supposed to use magic for personal gain, but this wasn’t for me. It was for the little one I’d nearly failed to protect.

      “You know, my family is going to be looking for me,” I said into the pitch-black room around me. “You’re going to pay dearly for this.”

      I couldn’t see or hear anything around me, but I had that strange sensation that someone was out there in the dark. You know that feeling? That one where your animal instincts tells you there’s something in the dark? Well, that particular feeling was on high alert for me.

      Something was in the dark moving around me like a shark circling. It took about three seconds of that for me to be sick of the situation, and I snapped my fingers and produced a light orb big enough to illuminate the entire space around me.

      “Oh.” Hanna Anderson flinched from the light and jumped back.

      I nearly swooned with relief that it wasn’t Dorian or Isaac. “How did you get me here? Where are we?” I asked as I backed away from her and prepared to attack.

      “We used to use these strap things to help us move heavy boxes,” she said and held her hand over her eyes to shield them from the light. “I used one to pick you up and put you in the trunk of my car. You can use them to lift refrigerators, so you were easy.”

      “I have a question for you,” I said.

      “What is it?”

      “Did you kill your husband too? My guess is that you killed Cody Black, but did you murder Stanley as well?”

      “They left me no choice,” Hanna said. “You left me no choice.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you and Cody’s stupid kid sniffing around made Stanley curious. So, he did something he’s never done before. While I was out at the market buying organic greens and free-range eggs, he went through my things. What he found was my letters to Cody. The ones I kept after I had to… do away with him. You see, I didn’t want to let him go, but he left me no choice. I couldn’t live knowing he might be with someone else. If I couldn’t have him, then nobody would.”

      “Cody?” She was still talking, so I figured I might as well let her spill the whole story. At least once I dealt with her, I’d be able to tell Dorian what happened to his father.

      “He was gorgeous in that dangerous way that women always want but they don’t need. They all were, but he was something special. I didn’t want to, couldn’t, let Cody go. So, when he announced that he’d be moving along to another town after his son left, I tried to convince him to stay. I did everything I could to make him want to stay with me. My usual seduction tricks fell flat, though. His wanderlust was stronger than my charms. There was one thing he couldn’t resist, though. He loved a good high, so while Stanley was gone to that stupid convention, I went up to the apartment and offered to party with Cody one last time before he left. I said I had good stuff from the pharmacy. I’d even crushed it up, and it was ready for us to smoke or shoot up. Whatever he wanted, but I knew he’d choose the needle. The high was purer that way. He took the bait, but what he didn’t know was that what I really had was pure, uncut fentanyl. If he’d dropped it and we breathed it in, there were enough drugs to kill us. So, I excused myself to the bathroom while he got everything ready. When I came out, he had the syringe ready. I told him it was his going-away party and he should go first. Which he eagerly did. Dropped dead as a doornail in under thirty seconds. And all I had to do was walk out of the apartment.”

      “And now what?” I asked. “You’re going to do the same thing to me? No one would believe I overdosed. I’m pregnant. You also hit me over the back of the head.” She didn’t know I’d healed myself.

      “No, I’m just going to shoot you,” she said and pulled out a gun. “No one is going to find you out here.”

      It was then that I smelled the damp earth and looked around. We were in some sort of earthen cellar. “The cabin in the woods?”

      “My little spot to meet with Cody. Such fond memories in this place. At least you know that even if you don’t rest in peace, you won’t be alone.”

      Then she pulled the trigger. My hand shot up in front of me and a burst of magic crossed the space between us and slammed her into the wall. She hit her head with a sickening thud against a boulder that was exposed when they dug out the basement. I ran over to her and found Hanna dead.

      Just as I knelt down to heal her, so that she could face justice, Meri ran out of a shadowed corner. “Oh! I found you,” he said and rubbed against my leg. “I’ve been trying so hard to locate you.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I killed her. I have to…”

      “You’re not practicing necromancy to bring the likes of her back. No way.”

      “I can heal her,” I said.

      Meri checked Hanna over. “She’s dead, Kinsley. She must have died instantly.”

      I took a deep breath and sighed. “You’re right. I’m not going to do necromancy to bring a murderer back. It’s too bad she’ll never have to face justice for what she did. I still don’t know if she murdered Stanley or not. I guess the medical examiner will have to figure that out.”

      “We should get back,” Meri said. “Your family is going to turn this town upside down looking for you. They’ve got Dorian and Isaac at the house either waiting to do the ritual or put them down if they had anything to do with you vanishing.”

      “I’ll call Mom as soon as we’re out of this hole,” I said.

      “Good plan,” Meri agreed.

      I didn’t leave right away. I let my Mom know that Dorian and Isaac had nothing to do with my kidnapping, so they stuck around with the Aunties to get ready for the ritual.

      Thorn was relieved that I was okay, but he was so mad he would barely look at me. I already knew what I was going to hear. He was going to tell me it was stupid for me to walk into that alley.

      And I was going to tell him that stupid or not, I would never ignore someone in need of help. We’d fight, and then we’d make up.

      The reason I stayed at the cabin was that the state police and FBI were there. Something Hanna said made them want to dig, Specifically when she said I wouldn’t be alone down there.

      Turned out, she was the serial killer she’d accused Stanley of being, and that basement cellar was full of the drifters she’d murdered over the years. Dorian was going to have a field day writing the story. One of the FBI guys even said they might talk to him about what cases he’d linked.

      Eventually, I went home, though. We had some major magical work that needed to be done, and I didn’t want to make Dorian wait a moment longer.
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        * * *

      

      It was evening when I got there. My mother, father, and the Aunties had set up a huge protection circle in the backyard, and in the middle was the mirror. Dorian and Isaac were sitting at my patio table drinking Cokes and eating sandwiches that one of the Aunties must have made for them.

      They got up when they saw me, and though I was still a little wary of Isaac, I let them embrace me. My mother and father ran over and piled onto the hug too. Eventually, I had to go around the entire circle and let each Auntie inspect me before pulling me into another hug.

      Once everyone was satisfied that I was fine, the ritual could begin. “How are we going to get the wolf out of the mirror, again?” I asked my mother as we took our places.

      “Lilith is going to do a little incantation to set it free, and then she’s going to smash the mirror,” Mom said.

      I looked over at Lilith, and she looked positively gleeful. Obviously letting the demon wolf free to be obliterated by Meri, or the mirror smashing, was making her a bit giddy. When I hugged her, I smelled the slightest hint of brandy as well, so she’d started celebrating early.

      “Places, everyone!” Amelda said and clapped her hands.

      Everyone finished taking their spots and all of the chatter stopped.

      “Maybe he should go inside,” Lilith suggested. “Wouldn’t want to make it too easy for the wolf to get to him. Just in case.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Why don’t you gentlemen finish your dinner in the house? You don’t need to see this.”

      “Okay,” Dorian said.

      He stood up and grabbed his plate and soda. Isaac did the same, and we waited for their retreat into the house before we began.

      I cast the protection circle while Meri waited patiently at my feet. Apparently, when he did his thing, it would be explosive. So, once the wolf was out, we were to step outside the circle. Since we’d be breaking it, I would have to close it again quickly. At that point, the circle would hold the wolf in and protect us from Meri’s powers. It was simple enough but had to be timed perfectly.

      Once the circle was cast, I watched with anticipation as Lilith voiced the incantation to set the wolf free. The moment she was done, she smashed the glass with a hammer.

      As soon as the wolf leapt out, we all took a step back. I shouted the spell to close the circle again over the snarling of the wolf.

      Meri stared the beast down. It growled at him and snapped its jaws at his tiny head, but when the wolf made contact with Meri, it yelped loudly and tried to back away.

      “That’s right!” Meri cried out.

      He waggled his little butt in preparation to pounce. The wolf tried again to back up, but when it bumped the edge of the circle’s perimeter, it yapped again.

      Meri had the glowing, nearly transparent creature dead to rights. “Everyone turn away,” he said just before he pounced.

      We all looked away knowing the light from the explosion of magic he produced would at least temporarily blind us. It would hurt too.

      There was a crash followed by a sizzling sound. The scent of sulfur filled the air, and an eruption of light lit up the backyard and the night sky.

      “All done,” Meri said, and I turned back around.

      He was sitting in the middle of the circle licking his paw and then cleaning his ears.

      “You did it!” I said and rushed forward to scoop him up.

      “Of course, I did. Now, bacon,” he said and began to purr.

      “Yes, you’re getting a whole mountain of bacon and some salmon too,” I said. “If anyone else wants to come inside and have tea and snacks, you’re all welcome to join us.”

      Everyone did. We had a little impromptu party for Meri and Dorian. Isaac came up to me at one point and apologized for the way he’d yelled at me.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you, but I was afraid,” he said. “But now you’ve set us free. You’ve set me free too. I don’t have to stay behind and guard that thing anymore.”

      “You’ll be moving to Coventry, then?” I asked.

      “As soon as I can get things packed up. I just hope I can find a job here,” he said.

      “Well, my family knows just about everyone. I’ll see what I can find for you,” I said.

      “You’ve already done so much for us,” Isaac protested.

      “But you’re family now. Welcome to Coventry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Thorn arrived as everyone was leaving. He greeted everyone that was still left, but then pulled me aside.

      “That was a rough crime scene. I really just want to take a shower and go to bed,” he whispered.

      “Yes, go ahead,” I said. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “What I really need is for you to stop trying to get yourself and the baby killed,” he muttered through gritted teeth.

      “I wasn’t…”

      “It’s fine,” he said and held up a hand. “We can talk about it later.”

      He went upstairs, and I sort of stood there at a loss. He’d had a bad night, so I was most likely going to let it go, but I was worried.

      “You’re not really going to let him talk to you like that, are you?” Meri asked as he sauntered up behind me.

      “I thought you agreed with him?”

      “I want you to take care of yourself, Kinsley, but you can’t help it if someone whacks you on the back of the head with a shovel. You’re not going to stay locked up in this house, are you?” Meri asked.

      “No, that would be horrible,” I said. “I couldn’t live my life like that, and what would I do after the baby is born? Keep them locked away too?”

      “Well, there’s danger out there in the world, and Thorn is going to make your life long and miserable if he blames you for it,” Meri said. “He’s being weird. I don’t like it.”

      “He did spend the evening at a crime scene full of a serial killer’s victims,” I said. “A serial killer that’s been living in Coventry for how long? Operating right under his nose. It’s probably stressful. That and Dorian and I went out to that cabin. We were right there.”

      “I doubt that woman would have been able to get the jump on you and Dorian,” Meri said. “I’m not saying you need to dump him or anything, but you do need to have a conversation. He needs to back off. It’s great that he wants to protect you, but…”

      “But that’s your job,” I said.

      “Yeah, and tonight I failed. I won’t again. I’ll be with you everywhere at least until the baby is born,” Meri said. “We’ll figure the rest out after that.”

      I worried about what that meant. Would he move onto being the baby’s protector after they were born? Did he already know that would happen, and he just wasn’t ready to tell me?

      I was too afraid of the answer to ask. I knew Meri had moved on to being my familiar the second I was born, and Mom took it fine. I wouldn’t be able to take it as well. I didn’t want to give him up.

      “Maybe we need to start looking for a familiar for the baby,” I threw out.

      His ears pricked up. “You’re going to put out a call for a familiar for the baby? Do you think that’s what’s best? The Coven hasn’t had more than one familiar for a long time,” Meri said.

      “That’s not true. Annika had the pig for a while,” I said.

      “I guess that’s true, although that was exceptional circumstances. We had to do something with that lady, and your mother couldn’t bring herself to kill her.”

      “Well, this is an exceptional circumstance too,” I said. “I want my baby to have a familiar.”

      “And you want me to keep being yours?” Meri asked.

      “Sure, yeah. Whatever,” I said as casually as I could.

      “Yeah. Whatever. I’ll look into it,” Meri said before darting up the stairs.

      “Thanks,” I called after him, but he was already gone.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Thorn was seated at the breakfast table sipping coffee. He hadn’t cooked any breakfast, though, and he made no move to get me a cup of coffee when I walked into the room.

      I could feel the heaviness in the air as soon as I stepped across the threshold. When he looked up at me, there was no softness to his face. It was all hard angles and icy disapproval in his eyes.

      “Good morning,” I said, hoping I’d caught him in a moment of deep thought or something. “Would you like for me to make some breakfast?”

      “I’m not hungry,” he said.

      “Well, I’m starving,” I said and waited to see if he’d make a move to get up and help me fix breakfast.

      He did not.

      “I’ll probably grab something to eat on the way to work,” he said.

      “Okay, well, I’m going to make eggs and toast. You sure you don’t want any? It wouldn’t be any harder for me to make double,” I offered again.

      “No, thank you,” he said, but there was an edge to the thank you.

      “All right, what’s wrong?” I asked because I didn’t feel like continuing whatever the weird dynamic was going on between us in that moment.

      “You know what’s wrong, Kinsley. Last night I was helping process the scene of a serial killer’s dumping ground. The same place that killer took you after you made a stupid… after you made a mistake. And then while I was gone doing that, you were here with your family doing what I can only assume was a very dangerous ritual to help a man who was in trouble because he infiltrated a Satanic cult? This is who you’re best friends with now? I never really like Reggie all that much, but it’s like you had to step it up a notch.”

      “Whoa,” I said and put down the pan I’d been retrieving from the cabinet. “There is a lot to unpack there. I’m not sure where to start.”

      “I don’t really know that there is,” he said.

      “You’ve always known I was a witch, Thorn. You were friends with my parents, who are both witches, before you even met me. I don’t get it. Where is this coming from?”

      “Crystals and little potions are one thing, Kinsley. You’re… You and your family… I mean, what if that ritual hadn’t worked and you’d been attacked by a giant demon wolf? You willingly took that risk, and I just can’t believe it. For what? For a friend you’ve known for weeks at best? It’s completely ridiculous. Sometimes I wonder if you even care about your own wellbeing at all.”

      “I would have done it for a stranger,” I said.

      “I know,” Thorn said with a heavy sigh. “Don’t you see the problem with that?”

      “I don’t. Not even a little bit, Thorn. We weren’t in danger. My mother and father were there. All of the Aunties were there. Meri was there. I wasn’t in any danger. Not really,” I snapped back. He was really starting to get on my nerves with this stuff… “And what is this nonsense about you not liking Reggie? She’s probably going to marry one of your best friends. Which doesn’t even matter because I don’t need your approval for who I choose as friends.”

      “Not like you would listen to anybody anyway,” he said. “And as far as Reggie and Jeremy are concerned, I’ve warned him it’s a bad idea. He’s already had enough psycho women in his life.”

      “Thorn, you can’t mean that,” I said.

      “I do, and you should know it. That woman leads you into the dumbest situations, and then she’s turned her back on you the second a more interesting witch came into her life.”

      “Are you saying Ursula is more interesting than me?” I said with an angry chuckle.

      “You know what I mean, Kinsley.”

      “I really don’t,” I said. “Yeah, Reggie doesn’t mind getting into trouble, but there’s always been a good reason.”

      “That’s what you tell yourself,” he countered. “And now you’re hanging out with this Dorian character. Who lied to you a lot, by the way. He’s even worse than Reggie because he’s trying to make a career of sticking his nose in where it doesn’t belong. It’s all just… It’s all just too much.”

      “What are you saying?” I asked as I felt my stomach turn sour.

      “I’m saying that the buyer on my house fell through, and I think I’m going to go back to staying there for a while. We need some space. I need some space. I think that’s the only thing that’s going to save us.”

      “Are you calling off the wedding?” I asked. “You were the one who wanted it to be so soon.”

      “I’m not calling it off, but I am saying that you have a lot of thinking to do. You need to do it, Kinsley,” Thorn said as he stood up.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You need to decide what you want. Because what I want is a quiet, normal life. I want the baby to grow up in a stable household where his or her mother isn’t constantly running off to get herself killed. I don’t think that’s asking too much,” he said.

      The way he said it almost made it sound reasonable and rational, but a small, niggling part of me knew he wasn’t being reasonable. “Thorn, I…”

      “I have to go to work. I’ll call you later,” he said and headed for the back door.

      There was no kiss on the forehead and no promise that we’d find a way to work it out. It was just cold demands.

      When he was gone, I felt my stomach churn. I ran into the downstairs bathroom and splashed cold water on my face.

      I looked up, and it was there. The dark figure stood right behind me. I didn’t turn around because by that time, I’d learned I wasn’t going to see anything.

      While everything in me wanted to run, I steeled myself. “What do you want?” I asked as I held back a wave of nausea.

      I watched in horror as the figure tried to wrap its ghostly, black hand around me and touch my belly. My mind flashed back to the ritual we’d just done the night before, and while I wasn’t in a protection circle, I also figured my house was a giant protection circle.

      “Meri!” I screamed as I pulled the towel from its ring. “Meri! Come here!”

      I quickly wrapped the towel around my hand and smashed the glass of the mirror as hard as I could.

      “What? What is it?” Meri came skittering into the room and almost stepped on the broken glass. “What have you done? Why?”

      “It’s still there,” I said, and Meri looked down at one of the bigger shards.

      He put a paw on the glass. “You were trying to let it out so I could get rid of it.”

      “It didn’t work. He’s still there,” I said.

      “You said it’s a he this time. Do you know who it is?” Meri asked.

      I waved my hands and put the glass back together. Once the mirror was whole again, the figure was gone. But in its wake, the tiny bathroom was filled with heartbreaking sadness. Sadness that melted into my chest and became my own.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It seemed… like a man. I couldn’t tell who, but it definitely… I don’t know.”

      “Well, I guess we know for sure now that it has nothing to do with Dorian,” Meri said. “Its appearance must be a coincidence.”

      “It’s definitely not Dorian,” I said. “But it’s not a coincidence. That much I can tell.”

      In my mind, I was being stalked by some evil entity that could violate the protection spells in my home by using mirrors. I drew another set of protection sigils on everything reflective in the house, but I doubted they would work. I would need to get together with my family and figure out something else.

      What also struck me was that as the entity seemed to get bolder, Thorn had gotten… crankier. It was like it was affecting him. I told myself he wasn’t just being a jerk. Something dark was tormenting him.

      And if I was going to save our relationship, I was going to have to figure out what it was.
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