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      I stared at the recipe book, my eyes glazing over. Couldn’t I just skip the first three lines of instructions? Stirring was so boring.

      “No one will fault you if you use magic,” Marley said.

      My ten-year-old daughter was wise beyond her years. “But Aster thinks it’s important to learn to do basic skills without witchcraft.”

      “Linnea uses magic in the kitchen all the time,” Marley said. “And let’s face it, you’re never going to be a culinary genius if you rely on your human skills. You barely mastered the microwave back in New Jersey.”

      I shot her a death glare. “And it seems that someone is barely mastering manners in Starry Hollow.”

      Marley stuck out her tongue. “I’m just trying to be supportive.”

      “Be supportive from the comfort of your bedroom. With your nose in a book.”

      “You don’t need to tell me twice.” She gave me a coy look. “I’m reading The Final Prophecy.”

      I nearly dropped the recipe book on the counter. “Why? That’s not a kid’s book.”

      “It’s clean epic fantasy,” Marley replied. “Perfectly acceptable fare for an advanced reader like myself.” She sailed out of the kitchen before I had a chance to object further. The Final Prophecy was the first book in a series written by the devastatingly handsome vampire, Alec Hale. Marley was a huge fan of Alec’s. So was I, for that matter, although I tried hard not to show it. Alec also happened to be my boss at Vox Populi, the weekly paper, and I was desperate to keep my job.

      I contemplated the recipe one last time before retrieving my starter wand from my back pocket. Okay, time for a little practical magic. To be fair, even a spell didn’t guarantee culinary success when I was at the helm.

      I focused my will on a steak and stilton pie, aimed my wand at the baking pan, and said, “Quodcumque operandum.” I opened my eyes—turned out I’d closed them at the pivotal moment—to see a golden piecrust in front of me. The smell was heavenly. I grabbed the oven glove and carried the steaming pan over to the windowsill to cool. Nearly every window in the house was open thanks to the absolutely perfect temperature outside. Then again, every day in Starry Hollow seemed to be perfect. Between the ocean breeze and the protection of the forest behind Rose Cottage, we were spoiled by Mother Nature.

      I went back to the counter to close the recipe book with a spiteful smile. “Better luck next time.”

      A scratching noise behind me caught my attention. I whipped around in time to see a raccoon perched on the windowsill, ready to snatch my pie.

      “Don’t even think about it, bandit!” I yelled. I fumbled for my wand, trying to think of a spell that would scare off the unwanted creature without hurting it. Marley would never forgive me if I injured it, or worse.

      The raccoon met my steely gaze and I swear it winked at me before sticking its claws into the sides of the pie.

      “Do not make me go Jersey on your raccoon butt,” I said. “That’s our dinner.”

      The raccoon made a deep, guttural sound and began to froth at the mouth. Stars and stones, a rabid raccoon was stealing my pie!

      The sound of laughter echoed in my mind. I jerked my head from side to side, searching for the source of the sound.

      Rabid raccoon works every time, the voice said with a delighted chuckle.

      I whirled back to the bandit. “You’re pretending to be rabid?”

      The raccoon froze, its eyes meeting mine. You can hear me?

      “That’s what happens when you talk, Einstein. People hear you.” Wait, the raccoon’s mouth wasn’t moving. And since when could raccoons talk anyway? Unless… “Are you some kind of raccoon shifter?”

      Fat chance. Shifters are Mother Nature’s way of being indecisive.

      I fixed him with my hard stare. “That’s rude. I’ve met a handful of shifters since I moved here and they’re pretty awesome.” Most of them, anyway. The sheriff was a werewolf and he was insanely hot, not that I’d tell him I thought so.

      Insanely hot? the raccoon echoed. You have a thing for the knucklehead sheriff?

      “Hang on,” I said. “I didn’t say that last part out loud. How can you hear my thoughts?”

      Looks like we have ourselves a situation. The raccoon leapt from the windowsill onto the countertop. My name’s Raoul.

      “Nice to meet you, Raoul. Now I’ll thank you to get out of my house.”

      Raoul settled on the counter, watching me with interest. You don’t happen to be a witch, do you?

      I folded my arms. “And what if I am?”

      You don’t have a cat?

      “No, I have a dog. A Yorkshire terrier.” The last time I saw him, Prescott Peabody III, or PP3 as we called him, was upstairs, asleep on my bed.

      Your familiar is a mutt?

      “He’s not a mutt. He’s a purebred.”

      The raccoon actually rolled his eyes. And you talk to each other?

      “He barks and I interpret, if that’s what you mean.”

      Raoul snorted a laugh. Oh boy, we’ve got a live one. What’s your name, sweetheart?

      “Ember Rose, and don’t call me sweetheart. It’s patronizing.”

      Listen up, Ember Rose. My life finally makes sense. He held out his paws. I’m your familiar.

      “My familiar?” I shook my head vehemently. “No way. Absolutely not. I’m a Rose. A descendant of the One True Witch. There’s no way my familiar is a trash panda.”

      Raoul growled. Don’t you dare hurl racist insults at me.

      “It’s not racist. It’s an alternative fact. Do you even know who my aunt is?”

      A woman even older than you?

      My jaw unhinged. “She’s Hyacinth Rose-Muldoon. Her familiar is a fluffy white cat. If you look up ‘gorgeous cat’ in the dictionary, there’s a picture of her.”

      So?

      “So you cannot possibly be my familiar.”

      Raoul paced the length of the countertop, his claws clicking with each step. I’ve lived my whole life in the woods behind this cottage. No matter how many times I thought about leaving, I couldn’t bring myself to go, and now I understand why.

      “Are you trying to tell me we were destined for one another?”

      He paused to look at me. That’s kinda how familiars work.

      “I need to talk to someone about this,” I said.

      Raoul shook his head. Fine. Talk away. Won’t change the facts, alternative or otherwise. He jumped back to the windowsill. Can I at least take some pie for the road?

      I shooed him out the window and closed it behind him.

      “Marley, dinner’s ready,” I called. I decided it was best to resolve the matter of the trash panda on a full stomach.
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      Hyacinth Rose-Muldoon swept into the room in one of her standard kaftans. My aunt’s keen sense of fashion revolved around bright colors and animal faces. This particular kaftan was royal blue with white silhouettes of peacocks. Her shoes were dyed to match the blue of the kaftan.

      “I understand you have an issue that requires immediate attention,” my aunt said.

      “Simon got all that from my arrival?” I queried. Simon was the butler for Thornhold, my family’s estate. He seemed to have an almost psychic connection with my aunt.

      “No, he got all that from the fact that you didn’t bother to brush your hair or smooth the wrinkles out of your clothes before making an appearance.” She gave me the once-over, as though to confirm her butler’s assessment of the situation.

      Absently, I ran my fingers through my hair in a lame attempt to untangle the knots. “I have a question about familiars.”

      My aunt’s brow lifted. “Oh? Have you finally met a cat? I’m surprised it’s taken this long.”

      “Not exactly.” I hesitated to tell her the truth because I knew how she’d react, but I needed to know. “If I can hear an animal’s thoughts, does that automatically mean the animal is my familiar?”

      She stared at me intently. “Can the animal hear yours?”

      I swallowed hard. “Yes.”

      “And did you feel a certain tug of recognition?” Aunt Hyacinth asked. “Like perhaps you were destined to know this animal?”

      Did I? I suppose I could have been more freaked out about a talking raccoon in my kitchen than I actually was. Then again, I now lived in a magical town with vampires, witches, and werewolves, so very little fazed me.

      “I think so,” I said.

      She gave me a triumphant smile. “Then I do believe you and your familiar have found each other.” She clapped her hands. “And after all these years. How wonderful. What color is she? White like my Precious?”

      I hesitated. “Sort of black, white and gray.”

      Aunt Hyacinth’s upper lip curled. “Like a common alley cat?”

      “More like a raccoon.”

      She tapped a perfectly manicured nail against her cheek. “How odd. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen a cat with raccoon markings.”

      “No, not raccoon markings. An actual raccoon. And it’s a he, not a she. His name is Raoul.”

      My aunt reached for the sideboard to steady herself. I felt a case of the vapors coming on. I nearly called to Simon to make sure he was ready with the smelling salts.

      My aunt struggled to regain her composure. “Are you telling me that your familiar is a raccoon named Raoul?”

      “Yes. Yes, I am.”

      “Gods above, have mercy.” Her breathing became labored. “Must be your mother’s genes.”

      I suppressed a smile. “Must be.”

      “Where is this creature now?” she asked.

      “Back in the woods behind the cottage,” I said. “He’ll be back, though. He was firmly convinced about the familiar thing.”

      Her son, Florian, appeared in the doorway.  All six feet of sculpted white-blond beauty. “What’s the big deal? At least she has a familiar. You were the one moaning about it just the other day.”

      “I do not moan,” my aunt objected.

      “No, of course not,” Florian said. “I misspoke.” My cousin knew from which direction the money flowed and he was not about to risk the purse strings being snipped.

      “Now that I know for certain, I’m going to go find him,” I said. “Marley will be so excited.” Although, like my aunt, I’m sure she would have preferred a cat.

      “I’ll make an appointment with the vet for you,” my aunt offered. “If he’s been living…off the land, he’ll need shots before he’s permitted around the family.”

      “I’ll probably not lead with that,” I replied.

      “Smart,” Florian murmured.

      I left the main house and headed to the woods to find my familiar.
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      Once it became too dark to see, I gave up the search and returned to the cottage to tuck Marley into bed. I’d just finished loading the glasses into the dishwasher when PP3 began barking up a storm and ran to the front door, his tail shifting stiffly in a state of agitation. I opened the front door and turned on the porch light to see Sheriff Granger Nash standing on my doorstep. A large cat carrier rested on the ground beside his feet. I stepped outside and closed the door behind me in an effort to quiet my vicious guard dog.

      “Good evening, Sheriff.” I was about to engage in our usual flirtatious banter when I noticed his serious expression. “Something wrong?”

      “I’ve got a suspect here that I understand belongs to you,” he said. He did not look happy about delivering the news.

      I glanced at the cat carrier. “PP3 is inside the cottage. You heard him.” The whole town probably heard him.

      He lifted the cat carrier and I peered inside.

      “Raoul?” I queried.

      The raccoon’s dark eyes met mine. Help. I’ve been framed.

      “So he is yours,” the sheriff said. “I was kinda hoping it wasn’t true.” He handed me the carrier and I nearly dropped it. It was heavier than it looked.

      “Raoul and I only just met.” Under the circumstances, I decided to withhold the rest of that particular story. “Apparently, he’s my familiar.”

      The sheriff shook his head. “Leave it to you to have a thieving dumpster shark as a familiar.”

      Hey! Raoul objected.

      “It’s not like I have a say in the matter,” I said. “So why is a raccoon a criminal suspect?”

      “A witness has come forward and claimed to see him carrying a golden chalice. It fits the description of an item that was stolen last week from the cellar of the Whitethorn,” the sheriff said.

      “What would a dumpster shark need with a golden chalice?” I said. “That sounds far too fancy for him.”

      The sheriff pinned his gaze on me, and, damn, if it wasn’t smoldering. “How should I know? Ask him yourself since you two have a bond. And try not to let the adorable face fool you.”

      “I think adorable might be a stretch,” I said.

      Hey! Raoul objected again. You’re supposed to be on my side.

      “When I heard he belonged to you,” the sheriff began, “I convinced Deputy Bolan to let me bring him to you while we conduct our investigation, but don’t let me catch him getting into any more trouble. There’ve been a number of burglaries over the past six months. Your familiar is now at the top of the suspect list.”

      Fabulous. “I’ll keep a handle on him.”

      “Maybe try a leash,” the sheriff said.

      Unlike you, I’m not a dog, Raoul snapped.

      “He can’t hear you,” I told the raccoon.

      Good, because he’s a little scary.

      “I thought you said he was a knucklehead,” I said.

      The sheriff peered at me. “Who’s a knucklehead?”

      I chewed my lip. “Um, whoever the actual thief is, obviously.”

      Sheriff Nash shot me a quizzical look before deciding to let it go. “Have a good night, Rose. Try to keep out of trouble.”

      I tried to salute him without dropping the carrier. “I’ll do my best. Thanks.”
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      There was only one thing to do, and that was help clear my familiar’s name. PP3 and I walked Marley to the middle school like we usually did and then I walked the dog home before meeting Raoul in the woods. We decided to pay a visit to the Whitethorn and see what we could find out about the missing golden chalice.

      The Whitethorn was one of the oldest establishments in town—a pub located near Fairy Cove and the Lighthouse. It was often said that patrons could feel ancient magic in the air there.

      “Your claws are digging into my shoulder,” I complained, as we prepared to enter the pub. “Can’t you stay still for two seconds?”

      Sorry, I’m not used to using human flesh as a perch, he replied. Forgive me if I don’t know the etiquette.

      “The etiquette is don’t hurt me,” I snapped. I pushed open the door to the Whitethorn and stepped inside. The pub had a thatched roof and a rounded wooden door, which gave it a very distinctive Lord of the Rings flavor. Part of me wished I’d find Frodo and Gandalf seated on stools together, chugging pints.

      The shriek of a parrot greeted us. “Bar the doors. It’s the washing-bear.”

      I whirled around, nearly knocking Raoul to the ground. “Where’s a bear?” I asked in a panic.

      “On your shoulder,” the patriot cried.

      I froze. “Bittersteel, what’s a washing-bear?”

      It’s me, Raoul said. It’s an old name for a raccoon. The Germans still refer to us as Waschbären.”

      Duncan, or Captain Yellowjacket as he was also known, emerged from the back room. “What’s all the fuss out here?” His gaze alighted on us. “Evenin’, Miss Rose. Mind telling me why you’ve brought that filthy criminal back into my establishment?”

      “Because he’s not the thief,” I said. “And I need to help him prove it.” Raoul scampered down from my shoulder and sat on a barstool, widening his eyes to make them appear as innocent as possible.

      “He was seen with the treasure,” Captain Yellowjacket said, flashing his vampire fangs. “I don’t see how he’s not the thief.”

      “Raoul is my familiar,” I said. “And if he tells me he’s innocent, then I believe him.”

      The captain blinked. “Your familiar, you say?”

      “That’s right,” I said. “Turns out he’s been living around Rose Cottage, waiting for me to return.” And stealing food from unsuspecting victims in the meantime.

      Captain Yellowjacket inclined his head. “So you’ve come for information then.”

      “We have. I need to know what happened so I can try and find the real culprit.”

      “Why don’t you let your boyfriend handle that?” the parrot squawked.

      I bristled. “The sheriff is not my boyfriend.”

      Captain Yellowjacket glanced at his companion. “That’s right, Bittersteel. She prefers the vampire. Shows good judgment on her part.”

      I knew he meant Alec. “I don’t prefer anybody. Where do you hear this nonsense?”

      “I run a pub,” the captain said. “Where do you think I hear it?”

      I leaned my elbows on the counter. “So let’s assume I’m right, and Raoul is innocent. Can you think of anyone else who may have had access to the cellar recently?”

      “The sheriff’s naughty brother,” Bittersteel squawked. “Very naughty.”

      Yes, the whole town knew about naughty Wyatt Nash. “What about him?”

      Captain Yellowjacket wiped down the counter as he spoke. “I caught him in an unauthorized area here last week, near the time I noticed the chalice was missing.”

      Great. Now the sheriff’s brother was implicated. That didn’t create a conflict of interest at all. Sheriff Nash would think I was throwing his brother under the bus to get Raoul off the hook.

      “Thanks for the help,” I said.
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      “Good morning, everyone,” I said, sailing into the offices of Vox Populi, the weekly newspaper owned by my aunt and my place of employment. It was, by far, the best job I ever had. Since my last job as a repo agent almost got me killed, the bar wasn’t very high.

      “What’s with the Pollyanna routine?” Bentley said. Bentley was the associate editor and his antagonistic ways made the elf seem like the brother I never had.

      I balked. “All I said was good morning.”

      “And normally you grunt,” Bentley replied.

      “Well, today I have big, important news,” I said. I plonked down in the chair at my desk, next to Bentley.

      The elf pretended to examine me. “The unibrow is now an acceptable feminine trait?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Keep it up, Bentley, and I’ll find a new hiding spot for my wand.” I cleared my throat. “I now have a familiar.”

      Tanya, the office manager, fluttered in front of my desk, eager to hear the news. “A familiar, did you say? Well, that is big news. How did it happen?”

      Did I want to portray my familiar in a negative light? Probably not wise with this bunch. “At the cottage.”

      “How is PP3 handling it?” the fairy asked. “Is he fond of cats?”

      I hesitated. “To be honest, PP3 hasn’t been introduced to him yet.”

      “Him?” Bentley repeated. “I assumed your familiar would be female.”

      “Apparently, it doesn’t always work that way,” I said.

      “What’s his name?” Tanya asked. “Maybe I’ll knit him a monogrammed onesie.”

      “You don’t need to go to any trouble,” I said, with a dismissive wave of my hand. Somehow, I couldn’t picture Raoul in a knitted onesie.

      “What kind of cat is it?” Bentley asked. “All black, I bet.”

      I pressed my lips together, debating how much to reveal.

      “Not a cat at all, apparently,” a velvety voice said. “He is a raccoon called Raoul.”

      “Good morning, Alec,” I said to the editor-in-chief. He appeared behind us like the stealth vampire ninja that he was. “And how do you know this already?”

      He gave a nearly imperceptible shrug. “I am the editor of Vox Populi. It is my job to know things.”

      I frowned. “Sheriff Nash told you, didn’t he? I bet you all had a good laugh about it down at The Wishing Well.”

      Alec’s sensual lips twitched. “Actually, it was Deputy Bolan and, yes, we found the situation highly amusing. How has your aunt taken this turn of events? Not in stride, I would imagine.”

      “She’ll recover,” I said haughtily and squared my shoulders. “And I suppose Deputy Bolan also told you my familiar has been accused of a heinous crime.”

      “Theft of treasure from the Whitethorn,” Alec said. “I believe that was also mentioned.”

      Bentley burst into laughter. “So your familiar is a rodent criminal?” He slapped his thigh. “This is too good to be true.”

      I pinched Bentley’s thigh. Hard. “Do not make fun of Raoul. He’s innocent.” Of this crime, at least.

      Alec folded his arms, drawing my attention to his broad, firm chest. Ugh. Stupid perfectly sculpted vampire body. “And let me hasten a guess? You would like to investigate the crime and track down the real thief in order to clear your familiar’s name?”

      “That about sums it up,” I replied.

      “Very well then,” Alec said. “Bentley will assist you.”

      Bentley’s round eyes bulged. “I will?”

      “I don’t need any help, thank you,” I said. “You’ll need Bentley to cover the annual yodeling competition, or whatever lame event is happening around town today.”

      “Now, my darlings,” Tanya said in her most soothing tone. “Before this ends in fisticuffs, let’s agree that Bentley’s beat is far more interesting than yodeling competitions.”

      I organized my desk before hefting my handbag over my shoulder. “I only came in to pick up a few things. I’m heading into the field to interview the first suspect.”

      Alec cocked an eyebrow. “And who might that be?”

      “Captain Yellowjacket said that he’d caught a patron in the Whitethorn in an unauthorized area. I’d like to speak to this patron in private.”

      Alec examined me closely. “Why are you hiding the patron’s identity?”

      I wore an innocent expression. “I’m not. I just like the word ‘patron.’ Is that a crime?”

      “You’ll report your findings?” Alec asked.

      “If they turn out to be relevant,” I said. Otherwise, I was keeping my big mouth shut for once. I didn’t need to get on the sheriff’s bad side. I already walked a fine line with him, despite our obvious attraction.

      “Good luck, Miss Rose,” Alec said. He never called me anything other than Miss Rose. I thought of it as an affectation, whereas my daughter insisted it was Alec’s way of keeping emotional distance from me. She was a budding armchair psychologist, that Marley.

      I pushed back my chair and stood. “Thanks, boss. Hopefully, I’ll have a good story for the paper soon enough.”

      Bentley snorted. “That’d be a first.”

      I gave him a swift kick under the desk on my way out.
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      I located Wyatt Nash on Balefire Beach, toasting marshmallows with a petite young woman. Her blond hair was beauty pageant-ready, teased and sprayed within an inch of its life. Why she would go to such trouble for an afternoon at the beach, I had no idea.

      “Look who it is,” Wyatt said, his lopsided grin reminding me of his brother. “The newest and most favored Rose in Starry Hollow.”

      I slipped out of my shoes and let the sand warm the soles of my feet. “I don’t know about most favored. That label could easily be slapped on Aster or Florian.”

      “Slapped,” Wyatt repeated. “Yes, that’s a word I like to associate with both of them.” As the womanizing ex-husband of Linnea Rose-Muldoon, Wyatt’s relationship with the rest of the Rose-Muldoon clan was fractured at best. He was, however, the father of Linnea’s two children and a necessary part of their lives.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?” I asked.

      Wyatt glanced at his companion and I quickly realized that he’d forgotten her name. Hahaha. This was gonna be good.

      “She’s a modern woman,” Wyatt said, grasping at straws. “She can introduce herself. And here I thought you were some kind of feminist, Ember.”

      Damn, he was slick. His companion gave me a vacant smile. “I’m Bonnie.”

      “Nice to meet you, Bonnie. Do you mind if I have a word with Wyatt in private?” I asked.

      “Sure thing.” She handed me a stick with a browned marshmallow on the end. “Have a bite. They’re delicious.”

      “Thanks.” I sucked the marshmallow off the end, careful not to actually touch anything except the marshmallow with my teeth. I didn’t love the idea of picking up germs from Wyatt and Bonnie.

      Wyatt and I walked to the water’s edge and I let my feet sink into the wet sand.

      “What’s the deal?” Wyatt asked. “Looking for my blessing to date my brother?”

      I bristled. “Absolutely not. I’m here on official business.”

      Wyatt laughed. “You don’t have to act so outraged. Everybody knows you’re hot for each other.”

      I balled my fists. “We are not…Forget it.” I shook my head. “Captain Yellowjacket tells me that you were found in an unauthorized area of the Whitethorn the other night. Can you tell me what you were up to?”

      Wyatt glanced over his shoulder at Bonnie, who was busy burning her marshmallow to the point of melting it. He lowered his voice. “I wasn’t alone, if that gives you any indication.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course you weren’t.” I shifted my gaze toward Bonnie. “And I suppose you weren’t with her either.”

      “Nope. A siren called Shayla. She works at Starry Hollow Music Center.”

      Of course she did. “Do I need to ask what you two were doing in the unauthorized area?”

      Wyatt wiggled his eyebrows. “Only if you’re into that sort of thing.”

      “Did you meet her in the pub?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did. She lured me back there, that seductive temptress.”

      I inclined my head. “She was already in the back area?”

      “No, we met at the bar. I got her another drink and when I turned around, she was gone. I caught sight of her in the back room, beckoning to me.” He adjusted his belt. “Wasn’t like I’m the kind of werewolf to refuse a lady.”

      “How generous of you.” His self-proclaimed generosity was the reason he was now divorced from Linnea. “Did you notice anything unusual about her? Any bulges where there shouldn’t have been?”

      He eyed me suspiciously. “What are you suggesting? That I like chicks with…?”

      I waved him off. “No, no. Not that. Like maybe she had a golden chalice stuffed into her pants. If she stole the treasure, maybe she used you as a diversion to get out of there unnoticed, or at least noticed for a different reason.”

      Wyatt looked thoughtful. “It’s possible. I can’t say I paid much attention to what my hands were doing. I was too busy…”

      I held up a hand. “Thank you, Wyatt,” I interjected. “I don’t need to hear anymore.”
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      This was my first visit to Starry Hollow Music Center. The building was located in the center of town, not far from the art gallery where I was once attacked by oversized fruit with teeth. Long story.

      The place was relatively quiet for a music center, most likely due to the time of day. Students were still in school. I walked up to the reception desk and tapped the triangle. I had a sudden flashback to first grade when I ‘played’ the triangle in a school parade. At the time, I thought it was the best instrument ever.

      “Hello there,” a sultry voice said. “Are you interested in music lessons?”

      I turned around and was met with a gorgeous woman with auburn locks that cascaded down past her hips. “Hi. Are you Shayla?”

      “I am.” She tilted her head. “I bet you’re here to sing, aren’t you? You look like you’ve got a bit of a drama queen in you. Come with me and we’ll see what you can do.”

      “Wait…” Before I knew it, I found myself standing beside a piano in the main room of the music center. Shayla sat down on the bench and began to play a familiar tune.

      “Sing along,” she encouraged.

      My mouth popped open as though I’d been waiting for this moment my entire life. Shayla’s voice mingled with mine, creating a beautiful harmony. What was happening? I didn’t come here to sing. I came here to…My mind went blank. Why was I here again?

      “That was lovely,” Shayla said, once we finished. “You have a nice voice. You should definitely be developing it.”

      “Really?” Marley usually cowered in fear when I sang along to the radio, especially when it was 80’s or 90’s music. She considered my voice a punishment.

      “Absolutely. The raw talent is there, waiting to be tapped. You don’t want to waste your potential. My parents were firm believers in that.”

      “Raw talent? How about that?” Now that the music stopped, my head started to clear. “Thanks for the compliment, but that’s not why I’m here.” I felt like an idiot, breaking into song instead of asking tough questions. Some investigative journalist I was. “I wanted to ask you about your recent visit to the Whitethorn.”

      Shayla tapped a few random keys and hummed along. “What about it? I love it there. Very atmospheric. And Bittersteel is a hoot. Who doesn’t love a smutty parrot?”

      “Captain Yellowjacket says that he kicked Wyatt Nash out of an unauthorized area, and Wyatt says you were with him. What were you doing there?”

      She offered a demure smile. “I think you already know. Wyatt likes to talk as much as he likes to…do other things.”

      “Do you know that treasure went missing from Duncan’s collection?” I asked. I watched her closely to gauge her reaction.

      She shrugged. “I’m not surprised. I’ve always felt he should do a better job of securing it. You can’t rely on ghost stories to keep people away. That’s not ideal security.”

      “So you were aware of the existence of the treasure?” I asked.

      “Of course. Isn’t everyone?” She smiled demurely. “Doesn’t mean I took it, though. I have a nice business here. Why would I need to steal from the Whitethorn?”

      Good question. I had no idea. “Now that I’m here, my daughter might be interested in music lessons.”

      “Oh? Which instrument?”

      “I’d say guitar, but I’ll check with her first and let you know.” I glanced around the quiet room. “Are you the sole owner?”

      “No, I operate it with my sister, Delphine. She’s not here until after three o’clock. That’s our busy time.”

      “Good to know. I’ll get back to you about my daughter.”

      Shayla wagged a finger at me. “Don’t neglect yourself. You should be honing your own talent as well. It’s never too late.”

      I laughed. “Is that your polite way of saying I’m old?”

      “Not at all,” Shayla replied. “You have an inner diva. You should let her out once in a while.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.” I figured there were several people who would disagree with her on that score, but she didn’t need to know that.
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      Sunday dinners at Thornhold were sacrosanct. Aunt Hyacinth expected the entire Rose-Muldoon brood in attendance, barring any life-threatening situation. Even then, she’d probably expect you to be wheeled in on a gurney.  Since Marley and I lived in the cottage on the grounds of the estate, we couldn’t easily avoid the weekly event. Not that I minded, really. It was the one meal of the week my picky daughter was sure to plow through. Aunt Hyacinth had a knack for choosing the right meals.

      “So tell us about this familiar of yours,” Florian said, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. He knew perfectly well this was a subject that would rankle his mother.

      I tried to kick him under the table, but I missed his leg and hit the chair leg instead. I swallowed my cry of pain.

      “His name is Raoul,” Marley said, oblivious to the family politics at play. “He’s a raccoon. Can you believe it? We’re so lucky. Not everybody gets to have a psychic connection to a raccoon.”

      “No,” Aunt Hyacinth said tersely. “Indeed.” She sliced her meat like she was dissecting a corpse. Probably my corpse. “I can’t help but wonder what your familiar will be next year, Marley.”

      Marley’s eyes shone with excitement. “I love cats, so I wouldn’t mind at all to have a cat, but wouldn’t a horse be amazing?”

      Aunt Hyacinth nearly choked on her drink. “No witch in the Silver Moon coven has ever had a horse as a familiar.”

      Marley continued to shovel down food. “What about a raccoon? If no one’s ever had one of those before, then maybe it’s possible for me to get a horse.”

      “There is no advantage to being different,” Aunt Hyacinth said in a clipped tone.

      “Then why do we make a big deal about being descendants of the One True Witch?” Marley asked. “That makes us different from the rest of the coven.”

      Bless her heart. She was too smart for her own good.

      “Cats are just easier,” Aster said. “Horses can’t live in the house with you. It’s harder to form a lasting bond.”

      “Is it true your familiar is a criminal?” Hudson asked. Hudson was Linnea and Wyatt’s teenaged son.

      I took a long sip of my cocktail. “He has a past, apparently.” I glanced at my aunt. “But now he knows he has a purpose. It makes all the difference.”

      “Uncle Wyatt said he stole treasure from the Whitethorn,” Bryn said. She was Hudson’s older sister, and sensible like Marley. Because they inherited their father’s werewolf gene instead of Linnea’s witch gene, they were a source of disappointment to Hyacinth.

      “Raoul did not steal from the Whitethorn,” I insisted. “I’m working on clearing his name.”

      “Can he comes to dinners?” Aspen asked. He and Ackley were Aster’s young sons.

      “Absolutely not,” Aunt Hyacinth snapped.

      “Why not?” Aspen queried. “Precious is always here.” Sometimes Precious even drank from a goblet on the table.

      “Because it’s a raccoon,” my aunt practically sputtered. “They carry disease.”

      “First of all, Raoul is a ‘he,’ not an ‘it,’” I said. “Second of all, he does not carry diseases. He only pretends to have rabies to get himself out of a bad situation. And you said you’d make him a vet appointment for shots, Aunt Hyacinth.”

      Aster’s husband, Sterling, broke into laughter. “He pretends to have rabies? Oh, that’s positively brilliant.”

      “He’s very clever,” I said. “I think he’ll be a real asset to me.” That much was true. I also felt defensive of him because…well, he was my familiar. I didn’t want anyone talking smack about him. Raoul was basically an extension of me now, so I took it personally.

      “He sounds like an ideal familiar,” Florian agreed.

      “I’m thinking about sending Marley to the Starry Hollow Music Center for lessons,” I said. “Does anyone have an opinion on Shayla or her sister, Delphine?”

      “I’d like to learn to play the guitar,” Marley added.

      Florian smiled. “Guitar is a great idea. We could play together.”

      “The boys take piano lessons,” Aster said. “But we don’t go to the music center, so I can’t comment on that.”

      Linnea glanced at her children. “You have friends who go there, don’t you?”

      Bryn nodded. “A few. They seem to like it, although Keeley complains that it smells like damp fur.”

      “My friends love going there,” Hudson added. “But I think they really like going because Shayla and Delphine are easy on the eyes.”

      “Is that so?” Linnea asked, ruffling his hair. “Then I’m surprised you haven’t asked to go for lessons.” She obviously hadn’t heard about her ex-husband and Shayla’s antics at the Whitethorn. Small favors.

      “I prefer sports,” Hudson replied.

      Linnea rolled her eyes. “Yes, the constant rotation of smelly socks and uniforms in my laundry reminds me of that fact every day.”

      “We’re going for a taster session after school tomorrow,” I said. “It would be good for Marley to have an activity after school.” She had far too much time on her hands if she was breezing through Alec’s epic fantasy books.

      “Sounds like an excellent plan,” Aunt Hyacinth said brightly. “Now who’s ready for dessert?”
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      The next afternoon Marley and I walked from the middle school into town for her taster session at the music center. Raoul scampered a safe distance behind us. He was still getting used to the idea of being attached to a witch. To be fair, I was still adjusting, too. PP3 had been the only animal in my life until now. I’d already been concerned about the possible addition of a cat, never anticipating that my cat would turn out to be a raccoon.

      “You should probably wait out here,” I told Raoul. “I don’t know how acceptable it is to bring my raccoon companion inside.”

      Raoul scratched the sidewalk with his claw. Fine. I’ll lurk in the bushes like a common thief.

      I sighed. “Don’t get your tail out of joint. It’s not personal.”

      Feels personal, he mumbled.

      The siren that greeted us in the lobby looked nearly identical to Shayla, except with lighter hair. “You must be Marley Rose.”

      “Yes,” Marley replied. “I’m here to learn guitar.”

      “Like your cousin?” Delphine queried.

      “You know Florian?” Marley asked.

      I suppressed a laugh. Delphine was a young, attractive siren. Of course she knew Florian. He was almost as bad as Wyatt in the bachelor behavior department.

      “I haven’t had the pleasure of his company,” Delphine said. “But I wouldn’t be opposed to it.” She motioned us into a side room. “Shayla will be with you in a moment. I’m working in the next room on the piano with one of my younger students.” She gave a rueful smile. “I look forward to progressing past Ba Ba Black Sheep.”

      “Thanks,” I said, and waited for Shayla.

      Half an hour later, we stepped outside into the sunshine and I cast a sidelong glance at Marley. “Did you enjoy it?”

      “I did.” She was glowing with excitement. “Will you sign me up?”

      “If you want.” I never could have afforded guitar lessons for her back in New Jersey. Despite the upheaval, moving to Starry Hollow had changed our lives for the better. No question.

      I scanned the front of the building for Raoul, but there was no sign of him.

      “Maybe he was hungry,” Marley said, her voice hesitant. “Should we check the trashcans out back?”

      “Bite your tongue,” I said. “He’s not a dumpster diver.” The bushes in front of the window rustled. “Raoul. Is that you?”

      The raccoon emerged with bits of shrubbery stuck to his fur. His gait was stiff and awkward.

      “Raoul?” I moved toward him and noticed that his eyes appeared even darker than normal. “What’s wrong?”

      “He looks weird,” Marley said, coming to stand beside me. “Can you get inside his head?”

      I closed my eyes and concentrated. “I hear music.”

      “That’s from inside the center. Duh,” Marley said.

      “No, it’s playing in his head. A tune.” I listened more intently. It sounded vaguely familiar. I began to hum it aloud.

      “I heard that music inside,” Marley said. “Is that what’s in his head?”

      “He must’ve heard it through the open window,” I said. But why was it making him act strangely? He seemed to be in a trance.

      Raoul’s tail stiffened and he began to scamper down the sidewalk, away from the building.

      “Where’s he going?” Marley asked.

      “No clue,” I replied. “Let’s follow him.”

      Raoul moved like a drunken sailor, wobbling and winding his way down the sidewalk away from the center of town. It was no easy feat keeping up with him once he began to use trees and fences as climbing frames. I had to resort to magic a couple of times to get through tough spots. Marley, of course, loved every second of it, even when I accidentally turned a telephone pole into a flamingo. Still not sure how I managed that one.

      We ended up on the outskirts of downtown, in front of a block of storage units with bright orange doors. We watched Raoul stand in front of the middle unit and then walk straight through the door like it was a mirage.

      Marley blinked. “Did he just walk through a solid door?”

      “That’s what it looks like.” I ran to the door and placed my palms flat against it. “It’s metal.” I tried to open it, but to no avail.

      “How did he do that?” Marley asked. “He doesn’t know magic.”

      “No clue.” I pounded on the door with my fists. “Raoul, snap out of it and let me in.” He was liable to get hurt walking around in a catatonic state.

      “Use magic,” Marley said, jostling my elbow.

      I took out my wand and tried to think of a spell that would open a locked metal door. “Ooh. There’s an unlock spell.” It was one of the first spells I learned from Wren, the coven’s Master-of-Incantation. “Dissere.”

      Nothing happened.

      “Are you sure you did it right?” Marley asked. “Maybe you need to emphasize a different syllable because it’s Latin.”

      I stared at her. “Are you trying to Hermione me?”

      She met my incredulous gaze. “Hermione is a verb now?”

      I faced the door and tried again, emphasizing the latter part of dissere. Nothing.

      “Maybe there’s a protective spell on the door,” Marley suggested.

      My eyes widened. “Of course. Raoul clearly entered through magic. Maybe it’s because that’s the only way in.” I closed my eyes and focused on reaching Raoul. This time, I tried a different tactic. Hey, trash panda. This is your witch speaking. Wake up and open the door.

      I heard movement from inside the storage unit. Then the door began to creak and rise. It stopped about a foot off the ground, just far enough for Marley and me to duck underneath. Once inside, I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      “Mom,” Marley breathed. “Look at all this stuff.”

      Raoul snapped to attention. His dark eyes bugged out and he began dancing around the assortment of golden objects and artifacts. Look at all this loot. He picked up a golden chalice—the golden chalice—and sniffed inside. It even smells expensive.

      “You’ve never been here before?” I asked.

      He shrugged. Doesn’t look familiar. I think I’d remember a place full of treasure.

      “You knew how to get in,” I said. “You must have muttered some sort of incantation. I couldn’t open the door from the outside, but you opened it from the inside.”

      Raoul surveyed the interior of the storage unit. I don’t know how.

      “There was a song playing in your head when we were at the music center,” I said. “You seemed to be in some kind of trance.”

      He climbed onto the pile of antique rugs and laid on his back with his paws behind his head. This is the life.

      A sound drew our attention to the metal door. A black cat entered the unit. Clenched in its teeth was a gold necklace with a locket. The cat’s eyes had the same glazed look that Raoul had when we saw him in the bushes. The cat didn’t seem aware of our presence. It simply dropped the necklace into the pile of loot and wandered straight back out again, as though dropping an envelope into a mail slot at the post office.

      “What the hell?” I said.

      Marley plucked the necklace from the pile. “There’s an inscription in the locket. DK loves JC.”

      I held out my hand. “Let’s go find the owner right now. That might help us figure out what’s going on.”
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      Over at the sheriff’s office, Sheriff Nash studied the necklace. “No one’s reported it missing yet, but it’s probably too soon.” He squinted at me. “So it’s a real cat burglar at large, huh?” I could tell he was resisting the urge to laugh.

      “No stranger than a raccoon bandit,” I replied.

      “Fair enough.” He tilted his head. “You know what? I think I might know the owner of this. DK loves JC makes it pretty easy.” He frowned. “Sad, too.”

      My brow lifted. “Why sad?”

      “If it’s who I think it is, JC died a few years back, so this must’ve been taken from DK. Doris Kingsley. She’s an ogre that teaches music at the high school.”

      “That’s a bit mean,” I said.

      He met my disapproving gaze. “No, she’s an actual ogre.”

      Oh.

      “And who was JC?” I asked.

      “Jensen Cartwright.” The sheriff fiddled with the empty locket. “He was a satyr. He was married to a nymph, but they’d been unhappy for a long time when he and Doris fell in love. The thing was that Jensen’s wife was ill, so he chose to honor his vows and stay with her.”

      I felt a lump form in my throat. “But he died?”

      The sheriff nodded. “Before his wife even. An accident. Then his wife died about a month later from her illness.”

      I blinked back tears. “So he and Doris never got their happy ending?”

      “’Fraid not,” he said. “I would think this necklace holds quite a lot of sentimental value.”

      “Yes, of course.” I wondered how many other items in the storage unit were more meaningful than they appeared. It was bad enough to have items of value stolen, but sentimental value elevated it to a whole different level.

      The sheriff scratched his stubbled chin. “You said it was a black cat that carried it in.”

      “Yes, and he looked to be in a daze,” I said. “He wandered in and out without seeming to notice us.”

      “Like your raccoon.”

      “Exactly,” I said.

      “But your raccoon has no memory of being in the storage unit or taking anything?”

      I shook my head. “When he was in the trance and I listened to his thoughts, I heard a song playing in his mind. Once the song ended and my voice reached him, he seemed to snap out of it.”

      “And you were at the Starry Hollow Music Center when the odd behavior began?”

      “That’s right,” I replied. “I’d taken Marley for a taster session. When we left, Raoul was in the bushes, acting strangely. We followed him to the storage unit.”

      The sheriff scraped back his chair. “I guess we should go take a look at this place.”

      “We can go, but there’s a protective spell on it,” I said. “We only got in because Raoul was under the trance when he entered and was able to let us in from the other side.”

      “I’ll call Wren and ask him to meet us there,” Sheriff Nash said. “If anyone can break a protective spell, it’s him.”
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      “This is it?” Wren asked, examining the bright orange metal door.

      “Yes,” I said. “I tried to use the unlocking spell you taught me, but it didn’t work.”

      He cocked his head. “And you’re sure you were performing it correctly?”

      My hands flew to my hips. “Don’t patronize me.”

      He grinned. “Why not? I get such a kick out of your reaction.”

      The sheriff chuckled. “I’m glad I’m not the only one.”

      If eyes could shoot bullets, both men would both be flat on the ground. “If you’re so clever, let’s see you open the door.”

      Wren stood and faced the door, placing the tip of his wand at the top. He began to recite an incantation in Latin, drawing his wand down to the ground. The door rattled and shook, until it finally lifted off the ground. Wren gave me a smug look over his shoulder.

      “Beginner’s luck,” I huffed.

      “Actually, there was no spell,” Wren said. “I didn’t feel any resistance.”

      He pulled up the door the rest of the way and I gasped upon entering. The unit was empty. But how? The two men looked at me.

      “Are you sure this was the right unit?” the sheriff asked.

      “One hundred percent,” I said. “This place was full of treasure. Lots of gold.”

      Sheriff Nash’s expression softened. “Are you sure you didn’t concoct this story in order to absolve your familiar of any crimes?”

      I swallowed an exasperated scream. “No. Absolutely not. Ask Marley. She was with us.”

      The sheriff sighed. “And I’m sure your daughter would never lie for you, would she?”

      “That’s offensive,” I snapped. “Marley is honest to a fault. So am I, for that matter. When have I ever held back on the truth? If anything, my lack of a filter works against me.”

      The sheriff and Wren exchanged knowing glances.

      “That’s true enough,” Sheriff Nash said.

      “Yeah, that’s pretty much been my experience, too,” Wren added.

      I threw out my hands. “So what now?”

      “If there was a pile of treasure here,” the sheriff began, “somebody moved it in a hurry. Chances are they left a trail.” He looked from me to Wren. “Anybody mind if I shift? I’m a better tracker in wolf form.”

      “Go for it,” I said. “I’m going to go talk to Raoul again and see if he remembers anything.”

      “Let me know if you need anything else from me,” Wren said. “Otherwise, I’m hitting the waves before I lose the sun.”

      I gave him a quick wave. “See you at our next lesson.”
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      Raoul and Marley were waiting for me back at Rose Cottage. Marley had sequestered PP3 upstairs because he was not yet on board with our raccoon guest. The Yorkshire terrier was going to have to accept my familiar’s presence sooner or later. There was no way around it. The trash panda was here to stay, assuming I could keep him out of prison.

      “What did the sheriff say?” Marley asked eagerly.

      When I explained that the treasure went missing, Marley appeared crestfallen. “The mastermind must’ve been tipped off when we breached the protective spell,” she said.

      “That’s what I figure,” I said.

      “What was the song you heard in Raoul’s head?” Marley asked. “Maybe there’s a clue there.”

      “I didn’t recognize the tune,” I said.

      “Can you hum it again?” Marley asked. “I know I heard it at the music center.”

      I glanced at Raoul. “Cover your ears. I don’t want you turning weird again and stealing my valuables.”

      I’ve already checked out your place, dollface. You don’t have any valuables, Raoul shot back.

      “True, but I really like my new crockpot.”

      Raoul covered his ears with his paws and I began to hum the part I remembered. Marley listened carefully.

      “Yep, it’s definitely what I thought it was. Are you sure you don’t recognize it?” Marley asked, smiling.

      I squinted at her. “No, why? Do you?”

      She laughed. “It’s Three Blind Mice.”

      “Who sings that?” I asked.

      Marley smacked her forehead. “It’s not a pop song. It’s a kid’s song. Like a nursery rhyme.”

      “Oh. Like Ba Ba Black Sheep?”

      She cracked a smile. “Exactly.”

      “It’s like the Pied Piper meets Oliver Twist,” I said. “You two stay here. I’m going to go clear Raoul’s name once and for all.”
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      The music center was winding down by the time I arrived. I met Shayla on the steps as she was exiting the building.

      “Hello again,” the siren said. “How did your daughter enjoy her taster session?”

      “She loved it,” I said. “I’m pretty sure she’d like to come back.”

      “Excellent,” Shayla said. “I think she’s a natural talent.”

      “Is your sister still inside?” I asked.

      Shayla’s brow creased. “Anything I can help you with?”

      “No,” I said. “These are definitely questions for Delphine.”

      Shayla shot me a quizzical look. “Okay then. See you later.”

      She brushed past me and I entered the music center. I found Delphine in the main room, absently plucking the keys. She barely acknowledged me.

      “So it was you who breached my ward, was it?” she said, her focus still on the keys.

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “I had it designed to tell me such things,” Delphine said.

      She was eerily calm under the circumstances. I didn’t like it. “I need you to turn yourself in to the sheriff and clear Raoul’s name. Tell him that you brainwash animals into stealing for you.”

      Delphine glanced up at me, her mouth twisting into a cruel smile. “I don’t think so.” She began to play a song on the piano. Not Three Blind Mice or Ba Ba Black Sheep, but Mary Had A Little Lamb.

      I heard a low growl behind me and whipped around. A possum stood on its hind legs. I recognized that vacant expression.

      “I was going to send him to move more of my treasure to a safe spot,” Delphine said. “But since you’re here, I’ll let him deal with you. Have you ever been bitten by a possum?” She clucked her tongue. “It doesn’t feel very nice, I assure you.”

      “How long have you been doing this?” I asked.

      She continued to play the notes of the song. “Probably six months. No one notices these animals. They don’t care. I’ve been free to bend them to my will and no one is the wiser.”

      “I care,” I said. “Raoul is my familiar.”

      “Well, that was certainly unexpected,” Delphine said. “Who ever would have guessed? I mean, what kind of witch has a raccoon as a familiar?” Delphine stopped playing on the piano and began to sing the notes instead. Despite the irritating, repetitive notes of the song, the siren’s voice made it sound beautiful and haunting.

      The possum hissed at me and I took a step back. “Nice possum,” I said. “You don’t want to hurt me.” What kind of spell could I do on a possum that wouldn’t hurt him? It wasn’t his fault he was under the siren’s control.

      Before I could decide, the possum lunged—and was grabbed by the tail in midair. I staggered backward and landed on my bottom. From the floor, I saw a gray wolf with the possum’s tail gripped in its fangs.

      Delphine’s song became a shriek of dismay. It was enough to break her hold on the possum. The animal blinked and yelped when it realized its predicament.

      “Sheriff, it’s okay,” I yelled. “Let him go.”

      The wolf released the possum and it scampered out of the room. The wolf bared its teeth at Delphine, daring her to move. Accepting defeat, the siren sank against the piano.

      “How did you know to come here?” I asked.

      The wolf morphed back into the sheriff’s human body. His naked body. I wanted to avert my gaze—I really did—but my eyes refused to cooperate. He grabbed the potted plant from the corner and placed it in front of him in a very dignified and strategic fashion.

      “I found where she moved the treasure and then tracked her scent back here,” the sheriff said.

      “She’s been using music to brainwash stray animals into stealing for her,” I said. “Because they’re small and can get in and out of places without being noticed.”

      “So Raoul really did take the golden chalice from the Whitethorn,” the sheriff said. “I told you he was a thief.”

      “Yes, it seems so, but he has no memory of it,” I said. “He honestly didn’t know that he’d done it. He was under the siren’s control.”

      Delphine’s jaw clenched. “I did those animals a favor by giving them a purpose. Their potential was being wasted.”

      “You took away their free will and forced them to commit crimes on your behalf,” I said. “That’s not a favor to anyone except you.”

      The sheriff flicked one of the plant leaves. “Hey, Rose. Do me a favor and magic me some clothes so I can arrest her?”

      I tapped my wand thoughtfully on my chin. “Hmm. Spells for clothing? Not sure if I know any of those.”

      He glared at me. “Rose, this is not the time to mess around.”

      I remembered a spell that my cousin Linnea performed and decided to try it. I focused my will, pointed my wand, and said, “Vestis.”

      Delphine strangled a laugh and I quickly realized why. The sheriff was now wearing an adorable yellow dress.

      “The style flatters your hips,” I said.

      He growled and I raised my wand again, recognizing my error. Vestis was Latin for ‘dress.’ Vestitus was ‘clothing.’ “Vestitus,” I said.

      The yellow dress was replaced by jeans and a T-shirt.

      “Better?” I asked.

      “Much,” he replied.

      Delphine held out her wrists limply. “If you two are finished flirting, can you get on with arresting me?”

      “We’re not flirting,” we said in unison.

      Delphine rolled her eyes. “More potential being wasted. Now that ought to be a crime.”

      Sheriff Nash slapped the handcuffs on her. “Let’s go, Delphine. Looks like you’ll be singing the blues from now on.”

      “Good one,” I said, offering him a fistbump.

      He stared at my fist. “Seriously, Rose?”

      I dropped my hand to my side. “Fine. I’ll go home and share the good news with Raoul.”
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      The next day I was summoned to the sheriff’s office to give a formal statement. The recovered treasure was in the process of being catalogued and returned to its rightful owners. I knew Captain Yellowjacket would be relieved, as would Doris Kingsley.

      “Good job cracking the case, Rose,” the sheriff said, when I entered the room. He and Deputy Bolan were already seated at the table they used for interrogations. “I guess you’ll be writing the story for your boss, too.” There was no love lost between Alec Hale and the sheriff. Werewolves and vampires didn’t mix well at the best of times, and those two had a rocky history.

      “I’m writing it later today, so that it makes this week’s edition,” I said.

      Sheriff Nash grinned. “Somehow I knew you’d manage to clear your trash panda’s name.”

      “His name is Raoul,” I said. “Try to be respectful. You don’t like it when people call you a fleabag.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Nobody calls me a fleabag. They wouldn’t dare.”

      “Okay, fine. But you wouldn’t like it if they did.”

      He folded his arms and glowered. “You made your point.”

      “How did you figure out Delphine was behind it?” Deputy Bolan asked.

      I shrugged. “I guess you could say he followed the scent and I followed the musical notes.”

      The leprechaun tugged his beard. “That’s not really an expression.”

      “It isn’t?” And here I thought I’d said something clever. Damn. “Marley was a huge help. She recognized the tune that I heard in Raoul’s head from the music center. Delphine was the one playing it.”

      “I knew I liked that Marley,” Deputy Bolan said. “She’s one smart cookie.” He shook his tiny leprechaun head in amazement. “How can an apple fall so far from the tree?”

      “I often ask myself that same question,” I replied. I was the first one to admit that Marley was far superior to me. I was lucky to have her.

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Rose,” the sheriff said. “You have a few good qualities.”

      I eyed him. “Such as?”

      “You can sniff out trouble better than anyone I’ve ever met,” the sheriff said, with a mischievous grin.

      “Gee, thanks. Speaking of trouble, promise me you’ll take Raoul off your watch list. He’s not a criminal and he’s under my protection now.”

      The sheriff and deputy burst into simultaneous laughter. “Your protection?” the sheriff echoed.

      I straightened my shoulders. “That’s right. He’s considered a Rose now, and don’t you forget it.”

      The sheriff’s smile faded. He hated the fact that my aunt practically ran this town single-handedly. “I’ll make a note of it.”

      I left the sheriff’s office with a smile on my face and a spring in my step. I felt more like a witch today than I had since I first discovered my true nature. I was raised as an unsuspecting human in Maple Shade, New Jersey. Raoul waited all these years in the woods behind the cottage because he sensed a greater purpose awaited him. Like me, he trusted his instincts. He’d shown perseverance and fortitude, two qualities I was more than happy to have in a familiar.

      My smile widened. I officially had a familiar. It didn’t matter to me that Raoul wasn’t like the others. Somehow, it seemed appropriate that he was different. After all, so was I.
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      “Dylan, I need you to set a mousetrap in that corner.”

      I eyed my grandmother Hazel, unsure of exactly what she was talking about. “Grandma,” I said tentatively, “we don’t have mice.”

      My grandmother, a thin woman in her seventies with white hair, who had a penchant for wearing gauzy scarves in the middle of August and donning enough jewelry to weigh down an ox, nearly catapulted from her recliner.

      She shuffled over to where I stood in the dining room. “Dylan, I’ve been hearing scratches at night. I know that’s got to be what it is—a rat.” She leaned in very close and stuck her mouth by my ear. “Shh. We must be very quiet. We don’t want it knowing that we’re discussing it.”

      I frowned. “What? It’s a rodent, Grandma. Pretty sure it can’t understand us.”

      Grandma’s eyes darted from side to side. “You can never be too certain when it comes to this sort of creature. They’re very sneaky. I’ve known one or two in my day that could breathe fire and spread fleas like you wouldn’t believe. Why once, I was in the jungles of Borneo hunting a rare salamander. A tribe of rats had captured the exact amphibian I was looking for. They were mean little creatures with spears. They rode giant cockroaches.”

      I raised a hand to stop the craziness. “Right. They rode giant cockroaches.”

      Her fingers dug into my arm. “Horrible things, Dylan. Terrible. But my point is, rats are smart.”

      I pulled from her grasp and riffled through the mail lying on the table. Most of it was junk. I moved to toss it in the trash. “Do you want me to buy a trap?”

      She shook her head with such ferocity I was afraid it was going to fall off. “No, Dylan. We must trap it with magic.”

      I rolled my eyes. Of course. It was her life’s work to see me learn my magic and use it every day, whether I wanted to or not.

      It wasn’t until recently that I’d learned I was a witch, and my grandmother’s antics tended to get me into more trouble than not.

      My baby sister, Reid, bounded into the room. “What are y’all doin’?”

      “Dylan’s learning how to magically catch rats.”

      Reid fluffed her burgundy curls. “Seriously. This sounds awesome. I want to learn, too.”

      Grandma flicked her fingers. “You can watch. Only one person can set the trap.”

      I cocked a brow. “If Reid wants to learn, why don’t you let her?” Because to be honest, I wasn’t that interested.

      Grandma pinched my shoulders between her old-lady talons. I swear, why was it that old people grabbed harder than younger ones? I seriously did not understand. Sometimes my grandmother had the freakin’ strength of a gladiator.

      But anyway, I digress.

      She directed me toward an empty corner beside the antique mahogany buffet. “Which place? Which place is best?” Grandma mumbled as she seemed to deciding between a space of only inches.

      I nearly smacked my forehead in frustration. I pointed to a bare spot, one of about a thousand along the wall. “How about right there?”

      She swiveled her neck in my direction. “Hmm? Oh, Dylan, that’s perfect. Now, call on your magic and focus on creating a little bubble trap.”

      A bubble trap? What the heck was that? Like, was it supposed to be like a trap made of Bubblicious or what?

      I chewed on my finger for a second before spitting out a hangnail. “Um, I’m not exactly sure what that means.”

      Grandma lifted her thin arms as if she were about to conduct the orchestra for crazy people—otherwise known as herself. “That’s exactly what it is, Dylan. Simply a trap that is a bubble.”

      Okay, whatever you want.

      “It sounds simple enough,” Reid chimed.

      I shot her a shut-it look and closed my eyes. “The crazy things I do for this family,” I muttered.

      I concentrated on making a bubble. I envisioned it and felt my stomach contract as magic bloomed inside me. I pushed a stream of power from my fingers.

      I opened my eyes. My magic shimmered as an orb zipped from my hands and floated to the floor. It bobbed before resting against an open space of wall.

      Grandma clapped me on the shoulder. “Well done. I couldn’t have made a better bubble myself.” She rubbed her hands together. “Now, we wait and see what gets caught.”

      “Probably dust,” I said.

      Grandma poked the air with authority. “I’ve seen some dangerous dust mites in my day, Dylan. Be careful what you wish for.”

      Panic fluttered in my chest. The last thing I needed was for my grandmother to seriously conjure a giant dust mite—because I wouldn’t put it past her. “That wasn’t a wish. I wasn’t wishing for that.”

      “You can never be too sure,” she said. “One man’s wish is another man’s nightmare.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not a saying. That’s not a thing. It’s one man’s trash is another man’s treasure.”

      Grandma shrugged. “Semantics.”

      I frowned because that wasn’t the case at all. “How are we going to know if something is caught?”

      Grandma wiggled her heavily ringed fingers at me. “Like any good spell, it’ll chime.”

      Whatever that meant.

      I brushed my hands on my jeans and said, “Okay, well, I’m going to the kitchen to make a snack. Anyone want one?”

      “No, I’m going out,” Reid said. “I’ll see y’all later.”

      We said good-bye to her, and I entered the kitchen. I had just poured myself a glass of sweetened iced tea when I heard a beep.

      And then another beep.

      It sounded like a dinging wake-up call or a muted fire alarm.

      I popped my head out from the kitchen and glanced in the corner. There was no way I’d already caught something in that trap—was there?

      I peeked over the dining room table. My pink bubble shuddered. I blinked, trying to make sure I was seeing correctly.

      In the center of the bubble sat a rat. It was about as long as my size-six shoe. It had black eyes, thick ebony fur and a bald pink tail.

      It stared at me as if it wanted to eat me.

      “Grandma,” I shouted. “Oh my gosh, we caught something. Grandma, get in here and do something with this thing before it attacks me!”

      Okay, I didn’t know if that was true, but I swear the rodent was big enough to spar against one-on-one.

      Grandma leaped from her recliner as if ready to fight a pack of ninjas. “Where is it?”

      I pointed at the bubble and backed away as the rat still stared its little black eyes at me. “It’s in there.”

      Okay, so I’m going to be honest, the sight of that rat sent a quiver of nausea fluttering in my stomach. I did not like rats.

      Not uh.

      No how.

      When I was little, I remembered seeing a terrible movie called Ben. Michael Jackson sang the theme song, and there were all these rats everywhere and they were horrible and they did bad things—

      And I’m about to faint just thinking about it.

      Grandma appeared. I shoved her in front of me for protection. Okay, I know a seventy-year-old lady isn’t much in the way of armor, but I had to take anything I could get here.

      I curled my fingers around Grandma’s arm. “What do we do? How do we get it out? Why is it staring at me?”

      Grandma gripped my hand. “Dylan, calm down. It’s just a little rat.”

      “Little?” I screeched. “It’s the size of my head.”

      “If it attacks, we have to fight back. Be ready. Grab a broom.”

      With both eyes zeroed in on the rodent, I padded over and yanked a broom from where it sat in the corner, as if someone had started doing housework and then gave up.

      Story of my life, I guess. I would start a task, get bored and then stop because housework is so dull, right?

      Anyway, we crossed over to the rat. I grabbed hold of Grandma. It stared at me. I could just feel the thing accusing me of trapping it. A cold knot of guilt filled my stomach.

      As we approached, the creature blinked at us. It sat back on its haunches, fisted its little paws and placed one on each hip.

      “What the heck are you doing? Trying to kill me? I’m gonna suffocate in this thing, sugar.”

      “Ahhh,” I squealed. “It talks! Oh my gosh. Oh my gosh. I’ve lost my mind. I’m hearing rats talk.”

      “Dylan, would you please get ahold of yourself?” Grandma said. “It’s clearly educated.”

      I paused. “Educated?”

      Grandma plucked at a hair on her chin. “Or something. Of course, when you trapped it in the bubble, you may have given it some extra abilities. Like speech, for instance.”

      I unhooked my hand from Grandma. “Is that true?”

      She smiled weakly. “That might be true. I may have forgotten to tell you that as well as one other teensy thing.”

      I smacked my lips. Now I was irritated. I smelled a rat trap, and it wasn’t from the rodent. It was from Grandma. “What’s that?”

      “This mouse might now be your familiar.”

      I frowned. “What does that mean?”

      Grandma clasped her hands behind her back. “It may or may not mean that the two of you are sort of linked.”

      Okay. I did not need to be linked to an animal that some cultures barbecued, head and all, on a stick.

      I raked my fingers through my hair, essentially giving myself a scalp massage. “What do you mean, we might be linked?”

      She grimaced. “I mean the rat might feel a connection to you.”

      I pointed at the creature. “This little thing might feel a connection to me?”

      “That’s correct.”

      I folded my arms and glared at her. “Grandma, I cannot be linked to a rat. I have a dress shop to run, a life to live. I can’t have a rat as a familiar. I don’t want any animal as a familiar. It’s not what I want. I don’t need this thing.”

      “Who are you calling names?” the rat chirped.

      Grandma placed a motherly hand on my shoulder. “It’s been scratching around the house. Perhaps it wants something. See if you can help it and that might be enough.”

      I raked my fingers down my face in frustration. “Grandma, why do you do these things to me? I don’t want a pet. I’ve read about familiars. I don’t need one.”

      Her face widened in surprise. “Dylan, you’ve been learning about witches? I’m so impressed with you.”

      I nibbled the end of a nail. “Only because I’m trying to stay one step ahead of you. Remember that time you sent me to Fairyland without telling me?”

      “And what an adventure you had,” she said.

      The rat spoke up in a small, tinny voice that was more squeak than anything else. “I can hear everything y’all are saying about me. I’m not deaf, you know.” It tapped on the magic bubble. “Listen, y’all get me out of here. I need your help.”

      And the thing spoke Southern.

      I fanned myself, doing my best not to faint. I mean, a talking rat who needed my help. What the heck else could happen that would make me think I’d gone stark raving mad?

      I inhaled sharply. “You need me?”

      The rat flattened its palms on the bubble. “Yes. I need you to make me a wedding dress. I’m getting married tomorrow, and I hear you’re the best dressmaker in town.”

      I rubbed my temples. Okay, there was a first for everything, I guessed. “You—a rat—need me—a human—to make you a wedding dress?”

      “That’s right, sugar. I need a dress and I needed it yesterday.”

      I gulped down a gallon of air. “Okay.”

      Grandam wiggled her fingers at me. “See? Make the creature a dress and it’ll be out of your hair in no time.”

      I rolled my eyes. If only my life could be that simple.

      Right. Let me just add that to my bucket list. I’d always dreamed of making dresses for royalty, celebrities—and here I was about to create a wedding dress for a rodent. Not exactly high on my to-do list.

      I braced my palms on my knees and bent over to get a better look at the creature. “Why exactly do you need me to make this dress for you?”

      “Because someone keeps stealing my gown.” The rat jumped up and down. I shot straight up as fear spiked through me. It wasn’t going to hurt me, was it?

      “Get me out of here and I’ll tell you everything.”

      I glanced at Grandma. She gave me a dingbat-like smile. Her expression made her look as if she didn’t have one marble in that head of hers.

      You know, sometimes I wondered if that was true. I mean, she set me up. She wanted me to catch the rodent and become friends with it. I know you might disagree, but trust me, I’m right on this.

      I poked the bubble, and it vanished. The mouse studied me. “My name is Trixie.”

      Trixie the rat. Well, don’t that beat all?

      I wrapped my hands behind my back. I was not about to shake this rodent’s paw. I mean, there was no telling where it had been. “My name is—”

      Trixie pawed the air. “Oh, I know who you are. You’re Dylan Apel. That’s why I’m here. I need you to make me a wedding dress.”

      Grandma smacked her lips. “But why has someone been stealing your wedding gowns?”

      Right. As if that was the big burning question. In my mind a couple of other things came first. Like, exactly how the heck can you talk? And, why do you need a wedding dress?

      The rat shook her head. “I don’t know. But y’all are going to help me find out.”

      I quirked a brow. “We are?” Because if that was the case, someone had forgotten to pencil that into my weekend planner.

      Trixie cleaned her whiskers. “You’ve got to help me. There’s no one else I can trust.”

      I smacked my head. “And if we don’t help you?”

      She sniffled. Big tears dripped from her eyes. The rat started bawling. I might not be crazy about rodents, but I couldn’t deal with anyone hurting on the inside.

      Call me a sap.

      “It’s okay.”

      I glanced at Grandma, who was shooting daggers in my direction. I had the distinct feeling she wanted me to reach out to the little animal.

      “Dylan, aren’t you going to say something? Because the sooner you help her, the sooner she can get married,” my grandmother said.

      Which meant the sooner I’d be rid of her. Well, if that’s what I had to do, then that’s what I had to do.

      I snapped my fingers. “Okay, I’ll help you. Now, tell me what’s going on.”

      Trixie hiccuped. “My family doesn’t want me to get married. No one likes Roger. They say he’s a nerd.”

      A nerd and a rat. What a combination.

      “So you think they’ve been stealing your dresses?”

      “Yes, maybe. I don’t know, sugar. All I know is that they keep vanishing. I thought if you made the dress for me, then you could keep it close to me with magic. Make sure nothing happened to it.”

      Sure. ’Cause I make dresses for rats all the time.

      “Okay, I can make you a dress.”

      I plucked a tissue from a box, tore off the corner and handed it to her. “Is there anything else I need to know before we get started?”

      “Yes. I have one other teensy request.”

      “Shoot.”

      Her sniffling calmed. “To make sure no one steals it, I need you to ensure that if anyone touches it, the dress will shock them to death.”

      Oh boy, what had I gotten myself into?
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      Against my better judgment, I allowed the rat to sit on the coffee table so we could come to an agreement on some things. “Okay, I don’t make dresses that hurt people. It’s kind of against my moral code.”

      Trixie sniffled. “That’s too bad. I was really hoping to stop anyone from stealing it.”

      Grandma had given the rat some cheese. Trixie munched on a chunk. Really, at this point I had no idea what my life had turned into. I mean, I was talking to a rat as if she were human.

      Even I couldn’t believe what the heck was happening.

      I flattened my palms on the table. “No problem. I’ll create a dress for you. It’s shouldn’t take very long to do that. I’ll get your measurements, make it really quickly and you can be on your way.”

      Trixie stopped eating. She licked her little finger things. Well, they weren’t exactly fingers, and it was the individual little digit, not the whole paw. I didn’t know what to call them, so I decided to name them finger things.

      “Okay,” she said in her little squeaky voice. “But I was hoping to have the wedding here.”

      My eyes bugged out. “You were?”

      Grandma clapped her hands. “What a wonderful idea. We can do it in the backyard as the sun is setting. It’ll be beautiful.”

      I stared at my grandmother as if she’d lost her mind.

      “Grandma,” I said through clenched teeth. “Don’t you think someone might notice an army of rats and call the health department.”

      She flicked her fingers. “Nonsense, Dylan. We’ll work something out.”

      Right. By not having a rat wedding in my yard.

      I glared at Grandma. She wiggled her fingers. “It’ll be spectacular.”

      I could see I wasn’t going to win this argument.

      “So you can do it, sugar?” Trixie said.

      I mean, did I have a choice? “Sure.”

      She clapped her paws. “Wonderful. I’m going to go tell everyone. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      Um. What? Everyone?

      She scampered to the edge of the table, jumped on a chair and then to the floor. Trixie disappeared a few seconds later.

      I turned to Grandma and glared at her. “You want to have a rat wedding? Here?”

      Grandma shrugged. “Dylan, there’s nothing like weddings, birthdays and births. No one’s birthday is coming up, so might as well have a wedding.”

      “With a whole bunch of rats pooping everywhere?”

      Grandma patted my face. “I’m sure they’re potty trained, dear.”

      “Sure.”

      A few minutes later Trixie returned. She ran back up the table and plopped down. “My family is excited! They said having you do the wedding makes it more official.”

      I raked my fingers through my dark locks. “How’s that?”

      She scratched behind her ear. “Because you’ve agreed to be my best maid.”

      That was news to me. “I have?”

      Trixie nodded. “Well, I figured you wouldn’t mind. Yay! I’m so excited!”

      I pumped my fist in the most pathetic display I’d ever done. “Yay,” I whimpered. “You ready to take your measurements?”

      Trixie clapped her paws with glee. “You know it, sugar! I’m super excited about this. I’ve never been so excited for anything in my entire life. Except to marry Roger and all.” She squinted one little rat eye at me. “You sure you can’t make a dress that’ll shock someone to death if they try to steal it? I really think we might need to take the extra precaution because, you know, there’s a thief on the loose and all.”

      I sat back, pretending to think about it for a minute. “No. Because if I do that, it might accidentally shock you.”

      Trixie’s whiskers twitched. “I didn’t think about that,” she squeaked.

      The doorbell rang. I left Grandma and Trixie and opened the door. A tall, devilishly handsome man stood on the other side. My heart skipped over several beats. Normally he was smiling. Today he had a fierce scowl stitched on his face.

      Roman Bane was chief detective of Silver Springs, Alabama—my hometown. He also happened to be my serious boyfriend. With long blond hair that brushed his shoulders, piercing green eyes, a quarterback’s build and an attitude that was cooler than a cucumber, Roman was pretty much everything I wasn’t.

      Meaning he wasn’t short and spastic like I could be.

      But the scowl on his face wasn’t his usual expression. When my gaze fluttered to his shoulder, I saw why.

      “You’ve got a crow on you,” I said.

      “Does that mean you’re happy to see me?”

      I smiled. “I’m always happy to see you, but the bird is a good look.” The ebony creature cocked its head, staring at me. “I think you should keep him. Call him Gilligan.”

      Roman shook his head. “It flew up and landed when I got on your porch. I don’t know what it wants.”

      Roman tried to brush the bird off, but it hopped over his hand and fluttered down on Roman’s shoulder.

      I braced my palm on the door. “If all you’ve got is a crow, consider yourself lucky.”

      He cocked a brow. “Why?”

      “Is that Doodles?” Trixie scampered up my leg.

      Her little rat claws dug into my jeans. My body jerked in revulsion as she climbed up my leg and onto my shoulder.

      It took everything I had not to throw up on my feet.

      Trixie clapped her hands. “Doodles,” she squealed. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Doodles?” I said, puzzled.

      She pointed to the crow. “That’s my pet bird, Doodles. He came to find me.”

      I frowned. “He looks big enough to eat you.”

      She laughed. I swear, she was like a miniature person. “He wouldn’t eat me. He’s my pet.”

      Trixie launched herself from my shoulder onto Roman’s. He stiffened as she stroked the bird’s feathers.

      She rubbed her cheek on the bird’s wing. “Oh, Doodles, I’ve missed you.”

      Roman started turning green. I squinted at him. “Are you afraid of rats?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not afraid of anything.”

      That was probably true. Years ago Roman had been an assassin for the witch police. He hunted down rogue witches. My boyfriend basically did whatever he had to in order to bring the witches to justice. So he was big, bad and tough.

      And right now he looked about the color of a lime.

      I couldn’t help but be amused by the entire situation. “You sure you’re not a little freaked out with a rat and a crow on your shoulder?”

      Roman narrowed his eyes. “Right now I want to stop being a walking caravan.”

      Against all that was good and holy in the world, I held open my palm for Trixie. “Okay, come on back. Doodles can come, too.”

      Apparently I loved my boyfriend enough to save him from the clutches of the animal kingdom.

      Trixie stroked the crow. “Come on, Doodles. Come meet everyone.”

      By everyone, I’m guessing she meant my grandmother. I deposited the two on the floor. Trixie scampered away, and Doodles toddled around.

      I flashed Roman a smile as we went inside. “You feel better?”

      He scowled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I saw that look on your face. You don’t like rats.”

      He shook his head. “No idea what you meant.”

      I threaded my hand through the bend in his elbow. “It’s okay. You can be honest. If you’re afraid of something, you can tell me. I won’t judge.”

      “They’re not my favorite animal.” He turned to me, flashing a devilish smile that made my toes curl. “Now you—you’re more in line with my favorite creature.”

      I swatted at him. “Okay, okay, later, stud.”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “Later sounds good. Now sounds better.”

      I rolled my eyes and stepped away. “Grandma, Roman and I are going out for a bite to eat. Can we bring you back anything?”

      Grandma tapped a finger to her cheek in thought. “How about a Reuben sandwich? I love a good Reuben. You know when the sauerkraut is extra sour? That would be great.”

      I nodded. “Trixie, you and Doodles need anything?”

      Trixie pawed her whiskers. “We’re coming with you.”

      My eyebrows shot to the ceiling. “You are?”

      She fisted a tiny paw on one hip. “I’m your familiar, sugar. I have to go everywhere you do. Besides, this way we can discuss my wedding dress.”

      “Her wedding dress?” Roman said.

      I flashed him an embarrassed smile. “I sort of promised to make a wedding dress.”

      “For a rat,” he stated.

      “For a rat.”

      “No comment,” he said.

      I brushed a few loose strands of sun-bleached hair from his eyes. “So, I guess since she’s my familiar and all, can they come with us?”

      His eyes hardened. “Out to eat?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “So that people can run screaming from them?”

      I scoffed. “No one’s going to run screaming.” I paused. “I don’t think. I mean, I hope not. Seriously. No one’s going to do that.”

      He shrugged. “Okay. But don’t say I didn’t tell you so.”

      I rolled my eyes and turned back to Trixie. “Come on. Let’s go get some grub.”

      So Roman, Trixie, Doodles, and I hopped into Roman’s SUV. The rat perched on my shoulder, which took a lot of getting used to, especially since I had the fear of random droppings landing on me. Doodles sat on my leg. I felt like Dr. Doolittle or something.

      “Oh, Dylan,” Trixie cooed. “I’m just going to have the most fabulous wedding. I’m so excited. When we get back, you can make my wedding dress to all the pleasure of my dreams.”

      All the pleasure of her dreams?

      Roman quirked a brow at me. I shrugged. I had no idea what that meant.

      We reached Gus’s, a home of the deep-fried burger. Hey, don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. These were super awesome—patties dredged in flour and fried to a deep golden brown. Delicious.

      Gus’s was also older than dirt, and the place only accepted cash, so you had to come prepared.

      “What are we doing with them?” Roman said. “They can’t come in.”

      “Sure they can,” I said. “Trixie, can you and Doodles get in my purse?”

      She nodded. “Sure can.”

      Both creatures climbed into my bag. I layered a scarf over Doodles so that only his dark eyes peeked out.

      “Okay, no one’s going to poop in there, right?” I said.

      Trixie sniffed. “I beg your pardon, sugar, but I am trained. So is Doodles.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Great. Perfect.”

      Roman flashed me a look. “It’s your funeral.”

      I scowled. “I don’t even know what that means. That’s not relevant here.”

      He shrugged. “I’m just saying watch your lipstick.”

      Better to be safe than sorry. I poked and prodded my bag until I found my lipstick. I flipped down the vanity mirror, making sure all my hair was pulled up into a high ponytail. Every dark strand was. I smeared a line of pink gloss over my mouth, smacked my lips and was ready.

      “Okay, you two,” I said, “stay hidden. I’ll sneak you food.”

      “You got it, sugar,” Trixie said.

      We climbed out of the car. It was warm for January. I wore a couple layers that ended with a high-fashion heather-gray sweatshirt that fell off one shoulder.

      Roman opened the door for me. The swoosh of electric heat made my skin prickle. We found a booth and slid in. I sat my purse beside me. After ordering a couple of burgers and shakes, we waited.

      Roman scrubbed a palm down his face. “So are you going to tell me about your visitors?”

      “Yes, someone keeps stealing her wedding dresses, so I’m making her one.”

      He drummed his fingers on the table. “Probably a pack rat.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s ridiculous.”

      His eyes twinkled with amusement. “But not impossible.”

      I stifled a grin. Roman gave me a lopsided smile. The kind where you know the guy sitting across the table is in love with you. You know, the sort of look that makes your heart swell and your palms get all sweaty.

      At least, my palms get sweaty.

      Our food arrived, and I sliced my burger in half and fed some of it into my purse. Both crow and rat were doing good until I heard some sort of shuffling. I peeked inside to see Doodles trying to snatch a crumb from Trixie.

      She yanked at the burger. “Don’t take my food.”

      The crow tweezed the meat into his beak. Trixie pulled on the bite. At the same time, Doodles released her. The rat sailed into the air, over the table and landed flat on the floor.

      A lady with white curls and a lime-green sweater set blinked at the linoleum. She stared for half a second before screaming, “Rat! There’s a rat!”

      I swear, what happened next was like watching a cartoon.

      Trixie scampered toward the booth as a little old man shot out from the back of the shop and banged a broom on the floor.

      Trixie padded left. The broom fell. She dodged right. It landed again. The snapping sound of plastic hitting linoleum had all necks craned toward the action.

      Finally the rat streaked across the floor and squeezed out the front door.

      “Time to go,” I said.

      Roman glanced at his half-finished plate. “What I do for love.”

      Gus’s emptied faster than Krispy Kreme runs out of doughnuts when the HOT NOW sign is lit up. Trust me, that’s fast.

      “Well, at least you got rid of her,” Roman said.

      “Aw,” I replied. “She’s just a little rat.”

      “You don’t like rodents,” he said.

      “That’s not true. You’re the one who’s afraid of her,” I said. “You couldn’t even move when she sat on your shoulder.”

      Roman smirked. “You’re imagining things.” He opened my door and pecked me on the cheek. “It’s okay. I still love you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Thanks.”

      As I slid onto the seat, a tiny voice popped up. “Don’t sit on me. You’ve got a big butt, you know.”

      I jerked up and bumped my head on the lip of the doorframe. “Ouch,” I said, rubbing at the knot that was going to form. “What the heck?”

      Trixie jumped onto the console. “I got in when he opened the door. I’m not trying to get murdered, you know, only trying to get a wedding dress made.”

      “You sure about that?” I said, gritting my teeth.

      “No, silly, I have a wedding in a couple of hours.”

      I stopped. “A couple of hours? I thought you were getting married tomorrow?”

      Trixie shook her head. “You know, I’m not all that great with time. It’s a human concept more than it is an animal one. We rats don’t wear watches, in case you haven’t noticed. Nope. I’m getting married tonight, so let’s get back to your house so you can make me a dress that will shock the audience to death!”

      I smacked my head. Oh boy, did I have my work cut out for me.
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      I took Trixie’s measurements and got to work.

      The rat brushed her paws over her face. “Can I watch?”

      I nodded. “Sure.”

      We were in my bedroom. Trixie sat on my bed. A sample of eye shadow colors were opened in front of her.

      “I think this blue one would look great on my cheeks. And that yellow would look good on my sides. Don’t you think?”

      “Not where that goes,” I murmured.

      Not that it mattered. I mean, she was a rat and apparently my familiar.

      “Okay, I’m about to work my magic.”

      Trixie sat up. “If you work your magic through me, it’ll be smoother.”

      I cocked a brow. “What?”

      She nodded. “I’m not sure how it works, but that’s true.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “I’m not sure how it works either, but I’ll try.”

      Everything I needed lay on a table. White satin, lace, and crystal beads. I’d learned several months ago that the fastest way to make dresses was with magic, and it was something I loved to do.

      I lifted my hands to start orchestrating. Magic fluttered from my fingers. Instead of flowing to the scissors, like I had planned, the trickle of power streamed into Trixie.

      The rat glowed with magic. Trixie blinked toward the scissors. They rose into the air and started cutting.

      The transition happened quickly, effortlessly. In fact, it was almost as if Trixie could read my mind. As soon as I glanced at the needle, thread wove itself into the eye. I didn’t have to motion for the spool the way I normally would have. It magically performed the task I thought.

      Wow. This familiar stuff was kinda cool.

      I only needed the tiniest blip of a thought and the task started performing. This was very different than my usual work. Normally I had to orchestrate everything. Which I loved, don’t get me wrong.

      But having Trixie around made my power seem like magical telekinesis on steroids.

      It was so cool!

      We finished the dress in about five minutes.

      “It’s beautiful, sugar,” Trixie said. “I can’t wait to try it on.”

      The gown floated over to Trixie. She slipped her arms through it. It fit her like a glove. I zipped up the back and raised a little handheld mirror for her.

      The rat twirled around. “It’s gorgeous. I can’t wait to get married in it. Now all I need are my prized pearls. My mother’s bringing them for me to wear.”

      I smiled. “You’re going to be a beautiful bride.”

      What was I saying? A rat about to be a bride? I must’ve been kidding myself.

      “What are you going to wear?” she said to me.

      “Oh, um. I’m sure I’ve got a velvet dress around here somewhere. You know, in case it’s a bit chilly outside.”

      Trixie shook her head. “No, sugar. You need a dress exactly like mine.”

      I blinked. “A wedding dress?”

      “That’s right. That way we can match.”

      I laughed nervously. I don’t know why; it was only a rat, not a real person. “Oh, well, usually on a girl’s wedding day, she’s the only one who dresses like a bride.”

      Trixie fisted her little paws on her hips. “Are you refusing to grant a bride a wish on her wedding day?”

      “Um…”

      “Because I don’t think you’re supposed to do that.” Trixie poked her paw at me. “As soon as you solve my problem and stop someone from stealing my dress, I’ll get out of your hair. You’ll never see me again. And as much as that makes me sad, I’ll be okay. But just for one day, all I’m asking is that you dress like me. On my wedding day.”

      I sighed. There really was no way out of this.

      “Okay, looks like I’m making one full-size wedding dress.”

      I gritted my teeth as I started to sew.

      About an hour later and matching Trixie in style if not attitude, we emerged from my room.

      “What time is everyone coming?” I said.

      And by everyone, I meant a horde of rats. At least, that’s what I imagined would happen.

      A scream pierced the quiet in the house.

      I clicked my tongue. “Let me guess—right about now.”

      I led Trixie into the living room. My sister Seraphina, Sera for short, stood on a dining room chair. She swatted a rolled-up newspaper at the floor.

      “Get out of here,” she screamed.

      I glanced down. A steady stream of rats were taking over my house.

      My grandmother’s bodyguard, Nan, flew into the room. Yes, my grandmother has a bodyguard. No, you don’t want to know the story right now. It’s long and boring.

      Anyway, Nan, a sixty-year-old woman who I’m pretty sure woke up every morning and sharpened her broadsword, swept in jabbing a kitchen spatula toward the floor. “What’s all the commotion? What’s going on? Let me at whatever it is. I’ll send it into next week!”

      I darted between Nan and the river of rats. “It’s okay. It’s fine. Sorry! We’re having a rat wedding.”

      Nan scratched her silvery curls. “Are you marrying a rat, Dylan? That seems a little out of character.”

      Before I could answer, Sera intervened. “Dylan marry a rat? That’s probably the most normal thing Dylan’s done since she became a witch.”

      I narrowed my eyes to slitty wedges of death. “That’s not nice.”

      Sera frowned. “I know. Sorry. I’m stressed from all these rats running around. They’re freaking me out.”

      I plastered on a rigid smile. “Sera, we have to be nice to our guests. They’re having a wedding in a few minutes. We must promote love and harmony.”

      “How about some gin and tonic instead?” Sera joked.

      “They’re not going to run up your leg or anything. You can come down.”

      She pushed the curtain of glossy hair away from her piercing blue eyes and said, “Are you sure?”

      “I promise.”

      “I promise, too,” Trixie said. “They only run up people’s legs if they’re going to kiss you or bite you. And sugar, you barely look good enough to bite.”

      Sera blanched.

      I grabbed my sister’s arm. “She’s kidding. No one’s going to do either one to you. Come on down.”

      “If they do, I’ll splat ‘em,” Nan said. She karate chopped the air. “These two hands are lethal weapons, ready to kill at any moment.”

      “Thank you for that,” I mused. “But we’ll be okay. However, Nan, if you could help corral the rats, that would be great.”

      “I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      I clapped my hands together. “Great! Let’s start moving the guests into the living room.”

      After Sera came down, Trixie said, “So? What are we having for the reception?”

      I frowned. “Reception?”

      The rat threw up her hands. “You mean we’re not having a reception? How could we not be having a reception? Every wedding has one.”

      I clicked my tongue in annoyance. “Well, since I just found out that we’re having the wedding today, I didn’t exactly have time to plan a reception.”

      She folded her arms. “I’ve got to have a reception. It’s not a wedding without one.”

      Sera placed a hand on my shoulder. “Never let it be said that I wanted an upset rat in my house. I’ll whip up a quick spread. I may even have time to make a cake.”

      Trixie jumped in glee. “That would be wonderful. Thank you! Now, I’ve got to go find Roger. You have to meet him.”

      “Um, isn’t it bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding?”

      “Oh, silly, I don’t follow traditions like that. That’s just plain dumb. Besides, Roger and I already have three litters of rats together.”

      I rolled my eyes. And the rat still needed a wedding dress. Go figure.

      Trixie scampered off as a flood of rats took up reign in the house.

      Sera cocked her head. “Do you want to explain how you got roped into this? And wearing a wedding dress?”

      I shrugged. “It involves Grandma.”

      She raised her hand, flashing me her palm. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.” She sighed. “Let me go bake a wedding cake.”

      She shuffled off to the kitchen. Trixie ran back up. She wore the pearls, so I guessed she’d found her mother. Also, Trixie dragged a rat behind her. He had thick, gray fur and wore a little jacket.

      “This is Roger. Roger, meet Dylan. She’s the witch I was telling you about.”

      I stuck out my finger. Roger shook it with his little paw.

      “Do any others talk, or just you?” I said to Trixie.

      “Y’all can only understand me because I’m connected to you. You can’t understand any of the other rats, but I can tell by the look on Roger’s face that he’s happy to meet you.”

      “Great. So. When do you want to start the wedding?”

      Grandma fluttered into the room waiving her hands. “Dylan, you look radiant. Like every bride should. I didn’t realize this was a double wedding. Don’t tell me you’ve decided to marry one of these rats. But if you have, my dear, I’ll support any decision you make.”

      I frowned. “Grandma, I’m not marrying a rat. Trixie wanted me to dress like this for her wedding.”

      A neck tremor took control of Grandma’s head. It wavered until she got control of it. “I guess whatever floats your buoy.”

      “Yep, whatever floats it. Okay, so how’s this going to work?”

      Grandma shoved up her sleeves. “I’m going to lead the proceedings.”

      I eyed the barrage of rats. Watched as they climbed the furniture, nibbled on the walls, groomed themselves. My stomach twisted with queasiness.

      “Great. The sooner the better. We’re going to have a lot of disinfecting to do,” I murmured.

      “Everyone,” Grandma said, “let us convene in the backyard.”

      “It’s going to be chilly out there,” I said.

      “Put on a coat,” Grandma replied.

      She looked like the freakin’ Pied Piper of Hamlin as she led the army of rats through the kitchen and out the back door. The doorbell rang as I was about to follow.

      “Now, who could that be?” I muttered.

      I crossed to the door and threw it open. On the other side stood two men. One was Roman; the other was Jonathan Pearbottom, inspector for the witch police.

      I suddenly realized I was standing in front of my boyfriend wearing a wedding dress. The urge to hide under a chair or, better yet, jump off a cliff overcame me.

      “Dylan,” Pearbottom hissed. “I received a call there might be a magical theft occurring at this location today.”

      I frowned. “What?”

      Jonathan Pearbottom was nothing if not eccentric. He always wore a bowler hat and a tweed cape. Plus, his hooked nose made him look sinister.

      He cleared his throat. “As I said, we received a tip.”

      “Well, I’ll give you a tip. If you leave now, you won’t be disgusted by what’s in the backyard.”

      Pearbottom and I had a tenuous relationship—he didn’t like me and I didn’t like him. For some reason he had a penchant for finding out if I’d done something I wasn’t supposed to, like work magic in front of regular people—a big no-no in my world.

      He gave me a tight, thin smile. “Then let me just see what’s going on back there,” he said, sliding past me.

      “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you,” I called out after him.

      That left me standing alone.

      With Roman.

      While wearing a wedding dress.

      “So, I guess you think I’m getting my Halloween costume on early—like a year early.”

      Roman shook his head. “No, I figured you’d decided to elope with one of your rat friends.”

      “Very funny,” I said. “You’d be upset if I really did, though, right?”

      Roman crossed the threshold, wrapped one arm around my waist and brushed his lips against mine. “Darlin’, I’d be wrecked.”

      “Hmm. Wrecked. I like that.” I shook my head. “I mean, I wouldn’t like it if that happened to you, but I like that you said that.” I melted into his arms in a dreamy sort of way and almost forgot that a country of rats were waiting for me.

      “What are you doing here, Roman?”

      He released me. “I got a call that a rat needs a best man.”

      I laughed. “Well, I’m the maid of honor, so I guess we can go in together.”

      “Oh, so that’s a deranged maid of honor dress you’re wearing.”

      I scoffed. “She wanted me to wear it. Not sure why.”

      “Didn’t you say someone’s been stealing her wedding dresses?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      He chuckled. “She probably wanted you to wear it so that it wouldn’t be hers that got stolen this time—it would be yours.”

      I cocked a brow. “You think?”

      He nodded. “Guarantee it.” He offered his arm, and I curled my hand over the bend of his elbow. “Come on. Let’s go watch a rat wedding.”

      We drifted outside and took our positions framing the bride and groom just as Grandma was getting started.

      “Dearly beloved, we are gathered her today to witness the joining of two rats.”

      I won’t bore you with the hairy details, but let’s just say the combining of two rat families wasn’t much different than the joining of two human ones.

      Except a lot less fur, of course.

      Grandma led a wonderful service. She even cried a few times. It was over before I knew it and all the rats were spilling back into the house for the reception.

      I cringed at the sight of all the little paws and feet taking over the house.

      Luckily by the time we got back inside the dining room, Sera had a wedding cake and lots of cupcakes for the guests.

      “Ta-da,” she said.

      “Wow, that was fast,” I whispered, sidling up to her.

      She winked at me. “Magic.”

      I laughed. If you wanted something done quickly, magic was the way to go.

      Her gaze swept over the rats. She handed them little plates with cut cupcakes on them. Sera’s gaze drifted to the kitchen.

      “Ugh,” she said, “what’s he doing here?”

      I didn’t even have to look to know she was talking about Pearbottom. “He’s here because someone tipped him off that there’s going to be a theft.”

      Sera raked her fingers through her silky hair. “Great. So we’ve got to put up with him for how long?”

      “Hopefully just a few hours.”

      One of the rats started shrieking. It sounded like Trixie. In fact, it was. She stood around her family, tears poured down her face.

      “My pearls,” she squeaked.

      I crossed over to her. The fur under her eyes was shiny and wet.

      “Trixie, what is it?”

      The rat clutched her neck. “My pearls! They were on my neck a few minutes ago. Now they’re gone.”

      I bit my lip. Oh, no. “Do you think they fell off?” I said hopefully.

      Trixie shook her head. “No. They’ve been stolen! My prized pearls were taken by someone in this room!”
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      Jonathan Pearbottom strode into the center of the room and flared his arms out. “No one moves. Everyone stay exactly where you are. There’s a thief and I plan on sniffing him or her out.”

      I rolled my eyes. I mean, Pearbottom was acting like he was Wyatt Earp and my house was the Old West.

      “Madam rat,” Pearbottom said, “when was the last time you saw this necklace?”

      Trixie thought for a minute. “When I was saying my vows to Roger-poo, here. I know I had them on then because I reached for them.”

      Pearbottom clasped his hands behind his back. “So the pearls were on your neck when you were outside. Let’s see if they’re still there.”

      The inspector marched through the house, a trail of rats clipping at his heels. I shot Roman a look. He brushed his fingers over his lips, trying to hide a smile.

      “You staying in here?” he said. “You’re not going to miss all the fun, are you?”

      “The fun?”

      He nodded. “You’ve got to see Pearbottom in action. Even I haven’t seen this in a while.”

      “Really?”

      Roman grinned. “Trust me on this.”

      I smirked. “Trust you?”

      “Like you would with your naked body.”

      I swatted him. “Come on. Let’s go see.”

      We reached the yard right as Pearbottom pulled a magnifying glass from his cape pocket. “So you, Trixie the Rat, were standing right about here,” he said, pointing to a patch of yellow grass.

      Trixie sniffled. “Yes. I was right there.”

      Pearbottom swept the yard with the glass. “So somewhere between here and the dining room, you lost the pearls.”

      “That’s correct,” she said, sniffling. “Between those two spots someone stole them from my neck!” She pointed at the crowd. “Someone here betrayed me.”

      Sheesh. Dramatic much?

      Pearbottom glanced at the rats. “And did anyone see these pearls? Anyone at all?”

      The rats all stared at him blankly. Not sure if they understood English, but that didn’t seem to stop him.

      “Perhaps one of the rats thought they were a snack,” Roman offered.

      Pearbottom poked the air. “What a good observation, Detective Bane.”

      “They do eat anything,” Roman added.

      Pearbottom sniffed. “Did anyone eat the pearls?”

      Still blank stares.

      “No one ate them,” Trixie said. “They stole them.”

      “Ate, stole,” I said. “It’s almost the same thing.”

      Pearbottom glared at me.

      I laughed nervously. “Just trying to help.”

      “All right,” he said with a flourish of his hand. “Who was standing beside the bride?”

      “Me,” I squeaked. “I was beside her.”

      “And do you have the pearls?”

      I shook my head. “No pearls here, but when the wedding was over, a lot of people came up to her.”

      Pearbottom raked his gaze over the crowd. “Who was nearby? Let me see all of you.”

      About twenty naked rats approached Pearbottom.

      I sidled over to Roman. “Exactly where are they going to hide her pearls?”

      Roman threaded his fingers through his hair. “Pearbottom will come up with something.”

      “My ring is missing,” Grandma cried from the door.

      The crowd swiveled in her direction. She wiggled her index finger. Unlike all her other digits, this one was bare.

      Pearbottom’s eyebrows shot to points. He clasped his hands behind his back and strode over like an inspector out of a movie from the 1930s.

      “Your ring is missing?” he said.

      Grandma waved her finger around. “I noticed it a moment ago when I stopped to have a bite of cupcake. It was snatched right off my finger when I wasn’t looking!”

      “May I see this finger?” Pearbottom said.

      Oh boy. Who stops to look at the finger?

      Pearbottom inspected my grandmother’s hand with the palm up. He flipped it over, pulled his magnifying glass from his pocket and went over the speckled flesh.

      “Very interesting,” he said. “Very interesting indeed.”

      “Learned who the killer is?” Roman shot out.

      Pearbottom sniffed. “Closer. I’m getting closer. Madam rat,” he said, turning to Trixie.

      “Yes?”

      “May I see your neck?”

      “Sugar, you can see whatever you need to in order to solve this crime.”

      Pearbottom bent down and swept the glass over her neck. “Very interesting indeed.”

      “Well?” I said.

      Pearbottom plucked a handkerchief from his breast pocket and cleaned the glass. “It appears that the ring and the necklace were stolen straight off the victims. Whoever did so used cunning and quickness. They were dastardly fast, you see.”

      “Got a suspect?” I said, stifling a yawn.

      “Let us go inside and I’ll sort the details,” he said.

      The party shuffled back inside. Thank goodness, now my house was full of rats again. Just kidding. That wasn’t good at all. I was ready to get rid of them, if you wanted to know the truth.

      We went back to the dining room, where I proceeded to hand out cake to the guests. I mean, why shouldn’t they enjoy a bit of dessert while Pearbottom solved the big bad crime?

      The inspector stalked around the room. I snatched a look at Roman. Amusement danced in his green eyes. His gaze flickered to me. He smiled, the corners of his lips curling and his eyes crinkling in a way that made my heart flutter.

      Gosh, I sure did love that guy.

      I finished handing out cake and crossed to Roman. He entwined his fingers in mine and tugged me close to him.

      “Have I told you lately how much I miss you?” he murmured.

      “You just saw me at lunch.”

      “I know, but can’t I miss you in between?”

      I shrugged. “I guess so, but it sounds kind of sappy if you want to know the truth.”

      He smirked. “I guess I’m just a sappy guy then.”

      “That’s so cute. Makes my heart swell with joy.”

      “Mine too, and I’m not being sarcastic.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not being sarcastic.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “No, I’m not. I’m being serious. My heart swells.”

      Roman tugged me closer and wrapped his arms around my waist. “Why don’t you stop talking and let me kiss you.”

      “Oh, well, um…”

      He gave me a quick brush on the lips and then Pearbottom was back to it.

      “It seems to me that someone in this very room is the thief. Someone snatched these two objects straight from the victims without their noticing it. That means whoever did it had to get close enough to our victims.”

      Thank you, Sherlock.

      “It also had to be someone that could go undetected, someone who’s been fitting in to the crowd, so to speak.”

      I stared at the blank expressions on the rats’ faces. I mean, it could have been any of them.

      Pearbottom paced back and forth. “But this particular person or creature who stole these objects also had to have a sense of purpose about them.”

      From the corner of the room, my baby sister, Reid, raised her hand. “You mean purpose like they needed to use them for something?”

      Her voice surprised me. I hadn’t heard her come in, and I was even more surprised that she was helping Pearbottom.

      Pearbottom poked the air. “Exactly! Purpose!”

      Trixie scurried over to me, hooked her claws in my leg and proceeded to scamper up my wedding dress until she reached my shoulder.

      I fought the urge to vomit right then and there.

      “Mr. Policeman, you need to know that before today, someone had been stealing my wedding dresses.”

      Pearbottom stroked his chin. “You don’t say?”

      “Yes, I do say, but anyway, that’s why Dylan’s wearing a copy of my dress. I didn’t want anyone to steal it from me, I thought if there were two of them, that person might steal hers instead.”

      Roman shot me a smug I-told-you-so look.

      I frowned. I really didn’t want to have to go around naked, ’cause apparently whoever the thief was, they were pretty darn good at snatching things from folks while they were wearing them.

      “Hmm, very interesting. Tell me, Miss Rat, is there someone you’re particularly close to who didn’t want you to get married?”

      Trixie sniffled, and then she burst into tears. “No one likes Roger. They say he’s a nerd.”

      Great. That did it. I plucked a tissue from a box and handed it to her. She swiped her cheeks, drying the patches left from the tears.

      “There, there,” I said. “You’re married now. It’ll be okay.”

      I pulled Trixie from my shoulder and deposited her next to Roger. As I was doing that, I caught a peek at Doodles. The crow was waddling in the kitchen, carrying something shiny in his mouth.

      I crossed to him and noticed he held a diamond bracelet. He headed for the door. I blocked it and bent down, opening my palm.

      “Drop it,” I said.

      The bird cocked his head, opened his beak and released the jewelry.

      “Anyone missing a bracelet?” I said, holding it up high.

      My sister Sera clasped her wrist. “I am. Where’d you find that?”

      I pointed to the bird. “In his beak. Inspector, I believe we’ve found our culprit.”

      Pearbottom strode over. Doodles toddled to a corner where he’d stashed a wad of napkins, one pearl necklace and a silver ring.

      “Aha,” Pearbottom announced.

      The entire rat population of my dining room scurried to us.

      Trixe broke through the crowd. “My necklace!”

      Grandma rushed over. “My ring!”

      In the short time Doodles had been at the house, the crow had amassed quite a collection of twine, dust mites, napkins and of course, jewelry.

      “Doodles,” Trixie chastised, “have you been stealing all my things?”

      Doodles blinked.

      “My guess is,” I said, “that he’s the one who took your wedding dresses. If you go home and unearth his stash, you’ll find them.”

      Pearbottom raised his parrot nose. “Crows love shiny objects. They can’t exactly help themselves. It’s in their blood. Well, I see we’ve found the culprit.”

      “You mean I found the culprit,” I said.

      Pearbottom pinched his lips together. “Yes, I suppose so. This doesn’t mean anything has changed between us, though. I’m still watching you, Dylan Apel.”

      I batted my lashes at him. “And I’m still a model witch citizen,” I chimed.

      Pearbottom choked on something, probably the truth. “I see my job is done here.” He turned to Trixie and her new husband. “Have a happy life.”

      The guests stayed for another hour before they finally started pouring from the house. As we were winding down, Trixie came over to me.

      “Dylan, I can’t thank you enough, sugar, for making my dress. You made all my magical wedding dreams come true.”

      I smiled at her. “I’m so glad I could help. I have to admit I wasn’t exactly crazy about the idea at first.”

      “You mean you didn’t want to help a rat.”

      I grimaced. “I hate to put it that way.”

      “But it’s true,” she said sadly. “No one thinks of us as people with thoughts and feelings.”

      I nibbled my lip for a second. “Because you aren’t people. But you are a creature with hopes and dreams the same as any other.”

      Trixie extended her arms for a hug. “Thank you, Dylan. And I’ll leave you now, but if you ever need any help from me or my rat friends, let me know. I’m here to help.”

      “Will I still be able to understand you, now that our connection is broken?”

      Trixie shrugged. “I’m not sure. But even if we can’t understand each other in words, we’ll still be able to understand each other in heart.”

      Okay, heart wasn’t exactly a language, but I got the gist of what she meant.

      I wrapped the little rat up in a hug. “It was a pleasure meeting you. Please do come visit.”

      I swear the rat sniffled. “I will.”

      With that, she scampered off to a corner to return to her rat village, or wherever she lived.

      I plucked a tissue from a box and dabbed my eyes.

      “Don’t worry, darlin’, we’ll always have Paris.”

      I barked a laugh. I pivoted in my seat to see Roman leaning against one corner. “She’ll be back,” he said. “Don’t worry. It’s impossible to get rid of rats.”

      I nodded. “That’s probably true.” I pushed myself from the chair. “Of course, there’s someone else I don’t want to get rid of.”

      His brow quirked. “I’m assuming you mean me.”

      As Roman wrapped me in a hug and grazed his lips over mine, I murmured, “You would be assuming right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Witch Mocha Morsel

          

          A BEWITCHED BY CHOCOLATE Short Story

        

        
          H.Y. Hanna

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are these chocolates all handmade?”

      Caitlyn jumped guiltily and came out of her daydream. She looked up to find herself facing a plump, middle-aged man across the counter, his chubby face creased in a jovial smile. It was so different from the face she had been dreaming about—the handsome features of Lord James Fitzroy, with his humorous grey eyes, aristocratic nose, and heart-melting, lopsided smile—that she had to blink several times to bring herself back to the present.

      “Um…” She cleared her throat, remembering her sales spiel. “Yes… yes, they are! They’re all created by hand, using chocolate made from the finest cocoa beans, combined with ingredients like rich, buttery caramel and smooth, creamy fudge.” And a little bit of witchy magic, she added silently with a smile to herself.

      “Mmm… Sounds awesome,” said the man, smacking his lips and eyeing the rows of chocolates displayed beneath the glass counter. He had a strong American accent and an open, friendly manner that made you instantly warm to him.

      “Would you like to choose some to put in a box?” asked Caitlyn hopefully.

      The man hesitated. “Well, you know, I’m supposed to be on a diet…” He leaned forwards to peer through the glass pane and sighed. “These look so good, though… wow, look at that dark chocolate one with the crunchy toffee pieces… and that one with the roasted hazelnuts… and this one with the dark things sprinkled on top—What are they?” He tilted his head and read the label out loud. “‘Milk chocolate truffle, filled with vanilla ganache and sprinkled with crispy cocoa nibs’… cocoa what?”

      “Nibs,” Caitlyn said.

      “Mew!”

      A scrap of black fur darted out from nowhere and jumped up onto the counter, causing the man to reel back in surprise.

      “Sorry,” said Caitlyn, trying to grab the kitten. “His name’s Nibs so he probably thought I was calling him.”

      “A shop cat, huh? That’s cute.”

      Caitlyn gave him an apologetic look. “Actually, Nibs isn’t supposed to be out here in the shop—he’s supposed to stay at the back of the cottage, but he’s… well, he’s a bit naughty.”

      “Mew!” said Nibs. He gave Caitlyn a cheeky twitch of his whiskers, then turned his big yellow eyes to look up at the man.

      “Nibs, huh?” said the man, grinning as he eyed the fluffy kitten. “Yeah, I can see why you called him that: dark and tiny like those cocoa things. Where did you get him?”

      “I rescued him, actually,” said Caitlyn, stroking the little kitten, who began to purr loudly. “I found him in a flooded quarry up on the hill behind the village.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “The hill with the stone circle? I heard there’s all sorts of rumours about that place—some kind of powerful ancient magic, right? And this village too… We met this tour guide who told us weird things have been happening here: people getting chocolate warts on their skin and a chocolate cake turning into live butterflies… it was even in the news or something. Is that true?”

      “Er… well, you know… sometimes things happen and then… um… you get silly rumours spreading…” Caitlyn said lamely.

      The tourist chuckled. “Actually, my wife didn’t even wanna stop in Tillyhenge, but I told her the stories are just crazy talk.” He glanced back through the shop doorway at the cobbled street outside. “So far, it looks just like any other quaint little English village we’ve visited. And I haven’t met any witches… unless you’re one!”

      He laughed uproariously, and Caitlyn gave him a wan smile, wondering what he would say if he knew the truth. Of course, she was only a novice witch, and so far the only magic she’d really mastered was bewitching the ladle to stir the melted chocolate in the cauldron. Still…

      The man tilted his head to one side and regarded her curiously. “Say… you from around here? Your accent is kinda funny. You don’t sound like the other English people we’ve met.”

      Caitlyn hesitated. “Er… I was born in England but I was adopted by an American family when I was a baby.”

      “Really? Where did you live in the States? I’m from Ohio.”

      “I… I didn’t live in the States much. My adoptive mother travelled a lot.”

      “You know, you look kinda familiar. Where have I seen you before?” The man snapped his fingers. “You ever been on TV?”

      “Oh no,” said Caitlyn quickly, wondering how to change the subject. The last thing she needed was for him to start asking about her background and why she had returned to England.

      She was relieved when the door behind the counter swung open and a gangly girl of about eighteen, with frizzy red hair and a shy smile, stepped out carrying a tray of chocolate fudge brownies. A heady aroma of rich, dark chocolate and fresh baking filled the air.

      “This is my cousin, Evie. She’s helping out in the shop, like me,” Caitlyn started chattering. “It’s actually my grandmother’s shop—she’s a skilled chocolatier—but she’s gone to her weekly physiotherapy appointment for her arthritis, so we’re manning things for her…”

      Caitlyn saw Evie give her an odd look, obviously wondering why she was telling a customer so much unnecessary information. The man, however, didn’t seem to be listening. Instead, he leaned towards the tray and took a deep sniff.

      “Wow, that smells awesome!”

      “They’re Triple Chocolate Mocha Fudge Brownies,” said Evie. “They’ve just come out of the oven.”

      “Here, try a piece?” said Caitlyn impulsively, breaking off a corner and offering the morsel to the American.

      He hesitated, then took the piece and popped it into his mouth. A dreamy look came over his face. “Man… What did you put in it? I’ve never tasted anything like this! Just incredible…” He laughed. “You know, I saw the name of the shop—Bewitched by Chocolate—and I thought it was just a cheesy joke, but I gotta say, after tasting this, I totally believe in magic.”

      “Would you like to buy some?” asked Caitlyn, hoping that this time he would say “yes”.

      “Oh yeah! Give me a half a dozen pieces. And a box of chocolate truffles too—no, make that two boxes. If the brownies taste this good, the chocolates must be amazing!”

      “Which flavours would you like?”

      “Oh, anything. You pick. But I want some with those crispy cocoa nib things,” he added, chuckling.

      “Mew!” said Nibs in agreement and the man laughed and reached out to pat the kitten.

      Caitlyn was delighted. Business had been slow all day and it would be nice to have a big sale to show her grandmother when the latter got back. But she had barely grabbed the tongs and started filling a box with chocolates when a woman stormed into the shop. She was thin, almost scrawny, with a pinched expression and greying brown hair scraped back into a tight bun. Nibs hissed, the fur on his back standing on end and his tail puffing up like a bottle brush. He backed away, eyeing the woman nervously, as she came up to the counter.

      “Larry! Larry, what are you doing?” she screeched.

      “B-buying some chocolate,” stammered the man, looking guilty.

      “You know you’re not supposed to eat any candy!” the woman snapped. “You’re on a diet!

      “Aw, come on, Ida… these are really awesome!”

      “Would you like to taste one?” Caitlyn asked, offering the woman the half-filled box of chocolate truffles.

      Ida shoved the box away and glared at Caitlyn. “I don’t want your filthy chocolates and you shouldn’t be giving them to my husband either! Heaven knows what’s in them.” She looked around the shop and shuddered. “This whole place gives me the creeps. I heard that there’s an old witch who lives here and—”

      She gasped as her husband reached furtively for another piece of chocolate fudge; she smacked his hand away.

      “Hey!” Larry cried.

      “You’re on a diet, Larry! No chocolates! No cake! No candy!” She punctuated each word with a jab of her forefinger. Then she clamped a claw-like hand on her husband’s arm and towed him, still protesting, out of the shop.

      Sheesh. Talk about hen-pecked, Caitlyn thought.

      “What a horrible woman,” said Evie.

      “Mew!” said Nibs with a twitch of his tail.

      “Well, I suppose she had a point,” said Caitlyn. “If her husband is supposed to be losing weight, then he shouldn’t really be eating any chocolates.”

      “Not unless they’re magical fat-burning chocolates!” said Evie with a giggle.

      “What do you mean?”

      Evie cast a quick glance around, then stepped closer to Caitlyn and lowered her voice. “You know last week when I was looking after the herbal shop while Mum went to London? Well, I never told Mum this, but a man came into the shop. He was selling all sorts of herbs and spices—and guess what, he even had some kanel!”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s magical cinnamon. It looks just like regular cinnamon, except that it glows red in the dark. And it’s supposed to make you burn fat really fast. But it’s really hard to find. Mum says it’s all a myth and it doesn’t really exist, but I believe it does. According to legend, you can only get it from the troll caves in Norway. Trolls always keep some sticks of kanel in their larder. They make troll tea with it.”

      Caitlyn stared at Evie. “Trolls?”

      “Yeah, trolls,” said Evie, as casually as if she were saying “cows”. “I read about them in this book of Norwegian folktales. That’s where they’re from, you know—Norway—although some people say a few of them came over to Great Britain with the Vikings. But they’ve probably all died out. They like to live in wild, isolated places, you see, under rocks and in caves and mountains, and only come out at night, because sunlight turns them into stone—but England is too flat, really. We don’t have lots of big, rocky mountains like Norway does, so there’s no place for them to hide.”

      “Ah. Right.” Caitlyn blinked, struggling to accept that trolls could be real. Although, come to think of it, she knew now that witches existed—and vampires too—so why not trolls? “So… um… this guy said he had some magical cinnamon?”

      Evie nodded excitedly. “Yes, genuine Norwegian kanel. And it was such a good price too—he said he would give me a special discount, since he could see that I had a great talent for working magic and would make good use of such a rare substance.”

      “Hmm…” Caitlyn gave her cousin a cynical look, but Evie babbled on, oblivious.

      “Anyway, I bought two sticks from him. It cost all of my pocket money… but it’s worth it! I’ve been desperate to try it out but I haven’t had a chance to sneak into the kitchen at home without Mum knowing. So today, when Grandma went out and left me in charge of the chocolate fudge brownies, I took a bit of the mocha fudge mixture from Grandma’s batch and added some grated kanel, then baked it with the rest…” Evie reached into her pocket and pulled out a small foil-wrapped packet. “Ta-da! Fat-burning chocolate brownies!”

      “Did you say ‘fat-burning chocolate’?”

      They turned to find the American tourist back at the counter once more. He cast a furtive glance over his shoulder, then said urgently:

      “Quick! My wife’s stopped to look in an antique shop and she doesn’t know that I’ve come back here. I was gonna get some of that mocha fudge brownie… but what’s this fat-burning chocolate?”

      Evie glanced at Caitlyn, then proudly showed the foil packet to the American. “I made some Fat-Burning Mocha Fudge Brownie: the more you eat, the thinner you get!”

      “You’re kidding!” Larry’s eyes gleamed. “I’ve gotta taste some!”

      Caitlyn shifted uneasily. “Wait, Evie—are you sure…”

      But it was too late. The man had grabbed a piece of chocolate brownie from the foil packet and stuffed it into his mouth. Caitlyn watched apprehensively as he chewed and swallowed.

      Nothing happened.

      The man looked down and patted his bulging stomach. “So… when does it start working?”

      Evie frowned. “It should start working right away. Maybe you need to—” She broke off and stared as the man’s head began shrinking. Smaller and smaller, it shrank like a deflating balloon, while the rest of his body remained the same size.

      Nibs stared fascinated and reached up a curious paw. “Mew?”

      Caitlyn gasped. “Evie! What have you done?”

      “I… I don’t know!” cried Evie. “It shouldn’t be like this. He’s supposed to get thinner—his head shouldn’t get smaller!”

      “Heey! Wheet’s gaying on?” the man squeaked, sounding like someone who had swallowed too much laughing gas.

      “D-don’t worry! I can fix it!” said Evie. She grabbed the man’s head, which was now the size of an apple, on either side of his (tiny) ears and babbled frantically:

      

      “A spell to foil this bad surprise,

      Restore his head to normal size!”

      

      There was a pause, and then, to Caitlyn’s relief, the man’s head stopped shrinking. But instead of growing back to normal, it started elongating until it resembled a pointed egg.

      “Oh no…” Caitlyn groaned. “Evie, what have you done now?”

      “It should have worked!” Evie protested.

      “Larry? Larry, where are you?” A faint voice drifted in from the street outside.

      Caitlyn gasped and ran to the shop doorway. “His wife is walking back down this way! Quick, you’ve got to fix him before she gets here!”

      “I’m… I’m trying!” wailed Evie. She thought for a moment, her forehead creased in concentration, then she brightened. “Okay, okay—I’ve got it.” She raised her hands again and waved her fingers in front of the man’s face, chanting:

      

      “Cinnamon, thy mischief cease,

      Suspend, subside, thy hold release!”

      

      There was a loud bang and a big puff of smoke, which left both girls coughing and Nibs scurrying to hide under a nearby cupboard. When the air cleared, Caitlyn stared in dismay. The man now had a tiny, pointy head with purple pansies growing all over it.

      Evie reeled backwards in horror. “Aaaagghh!”

      “What’s going on here?” came a stern voice behind them.

      The girls whirled to find themselves facing an old woman who had come in from the back of the cottage. With her wispy grey hair, hooked nose, and flashing dark eyes, not to mention her hunched back and hands gnarled by arthritis, the Widow Mags looked exactly like the witches found in countless children’s stories and fairytales. Caitlyn had discovered, though, that her grandmother’s gruff manner and ferocious appearance actually hid a heart filled with warmth and wisdom. Now she breathed a sigh of relief as the old witch came forwards and took in the situation in one swift glance. Then she raised a gnarled hand and said softly:

      “Parvus cranio… Reverso!”

      There was another puff of smoke, and this time, when the air cleared, Caitlyn was immensely relieved to see Larry back to his old self. And not a second too soon. Even as the last wisps of smoke disappeared, his wife stepped back into the store.

      “LARRY, YOU RAT! I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU SNEAKED OFF AND—”

      Ida broke off mid-screech as she suddenly saw the Widow Mags. Her mouth opened and closed a few times, like a goldfish.

      “Yes?” the Widow Mags growled.

      “N-n-nothing!” the woman squeaked. She grabbed her husband’s arm and backed out of the shop, dragging him with her.

      There was an awkward silence after they’d left. Evie stood shame-faced, twisting her hands.

      “There’s a reason why some things are best left alone. Especially when they are nothing more than silly legends,” said the Widow Mags with a glower.

      Evie flushed. “It’s not a silly legend! Kanel does exist!”

      “Perhaps. But you should know better than to buy magical ingredients from an untrusted source, Evie.”

      “You won’t tell Mum, will you?” pleaded Evie. “She’ll have a fit if she finds out that I spent all my pocket money on this.”

      The Widow Mags sighed. “All right, all right. You’d better run along home now—unless you’d like to have dinner here with me and Caitlyn?”

      “No, I’d better go. Thank you, Grandma!” Evie gave the old witch an impulsive hug. After a wave to Caitlyn, she skipped out of the door and disappeared.

      “Mew?” said Nibs, emerging from beneath the cupboard where he had been hiding.

      He trotted up to the Widow Mags and rubbed himself against her ankles. The old witch picked up the kitten absent-mindedly and cuddled him against her chest as she headed back to the kitchen. Caitlyn hid a smile as she followed her grandmother to the rear of the cottage. She remembered the first time she had brought Nibs to the chocolate shop: “I can’t have him here, getting under everyone’s feet!” the Widow Mags had snapped.

      But it hadn’t taken Nibs long to win her grandmother over, and although she would never admit it, the Widow Mags loved having the little kitten around. Which was just as well, since he did seem to get under everyone’s feet all the time. Now, he wriggled free from the old witch’s arms and jumped onto the big wooden table, wandering over to the collection of bowls in the centre.

      The Widow Mags had been making a new batch of chocolate truffles earlier, dipping each ball of creamy chocolate ganache into melted chocolate and then rolling them in different coatings, from rich cocoa powder to chopped roasted hazelnut, finely shredded coconut to rainbow-coloured sprinkles. Every bowl held a different type of coating and Nibs poked his head into each one, sniffing curiously.

      “Nibs, stop that! Get off the table… oh, be careful!” Caitlyn cried as she saw the little kitten put a paw up on the edge of one bowl, causing it to tip towards him.

      But it was too late. The bowl flipped over, dumping its contents all over the table—and coating Nibs in a shower of fine cinnamon sugar. The little kitten sprang backwards and shook himself, sneezing. Caitlyn looked aghast at the mess on the table, then sneaked a look at her grandmother. The Widow Mags was trying to keep a stern expression but Caitlyn could see her lips twitching. The next moment, the old witch gave up pretending and burst into raspy chuckles. Caitlyn found herself laughing as well.

      “Mew!” said Nibs, looking up at them cheekily, with tiny bits of sugar sticking to his whiskers.

      “You little monkey!” said Caitlyn, shaking her head.

      She picked up the kitten and examined him. His black fur was covered with fine sugar granules, which caught the light and sparkled like fairy dust, and he smelled heavily of cinnamon. Nibs gave himself another shake, sending sugar granules flying in every direction, then wriggled out of her arms and jumped down onto the kitchen floor, leaving a trail of sugar behind him. Before she could grab him again, he had scooted away, chasing a moth that had come in the kitchen window. Caitlyn sighed and turned back to the table to start clearing up the mess, but the Widow Mags held up her hand.

      “Sometimes, it helps to know a bit of magic,” said the old witch with a twinkle in her eye. Then she waved a hand and Caitlyn watched, dumbfounded, as the spilled sugar on the table surged together and poured itself back into the bowl. A minute later, everything was neat and clean again.

      “Wow.” Caitlyn smiled. “I wish I could do that.”

      The Widow Mags inclined her head. “You will, one day. You have a great natural gift for working magic.”

      Caitlyn flushed with pleasure at the rare compliment. “So it doesn’t matter that I didn’t start practising from young, like Evie did?”

      The Widow Mags sighed and made a rueful face. “Evie might have been raised as a witch, but you have far greater natural talents and instincts. Evie tries hard, bless her, but her focus is weak. And she spends too much time on unworthy spells and silly fantasies,” she added with a dark look.

      Caitlyn hesitated, feeling like she should defend her young cousin. “Maybe she was just trying to help. I mean, fat-burning chocolates would sell like crazy in the shop! It sounds amazing—this kanel—if it really exists…”

      “That’s a mystery that’s not worth solving,” said the Widow Mags tartly. “Better witches than Evie have wasted years searching for the mythical kanel. I’m inclined to agree with Bertha—it’s something that only exists in folklore and fairytales.”
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Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, as she got ready for bed in her attic bedroom above the chocolate shop, Caitlyn couldn’t help thinking of Evie and the “fat-burning chocolate” again… In spite of what the Widow Mags had said, she could see why her cousin had been so excited by the thought of kanel and what it could do. It was such an amazing idea: chocolates that could make you thinner!

      Would they really work? Caitlyn remembered reading an article on how cinnamon could speed up your metabolism a bit. That was ordinary cinnamon, of course. So imagine what magical cinnamon could do… speed up your metabolism so much that you’d start burning fat away? She sighed wistfully. How amazing if there was such a thing. Her eyes strayed to the mirror and she winced at her own reflection. Born with a classic “pear-shaped” figure, Caitlyn had always been embarrassed by her big hips and curvy frame. The thought of magical chocolate which could burn away her fat was very seductive.

      Maybe if I was slim and graceful, I wouldn’t embarrass myself every time I see James, Caitlyn thought. She winced again as she remembered the time when the handsome lord of Huntingdon Manor had found her balancing precariously at the top of a ladder, trying to coax Nibs down from a huge haystack. How big her bum must have looked from that angle! And as if that wasn’t bad enough, there was that other time when she had crashed into James and they’d ended up in a heap on the floor, with her literally sitting on his stomach!

      Pushing the humiliating memories away, Caitlyn turned from the mirror and began climbing into bed. Then she paused and looked around the room in puzzlement. Something wasn’t right…

      Of course! Nibs!

      The black kitten usually followed her up at bedtime and slept curled up at the foot of her bed. Tonight, however, the little feline was nowhere to be seen.

      Where was he?

      Caitlyn frowned, trying to remember when she had last seen Nibs. He had been scampering around the kitchen, chasing the moth and getting under their feet, as they had prepared dinner. But she couldn’t remember seeing him after that. Feeling worried, Caitlyn left her room and tiptoed down the spiral staircase. The door to the Widow Mags’s bedroom was slightly ajar and Caitlyn peeked inside. She could hear her grandmother’s heavy breathing and see her huddled form on the bed, but there was no sign of a little kitten anywhere. Next, she crept into the kitchen and looked under the table, on every chair, in the pantry, behind the cupboards, but Nibs was nowhere to be seen.

      Then she saw that one of the kitchen windows was slightly open and something glittered on the window ledge. She hurried over and touched a finger to it, frowning. It looked like… granules of sugar, she realised, feeling the gritty texture. She leaned out and saw another glitter in the grass below the window, and then a little farther away, on the path leading through the cottage’s rear garden. She suddenly remembered Nib’s accident with the cinnamon sugar and the way the fine granules had clung to his fur. He must have climbed out of this window and jumped out—probably chasing the moth—and the sugar which had been on his fur had shaken loose, leaving a glittering trail.

      Caitlyn hesitated, then flung open the back door and hurried out into the night. Thankfully, it was summer and the air was balmy, with a gentle breeze that stirred the treetops. She followed the path through the garden until she reached the rear gate, and stepped out to find herself at the edge of the forest. Here she paused, peering into the darkness. She could see a tell-tale trail of sparkling sugar on the ground next to a tree.

      “Nibs? Nibs, are you there?” she called softly.

      She strained her ears but there was no answer. Caitlyn stared uneasily at the shadows between the trees. Could Nibs have gone into the forest? She had watched him play at the edge of the woods a few times, but had never seen him venture far. Still, he was getting bigger and bolder with each passing day, and if he was busy chasing a moth, he might have easily wandered in without noticing.

      Maybe he would come back soon enough of his own accord. She could just leave the kitchen window open and hope that she would find him curled up on a chair in the morning. Caitlyn turned away from the forest and took a few steps back, then faltered.

      What if he wasn’t there in the morning? What if he couldn’t find his way back? Or was lying hurt somewhere? She couldn’t bear the thought of the little kitten lost and alone in the darkness.

      No. She would have to go and look for him. Hurrying back into the cottage, Caitlyn rummaged through the kitchen drawers until she found an old torch. It only gave a faint beam of light—the batteries were obviously dying—but it was better than nothing. There was a full moon tonight, and the open landscape was lit with a pale, silvery light, but she knew that deep in the forest, the canopy would block out most of the moonlight.

      She stepped out of the back door once more, but as she was about to close it behind her, she hesitated and cast a look back into the cottage. Should I wake the Widow Mags? Her grandmother had been sleeping so soundly, she hated the thought of disturbing the old woman. In any case, she’d probably be back soon. She was sure that Nibs couldn’t have gone far.

      Clutching the old torch in her hands, Caitlyn hurried back to the edge of the forest and found the spot where she had seen the scattering of sugar granules. She flashed the torch farther down the track between the trees and saw another faint glitter a few feet away. Then another farther on. And another. Slowly, she walked deeper and deeper into the forest, her head down, following the trail of glittering sugar.

      Every so often, she called Nibs’s name, hoping to hear an answering “mew”, but there was nothing except the murmur of the wind through the trees and the rustling of forest creatures in the undergrowth. In fact… Caitlyn paused and looked back uneasily. Was it her imagination or had she heard the rustling getting louder and louder? Almost as if someone—or something—were following her…

      A sudden cry above her head made her jump.

      It’s just an owl, she told herself as she sagged against a tree, clutching her chest. But even as she felt her pulse steady, she heard the loud rustling again, somewhere in the undergrowth behind her. She whirled around and raised a shaking hand, shining the torch in the direction of the noise. But the beam was so faint now, it was hard to see anything clearly.

      Then a gust of wind blew through the trees, parting the branches and letting a shaft of moonlight shine down, lighting the forest floor. Caitlyn gasped.

      The figure of a man loomed suddenly out of the undergrowth.

      Without pausing to think, Caitlyn raised the torch and whacked it as hard as she could.

      “Ouch!” came a grumpy voice, old and quavering. “That hurt!”

      Caitlyn stared into the darkness. “V-Viktor?”

      The branches parted again. In the pale moonlight, Caitlyn saw a stooped old man in a faded black suit, with rheumy eyes and a few strands of grey hair combed across his bald head… and a pair of yellowed fangs protruding from the corners of his mouth. Caitlyn thought wryly that most girls would have screamed at the sight, but she just felt a rush of relief at seeing the old vampire.

      “Viktor! What are you doing here? Why are you following me?”

      “I was not following you,” said Viktor, rubbing his head and looking at her reproachfully. “I was deep in the forest, minding my own business, when I saw you walking past, so I came after you to ask what you’re doing.” He made a tutting noise. “Do you realise it’s past midnight? Well after the time a young lady should be out walking alone.”

      “I have a good reason for being out here—I’m looking for Nibs. Have you seen him?”

      The old vampire shook his head, then asked in his turn: “Have you seen my fangs? I’ve been looking for them everywhere. I thought I might have dropped them here in the undergrowth when I was picking blackberries earlier…” He scowled. “That cursed dentist! A pox of garlic on him! I told him these new fangs didn’t fit properly. They keep falling out in the most inconvenient places—”

      “Your fangs?” Caitlyn furrowed her brow. “But… aren’t they in your mouth?”

      “They are?” Viktor quickly felt his gums with his fingers and smiled delightedly. “Oh yes, they are! So they didn’t drop out after all.”

      Caitlyn resisted the urge to roll her eyes. How had she ended up with a six-hundred-year-old vampire uncle who kept losing his fangs everywhere?

      Viktor rubbed his bony hands. “Well, now that I am here, I can offer my assistance in your search.”

      “Uh… that’s okay, Viktor. There’s no need for you to hang around—”

      “Hang around? Oh no, I am not taking my bat form.”

      “No, no… I mean, you don’t have to stay with me.”

      “But of course, I must stay! As your guardian uncle, it is my duty to provide you with protection.”

      Caitlyn sighed. “Viktor, wouldn’t you rather go for a nice snooze, instead of creeping around in the forest?”

      Viktor bristled. “Creep? Vampires do not creep! We gliiiide through the shadows.” He swept an arm around himself and twirled as if to demonstrate, but smacked into a nearby tree and keeled over.

      “Viktor! Are you all right?” Caitlyn knelt down and helped him sit up again.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine…” Viktor blustered, although Caitlyn could see another bump rising on the other side of his forehead, to match the one she had given him.

      She helped him to his feet and waited as he dusted himself off. By now, the torch was almost dead, but she found to her surprise that her eyes had acclimatised to the dark, and the moonlight filtering down through the trees lit up the forest floor better than she’d expected. In fact, the sugar granules seemed to sparkle even more in the moonlight. As they started down the track again, Caitlyn found it easy to follow the glittering trail.

      She set off at a brisk pace, with Viktor tottering along behind her. They were deep in the forest now and Caitlyn wondered how Nibs could have come this far. Then she had a worrying thought: what if this trail of sugar granules wasn’t from Nibs? What if she had been following the wrong thing?

      Before she could voice the thought, the trail of sugar ended abruptly at an ancient stone bridge which stood in the middle of a clearing. A small stream ran underneath and ferns grew wild and thick along its banks. It looked like nothing had been disturbed for centuries. Beyond the bridge, the track continued, leading back into the trees, but although she strained her eyes, Caitlyn couldn’t see any glitter on the distant path.

      She paused and glanced back the way she had come. Viktor had fallen behind but she could hear him slowly approaching, muttering to himself and shuffling through the undergrowth. She dropped her eyes back to the ground around her. There was a scatter of sugar glittering at her feet, and then another a few feet away, to one side of the bridge, closer to the water. If the sugar trail had been left by Nibs, then it looked like the kitten had not crossed the bridge but had gone down the bank to the stream. Perhaps he had been thirsty and gone in search of a drink?

      “Nibs?” Caitlyn called softly. “Nibs, where are you?”

      She hadn’t really expected a reply and was startled when there was an answering “Mew!” It was very faint and seemed to be coming from underneath the bridge. Caitlyn didn’t pause to think. She plunged down the bank, pushing the bracken and fern fronds out of her way as she clambered down to the underside of the bridge. There, she found a small hollow carved out of the bank, tucked under the curve of the stone. She crouched and crawled halfway in, wishing she still had her torch. It was pitch black down here.

      “Nibs?”

      “Mew!” Again, she heard the faint cry, but it sounded quite far away and had a strange echoing quality. But how could that be? Surely the hollow wasn’t that big…

      She crawled in a bit farther… and a bit farther…

      It’s not a hollow at all but the start of a tunnel, she realised suddenly. The tunnel widened around her, allowing her to straighten up, and soon she found herself standing in a large, underground cavern. She looked around in wonder. She felt as if she were in the bowels of the earth. There was even a low rumbling, like a distant earthquake. The walls of the cavern were made of rock and seemed to have some kind of luminescent quality, so that parts of the interior were lit by a pale blue glow. It wasn’t much light but it did enable her to get a sense of the place.

      There was a large stone mound in one corner, covered in moss and lichen, and piled high with bracken, which looked like it might have been used for a bed. And there were old and broken things littered about the rest of the cave, all looking like they had been scavenged from rubbish heaps: chairs with three legs, piles of broken crockery, pieces of rotten carpet, an old rubber tyre, several empty glass bottles, and even a rusty old toaster atop a pile of large rocks.

      In the opposite corner stood a wooden kitchen dresser propped up against the wall. It was the kind you often saw in farmhouses, with drawers and cupboards below, and shelves above, displaying plates in a row. It was so incongruous that Caitlyn wondered how it had been brought in through the narrow tunnel. Maybe that explained why it was crooked and seemed to be missing a leg, so that it sagged to one side. There were no plates on it, just various jars arranged in rows on the shelves. Hanging next to the dresser, from a piece of rock jutting out from the cave wall, was an old-fashioned wooden bird cage. Something moved in the cage—a black bird of some sort?—and Caitlyn stiffened in surprise.

      Wait… Caitlyn gasped. That wasn’t a black bird in the cage… it was Nibs! She could see the kitten’s yellow eyes glowing in the dark.

      “Nibs?”

      “Meeeew!” The kitten pawed frantically at the bars of the cage, causing it to rock back and forth in the air.

      “Oh my God, Nibs…!” Caitlyn started to rush towards the cage but a sound behind her stopped her in her tracks. She froze and turned her head slowly to look over her shoulder. What she saw made her heart skip a beat.

      The pile of bracken on the “bed” in the corner seemed to be moving: something large and hairy turned over, and she realised that the dried fern fronds had actually concealed a sleeping creature. It settled once more and a loud rumbling filled the air. It was the same sound that she had heard earlier—what she had thought was the “rumbling of the earth”—but which she now realised was soft snoring.

      Cautiously, Caitlyn tiptoed a few steps back towards the bed mound and peered at the creature in the dim light of the cave. It had a large, brutish head, with a bulbous nose and huge nostrils, and a thick neck that seemed to merge with massive, meaty shoulders. It was hard to make out the rest of the body, covered as it was by piles of bracken, but it seemed to have a long torso and short legs, and big hairy arms—very much like a gorilla. In fact, for a moment Caitlyn wondered if it might just be a gorilla—perhaps one which had escaped a local zoo and made a home here in the forest? But another look at the creature’s clammy grey skin and huge size told her that this was no gorilla.

      No, in fact, she had a bad feeling she knew what it was: a troll.
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      She had no proof, of course, but she had read enough stories and seen enough pictures of trolls living in caves and under bridges… Caitlyn swallowed nervously. If she was lucky, maybe she could rescue Nibs and creep out of the cave without the troll waking up. She hurried back to the cage and stretched up to try and unhook it from the rocky protrusion, but it was too high. She glanced around for something to climb on: the only thing vaguely suitable was a three-legged chair that looked as if it would collapse under any slight weight. Caitlyn turned back to the wooden dresser and regarded it thoughtfully. It was missing a leg as well, but it was also propped against the wall, and if she was very gentle…

      Carefully, she hoisted herself up onto the sideboard ledge. She held her breath as she felt the dresser tilt slightly, but it didn’t topple over. Inch by inch, she straightened until she could reach the bird cage.

      “Mew! Mew! Mew! Mew!” cried Nibs, jumping up and down in the cage and making it rock violently.

      “Hush, Nibs! You have to stay quiet!” said Caitlyn in an urgent whisper.

      “Meeew!”

      “All right, all right… I’m going to get you out.”

      Moving slowly, so as not to shift her weight too much, Caitlyn unlatched the cage door and pulled it open. But before she could reach inside, Nibs dived for the opening and tried to wriggle through.

      “Nibs!” Caitlyn gasped as the cage swung against her, causing her to lose her balance. She reeled backwards and put out her other hand to steady herself. Her fingers brushed one of the glass jars sitting on the shelf and sent it spinning.

      “Oh no!” Caitlyn lunged and caught the jar just in time before it fell off the shelf. The dresser creaked alarmingly and began to sag to one side. Quickly, Caitlyn threw her weight in the other direction and leaned back against the shelves. The wood creaked again, then held fast.

      Whew. Caitlyn looked back at the cage and realised that it was empty. Nibs had managed to wriggle out and jump to the ground. He was standing next to the dresser, looking up at her expectantly.

      “Mew?”

      “Shhh!” Caitlyn admonished. “Stay there, Nibs. I’m coming down.”

      Carefully, she twisted her body so that she could slide the glass jar back onto the shelf behind her. But as she did so, the faint blue light from the cave wall illuminated the inside of the jar and Caitlyn realised that it was filled with cinnamon sticks. Glowing red cinnamon sticks.

      Caitlyn felt her heart jerk with excitement. She remembered the mythical kanel, the magical cinnamon used by trolls to make troll tea… the same magical cinnamon that could make “fat-burning chocolate”.

      Caitlyn hesitated. It would be so easy to withdraw a few sticks from the jar. There were so many—the troll would never miss them. Before she realised what she was doing, Caitlyn had tipped the jar sideways and was gently shaking out a few sticks of kanel. The warm, spicy scent of cinnamon filled the air. Caitlyn felt her nose twitch, then a terrible urge to sneeze seized her. She held her breath, hoping the urge would go away, but instead the itch got worse and worse until…

      “AH…AHH…AHHTCHOOOO!”

      The entire dresser shook. With a loud creak, the wood suddenly gave way and Caitlyn went down in a heap of glass jars and splinters. There was a resounding crash. Over from the bed-mound came a loud grunt and a snort; then the troll stirred. It sat up and rose slowly to its feet, blinking and rubbing its eyes. Caitlyn scrambled up and checked herself. Other than a few bruises and scratches, she didn’t seem to be hurt. She picked her way out of the rubble and ran over to Nibs, scooping the kitten up in her arms.

      “Mew?”

      “Time to go, Nibs!” she cried.

      But as she turned towards the cave entrance, she found that the troll was blocking her way. It moved its head from side to side, sniffing intently, but it seemed to have trouble pin-pointing where she was. Its small piggish eyes blinked myopically as it peered around the cave.

      “UNGHH,” it grunted, swinging its arms around, groping in the air.

      Could she get past it? The troll looked pretty slow and stupid, and she didn’t think it could see very well… but even as she was debating the risks, Caitlyn was suddenly horrified to hear a familiar quavering voice calling her name.

      “Caitlyn? Caitlyn, are you there?”

      It was Viktor. Caitlyn peered past the troll’s body; she could just see the old vampire shuffling slowly up the tunnel. In a minute, he would step into the cavern and walk straight into the troll.

      “Stop, Viktor! Don’t come any closer! There’s a troll in here!” Caitlyn shouted.

      The troll swung around at the sound of her voice and put out a groping hand in her direction. “UNGHH,” it grunted.

      Caitlyn backed away, clutching Nibs to her chest. Behind the troll, she saw Viktor suddenly emerge from the tunnel and step into the cavern.

      “Aha! A troll.” The old vampire rubbed his hands, his wrinkled old face lighting up with delight. “Fear not, Caitlyn! I will dispatch it in no time.”

      “Wait, Viktor…! What if… what if it crushes you?”

      Viktor drew himself up indignantly. “Young lady, have you forgotten that I am a battle veteran with centuries of experience? When I was a young vampire, I used to fight trolls for fun!”

      “Yes, but you’re old now—I mean… maybe you’re out of practice, since you haven’t been doing it for a while.”

      “Nonsense!” Viktor waved a dismissive hand. “Watch as I subdue the creature with the power of vampire hypnosis!”

      He marched over to the troll, who was looking very confused now, swinging its head backwards and forwards as it followed each of their voices. Viktor reached up and poked the creature’s protruding belly.

      “AAGRRHH!” the troll growled. It bent down to peer at Viktor, its fleshy lips jutting out angrily.

      “Behold, troll!” cried the old vampire. Then, pointing at his own eyes with two fingers, Viktor began swaying left and right, left and right, like a giant pendulum.

      “Look into my eyes… LOOK INTO MY EYES…”

      “UNGHH?”

      “You will begin to feel sleepy… sleeeeeepy…” Viktor intoned, still swaying left and right, left and right.

      Caitlyn watched with bated breath. Maybe she had underestimated Viktor; maybe he really could hypnotise the troll and put it to sleep, then they could simply stroll out of the cave…

      A loud snoring broke the silence, but Caitlyn wasn’t looking at a sleeping troll. Instead, the troll was still standing, staring quizzically at the skinny old man in front of him, who was swaying right and left, with his eyes shut and his mouth open, snoring loudly.

      Great. So much for the power of vampire hypnosis. Viktor has put himself to sleep!

      Caitlyn sighed and wondered what to do now. She eyed the distance to the tunnel again. Could she make it before the troll caught her? By herself, probably. The creature didn’t seem to have the quickest reflexes, and she was sure she could dart past its legs and run to the tunnel entrance before it turned around. But clutching Nibs and towing a sleeping Viktor behind her? She swallowed. There was only one way to find out.

      Taking a deep breath, Caitlyn clutched Nibs tighter against her chest, causing the kitten to give an indignant “Mew!”, and then she started running. She rushed first towards Viktor, who was still swaying in front of the troll. Grabbing his arm, Caitlyn turned and started for the tunnel. But she hadn’t realised how difficult it was to drag a sleeping person. Viktor slumped against her, pulling her down like a dead weight and bringing her to a complete stop.

      “Viktor! Viktor, wake up!” Caitlyn shook him desperately.

      The old vampire responded with a loud snore.

      “UNNGHH!”

      Caitlyn looked up, then screamed as the troll lunged. It was a lot faster than she’d expected, but a lot clumsier too. It had obviously meant to grab her but it missed. Instead, she felt its huge, meaty hand smack into her body, throwing her against the far wall of the cave.

      Her head hit something hard… and then everything went black.
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      When Caitlyn opened her eyes again, she found herself lying in a huddle on the floor of the cave. Viktor was sleeping peacefully next to her, still snoring loudly, and Nibs was curled up against her, his yellow eyes wide and scared.

      “Mew?” The little kitten’s ears perked up as he saw her open her eyes. He climbed onto her lap and nuzzled her. “Mew…”

      “Hi Nibs…” Caitlyn whispered, patting him weakly.

      Her head was sore and her mouth felt terribly dry. She wondered how long she had been out. Looking around, she saw that the interior of the cave now seemed to be lit by faint sunlight.

      Sunlight? Caitlyn looked around again and saw a wide beam of daylight at the far end of the cave, slanting down from the ceiling. There must have been a large crack or chasm overhead, with a shaft that led up through the rocks to the ground above. From the strength of the light pouring down the shaft, she guessed that it must have been the next morning. She had been out for several hours.

      Rolling over, she tried to stand up but found that she couldn’t move her legs. Her feet had been bound together by rope. The knots were primitive but tight and no matter how much she tried, she couldn’t loosen them. Next to her, she could see that Viktor’s feet had been similarly bound.

      Before she could figure out what to do, a noise made her look up again. Over by the shaft of light, she saw something that she hadn’t noticed earlier: a stack of wooden sticks piled on the ground. A moment later, the troll loomed out of the shadows, carrying something in its huge hands: a gigantic cast iron cauldron. The troll set this on top of the stack of wood, then bent down and began to do something to the pile. A few minutes later, Caitlyn saw yellow and orange flames licking through the wooden heap.

      A fire. The troll was making a fire. And the chasm in the rocky ceiling provided a makeshift chimney for the smoke to leave the cave—that was why the stack of wood had been positioned next to the shaft of light. And maybe the beam made it easier to see things too, although the troll itself didn’t seem to like the light much. In fact, it avoided stepping into the beam and sat with its back to the light. Now it was busily adding things to the cauldron… whole carrots and turnips and even potatoes, with bits of soil still clinging to their skins. Caitlyn could hear soft splashes as the root vegetables were dropped into the water. They were followed by a few sticks of kanel—the red magical cinnamon—that the troll had obviously salvaged from the fallen jars. And then it picked up an old wooden tree stake and began stirring the cauldron, grunting to itself as it did so.

      “Mew?” said Nibs.

      At the sound of the cry, the troll looked up, then slowly ambled over to her and Viktor. Caitlyn saw its piggy eyes gleam as it looked at their bodies and made happy grunting noises. Then the troll ambled to the pile of jars and retrieved more sticks of kanel, which it brought back and crushed in its massive hands, sprinkling the pieces on Caitlyn and Viktor. The warm, spicy sell of cinnamon was almost overwhelming. And with a sinking heart, Caitlyn realised suddenly what the troll was doing—it was seasoning them for the pot.

      Wonderful. Viktor and I are going to be the star ingredients in “troll soup”.

      She had to figure out a way to get them out of the mess. Caitlyn racked her brains. I’m supposed to be a witch, she thought desperately. Shouldn’t I be able to use magic to help us escape? But the only spells she had learnt were all mostly to do with chocolate. How could that help them now? She could hardly turn the troll into chocolate!

      Then Caitlyn paused. No, not the troll, perhaps. But she could try turning something else into chocolate. She looked doubtfully down at the rope binding her feet. Could she do it? So far, she had only attempted to transform small things in the chocolate shop—and not succeeded very well either. She had no idea if she could manage such a large item. But working chocolate was in her blood, Caitlyn reminded herself. She was descended from a long line of witches who could tap into the ancient magic of cacao. She just had to trust her instincts.

      Taking a deep breath, she placed her hands on the rope that bound her feet and closed her eyes, concentrating hard. She imagined the rope changing, starting from the ends and moving along its length, gradually transforming into smooth milk chocolate. Then she opened her eyes and looked down.

      Yes! She’d done it! Instead of rough twine, the surface of the coils around her feet were a smooth, gleaming brown, and when she tried to stretch her legs, the rope snapped crisply, shattering into chocolate fragments on the ground around her feet. She scrambled to stand up.

      “UNGRRHH!” The troll scowled as it looked down at her. Even slow and stupid as it was, it was beginning to work out what had happened. It reached out a hand to grab her. Caitlyn ducked and picked up one of the large pieces of broken chocolate, shoving it into the troll’s grip instead.

      “HUNGH?”

      The troll stopped and stared at the piece of chocolate in its hand. Slowly, it raised the chocolate to its mouth. There was a loud munching sound. Then a sigh. Caitlyn watched as a smile spread across its vapid face. The troll had just had its first taste of chocolate… and liked it! It reached down greedily for another piece. Then another. And another.

      As Caitlyn saw the troll reach for the last piece of chocolate, she had an idea. Quickly, she grabbed the chocolate before the troll could and backed away.

      “UNNGGRRRHH!” The troll waved its arms angrily and stomped its feet, like a giant toddler having a tantrum. “UNNGGRRRHH!”

      Caitlyn continued to back slowly away, waving the last piece of chocolate in front of her. The troll lumbered after her, swinging its arms to try and grab the chocolate, but Caitlyn kept it just out of reach. She kept backing and backing until she’d led the troll over to the fire and the cauldron, which was now bubbling merrily. She held the chocolate up just above the cauldron and the hot steam made the chocolate melt slightly. A rich, sweet aroma filled the air. The troll began drooling.

      “AARRGGHH…” it growled, lunging forwards to try and grab the chocolate again.

      Caitlyn jerked it just out of its reach, making the troll step even closer to the fire. She waved the melting chocolate again, making sure that the mouth-watering, rich cocoa aroma wafted upwards, then braced herself. When the troll lunged towards her again, she fought the urge to jerk back. Instead, she waited until the very last moment, when its fingers had almost touched hers, then she turned and flung the piece of chocolate as far as she could, through the shaft of light and across to the other side of the chimney shaft.

      The troll turned instinctively to follow the chocolate, then made a panicked grunting noise as it began backpedalling frantically. But it was too late. The momentum from the weight of its body meant that it stumbled straight into the shaft of sunlight. There was a bellow of fury.

      Then the next moment, the cave was silent.

      Caitlyn stared up at the stone statue silhouetted in the shaft of sunlight, perfectly carved in the shape of a troll. It had been a wild punt but it had worked. She had faintly remembered Evie’s ramblings about Norwegian folktales and how trolls only came out of their caves after dark… because the sun turned them to stone. She eyed the stone statue. It looked like the Norwegians had got it right.

      The folktales didn’t say how long trolls remained stone, though, she thought with sudden unease. They probably returned to their normal selves once darkness fell, but what if this troll changed back early? Deciding that she didn’t want to hang around to find out, Caitlyn ran back to where Viktor was still peacefully snoring. Nibs had been huddled against the old vampire, but now he scurried over to her, mewing plaintively.

      “Oh Nibs!” cried Caitlyn, cuddling him close. She buried her face in the kitten’s soft fur for a moment. He smelled sweetly of cinnamon and Caitlyn realised that there was still a faint dusting of cinnamon sugar on his coat. She wondered if that was what had led the troll to find Nibs and capture him last night. Cinnamon was obviously one of the troll’s favourite spices and a little furry kitten smelling sweetly of cinnamon must have seemed like a very nice snack!

      Putting Nibs back down, Caitlyn turned her attention to Viktor. Quickly, she used the chocolate trick to free his legs, then hauled him to his feet. He slumped against her, still snoring.

      “Wake up, Viktor! Wake up!”

      More snoring.

      Caitlyn exhaled in frustration. For goodness’ sake, how long did vampire hypnosis last? She hoisted Viktor’s arm over her neck, so that she was supporting his body, and began dragging him down the tunnel. Nibs trotted ahead, looking back every so often to see if she was following. It was very slow going and Caitlyn kept throwing fearful glances over her shoulder, wondering if the troll might suddenly “unpetrify” and come after them.

      Finally, after what seemed like an age, she found herself back in the hollow underneath the bridge. Dragging Viktor behind her, she crawled out into the morning sunshine and collapsed on the grassy bank, panting and exhausted. Who would have thought that a skinny old vampire could weigh so much!

      “Caitlyn?”

      Caitlyn jumped in surprise, then whirled to find herself looking up at a tall, dark-haired man in a classic polo shirt, riding breeches, and long black boots. He was standing by the bridge, looking down at her in bewilderment.

      “J-James!” she stammered.
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      Lord James Fitzroy hurried down the bank, followed by his English mastiff, Bran. The huge dog wagged his tail as he saw Nibs, whilst the kitten gave a delighted mew and scampered up to meet his big canine friend.

      “Caitlyn… what are you doing here?” asked James as he stopped beside her. He looked at her with concern, taking in the bump on her forehead, the dishevelled state of her clothes, and the wild tangle of red hair surrounding her pale, dirt-smudged face.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, putting a gentle hand on her arm. “What happened? Why are you out here…?” His gaze flicked to her clothes—he was too much of a gentleman to say “… in your pyjamas”, but it was obvious what he was thinking.

      Caitlyn flushed as she realised that she was still wearing the baggy T-shirt and faded yoga pants she normally wore for sleeping. Great. So much for meeting James looking graceful and sophisticated.

      She cleared her throat. The best lies are a variation of the truth, she reminded herself. “Um… I’m fine… Nibs ran off into the forest, so I came out to search for him. I… er… sort of rushed out without getting dressed properly.”

      “Oh… did you have a fall?” James indicated the bump on her forehead.

      Caitlyn hesitated. She hated lying to James but she could just imagine his face if she told him the truth. In fact, now that she was standing in the bright light of day, she was having a hard time herself believing that she had spent the night in a troll’s cave. It all just seemed like a bad dream now.

      “Yes… um…. Nibs was stuck and I was trying to get him down… and I took a bit of a tumble. Parts of the forest are quite… er… rocky. But don’t worry,” she assured him. “I’m fine. Just a couple of bruises.”

      Then she remembered Viktor and wondered how she was going to explain that to James. But when she cast a surreptitious glance at the grassy bank next to her, she was startled to find that there was no longer a skinny old man lying there, snoring peacefully. Instead, a fuzzy brown fruit bat lay curled up on the grass, making cute wheezing noises in its sleep. Viktor must have somehow shifted into his bat form while he was sleeping.

      Caitlyn breathed a silent sigh of relief and hoped that James wouldn’t notice the little creature. Fruit bats weren’t native to English forests and he would wonder how it had ended up there. She was glad when Nibs scampered up to them, followed by Bran, and James turned away to pat them. Quickly, Caitlyn used her foot to nudge some nearby bracken over the sleeping fruit bat, hiding him from view. Hopefully, Viktor would simply wake up later, refreshed from his long sleep.

      James had crouched down to stroke Nibs. Now he looked up and met Caitlyn’s eyes. He smiled. “The little rascal has grown so much since the day we rescued him together.”

      Together. Caitlyn savoured the word. She gave James a shy smile. “Have you been out walking Bran?”

      James gestured to the stone bridge next to them. “No, actually, I’ve come out to meet a constable from the local police. A group of teenagers left a hysterical report at the police station, claiming that when they were here in the woods recently, they were attacked by a ‘Bigfoot’ creature near the bridge.”

      “Bigfoot?”

      He gave her a wry look. “Well, on closer questioning, it turns out that they weren’t so much ‘attacked’ as startled by a dark shape looming out of the undergrowth. It never actually touched them. And they were also… er… partaking of certain substances that they shouldn’t have.” James grinned. “So it’s debatable whether the whole thing was just a hallucination. Still, since this is Fitzroy land, I feel a certain responsibility in maintaining public safety. And the police do have to investigate every report. So I’ve arranged to meet an officer here to go over the area together.”

      Caitlyn turned back to look at the bridge. In the bright sunshine, it looked very ordinary—just a crumbling stone structure standing forgotten in an ancient forest. Nothing to hint that a mythical creature could be living in a cavern beneath.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing,” continued James. “You know Tillyhenge has a certain reputation—the village has always had a long association with magic and witchcraft. I’m sure these boys probably heard the rumours and it fed into their over-active imaginations. Then they come into the woods late at night and the next thing you know, they’re seeing witches and goblins. It’s all nonsense, really.”

      Caitlyn cleared her throat and said casually, “So… you don’t believe in witches, then?”

      James laughed. “Oh, I’m careful not to be too dismissive in public. The rumours are good for tourism—it helps us stand out from all the other villages in the Cotswolds and brings in curious visitors from far and wide. So I do my bit to maintain the aura of mystique around Tillyhenge.” He picked up Nibs, holding the kitten up to the light. “Of course, this little one—with his jet-black fur and big yellow eyes—could be the classic witch’s cat…”

      “Mew!” said Nibs, wriggling in James’s grip.

      James laughed and put the kitten back down again. Then he straightened and met Caitlyn’s gaze, his grey eyes twinkling. “…and that would make you our resident witch.”

      Caitlyn caught her breath. She knew James was joking, but she still felt her heart fill with hope and longing. Could she tell him…? She opened her mouth but before she could speak, a voice interrupted:

      “Ah… excuse me… Lord Fitzroy?”

      They turned to see a young police officer standing a few feet away. Caitlyn felt a prickle of disappointment, but quickly pushed the feeling away. Instead, she gave James a brisk smile and said:

      “Well, I’ll leave you to your meeting—”

      “I can ask the constable to wait while I escort you back to the chocolate shop.”

      “Oh, no—I’ll be fine,” Caitlyn assured him. She bent and scooped Nibs up in her arms. “It’s a lovely morning. We’ll enjoy the walk back.”

      “Give my regards to the Widow Mags… and tell her I’m looking forward to sampling her next creation,” said James, waggling his eyebrows with exaggerated anticipation. “The staff at Huntingdon Manor keep talking about the delicious new chocolate treats and cakes that she produces each week.”

      “Oh, yes—they’re amazing! The only problem is, if you live with her at the chocolate shop, you just can’t resist tasting them all,” said Caitlyn with a chuckle. “I dread to think how many pounds I must have gained since I came to Tillyhenge. At the rate I’m going, your teenage boys will be mistaking me for Bigfoot next!”

      “Nonsense, I think you’ve got a great figure—er, I mean…” James stammered, going red in the face. He groped for words. “Not that I’ve been looking particularly at your… um… that is, one can’t help noticing one’s female companions… not in a lecherous context, of course, but… er…” He cleared his throat. “Um… right. Well. I’d better go…”

      Still looking adorably embarrassed, James gave her a courteous nod, then hurried to join the officer waiting for him. Caitlyn stayed where she was for several moments, until she realised that she was standing there with a stupid smile on her face.

      Slowly, she turned and—clutching Nibs tightly in her arms—began walking down the track, back to Bewitched by Chocolate. Unconsciously, she began to skip as she hummed a happy tune.

      “Mew?” said Nibs, looking up inquisitively.

      Caitlyn grinned at the kitten. “You know what, Nibs? If Lord James Fitzroy thinks I’ve got a ‘great figure’… maybe I don’t need magical cinnamon after all!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Broom Mates

          

          Sea Witch Cozy Mysteries, Prequel

        

        
          Morgana Best

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood at my office window, looking through the sudden storm at the Yarra River far below. It wasn’t a pretty sight—fondly known as the River that Flows Upside Down due to its thick brown colour—but it was no less an icon than the Melbourne Cricket Ground. Melbourne was arguably the cultural capital of Australia, albeit one where people didn’t ask your name upon introduction, but rather which football team you followed.

      Thomas’s voice droned on behind me. “I don’t know why you’re so suspicious, Goldie. I only promoted Alexis over you because she has people skills, whereas you don’t.”

      I had seen her people skills firsthand, kissing Thomas in his office only minutes earlier. “I’m the best salesperson in this office,” I snapped. “I have people skills.”

      Thomas held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Not for Melbourne, you don’t. That’s why I’ve decided to send you to the Gold Coast, to manage the new office in Southport. I hope this won’t intrude upon our personal life. Our relationship can easily change to long distance.” He trailed his finger across my cheek. “I’ll fly to Queensland every weekend to be with you.”

      I slapped his hand away and considered throwing the paperweight on my desk at his head. Until moments ago, I had been happy with my life: a successful career, a one-bedroom apartment in Chapel Street, right in the centre of trendy inner-city suburb Prahran, and dating the owner of a successful real estate firm. “I quit.”

      Thomas reached for my shoulder, but hesitated. “You don’t mean that. I understand why you’re upset, but nothing’s changed.”

      “Everything’s changed.” I shook my finger in his face. “I’m giving notice, as of today. As of right now, in fact.” I pulled out one of my desk drawers and tipped the contents onto my desk for emphasis.

      “You legally have to give five weeks’ notice,” he said, but I held up one hand.

      “The fact I just saw you kissing Alexis in your office relieves me of that legal duty, I believe. I’m sure the Real Estate Institute would love to hear about you promoting her over me.”

      Thomas turned white. “That was nothing, nothing,” he stammered. “She tried to kiss me, but I pushed her away.”

      That wasn’t at all what I had seen, but I was too upset to get into it right now. “I’ll go into business for myself. I’m fully licensed.”

      Thomas laughed. “I’d be surprised if you have enough savings to set up a business. You have expensive tastes.” He gestured to my clothes. “Office rent in the city costs a fortune. I’m sure you could only afford an office in the outer suburbs, and I know you’re a city girl. Look, you’ll love the Gold Coast, and you’ll be in charge of the whole office.”

      Mrs Winters, the head secretary, poked her head around the door. “Sorry to interrupt, Ms Bloom, but there’s a lady here to see you.”

      I looked up, surprised. “I don’t have any appointments this afternoon. Anyway, I’ve just quit!” I added dramatically.

      Mrs Winters’ jaw dropped. “She’s a lawyer. She says it’s urgent, that you’re in danger of missing a deadline.”

      “A deadline?” I echoed. I was entirely mystified. “Okay then, show her in.”

      Thomas leant over and whispered in my ear, “Goldie, you know you don’t have a choice. I’m sending you to Queensland for your own good. It’s a great career move for you.” He winked at me before leaving the room.

      Mrs Winters showed in a tall woman whose attitude was as tightly wound as her skirt. “I’m Ms Finch,” she said in a nasal tone, “from Fortescue and Fythe.”

      I gestured to the chair in front of my desk. “Please have a seat.”

      Before I could open my mouth, she continued. “I have sent several letters, but you have not responded.”

      My eyes went straight to my overflowing Inbox tray. Right on cue, the top envelope fell to the ground. I retrieved it, and said, “Oh yes, I’m a little behind with snail mail. Who uses snail mail these days?”

      “I do,” she snapped. “You have until five today to sign for your inheritance, otherwise it will pass to the next in line.”

      My ears pricked up. “Inheritance, you say? I didn’t know I had an inheritance.”

      Her lips pursed tightly. “That is because you did not read our correspondence,” she said slowly and carefully, as if speaking to a wilful child.

      “I didn’t know there was anyone who would leave me money. Are you sure it’s for me?”

      She looked down her nose at me by way of response. “Peter Proteus was your uncle.”

      It was a statement, not a question, but I nodded. “After my parents passed away, I tried to find him. I do remember visiting him as a child. He was my mother’s uncle, but he’d spent the last few years in Europe, I believe.”

      “He’s dead. He left you his entire estate.”

      “That’s hardly a way to break the news to me gently,” I admonished her. “I’ve already had one shock today.”

      Ms Finch appeared oblivious to my rebuke. She shoved some papers across my desk, dislodging some of the items from my drawer as she did so. “Sign here.”

      I eagerly read the first page of the document. I sure hoped Uncle Peter had left me some hard cash. To my delight, he had, although not enough to start a new business, and he had left me a house as well. I looked up to see the lawyer impatiently drumming her fingers on the table. “East Bucklebury,” I said. “Where on earth is that?”

      “Gold Coast,” she said. “North Gold Coast, to be precise. Small seaside town. Your uncle left you a house by the water.”

      I slumped back in my seat, shocked. “Gold Coast?” Exactly where Thomas wanted to transfer me? And a seaside house? I had always wanted to live by the sea. Everything happens for a reason, right? Instead of trying to start my own business here in Melbourne, I could accept Thomas’s transfer.

      “There’s only one catch,” she added.

      I rubbed my forehead. “I knew it was too good to be true.” I flipped to the next page. “What’s the catch?”

      She stubbed her finger on the document. “You have to live there for a year.”

      I was at once relieved. “That’s fine.” I waved one hand at her.

      She sighed. “If you had let me finish, I was going to say that you have to live there for one year with a room mate.”

      “A room mate?” I said, horrified.
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      Thomas had been right. I wasn’t a people person. In fact, I far preferred animals to people. I could watch plenty of movies where people were killed, but I could not bear to watch a single movie where an animal was harmed. Give me animals over people any day. “I’m not good with people,” I told her.

      Ms Finch arched one eyebrow. “Those are the terms of the inheritance.”

      “Hang on a moment. Is this any room mate of my own choosing?”

      She tapped the papers once more. “There is a particular room mate already in residence.”

      “Is it a frail and elderly, or perhaps sick person?” I asked, clutching my throat. “Do I have to be a caregiver?

      Ms Finch was clearly becoming impatient with my questions. “No.”

      “Or is it a child? I can’t do children. They don’t like me. And I don’t like them,” I added for good measure.

      Ms Finch’s lips formed a thin line. “I can assure you, Ms Bloom, that Persnickle is neither an elderly person nor a child. He is entirely independent, according to your uncle’s instructions. You simply need to provide food and board.”

      My mind ran through the possibilities. Maybe Persnickle was a young man my uncle had taken in out of the goodness of his heart, or maybe he was his gay lover. Who would know? I’m sure I would find out soon enough. I looked through the contract and saw that Persnickle did not have a surname. Or maybe that was his surname. Perhaps he was one of those artsy types. Oh well, so long as he kept to himself and didn’t complain about my cooking.

      I held up one finger to the woman. “Just a moment!” I turned to my iMac and punched in East Bucklebury. The first entry was East Bucklebury Waste and Recycling Centre. I scrunched up my nose, and clicked on the second entry, City of Gold Coast/East Bucklebury. My jaw dropped open when I read of the luxury resort, the deep water marina, and the pristine beaches, as well as the nearby uninhabited island.

      It didn’t take me long to decide. I had always dreamt of a home by the sea. There were two drawbacks, the first being the room mate, Persnickle, and the second being that an outlying suburb of the Gold Coast was hardly big-city life. I looked at the amount of money once more, and then signed as fast as I could.
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      The past five weeks had been a whirlwind. I had given notice on my tiny apartment, hired a removalist, and was on my way to East Bucklebury. It was a four-day drive through three states, so I tingled with excitement when I finally crossed the border into Queensland.

      I had attended conferences at the Gold Coast, and had always liked it. Still, I had never considered living there. I hoped I wasn’t making a mistake, but Thomas had made it abundantly clear that I wasn’t able to keep my old position in Melbourne.

      My stomach tingled with anticipation when my GPS showed I had only twenty kilometres to go. I had spent the last few days wondering what my house was like. It didn’t show up on Google Street View. Some East Bucklebury houses did appear online, and were veritable mansions, each worth well over two million dollars. My house was not so grand. After all, Mrs Finch had informed me that it needed some work. That didn’t worry me—I had always wanted to renovate a house. My lawyer, at my request, had hired a builder to take care of any urgent work, and I figured I could press this Persnickle guy into helping me do the minor work.

      I drove between sugarcane fields for about fifteen kilometres, and turned right onto a road boasting that East Bucklebury was only five kilometres away. The town itself was a huge letdown. It was cutesy, if you liked barely-inhabited and cosy little towns—and I didn’t. I guessed the population was only around two thousand people. There were more people in my old street in Melbourne. I wasn’t fond of people, but with people came convenience.

      I took a deep breath and continued through town. So far, I had only seen old houses that looked over a hundred years old. These houses were not renovated, and most were ramshackle. I could see no beach, no marina, not even a resort. Thankfully, the derelict houses gave way to the huge houses I had seen online, towering constructions of concrete and glass, with high-security fences and electronic gates, the very epitome of luxury. It was with high hopes that I continued down the street.

      It only took minutes to arrive at my new house. While it was no towering concrete and glass mansion, it was a Queenslander, one of those beautiful homes built since Victorian times for the sub-tropical climate. I had only seen them online and in magazines, but this one looked typical, the living spaces all built above ground to allow airflow under the house and to keep snakes out. It had the wide wrap-around veranda as well as the traditional casement windows and double hung windows that were typical of the best of Queenslanders.

      It was not a beachside property. On the other side of the road was the sea, only there was no surf and no beach, not unless you counted a strip of sand. I felt cheated; after all, Australia was famous for its beaches. As far as oceans went, it was a disappointment. I’d had the romantic notion of waves crashing on a pristine beach, but this water was flat. Even an ant couldn’t surf here.

      I got out of the car and took one step. My heel at once wedged in the mud. I threw out my hands to save myself, and fell unceremoniously face forward in the mud.

      I said a few rude words and struggled to my feet. I ripped my shoe out of the mud, but the heel had partly detached. I put it back on as best I could and hobbled over to the house, straining against the blustering wind.

      

      I tried the front door, but it was locked. The builder was supposed to meet me here and give me the keys. “Hello?” There was no response. I called out again—still nothing.

      I hobbled around to the back of the house. A vehicle was parked out the front, and considering it had an extension ladder strapped to the roof, I figured it belonged to the builder. So where was he? I snatched my mobile phone from my handbag, and as I did so, my keys flew out and fell through a crack in the old boards of the veranda. I tried to flip on the torch on my iPhone, but my phone was flat.

      Great! Now I was stuck here without keys at dusk, and I had locked myself out of my car. I had no hope of retrieving the keys—it would take tools to do that.

      I surveyed my surroundings. There were only two houses as far as the eye could see, mine and the house next door. After a good five minutes of knocking on the neighbour’s door, I had to accept that no one was home.

      I had no option but to break into my house, but that proved impossible. Who says country people don’t lock their houses? A SWAT Team wouldn’t have been able to get in. Every window was secured.

      Given that it was almost nightfall, I weighed up my options. It was too far to walk to town in the dark, so I would have to stay here. I looked behind the house to see if there was some sort of shelter I could use. It was then I spotted the tent.

      I knew nothing about tents. After all, I had never entertained the slightest wish to go camping. The tent was rectangular, and seemed a decent size. I hurried over and stuck my head inside.

      This time, it seemed I was in luck. There was a low-slung camp bed covered with blankets, next to a table and chairs. It all looked quite clean. I only hoped it would withstand the wind.

      I slept fitfully. Every time I woke up, the howling wind was shaking the tent.

      When I opened my eyes the following morning, it was bright, brighter than it should have been inside the tent. It took me a moment or two to realise the tent was gone. I saw it in the distance, billowing away on the wind. I got out of the camp bed and backed up, shielding my eyes from the sun, only to fall backwards over something, and land hard. I struggled to my feet and looked around to see what had tripped me.

      It was the body of a man. A knife was protruding from his back.
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      I staggered back to the road like a mad thing on my one and a half heels. The only running I had done in years was on a treadmill, but somehow I made it across all the rocks and the mud. Just as I reached the road, I saw a car coming.

      Without thinking, I jumped in front of it, waving my arms frantically. The car veered off the road and narrowly escaped running into a drain. A man wearing tight jeans and an angry expression jumped out. “Are you mad?” he snapped. “I could have hit you.”

      Before he could get a chance to berate me further, I said, “There’s a dead man! Over there!” I pointed in the direction of the body.

      I thought he would ask questions, but mercifully he said, “Show me.”

      I hobbled back over to the body, more slowly this time. I hung back while the man had a close look. He finally straightened and looked at me. “Did you do this?”

      I clutched my throat. “No!” I screeched. “I arrived from Melbourne only last night. The builder was supposed to meet me here with the house keys, but he’s vanished, and the house is locked. That’s why I had to stay in the tent. My mobile phone’s flat. When I woke up, the tent blew away, and that’s when I fell over… him!” I paused for breath and pointed to the body.

      “Do you know what happened to him?” he asked me.

      I was infuriated. “Weren’t you listening? The first thing I knew of his existence was when I tripped backwards over him.” The man seemed sceptical, and I must have looked a sight, covered in mud, with a broken heel. I imagined my hair was wild, and my mascara, streaked. Maybe I did look like a crazed murderer.

      He walked over to me, so close I could smell his soap, all coconut and lime. It was then I noticed his eyes, green-grey like holly oak leaves. I shook myself.

      “Where were you at the time of the murder?”

      I jabbed my finger on his chest. “I could ask you the same thing! And that’s a trick question, isn’t it? How would I know when he was murdered? We need to call the police. Anyway, if he was murdered before last evening, I have an alibi. I left Melbourne four days ago and have been staying in motels every night.”

      He pulled a notepad and pen out of his pocket. “What are the names of these motels?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “None of your business! Now, can you call the police?”

      “I am the police. I need the names of those motels.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I was infuriated.

      He quirked one eyebrow. “Tell you what?”

      “That you’re a police officer.”

      “I just did. Detective Max Grayson. And you are?”

      We stood there, facing each other. I wasn’t a morning person, and normally I would have had plenty of coffee by this time of day. Finally, I said, “Goldie Bloom.” I realised he was going to ask me about the motels again, so I added, “I’d have to look at my iPad.” My hand flew to my mouth. “Oh no, it’s in the car, and I’m locked out! I dropped my car keys under the porch and it’ll need to be partly demolished to get them.”

      The detective merely raised his eyebrows. No doubt he thought I was some sort of idiot city slicker at best, and at worst, a murderer. “I’ll have to make some calls, and then you can come to town with me.”

      “Lucky me,” I muttered sarcastically, a little more loudly than I intended.

      He looked pointedly at my shoes. “Don’t you think it would be a good idea to change into sensible shoes?”

      “Yes, that is a good idea, Sherlock,” I snapped, “but my sensible shoes are locked in my car.”

      I don’t know if I imagined it, but I thought his lips twitched slightly. “On second thoughts, let me see if I can open the house for you.” He escorted me back to the front door, his hand under my elbow. At that moment, a white bus came around the corner and screeched to a halt outside my house. The words East Bucklebury Aged Care Services were emblazoned along the side in a flowing green font.

      The driver stuck her head out the window. “What’s happened here? Has there been an accident?”

      “I’ve just moved to town,” I called back. “I inherited Peter Proteus’s house. He was my uncle.”

      The driver looked surprised, but before she could respond, the folding doors opened, revealing a man and a woman. Both were tall and slender, and both had wild, grey hair. “Detective Grayson,” the woman said, “I hardly think that’s a police emergency.”

      I was surprised to see the detective’s cheeks flush red. “Well, there’s been a murder.”

      His remark was met by a collective shriek from within the bus. I thought it strange that neither the man nor the woman looked surprised. “Detective, have you met our driver, Harriet Hemsworth? She’s just moved to the retirement home.”

      The two nodded to each other. The woman turned her attention to me. “And you must be Goldie Bloom. Your dear uncle told us all about you. I’m Oleander Blanche, and this is a friend of mine, Athanasius Chadwicke-Pryor.”

      The man bowed slightly. “And who was murdered, Detective?”

      Grayson shrugged one shoulder. “The local officers will be here soon. For now, I assume he’s a builder.” He pointed to the vehicle.

      My hand flew to my mouth. “Of course! He was working on my house.”

      “That’s Nat Jefferies’ ute out the front,” Athanasius said. “Don’t tell me he was the victim?” A united gasp went up from the group.

      “I’m afraid so. Did you know him?”

      Oleander and Athanasius exchanged glances. “Poor Nat was a bit of a loner,” Oleander said. “He wasn’t a local, so he’d camp here whenever he had work in town. There are no builders in town, and he worked cheap.”

      “You’ve had a terrible shock, dear,” Athanasius said. “We should take you inside and settle you in. Does anyone mind? We can go on our little outing after Ms Bloom is settled.”

      The detective took no time in picking the lock on the front door, and the people from the retirement home filed in. I was about to follow them when another car pulled up. A woman jumped out and hurried over to me. “You must be Goldie. I’m Laura. Sorry I wasn’t here to meet you.”

      I sized her up. She seemed to be my age, possibly a little younger, and unlike me, was not covered with mud. In fact, she was rather well groomed. So this was the mysterious Persnickle. It must be her surname, after all.

      The woman held the door open wide and returned my stare. “Whatever happened to you?”

      “Came here, fell in mud. Camped overnight in a tent. Woke up, found a dead body. Spoke to police. Need coffee and a shower.”

      The detective scowled. “I’m afraid there’s been a murder. The victim appears to be the builder who was working on the house for Ms Bloom.”

      She looked shocked, but recovered her composure rather quickly. “Why don’t you have a shower while I make you a hot drink? There are towels and stuff in the bathroom. Third door on the left.”

      I thanked her, asked for black coffee, and stepped inside. I was pleasantly surprised; this room mate arrangement might work out, after all. I gasped when I saw the interior. It was charming: high ceilings, polished timber floors, delightful fretwork, and through the bedrooms either side of the hall I could see French doors opening onto the deck.

      The bathroom was more Federation in style than Victorian, but did have a lovely claw foot bath, and what’s more, there was a heavenly vanilla and caramel scented candle. I ripped off my clothes in my haste to get into the shower. As refreshing as the shower was, I was desperate for coffee, so shampooed and conditioned my hair and cleansed my face as fast as I could. After quickly towelling myself dry, I put on the first skirt and blouse I found in my suitcase. I quickly applied some makeup and dried my hair. A quick glance in the mirror showed I was almost back to my old self.

      Laura greeted me with a wide smile. “Are you going out?”

      “No?” I didn’t know what she meant. It occurred to me she might think I was overdressed, given that she was wearing jeans and a tee shirt. I would have to get used to these quaint country ways of casual dressing.

      “Would you like some breakfast?” She made to rise from her chair at the kitchen table, but I waved her back down.

      “Just coffee, please. Where are the others?”

      She nodded to the large mug in front of me. “The police have just arrived, and the detective is out there speaking to them. I assume they’ve all gone outside to eavesdrop.” She chuckled.

      “I thought my uncle’s house was beachfront,” I said.

      “Yes it is, sort of. There’s a road between you and the beach.”

      “But there are no waves.”

      “East Bucklebury is a canal town,” Laura explained. “The broadwater, that is, the body of water between us and the island over there, is deep, but the surf breaks on the other side of the island.”

      I nodded and lifted the cup to my lips. Milliseconds later, I gagged. “What was that?” I managed to say after swallowing the vile liquid. It had taken all my willpower not to spit it out.

      Laura looked surprised. “Coffee. Isn’t that what you wanted? Anyway, we must be careful. Coffee is illegal in this town. It’s due to an old trade agreement or something, but I don’t know the details.”

      “Coffee?” I echoed. “Illegal?” Surely she was joking.

      She pointed to a jar. It took a moment or two to dawn on me, and then I said, “Instant?” I could barely keep the horror out of my voice.

      Laura smiled and nodded. “You’re a witch!”

      I was offended. “Isn’t that a bit harsh? It’s just that I don’t do instant. Still, the removalists will be here soon with my good coffee machine.”

      Laura laughed. “I mean, you practise witchcraft.”

      I was impressed with her insight. “How did you know?”

      “Your uncle said most of your family are witches.”

      Well, that was news to me, and I was about to tell her so, when there was a noise outside the kitchen door. “That must be Persnickle,” Laura said.

      I was aware that my jaw fell open. “You’re not Persnickle?” I asked her. “You’re not my room mate?”

      She laughed and clutched her sides. “No, I live next door. Your uncle and I were friends. Look, here’s Persnickle now.” She pointed as the door swung open.

      I screamed.
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      “It’s a giant rat! Or a strange dog!” I screeched, jumping to my feet and placing a chair between myself and the huge, hairy creature, as it ambled towards me at a determined fashion.

      Laura laughed. “Haven’t you ever seen a wombat before?”

      “A wombat!” I shrieked. “Persnickle is a wombat? That wombat is my room mate?”

      Laura appeared oblivious to my distress. “He’s awfully nice,” she said, walking over to stroke him. “You can even take him for walks on a leash.”

      I eyed the creature warily. He did look kind of cute, in a threatening sort of way. I had always wanted a pet, but I was thinking of a dog or a cat. Having a wombat as a pet had never occurred to me. “Does he bite?” I asked her, after the creature opened his mouth to reveal four rather huge teeth.

      “Only if you call him P-e-r-c-y,” she said, spelling the name.

      I wasn’t sure if she was joking, but I wasn’t about to put it to the test.

      “How about we take our drinks to the living room where you can get to know Persnickle in a more informal fashion?”

      I readily agreed, and sat on a comfortable armchair in the adjoining room. I was careful not to make any sudden moves.

      The coffee was vile. I wondered how far away my good coffee machine was, and I hadn’t received the promised text from the removalists to say they were close. That was when I remembered my phone had no charge. I stood up, rather too abruptly, but luckily the wombat made no move to attack me. “I have to plug in my phone.”

      I retrieved my charger cord from my handbag and plugged in my phone. I walked over to return to my chair, when a shimmering mass suddenly appeared in front of me. I clutched my head. “Migraine!” I said. “That’s all I need.” I fished around in my handbag for some Nurofen. I didn’t get migraines often, but when I did, I had dreadful visual disturbances before the headache actually hit. This was the worst visual disturbance I’d had to date, no doubt from the stress of the last few hours.

      Laura sat on the edge of her seat. “Goldie, what do you see?”

      I made to respond, but the visual disturbance took the form of a person. I fell back into my seat and clutched my head. “I’m having hallucinations,” I said weakly. “I think it was the instant coffee.”

      “Are you seeing a ghost?” Laura asked urgently.

      “A ghost, a ghost?” I stammered. I took my hands from both my eyes and had another look. Yes, it certainly looked like a ghost, not that I’d ever seen one before. The shimmering figure of a man in front of me could be nothing but a ghost. I couldn’t quite take it in—it was surreal. “Can you see it, too?” I asked Laura.

      “There’s something I have to tell you,” she began in a faltering manner, but I held up one hand.

      “Spit it out!”

      “It’s because you’re a witch.”

      Once more, I interrupted her. “I’ve been a witch for years, and I’ve never seen a ghost before.”

      “Goldie, please let me finish.” Her tone was pleading. I nodded, and she continued. “I practise witchcraft too, but I can’t see ghosts. Look, I don’t know how to explain it. Okay, this is how your uncle explained it to me. You’re from an ancient coven of sea witches.”

      The room was starting to spin. I dragged my eyes away from the ghost and put my head between my legs. I didn’t want to faint, in case the wombat ate me. Sure, it didn’t seem likely, but I was having one of those days. “You’re kidding,” I managed to say.

      Undaunted, Laura pushed on. “You’re a sea witch, and Persnickle is your familiar. When he’s around, you can see ghosts, and communicate with them, too.”

      “I’ve never seen a ghost before,” I said.

      “That’s because you haven’t had your familiar with you,” Laura said patiently. “Speak to the ghost—is it a resident of this house?”

      I had no intention of speaking to the ghost, but the ghost spoke to me. “I started working on your house yesterday. I think I’m dead. I remember someone stabbing me.”

      I pointed to the ghost. “He’s the dead man!” I squealed, before I realised that all ghosts were dead. I amended that to, “He’s the man whose body I found this morning! He’s the builder.”

      “That’s terrible!” Laura said in horror.

      I plucked up the courage to address the ghost directly. “Are you Nat Jefferies?”

      He nodded. “I’m so pleased someone can see me. I remember being stabbed, but I can’t remember who stabbed me.”

      Laura was on the edge of her chair. “Is he speaking to you?”

      I nodded. “He says he can’t remember who stabbed him.”

      “I would think that normal, given the trauma,” Laura said. “Ask him if he remembers anything at all.”

      “Tell her I can hear her,” he said.

      “Laura, he can hear you.” I fought the urge to break into hysterical laughter. I was translating for a ghost. The situation was crazy.

      “I can remember something,” he said, tapping his chin. I watched him with fascination, wondering why his hand didn’t pass through his face. “I remember in that split second just before the knife plunged into me, whoever it was—man or woman, I don’t know—said, ‘Blame your Uncle Peter.’ I thought that was strange, because I don’t have an Uncle Peter.”

      I jumped to my feet. “But I do!”

      “What did he say?” Laura asked me.

      “He said he asked the murderer why, and the murderer said, ‘Blame your Uncle Peter.’ He doesn’t have an Uncle Peter, but I do, or rather, did.”

      “Do you think it was a case of mistaken identity?”

      I nodded slowly. “That’s exactly what I’m thinking. The murderer must’ve thought that Nat was Uncle Peter’s heir. Did you know Nat well?”

      Laura shook her head. “No, I only arrived in town last month. Why would anyone want to murder your uncle’s heir?”

      “Someone wants to murder your uncle’s heir?” came a voice.

      I looked up to see the detective standing at the screen door. “Come in,” I said automatically.

      “I made some calls, and your story checks out, Ms Bloom. Your alibi is solid.”  He crossed his arms over his chest. “What were you saying about someone wanting to murder your uncle’s heir?”

      I carefully schooled a blank look onto my features. “I didn’t say that,” I lied. “You must have misheard me.”

      He shot me a long, penetrating look. I figured his detective spidey senses informed him I was lying, but then again, there was nothing he could do about it, and I could hardly tell him that the presence of a wombat enabled me to see ghosts. I was still half expecting to wake up from a weird dream.

      “I need to take a statement from you.”

      “Okay.” I watched as the ghost slowly vanished.

      There was a commotion outside, and all at once, somebody burst through the front door.
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      “May we come in?” Oleander said.

      I fought the urge to tell her that she was already in, and so were her companions. She smiled broadly. “We just want to make sure you’re doing okay after your fright.”

      She, Athanasius, the driver, and the other people from the bus crowded around me, peering at me. “I’m doing fine,” I said, “apart from having the most dreadful caffeine-deficiency headache. If I don’t get some good coffee soon, I’ll be sick.”

      They all headed, unconcerned, for the nearest armchairs. “Tea or coffee?” I asked them. “The coffee’s instant, you know,” I added, hoping I wouldn’t offend Laura.

      Oleander shot a look at the detective. “Coffee is illegal in this town.”

      The detective frowned. “Don’t mind me! I’m not about to arrest anyone for drinking coffee here.”

      I took the opportunity to study him more closely. He was good-looking, not as good-looking as Thomas, yet while Thomas’s looks were somehow soft, the detective was attractive in a rugged way. My eyes lingered a little too long on his well-muscled arms and broad shoulders.

      I shook my head. “What about cafés?” I asked them.

      Oleander, Athanasius, and the other residents whose names I had forgotten all nodded solemnly. “It’s a wonder the lack of coffee hasn’t driven us all to an early grave,” Oleander said sadly.

      Harriet, the driver, readily agreed. “I moved to town only last month, and I was surprised that not one single café in town serves coffee. They’ll have to change the law if they want to make this a tourist destination.”

      My head was spinning. It seemed my life had taken a strange turn, and was getting stranger by the moment. “I’ve never heard of cafés that don’t serve coffee,” I said. “How close is the nearest decent coffee?”

      “An hour away,” the detective said. “I was here only a day, before I had to go and buy a coffee machine. The removalists lost mine. Of course, I know it’s illegal to use a coffee machine in East Bucklebury.”

      “That’s where we were going when we saw you, to a café in Southport to get coffee,” Oleander said. “Is that a truck outside?” She handed Persnickle a piece of carrot, and he ate it greedily.

      I jumped up to look out the window. Sure enough, it was the removalist. I hurried out the door, and down the garden path to meet him. “I tried to call, but you didn’t answer,” he complained.

      I hurried to apologise. “My phone was out of battery.”

      He motioned me to stand aside, and soon the removalist and another man were taking my furniture inside. I didn’t have much—after all, my apartment had been tiny. I had a double bed, a Chinese cabinet, a treadmill, and not much else. Of course, the most important item was my coffee machine.

      I told them where everything should go. Given they weren’t there long at all, it was something of an anti-climax. When I went back into the kitchen, all the retirement home residents as well as the detective were staring at my coffee machine.

      “Don’t get too excited,” I cautioned them. “It has to be plumbed in. Can anyone recommend a plumber?”

      “There’s only one plumber in town,” the detective said. “I’ll text you his number.”

      “I’ll call him right now. It’s an emergency.” To my surprise, the plumber said he would come at once if I made him some coffee.

      Alas, it was too late for the others; they were all sitting around, drinking their instant coffee. Harriet, the driver of the bus, leant forward. “Did you really inherit this house?”

      I nodded.

      “I need to take your witness statement,” the detective said.

      Athanasius stood up. “I think that’s our cue to leave. Ms Bloom has had a hard day, and needs to rest.”

      “I’ll go, too,” Laura said. “You’ve got my number now, so call me later. Maybe we can have dinner together.”

      I showed them all to the door, and to my delight, spotted a man with a toolbox halfway to my door. This had to be the plumber.

      I waved to him, and then turned back to the detective. “No one gets between me and my coffee. If you want my statement before my coffee, then you’ll have to arrest me and drag me away in chains.”

      The detective held up his hands in mock surrender.

      The plumber worked fast, and then demanded his cappuccino. Before long, he was standing next to the machine, sipping his cappuccino and making happy sounds. “Any time you want me to do any plumbing work on your house, I’ll give you priority, if you make me cappuccinos. I can’t tell you how hard it is living in a town without coffee.”

      I sympathised. The plumber left, and now I only had to get rid of the detective. I wanted to lie on the sofa with a cold pack on my head and do the unpacking later. I hurried back to the coffee machine and made myself a latte. Someone, presumably Laura, had stocked the fridge. Of course, I had brought my own coffee. “Coffee?” I asked the detective.

      “I thought you’d never ask.” For a moment, he dropped his frosty exterior—almost.

      Two lattés each and one witness statement later, I was beginning to feel human again. “Is there much crime in this town?” I asked him.

      He shook his head. “None. I don’t want to alarm you, Ms Bloom…”

      I interrupted him. “Goldie, please.”

      He smiled at me. At that moment, my stomach did flip-flops. Maybe it was because I hadn’t eaten all day. “You can call me Max. I don’t want to scare you, but I think you were the intended victim.”

      “Me?” I squeaked.

      “It was all around town that you were expected yesterday. That is, it was around town that your uncle’s heir was expected in town. No one knew your name or whether you were male or female.”

      I tapped my chin. “I see where you’re going with this. The murderer thought the victim was me.” Of course, I already knew this because the ghost had said as much.

      He nodded. “Precisely.”

      “But why would someone want to murder me?”

      “Why indeed?” He narrowed his eyes. “If something happens to you, who inherits?”

      I shrugged. “The wombat. Seriously, there’s no one else.”

      “Well then, I’m at a loss as to the motive, unless someone had a grudge against your uncle.”

      Something occurred to me. “I don’t know much about small country towns, but I’ve heard that everyone knows everyone else’s business. The murderer didn’t know the builder, whereas the retirement home people did. That means the murderer must be someone new in town.”

      “Yes, that’s obvious.”

      “Oh,” I said in a small voice. And here I was thinking I’d been clever.

      “Goldie, the murderer will strike again, so you’ll need to be careful. I’ll arrange protection for you.”

      I bit my lip. The wombat growled, and the ghost appeared again. “I can’t remember who killed me yet,” he said.

      My stomach sank. The detective was new in town. “Was it this man here by any chance?” I asked the ghost.

      “I’m sorry? What did you say?” Max asked me.

      “Just thinking out aloud.” I looked at the ghost, but he shrugged.

      “I can’t remember.”

      Persnickle came over and looked at me. “He wants a treat,” I said. I wondered if Persnickle wanted a treat every time he channelled a ghost. As I fetched a slice of carrot for him, I wondered if the detective was the murderer. Was it a coincidence that he was driving down the street that day? My house was on the edge of town, and isolated. I’m sure that street didn’t go anywhere important.

      “I remembered something,” the ghost said.
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      “What do you remember?” I asked the ghost.

      The ghost partially faded. “The person who stabbed me was someone I’d never seen before.”

      “Remember about what?” the detective asked me.

      I thought quickly. “About the victim,” I said. “Had you ever met him?”

      The detective shook his head. “No. I haven’t been in town long.”

      I wondered if he realised he was implicating himself with every word. At least that was a clue—I would ask everyone if they had met Nat before.

      “Again, I don’t want to scare you, but I don’t think you should stay here until the perpetrator has been apprehended.”

      I was alarmed. “What, leave my house? I only just got here. And what about Persnickle? I can hardly stay in a motel that allows dogs, and pretend he’s a giant chocolate Labrador gone wrong.” Persnickle growled as if in agreement with my words. I tossed him another piece of carrot. Although we had only just met, I was already fond of the strange creature. In fact, he was the perfect room mate. I could watch whatever I liked on TV, and I wouldn’t even have to cook for him, just provide water and special wombat food. It seemed he was even house-trained, because there hadn’t been any little accidents as yet.

      “I’ll have to stay here and sleep on the sofa, if you absolutely refuse to leave.”

      Had I imagined it, or was that a flicker of annoyance on his face? “I don’t want to put you to any inconvenience, but I can’t leave here. Someone has to look after Persnickle. Actually, I wonder who’s been looking after him until now?”

      “That would be me.”

      I looked up to see Oleander. I was about to invite her in, but she pre-empted me by striding into the room.

      “I thought Laura was looking after him,” I said.

      Oleander shook her head. “I hadn’t met Laura before today. I’ve been coming over daily to feed Persnickle and spend time with him.”

      “Did you know Nat Jeffries?” I asked her.

      Her face fell. “Yes, I knew him well. I’m dreadfully upset.”

      I mentally ticked her off my list. Athanasius arrived and walked into the room, without bothering to knock. This must be a country custom.

      I was about to ask if he knew Nat Jeffries, when Detective Grayson spoke. “Oleander was just telling us how saddened she is by Nat’s death. I suppose you knew him well, too?”

      Athanasius nodded. The detective and I exchanged glances. “Oleander and I thought we should come over to mind Goldie, just in case the murderer tries to do away with her.”

      I wondered how Athanasius and Oleander could possibly protect me from the murderer, but I wasn’t about to say so. Maybe the sea air was already improving my people skills.

      The detective shook his head. He recovered his composure, and said, “I think it’s safer if you stay away, because the murderer could harm you. More detectives will arrive tomorrow, and meanwhile, I’ll stay guard on the sofa here tonight.”

      Oleander clapped her hands. “Excellent. We can stay too, can’t we, Athanasius?”

      Before he could respond, there was another person at the door. This time, the person knocked. “Come in,” I said.

      When she walked into the room, I recognised her as Harriet, the person who had been driving the van earlier. Athanasius and Oleander looked surprised to see her.

      “I’m terribly sorry to come here,” she said, wringing her hands in a gesture of nervousness. “It’s just that when you both left the retirement home, I was a little afraid, what with a murderer on the loose. I followed you here.”

      “I’m sure the murderer won’t strike at the retirement home,” Oleander said. I could see that Harriet’s presence made her uncomfortable.

      I wondered how to get them all to leave, and then saw I was fighting a losing battle. “Coffee?” I asked.

      They all accepted at a rapid pace, which made me suspicious that the real reason for them being here was to procure decent coffee rather than out of any concern for my welfare. After taking their orders, I walked into the kitchen, grateful to be away from them for the moment. I hadn’t been around so many people in a long time.

      Persnickle followed me into the kitchen. “I’m glad you want me for me, not for my coffee,” I told him. He grunted in response.

      When I walked back out, Laura was sitting with the others. “I didn’t hear you coming,” I told her.

      She held up two bottles of champagne. “I was going to invite you for dinner, but then I saw all the cars over here, so thought I’d bring the bubbly over.”

      Gosh, how many more people were going to arrive at my house? “Thanks,” I said. I set a coffee cup in front of Oleander and one in front of Athanasius, and then said to Detective Grayson and Harriet, “I’ll just pop back into the kitchen for yours. After we have coffee, we can all have champagne.”

      “I’ll help you,” Laura said.

      When we were in the kitchen, she whispered to me, “There’s something I have to tell you. I didn’t want to tell you earlier because you were so shaken up. I planned to tell you over dinner tonight, but I don’t think it can wait, because you could be in danger.” Her face was white and drawn, and she was trembling slightly.

      “What is it?” I asked her. I prepared myself to be shocked, and just when I was settling into the idea that I could speak to ghosts and had a wombat as a familiar. Oh, and that I was a sea witch, whatever that was.

      She touched my arm lightly. “Laura, you’re from a long line of sea witches.”

      I interrupted her. “You’ve told me that already. Could you come straight to the point? You’re scaring me.”

      “Sorry,” Laura whispered. She leant closer, and said, “If someone kills a sea witch, then they get that sea witch’s powers.”

      I grabbed the benchtop behind me to steady myself. “So that’s why Nat was murdered? That’s why someone wants to kill me.” At that moment, I realised I truly was in danger. I took a deep breath, and then added, “So someone would kill me just to be able to speak to ghosts? Would they steal Persnickle, too?”

      Laura shook her head. “No, Persnickle is your familiar.”

      “So if someone murdered me, they could speak to ghosts with the help of their own familiar?”

      Laura nodded. “And they would get all your powers.”

      “Powers?” I shrieked.

      Laura held her finger to her lips. “Yes, what other powers do you have?”

      I shrugged. “I doubt I have any. How would I know anyway, because I just got here?”

      Laura shook her head. “No, no, no. The only power that Persnickle helps you with is speaking to ghosts. Well, that’s not strictly accurate—he enhances your other powers. You must have other powers?”

      I rubbed my forehead. “I don’t think I’ve got any.”

      Laura patted my arm. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I leant closer to her. “But I do need to worry about it. Someone wants to murder me for my powers, and I don’t even know what they are.” Just then, thunder boomed overhead. I jumped. “I thought the sky was perfectly clear.”

      Laura waved a finger at me. “Aha! Sea witches can make the weather do things—you know, rain, wind, that sort of thing. Have you ever noticed that when you get really upset, it rains or there’s a storm or even a strong wind?”

      I tapped my chin. “Yes!” I said. “Now that you mention it.”

      The detective appeared in the doorway. “Is that my coffee I spy there, getting cold?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” I made to tip it into the sink, but he moved to me and took it from me. “No need to waste good coffee. I’m sure it will be fine.” As he took it from me, his finger lightly brushed across my hand. An electric jolt ran through my body.

      I had no time to ponder that, given the bombshell that Laura had just dropped. I could impact the weather? It seemed too far-fetched to be true, but only yesterday I would have thought that speaking with a ghost was too far-fetched to be true. I walked into the living room, deep in thought.

      “You don’t have any coffee, dear,” Oleander said. “Didn’t you make yourself one?”

      “No, and I didn’t make Laura one, either. Would you like some coffee, Laura?”

      She shook her head. “No, but thanks. I’ll have one later. Champagne?” She handed me a flute.

      I thanked her and put it on the table in front of me. I was quite overwhelmed, and having a lot of people in the room didn’t help. I needed some quiet time to sort through this.

      “Are you all right?” Harriet asked, leaning quite close to me.

      I edged away from her a little. “I suppose it’s all been a bit much.” I looked up to see Laura smiling and laughing with the detective. She filled his glass, and then drank the rest of her own, promptly refilling it. She looked up and caught my eye. “Don’t worry, I have plenty more at home. Now drink up, all of you. We can toast Goldie’s arrival in town.”

      I thought it improper to have a happy toast, considering a man had just died, and only metres from where we were all sitting. Still, I held my tongue. My therapist had told me that if in doubt, it was best if I said nothing.

      I reached for my champagne glass, but before it reached my lips, Persnickle launched himself at me. I flew backwards over my chair, my champagne flying from my hand and hitting the potted plant beside me. From where I was lying, I could see Oleander’s concerned expression, but Detective Grayson reached me first. He pulled me to my feet, and then released me abruptly. “What was that about?”

      I shook my head. “I have no idea. Something obviously upset Persnickle.” I knew instinctively that the wombat had not meant to harm me—I realised he was trying to tell me something. But what? Was there another ghost trying to come through?

      I heard a gasp, and looked at Oleander. She was frozen to the spot, her face a mask of horror.
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      I spun around, expecting to see a crazy person with a knife, but there was no one there.

      “The plant,” she sputtered.

      I followed her gaze. The plant, which minutes before had been a healthy, flourishing plant, was now brown and shrivelled.

      Grayson seized me by my shoulders and pulled me away from it. “Everyone sit down right where you are,” he said in a commanding tone. “Goldie’s champagne has been poisoned.”

      “But I drank mine,” Laura said, clutching her throat. “And I feel all right.”

      “Someone put it in Goldie’s glass.” His eyes lighted on Harriet. “You were sitting next to Goldie.”

      “And she hasn’t been in town long,” I said.

      Harriet stood up and backed away. “I didn’t do it!”

      “No one’s accusing you,” Grayson said, although it sounded like he had done just that. “Please sit down.”

      “The murderer is someone in this room,” Athanasius said, somewhat unnecessarily. We all exchanged glances. A chill up ran my spine. There was a flash of lightning.

      “It’s someone who hasn’t been in town long,” I told the group. “The murderer thought Nat Jeffries was me. Someone who had been in town for any length of time would have known he was a builder. The murderer wanted to kill my uncle’s heir.”

      Harriet frowned. “I’m not following. Why would anyone want to kill your uncle’s heir?”

      I sneaked a glance at Max Grayson, expecting him to ask the same thing, but he didn’t. He did not appear the least surprised by my pronouncement. Did he know more than he was letting on?

      Persnickle approached, more quietly this time, and nudged my leg. “Good boy,” I said, stroking him. “I’ll give you another treat.”

      He made his strange grunting sound as I gave him a carrot. I was in despair. How would we solve this? Someone in the room had tried to kill me, but who was it? I only knew I did not do it. Everyone else was a suspect. And what if two people were in it together? I shuddered at the thought. If only the ghost could remember. That gave me an idea.

      Aloud I said, “If only Nat Jefferies’ ghost was here. If only Nat Jefferies’ ghost could look at everyone sitting in this room and try to remember who murdered him.” I realised I was speaking loudly, as if it would somehow make the ghost hear from wherever he was, in whatever nether region.

      Persnickle wandered back into the room. “Can you fetch Nat Jefferies’ ghost for me, Persnickle?” I said with a false laugh, making out I was joking, only I was deadly serious.

      To my enormous relief, the ghost slowly formed in front of me. I had to be careful what I said so the others didn’t think I’d lost my mind. “Okay, we know that someone in this room just tried to murder me.” I pointed to the plant. “That was some potent poison they put in my champagne glass.”

      “You’re kidding!” the ghost said.

      “And that means the murderer is someone in this room.”

      “You’re kidding!” the ghost said again.

      “What a shame ghosts aren’t real,” I said, “because if ghosts were real, Nat Jefferies’ ghost could have a very good look at everyone here to see if something jogs his memory.” I hoped he’d take the hint, and he did, because he walked around the room, pausing to look at each person.

      “Well, ghosts aren’t real,” Harriet said primly.

      “Now I know why I couldn’t remember who killed me,” Nat said.

      “Why?” I asked urgently.

      Harriet, of course, thought I was talking to her. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “They’re just not.”

      “Because I never saw anyone,” Nat said. “It’s all coming back to me. I did smell her perfume, however.”

      “Perfume!” I said. “What did it smell like?”

      Laura stood up. “Is it okay if I go to the bathroom?”

      It was then that I knew. “She’s the murderer!” I said.

      Nat agreed with me. “That’s what brought it all back to me. My ex-wife used to wear the same perfume. That woman’s wearing it now.”

      Laura sprinted out the door, with Max hard on her heels. I went to move after them, but Oleander caught my arm. “It’s best if you stay here.” Thunder boomed directly over us. Oleander pulled me down to sit beside her. “And calm down, dear. Breathe deeply.”

      “How did you know?” Harriet asked me. “What did you mean about the perfume?”

      I had to think fast. “Um, I remembered that I smelt her perfume this morning, when I woke up in Nat’s tent.” I felt bad lying, but I could hardly tell her the truth. I was saved from saying any more, because Max returned with an angry Laura in handcuffs. All his hair was standing on end, as if he’d had an electric shock. I figured she had used her powers, whatever they were, on him in an attempt to escape. Thankfully, it hadn’t worked.

      “I certainly hope Laura didn’t murder the people next door,” I said, all at once concerned.

      “No, they’re on a trip around Australia,” Oleander said.

      Max restrained the struggling Laura. “I’ll take her into custody, and then come back and get statements from all of you. I’ll see you three at the retirement home. Goldie, will you be all right by yourself?”

      I nodded. “I won’t be by myself. I have Persnickle.”
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      That afternoon, I was sitting by the waterfront, with Persnickle on a leash. His nose was deep in the grass bordering the little strip of sand, and he was making horrible sounds, no doubt searching for something edible.

      I was doing my best to process the day’s events. My life had certainly been turned upside down in the space of a few hours. I was staring out to sea, when a car pulled up.

      Oleander got out of the car and walked to sit beside me. “How are you coping, Goldie?”

      I shrugged. “As well as can be expected, I suppose.”

      “Please feel free to come and speak to me at any time.” I was about to thank her, when she continued, “I’ll come straight to the point. Athanasius and I know you’re a sea witch, and that Persnickle is your familiar. We were good friends with your uncle. He was a sea witch, and we—well, let’s just say that we’re witches, too.”

      I gasped. Could the day get any stranger? “You, you are? And um, you know?” I stammered.

      She leant across and patted my hand. “You’re safe now, Goldie. What happened with Laura was a one-off. Please don’t think that you’ll be in constant danger with people trying to murder you to take your powers.”

      I sighed with relief. “Actually, I was beginning to think that might be the case.”

      Oleander laughed. “Not at all.”

      “The detective—is he a witch?”

      Oleander was silent for a moment. “Not as far as we know, but there’s just something about him.”

      I nodded. “I thought so, too.”

      Persnickle came over and demanded a pat from Oleander. She smiled and then turned to me. “You know, I think you’ll like this town. It’s your destiny. I know it’s a far cry from your life in Melbourne, but here, you have friends.”

      I thought back to my tiny one bedroom apartment in Melbourne I’d left only days earlier. It had been a lonely existence, but at the time, I liked it. And although someone had already tried to kill me on my second day in town, East Bucklebury was beginning to grow on me. I was sure I would be fast friends with Oleander, and I had a life-saving wombat as a familiar. And if I got bored, I could always delve into the mystery of Detective Max Grayson. What more could a girl want?
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      “Listen, Gwynnie. I’ve thought it over, and I’ve decided. I’m going with you.”

      Turning her car onto Hemlock Road, Gwyndolin Prescott swung her glacier-blue eyes up to glance into her rearview mirror. “I’m sorry, Mom, but this is a very important trip for me. I can’t chance taking you and then having you run off. I just don’t have time for your antics.”

      With her droopy eyes split apart wide and one gnarled hand pressed against the passenger side door and the other hand gripping her seat belt firmly, Hazel Prescott shook her grey head wildly. “Fine. I’ll stay at the Village. They need me there to keep an eye on the elderly folk.”

      Gwyn clucked her tongue as she pulled her car into the very last driveway of the dead-end road and shut off the engine. “First of all, Mom, you’re the elderly folk. And second of all, the Aspen Falls Retirement Village is a retirement home, not a nursing home. Unlike you, the residents there can take care of themselves.”

      Hazel looked at the decrepit three-story Victorian house uneasily. Fear filled her heart. She was beyond sure that ghosts lived in the house in front of her. And even though she was a witch, Hazel had a very deep-seated fear of ghosts. “You babysit the rest of them, I take care of myself,” she snapped at her daughter. “You’re getting this award for being a glorified babysitter, you know.”

      Gwyn pulled the keys out of the ignition. “Mother,” she sighed, “I teach residents to make birdseed-and-pinecone crafts and take them on field trips. I don’t babysit them. And I didn’t win an award, I’m simply being recognized by the NAAP for my twenty years of service in the geriatric activities profession.”

      “Right, so you’re getting a pat on the back and a trip to Vegas for having a job. Big whoop. Where’s my pat on the back for raising you your whole life?”

      “Mom, we’ve been over this. I need this. I need to have a minute to myself to refresh. Why can’t you be supportive?”

      Hazel narrowed her eyes at her daughter. “If you need a minute to yourself, then why are you taking Char and Phil?”

      Gwyn covered her face with her hands and scrubbed at her forehead. She sucked in a deep, calming breath and then looked at Hazel again. “I just thought it would be more fun to bring the girls to Vegas with me. You know, have a girlfriends’ getaway.”

      Hazel’s jaw dropped. “Uh! I’m a girl! You could take me! Then I don’t have to get dropped off here! Come on, Gwynnie. You know how much I love poker, and you’re going to the poker capital of the world. I swear, I’ll be quiet as a ghost, you won’t even know I’m there.”

      Gwyn put a hand on the driver’s-side door and pushed it open. “Oh, I’d know you were there alright! Because I’d be spending the whole weekend trying to find you!”

      Hazel’s head shook wildly. “No, I swear you wouldn’t! Just plop me down at the nearest poker table and I’ll be fine!”

      Gwyn got out of the car and walked around to open her mother’s door. “Out of the car.”

      Hazel’s head swiveled defiantly to look out the driver’s-side window and her grip on her seat belt tightened. “Nope. I’m not getting out. I’m going with you.”

      “You are getting out, Mother.” Gwyn reached in, unbuckled her mother’s seat belt and pulled her cane out, leaning it against the outside of the car. Then she ducked into the car, her torso hovering over her mother. Face-to-face with Hazel now, Gwyn lifted her brows. “Don’t make me carry you.”

      “If you throw out your back you won’t be going to the conference,” taunted Hazel.

      Gwyn sighed. “You really want your daughter to throw out her back, just because you don’t want to get out of the car?”

      Hazel pressed her thin lips together, crossed her arms over her chest and closed her eyes defiantly.

      “Fine.” Gwyn slid her mother’s legs out of the car, rotating her torso. Then she buried her shoulder into Hazel’s lap, wrapped her arms around the old woman’s back, and hefted her over her shoulder.

      Seconds later, Hazel stood on the sloping, rickety porch, clutching her purse and her favorite pillow, with Gwyn towering behind her. Hazel eyed the car. She’d seen Gwyn put the keys in her purse. She thought about hot-wiring it, but it hadn’t worked out so well the last time she’d tried hot-wiring a car. She looked over her shoulder and wondered where the best place to hide would be if she made a run for it.

      But then she felt Gwyn’s hand on the small of her back, grasping hold of her sweater. Dammit. She wasn’t going anywhere now. Her daughter wasn’t very big, but she had the strength of an ox where Hazel was concerned.

      “You’re the meanest daughter I have,” said Hazel, scrunching up her nose as her daughter reached around her to crack open the screen door and knock.

      “I know, Mom.”

      “I mean it. There should be a law against this.”

      “Against what? Making sure your mother is taken care of while you’re out of town?” Gwyn pulled her phone from her pocket and offered it to Hazel. “Would you like to call the Aspen Falls PD or shall I?”

      Hazel crossed her arms over her sagging chest and stuck her nose in the air just as the heavy front door opened with a creak.

      “Who is it?” said a hoarse voice.

      “It’s Gwyn and Hazel, Loni.”

      “Gwyn and Hazel were supposed to be here at nine thirty,” said the voice through the dirt-caked screen door.

      Gwyn furrowed her brow and looked down at her watch. “It’s nine thirty-five, Lon. Mom wouldn’t get out of the car.”

      “I’m going to have to see some ID.”

      Gwyn sighed. She didn’t have time for any of this. “Loni. You know who am I, and you know this is my mother. Just let us in. Char, Phyllis, and I need to get on the road if we’re going to get to Pittsburgh in time to make our flight.”

      The screen door cracked open and a fat nose pushed itself out. “Char and Phil are going with you?”

      “Yes.”

      “To Las Vegas?!”

      “Yes!”

      “And you’re not taking me and the old lady with you?”

      Hazel’s arms flared out wide. “That’s what I’m saying!”

      Gwyn’s jaw dropped. “Loni! I invited you! I begged you to come! You refused to leave your house, so I asked you to watch Mom for me. Don’t you remember?”

      On the other side of the door, Yolanda Hodges was quiet for a moment.

      Hazel took the opportunity to look up at her daughter. She put a crooked hand beside her mouth and whispered, “See? She doesn’t remember. She’s losing it. You really want to leave your dear sweet mother alone for two days with Loni the loon?” Hazel felt the grip on her sweater tightening.

      “That may have a certain ring to it now that you mention it, but I’m not completely convinced,” admitted Loni.

      Gwyn sighed. “I know you said that, Lon. Can we come in now?”

      A flattened palm replaced the nose in the door. “Wait just a second. Were you followed?”

      Gwyn shook her head. “No. I kept a close eye on my rearview mirror the whole way here. I’m sure I wasn’t followed.”

      “And you’re not wearing any wires?”

      “I swear,” said Gwyn, holding up a palm as if she were swearing on a stack of Bibles.

      “What about her?” The hand in the door turned into a finger and pointed in Hazel’s face.

      “Mom’s not wearing a wire either.”

      Sensing an out, Hazel shook her head and thumbed her chest. “Yes, I am. I’m wearing a wire. It’s a straight line to the FBI. You better not let me in. I’m a bad mama jama.” Her eyes became slits as she patted her purse next. “And, I’m packin’.”

      Gwyn gritted her teeth and stole Hazel’s purse from her shoulder. She opened it up and shoved it towards the opened door. “The only thing Mom is packing in her purse is an extra pair of underwear and a tube of hemorrhoid cream.”

      Hazel’s mouth opened as she narrowed her eyes on her daughter. “You know damn good and well that that cream is for the bags under my eyes, Gwynnie.”

      “There isn’t enough Preparation H in all of Aspen Falls to deal with those suitcases,” said Loni with a chuckle from the doorway.

      Gwyn groaned and shook the bag at Loni. “Look, there’s no gun in here, just like there’s no wires on my mother’s body.”

      “But she said…”

      Gwyn tugged on the handle of the screen door and shoved Hazel forward right into Loni. “We don’t have time to play around, girls. I have to get going, and you know that Mom and I aren’t wearing wires.”

      Yolanda Hodges, hefting an oversized orange tabby cat in her arms, frowned. At five feet nothing tall, she was the shortest woman in the room. She wore thick, Coke-bottle glasses that gave her a bug-eyed appearance and hot pink lipstick that smeared into the deep lines etched around her mouth. Her face sagged heavily and she had a big wart on the side of her nose. Loni was still in her pajamas, a pair of high-water flannel pants with the waistband hiked up beneath her breasts, and a cat t-shirt that read Less Humans More Cats. “Well, good morning to you too,” she snapped.

      Gwyn sighed before giving Loni a warm hug. “I’m sorry, Loni. I hate to be pushy, but I really need to go.”

      “Puh!” breathed Hazel. “Hate to be pushy? Since when? I feel like a shopping cart most days the way you push me around.”

      Gwyn kept talking. “It’s just that I really have to go. I told Char and Phil I’d pick them up at a quarter till and, well, you know how Char is if we’re even a minute late. Plus, I still have to give you instructions.”

      “Instructions?”

      Gwyn nodded and pulled a little baggie of pill bottles out of her purse. “Mom gets two pills from the brown bottle at lunch and then one before bed and one in the morning. She gets one of the white ones at bedtime, and she only gets the pink ones if she’s having chest pains.”

      Loni stared back at her as if the words coming out of Gwyn’s mouth were in a foreign language.

      When Loni didn’t respond, Gwyn nodded. “Right. Well, I wrote it all down. The directions are in the baggie.” She handed her a white grocery bag next. “These are her snacks. She can only have two more today because she already had one this morning. If she’s good, she can have them, but if she’s not listening or doing what you ask her to do, then you don’t have to give them to her at all.” Gwyn looked down at Hazel and said loudly, “You’re going to be good for Loni, aren’t you, Mom?”

      Hazel harrumphed and stuck her nose in the air again. She was always good. She had no idea what Gwyn was talking about.

      Gwyn nodded knowingly. “Right. Well, I do like to keep her on a schedule. Both her attitude and her bowels appreciate it. She takes two naps, one around ten thirty and the other around two thirty. Lunch is at noon and dinner is at five. Now, you do have to wake her up at noon for lunch. I usually wake her at eleven forty-five if she hasn’t woken on her own. That way she has time to wake up and isn’t as grumpy for mealtime. If you let her skip lunch, then she’ll be hungry when it’s afternoon naptime and she won’t take her afternoon nap, which will mess up your dinner schedule, which means she’ll want to go to bed at dinnertime and she’ll wake up at the crack of dawn. Understand?”

      Loni blinked behind her glasses as she stared at Gwyn. Then she looked down at Hazel, who refused to make eye contact with her. “Umm. You might want to write all that down. I’ve been told I don’t have a very good memory.”

      Gwyn smiled at her and handed her a little notecard that was highlighted with pink and orange stripes. “Way ahead of you, Lon. Now. You have cable, don’t you?”

      “Cable? Like TV?”

      Gwyn nodded.

      “Yesss,” drawled Loni.

      “Good. Mom likes watching poker on ESPN. Otherwise, she does like her soap operas. Especially the telenovelas on the Spanish channel.”

      Hazel nodded. “Me gustan mucho mis telenovelas.”

      Loni crooked her head.

      Gwyn shrugged. “We lived in a retirement village in Scottsdale before coming to Aspen Falls. Telenovelas were all the rage there.” She glanced back at the door. “Well, Lon, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you watching Mom while I’m gone. Now, I know I don’t have to tell you, but just remember, Mom wanders. Okay? Keep your doors locked at all times and never take your eyes off her. Easy-peasy.” Gwyn smiled primly.

      Loni stared at Hazel with a funny expression on her face. “I think you’re exaggerating a little there, Gwynnie. The old gal can’t be that hard to look after. I’ve got twenty-eight cats running around this place and I can account for each and every one of them by the end of the day.”

      “Oh, I think you’ll find Mom’s a little more of a handful than twenty-eight cats.” Gwyn gave Loni a sympathetic smile and started for the door.

      Hazel felt her pulse race. She didn’t want to be stuck with Loni. She grabbed the tail of Gwyn’s cardigan and skated behind her daughter as she went for the door.

      Gwyn turned and smiled at Loni, giving her a little nervous giggle. Then she glanced down at her mother. “Mom,” she hissed through a clenched jaw. “Let go.”

      “No.”

      “Mom.”

      “No. I’m going with you.”

      Gwyn reached down and wedged her mother’s hand off her sweater. “Oh, look, Loni’s got your Twinkies, Mom!”

      Hazel turned to look at Loni, and just like that, Gwyn snuck out the front door, slamming it behind her and leaving Hazel alone in the scariest house in all of Aspen Falls.
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      With Gwyn gone, Hazel and Loni stood in Loni’s overcrowded front room and stared at each other. Hazel couldn’t help but notice the house hadn’t changed much since the last time she’d been there. Cat food littered the carpet, piles of books and magazines lined the floors, and the curtains were tightly drawn, making the front room dark and dreary. The whole house still reeked of cat urine and day-old cigar smoke.

      “You ever crack a window in here?” asked Hazel, keeping a close eye out for ghosts.

      “Sometimes,” said Loni, blinking through her thick glasses at Hazel while she stroked the cat in her arms. “You hungry?”

      “Puh!” she spat. “No.” Hazel wasn’t sure how anyone could even think about eating in a house as disgusting as Loni’s.

      “Thirsty?”

      With her lips pressed together tightly, Hazel shook her head.

      “Want a cigar?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “Mind if I smoke one?”

      Hazel made a face. “Yes. I do mind.”

      “Fine. So, what do you want to do?”

      Hazel shrugged. “We could play cards.”

      “What kind of cards.”

      “Mmm, poker?”

      Loni curled her lip. “You’re pretty good at poker, aren’t you?”

      Hazel hugged her purse closer to her. “I’m alright.”

      “I’m pretty sure I remember Gwyn saying you swindle people at poker.”

      “Swindle’s kind of a harsh word—”

      Loni cut her off. “Yeah, I don’t think we should play poker. How about a cup of coffee?”

      Hazel lifted a brow. “Gwyn doesn’t like me drinking coffee. It makes me ornery.”

      Loni waved Hazel towards the kitchen. “Eh, what Gwynnie doesn’t know won’t hurt her.”

      A slow smile spread across Hazel’s face. She kind of liked the sound of that. “Yeah, what Gwynnie doesn’t know won’t hurt her,” she repeated, more to herself than to Loni. Encouraged, Hazel followed Loni into the kitchen, where six cats sat in front of six different cat food bowls, chowing down. Hazel swatted gently at their rear ends with her cane as she made her way to the kitchen table.

      “Why do you have so many cats?” asked Hazel.

      Loni, who had placed the round-faced, cherubic-looking orange tabby on the kitchen counter, stopped rifling through her cabinets and looked down at them. “My cats are my family. Family’s always welcome in this house.”

      Hazel lifted her eyebrows as she put her pillow and purse down on top of a big pile of garbage on the kitchen table. She pulled out a rolling chair. “Pretty big family.”

      “Some of them are distant relatives,” she explained. She pointed at the cat on the counter. “This one’s Ed.”

      “Ed?” Hazel used her cane to lower herself down onto a chair. “You come up with that name all by yourself?”

      The cat sat upright, curling his tail around himself properly. “No, my great-grandmother came up with the name, thank you very much. It’s short for Edwin Almond Grant III.”

      Hazel stared at him. “Umm, Loni, are you a talented ventriloquist or did your cat just speak to me?”

      Loni didn’t seem to think it was a big deal as she pulled two mugs from her cupboard. “You knew I could talk to animals.”

      “Well, yeah, you can talk to animals. I’ve never been able to talk to animals. Not all witches can, you know. It’s just a little shock to the system.”

      “My cats aren’t your typical house cats,” Loni admitted as she poured coffee into the mugs. “When I said they were my family, I wasn’t joking. Ed’s my father’s second cousin once removed.”

      Hazel shook her head. “But he’s a cat. Do you come from a long line of cats?”

      “No. He wasn’t always a cat. It’s kind of a long story, but Ed’s one of the older relatives in the house and one of the more outspoken.”

      “I see. So, Ed. Where you from?”

      Ed tipped his head to the side. “I was actually born and raised in Aspen Falls. Loni was kind enough to take me in when I had my accident. And now a large portion of my family lives here too.” He pointed a paw at a smaller orange tabby on the floor. “That’s Merri. She’s my daughter. You’ll meet my son, Richard, at some point. He’s running around here somewhere.”

      Merri sat up and gave Hazel a little nod.

      “Richard, huh? No Edwin Almond Grant IV?”

      A little gasping noise escaped Loni’s throat.

      Hazel looked at Ed as his head shook lightly. “We don’t speak of Eddy,” he whispered solemnly.

      “Right,” said Hazel, lifting her brows. She took the mug of coffee from Loni and pushed herself to her feet with her cane. “I’m gonna see what’s on the tube.”

      Loni shook her head. “Be my guest. Want me to put Telemundo on for you?”

      Hazel hobbled through the kitchen towards the television she’d seen in the other room. “How about you just hand me the clicker, and I’ll figure it out?”

      Minutes later, Hazel and Loni were seated in matching cat-hair-covered recliners in Loni’s overcrowded living room. Cats milled about, chatting amongst themselves and mostly unruffled by Hazel’s presence. Hazel surfed through the channels until she finally landed on ESPN, where a serious poker game was in progress.

      Two men wearing slick outfits sat across from each other. Scotty, a short man in reflective sunglasses, stacked and restacked a pile of chips, while Gino, the tall, gangly man across from him, stared off into the distance. The cash pot sat in piles off to the side, and between them, the piles of chips were so tall that they looked like the New York City skyline.

      A pair of deep-voiced men narrated the event, discussing the possible hands Scotty could come up with. When he finally made his decision to call the bet, a young blonde woman in the dealer position accepted the stack of yellow chips he slid her way, and then she flipped over the last table card—a five of spades.

      Hazel stared at the screen with excitement. She waved a jittery finger at Gino. “Oh man, this is getting good. Four-eyes there has a pair of nines. Scotty’s only got a pair of fives.”

      Gino tapped the table.

      The dealer responded by saying, “Check.”

      Then, with a barely audible voice, Scotty announced, “All-in.”

      The crowd standing behind the two men went crazy, and Hazel pointed at the screen. “Oooo-hoo! Did you see that? All-in! What a bluff! He’s only got a pair of fives! Gino can totally win now. He’s got the better hand. All he’s got to do is call!”

      Ed lifted his head from the spot on the couch he’d curled up on and looked at the television. “Riveting entertainment,” he muttered blandly.

      Hazel couldn’t tear her eyes from the screen. “Isn’t it?!”

      Then the crowd went eerily silent as all eyes turned to Gino. He took forever to decide whether to call or fold. The announcers tried to predict what was running through his mind, and then… he tossed his cards over the line and Hazel shot back in her seat. “Oh my gosh! He folded! I can’t believe it! Wait until he finds out Scotty was bluffing with a pair of fives!”

      Loni lifted a brow at Hazel. “You really like this stuff, huh?”

      Hazel chuckled. “I do. I’d mop the floor with those rookies if I were there!” She tapped her forehead. “Reading minds is a great gift to have when you know how to play poker. I would have never folded on that hand!”

      “If you’re such a great mind reader, then why didn’t you know that guy was gonna fold?”

      Hazel pointed at the TV. “I can’t read the minds of people inside the box, silly!”

      “Well, then, if you’re really as good at poker as you say you are, why aren’t you and Gwynnie loaded by now?”

      Hazel shrugged. “Well, it’s not for lack of trying! Gwynnie won’t let me play for serious cash. She says it’s cheating to use magic for monetary gain.”

      Loni lifted a shoulder noncommittally. “Eh, cut her some slack. It’s what they taught us when we were students at the Institute.”

      “Still, it would be so amazing to actually get to compete with all those amazing players!” Hazel’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “And take their money, of course! And to think! This is happening live in Vegas right now!” Hazel scowled then. “I can’t believe Gwynnie didn’t take me with.”

      “Hey, look on the bright side, Haze. You get to spend the weekend with me and Ed,” said Loni with a little cackle. She leaned back in her seat and stretched her arms. “Well, since you’re enjoying your program so much, I think I might go have a cigar.”

      “You’re having it outside, right?”

      Loni grimaced. “Oh, fine. I’ll smoke outside. But only because you’re a guest and I’m trying to be accommodating.” She stood up and walked towards the kitchen. “You’re gonna be good, right?”

      Hazel frowned at her. “I’m always good,” she snapped.

      Loni grinned, exposing her caffeine-stained teeth. “Oh, right, right. A perfect angel. See? I knew Gwynnie was exaggerating. Okay, I’ll be back.” She glanced over at her tabby on the sofa. “Keep an eye on her, Ed.”

      The minute Hazel heard the back door closed, she pulled herself up with her cane and hobbled as fast as she could to the kitchen, where she slung her purse over her shoulder and grabbed her favorite pillow. On the way towards the front door, she grabbed her bag of snacks and her pills and shoved them into her pillowcase.

      “Where are you off to?” asked Ed, still curled up on the sofa.

      “Las Vegas. You’re not gonna try to stop me, are you?”

      “Hmmm. I’ve never been to Vegas.” He grinned at her mischievously. “Head south on Green Street and then west on I-76. You’ll be in Pittsburgh in no time.”

      Hazel had an ear-to-ear grin as she pulled the front door open. Feeling the wind on her face, she cheered, “Vegas, here I come!”
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      Four cats chased one another outside as Loni slid the glass door shut behind her. She refilled the coffee mug she’d left on the counter and carried it into the living room, where poker was still playing on television. Hazel was no longer in the chair she’d been in when Loni had gone outside to smoke her cigar.

      She looked down at Ed, who was curled up on the sofa. “Ed, where’s Haze?”

      Ed lifted his head from the worn seat and yawned. “She’s gone.”

      Loni’s eyes widened behind her thick glasses. “Gone?! What do you mean she’s gone? The FBI didn’t take her, did they?”

      Ed pushed himself up into a sitting position and cleared his throat. “No. She just up and left.”

      Loni’s pulse spiked. She raced into the kitchen to find that Hazel had taken her belongings. She ran back to the living room and stood over Ed. “Ed! Why didn’t you tell me she’d gone? I told you to keep an eye on her!”

      “I did keep an eye on her. Until she left. You didn’t tell me you wanted to know when she left.”

      “Well, obviously I wanted to know that! Why else would I have had you keep an eye on her?”

      Ed licked a paw and swiped it across his face. “I don’t know. To make sure she didn’t steal anything?”

      Loni palmed her forehead. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Ed. No! I’m in charge of Hazel this weekend! She wasn’t supposed to leave my sight. Do you at least have any idea where she went?”

      He bobbed his furry orange head. “As a matter of fact, she did say Vegas, here I come before she left.”

      “Vegas, here I come?!” spat Loni incredulously. Hazel had left for Vegas?! She felt red-hot panic spread throughout her body. “What in the world will I tell Gwyn? Oh my gosh, if I lose Hazel, she will never let me live this down!”

      “Well, obviously we’ll have to go after her!” said Ed plainly.

      With her mouth hanging open, Loni looked around the room in a panic. “Go after her? B-but I can’t leave the house, you know that!”

      “Suit yourself.” Ed shrugged. “But you know if you don’t, it will haunt you forever.”

      “But what about the FBI?!”

      “They’ll never even know we left the house,” he assured her. “We’ll leave a light on upstairs.”

      Loni narrowed her eyes on Ed. “Why do you keep saying we?”

      He grinned and twirled his whiskers with a paw. “Well, obviously because I intend on going with you. You’ve hardly been out of this house for the last fifty years. You can’t find your way to Las Vegas by yourself!”

      Loni shook her head. “We’re not going to Las Vegas, Ed. We just have to find Hazel, bring her back here, and then tie her to the sofa until Gwyn gets back.”

      Ed groaned. “Brilliant plan.”

      She pointed at him. “Tell the rest of the family what’s going on while I go put something on.”

      “Sure thing, Loni.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Loni stood in her living room wearing a blond beehive wig with a pink scarf thrown over the top and secured around her face. She wore a pink bustier with a little red bolero jacket and filmy pink pants, both of which did little to hide her wrinkly stomach that flopped over the waistband of her pants.

      Ed crooked his head sideways. “What are you wearing?”

      “My I Dream of Jeannie costume,” said Loni, adjusting her scarf so that it completely covered everything from her nose to her chin.

      Ed rolled his eyes. “Yes, I see that. I’m wondering why you selected that costume to wear to go find Hazel?”

      Loni smiled back. “I don’t know. It’s pretty. Don’t you think?” She held her hands out on either side and did a slow twirl.

      “If you say so.”

      Loni opened an oversized canvas tote on her sofa and made a sweeping gesture towards it. “Hop in. You’re riding in here.”

      While Ed got comfy in the bag, Loni raced down the hallway, appearing only a few seconds later with a broomstick in her hand. “Okay, the car’s ready.”

      “We’re taking a broomstick?”

      Loni lowered her brows. “How else are we supposed to find Hazel? The girls all went with Gwyn, and I don’t drive. It’s our only option!”

      Ed let out a heavy breath. “Fine, we’ll take the broomstick.” After Loni heaved him over her shoulder, Ed cleared his throat. “Oh, and by the way, we should probably start looking at Pittsburgh International.”

      “The airport?!”

      “Just a hunch.”
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* * *

      Less than an hour later, Loni and Ed touched down on the roof of the Pittsburgh International Airport’s landside terminal. Loni stashed her broomstick behind an oversized air-conditioning unit, and with Ed in the bag over her shoulder, she rushed to the first door she saw. Giving it a solid tug, she groaned, “Ugh, it’s locked.”

      Ed poked his head out of the bag. With a paw, he pointed to the far end of the building. “Ladder.”

      Loni squinted off into the distance. She cleaned the dried bug guts off her thick lenses. “How can you see that far?” she asked.

      “I’m a cat,” he reminded her. “You better hurry. You could be missing her right now.”

      Loni put her glasses back on and rushed off in the direction that Ed had instructed, her pink scarf fluttering in the wind. After jogging what seemed to be almost an entire city block across the rooftop, Loni found herself gasping for air. “Holy Catwoman, this place is huge! How will we ever find Hazel inside?”

      Ed grinned as he bounced around in Loni’s bag. “That’s why you brought me, my dear.”

      Loni got to the edge of the building, tossed her leg over the side, and quickly scampered down the ladder to the ground level. Despite her unusual genie costume, no one seemed to pay Loni any mind as people rushed past, dragging suitcases and screaming toddlers. Taxicabs and little shuttle buses loaded and unloaded people, and planes streaked through the sky overhead. Loni’s eyes widened. It was the first time she’d been to such a bustling place in her entire life! She’d been born and raised in Aspen Falls, had gone to witch college in Aspen Falls, and then she’d sequestered herself inside her home for the last fifty years. This was—amazing! Suddenly the realization of being so far out of her element hit her like a ton of bricks. Her heart pumped so fast she thought she might pass out.

      She put a hand and a foot back on the ladder. “I don’t think I can do this, Ed.”

      “You have to. Hazel could be in serious trouble! What if she gets lost or gets stolen? I just saw on 60 Minutes that sex trafficking is at an all-time high right now. They find people at busy places like airports and casinos and snatch them up and sell them to the highest bidder.”

      Loni’s eyes widened as she gasped. “You think someone would steal Hazel for sex trafficking?”

      “They say it’s the oldest profession in the world,” said Ed dryly. “It makes sense that they’d go after Hazel, considering she’s probably the oldest woman in the world.”

      Loni shook her head resolutely, despite the pounding in her ears. “I can’t let them steal Hazel!”

      Ed reached a paw out of his bag and touched Loni’s arm. “Take a deep breath, Loni. We’ll find her together. We just have to get inside.”

      “But what if she’s not in there? What if she found a different way to Las Vegas?”

      “Like I said in the air, my senses are pulling me to this airport. She’s here somewhere. I feel it,” said Ed. “Don’t you?”

      Loni rubbed her backside. “I do feel a sudden pain in my butt. Does that mean Hazel’s nearby?”

      Ed grinned. “Nah, that’s just broomstick chafing. But great metaphor.” He pointed towards the terminal. “Let’s go find Hazel.”

      Loni sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly while nodding. “You’re right. Let’s go.”

      With her head tipped low so as not to catch anyone’s eye, Loni followed the growing line of traffic pushing their way through the automated glass front doors of the airport. Inside, Loni looked around. Thousands of people were coming and going. Huge monitors covered walls, signs hung from the ceiling with arrows pointing in all directions, and there were information desks, baggage drop-offs, and car rental kiosks.

      Loni’s mouth hung open. “Where do I start?”

      Ed pawed himself in the chest. “You start with me. It’s time to let the cat outta the bag,” he snickered. “I’ll sniff her out!”

      “Are you kidding? That’s your plan? There are thousands of travelers in here! Like you’re really going to be able to sniff Hazel out of all these people?”

      Ed rolled his eyes. “The woman smells like Bengay and Twinkies. It’s a pretty distinct combination. There’s no way I’m missing her.”

      Loni looked around. There were far too many people for her to search through them on her own, and she couldn’t think of a single spell that would comb the crowd and find Hazel any faster. She sighed.

      “Fine. We’ll give it a try.” Loni moved to a little alcove where traffic wasn’t as heavy, removed the tote from her shoulder, and lifted Ed out.

      Immediately, he put his nose to the ground and began to sniff. Loni followed him around the ticketing terminal for ten minutes before finally he stopped and looked up at her regretfully. “I’m so sorry, Loni. Not even a whiff of Bengay!”

      Loni felt a new wave of panic setting in. She buried her face in her hands. “This is terrible. What if the sex traffickers already snatched her up? Poor, poor Hazel! She probably never dreamed her body would be used as a sex object.”

      Ed stifled a laugh. “No worries. I don’t think even Colonel Sanders wants a piece of those chicken legs.”

      “Ed!” gasped Loni, bending over to pick him up. “Can you be serious? Hazel is missing and we have to find her before something horrible happens to her!”

      He looked around the terminal. “So now what?”

      Loni nibbled on her fingernails. She didn’t want to have to do it, but she was out of options. “Maybe I should call Gwynnie.”

      Suddenly, Ed put a paw on Loni’s cheek, pushing her face to look at the front door. “Oh my gosh! Look, Lon, the ole raisin is over there!”

      “Hazel!” breathed Loni, relief washing over her. She shoved Ed back into the tote and rushed towards the woman, who’d already gotten swallowed back up into the crowd. But now they had Ed’s nose on the case.

      “That way,” he said, pointing towards the JetAir ticketing counter.

      Loni followed his instructions until he found Hazel in line behind a family of three. “Hazel!”
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      “Loni!” cried Hazel, her saggy eyes widening. “What in the world are you doing here? And what in the hell are you wearing?”

      Loni patted her windblown wig and straightened the pink scarf across her face. “It’s my flying outfit.”

      “You have a flying outfit?” She glanced down at Loni’s bag. “And why in the hell’d you bring your cat?!”

      “Ed and I came to find you and take you home so the sex traffickers don’t get you.”

      A grin covered Hazel’s weathered face. “Sex traffickers? Who in Hades would want to traffic me for sex? I mean, I know I’ve got a killer figure and all, but…”

      Loni gestured towards Ed. “Ed told me all about it! There was a thing on the news.”

      Hazel shrugged. “I don’t know anything about sex traffickers stealing old women, but that’s not going to stop me from going to that poker tournament.”

      “You’re not serious, Hazel. You can’t go to Las Vegas! Gwynnie would pitch a fit!”

      Hazel’s gaze hardened. She stabbed a thumb into her chest. “I’m the mother here, and she can’t boss me around!”

      Loni pulled a small flip cell phone from her bag and began to dial. “Fine, then you won’t care if I call Gwyn and—”

      Hazel reached out, grabbed the phone from Loni’s hands and snapped it shut. “Let’s not be hasty here,” she interjected.

      Loni frowned at Hazel before stomping her foot down on the ground. “Hazel Prescott, we’re going home right now!”

      “Yolanda Hodges, you and Mr. Ed are welcome to go home, but I’m going to Vegas, and you’re not stopping me.” Hazel’s voice rose as she enunciated her last four words.

      Loni looked around as the line inched forward. She had no idea how to stop Hazel. “How’d you get here anyway?”

      “I took an Uber.”

      “An Uber? What’s an Uber?”

      “You know, like a taxi. But you can sit in the front seat.”

      Ed groaned. “Well, that definitely beats flying on a broomstick.”

      Loni curled her lip. “How’d you get one of those?”

      Hazel held up her phone and pointed to the screen. “I have the app.”

      “What’s an app?”

      Hazel narrowed her eyes and wrinkled up her nose. “You really don’t get out much, do you?”

      Loni shook her head.

      The line moved forward as the family of three moved to the next available agent. “Listen, Loni. The only thing I’ve ever wanted to do in my entire life is to go to Las Vegas for the World Championship of Poker. Gwyn never leaves me alone for the weekend. And of all weekends she chose this one. It was meant to be. The next time Gwyn lets me out of her eyesight will be when I’m pushing up daisies from six feet under. Don’t you want to help an old woman out with her final wishes?”

      Loni swallowed hard. “Final wishes?”

      Hazel nodded as a ticketing agent waved her forward. “It’s now or never, Loni.”

      Loni didn’t know what to say as Hazel approached the counter, but before she could say anything, Hazel unzipped her pillow and removed a wad of cash. Loni’s eyes widened to the size of half-dollars.

      “Where’d you get all that cash?” she asked, looking down into the pillowcase to see more rubber banded piles of cash stashed inside.

      Hazel shrugged. “I’ve been saving up for a rainy day. Looks pretty cloudy out there to me, don’t you think?” She chuckled.

      “Does Gwyn know you have all that?”

      Hazel poked a short, stubby finger into Loni’s chest. “No. What Gwynnie doesn’t know won’t hurt her, remember?”

      Loni groaned. Her own words had come back to bite her in the rump. “Fine,” she sighed.

      “Tickets?” asked the woman at the counter.

      Hazel pushed the wad of cash across the counter to the woman. “Two tickets for your next flight to Las Vegas.”

      “Two tickets…” said Loni, her brows knitted together.

      “Well, aren’t you coming with me?”

      Loni looked down at Ed, unsure of what to say next.

      Grinning, Ed slid down into the tote.

      Loni sighed. “Well, I can’t let her go to Las Vegas alone.”

      “And I ain’t going back to Aspen Falls,” promised Hazel.

      Loni let out a heavy sigh. “Ugh, then I guess we’re goin’ to Las Vegas.”

      Ed shot a paw out of the bag. “Yesss!”
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      Hazel clutched her purse and her pillow full of cash to her side as she, Loni, and Ed entered Harrah’s casino. Uniformed people rushed in every direction, security guards milled around the entrance, and guests dragged suitcases behind them as they came and went from the lobby. Bouncy music played overhead, while the clicking sound of poker chips being stacked and restacked and the ringing of slot machine bells filled the air around them.

      Hazel’s heart felt buoyed by the lively atmosphere and the air of excitement. She squeezed Loni’s arm. “This is the big time, baby!”

      Loni kept her head down while Hazel dragged her along the winding path through the casino and past a statue of a man in a white cowboy hat with a big-haired woman by his side. “Do you know where we’re going?”

      Hazel pointed to a sign with the end of her cane. “Of course I do! I’m following the signs!”

      Suddenly, Loni tugged on Hazel’s arm, pulling her into a crouching position behind the busty blonde statue.

      “What’s the big idea?!” demanded Hazel, slumped over in the shape of an upside-down L. “My body doesn’t bend like this on a normal day.”

      “Shh!” Loni hissed, slapping a hand over the older woman’s mouth. She pointed to a group of women coming down a hallway. “It’s Gwynnie, Char, and Phil!”

      Hazel’s heart jumped. They were all headed in the same direction. She pulled Loni’s hand off her mouth. “Gwynnie can’t see me! She’ll put me on the first flight back to Pennsylvania if she sees me!”

      Loni peeked around the statue, watching the group of women go down the hallway. “Well, then, we can’t let her see you!”

      “The poker tournament’s that way!” said Ed. “You really think she won’t notice her mother wandering around?”

      Hazel’s heart fell. To have come all that way and be poker-blocked by Gwyn was a stunning disappointment.

      Loni surveyed another group of people coming their way. “I have an idea. Follow me.” She pulled Hazel back into an upright position.

      “Oh, just slow your roll, Loni! My body can’t uncurl as fast as yours can.” Hazel put a hand to her back and arched it backwards in a stretch before letting Loni tug her forward to follow the group. “Where are we going? The poker tournament was back that way.”

      Loni pointed discreetly at a woman in a figure-hugging grey skirt suit. She had a short black bob and a full set of bangs. “See that woman? The one in the heels dragging that suitcase?”

      Hazel adjusted her glasses and peered through the group. “Yeah?”

      “I know a thing or two about disguises, and there’s no way that’s her real hair. I’d put money on it. That’s a wig.”

      Hazel curled her lip. “Okay?”

      “Where there’s one wig, there’s bound to be two,” said Loni, pointing at the woman’s bag. “You need a disguise. We need to get our hands on that bag.”

      Hazel lowered her brows. “You want to steal that woman’s bag.”

      Loni nodded. “We’ll return her suitcase to the lobby once we’ve borrowed a wig. She won’t even miss it.”

      Hazel nodded and closed her eyes solemnly for a moment. Then her eyes flashed open. “She’s gotta pee.”

      Loni looked at Hazel curiously. “What?”

      Hazel pointed at the woman in the wig. “Not what. Who! Her! The woman in the wig! She’s gotta pee.”

      “And you know this because…?” said Ed.

      Hazel tapped a finger to her temple. “I read her mind. She’s gotta go bad. She’s looking for the next bathroom she can find. We better hurry. We can grab the suitcase in there.”

      They followed the large group until they saw the woman in the wig veer off from the crowd, pulling her suitcase into a bathroom. Loni and Hazel followed her in. The women and her large suitcase went straight for the handicapped stall, but found it locked. She backed up and tried to pull her suitcase into one of the smaller stalls, but found it wouldn’t fit. She glanced around, took one look at Hazel and Loni and then left her suitcase in front of her stall while she went inside and shut the door.

      “Now’s our chance,” whispered Loni. She gave Hazel a little shove. “Hurry!”

      Hazel bit her lips between her dentures, handed Loni her purse and her pillow, and hobbled over to the woman’s suitcase. She looked around one last time to make sure no one was looking and then grabbed the handle and with her heart pounding in her ears, hightailed it out of the bathroom. She could hear the woman’s heels clicking on the tile as she hollered, “Hey!”

      But by then, it was too late. Hazel and Loni were out of there. Using their shortness to their advantage, they disappeared with the suitcase into the crowd.
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* * *

      When they were safely on the other side of the casino, Loni peered around an empty slot machine, breathing heavily. “Whew! I think we lost her!”

      Hazel put a hand to her heart. “What a rush! This kind of excitement is enough to put this old woman right into an early grave!”

      Loni grimaced. “See? This is why Gwynnie didn’t want you to leave the house.” She unzipped Hazel’s pillowcase and pulled out the bag of medications Gwyn had given her that morning. Spilling out two pink pills, she grabbed a half empty bottle of beer from the side of the slot machine and handed both to Hazel. “Here, take this.”

      Ed made a fake vomiting noise and covered his mouth with a paw. “Oh, gross. I think I just vomited in my mouth a little.”

      Hazel scrunched up her nose and took the pills, swallowing them without the beer. “That’s disgusting, even for you, Loni.”

      They heard a jingling sound and looked up to see a janitor wheeling a squeaky mop bucket behind him. He unlocked a door not far from them and pulled in the mop bucket. Seconds later, he reemerged, speaking into the walkie-talkie on his shoulder. “Yeah, boss, I’ll be right there.”

      The man didn’t even notice as Loni shot a blast of energy at the door to keep it from closing behind him.

      Loni rushed towards the open door. “Hurry!”

      Hazel hobbled after her, her heart beating wildly in her chest. “What are we doing in here?”

      Ed looked around uncomfortably. “Loni, you better hurry. Someone could come in any second, and I’d prefer not to have to figure out how to bail you two out of jail.”

      Loni cackled lightly as she laid the bag down and unzipped it. “Oh, Ed. You know they’d never take me alive!” She threw back the top of the suitcase. “But, you’re right. Let’s just see if she’s got another wig and get the heck outta Dodge!”

      When the bag opened, Hazel was shocked to see that Loni had called it. Several wigs of all hair colors and styles lay inside. Plus there were other items of disguise. Fake glasses, fake teeth, costume jewelry, different styles of clothing. Hazel sucked in her breath as something in particular caught her eye. She tugged on a red-and-yellow WCOP lanyard inside the bag and pulled out a laminated badge.

      “What’s that?” asked Loni.

      Hazel adjusted her glasses to read the name tag more carefully. “It’s a World Championship of Poker identification! That woman was going to play in the tournament!”

      Loni winced. “Ooh, and now we’ve got her badge. So I guess she will be missing her suitcase after all!”

      Ed put a paw to his forehead. “Yeah, that’s gonna hurt.”

      Hazel shook her head as she tugged the lanyard over her short grey hair. “Too bad, so sad. Only, she won’t be missing a thing! I’m taking her place!”

      “What? Hazel! You can’t!”

      Hazel pulled a manila envelope marked WCOP from the bag next. She opened it and slid out a folded booklet. “Look. It’s her WCOP schedule!” Inside, she discovered that some time slots were highlighted. She read the lines and then looked down at the thin watch on her wrist. “It’s almost time to play!”

      Loni stared at the bag. “Haze. Check this out!” She pulled out a passport and handed it to her.

      Hazel opened it to find a picture of the woman that had gone into the bathroom, except the woman in the photograph had blond hair. “Her name’s Lisa Grey.”

      Loni pointed at the lanyard. “What’s the name on your badge?”

      It took a moment for Hazel’s eyes to focus on the name. “Olga Sokolov.”

      “There are tons of passports in here.” Loni opened up one passport after the other. “Elena Mascovitch. Simone Bisset. Kelly Murphy.” She showed Hazel the last passport, with a picture of the woman wearing a red wig and green contact lenses.

      Hazel’s eyes widened as Loni pulled the last passport out and saw what was buried beneath them. She gasped as she pulled out a Ziploc baggie full of what appeared to be diamonds. “Loni! Do you think these are real?!”

      “Let me see those!” said Ed.

      Hazel held them up to his face.

      “I was a jeweler in a previous life,” he said knowingly. “Open the bag?”

      Hazel opened the bag wide and Ed peered inside. Finally satisfied, he looked up and nodded. “I’d put money on it. Those are real.”

      “Fake passports? A baggie full of diamonds? A suitcase full of disguises? Haze, what do we do?” asked Loni, wide-eyed.

      Hazel grabbed the brunette wig that matched Olga’s name badge and tugged it on over her hair. “I don’t know. What I do know is, I’m finally getting the opportunity to play a world championship game of poker. If we don’t get going, I’ll miss it!”

      Loni pointed at the bag. “But what do we do with all this?”

      “Bring it with!”
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      Hordes of people spilled from the rooms hosting the championship poker games. Hazel Prescott, wearing a brown wig and a fake gold tooth over her dentures, made a beeline through the crowd, cracking ankles with the end of her cane and drawing sharp looks. Loni, carrying Ed and following closely on Hazel’s heels, dragged the mysterious woman’s suitcase behind her, keeping a close watch for any signs of trouble.

      Suddenly, Hazel caught sight of something and froze.

      Loni crashed into her backside. “What in the…”

      Hazel swatted at her. “Shh! It’s Gwynnie!” All three sets of eyes flickered up towards a group of women headed right for them.

      Wasting no time, Loni surged ahead of Hazel into the crowd. Reaching back, she grabbed the older woman by the hand and dragged her into the championship room.

      “Badge, please?” asked a woman seated at the check-in table.

      Hazel held up the badge hanging around her neck and flashed the woman a smile. The light shone off her gold tooth.

      The woman read the badge and then gave Hazel a split-second glance. “Olga Sokolov.” She ran a finger down her list. “You’re over there. Table 14B.”

      Hazel gave a backwards head bob. “Can she come with me?”

      The woman lifted an eyebrow towards Loni in her ridiculous genie costume. “Are you a player?”

      Loni shook her head. “No, her coach.”

      “Yes, coaches are allowed. You have to stay behind the walls during play, but you do have a reserved spot up front.”

      Loni nodded.

      And then a noise from the crowd caught their attention. “She’s over there!” hollered a woman’s voice. “Get her!”

      Hazel glanced up in time to see the woman from the bathroom and two oversized goons struggling to break through the crowd.

      Loni saw them too. Her eyes widened and she shoved Hazel forward. “We’ve gotta go, Olga. We need to get you warmed up,” she said, giving the woman at the table a nervous grin and then a little flutter of her fingers.

      Suddenly, a bell went off in the room. Hazel’s heart jerked to a halt. They were about to be caught red-handed! She spun around to find an elderly man wearing a pink Hawaiian shirt and a fedora staring at her. She lowered her brows at him. “What are you looking at?”

      He made a face and pointed a finger at the ceiling. “Closing time, little lady.”

      “Closing time?”

      He nodded and pointed a jittery finger towards the doors, which were being closed by casino workers. The black-haired woman and her cohorts were forced back into the crowd by security officials. “That’s the closing bell. They’re lockin’ the doors. If you weren’t in by the time that bell went off, well, you ain’t gettin’ in. I’m sure glad you ladies made it in time. I’ve got prime seats just over there. Care to join me?”

      Relief washed over Hazel’s thin shoulders. She was going to get to play after all! “Beat it, buster. I’ve got table seats! It can’t get any better than that!”
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      Marlo Stephanopoulos popped his white collar up higher around his neck, then shot a covert glance across the table at Hazel.

      She didn’t flinch. Didn’t move a single muscle to give him any indication of her hand. She was as cool as a cucumber.

      Marlo leaned back in his seat and ran a set of ringed fingers through his thinning hair. Little beads of sweat glistened across his brow. The television camera zoomed in tight on him as he peeked at the two cards lying in front of him again.

      Hazel didn’t even have to watch him sweat. She trained her eyes on the giant stack of poker chips she’d accumulated and held her breath. This was the final hand. And she knew she had him. She’d read his mind. He had an ace and a deuce. She had a pair of jacks, and the dealer had just thrown down the jack of diamonds. The only thing Marlo could make with the table’s cards was a pair of deuces. She just had to wait for him to spit out the decision he’d made minutes ago. He was folding, but he was drawing it out in an attempt to make Hazel sweat in the off chance that he could get her to buy a bluff.

      But it wouldn’t work. Hazel was unflappable.

      Finally, Marlo threw his cards across the line, folding. The crowd went wild! A huge smile crossed Hazel’s face as a deep voice announced that Olga Sokolov was the winner of the ten-million-dollar pot!

      Hazel grabbed her cane and pushed herself to her feet as the crowd began to chant, “Olga! Olga!” She rushed to the blockade behind her.

      “You won, Hazel! You won ten million dollars!” cheered Loni.

      “Excellent work, Hazel,” said Ed. “Very impressive. Very impressive indeed!”

      Hazel’s mind raced. She was excited, but she only had one thing on her mind. She had to get to her winnings before the real Olga Sokolov got to them! She pushed open the gate. A big uniformed guard stared down at her. “Where do I collect my winnings?”

      “They can help you with that in the main lobby,” he said, pointing in the direction they’d come from.

      Hazel glanced over her shoulder at Loni. “Both Gwyn and Olga and her goons are out that door.”

      “Just keep your head down,” advised Ed.

      The bell in the room went off again and the doors swung open. The woman in the black wig, her two oversized body guards, and a handful of security guards were the first to enter the room.

      “They’re over here!” shouted the woman, pointing directly at Hazel.

      Olga’s two goons were halfway to Hazel and Loni when Hazel held up her cane, aiming the end of it at them. “Take this, you oversized apes,” she said, firing an electrical current at them and bowling them backwards.

      Loni’s eyes widened. “Haze! You got your cane fixed!”

      “I told you it just needed a good cleaning,” she laughed.

      The green electrical current had stunned Olga’s men, but the security guards and Olga were still coming. Hazel tried to fire her stick again. This time it jammed up. She shook it harder, but nothing came out.

      “Fire, you blasted thing!” she cursed, her heart pounding wildly in her chest. She looked up at the guards coming right up at her, her body frozen.

      And suddenly, everything in the room froze. The music. The voice over the loud speaker. The slot machine noises. The steady buzz of voices and laughter. The people. Everything stopped.

      Hazel looked around. “What in the world…?”

      Loni grinned. “An old trick the girls and I picked up while we attended the Institute. You’re welcome.”

      “Brav-o, Loni,” said Ed. Standing in the tote sack with his arms extended, he gave her a slow clap.

      Loni grabbed the handle of the suitcase. “This freezing spell won’t last long. We’ve got to get out of here before they unfreeze!”

      Ed frowned. “Well, if it won’t last long, then you’re going to have to do something else. They’ll only keep chasing us!”

      Then, as if a lightbulb had gone off over her head, Hazel poked a finger into the air. “By golly, I know exactly what to do!” she said with a gold-toothed smile. She pointed at the suitcase with her cane. “Loni. Open that bag!”

      “Haze, we don’t have time for new disguises!” said Loni.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Loni. Didn’t anyone ever tell you to mind your elders?” Hazel swatted at her with her cane and then bent over to unzip the bag herself.

      Grabbing her now sore leg, Loni squatted down to help her.

      Hazel pointed at the contents of the bag. “Put the passports and the diamonds in that envelope.” As Loni did as she instructed, Hazel tugged the lanyard off and used the little clip holding the ID badge to secure it to the envelope. Hazel hobbled over to a security officer with big, muscular arms. He had one hand raised midway in the air. Hazel hung the lanyard over his arm. “There, then when they unfreeze, they can figure out exactly what Olga Sokolov was doing with all of those fake passports and the diamonds! That ought to give us a little time to get back to the airport.”

      Ed winked at Hazel. “I like the way you think, Ms. Prescott. If I were a few years younger, and you were a cat…”

      Hazel held up a hand. “Get in line, Ed, get in line.”

      Loni grinned. “Are you two finished? The spell is going to wear off any second. We’ve gotta get outta here!”

      Gripping her purse tightly to her side, Hazel nodded and led Loni and Ed past Olga Sokolov and into the hallway just as the spell wore off. From the hallway, they heard the music resume and gradually all the people began to move.

      “Now where?” asked Loni.

      Hazel pointed towards the lobby. “To get my ten mil!”

      They began to rush towards the lobby when all of a sudden, Loni froze. “Wait, Hazel. How are we supposed to claim your prize if you gave the ID badge back to Olga?”

      Hazel’s jaw dropped. She hadn’t thought of that. “Oh no!” she gasped. “We’ve got to get back in there and grab it!” Her head swiveled back to the direction they’d just come from to see a conflict breaking out in the room between Olga’s goons and the security officers.

      “We can’t go back in there!” said Ed.

      Loni pointed towards the lobby. “Well, we can’t go to the lobby anyway. Look!”

      Hazel followed Loni’s finger to see Gwyn, Phyllis, and Char chatting up a storm with the other women from the conference in the lobby.

      As Hazel’s mind reeled, trying to figure out how to get her money, Ed called to them. “Oh, ladies!” he sang. “You might want to see what’s on television right now!” He shoved a paw into the air, pointing at a flat screen on the wall.

      Loni and Hazel turned to see Hazel sitting at the poker table. Even with the brunette wig, the fake tooth, and the glasses, it was Hazel. The blood drained from her face. She gasped. “Oh, for the love of Bryant Gumbel. Can we not get a break here?”

      Loni swooped a hand over Hazel’s head and batted the wig off. “We’ve gotta get rid of the evidence!” She threw it in a garbage can. “Now, I hate to do this to you, Haze, because I know you want that money, but we gotta get outta here. I’m startin’ to feel the pinch.”

      Hazel sighed. Leaving early was the last thing she wanted to do. What she wanted to do was claim her ten-million-dollar prize! “But my money…”

      “Maybe Gwyn was right. Maybe using magic to profit is wrong after all. Maybe this was the universe’s way of making you a better person.”

      Hazel frowned. “What are you trying to say? That I’m not a good person?”

      Loni swatted at her friend playfully. “I know you’re a good person, Haze. We turned in a jewel thief. So what if you have to give up the ten-million-dollar prize? I think our work here is done, don’t you?”

      Ed nodded. “Loni’s right. You caught a criminal! That’s exceptionally aboveboard.”

      Hazel slumped forward with a scowl. “I suppose you’re right.” Then a slow smile crept over her face. “Hey, think they’re offering any reward money for catching the jewel thief?”
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      “I heard a car door!” hissed Loni, pointing towards her front door. She leapt off her seat and pushed her nose through the slit in the curtains. “It’s Gwynnie!”

      “She’s back already?” asked Hazel as she rushed to the chair in Loni’s front room.

      They’d just gotten in. Loni had only put the broomstick away a few minutes ago. Ed had run off to find a patch of grass, and Hazel had just grabbed a Twinkie from the snack bag.

      There was a banging at the door. “Mom? Loni? Are you in there?”

      Loni walked to the front door. “Geez. What’s got into her? She sounds mad.” She opened the front door.

      Gwyn burst inside, her face beet red. “Mom! You’re here!”

      Hazel looked around as if nothing had happened. “Gwynnie? You came home early? You musta missed me!”

      “Have you been here this whole time?” asked Gwyn.

      Hazel and Loni looked at each other innocently. “Well, of course we’ve been here. Where else would we have been?” asked Loni.

      Gwyn’s brows lifted as she stared at her mother. “I don’t know. Vegas?”

      “Vegas?!” they cried in unison.

      “So you weren’t just in Vegas?” asked Gwyn, shaking her head slowly.

      Hazel shook her head. “You feelin’ alright, Gwynnie?”

      “But I…”

      “But you what?” asked Loni.

      “I saw Mom on the monitors around the casino. She won the jackpot!”

      Hazel lowered her brows. “You really think if I won a jackpot in Vegas, I’d be sitting here? With her?” She pointed at Loni.

      “Well, it’s just that I…”

      “You…?”

      “I saw you!”

      “I don’t know what you saw, Gwynnie, but Loni and I have been sitting here watching poker on the boob tube all day. Right, Lon?”

      Loni nodded. “Yup. All day.”

      “It must’ve been my evil twin you saw in Vegas.”

      Gwynnie swished her lips to the side. “Hmm. I must have. I can’t believe it! I came all the way back. Why wouldn’t either of you answer your phones?”

      Hazel looked at her purse, sitting across the room. “Oh, did you try calling? My phone’s in my purse. I haven’t checked it. Why didn’t you try calling Loni?”

      “I did try calling Loni!” said Gwyn. “Her line was busy all day!”

      Loni made a face. “Hmm. Sometimes the cats play with the cord in the kitchen and knock it off the receiver.” She wagged a finger at the first cat she saw. “Naughty kitty.”

      Gwyn groaned and fell onto the chair nearest the door. “Ugh! I was so worried! I’m so thankful you’re both alright!”

      “We’re just fine. It’s just been a quiet day around here. No excitement at all!” sighed Hazel as she pulled open her Twinkie wrapper.

      Just then Ed came tearing around the corner on two paws. “What a day, girls! We should do that again soon! Vegas! Vegas! Vegas!” he chanted, paw pumping the air.

      Gwyn’s eyes grew huge. “Mom!”

      A wicked smile spread slowly across Hazel’s face, her forgotten gold tooth shining like the lights of Las Vegas. “Busted!”
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        “Tell Tom Tildrum that Tom Toldrum is dead.”

        

      When you’re the local healer, like I am, you get used to being woken at odd hours of the night. At least, I think I’d be used to it, if only I got woken up in an otherwise normal way - you know, a shake of the shoulder, someone calling my name, the smell of coffee brewing, that kind of thing.

      What I don’t think I’ll ever get used to is the sudden slamming of a raggedy cat right onto my chest, his fuzzy face pressed up against mine, breathing his fish-breath into my mouth.

      “Ahh! Harkin!” I sat upright and he tumbled off my chest and into my lap, clinging to my pyjamas with his claws. He was unrepentant as I squeaked in protest. He got back onto his feet and continued to stare at me.

      My bedroom was all tones of grey. I slept with my curtains open, and there were no street lights to colour my view. Light pollution isn’t much of a problem in rural Wales. I could see Harkin as a dark grey shape in the light grey room, and his eyes were grey, pale and intense.

      “What?” I demanded.

      I need to point out that I am not psychic and nor is my cat. He can’t speak to me through some mysterious telepathic waves. As for me, half the time I generally don’t understand what people really mean, even when they speak out loud to me, in actual words and everything. However, my cat can send images, impressions and rough feelings to me. Mostly it’s a feeling of “my belly is empty and I haven’t been fed for an hour and you must hate me and I am going to leave home” but sometimes it’s something important.

      This time, it was important.

      I was sent an impression of darkness, and something - no, someone - who was lost. There was a slithering, and a hint of dry scaliness. Wings beat in the no-place between the worlds. A man called out.

      He was dead, and that wasn’t the problem right now. It had been his time to die.

      So he was dead, but his soul had not moved on.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I raced downstairs in bare feet, and stumbled through the kitchen. There was a small utility room on the back of the kitchen which housed sick animals, wellington boots, large jackets, random boxes, a washing machine, a bag consisting of nothing but other plastic bags, and - at the moment - a bucket with a creepy broken doll in it. That last item was probably one of my mad Aunt Dilys’s projects.

      I plunged my feet into the least-spider-filled boots that I could find, and went outside to the garden. Already the sun was lightening the sky though it would not appear over the horizon for a little while longer. I headed to my willow cave.

      And here I guess I ought to explain a few things.

      There are many types of witch. It would be cool if I had grown up into one of those witches who shoots sparkly power from her hands, like on the fancy greetings cards you can buy in hippy shops. I am not sure they exist, but come on, wouldn’t it be great? Unfortunately the Fates decided I’d be best as a Hedge Witch, which is low on the whole shooty-sparkly-power thing, and really pretty high on “let’s sit alone in a cold damp cave and do battle on an unearthly plane with actual dead things.” No one will ever see, out here in the real world, what I do.

      I just look like a nutter.

      There’s no use moaning about it. I had a job to do. I reached the little cave I’d crafted out of living willow withies. It was guarded by a hawthorn and rested right in the broken-down part of a stone wall that separated my garden from the wild hills beyond. Hedge witchery is all about boundaries, edges, hedges and crossings. I slipped into the cave and sat down, cross-legged, and immediately the cold dampness of the earth seeped through my night wear. Harkin jumped into my lap and nudged my chin.

      He was no longer panicking.

      He purred.

      The sky lightened further.

      The call of the soul in distress had faded.

      I was too late, this time.
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      My early-morning dash through the house had woken Maddie, my American cousin who had been living with us for a few months now. She was a notoriously early riser, anyway. Her Californian upbringing had given her some strange ideas about healthy lifestyles - i.e., that you should try to have one - and she was dressed in running gear and drinking something that was thick, green and gloopy.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      Dilys came in as I began my explanation. Unlike Maddie, who was exuding bright cheeriness, my aunt was layered in black clothing, set off by accents of black, and complemented by a general blackness, with carefully chosen black accessories. She eased onto a chair and sighed and groaned until I made her a cup of tea. I told them both what had happened.

      “Sounds like a soul can’t progress,” Dilys said to me confidently.

      I had said that in my explanation. I had literally said that, more than once, in those exact words. She had heard me. But she was old, and also could do curses really well, so I agreed with her remarkable insight. I set the cup of tea down and she began to complain about the lack of disgusting saturated fats in her diet so I was just about to fry up some bacon when someone knocked at the back door, and opened it, calling out a welcome as they came in.

      That’s normal. People just wander in and out of other people’s houses here, generally. I once came downstairs to find the postman sitting at the table reading The Cambrian News.

      What was less normal was who the visitor was: it was Horatio, our local Church in Wales vicar, and he didn’t often visit a house full of witches, even though his small and ill-attended church actually bordered part of our garden.

      “No,” said Dilys to him straight away. “She’s about to do me some bacon.”

      “I haven’t said anything yet,” Horatio complained. He filled the doorway; he was tall and he was also wide, fleshy and corpulent, and all in black just like Dilys.

      Yet he was poles apart from my witchy aunt.

      Dilys sighed. “I will wither away in my dotage, I will. Starved, I am. I’d be better fed in a funeral home. Go on, then.”

      “What?” I was confused.

      “Bronwen, my lamb, would you step outside with me?” Horatio said, shooting a dark and unreadable look at my aunt.

      I looked to Maddie but she put her hands in the air and evaded my offer of the frying pan. “Gotta run, see you!” she blurted, and followed us out of the house. She dashed off on her self-imposed torture, and I walked with Horatio up the cracked stone steps and onto our mossy lawn. I hoped Dilys wouldn’t try to fry up the bacon herself while I was gone. She’d set fire to a paving slab once (don’t ask).

      “Bronwen, I am sorry to intrude, but I wonder if you might come and look at something?” Horatio said. He led me to the stone wall at the back of my garden. To the right, the wall stood between the garden and the hills, but on this half, it bordered part of the churchyard. He pointed towards his church and vicarage. I couldn’t see anything unusual. Just weathered grey statues, gravestones, the odd tomb, and of course the huge and ancient yew trees which marked this as a site much, much older than Christianity.

      “What am I supposed to be looking at?” I leaned on the wall. I was always happy to help Horatio out. He had saved my life in the past.

      “Look at the smaller yew between the large one and the house,” he said. “Can you see what’s halfway up?”

      “It’s a cat!” The cat was unusually large, and seemed to be entirely black. It clung on to the tree trunk. “Is it injured?”

      “It seems not. It moves up a little, and then down a little, but does not jump down nor does it ascend to the branch where I am sure it would be more comfortable. What do you make of it?”

      “That is odd. It must be stuck. Surely you should call the fire brigade?”

      “For a cat that is not quite five feet up a tree? No, there is something odd about it. The fire brigade comes to fires; but you are the one who is called to strangeness.”

      That was an interesting way of phrasing it. I considered the cat, looking at it with my hedge witch’s awareness. It was true. I could detect no pulsing red spots of energy, no signs of injury or illness. There was no immediate danger to the cat, at least not here on the physical plane.

      But there was a distinct feeling of stuckness and I chewed my lip as an old myth came back to my memory.

      “Have there been any funerals lately?” I asked Horatio.

      “Actually, yes. There has been one: Edgar Wrigley. He was very old, and it was his time. He passed naturally in his sleep.”

      “The problem is not his death,” I said, remembering Harkin’s calling in the night. “It’s his soul. They say that you can tell where a person is heading, after their death, by watching cats. If a cat runs up a tree, that person is going to heaven. If it runs down …”

      “I see. A cunning person would see to it that there is something tempting at the top of the tree,” Horatio remarked.

      “Indeed. But in this case, I’d say that something is preventing Edgar Wrigley’s soul from going anywhere at all. Which means the cat is likewise stuck. And that fits. I had disturbed sleep last night.”

      We stood in silence for a moment. The cat was caught in a mystical place; if I went over the wall and physically removed it, I reckoned that I could potentially do all manner of unknown damages to the cat, or to Edgar Wrigley’s soul - if my guess was correct. First, then, I needed to find out a little more about Edgar Wrigley.

      Horatio spoke before I could. He, like Dilys, could be an unsettling mind-reader. “I am not exactly asking you to investigate,” he said. “But I thought that you might help.”

      “The cat, or Edgar Wrigley?”

      He looked at me with inscrutable eyes and a flat expression, raised one hand, and walked away.
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* * *

      When I got back into the kitchen Dilys was polishing off a bacon butty and there was none left for me but a large amount of things to wash, including a potato masher, and I couldn’t imagine why she’d needed to use that. I ate some toast and got started on the day’s tasks, which involved making up some paste for Mrs Jenkins’s arthritic legs (both for her and her dog), distilling some lavender, and checking on the plant cuttings I’d been taking. I went out into town and visited one of my patients who had returned to its home recently - an anxious rat - and then headed back to our house in the early afternoon, looking forward to a cup of tea and a bit of a sit-down.

      Our kitchen table was invariably covered in all manner of stuff. If you thought the utility room sounded bad, you’d be appalled at the heaps of magazines, books, cacti, sewing kits, half-repaired cardigans, wicker baskets and malformed marrows that littered the wooden top.

      I still noticed the flat cap, though.

      Mostly because Harkin was sitting on it, with an air of propriety and some pride.

      He stood up when he saw me and arched his back. I petted him, and persuaded him to relinquish the tweed headgear. It was still a common thing to see older men in the area wearing, especially country folk. It was not, however, anything that any of us possessed. Harkin had brought it in.

      “Can’t you stick to bringing me mice, like normal cats do?” I asked him, flipping the flat cap over to see if there was a name in the lining.

      Luckily there was, and you can guess exactly what it said: Edgar Wrigley.

      I held it in my hands, lightly, and half-closed my eyes. I probed Harkin, trying to work out where he had got this from, and why it had been brought to me. Was the hat itself important, or did it represent something else? Working with the signs and symbols of the unconscious makes everything way more difficult.

      The hat felt neutral. It wasn’t cursed or anything. It was tinged only lightly with the man’s essence and that actually surprised me - most of the men who wore these, habitually wore them constantly. They were generally welded to their heads at all times, and probably while they were in the bath too. So I would have expected Edgar’s hat to feel a whole lot more … Edgar-y.

      I opened my eyes but it wasn’t a new hat. Decades old, if the faded price inside was anything to go by – it was marked up in shillings and pence. It was a puzzle, but a slight one. Maybe it just wasn’t his favourite hat, and he had another that he had worn a lot more often. Maybe he’d even been buried in his best hat.

      As I put it back on the table, a flash of light caught my eye. Then another, dancing in the air. At first I thought I was seeing the Fair Folk. My cousin Maddie was aligned to the power of the Faeries, and they would announce their glamourous presence by sparking lights and tinkling bells.

      I laughed. No, these were just normal, common dragonflies. The back door was standing open, and for some reason, a little cloud of dragonflies had floated into the kitchen.

      There were about half a dozen of them, and they darted around, making little lazy zig-zags around the table. Harkin shot up again, and began to hiss, all his fur standing on end.

      “It’s okay, daft cat; you’ve seen dragonflies before!” I told him.

      But he continued to make himself look as big as possible, and his hissing edged into a screeching sound. Maddie came in from outside, and saw Harkin.

      “What’s up with him?”

      “He doesn’t like the dragonflies,” I said, and as I pointed to them, they suddenly made a little bunch and shot out of the kitchen, past Maddie, making her jump back in alarm.

      “Whoa! I don’t blame him. I don’t think I like them when they pull stunts like that,” she said. “Do people collect them here, like they do in Texas?”

      “I don’t think so,” I replied. “What do they do with them in Texas?”

      “I don’t know. Just … collect them. Into, um, collections. Like stamps or birds.”

      “Or Eddie Stobart trucks.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind,” I said, unwilling to try and explain one of Britain’s weirder hobbies. “Hey, here’s a fun fact for you, as you’re exploring your Welsh half. Guess what the Welsh word for dragonfly is?”

      “How on earth can I guess that? I suppose it has lots of unpronounceable bits though.”

      “Yeah, kind of. Gwas-y-neidr,” I told her.

      She shook her head blankly. “Nope. Not even going to try to say that. I don’t have enough spit.”

      “Well, the interesting thing is what it means,” I said. “It doesn’t translate to dragonfly. It means servant of snakes.”

      She shivered.

      And so, then, did I.

      The dry scaly slithering that had hissed through my dreams came back to me.
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      It was clear to me that Edgar Wrigley’s soul needed release, but from what? I planned to find out that night. I decided that I would hedge-ride, a kind of journeying between the worlds, where I would be able to find Edgar’s soul and help to lead him on his final path.

      There were many hours of daylight left between now and then, though, and the chances of success when hedge-riding are vastly improved by being properly prepared. I had to find out as much as I could about Edgar Wrigley before I met his shade.

      It was odd. I thought that I knew most people in our little town. Even if I didn’t know them well, I would know their name or reputation. Yet Edgar Wrigley was a mystery to me.

      And, I soon discovered, he was a mystery to most people, too.

      I started by visiting the local café. I waved at Alston, the owner, who glared back in his unfriendly way. That was the best anyone could get from Alston. We were all perpetually grateful he didn’t throw chairs at us. The local college probably brought its hospitality students here as a case study in how not to run a café. I slid onto a table opposite Billy, who was a local down-and-out with a troubled background and a vast knowledge of everything that happened in Llanfair.

      “What do you know about Edgar Wrigley?” I asked Billy.

      He grinned, showing cracked yellow teeth that crowded along his gums like gravestones in a Victorian churchyard. “He’s dead, like.”

      “I know that. But did he live in Llanfair all his life?”

      Billy lost his smile. “You know, as to that,” he said, “I’m not rightly sure. Folks say as he did, like, but he was hardly ever seen. He had that little house up Narrow Row but you’d go for months on end not seeing him about the place.”

      “What did he do? Did he work? Was he ill?”

      Billy shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe he worked away, like? That would account for it, wouldn’t it? Long distance driver, maybe. Thing is, he always knew what was going on, as if he’d been here. Like … things he didn’t ought to have been able to know.”

      “Excuse me? How so?”

      “He knew stuff that he shouldn’t have known.” Billy looked down and picked at a dry spot of tomato ketchup that was congealing on the tablecloth. “I’m only telling you because I know you and trust you, so …”

      “Of course. Go on.”

      “There was a time a few years ago, see, when I didn’t have anywhere to sleep, and it was the summer holidays, so I found a way into the school on Chapel Lane, but it wasn’t breaking and entering or nothing and anyway I didn’t do any harm, I just wanted to sleep out of the rain.”

      “Okay, sure.”

      “And no one knew. No one ever knew. I was only there for two weeks. Then that charity got me the room over the hairdresser’s place and I left the school and I never did any damage…”

      “I believe you. But Edgar knew?”

      “He did. He came up to me, he did, and he brought me a small bag that I had left behind in the school and I’d forgot about, see. It only had playing cards and a book in it, but the thing is, I’d hid that behind a cupboard, out of the way. So how did he find it, and how did he know it was mine?”

      “And another thing,” I said. “Why was he even in the school at all?”

      Billy nodded. “Strange, right enough. That’s been my only dealing with the man in the all the years we both lived in Llanfair.”

      “Thank you, Billy.” I went up to the counter and paid for a hot meal to be taken to his table, and left the café, filled with more questions than answers.

      I spoke to as many people as I could, and those who knew of Edgar told me the same tales that Billy had: Edgar Wrigley had always lived here, but he was rarely seen. No one knew what he did for a living.

      And he knew things. He knew people’s secrets, and it made everyone very uncomfortable.

      Finally I tracked down the one person who had been at his funeral. I guess that if you know people’s darkest hidden actions, you probably don’t make a great deal of friends; no one mourned him. Even the woman who had been at his funeral hadn’t been there on his account.

      No, Angharad Jones was an old lady and a habitual funeral-goer and turned up at every solemn occasion, both chapel and church, just for the chance of sandwiches.

      I found her sitting on a bench in the sun in a small park, throwing dry bread out in an arc for the pigeons. I took a seat next to her and greeted her.

      “Vermin, they say,” she told me, indicating the pigeons. “Flying rats. But I’d rather see these birds than no birds at all, hey?”

      “That’s true. Mrs Jones, you went to Edgar Wrigley’s funeral, didn’t you?”

      “Oh yes, just the other day. That Horatio Lewis, he does a lovely ceremony. I’m chapel myself, of course, but I don’t mind a bit of the churchy stuff from time to time. Much nicer interior design. Better eye for colour, don’t you think, than the non-conformists?”

      “I’m not really into either,” I said. “And were you the only person there?”

      “No,” she said. “There was another person. Well, I was the only one at the graveside, and I wouldn’t have been there at all but it felt wrong to let him be buried all alone. So I did see the deed done, and then the reverend said that there wasn’t going to be any kind of afters, because no one had organised anything, and I suppose I looked sad about that, because he invited me into the vicarage for a nice bit of tea and cake. I told him I wasn’t going to be converted even if they did have better paintings, and he said that was all right.”

      “Wait, hang on,” I said, trying to stay afloat in her stream of words. “You said you weren’t the only person there?”

      “That’s right. I went into the vicarage and someone else appeared. I was in the downstairs sitting room, oh, it’s a nice room that one. So many cushions. The reverend, he went off to find his housekeeper. Then another man appeared. He asked if it had been Edgar Wrigley’s funeral and I said yes, he’d just missed it, but if he stayed he might get a sandwich.”

      “What was he like?” I asked. “Did he say who he was? Was he a relative?”

      “He looked nothing like Edgar. Edgar was a dark-haired, bristly sort of man. But this other fellow, he was thin and pale and he had the most terrible lisp. And I think he was called Tom, or Tim, or Twm. Then he came out with some gibberish, and left, and that was that. Didn’t even take a sandwich. And they were cheese and everything.”

      “So Horatio never saw him?”

      “No.”

      “What gibberish did he say?”

      Angharad Jones had to purse her lips and concentrate. She muttered to herself a few times, rehearsing what she was going to say, so that she got it right. Eventually she declared, very slowly, a riddle.

      “What falls but does not break? And what breaks but does not fall?”

      I waited for the answer or the punchline.

      She shook her head and smiled at me. “And that was that,” she said. “He left.”
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* * *

      It was now mid-afternoon. I spent a frantic hour going back around town, back to Billy in the cafe, over to see ex-journalist Jemima, and stopping to speak to every person I recognised on the street: but no one, absolutely no one, had seen this mysterious pale thin stranger from after Edgar’s funeral.

      I stamped home in a despondent mood. I didn’t feel as if I knew anything more about Edgar. In fact I had merely opened up more mysteries.

      Who was the strange man?

      And who had Edgar Wrigley actually been? How did he know people’s secrets when he was apparently so reclusive?

      I wanted to pummel my own face in frustration.

      The kitchen was empty except for Harkin lolling in a padded basket in front of the ever-burning range which stood along one wall. I filled the kettle and put it on the top to make a fresh brew, and paced around, turning it all over in my mind.

      “What do you think, Harkin?” I said, stopping at the far end and addressing the cat.

      He got up, stretched, yawned, and began to make his way over for a fuss. He wandered slowly, weaving between the table legs and chair legs.

      “What falls but does not break? What breaks but does not fall?” I said aloud.

      Harkin stopped dead.

      The kettle began to boil and I went over to see to my tea. I passed Harkin but he did not move.

      I poured the hot water into a mug and turned around.

      Still Harkin had not moved. I began to feel uneasy. I set the cup down and crouched to call my cat over to me.

      Usually he came running when he heard his name.

      But he was still facing away from me, and all he managed to do was an unhappy little mew.

      I threw myself across the floor and put my hands out to him. He was soft, and warm, and unharmed - and utterly immobile.

      I recoiled. The words were surely a curse. I couldn’t risk picking him up and wrenching something out of alignment. I needed to get Dilys and Maddie here, and I needed them now.

      Harkin was my best friend.
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      I ran through the house, screaming and calling for anyone who was home. Dilys was up in her bedroom which seemed to double as some kind of mad scientist’s lair. I rarely ventured within. She came to the door, with a long pole in her hand. At the top was a chain, and a shorter pole.

      “What is that?” I asked, momentarily stumped.

      “Oh, just a medieval farming flail.”

      It was best not to ask any more. “Can you come downstairs? Quickly? I think Harkin’s been cursed. Where’s Maddie?”

      “Right behind you,” my cousin said. “What kind of curse?”

      “I don’t know. This is more my aunt’s area.”

      She was already halfway down the stairs.

      We gathered around Harkin in the kitchen. It made my blood curdle to see him stuck like that, frozen in space, only his eyes and mouth moving. Thank goodness the curse, whatever it was, didn’t paralyse him completely; he would have died.

      Though if we didn’t break the curse, he’d …

      No. No. I would not complete that thought.

      I let my aunt take the lead. She sat on a wooden chair and leaned forward, putting out her spindly hands towards Harkin, without touching him. She closed her eyes and hummed lightly under her breath, but it was no tune that I could recognise. Maddie shivered and drew away. Her allegiance to the Faeries made her particularly sensitive to music and song, and Dilys’s dirge was one from the night side of the soul.

      Then Dilys sat up suddenly and opened her eyes, and she looked shocked and alarmed.

      “I am so sorry, Bron,” she said.

      I went cold.

      Maddie came to my side and held me, spreading the warmth of her Faerie glamour over me to protect me.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Dilys shook her head. “I don’t know. But it isn’t a curse.”

      “What?”

      “Harkin is not cursed.”

      “Then why is he not moving?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “But he isn’t ill,” I protested. “I am a healer. I’d know.”

      I fell to my knees and didn’t even mind the pain of hitting the tiled floor. I put out my hands and sank my fingers into Harkin’s fur. First that cat in the tree in the churchyard, half up and half down. Now this.

      What next?

      “It might not have been a curse,” I said, “but the words that I spoke did this to him.”

      “Then we need to find the answer to the riddle,” Maddie said. “Write it down for me, and I’ll go out and get online on my phone.”

      “I’ll go and speak to Elsie and the others,” Dilys said, referring to her circle of cronies.

      I didn’t want to leave Harkin in that state. But I, too, had a job to do. “I’m going to go to Edgar’s house,” I said.

      “You’re going to break in?” Maddie asked.

      “Damn right I am,” I said grimly, and left the house, with one last look at my poor frozen cat. I would do anything to free him, and I’d say that to the judge in court if I had to.
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* * *

      But there was already someone in Edgar’s house.

      Edgar had lived in an old cottage at the end of a row high up on a hill overlooking our town. As I approached, I saw a figure move inside, but the windows were dirty and I couldn’t tell who it was.

      I guessed it wasn’t the mysterious stranger from the funeral, though - Angharad said he was thin, and the interloper in Edgar’s house was tall and wide.

      My heart was hammering as I reached the door, and I saw that it was a few inches ajar. I flattened myself against the outer wall and extended my hand to push at the door to open it a little further.

      It made the most horrendous squeaking sound and completely blew my cover. The person inside was alerted immediately, and they called out, “Who’s there?”

      I sagged against the wall and a rush of hot and cold went down my back in relief. It was Horatio. I took a moment to compose myself and then went inside.

      “Bronwen, my lamb!”

      “What are you doing?”

      He sighed. “There is nobody else to do this. I just popped in to tidy up the basics – empty the fridge, throw out flowers – but the rest will be up to the authorities.”

      I looked around. The cottage consisted of two square rooms downstairs. The front room was the living area. It was neat and rather sparse, furnished only with one comfortable-looking sofa, and a great many books on one whole wall of shelves. There was a log-burning stove, and a low table which was bare. “He had a quiet life,” I remarked.

      “There is something strange here,” Horatio said. “The fridge was empty and scrubbed clean. The fire is likewise pristine. There is no food in the cupboards and the bins have been put out.”

      “Someone’s been here before you!” I gasped.

      “I obtained the only key from the solicitors dealing with the probate this morning,” Horatio said. “And the neighbours say that no one has been in.”

      “Then …”

      “Yes. It is as if he knew he was going to die. And that is not so unusual, in the elderly. So, what is your business here?” He looked at me intently.

      I never felt as if I could hide anything from Horatio. I explained what had happened to Harkin, and he grew concerned.

      “Just like that cat in the tree in the churchyard. Cats, cats. You know, it is a strange thing, but Edgar Wrigley was somewhat obsessed with cats too.”

      His house didn’t look like a stereotypical cat-lover’s place to me – no novelty ornaments, no pictures, no cat-themed cushions. “Did he have a cat?” I asked.

      “There is no sign of any, but the neighbour said a very large black cat was often seen here, one with a white spot on its chest. Naturally I was concerned but when I came in, it is as if no cat ever lived here. There are no bowls, no litter tray, nothing.”

      I went to the bookshelves and began to browse, but groaned. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Most of these books are in Welsh.”

      “But I can tell you that they are all about cats, or folklore, or myths,” said Horatio, coming to my side. He spoke a clever and academic Welsh which was well above my abilities.

      My everyday Welsh was pretty poor. I’d learned it at school and I could make very small talk with people – hello, thank you, sorry for standing on your toe – that sort of thing. I couldn’t read an academic textbook in the language, however.

      I recognised the Welsh word for cat – cath. Or sometimes gath, or nghath, or chath. Welsh is a contrary and complicated language and for some idiotic reason, the first letter of various nouns actually changes depending on the form of the noun in the sentence. This makes using a dictionary exactly as frustrating as you are currently imagining that it does.

      I pulled a black-bound hardback book down. The title was Cat Sith: Chwedlau. I showed it to Horatio. “Tales of cats?” I asked. “I think. What’s the sith bit?”

      “Cat sith,” he said slowly, and frowned. “Let me see. This is a book of myths.” He flicked it open. “The cat sith is a large black cat with a white spot on its chest…” he read, getting slower with each word that he translated.

      “Like the one that hung around here?”

      “Indeed.” He cleared his throat and turned a few pages. “Here it is again, described in a story called The King of the Cats.”

      “What happens?”

      “A man is on his way home and he sees a funeral procession.” Horatio spoke slowly, translating in short bursts. “There are nine big black cats carrying a coffin. It doesn’t say how,” he added. “I cannot imagine how cats carry a coffin. Their shoulders are wrong. Anyway, I digress. So, this man stops to look – as you would! – and the cats speak to him. They say, tell Tom Tildrum that Tom Toldrum is dead. The man is puzzled but he goes home, and he starts to tell his wife what he say, to see if she can make any sense of it. As he explains, their own cat suddenly sits up.”

      My mouth went dry. I was expecting the next line to be: Then the cat froze.

      But Horatio didn’t say that. “And the cat says, so I am now the King of the Cats! And he rushes up the chimney and is never seen again.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh indeed.” Horatio leafed his way onwards through the book. “Cats born in May bring snakes to the house, according to this. Did you know that there are no snakes in Ireland because Saint Patrick drove them all out? Well, actually, it was more to do with the Ice Age but the Good Book is somewhat light on information in that regard.” He was about to put the book back on the shelf but something compelled me to hold out my hand.

      “Be my guest,” he said, and passed it to me. “I am going to check upstairs.”

      Horatio left and I tried to decipher the book’s contents. Another word I knew jumped out at me – wrach. Witch. I opened the book at that page and puzzled my way along, sentence by sentence, having horrible flashbacks to Welsh lessons at school.

      What I read – if I was correct – started to make me wonder a whole lot more about Edgar and his secret life.

      I heard a noise and looked up, expecting to see Horatio or perhaps the next door neighbour. It was a fluttery sort of sound and I was shocked to see half a dozen dragonflies in the doorway between the front room and the kitchen at the back. Horatio must have left the back door open when he’d been in the kitchen. I moved forward, flapping my hands in a futile gesture. “Shoo!”

      The cloud of dragonflies grew. Now there were at least twenty, and I stepped back. One dragonfly is hardly a threat – no one feels menaced by a little hovering rainbow – but in a mass, I was starting to find them intimidating.

      But worse than that were the snakes that had suddenly appeared below.

      “Horatio!” I bellowed, leaping back into the front room and up onto the couch. I didn’t think for one minute about how rude it was to trample on someone else’s furniture. Come on – SNAKES! You would have done the same.

      Horatio burst into the room and stopped dead.

      The dragonflies had made a tight and unnatural ball, hanging in the air. Below them were five adders, thin and moving in that slow-yet-determined way that snakes have. Some were pale brown and some pale grey, and all had a black zig-zag pattern down their backs.

      I was usually okay with snakes. I had treated a few over the years. And no one had died of an adder bite in Britain for ages. But that was one snake at a time. When five snakes come at you in some kind of concerted effort, that puts a whole new level of horror on proceedings.

      “Snakes!” I blurted out. You know, just in case Horatio hadn’t noticed the slithery hell approaching us.

      Horatio had definitely noticed. He grew larger and he stepped forward, his voice booming out in a language I didn’t understand at first.

      It wasn’t Welsh.

      Then I realised he was speaking in Latin. In an actual dead language. He spoke with such a swell in his voice that all the hairs went up on the back of my neck, and clearly the snakes had the equivalent feeling – if they’d had hairs, that is. I suppose snakes are almost entirely neck, though.

      The snakes hissed and slithered around but they began to twist and retreat. The cloud of dragonflies moved backwards and then suddenly, as if someone had clapped their hands, they all shot off in different directions and disappeared.

      I climbed down from the sofa warily. “What just happened?”

      “Snakes, as you said,” Horatio said. “Astute of you. I think we should leave.”

      I was still clutching the book to my chest. “You’re right,” I said. “I have to get back to Harkin. I think I know how to free him now.”

      “And the other cat? And Edgar’s own soul?”

      “It’s all linked,” I said. “Just like the snakes and the dragonflies.”

      “I don’t see the connection between cats, snakes and dragonflies.”

      “You said it yourself: a cat born in May brings snakes to the house.”

      “And the insects?”

      “You know what the word for dragonfly is, in Welsh.”

      Understanding began to dawn on Horatio’s face. “Yes, my lamb. You’d better go.”
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      I raced back to our house, still carrying the book. There were a few words I needed to check, either with Dilys if she was back or in one of the dictionaries we owned.

      Dilys was out. I went to Harkin who looked unhappy but not overly distressed, still frozen in place by the kitchen table. He was not in pain. I stroked him briefly then grabbed a dictionary and confirmed a few words.

      I had it.

      The story that had caught my eye was to do with witches, of course. It was said that a witch could turn into a cat nine times during their life. And witches didn’t have to be female. I guessed that Edgar Wrigley had spent most of his time living as a cat. That was how he knew things that others did not – while he had been in his cat-form, he had seen Billy living in the school, for example. Cats get everywhere, don’t they?

      I remembered that the cat in the tree was supposed to show which way a soul was going at their funeral – heaven or hell. But another, linked myth about cats and funerals was this: country folk also believed that a cat could steal your soul completely before the soul had a chance to move on properly.

      Most people thought that this was a bad thing. So there were rituals in place to stop a cat from stealing someone’s soul. The most common method was to ask a riddle, but to never answer it. This would make the cat stop, while it waited for the answer.

      The man at the funeral had stopped Edgar’s soul from going back to the cats.

      For Edgar, having his soul taken by the cats – after a life lived with them – was actually what he wanted. No heaven nor hell for Edgar. He wanted to be with his cat family. He had lived as one for most of his life, after all. Why not die as one? And return his soul to them?

      A mystery remained, however. Who was the man who came to the funeral, and why did he want to prevent Edgar’s soul from joining his beloved cats? What harm could that do to anyone?

      I’d look into that just as soon as I freed Harkin. All I had to do was to answer the riddle.

      I sat down at the table, next to Harkin, with the Welsh dictionary and the book of cat lore. What falls but does not break? What breaks but does not fall?

      I pondered it. I didn’t open the books. I just sat, letting my mind explore the riddle. Snow fall? Down fall? Fall as in the season of autumn?

      Ugh. While I tried to work it out, my cat was stuck. I needed Maddie here. She could use the internet. My magical powers blew technology to bits; we barely had functioning electricity in our house, and that’s why she was out, because she couldn’t get online when I was around.

      I’d be here until tomorrow morning at this rate.

      Morning.

      Day break.

      Night fall.

      I jumped up and spoke it aloud: “What falls but does not break? And what breaks but does not fall?”

      Harkin mewed pitifully.

      “Night falls!” I yelled. “And day breaks!”

      Harkin blinked, shivered all over, and sprang up, clawing his way up my leg so that I could cradle him in my arms. I didn’t even care that he had probably drawn blood on the way.

      “We have it!” I said.

      “You have what?” Maddie said as she entered suddenly, her arms full of books from the library. “Oh my gosh – look at Harkin!” She broke into smiles. “Hey there, Harkin.” She dumped the books on the table and reached out to him. “Is he really all right?”

      “He is.” I sat down, letting him nestle on my lap. I didn’t ever want to let him go. “Listen to what I’ve learned,” I said.

      Maddie nodded as I told her everything. How Edgar had probably been a cat, most of his life, and he wanted the cats to steal his soul at his funeral, but the strange man had stopped it. She grew animated as I told her about the riddles, and she tapped one of the books she’d got.

      “Yeah, you know, I was onto that,” she said. “Day breaks and night falls, right?”

      “Exactly.” I reached out with the hand that was not petting Harkin, and flicked open the book. It was full of riddles, and I smiled.

      “This is not over,” I said. “But at least we know how to free the other cat. And, if we’re right, it will release more than just that cat. It will release Edgar’s soul to join them, at last.”

      “But what’s behind all this?” Maddie asked. “That man…”

      “I don’t know, but the answer might be in those books. I’ll be back as soon as I’ve done what I need to do in the graveyard.”

      Still carrying Harkin, I ran outside and through the garden. It was early evening now, but still quite light and warm. I let Harkin go when I got to the wall, so that I could climb over it more easily, and I legged it to the tree where the other poor unfortunate cat was still stuck, halfway up and halfway down.

      I repeated the riddle and the solution once more.

      The cat yowled. It didn’t go up nor come down – it leaped from the tree, almost horizontally, and landed at my feet, looking up at me with big grateful eyes.

      I felt another cat rub around my ankles but when I looked down, there was nothing there.

      I looked again, with my second sight, closing my eyes to remove the distraction of the ordinary visible world. A ghost cat curled around my legs, big and black and very happy indeed.

      “Edgar?” I said.

      It nudged me with its spectral chin and purred like a chainsaw.

      Then it bounded away. It met the other cat, and they greeted one another. Cats, of course, have manifestations on the psychic plane as well as in the ordinary world. They mewed at one another. With a whoosh, they had gone.

      Edgar had gone.

      I opened my eyes.

      The churchyard was now empty expect for me and Harkin. I felt pleased and relieved. Edgar Wrigley had lived nine lives as a cat and now he had died as a cat – he was on his chosen journey through his afterlife and I was delighted for him. His soul had been released and taken by the cats.

      I smiled and began to turn back to our house.

      Oh.

      Oh no.

      The churchyard was not empty … and it was not over yet.
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      A long thin stranger stood there. His skin was pale grey and he had black hair and narrow eyes that did not blink.

      This was the man from Edgar’s funeral – and the one who had set the curse on the cat in the graveyard.

      I needed to act fast. I was grateful that I was not far from my own garden, and my ancestral home; this was the place that I could most easily draw power from. It was unfortunate that I was standing in Horatio’s realm but that couldn’t be helped. I planted my feet firmly in the ground and felt the earth, really felt Her below me. The sky was arced above me like a blue bowl. The wind stroked my skin and my blood answered.

      I breathed in, and held it, and summoned the Guardians of the Four Quarters to me, requesting – never demanding, always humbly requesting – their presence and, if they felt so inclined, their protection. I also called for the Spirits of Place and for Her Raven Self, my own particular spirit ally in the Otherworld.

      I would need all the help I could get.

      I did all this in a fraction of a moment, casting a mental circle around me. I don’t go in for ritual paraphernalia but I could have found it a little more comforting if I was able to draw a circle of salt around me. There was no time for such things.

      The thin man slithered forward, oozing like he was on castors.

      He was like a snake.

      But he was not a snake.

      Nor, I thought, was he a man.

      He was sinuous, lean, and moved like he was listening to jazz.

      “You’re a cat!” I blurted out.

      He smiled and showed me his pointed teeth. “I am Tom Tildrum,” he said in a sibilant hiss.

      “So are you the King of the Cats now? Edgar Wrigley was Tom Toldrum, wasn’t he? Tell Tom Tildrum that Tom Toldrum is dead, am I right?”

      The man spat, a hawking sound from deep in the back of his throat. “He might have paraded as some kind of cat but he was no cat, and he was never a cat, and he never should have been king at all.”

      I took that as a yes, Edgar had been Tom Toldrum, the old King of the Cats. “But he was,” I said. “Anyway, he’s dead now, so why did you try to stop his soul from being taken by the cats? It was what he wanted.”

      “It wasn’t what I wanted, and I am King of the Cats now!” Tom Tildrum replied angrily. “I get to decide what happens. He was a travesty, that man. Cats and people should never live together. It makes me sick to see my noble brothers and sisters roll over for humans. Beg for food. Get shut inside and pushed outside, at a human being’s whim. We cannot live together and he made it worse, talking of companionship and mutual sharing. It would benefit humans but cats would lose their real selves! We will not compromise, not any longer. I will call them to me and we will rise up!”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “I am a cat,” he said, smiling again, without any humour. “We are crazy. We are proud. We are aloof. And we don’t need anyone or anything else.”

      “Yet you used the snakes and the dragonflies, their servants.”

      “Used, yes, for my own ends, but no one and nothing shall use us. Never again!”

      “And you have the backing of the rest of the cats, do you?”

      “Of course! I am the King!”

      And he was as mad as a box of frogs. I felt the reassuring presence of my guardians encircle me. They, too, were unimpressed by this – this thing – that was facing me.

      “So you don’t like humans,” I said. “Fair enough. A lot of the time, neither do I. But you don’t need to like something to be able to live with that thing; it’s about respect as much as anything. Mutual understanding, patience, acceptance, that sort of thing, you know?”

      He narrowed his eyes and his lips drew back from his teeth.

      Nope. He clearly did not want to hear anything I had to say.

      I would have loved to have brought out a whole load of inspiring speeches and to have convinced him otherwise. The thing is, though, anyone – or anything – with a set belief, they’ve kinda grown into that belief and they are who they are because of it. You take down their belief, you’re threatening a piece of them. That’s how they see it. It’s scary to them.

      And when people, or indeed cats, are threatened – they react.

      He reacted.

      He rocked back at first, and wriggled his heels slightly. It was a split-second movement that I recognised from Harkin – it was the gesture any cat made before they pounced. He gathered himself, and I threw up my hands, and shouted, “Only one colour but not one size!”

      He stopped, one hand raised like a paw.

      “Stuck at the bottom, yet easily flies,” I continued.

      He hissed.

      “Present in sun but not in rain,” I went on. “Doing no harm and feeling no pain. What is it?”

      He waited.

      I fell to my knees, and pushed my hands against the earth, digging my fingers into the grass and the soil. I was of the earth and I would return to earth. There was ancient power here, and I drew upon it. I began to hum, calling Harkin back to my side, calling for aid from this realm and the others.

      And he came, and he brought his brothers and his sisters. Cats flooded into the graveyard. They came out from behind stones and they popped out of bushes. They jumped the wall and rushed over to us. They emerged from Horatio’s house and they flowed around the edge of the church and they streamed down out of the yew trees and I was pretty sure they hadn’t been there before.

      Still they came, a tidal flood of cats, black and brown and tabby and ginger and white and mottled and patched, ragged and smooth, long and lithe, short and dumpy and fat.

      They encircled Tom Tildrum. He lost his momentum and stumbled, his pounce unresolved, landing awkwardly. He tried to laugh as he swept his gaze around but the advancing circle of cats made his smile die on his thin grey face.

      “I am your King!” he screeched, his voice getting higher and higher.

      The cats were silent. I’d expecting yowling or hissing but this ominous quietness was even worse. They walked on, until they had made a solid circle around him, and they stood shoulder to furry shoulder.

      “Pah!” he spat. “I can kick them away.” He tried to move again.

      I repeated the riddle, infusing each word with meaning and intent. That’s the key to magic, of course – it’s all in the intent. That’s why it’s so dangerous to use when you are not entirely sure what you’re doing. My aunt Dilys banished her aching knees once. She actually only meant to banish her aches but her knees went too, and she spent a few weeks walking around stiff-legged like a plastic doll. Sounds funny now but it caused major problems with stairs, I can tell you.

      So I filled the riddle with the intent to bind and to stop. When you start with magic, you use all sorts of frippery like candles and stuff, but at the heart, it’s just visualisation and sheer will.

      It worked.

      The repetition of the riddle, backed up with the power I was drawing from the guardians and the earth, fixed Tom Tildrum to the ground. He was strong, but he was not strong enough to break a twice-spun spell. He began to foam at the mouth and his skin rippled.

      His lips drew back and his teeth lengthened. He was going to change back into a cat. I wondered if my spell would still hold him then – it had been cast on his human form, not his true cat self.

      But I needn’t have worried. My spell was binding him to this plane of existence and it was enough to keep him there.

      And then the cats struck.

      Something released them, some hidden signal or sound. They surged forward and flowed up him, around him, crawling over him like a rippling sea of fur. He screamed and flung up a hand. All I could see were his pale, thin fingers as they made desperate spasms against the sky.

      And then his arm was drawn into the seething mass of cats and the screaming became a low bubbling crying.

      I turned away.

      I knew what cats did with their prey, after all. They played and tormented, harried and plagued.

      I did not need to see what happened next.

      After all, as I had said to Tom Tildrum himself, I didn’t need to like everything about something to still respect it.

      I quickly undid the circle of protection about me, thanked the guardians for their help, and walked on slow and heavy feet back to my own house.

      Something butted my ankles as I reached the wall, and I bent to scoop Harkin up in my arms.
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      Dilys and Maddie were waiting for me in the kitchen. Maddie had a book open, but when she saw my face, she closed it.

      Dilys, obviously primed by Maddie who must have told her about Harkin, had made up a soft bed for the cat. She had put it to warm in front of the range, and I laid Harkin in his little nest of fleece blankets.

      Maddie knelt at my side and put out her hand to stroke him.

      “What’s that in his mouth?” she asked.

      I gently pulled a little clump of grey-black fur from his teeth. I shuddered and brushed it from my hands. “I’d rather not think about it,” I said.

      “What happened out there?” she asked. “I just found something out about, uh, cat spirits or something and…”

      “Cat sith,” I said. “Yeah. So Edgar had lived as a cat…” I closed my eyes and told them what had occurred. I couldn’t help but shudder as I spoke about Tom, who was a cat but almost with a snake’s mind: and the dragonflies had done his bidding. He must have been born in May, and brought snakes to the house. He had a strange affinity. I wouldn’t look at those pretty insects in the same way ever again.

      Harkin began to purr and groom himself. I finished my recount and opened my eyes. Everyone was quiet, digesting what I’d said. Dilys had made a fresh pot of tea and as I got up I heard the scrape of her brandy flask being unscrewed. I didn’t get a choice – she just tipped a large tot of it into my cup. Maddie rolled her eyes but I didn’t even complain.

      “So who is King of the Cats now?” Dilys asked.

      We all turned to look at Harkin.

      I probed his cat-mind tentatively. With relief, I found that no, he was still just my same old Harkin.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Not him, though.”

      “Thank goodness,” Dilys said. “He gets his own way quite enough of the time as it is.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “He’s king of this household, at least.”

      “What cat isn’t?” Maddie asked.

      Harkin licked along his back and then stopped to stare at us all.

      We stared back. I resisted the urge to bow or curtsey or something.

      He resumed his personal ablutions. We suddenly found that we were all staring at a cat licking his bottom.

      I laughed. And that was fine. Life was back to normal.

      For now.
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      “It’s nothing personal,” I told him, running my fingers lightly down the glass that separated us. “You know I love you, and I’ll only be gone for a few days.”

      I waited in silence, letting the sentiment linger as my fingers grew chilled against the window. I knew my response would never come.

      “I wouldn’t leave if I didn’t have to; you know this,” I said, my voice an apologetic whine as I pleaded with my friend. “But I have urgent business to address on The Isle, and I just can’t take you with me.”

      The sound of a throat clearing startled me to attention, reminding me that I wasn’t alone. I spun around, offering an apologetic smile to the pair of beautiful amber eyes that watched me with care.

      “Ainsley?” Detective Beck prodded gently. “It’s time to go.”

      “Sorry! I’m just saying my goodbyes.”

      “Must you do this every time you leave home?” He worked visibly to suppress a smile. “And if the answer is yes, my question is why.”

      “He’s my friend!” I said, feeling my eyebrows knit together. “He’s going to miss me.”

      “He’s a fish, Ains.”

      “He’s my Harry.” I pouted, finding my fingers still pressed to the cool glass aquarium where my trusty friend and confidant lived in a happy little aquatic world.

      He’d been aptly named for my favorite wizard. Really, the pet I wanted was an owl named Hedwig, but instead, I’d been stuck with a blowfish named Harry.

      “Wrap it up,” Beck murmured. “The Isle is calling.”

      “Please take care of him,” I begged. “Don’t let V eat him. And don’t tell Harry I said that.”

      “I’m swinging by in the mornings, and your mom will visit in the evenings,” Detective Beck said, raising his eyebrows in a way that told me his patience waned. “I think he’ll be fine. Even I don’t get such extravagant goodbyes, and I’m a person.”

      “I’m sorry.” I inched across the room and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Don’t tell me you’re jealous of Harry.”

      “I’m not jealous,” he said, just a little too quickly. “I’m concerned about your sanity.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I grabbed my duffle bag and hoisted it to my shoulder. With my other hand, I reached for my broom and clasped it tight against my side. “I’ll miss you, too. A lot. But we said our goodbyes before, if you know what I mean.”

      Beck offered me a truce of a smile, like he was remembering our goodbyes, and gave the slightest nod. “Have fun, okay?”

      “It’s a girls’ weekend with Lily and the gang. What could go wrong?”

      Detective Beck groaned. “That’s a jinx if I’ve ever heard one.”

      “We’ll even have supervision,” I assured him. “Lily’s grandmother, Hettie, will be there.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “True. I suppose Lily will probably supervise her, huh?”

      Beck pulled me into a tight hug. “This is your vacation from MAGIC, Inc., Ainsley. Just remember that. Don’t go looking for trouble.”

      “Do I look for trouble?” I asked, staring for a long moment into those beautiful amber eyes. “On second thought, don’t answer that.”

      Detective Beck leaned forward, heeded my advice, and chose a long, leisurely kiss as a response. “See you on Monday.”

      Despite my excitement for the weekend, I had a twinge of sadness at leaving my cozy little apartment behind. “Take care of Harry, will you?”

      “Where’s V?” Beck asked. “Have you seen him lately?”

      I shook my head, glancing around for any sign of the smoke-colored cat that appeared now and again. He’d been aptly named “V”—short for Voldemort—mainly because he always seemed to be plotting Harry’s demise, much like his fictional counterpart.

      “He’ll turn up,” I said, mounting my broomstick next to the French doors that looked out over the streets below. “If he eats Harry, I’ll see to it that he’s Avada Kedavra’d myself.”
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      “Ainsley! I’m so glad you’re here!”

      I stepped through the doors of the B&B, searching for any sign of the voice who’d spoken. The front reception desk, complete with a stack of old, hardcover books acting like a stepstool up to the counter, had no person behind it.

      Scanning the rest of the space, I noted the squashy couches and cute decor, the framed images of books and libraries, and the all-around quaint atmosphere that had led this place to become the sole successful inn on The Isle. Yet, there was still no sign of the voice.

      “Hello?” I called, inching into the entryway. “Did someone say my name?”

      As always when I visited The Isle, I moved with an extra bounce of caution in my step. Unlike the mainland—the place where my home, my career, and my life existed in a quiet peacefulness—The Isle was one of the last fully enchanted places in the world.

      It’s invisible entirely to humans, a little island tucked into the waters of Lake Superior just off the coast of Minnesota. A place where witches and wizards, vampires and ghosts, creatures and fairies abound.

      The mainland has its fair share of terrifying creatures and evil spell slingers, but due to an overpopulation of humans, we mostly stay hidden in the woodwork. Here on The Isle, a mermaid might live in any pond, a fairy could flit around any tree, and a starved werewolf could lurk around any corner—or so my childhood stories had gone.

      “There you are!” A thump sounded, followed by the huffing breath from a now-familiar voice. “Ainsley!”

      “Midge!” I smiled at the tiny little witch who owned and ran this place. I’d met her while staying here during previous visits to meet with my friend and former co-worker, Lily Locke. “How are you?”

      “Great. And yourself? How’s that cute little fish of yours?”

      “Harry’s alive. Hard to tell if he’s happy or not. Fish don’t really smile, you know?”

      Midge gave a polite laugh before pulling out a ledger that weighed nearly as much as she. “Well, let me find you your room. I’m sure you’re tired from the flight over here.”

      “You’d think they’d make an expressway from the mainland to The Isle,” I complained. “I had to fly to the shore, hop on a bus, eat a gummy bear, find the boat, and then go through that stupid wave.”

      “What happened to the main route?”

      “Closed for construction,” I said with an eyeroll. “I had to take the human version today.”

      Midge tsked sympathetically. “Poor little thing. Let me get you fixed up in a nice room. With any luck, you can squeeze in a nap before the rest of the gang gets here.”

      “That’d be great,” I told her, and meant it. “I’m exhausted.”

      “Then again,” Midge said, “Hettie’s already here. She’s been here for two days.”

      I frowned. “Why?”

      “Wanted to get the party started early.” Midge shrugged. “What do I know? I think she didn’t want to cook, so she stayed here and ordered room service. She’ll be taking her daily nap now, too. Hurry on up before she wakes and gets any ideas about an afternoon pool party. The pool has been closed for maintenance for months, and I’m not opening it for her. I swear, that woman...”

      A nudge against at my side made me glance down and miss the second half of whatever Midge was saying. However, I found nothing. Feeling a sense of unease, I looked up to catch the second half of Midge’s conversation.

      “...am I right?” Midge finished, and I managed to mutter an agreement as she flipped through the ledger. “Here’s your room, dear. Same as last time.”

      I quickly signed in, still jumpy from the nudge. It’d felt like someone had reached out and poked my knee, but when I’d glanced down, nobody had been there.

      “Thanks, Midge, and the key?”

      “Right here, let me grab it for you.”

      As Midge jumped for a key resting over a foot beyond her reach, it happened again. Another nudge. A distinct ruffling coming from around my leg.

      “Do you have ghosts?” I asked, as Midge retrieved the key with a grunt and handed it over. “Spirits, things like that?”

      “Not in the last few years,” she said, matter-of-fact. “I told Billy Harrison to move out after spooking a pair of honeymooners from the mainland.”

      “Gotcha—and Billy…”

      “Now he was a ghost. Quite spirited, if you know what I mean,” she chortled. “He had to go.”

      “Well, thanks,” I said again, grabbing my duffle and heading upstairs with my broomstick in the other hand.

      When I reached the staircase, however, the squirming grew more pronounced, and I glanced down to find nothing except my belongings. The rest of the stairwell remained empty.

      I muttered a few curse words under my breath, wishing I’d come more prepared with my spells and defenses. This weekend was supposed to be about Mermaid-sightseeing, sipping mimosas, and gossiping with the girls. Not fighting off invisible ghosts and sitting next to an under-construction pool without a bar.

      As I passed the second floor, I heard snores loud enough to belong to a giant and figured that’s where Hettie’s room was located. She might weigh eighty pounds soaking wet in her highlighter pink legwarmers, but the woman could snore with the best of them.

      Scurrying past her room, I found my own on the third, and highest, floor. It was a pink, frilly thing that went against every bone in my personality. But it was cozy, I had to give it that.

      I popped open the door with a key nearly as large as my arm, then tossed my duffle bag and broom onto the bed. I poked around the room and out in the hall as well, ensuring that no extraneous creatures—specifically ghosts—had followed me inside.

      Flopping on the bed, I curled into the delicately soft, beautifully handmade comforter and let my eyes close. A nap didn’t sound so bad after the journey I’d taken to get here. I knew once the rest of the girls got here—Lily, Poppy, Zin, and Mimsey—there’d be no rest for the wicked.

      And we planned to be wicked.

      No sooner had sleep begun to knock on my doorstep than the nudge happened again. More pronounced this time and so incessant that I played things cool, kept calm despite my racing heart, and pretended not to react.

      It happened again—a distinct bump against my leg. Peeking one eye open, I discovered it was coming from my bag. I waited, inching my leg away as the nudging grew more pronounced. Apparently, I had a stowaway.

      I crept away from the bag and grabbed my Stunner out of my pocket just as a furry, smoke-colored paw poked out of my duffle bag, followed by a disgruntled mew. Breathing a huge sigh of relief, I threw the bag open and stared straight at V. He might not be my favorite animal, but I’d take a cat over a ghost any day.

      “What do you think you’re doing here?!” I struggled to keep my voice even as I spoke to the cat. “I don’t even like you. First, you try to eat my only friend and fish, and second, you crash the only vacation I’ve ever taken from work?”

      The cat looked at me like I was the moron, and then he proceeded to make himself at home on my pillow. If I had wanted a nap, my plan had been foiled. Apparently, V owned this room, and I was merely an optional attendee.

      “Get off my bed.” I tried in vain to argue with the cat, thinking the entire time that I should really interact with more people of my own species. Between V and Harry, about fifty-four percent of my conversations were with animals that didn’t talk back. “Go on, get away. Go hang out with Hettie’s cat for the weekend..”

      V purred, stretched out even longer on the pillow, and gave me something that looked like the stink eye.

      “Fine,” I said, standing and yanking my duffle bag off the bed. “I wasn’t tired anyway. I’m going to...I’m going to go and—”

      “Ainsley!” A shriek was followed by the stomping pitter patter of tiny feet. An out of breath Midge appeared in my door, bursting into the locked room without permission. “Sorry to barge in, but...did you bring a cat? I have an animal policy at the inn, you know.”

      I took in her annoyed expression and returned it myself. “I know. Please kick him out—he stowed away in my bag.”

      “Can you come with me?” Midge waved her hand. “I need your help.”

      “But—”

      “Forget about the cat for now; he can stay.”

      “What’s wrong?” Instantly, my Guardian training kicked into high gear as I trailed behind Midge back downstairs. She had a look of surprise overshadowed by the fog of alarm that I’d seen many times before. Something was definitely wrong. “What happened?”

      “It’s…” Midge hesitated once we reached the lobby. She glanced around. “It’s a little embarrassing.”

      “I’m good at keeping secrets.”

      “I know; that’s why I came to you. You’re a Guardian, so you’re good at finding and protecting things, right?”

      “I suppose.”

      Midge leaned closer to me, lowering her voice. “Someone stole something from me. It’s not worth all that much, but…well, it means a lot to me.”

      I frowned. “What was stolen?”

      “I need your word you’ll keep this private. I can’t have rumors spreading about my B&B being a nest for criminals, or I’ll lose all my business. I pride myself on the safety of my guests in this establishment.”

      “I promise. But I’ll need you to tell me everything that happened in detail.”

      Midge nodded, a pink tinge on her cheeks. “It’s a...well, I have this spellbook,” Midge said, testing out the waters. “Normally, I keep it locked in my safe, but I used it today. I shoved it behind the front desk earlier, and now it’s gone.”

      “What sort of spellbook is worth keeping locked up?”

      “It’s not the fact that it’s a spellbook,” Midge said, a little annoyed. “It’s the contents of it. The title’s in Russian, so I don’t know exactly what it means. When I bought the book, the guy told me it loosely translates to: Intro to Magic for Dummies.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “It’s mine! I’m not very good at magic, see. I want to learn to be better, but it’s just so hard for me.”

      “That’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      “I’m using a spellbook made for humans. It’s supposed to be so basic even a non-paranormal could learn magic.” Midge threw her hands in the air. “For a witch living on a magical island, I’d say that’s pretty embarrassing.”

      “Surely you have some powers, seeing as you’re a witch.”

      “The basics. But in terms of actual spells, I’m crap. I can barely make a feather levitate. I mean, don’t most kids learn that the day they’re taught about magic?”

      “It doesn’t matter, Midge. You’re still a witch, and you run the most successful B&B on The Isle—the only B&B. Who cares if you can’t make feathers levitate?”

      “I care! We need to find the book before word gets out, or else I’ll be ruined.”

      “They’re not going to ruin you. Everyone loves you.”

      “Maybe, but I need that book back,” she said. “I was finally starting to see some results. Not great results, but I made some sunflowers bloom, and that’s more than I’ve ever done before with spells.”

      “Can’t you buy another? I thought it was a basic spellbook.”

      “It’s a limited edition, and the guy I bought it from told me there are only two others left. You don’t understand, Ainsley, I’ve tried everything: traditional magic, herbal, Greek, Norse, you name it. This is the only book that’s been helping. I need this one.”

      “Okay, let’s walk through the timeline. Do you have any surveillance for me to look at?”

      “What do you think this is? MAGIC, Inc.?” Midge shook her head. “I work the front desk. I’m the only one who sees people coming and going. I popped into the kitchen a few times to check on the food, so I guess someone could’ve snuck into the lobby while I was there and grabbed the book.”

      “Anyone could’ve popped in, Midge. The front door’s right there.”

      She shook her head. “It has to be someone who’s staying at the inn. Both the back and front doors have bells on them, so I’d have heard if I had a guest.”

      “Can you gather the guests who were around during the time of the theft? Let’s have them assemble in the dining room. I’d like to talk to them individually, and I don’t want any disappearing before I can get to them.”

      Midge nodded. “Will you make sure they keep things silent?”

      “I’ll do my best to convince them it’s best if this never leaves the inn.”

      I turned to follow Midge, but a voice from behind called my name, and I turned to find the excited eyes of Lily Locke, the island’s Mixologist, hurtling toward me.

      “Hi, Boss,” I said, as the slender, pretty woman threw herself into my arms for a hug. “How are you doing?”

      “It’s so good to see you! I’m glad you could get away from work for the weekend.” Lily stepped back and hoisted an overnight bag higher on her shoulder. “I’m really excited about this new mermaid tour. It’s supposed to be amazing.”

      “Yeah,” I murmured. “Me too. I think.”

      “What’s wrong?” She frowned. “Don’t tell me you’re still thinking about work. This is supposed to be a vacation. I’m sure Detective Beck wouldn’t be happy to hear you’re not relaxing.”

      “And I’m sure Ranger X would be upset if I told you something’s happened that has me investigating.”

      Curiosity rose in Lily’s eyes, and she leaned closer. “What’s wrong? We can figure it out together, and then get this vacation started. By the way, X says hello.”

      “Hello back,” I told her, and then leaned in even closer. “There’s been a theft.”

      Once I filled Lily in on the situation, we both made our way through the entryway, stopping to survey the front desk area where the spellbook was last seen.

      “It wouldn’t be that hard to sneak a book out of here,” Lily said. “Especially if Midge was in the kitchen. Anyone could’ve popped down from their room and grabbed it.”

      I agreed, taking one more minute to size up the timing of the theft, the layout of the entryway, and all possible entrances and exits. There were really only four main doors here: one to the front. One to the dining area, which was where we were headed. A back door, just visible past the hallway, and the final adjacent door that led upstairs to the rooms. Nobody could have entered without alerting Midge to their presence.

      “The guests are waiting for you,” Midge whispered. “Hello, Lily. Ainsley caught you up to speed?” At Lily’s nod, Midge continued. “I can’t tell you girls how much I appreciate this. Free night’s stay on me. Free dinner. Whatever you need to enjoy your time here.”

      “Don’t worry,” Lily said with a smile. “We’re happy to help. We’ll do our best to get this figured out and kept quiet.”

      “That’s all?” I asked, having peeked over Midge’s head while Lily was talking. “Five guests?”

      “I only have ten rooms, and with you ladies reserving half of them, the inn is mostly unoccupied today. There’s one more couple who was scheduled to stay another night, but they had to leave early this morning.”

      “Could they have left early because they took your spellbook?” I asked. “Are you positive on the time of the theft?”

      “I read the spellbook after they left. Those sunflowers you see out front? I made them bloom about half an hour before you arrived. Then I came back inside, set the book on the ledge behind the desk, and went to the kitchen for a cookie. I tidied up some back there, and twenty minutes later, I heard you arrive. I came back to the desk to check you in. After you went upstairs, I decided to practice more. That’s when I discovered it was gone.”

      Lily, too, peered over my shoulder to find the five guests sitting there. And then she groaned. Loudly. “Can anyone tell me why my grandmother is a suspect?”

      “She was here when the theft occurred,” Midge said defensively. “I told her she didn’t have to come down and be questioned, but she insisted. I know it couldn’t have been her; she’s been snoring like a demon for the last three hours.”

      “I’ll question her,” I said quickly. “No offense, Lily, but you’re probably biased.”

      “Please,” she said with an eyeroll, then pointed to an older man. “You have fun with the old woman. I’ll take someone else. What’s his story?”

      Midge quickly filled us in on her guests. There was an older wizard—a history professor from some esteemed college in Europe—sitting along the far wall. He sipped a cappuccino and peered through his glasses, looking quite distinguished. Next to him was an even older man, and Midge had no clue what he did or who he was, except that his name was Mr. Bill, and he was here on business from the mainland.

      Next, Midge pointed out a middle-aged couple who sat near each other, but were not touching. As we watched, they shot loaded glances at one another, not seeming to care who noticed.

      “They’ve been arguing non-stop,” Midge said. “In fact, I heard them arguing this morning.”

      Last but not least, Midge pointed out Hettie, Lily’s grandmother, who wore a shiny, deep blue dress made from some sort of odd velour material that shone under the lights. She filed her bright gold fingernails and whistled, looking absolutely over-the-moon about the fact she was considered a suspect in a theft.

      “I’ll take the oldest one,” Lily said. “It doesn’t look like he can move fast enough to have stolen the spellbook.”

      Midge, shuffling anxiously from one foot to the next, wrung her hands. “Just be careful, ladies, okay?”

      “We’ll be fine,” I assured her. “Who knows? Maybe it was a misunderstanding. Maybe one of them took it without realizing it belonged to you.”

      Midge didn’t look convinced, but she nodded along as Lily approached the oldest gentleman and asked him to come with her to a quiet corner of the dining area. I went for Hettie first. Skipping the formalities, I looped an arm through hers and marched Lily’s grandmother into the lobby.

      “Hello, Ainsley,” she said, bouncing with energy. “Did you come here to arrest me?”

      “Of course not. I know you didn’t steal anything,” I said, sitting next to her. “But I figured, why not interview you and say hello at the same time?”

      “I like it,” Hettie said. “Kill two birds with one stone.”

      “Where were you at the time of the theft?” I asked, a half-smile on my face. “By the way, that color looks great on you.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “I was wondering if Mr. Bill noticed me in there. He’s a bit old for me, don’t you think? Then again, if I went for the historian, people would call me a cougar.”

      I tried to keep a straight face as Hettie continued, but it became increasingly difficult. I’d worked with Hettie on top secret assignments recently, and without a doubt, I knew she hadn’t committed the theft.

      She was the most powerful witch in this building, and she had no use for a beginner’s spellbook. Still, I hadn’t become successful at my job by not being thorough.

      “Well?” she prompted. “I dodged giving you an alibi, didn’t you notice?”

      “I did notice,” I told her. “But I happen to know your alibi already. Midge says you were sleeping. Loudly.”

      “Was I sleeping?” She held a finger up and gave it a waggle. “What if I had tape recorded myself snoring and played it on a loop to lull Midge into a false sense of security? Then, what if I snuck out and stole whatever it is that’s stolen, and snuck back up to my room? Did you think about that?”

      “Did you do any of that?”

      “No,” Hettie said, her face crestfallen. “I really was sleeping. They don’t tell you this getting older business is exhausting.”

      “I know,” I said. “I tried to nap this afternoon, too, but it didn’t work out.”

      “Do you want to arrest me?”

      I shook my head. “Hettie, we both know this is a formality.”

      “Can you please just tell me not to leave town?”

      I sighed.

      “Please? I have to have some juicy gossip for my friends.”

      “Fine.” I surveyed her with a deadly serious look. “Hettie, please don’t leave town for the next few hours.”

      “Yes!” She leapt up, hurrying off toward her room. “I have to make some phone calls. Let the ladies know I’ve almost been arrested.”

      “Anything?” I asked, rejoining Lily between the dining room and the lobby. “Because your grandmother was a bust.”

      “Huh, I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      “We’ve got the couple left in the corner,” I said, “and the historian. Who do you want to take?”

      Lily wrinkled her nose. “I’ll take the couple, if you don’t mind questioning the historian.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I raised my eyebrows and gave a shrug. “Have fun?”

      “I’m sorry you got dragged into this. I know it was supposed to be a girls’ weekend, and you were supposed to leave work at home…”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I waved a hand. “Technically, ladies’ weekend doesn’t start until five o’clock. I have a few hours until I’m due for a cocktail.”

      “Ainsley, wait.” Lily rested a hand on my arm, stopping me in place. “I just realized something. What if it’s not about the spellbook?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Lily’s eyebrow inched up. “Midge seemed really jumpy over a little book, didn’t she? Wouldn’t you just buy another one?”

      “It was limited edition,” I said. “Plus, I think she’s just embarrassed.”

      “But what if…what if it’s more than that?” Lily asked with a frown. “What if there was something inside the book?”

      I glanced over my shoulder, but Midge was quietly looking over some log books at the front desk. “Are you saying you think Midge is leaving out information?”

      Lily leaned in closer, her eyes narrowed. “I’m just saying…there are only so many people here, and I’m not seeing a ton of motivation for someone to nab a magical spellbook for dummies.”

      I considered this, but I shook my head. “I don’t see Midge’s incentive to lie.”

      “I’m not saying she did, I’m just saying…think about it.”

      Lily straightened then, and in the next second, I felt someone’s presence behind me.

      “How’s it going, ladies?” Midge took a step closer to our small pow wow, leaning in as if to join a gossip circle. “Got anything yet?”

      My eyes flashed over her head to Lily, and I gave a subtle shake. “Not yet, but we’ll keep looking.”

      “Great,” she said, clasping her hands together in front of her body. “I’ll grab some of my famous cookies from the kitchen and heat water for tea to tide us over. Chef should be coming in any minute to start on dinner. Questioning suspects on an empty stomach can’t be good.”

      As Midge hustled off to the kitchen, Lily leaned in and whispered. “Think about it.”

      I considered it as I moved toward my next suspect. As much as I didn’t want to find a thief here on The Isle, it would be even worse to discover that Midge—the islander who we’d all come to know and love—had some other agenda.

      As I sat down across the table from my latest candidate, I cleared my throat and met his gaze, sizing him up.
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      “Business or pleasure?” I asked again. “What are the reasons for your travels, Dr. Ramshakin?”

      The historian had introduced himself, explaining that he collected and analyzed rare books for a living. Already, my hackles were on high alert. Maybe this silly little spellbook that Midge had discovered was worth a lot more than she thought.

      Enough for a historian to steal it, I wondered? Of anyone we’d interviewed, the collector of old books had the most motivation to take the book—even though I couldn’t imagine why he would resort to stealing. If anyone discovered he’d stolen the book, surely his reputation would be tarnished and the book would be near impossible to sell.

      Dr. Ramshakin peered through circular frames, his eyes enlarged thanks to the thick lenses of his glasses. “Is there really a difference?”

      I scratched my head. “Yes, there is. For example, I came here on vacation.”

      “Yes, but you appear to be working.”

      I bit my tongue on a response. The historian had been twisting my words around for the last twenty minutes, and I’d barely been able to glean a fact from him aside from his name. And even then, he hadn’t given me his first name.

      “Right, but the purpose of my trip was pleasure,” I replied. “If I’d come here specifically to work, then I’d be on a business trip.”

      “If you came here for pleasure and ended up working, wouldn’t there still be business on your trip?” Dr. Ramshakin asked. “I’m merely pointing out that the answer to your question isn’t black and white.”

      “What were your intentions,” I said through gritted teeth, “when you left on this trip?”

      “That’s not a fair question, either. I know how your lot work,” he said, his eyes blinking once. “You ask deliberately misleading questions in an effort to entrap me in a lie. Well, I won’t answer your questions unless they’re clear.”

      “Did you come here to have fun?!” I asked, my voice raising as I took out my badge and set it on the table. “Or did your work specifically ask you to come here for their purposes?”

      “I suppose neither,” he said, shifting in his seat, his eyes locked on the badge. “I didn’t come here for fun. I came here to work, but not for work.”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific,” I said, “because you’re not making sense, and there’s a theft I’m looking into here. If you don’t help me out, I’m going to start thinking you had something to do with it. Do you want to know what MAGIC, Inc. does with criminals?”

      “I came here to work—for myself,” he said. “I’m working on a project outside of the normal curriculum. Therefore, I suppose the answer to your question would be that I came here for pleasure. However, to me, it’s still work.”

      “A hobby?”

      “A theory,” he said, sinking into a more conversational tone as his eyes lit up. “I’m trying to collect a full library of historical spellbooks. Once I have the collection, I’ll be able to present it around the world, sell it to the highest bidder—whatever I want.”

      “What sort of collection?”

      “Spellbooks,” he repeated. “The first of their kind.”

      “What sort of spellbooks?”

      “Early ones,” he said. “Ones with limited edition runs where most of the copies were destroyed in wars. Pre-war spellbooks are becoming more rare by the day.”

      “Get out of here!” I muttered, suddenly distracted by four paws that had somehow freed themselves from my room and now pitter-pattered across the table. “Sorry, doctor, not you—this silly cat.”

      “Allow me.” The professor picked up the cat and gave him a few strokes, to which V purred and stretched happily. “Are we done here?”

      “No, I have a few more questions—”

      “Let me clarify,” the professor said. “I’m done here. My sugar levels are low, and I keep snacks in my room. If you must know, that’s where I was at the time of the theft.”

      “How do you know the time of the theft?”

      He blinked, looking startled. “Well, I suppose it was recently, judging by the fact that you’re only interviewing guests who are here now. If not, you’d interview the couple that took off this morning as if they’d seen a ghost.”

      “Don’t go far,” I warned as he stood. “We might have more questions for you.”

      As the historian got up to leave, I put my head down and jotted a few notes onto a napkin. I watched him leave the room, standing tall and dignified, until a voice from behind startled me.

      “Did you get a weird vibe from him, too?” Lily asked, sitting next to me. “Also, whose cat is that?”

      “I don’t know,” I murmured. “I suppose the cat’s here with me, but it’s not by my choice.”

      “I know how that goes,” Lily said with a laugh.

      I laughed too, and it felt good to break the sudden tension that’d seemed to settle over this place. “Did you find anything?”

      “Yeah. A piece of work,” Lily said, huddling closer to me. The dining room was now empty since we had released the guests back to their rooms after their interviews. They were ordered not to leave the premises, save for the coffee shop next door or the lawn out front.

      “The couple?” I asked. “What’s their story?”

      “Apparently they came here hoping for a second honeymoon. But instead, they’ve been arguing like cats and dogs,” she said. “That goes along with what Midge was saying.”

      “She said they had a fight this morning. Do you know what it was about?”

      “She says he’s being an arrogant prick, and he says she won’t stop nagging him.”

      “Do they have an alibi?”

      Lily blew a strand of hair out of her face. “Guess what their story is for the time of the theft?”

      I shrugged. “This is all beyond me.”

      “They were making up,” she said, waiting for the meaning to sink in. When it did, and my eyebrows raised, she nodded. “Right? That’s what I thought. I’m not sure I buy it.”

      “This is so strange,” I said. “Even if they’re having an argument, I don’t see how that equates to motivation to steal a spellbook.”

      “Beats me.” Lily shrugged. “What about the historian?”

      I caught Lily up on Dr. Ramshakin’s oddities, which only ended in more frowning and head scratching on both of our parts.

      “I suppose he has the most motive of all, but again…does he have an alibi?”

      “Low blood sugar,” I said with a roll of my eyes, and then clarified. “He was having a snack in his room.”

      “Okay…well, what’s next?” Lily asked. “We need proof—or, I suppose, ideally we’d get the spellbook back for Midge.”

      “Let’s swap,” I said. “I’ll dig some more on the people you interviewed, and you follow up on mine. Maybe we missed something. Dig into their backgrounds, make phone calls, whatever. Let’s meet back here in an hour.”

      Lily nodded and turned to leave. “Oh, Ainsley—what the heck is that cat of yours doing?”

      V had apparently decided to try and dig a hole through the wall nearest the kitchen. “Get over here, you weirdo,” I said. “We have work to do.”

      I picked up V, and the two of us headed upstairs. I needed some quiet time to think and straighten out my notes. Lily had a point; anyone could’ve done it, including Midge. The real question was why? The spell book must have meant something to someone…so what did it contain that was valuable enough to steal?
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      Forty minutes later, I waited downstairs for Lily to return. I’d found a few interesting things out from my contacts at MAGIC, Inc., but I needed to run them by Lily before I went around interviewing the guests again.

      Luckily, Lily was on the same page as me. “Guess what I found?” she cried, swinging around the corner before hurrying to join me at the table. “Your little historian wasn’t as honest as you might’ve thought.”

      “Neither is the husband in that honeymoon suite,” I said, waggling my eyebrows. “What’d you come up with?”

      “Guess where the historian is from?” Lily asked, excitedly. “Dr. Ramshakin isn’t his real name. He changed it. Now, he lives in France, but he grew up in Russia and didn’t leave until he was twenty-three years old.”

      “He has a French accent.”

      “Rehearsed,” Lily said. “I’m guessing it sounds better for his studies.”

      “Interesting,” I said. “Go on.”

      “Guess who owns two copies of the same book that was stolen?” Lily didn’t wait for me to guess before she continued. “That’s right, Dr. Ramshakin. If he managed to get his hands on Midge’s book, he’d have all known copies of that edition. He could name his price when he wanted to sell without any competition.”

      “Well, there’s our solid motive right there. Not to mention, an explanation for why he was being so dodgy when I asked about his collection.”

      “Exactly. Now, tell me what you found.”

      “Mr. Husband over in the honeymoon suite has a history of petty crimes. Thefts, trespassing—nothing violent, but there’s a definite slant to his record.”

      “But why take this?” Lily asked. “I mean, it’s one thing to swipe something if there’s an easy value to it—a wallet, or a potion, or something—but a little old book? How would he know if it’s valuable?”

      “Unless...” I raised a finger. “Unless he heard Dr. Ramshakin talking about the book, or his work, or the price tag involved in such work.”

      Lily caught on quickly. “And maybe Mr. Husband figured out that the book was worth something. The doctor obviously wanted it, so if Mr. Husband could get his hands on it first, he could sell it to the doctor at a steep markup.”

      “Cripes,” I said. “Is everyone involved in this thing?”

      “Come on,” Lily said. “For now, we’re sticking together.”

      “Who are we visiting first?”

      Lily’s eyes narrowed. “Let’s pay the doctor a visit.”
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      “Yes, I am from Russia,” Dr. Ramshakin said, a little more of the accent coming out as he paced his room in frustration. “You don’t need to know every detail of my life. What is this inquisition?”

      “We believe your work is tied to a missing spellbook,” I said. “Would you like to re-vamp some of your answers from before and tell me what brought you here?”

      “A missing spellbook?” He raised his eyebrows with renewed curiosity. “Is that what this is about? Which book are you after?”

      “Can you please answer the question?”

      “I told you; this trip is a mixture of work and...and fun, as you said. For me, there is no difference.”

      “Then we can assume you came here looking for the last book in your set,” I said. “Yes, we know you own two of the three known copies of the Russian pre-war spellbook made for humans.”

      Dr. Ramshakin looked ready to argue, but at the last second, he nodded. “What about my collection?”

      “The third book was stolen today—the very same spellbook that could make you a rich man. It was stolen from the hotel where you’re staying. Are you really saying you can’t see the connection?”

      “The book is here?” The historian flew to his feet. “I must see it—I have been searching for it for months. Years!”

      I eyed Lily in confusion. Either he was a decent actor, or he was legitimately surprised.

      “We don’t have it,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “That’s why we’re here.”

      “I didn’t take it!” Dr. Ramshakin looked to both of us. “Yes, I came to The Isle looking to complete my collection. But I’ve traveled the world before looking for it, and I’ve been wrong about its location numerous times. Are you saying I was finally correct?!”

      “We’re saying maybe you swung by the front desk, happened to glimpse the prize you’ve wanted for so long,” I suggested, walking my fingers through the air. “And then swiped it.”

      “No.” He turned to face us both. “Of course I didn’t—I wouldn’t! The book would make me rich. I can afford to pay for it.”

      I pursed my lips. “Midge wasn’t willing to part with it. So, if she wouldn’t sell it, there’s really only one way for you to acquire it…”

      “I didn’t! I wouldn’t,” he growled. “I—I have an alibi.”

      “Low blood sugar?” I didn’t bother to hide my suspicion. “Eating a snack here, in a room, where nobody else can vouch for your whereabouts?”

      “I came here on a personal trip! I didn’t know I’d be questioned about my whereabouts. If I had, maybe I would’ve eaten in the dining room.”

      “Or maybe you were too busy looking over the spellbook you’d just stumbled upon.”

      “I don’t—I didn’t take anything! You’ve got the wrong man.” Dr. Ramshakin looked thoughtful for a moment. “In fact, I can prove it.”

      “You can?” Lily asked, surprised. “Why didn’t you say so earlier?”

      Looking miffed, Dr. Ramshakin moved over to his desk. “It’s not a perfect alibi, but you can see here…the ink is fresh. I was writing a letter to a colleague about this very book while eating my snack. You can look for yourself.”

      Dr. Ramshakin picked up the letter and looked at it, reading it aloud as he scanned it over. “...would be very valuable to me. I came here after following the trail for the third book. This manuscript is believed to be on The Isle, and therefore, I will be staying here until I confirm its existence.”

      Lily face shadowed, and she hesitated, perturbed. “Did anyone see this letter?”

      “Why would it matter?” he asked, confused. “I was writing it during the time of the theft.”

      I looked to Lily, but I didn’t comment aloud. The swiping of the book would’ve taken all but a few seconds. If someone had caught wind of the book’s worth and popped downstairs to peek around, finding the lobby empty to their immense good fortune and the book in question sitting out behind the podium, it might have been possible. Far-fetched, maybe, but possible.

      “No,” he said, looking miffed. “Of course not. I haven’t sent it yet.”

      “Maybe housekeeping,” I said. “Or Midge. She has a key to every room.”

      “Do you read aloud often?” Lily asked him. “Like you just did?”

      “I suppose,” he says. “English is my third language. It is easiest for me to read aloud to catch my errors.”

      “If someone was listening closely enough, they probably could’ve heard from outside the room,” I said. “Which brings our suspect list back to…well, everyone.”

      “If you’ll excuse me,” the doctor said. “My blood sugar levels are low again. I like to eat in private.”

      Lily and I left him alone, sharing a confused look as we made our way downstairs.

      “Shall we interview the husband next?” I asked. “See what his past is all about?”

      “I guess,” Lily said thoughtfully. “I don’t have much to go on with the other man—Mr. Bill. Did you find anything?”

      “Nothing except the fact that Hettie’s interested in him,” I said, as we descended the last stair to the landing and paused in the entryway. “Except he might be too old.”

      “I’m not too old,” Mr. Bill said, surprising us as he appeared around the corner from the dining room. “So, if she reconsiders, let her know I’m interested.”

      Lily wrinkled her nose, obviously wanting no part in any such thing, watching with unease as Mr. Bill clomped slowly toward the back door. It took awhile, his cane clunking a resounding thud with each step he took.

      “Well, he can’t move anywhere quietly,” I said. “I think we can rule him out as the thief. Unless...” I gasped. “Lily!”

      “What is it?”

      Glancing around suspiciously, I nodded at Lily to come out the front door. She followed as I descended the front steps and came to a stop in the midst of Midge’s sunflowers.

      “What is it?” Lily asked. “Is this about Mr. Bill saying he’s interested in my grandmother? I mean, I’m not a huge fan, but I guess it’s Hettie’s life, and her choice, and—”

      “Look!” I interrupted, pointing straight ahead. Next door to the B&B sat a local coffee shop, a little hut run by a caffeine addled wizard. “Just wait.”

      We waited a few moments, Lily sending confused glances in my direction.

      “Just wait,” I prompted her. “I have a thought.”

      Finally, my thought appeared just as I’d suspected. Mr. Bill had popped next door to grab a coffee, and he was currently emerging with a piping hot Caffeine Cup, the lid still off as smoke curled to the sky. He paused for a moment to add creamer.

      I pointed him out. “Notice anything odd about this scene?”

      Lily surveyed the layout before us. “Is that…?”

      “You’re seeing what I’m seeing, then?”

      “That’s Mr. Bill. Walking around without a cane.” Lily turned to me. “He’s not crippled at all.”

      We watched as a woman with a baby strapped to her chest nearly swung into him. He nimbly jumped out of the way, somehow managing not to spill the piping hot liquid all over them both.

      “What is he?” Lily gasped. “Who is he? Even I don’t have that much agility.”

      “Exactly.”

      “What if he’s lying about everything? What if he’s using some sort of spell to make himself all old and suspicious when, really, he was after the book this whole time?”

      “The whole reason I pulled you out here in the first place,” I said, my voice rising in agitation, “is because there’s no way he could’ve overheard me talking to Hettie about him. I mean, if he truly was almost deaf. We were whispering.”

      “When I interviewed him, he had to ask me to repeat myself a hundred times,” Lily said, understanding dawning on her. “That creep! He is putting on an act. Even I couldn’t hear what Hettie was saying when you two were talking. There’s no way he should’ve been able to, either.”

      I bit my lip, watching as Mr. Bill re-discovered his limp the closer he came to the B&B. “Don’t give any sign that we’re suspicious,” I warned. “Let’s find out more about him before we give him any indication we’re onto him.”

      “Maybe he’s a spy.” Lily looked to me with raised eyebrows. “Or am I taking this way too far?”

      “At this point, I’m willing to believe anything,” I said. “Until we find out, don’t say a word.”

      Mr. Bill approached the entrance, and Lily and I broke away, pretending to examine the flowers out front.

      “Any luck?” he asked us in a croaking old voice. “Any thoughts on who might’ve dunnit?”

      Lily and I exchanged a quick look. “Unfortunately, no,” I admitted. “Midge asked us to gather some flowers for the dinner bouquets since we seemed to have hit a dead end.”

      “What’s that you said?” he crooned, holding a hand to his ear. “Dinner croquet?”

      Lily gestured toward the flowers, miming cutting them, gathering them up, and sticking them in a vase. “Go on inside,” she said, waving him onward. “See you at dinner.”

      As he hobbled up the front steps, I had to turn my face away so I didn’t reveal my incredulous expression. His act was a good one—up until the moment he’d let it drop and gave us a glimpse into a much younger, much more spry Mr. Bill than he wanted us to see.

      “I’m going to see if Hettie knows anything about him,” Lily says. “Maybe she’ll have a few thoughts.”

      “She’ll love being involved,” I said with an eyeroll. “Knowing your grandmother, she’ll volunteer to go on a date with him to get more information.”

      There was a long pause as Lily and I surveyed one another.

      At the same time, we both shook our heads. “Nah,” we said in unison.

      “What’s too dangerous for me?” Hettie asked, popping up behind the sunflowers. “And who do y’all want me to date?”

      “Nobody,” Lily said quickly. “Forget about it.”

      “I got major hex appeal,” Hettie said, popping one hip out and flaunting a leg. “I got dinner reservations in ten minutes. You want me to have company or not?”
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      Our plan wasn’t a great one, but, still, it was a plan.

      Dinner was set to begin in eight minutes. Hettie would ask Mr. Bill to be her dinner companion and attempt to get a read on exactly how old and frail he truly was.

      Meanwhile, Lily and I were heading up to interview the honeymooners. I would stay behind and interview Mr. Husband-with-a-rap-sheet while Lily invited the wife to dinner. We’d get them separated and hopefully discover the discrepancies in their earlier stories, if there were any to find.

      The historian would be down at dinner as well, but I’d almost ruled him out at this point. If he’d truly stolen the spellbook, he should have already been gone. He knew the value of it, and he wouldn’t have hung around waiting to get caught.

      If we were lucky, something—or someone—would break, and we would be on our way to recovering the spellbook and alerting the Rangers to a thief. Lily had gotten ahold of Ranger X, and he was on his way over here to help with the questioning. He hadn’t alerted the rest of the Rangers—not yet—at Midge’s request.

      Speaking of Midge, she’d ducked out of sight for the last few interviews and hovered in the back of the kitchen. She’d been hard to pin down all afternoon, and I was still trying to decipher if it was embarrassment keeping her in hiding, or something more. If we didn’t get a lead at dinner, we might have to take a closer look at the innkeeper.

      “Do you hear that?” Lily whispered. “Is someone crying?”

      I stopped in place on the stairwell, hearing the sound, too. A faint gasp for air followed by sounds of gentle sobs. I pointed upward, and Lily nodded.

      A few more steps around the corner, and we found our mystery crier—Louise, the female half of the honeymooning couple. She looked startled to see us, though she didn’t bother to hide her red eyes or the glitter of tears on her cheek.

      “Louise?” Lily asked, softly, “is something wrong?”

      “Of course it is!” Her shoulders shook. “We’re arguing on what’s supposed to be a romantic getaway.”

      “About what?” I asked. “Can we help?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. It’s stupid little things—I’m just…I’m upset. We came here to relax and have a good time together, and we can’t seem to keep from saying the wrong thing to each other.”

      I sat down next to her. “I’m really sorry.”

      “It’s fine, I just…” She sniffed and looked at me. “I really love him, you know? It’s so frustrating to be arguing all the time; we just can’t seem to get on the same page.”

      “How long have you been married?” Lily sat down, too. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “Three years.” She looked up at us. “We’re not always like this, you know. My husband is a very sweet man, and I know he loves me too…”

      We waited as Louise paused for another round of quiet tears. “I’m just boring you guys. I know you’re busy looking into—what is it that you’re looking into?”

      “Never mind,” Lily said quickly, meeting my gaze over Louise’s head. “Let me buy you some dinner. We can chat, and…it’ll be nice. Come on—it sounds like you need a girls’ night.”

      Louise looked unsure. “I don’t want to interrupt you ladies.”

      “Really,” Lily said. “We’ve hit a brick wall anyway, and I’m starving.”

      “I’m going to head on up,” I said, as the three of us stood. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

      Lily made meaningful eye contact with me before gently resting a hand on Louise’s shoulder and guiding her downstairs. I understood the message loud and clear: find Louise’s husband and get my questions over with.

      After the two women had left, I turned and continued my trek to the second floor. I wondered if, maybe, part of the couple’s arguments had stemmed from the fact that Louise’s husband had taken a book that didn’t belong to him. Or, more likely, he was feeling irritable and on edge because we were closing in on him.

      As I pondered this, I opted for one more detour, stopping by my room to outfit myself with a bit of defense—just in case.

      I opted for the Stunner I’d packed—a nifty little wand passed out by my boss that acted somewhat like a human Taser. Except it was a hundred times more efficient and, of course, made with magic.

      A witch had to watch her back around here, I thought, tucking it into the pocket of my jeans. No telling what a cornered thief might do if he or she suspected that Lily and I were closing in on them. It didn’t hurt to be prepared.

      A sudden flash of movement from near my suitcase sent my pulse skyrocketing as a whirl of dark gray shot toward the door. V moved so fast he appeared to be a wisp of smoke, though it took several minutes for my heart rate to slow after he left the room. Apparently, this case was getting to me more than I’d thought. I wasn’t normally spooked easily—and definitely not by cats.

      “V, come back here,” I called, lazily. “You know it’s not sanitary for you to be in the dining room at dinner.”

      Of course, there was no response. After all, I was yelling to a cat.

      Sighing, I double-checked my Stunner and eased into the hallway, closing and locking the door behind me. A sense of unease set in as I inched through the hallway, looking for signs of the cat who had apparently adopted me as some sort of human companion.

      “V.” I hissed. “Get back here, you crazy cat. Why don’t you lounge around and be cranky like the rest of your species?”

      V still hadn’t appeared by the time I’d done a quick check of the rest of the inn. I glanced in the dining room, found everyone eating dinner as they should be, and scoured the entryway. I peeked outside, but found nothing.

      Eventually, I figured the cat had either made his way back up to my room, or he was hanging out on the second floor—which was where I needed to be, anyway. If I couldn’t find V, at least I could try and find Louise’s husband. I wanted to question him before Lily and Louise finished dinner.

      “Hello, Dale?” I called as my feet brought me to a stop outside their room on the second floor. I used the name Lily had given me and knocked once on the door. “Dale? It’s Ainsley. Just wondering if I could ask you a couple really quick questions.”

      No answer.

      “I promise, this will only take two seconds,” I said, leaning closer, surprised to find the door cracked open just a hair. “If you could just—”

      At that moment, the door creaked open another few inches. I glanced down, found one furry paw peeking outside, and nearly had a heart attack.

      “How the heck did you get here?” I bent over and scooped up V, one of the first times I’d ever held the cat, and looked mystified into his eyes. “Was the door open when you got here? Did you sneak inside, you little rascal? Did you find Dale?”

      I hesitated, not sure what I wanted the answer to be. I needed to talk to him, but what if Dale’s rap sheet was just the start of his problems? What if I’d stumbled on—

      “Crap, V! Get back here!” I muttered as the cat leapt from my arms and flung his body at the door. The honeymoon suite sat fully exposed as the door flew open, banging against the wall. The cat landed gently on the floor, then streaked the rest of the way through the room, hopping up on the bed and curling up on the pillow.

      “Can’t you do that in your own room?” I asked. “As if taking over my room isn’t enough, you need to take over this one, too?”

      I stepped over the threshold, unable to help myself from scanning its contents. The room was a mess—clothes thrown everywhere, the closet partly ajar, the bathroom light still glowing around the closed door.

      “I guess they fight by throwing things,” I murmured, inching my way further into the room. “You’re in so much trouble, V. I don’t know what’s worse: leaving you here, or bringing you back with me. But I don’t want Dale and Louise to find an evil furball on their pillow, looking like a scheming—”

      I stopped abruptly as I stubbed my toe on an open suitcase. Jackets and shirts had been flung so thoroughly over it I hadn’t noticed the lump on the floor. Hopping around on one foot, I bit my lip and struggled to keep my yelps of pain to a minimum.

      A few more hops, however, and I’d gotten my other leg tangled in a discarded blanket, and I clattered to the floor, landing hard inside the suitcase.

      “Ow!” Seeing as I’d fallen into a suitcase, I’d expected to land on a soft pile of clothes.

      However, that was not the case. Something hard and painfully square—with very sharp edges—had broken my fall. As I lifted my aching body from the pile of junk, I glared down at the culprit, surprised to find the very thing I’d been looking for all along.

      I’d fallen, quite literally, onto the Russian spellbook that’d started this whole fiasco.

      No doubt about it, there were little alphabet-like characters on the front that made as much sense to me as hieroglyphics, though I recognized them to be Cyrillic. This had to be Midge’s book.

      I picked it up, the hairs prickling on the back of my neck as I studied the old, forgotten text. The pages felt soft beneath my fingers, almost malleable, and some of the words were smeared as I scanned through them. Sure enough, dog-eared on page eighteen, was the spell to bring sunflowers to life.

      Without a doubt, I’d identified my thief.

      So, where was he? If Dale had taken off, why had he left the book?

      I jumped up, spinning toward the bathroom door and surveying the glow of light through fresh eyes.

      I’d been wrong.

      Dale hadn’t left.

      “Put the book down,” a shaky voice spoke from behind me, “and nobody will get hurt.”
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      I spun around, raising my hands in the air. “Louise?”

      “Throw me the thing in your pants,” she said, her fingers trembling as she gestured to my weapon. “Now. Please.”

      I reached behind me for the Stunner and gently rolled it across the floor. “I’m unarmed. I just want to talk; I’m not even supposed to be working, so I’d greatly appreciate it if you didn’t kill me.”

      “Kill you?” she murmured faintly, looking weak at the thought. “I’m not going to kill you! I just borrowed the stupid book is all, and I didn’t want you to shoot me.”

      Louise had picked up the Stunner, but she could barely hold it in her hands without wobbling all over the place.

      “You did what?”

      “I borrowed the stupid book, and I know I shouldn’t have, but…I never meant for anyone to notice.”

      “Louise, relax. Please put the weapons down so I can understand what happened.”

      “Fine, but don’t…blast me with your magic, or whatever. I know your type—you magical people.”

      I shot her a confused look. “Obviously you’re one of us if you’re on The Isle.”

      “By marriage,” she said, a shadow of insecurity flickering across her face. “I went through Orientation. I inherited the basic magic sets, but what they don’t tell you in class is how completely inferior it feels to be adopted into this culture.”

      “You’re human,” I said, understanding. “You used to be, anyway. And now, you’ve opted to join us.”

      She nodded. “They told me during Orientation that I’d be able to learn magic—at least, some of it. But I can’t even turn on a light with a spell!”

      “Not all of us paranormals have some great power, anyway,” I said. “It doesn’t matter; it’s not a requirement to be part of this world. Just like humans aren’t all tall and beautiful and smart. We’re all different.”

      “My husband is a genius,” she said. “He can grow trees and wash dishes and break curses. What can I do? Do you think I can so much as turn on the faucet?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m sure your husband loves you for who you are. He married you when you had no magical powers, after all.”

      “Maybe, but... but—” she stopped abruptly. “But I don’t feel like I’m good enough for him.”

      “Why did you take the spellbook, Louise?”

      Her fingers shook. “I don’t have to answer that.”

      “I can help you if you cooperate,” I said. “I’m sure Midge will understand you didn’t mean to cause her any harm. Just talk to me.”

      “I don’t want to be in trouble,” she said, her voice ragged. “I just wanted to learn a simple spell to impress my husband. I love him so much, I really do, and...” A sob wracked her chest.

      She raised her hands to clutch her face, and in the process, let the Stunner drop to the floor. I leapt forward and caught it before the thing could misfire and hurt someone.

      “Come here, Louise,” I said, leading her to the bed. I inched the door shut with my foot and sat next to her. “Take a breath and tell me what happened.”

      “We’ve been fighting left and right,” she said, now fully sobbing. “I just want to go back to the way things were. This honeymoon was supposed to bring us closer than ever, but I made a mistake. I saw Midge practicing out front with the spellbook—she made these beautiful sunflowers come to life before my eyes.”

      “Then Midge came inside and set the book down behind the counter, and you saw your opportunity.”

      “I swear I just wanted to borrow the thing for a few hours and learn to bloom flowers. I meant to return it, and then...”

      “And then what?”

      “I tried a love spell.”

      “A love spell?!” I winced. “Those are incredibly difficult for even advanced wizards.”

      “I know, and my poor husband...”

      “Where is Dale?”

      Louise sniffled, stood, and then slumped forward across the room. She reached the bathroom door and took a deep, shuddering breath. “Please don’t judge me, Ainsley.”

      “Let’s see him.”

      She cracked open the door, peeked through, and sucked in a deep breath. “He’s there. He’s been in there for hours and won’t come out. I had to lock him in here because I panicked, and I didn’t know what to do. I intended to look for an antidote after dinner.”

      “Oh, Louise.” I stifled a grin as I knelt by the side of the tub. Dale sat in a bubble bath with so many bubbles he was only visible from the neck up. He had his eyes closed and a bottle of champagne in his hand, humming a tune only audible to himself.

      “I’ve never seen him like this,” she said, clasping her hands in front of her body. “He looks...so happy.”

      “There she is!” Dale’s eyes flashed open at the sound of Louise’s voice. “Come in, honeypot. I’ve got the water waiting for you.”

      “When I said I wanted things to go back to the way they were,” Louise whispered to me, “I meant the real Dale. This is—um, excessive.”

      “Well, it looks like you somehow finagled the spell to work,” I said, peering into Dale’s eyes and seeing pupils so dilated his irises barely showed. “But don’t worry, it’s harmless. Ranger X can take care of him in two seconds when he gets here.”

      “Take care of what?” A voice rolled through the doorway, deep and dark and intimidating.

      “Hey there, X.” I popped to my feet and extended my hand for a shake. The man was handsome and smart, and a perfect fit for Lily. “We need an antidote for this guy. Think you can help us out?”

      “What’s wrong with him?” X asked. “And why is he naked?”

      “Love spell.”

      “I’m out of here,” he growled, giving me a look of sheer disappointment. “I thought this was an emergency. Lily said something about a theft?”

      “Long story,” I said. “Can you get a Healer over here to fix him up?”

      Ranger X grimaced and backed out of the room. “I don’t know how you girls find this much trouble wherever you go.”

      “We’re experts,” I said with a wink.

      By this time, the rest of the group had appeared. I ushered everyone out of the bathroom to give Dale his lovesick privacy until the Healer arrived, and quickly explained the story to Lily and Midge. The rests of the guests must have heard the commotion, sidling out of their rooms and eavesdropping on the three of us.

      “Please don’t press charges,” Louise pleaded. “Or whatever it is you people do. I swear, I just wanted to impress my husband. I didn’t know the book was valuable. I’ll pay you for it—I’ll…I’ll wash dishes. Name it.”

      “Or, I can take the book off your hands,” Dr. Ramshakin offered to Midge. “Name your price.”

      “It’s not for sale,” Midge said shortly. “The rest of you may return to your business. This has been sorted out, and I thank you for your cooperation. Meals are on me for the remainder of your stays.”

      Mr. Bill stood, giving Hettie a wink and blowing a kiss.

      “What’s your story, anyway?” Lily demanded. “We know you don’t need a cane, and you can hear just fine.”

      “Sometimes if I pretend to be older than my years,” Mr. Bill said, leaning seductively close to Lily’s grandmother, “the young’uns like Hettie here show more interest. They think I’m closer to leaving them all my money when I croak.”

      “That’s horrible,” Hettie tittered, fanning herself. “But do you really think I’m a young’un?”

      “If you ever want to have dinner again, you let me know.”

      With that, Mr. Bill disappeared, and Lily fixed her grandmother with a stare.

      “Don’t you even think about it, Hettie,” Lily said. “There’s something wrong with that man. Also, you’re not young.”

      Hettie scowled.

      “Maybe stubborn,” Lily conceded. “But you passed young a few years back.”

      “Why shouldn’t I press charges?” Midge asked Louise, returning us to the trouble of the afternoon. “You stole my book, ruined a day at the inn, and put your husband in a silly trance.”

      “I...” Louise had tears streaming down her face. “I love him. I saw the beautiful flowers you created, and I thought just maybe, if I could create beauty the way you did, and show my husband, then maybe he’d be impressed. I don’t know, I just wanted him to fall in love with me all over again.”

      “What were you fighting about?” Lily asked.

      “I had snuck away to watch Midge practice,” she said. “And I didn’t want to tell him where I’d gone. He was annoyed and thought I was keeping secrets. I mean, I guess I was, but it was for him.”

      “I’m not going to press charges,” Midge said. “Under one condition.”

      “Anything,” Louise said. “Whatever you ask.”

      “Just be yourself,” Midge said with a bigger smile. “Your husband married you for who you are. Who you were—magic or no magic. Don’t try and become something you’re not.”

      “Thank you, Midge,” Louise said, her eyes widening. “I promise—I’ll try.”

      “Good. Then, come back here for a real honeymoon once you’ve straightened things out.”

      “Oh, thank you,” Louise said, bending down to hug the tiny innkeeper. “Thank you, thank you, Midge.”

      By the time the Healer arrived to reverse the spell on Dale, the rest of us had migrated down to the dining room to give Louise and her husband some privacy. Judging by the smiles on their faces when they joined us for a nightcap later in the evening, they’d sorted a few issues out and were on their way to a happier ever after.

      I glanced around at the room, finding Hettie and Lily whispering to one another, recently joined by Lily’s cousin’s Zin—the first female Ranger in training—and Poppy, the blood intolerant vampire.

      V basked in their attention, satisfied that he’d successfully thwarted our girls’ weekend and weaseled his way into our plans. Then again, it was hard to be terribly mad, seeing as the cat’s shenanigans had led us to retrieving the manuscript successfully.

      “To a girls’ weekend,” Hettie said, raising her glass of wine. “And to successfully getting arrested for the first time.”

      “You didn’t get arrested,” I pointed out to Hettie. “We barely questioned you.”

      “Also, you’ve been arrested before,” Poppy said. “I found your file in Ranger HQ. You have a naughty past, Hettie.”

      “Ooops,” Hettie said, a surprising blush on her cheeks. “Rewind. Let’s save those stories until you’re older and try this again. Here’s to a weekend with the girls and no arrests!”

      The rest of us raised our glasses and clinked, and when nobody else was looking, I poured a little milk into a martini glass for V. The cat and I had a rivalry going on, but I guess somewhere underneath, he had my back, and I had his.

      “But, if you even think about eating my fish,” I warned him while scratching the cat’s ears, “I’m turning you into a worm.”
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