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Chapter 1
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“When is this parade gonna start?” Granny grumbled, adjusting the wool scarf around her neck. “My legs are getting tired from standing here and doing nothing.”

“Oh, c’mon, Granny,” Thea said, wrapping an arm around her and rubbing her shoulders as a way to build up some heat. “It isn’t that bad being out here.”

“I think the floats are going to come by soon.” Pippa piped up happily as she scrolled through her social media, searching for updates on the parade. “At least, I hope so.”

Jesse rubbed his hands together before shoving them in his pockets, the chill of the autumn wind numbing them almost completely. “I hope so, too. I can’t really feel my ears anymore.”

“That happens to you too?” Pippa asked him. She giggled lightly. “I can’t feel my nose either.”

Thea Beal and her loved ones stood along the sidewalks of Ardensville, alongside hundreds of other citizens. Standing in the cold as a bone chilling wind cut daggers into their skin wasn’t an ideal situation to be in, but they thought it was worth it. After all, the Homecoming parade only happened once every year. It was an event to celebrate with the whole family.

“It would be a shame if they postponed it again,” Granny commented, leaning into Thea’s warmth. “They already postponed it once because of that boy’s murder investigation, which was the right decision. Who wants to celebrate anything knowing that a young man’s life was just taken away?”

Thea hummed, nodding in agreement. “They only planned to go ahead with the parade after the investigation was closed and today is the date they decided to have it. I doubt they canceled again. They would have notified everyone by now.”

Granny let out a small discontented noise, crossing her arms over her chest. “I hope they didn’t cancel it. That means I spent most of my time in this cold for nothing.”

“Cheer up, Granny. Look at how happy everyone is.” Thea said, motioning to the crowds of people around them. 

The streets were buzzing with excitement. Everyone was bundled up in heavy layers of clothing to protect from the mid-October cold. However, the freezing temperature outside wasn’t enough to cease the overwhelming smiles and laughter that took over the scene. Thea hadn’t felt this type of excitement since the Harvest Festival. The event happened only a few weeks ago, but since their lives had gotten hectic over time, she felt as if years had passed since then.

Feeling a nudge at her arm, Thea glanced at Granny before following her line of sight. Across the street stood Max and Mira, holding each other’s hands as they waited for the parade to start. The sight evoked a smile from Thea, who laughed quietly to herself. Soon enough, she called over Pippa and Jesse so that they could observe the young couple as well.

“Aww,” Pippa cooed, clasping her hands together. “They look adorable together. I’m so happy for them.”

“I’m glad that they were finally able to be with each other,” Jesse said with a small smile. “They deserve that happiness. Especially Max. He probably suffered a lot over what happened.”

“Mira told me that he never stops smiling when he’s around her,” Pippa remarked, linking her arm with Jesse’s. His eyes widened. “Don’t you think that’s cute?”

Jesse turned a faint shade of pink, amusing Thea and Granny. He nodded. “O-Of course. It’s great. I-I’m happy for the two of them.”

Pippa snuggled into Jesse’s jacket sleeve. “Me too.”

Her actions were enough to make Jesse’s entire face redden. He couldn’t even feel the cold air anymore. Granny and Thea exchanged knowing looks before laughing to themselves. Mira and Max’s relationship was well underway, and by the looks of it, so was Jesse and Pippa’s. Thea couldn’t be happier.

Suddenly, the block erupted with abrupt cheers and boisterous excitement. Up ahead, the first float finally rounded the corner. It descended the street to the crowd’s delight. Applause and clamor wafted throughout the scene as people began snapping photos and recording videos with their phones. Thea craned her neck over the crowd, letting out an amazed breath as the float passed directly in front of them.

She was glad the event finally happened. By the looks of it, the participants spent a lot of time and effort designing their floats. Everything proved worthwhile in the end.

Just as Thea was about to start taking photos with her phone as well, an unexpected tap on her shoulder jolted her upright. Turning around, she saw Blaine dressed up in his work attire. She furrowed her eyebrows as she looked at him up and down, wondering why he was in uniform while a parade was going on. She wasn’t expecting him to work that day in the first place.

“Blaine?” she asked him, removing her arm from around Granny and facing him directly. “What’s going on? Weren’t you going to watch the parade with us?”

He sighed, scratching the back of his neck. “I’m sorry, Thea, but my plans suddenly changed because of work...” he trailed off, taking a brief look around their surroundings. He didn’t want to disclose too much information around so many people. “Can I talk with you about this in private?”

Thea threw a glance over her shoulder towards Granny, Pippa, and Jesse. The three of them were chatting amongst themselves, preoccupied with the parade and the floats. She didn’t think they would mind her absence that much. She accepted Blaine’s offer and followed him as he led her to a less populated area of the street, away from the festivities.

“Did something bad happen?” Thea asked nervously, searching Blaine’s expression for anything that would give away his emotions.

He swallowed down the knot in his throat, meeting Thea’s gaze directly. “Yeah. It’s pretty bad, actually. I would have told you through text that I wasn’t going to be able to be with you guys, but things got so crazy at the station I wasn’t able to.”

“...What happened?” Her heart hammered against her chest as Blaine’s face turned to stone.

“We found a body on one of the floats in the warehouse storage this morning,” he explained.

Thea gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. An uneasiness settled in her chest. On such a special day, how did something like this happen? 

“Who was it?” she whispered out weakly, grimacing as the possibilities of who the victim could be ran through her mind. “Please don’t tell me it was a student.”

“We were able to identify the body already. It was last year’s Homecoming queen,” Blaine said quietly, just as unnerved by the events as Thea. “Rhianna Stewart.”
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Thea’s mouth went dry as she searched for the right words. A deep feeling of sadness soon came over her as the gravity of the situation settled in her chest. Another murder in such a short period of time. She wouldn’t be surprised if this sparked some sort of restlessness in the townspeople.

Although she didn’t know the girl personally, Thea assumed that she was well-liked if she was named Homecoming queen the year prior. This was leaving a bitter taste in her mouth, even with the few details Blaine provided her.

“How was the state of the body?” she asked warily, unsure if she wanted to know the extent of what happened. Considering the parade was still going on, she was worried that knowing too much would ruin her mood.

Blaine shook his head. “I don’t know too much about what happened just yet. I wasn’t the one who saw the body, it was one of my officers. He told me it appeared like a head injury. He didn’t say much else because he has to file a report detailing what happened before more details can come out.”

“That’s understandable,” Thea replied. Her stomach was churning. “Does Aunt Tiegan know about what happened?”

“Of course. The police notified her a few minutes before the parade started and they talked about canceling the whole thing,” he explained, checking his watch frequently. He didn’t have too much time to spare. “Your Aunt didn’t want to ruin the day for everyone and instead just told them to pull the float that the body was found on and continue with the event.”

Thea clenched her jaw, staring at the floats that were descending down the street as they spoke. To say she was unsettled would be an understatement. 

“I have to get back to the department soon,” Blaine informed her, brushing out the wrinkles in his clothing and wiping the exhaustion from his eyes. “I know that this was a sorry excuse of a visit from me, but I’m glad I was able to see and talk to you a bit.”

“Don’t worry about it, Blaine. I know that you’re busy,” she replied, sending him a warm smile that he appreciated greatly.

“I’ll keep you updated, okay?” he reassured her, leaning in to give her a quick kiss. “We’re thinking that it was an accident, but we’re pulling the security footage to make sure. I’ll be free tomorrow evening for our date, I promise.”

“The homecoming game, right?” she called out to him as he hurried off. 

He nodded, waving at her as he departed. “I’ll try and text you if I have free time.”

With a tight smile, she watched as he turned a corner and disappeared from her line of sight. Once she was alone, she exhaled deeply. Placing a hand over her chest, she could feel how hard her heart was beating in her chest. She needed to tell someone. Otherwise, she felt like she was going to go crazy.

Snaking her way through the crowd, she managed to return to the spot where she left Pippa, Jesse, and Granny. Without much of an explanation, Thea asked them to follow her to a less crowded area. Even though they were reluctant, since they were enjoying the parade, they followed after her all the same. 

“What’s going on, Thea? You look pale,” Granny said, placing the back of her hand on Thea’s cheek and forehead. “Are you coming down with a cold or something? When we get home, I’ll make you some tea.”

“I-I’m fine, Granny, I promise. I’m just...” she stumbled on her words as she ran a frustrated hand through her hair. “I just talked to Blaine and he told me that the police found a body on one of the floats before the parade started.”

Pippa gasped loudly while Jesse gaped at the news. Granny stiffened. 

“It was last year’s Homecoming queen, Rhianna Stewart,” Thea continued, which made Pippa even more jittery. Jesse placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, hoping that it would somewhat calm her down.

“Rhianna?” Pippa repeated, shaking her head at the news. “She was pretty popular around town. A lot of people would talk about her, and apparently...” she leaned in closer, dropping her voice down to a whisper. “People thought that she was a siren.”

“Hmm,” Granny said, tapping a finger on her jaw as she thought about the implications of Rhianna being a siren. “That would make the girl very alluring, especially to the male population of this town.”

“That would have caused problems, huh?” Thea asked, to which Granny nodded solemnly.

“Of course. It would have caused passionate infatuation in the men and intense jealousy in the women,” Granny explained. She huffed out a breath. “The green-eyed monster of envy. I’m sure that must have created a lot of issues for the girl.”

“A siren...?” Jesse muttered out, scrunching up his face in confusion. “Doesn’t that mean she needed to sing in order to lure men in or something?”

Granny waved that off. “That’s just an old wives’ tale. Sirens don’t have to do much to attract people to them. The inherent magic that they possessed was more than enough.”

After a few more minutes of worried discussion, and as the parade neared to a close, they decided to head off in their own ways. Granny returned home while Pippa hurried off towards A Novel Idea to begin her shift. Meanwhile, Thea and Jesse walked in silence towards A Stitch in Time. The both of them were still trying to make sense of the entire situation.

Without a word, Thea stepped forward and unlocked the front door of the shop. She opened it and allowed Jesse to walk through first before following in after him. The shop was a lot warmer than the cold world outside. Although it was supposed to feel comforting, Thea didn’t feel good at all. The pit in her stomach still remained.

“You’re thinking what I’m thinking, right?” Jesse eventually asked, breaking the tense silence between them. “About the girl who was just killed?”

Thea nodded slowly. “Blaine told me that they’re thinking it was an accident, but... I’m not so sure anymore.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, leaning on the counter. “I don’t think this was an accident at all.”

Even though she desperately wanted to believe otherwise, she couldn’t ignore the feeling in her chest that kept telling her to trust her intuition. Rhianna’s death was suspicious and she knew that the possibility that this was all an accident was slim to none.
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The sound of her foot tapping against the floor was the only noise within the barren shop. There was nobody in A Stitch in Time, aside from Thea, Jesse, and Sybil. She considered that bittersweet. With no work, she didn’t have to bustle around the shop all day. On the other hand, it was getting a little lonely.

The parade was done and over with, which explained the dip in activities and creative endeavors across the town. The floats and banners were done, and with the amount of fresh-faced college students from Ardensville college who promoted their sororities and fraternities during the event, Thea wasn’t surprised that most people decided to take a temporary break from arts and crafts altogether.

Eventually, the boredom got to her. She was itching to do something productive and she knew that it wasn’t going to be within her shop, unfortunately. 

“Jesse,” she called out, straightening herself off the counter. “Can you watch the shop for a little bit? I want to go and check something out. Maybe get a little fresh air while I’m at it.”

“Are you sure that’s all you’re trying to do?” Jesse asked in a playful tone, raising a curious brow. He smiled. “I know that look in your eyes, Thea Beal. I’ve seen it before.”

She countered with a grin of her own, lifting up her hands in mock surrender. “Hey, I promise that I’ll behave. I’m just going out for a walk.” Taking a quick look around her shop, she sighed. “I don’t know. It feels a little lifeless here. I just need to take some time to clear my head.”

“Uh-huh,” he replied as he restocked the painting supplies near the other side of the shop. He tossed a glance over his shoulder in her direction. “Well, wherever you choose to wander off to, be safe.”

“Of course.”

“And take Sybil with you,” he said, motioning towards the sleepy kitten curled up in the shadows of the shop corner. “If you’re heading off to investigate a murder, I’m sure she’ll be a great help to your cause.”

“You’re so smart,” Thea remarked, making her way over to scoop up a tired Sybil in her arms. She sent Jesse an appreciative nod of the head. “What would I do without you?”

Rolling his eyes, he let out a short chuckle. “I don’t know how you’ve managed to get so far in life without me.”

At that, she let out a laugh of her own.

“Whatever. I’m going out for my walk and I’ll maybe get us some lunch on the way back. I won’t get into too much trouble while I’m gone,” she said, sending Jesse a wink. 

Unconvinced, he let out an amused noise as he watched her leave.

To be fair, Thea was being honest when she said she only wanted to take a walk through Ardensville. However, as she watched the general movement of the people lingering amongst the sidewalks, she found herself following the crowd. Eventually, she ended up near the local high school, where crowds of visitors were leaving gifts and flowers behind.

News spread quickly about Rhianna’s death, that wasn’t surprising. Thea didn’t expect this level of affectionate out-pour from the community, however. Pippa wasn’t exaggerating when she mentioned how popular the girl was. 

“Do you see all of this, Sybil?” Thea whispered to the familiar she cradled in her hands. “Rhianna obviously had an impact on a lot of people.”

“I’ll say,” the kitten replied, slightly scratching the side of her paws into Thea’s skin so she could be let down. “Look at all those flowers and pictures over there. People are heartbroken over this girl.”

A small distance away from where they stood, Thea and Sybil noticed a pair of students standing in front of a makeshift, candle lit vigil for Rhianna. Stuffed animals and flowers were abundant in every direction they glanced towards.

“Heh,” the familiar mumbled to herself, rubbing her paw over her head as an attempt to clear off stray dirt from her fur. “I got this one.”

Sybil approached one of the students, rubbing herself along the girl’s leg in a sympathetic manner. Catching her attention, the girl soon leaned over and took Sybil in her hands. Her eyes were glossy and the small smile that formed on her face was weak. 

Thea sucked in a shaky breath as she made her way over. 

“Is it yours?” the girl asked, noticing Thea. The boy standing next to her furiously rubbed at his eyes, so much so that his skin turned a slight red. “I love your kitten.”

“Thank you,” Thea said, holding out her hand to introduce herself. “I’m Thea Beal.”

“Kim Clark. I was... Rhianna’s best friend,” the girl responded as she continued to hold back tears. Even still, she politely accepted the offer to shake Thea’s hand. She motioned to the boy standing next to her with a tilt of the head. “This is Gage Reynolds. He was Rhianna’s boyfriend.”

“Ex-boyfriend,” he interjected, voice raspy and soft. “We weren’t dating. She was... I was... I’m sorry.” He shook his head, sniffling. “I can’t do this. I’ll see you later, Kim.”

Thea and Kim watched as Gage stumbled away. Pressing her lips into a thin line, Kim turned towards Thea with an apologetic look on her face.

“I’m so sorry for him,” she whispered out. “He’s working through a lot of emotion right now, as we all are.”

“I understand completely. It must be difficult for you, considering how close you were to her.”

Kim nodded her head solemnly. Just as she opened her mouth to respond, her face suddenly turned to stone as she caught sight of someone behind Thea. In an instant, she barked out an angry retort.

“What are you even doing here?” she snapped at the frightened boy with a bouquet of flowers in his hand. “Get out of here. After all the trouble you caused Rhianna? You shouldn’t even show your face near her vigils.”

The boy fumbled out a quick apology as he turned around abruptly and took off in the opposite direction. Furrowing her eyebrows together, Thea was confused by the scene, even more so when she saw how badly Kim was seething with the boy’s mere appearance.

“Who was that?” Thea asked, staring off after him. He soon disappeared from her line of sight.

“Shawn Morgan,” Kim replied through gritted teeth. “He’s an idiot. I don’t even want to talk about him right now.”

Respecting her wishes, Thea didn’t seek to press into the topic further. After a few more moments of light conversation, Kim returned Sybil to her before departing further into the crowd, hoping to organize some of the flowers and candles that were left behind for Rhianna. Although Thea stayed behind for a while to watch, she decided that it was time to head back to her shop.

“Strange stuff,” Sybil commented, once they were far enough from anyone mundane to hear.

Thea nodded, but she didn’t respond. Too many thoughts kept swirling around her head, and she decided to keep most of them to herself in the meantime. 
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Thea was already feeling tired from the day’s events. Though the day had just barely begun, she already felt emotionally drained. She let out a yawn as she walked into the craft store, hoping she’d find a moment to be able to sit down. Sybil dutifully followed in behind her.

However, when she saw Max and Mira talking to Jesse at the counter, she became alert once again. She smiled as she walked over to her two friends.

Though Max and Mira shape-shifted into a wolf and fox respectively, they were clearly two lovebirds. Even now, when a solemn air weighed heavy around them, the love and affection radiating off of the two of them was palpable. 

“Hey guys,” Thea said as she walked over to the group. Jesse was showing Max and Mira their selection of streamers.

“Hi, Thea. How are you?” Max said, politely asking after her.

“I’m fine. Are you guys looking for anything in particular?”

“We were thinking of making a streamer banner to put on the fence around the high school for Rhianna,” Mira chimed in.

“Oh, that’s really sweet of you two,” Thea said as she got behind the counter with Jesse. 

“I still feel just awful about what happened,” Mira said.

“Yeah, it really is a shame,” Max responded. “It makes me nervous for you too, Mira. I hope the killer gets caught soon.”

“Well, luckily she still has a bit before she’s off to college and joining a sorority,” Thea said.

Mira tried to hide a smile. Max grinned as well, not bothering to hide it. “Actually, Mira is planning on graduating high school early.”

“Is that so? Congratulations, Mira. I’m so happy for you.” Thea said. Jesse nodded in agreement.

“Yeah. She’s planning on starting college immediately after. We’re really excited.”

“College seems really great. I have to admit that I was eyeing those sorority floats. I’m thinking of joining one once I finish high school.”

Thea kept smiling, but the mention of sororities made her mind wander back to Rhianna’s murder.

“That’s so great, Mira. You’ll love it. I just know it. What’s better than sisterhood, right?”

“Pippa will always be my favorite sister, but I did always wish I had more.”

“Then it sounds perfect for you.”

Max checked his watch. “We’ll have to head out soon if we want to get everything set up. We’ll take the streamers we talked about.”

Jesse rang up the streamers for Max and Mira. The two waved as they left the store with their purchases in hand.

“So what have you been up to?” Jesse asked, leaning back to stretch.

“I stopped by the high school and spoke to some friends of Rhianna’s.”

“Yeah? Who?”

“A friend of hers named Kim. I also spoke to two others named Gage and Shawn.”

Jesse perked up. “Kim? Kim Clark?”

“Yeah. Do you know her?”

“She was in an art class I taught one summer.”

“Was Rhianna in the class too?”

“No, she wasn’t. But she did meet Kim after class one day. I remember seeing her there in the hallway. The sun was coming through the window and reflected on her hair...”

Jesse began to trail off and get a far-away look on his face. Thea sighed. She knew Rhianna had this effect on men. It seemed that it was true even from beyond the grave.

“Did you know her well? Rhianna, I mean.” Thea continued.

“Oh, sorry. No. I just saw her in passing that one time.” He frowned and started to busy himself with straightening up the things on the counter.

“You don’t have to be embarrassed,” Thea said with a laugh. “You’re not the only one who was wooed by her.”

“Sorry. I just got lost in my thoughts, I guess,” Jesse muttered as a blush crawled across his cheeks.

“Don’t worry. I don’t hold it against you.”

Sybil jumped onto the counter and snickered at Jesse’s embarrassment. Thea smiled at her cat and scratched her under her chin.

She felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. She saw that it was Blaine calling.

“Hey there,” she said.

“Hi, Thea. Do you have a moment?” Blaine asked.

“I sure do. Is something wrong?”

“No, nothing is wrong. I just wanted to update you on a few things.”

“Okay. What’s up?”

“Well, there was a problem with the security camera footage from the warehouse around the time Rhianna died.”

“Oh? What was the problem?”

“The problem is that it’s not there. It’s been erased.”

Thea furrowed her brow. “Erased? Well that means—“

“That someone else was involved in her death. We’re now investigating it as a murder.”

Thea took a deep breath. She knew that it was possible that this would turn into a murder investigation, but she felt her pulse begin to race anyway.

“I guess that was always a possibility,” Thea said. “If it was a murder, then I think I have something you might want to hear.”

Thea explained her interaction with Kim, Gage, and Shawn to Blaine. He listened carefully to what she said.

“That does all seem like it could be a lead. At this point in the investigation, we can’t rule anyone out. We’ll have to work on finding out more about their relationships with Rhianna.”

“Right. I can get right on that if you’re busy with work.”

“Aren’t you busy with something too?”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“Isn’t it time for your magic lessons?”

“My magic lessons?” Thea thought to herself. With Blaine’s prompting, she suddenly remembered her lesson with Tiegen. 

“My magic lesson,” Thea exclaimed. “I almost forgot.”

Her sudden, loud proclamation made Jesse jump. Blaine laughed on the other side of the phone call. 

“If you hurry, I bet you can make it on time. I won’t keep you any longer.”

“Thank you for calling. She would have been furious with me if I had forgotten.”

“I can’t imagine her yelling.”

“It’s not yelling. It’s worse. She’d give me a look that could kill.”

Thea said her goodbyes to Blaine and rushed off to her meeting with Tiegen. Sybil jumped off the counter and ran after her. While she rushed to get to her lessons, the case seemed far away, but the new development meant that danger was that much closer.
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Tapping her fingers along the armrest of her seat, Thea watched as Aunt Tiegen paced behind her desk. Thea was currently sitting in her office, narrowly missing a scolding for coming in a few minutes late. However, based on the concerned look on her Aunt’s face, it was clear that Tiegen was worried about something else that didn’t involve Thea’s magic lessons. 

And Thea already knew what it was.

“Can I ask you a question?” she asked suddenly, catching her Aunt by surprise. She sat up straighter in her seat, folding her hands in her lap. “Why did you choose to continue the parade even though a dead body was found on one of the floats?”

Aunt Tiegen perked up a brow at her inquiry, almost surprised that she knew about that in the first place. However, she settled herself quickly. Dusting off some lint on her clothes and adjusting the sleeves of her shirt, Tiegen waved it off as if it were a topic for another day.

Thea frowned, but allowed her Aunt to explain herself before interjecting.

“It was going to be a PR disaster if minutes before the Homecoming parade started, another dead body was found. I wasn’t going to allow that to happen,” she said, shaking her head. “I did what I thought was right. The float was pulled and the event continued on. After the month this town had, I think we all deserved a little bit of happiness in our lives. Don’t you think?”

Still unnerved by the fact that her Aunt acted as if everything was alright when it clearly wasn’t, the only thing Thea mustered up was a half-hearted shrug. “I guess so.”

“Good, I’m glad you’re seeing things from my perspective.”

“But I think it was a bit callous to do in the first place. I mean, a young girl lost her life–”

“Oh, Thea, this is a conversation meant for a different time and different place,” Tiegen cut in, making her way around the desk to stand in front of her. “Instead of worrying about that, let’s shift our focus onto the topic at hand, yes? Your magic. I hope you’ve been practicing at home with Sybil.”

“Of course I have,” she mumbled out, fiddling her thumbs. She didn’t appreciate the way her Aunt treated her as if she was a little kid again. 

“Alright, then show me,” Tiegen said. “Show me how you focus. Then I want you to show me one of your shields. I want to see how much progress you’ve made with those two.”

With a small sigh, Thea did exactly what she was told. She demonstrated how quickly she was able to focus on harnessing the energy within herself to detect the magical objects in the room. Next, she whispered the incantation that would create a temporary, yet strong, shield. Tiegen let out an impressed hum as her hand pressed against the shield.

“Not bad,” she said. “There’s definite room for improvement, but you’re heading in the right direction.”

“Gee, thanks,” Thea said in a small voice, watching her Aunt from under her brows. 

“I want to talk to you about the importance of wards. In fact, I want to highlight their complexity,” Tiegen began, pulling up her sleeves. “You see, the spell is very simple, yet it can be used in a variety of ways. For example, they can act as walls, gates, or traps. They’re a versatile tool.”

Before Thea knew what was happening, she suddenly felt stuck to her chair. She couldn’t move a muscle. She couldn’t even turn her head to glance down at the rest of her stiff body. Furrowing her eyebrows, she glanced at her laughing Aunt, who was amused by the shock on Thea’s face.

“And as you can see, a binding spell is just a complicated ward. Nothing more, nothing less. It’s designed to stop exterior movement of the body, but the interior processes a person needs to survive continue on,” she explained, crossing her arms over her chest as Thea still struggled with the fact that she couldn’t move. “Your internal organs are unaffected by the ward, but the muscles you need to move certainly are.”

With a wave of her hand, Tiegen lifted the spell. In doing so, she returned life back into Thea. She slumped in her seat as movement returned to her limbs again. She felt at her face, thankful that her motility had returned as well as her ability to speak. The words caught in her throat finally found their way out.

“That was... scary,” Thea admitted, taking a few deep breaths as a way to calm herself down. “I didn’t like how that felt.”

Tiegen smiled. “It’s not supposed to be an amusing spell to cast on someone. And you need to learn to practice it well. If you manage to mess it up, you risk disrupting someone’s internal processes. Taking away someone’s ability to breathe is not a situation you want to find yourself in.”

“Blaine says I do that to him effortlessly,” Thea remarked, which evoked a short laugh out of her Aunt. “But I get what you mean.”

As a way to practice, Thea summoned Sybil into Tiegen’s office. The familiar was irritated, considering she was taking a nap before getting teleported against her will. However, she agreed to help Thea on the premise that she would receive extra snacks that day as a reward.

After a few minutes of practice, Thea realized that the spell wasn’t manifesting as powerfully for her as it did for her Aunt. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe in herself or in her own abilities. Instead, it simply boiled down into not wanting to do it. At all.

“Aunt Tiegen, I...” Thea began, wetting her lips as she leaned back into her seat. “I don’t like doing this spell.”

Tiegen clenched her jaw. “And why is that?”

“I don’t like the fact that I could potentially hurt someone by doing this binding spell to them,” she explained, petting Sybil with a shaky hand. “This isn’t the type of magic I wanted to learn.”

“Your wants don't matter in this case, Thea. You need to learn this magic. It’s for your own good,” her Aunt deadpanned. “That’s why you need to learn it correctly.”

Pressing her lips into a thin line to prevent herself from saying anything out of line, Thea didn’t express what she actually wanted to say. She wanted to stop the lesson there and leave her Aunt’s office without a word. However, she acknowledged that her circumstances weren’t as simple as she wanted them to be. She couldn’t just do that, it would be disrespectful.

Besides... the dark look her Aunt sent her was enough to keep Thea planted in her seat regardless.

“Okay, Aunt Tiegen,” she said, swallowing thickly. “I’ll keep practicing.”
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“Did you really have to bring me along for this?” Sybil mumbled out, struggling and kicking in Thea’s grasp. “You know I don’t like that other cat in there.”

“Oh c’mon, Sybil. Captain is very nice and sweet,” Thea reassured her as they neared A Novel Idea. 

The familiar was unconvinced, whiskers twitching in discontent as they passed through the threshold of the shop. Thea placed her on the floor, receiving a pointed look from the kitten as she did so. Immediately, Sybil was approached by the cat that she always dreaded seeing whenever Thea took her along to visit Pippa.

“Don’t get near me,” Sybil hissed out, creating some distance between herself and Captain. 

“You’re the one trespassing on my territory, you know,” Captain replied curtly, tail batting from left and right at the sight of the white familiar. “You should be the one staying away from me.”

“I don’t even want to be here,” she countered, unsheathing her claws. “Look at you. Dirt under your claws and on your fur. That’s disgusting.”

That comment made Captain conjure up a mischievous idea. Planting his orange body low to the ground, the tomcat looked ready to pounce. Already suspecting what was to come, Sybil’s tail puffed up. She scrambled and raced around the shop with Captain hot on her tail.

The encounter was observed diligently by Thea and Pippa, with the latter giggling quietly at the scene.

“I envy their friendship sometimes,” she said sarcastically.

“Right?” Thea agreed with a playful grin. “It’s obvious that they love each other.”

“I doubt that Sybil’s play date with Captain was the only reason why you decided to stop by,” Pippa remarked, resting her arms on the counter and leaning forward. “What’s up? What are you up to?”

“I just wanted to ask if you knew anything about Kim Clark and Shawn Morgan.”

Pippa hummed. “I don’t know much about Kim, but I do know that Shawn is a regular around here. Do you want his number?” she asked, already searching through the cabinet files. “He usually comes by to check out textbooks or science fiction novels.”

Thea nodded, accepting the small slip of paper with Shawn’s contact information scribbled onto it. A few seconds later, her phone vibrated in her pocket. Seeing Blaine’s name pop up on her screen made her smile. 

“Blaine?” she asked, the moment she placed the phone against her ear.

“You’re not going to believe the stuff I just found out, Thea,” Blaine replied briskly, jumping into the conversation without warning. “Did you know there was a fight at Kappa Xi sorority house a week ago? Says here that an officer was dispatched because of a noise complaint. The girls were smashing things and shouting at each other.”

Thea raised a brow. “Which girls?”

“Rhianna and some other girl named Nichole Hewitt. They were both reprimanded by the college for fighting and they were given warnings,” he explained, letting out a low whistle at the end of his sentence. “This is an interesting find, considering what happened to Rhianna since then.”

“I’ll say.”

“Do you think you can find some more information on Nichole? She must have some sort of prominent role in all of this,” Blaine said. 

“Yeah, of course,” she replied, quietly exchanging a look with Pippa. “I’ll see what I can dig up.”

“Great, thank you,” he replied almost breathlessly. “By the way... I’ll definitely make it to our date tonight. I might be working a little bit on the side, but I’ll be there. No doubt about it.”

Thea laughed under her breath. “Don’t worry about it, Blaine. I’ll see you then.”

Once the call ended and she stuck her phone in one of her pockets, Thea turned to Pippa. The girl seemed eager to hear whatever information she got from Blaine, a small grin already tugging the ends of her lips upwards. 

“Do you know anything about a girl named Nichole Hewitt?” Thea asked. “Do you know her from your gossip circle or something?”

The smile was wiped clean off Pippa’s face. It was soon replaced with a grimace, as if she had tasted a sour lemon. 

“Oh no,” Pippa said. “Don’t tell me she’s involved in all of this. She basically is the gossip circle. Every rumor, every scandal, every fight that comes out of Kappa Xi somehow involves Nichole.” An exasperated sigh escaped her as she placed her hand over her forehead. “Ugh, I should have known she would have something to do with this. From what I know, she didn’t really like Rhianna.”

“Do you think it was out of jealousy over her looks or something? Jesse told me that he thought Rhianna was very pretty when he met her at one of his art classes,” Thea said.

Pippa stiffened. “Oh... he said that?”

Thea nodded. The blonde pressed her lips into a thin line, clutching onto the edge of the counter until her knuckles turned a pale white. 

“T-That’s, uh... that’s interesting,” Pippa eventually managed out. 

Raising a brow at her reaction, Thea realized that she shouldn’t have mentioned that piece of information in the first place. She decided to change the conversation, for the both of their sakes. Besides, her lunch break was almost over anyway. Clearing her throat, she glanced around the shop in search of her familiar.

“Thank you for telling me everything, Pippa,” she said, beckoning Sybil over with a hand.

The familiar, exhausted by her earlier antics with Captain, hopped into Thea’s arms without hesitation. Meanwhile, the ginger cat jumped onto the counter of the shop to sit near Pippa. 

“Duh. I’m always gonna help you out with anything you need,” Pippa replied with a smile, waving at her departing friend.

Just as Thea was heading out the door, Pippa scooped up Captain in her arms and started to snuggle him, pressing her face into his fur. Greatly displeased, the tomcat let out yowls to express his unhappiness with the unexpected bout of attention. However, Pippa didn’t really care. She held onto him and didn’t plan to let go.

Sybil let out a victorious hum, watching the amusing display. “Serves him right. Did you see the way he was chasing me around? He has no morals.”

“Is that his punishment, then?” Thea asked.

“Of course it is,” the familiar replied. Thea snorted. “Pippa should always do that when he’s being annoying. It would teach him a lesson.”
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Kappa Xi.

The impressive plaque was displayed proudly before the gateway that led straight into the property. As Thea walked by, she noticed several luxury cars parked in front of the sorority house. She swallowed thickly. By being surrounded by so much wealth, she felt like a fish out of water. The sorority house even had its own marble fountain that was centered in the middle of the front courtyard.

“I wonder who paid for all of this,” Thea mumbled to herself as she gradually ascended up the steps that led to the towering mahogany front doors.

Straightening out her clothes and wiping her clammy palms on her jeans, she knocked a few times on the door and waited for someone to answer. After a few seconds of waiting, she heard noises coming from the inside. Before she knew it, the door was opened wide to reveal a girl with curl rollers in her dark hair.

“Hi there.” she greeted, leaning on the door. “Looking for someone?”

“Yeah, actually. I’m looking for Nichole Hewitt. Is she here–”

“Nichole.” the girl yelled loudly into the house. “Someone’s out here looking for you. Come answer.”

“She’s been getting ready in the bathroom for the last fifteen minutes,” another girl commented, carrying an empty pizza box as she passed by. “Good luck getting her out.”

The girl who answered the door rolled her eyes. She turned back towards Thea with an apologetic smile on her face.

“Sorry about that. If you want, you can come inside and wait until she comes out.”

“It’s fine,” Thea replied, shaking her head slightly. “I’ll just wait outside for her, don’t worry.”

Fortunately, she wasn’t going to wait too long. Descending from the grand staircase of the house, Nichole seemed indifferent as she scrolled through her social media. Tapping away at the screen, she ignored Thea as she slipped by the front door and headed towards the white convertible parked near the end of the driveway.

“Nichole,” Thea called out, following after her. “Nichole, can we talk for a minute?”

“Do I know you?” she asked in a monotone voice, gaze never rising from her phone. She continued to walk to her car without pausing.

“No, but that doesn’t really matter in this case,” Thea countered. “I wanted to ask you about what happened between you and Rhianna Stewart a week ago–”

“Not interested,” Nichole replied, unlocking the door to her car and getting in. 

Before Thea was able to say anything else, the girl had already ignited her engine and zoomed out of the sorority house property. Thea stared after her, noticing the jewel-encrusted vanity plate at the back of her car. Exhaling deeply from her nose, Thea was unnerved by how easily Nichole just blew her off.

“Don’t worry, she does that to most everyone,” someone called out from the front steps of the house.

Turning around, Thea realized that it was Kim speaking to her. After dealing with someone as icy as Nichole, Kim’s presence brought along some warmth that was desperately needed. Thea smiled as she neared closer.

“I don’t know how you guys deal with her then,” Thea responded.

Kim sighed, raising a brow as she stared at the parking spot where Nichole’s car once was. “I try to ignore her. It prevents a lot of problems from starting in the first place. Fights happen regardless, but that’s expected considering how Nichole acts.”

“Fights, huh?” Thea repeated, crossing her arms over her chest. “I heard that Nichole had a fight with Rhianna recently. It was before... you know.”

“Yeah,” Kim said, nodding. “It was about Gage. He was still talking to Rhianna here and there, which was something Nichole obviously didn’t like. They got into a huge fight over it. Nichole was convinced that they weren’t ‘just friends’ because Rhianna wasn’t ‘just friends’ with anyone.” 

Kim motioned towards the house; exasperation evident by the frown etched on her face. Dark circles were prominent, as well. 

“They managed to mess up some furniture and punch some holes into the wall. Security and the police were called. It was a disaster that day.”

Thea winced. She couldn’t imagine being caught in the middle of a situation like that. Realizing that she was going to have to keep a close eye on Nichole from there on out, she figured that she would ask about the other potential suspect that kept lingering in her thoughts.

“And what about that other guy? I think his name was Shawn,” Thea mentioned innocuously, tilting her head. “What was his deal with Rhianna?”

Kim clenched her jaw, somewhat irritated by the mere mention of his name. “That kid is a pain in the neck. He had some sort of vendetta against Rhianna, I swear.”

“Really?”

“He thinks that she cheated at everything, it was ridiculous. Cheated throughout high school, cheated to be Homecoming queen. Hell, he even thought she was cheating her way through college,” Kim explained, shaking her head angrily. “If obsession had a picture in the dictionary, his face would be the one right next to it.”

“Sheesh,” Thea mumbled out. “I can understand why you didn’t want him around the memorial they were making for Rhianna then.”

“It was bold of him to even show up after all the trouble he caused her,” she responded. “He made some serious accusations against her, but thankfully, nobody really believed him so nothing came of it. I don’t know...” Kim rubbed at her arm absentmindedly as she thought about Shawn. “It was as if every time he couldn’t get Rhianna in trouble, it made him angrier.”

Thea frowned. “Do you think he’s dangerous? Do you think he...”

“I hope not. I really hope he didn’t have anything to do with what happened to her,” Kim said with a solemn expression. “Personally, I don’t think the kid is dangerous, but I don’t know for sure. I know that he knows martial arts. Or at least, he says that he knows, but I’ve never been able to confirm or deny that.”

“Is it possible that he has a greater role to play in all of this than we think?” Thea offered, hoping that she’d be able to figure everything out soon.

At that, Kim shrugged. She didn’t know what to say. All she knew was that her best friend was dead, and her killer was walking freely amongst them. Thinking about that for too long made her nauseous.
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Thea went back to the shop after visiting the Kappa Xi house. As soon as she walked in to relieve Jesse from his shift, she was immediately put to work. The store was packed with local college students ready to decorate for the Homecoming game that night. Even Sybil managed to help by knocking over just the item customers were looking for to catch their attention.

Thea felt relieved that she had the foresight to carry extra streamers and paint in the school colors. She nearly ran out of each color, but in the end, she managed to end the work day with a few to spare.

After the last customers walked out the door, she let out a big yawn and stretched behind the counter. She felt a heaviness weighing on her eyelids, but she knew that she still had more to do.

She locked up and walked out to her car with Sybil following close on her heels. 

When she got home, Granny was already waiting for her. She was wearing a fashionable shawl in the school colors wrapped around the rest of her outfit.

“It’s about time you got back,” she said, mildly scolding Thea. “The homecoming game is tonight and if I know you, and I do, you still haven’t picked out what to wear.”

Sybil ran over to Granny and sat next to her, facing Thea, clearly on Granny’s side of the lighthearted argument that was quickly forming. Thea raised an eyebrow at her betraying feline friend.

“I knew I would have plenty of time to do that before Blaine came to pick me up.”

Granny checked her watch. “Not without help you’re not. Oh, do you still have that sweater Tiegen got you for Christmas? I bet it would go just lovely with some slacks.”

Thea let Granny and Sybil inside after locking the door. Immediately, Granny and Sybil rushed to the bedroom, ready to raid Thea’s closet. Thea rolled her eyes. 

“Just make sure you get something in the right colors,” she called after them, knowing her suggestions would be in vain. “Blaine knows what I look like. I don’t know why you’re all so worked up.”

When she got to her bedroom, Granny had already laid three potential outfits out on her bed. 

“Just go freshen up in the bathroom,” Granny said, shooing Thea away from her own bedroom. “Sybil and I will take care of the rest.”

Thea groaned, but went to the bathroom to wash her face and do as Granny said. She knew that the next hour would be a long one.

***
[image: image]


THEA TURNED AROUND, admiring herself in the full-length wooden mirror. She had to admit, Granny and Sybil did a great job.

She was wearing a long brown coat that she knew would keep her cozy in the chilly fall night. They had also picked out dark jeans, comfortable boots, and a nice red blouse. To complete the outfit, she had a matching set of gloves, a scarf, and a hat all in the school colors—something Granny had purchased from the school spirit shop before stopping by.

Granny was doing a happy dance next to her. “Am I good or am I good?” she exclaimed happily.

“I do have to admit, you are good,” Thea said.

There was a knock at the door. Everyone turned in that direction.

“I bet I know who that is,” Granny said in a sing-song voice.

“Oh, Granny, cut it out,” Thea said playfully. “Behave yourself.”

Thea, Granny, and Sybil went to answer the door. Thea opened it and saw Blaine standing there in blue jeans and a jacket with a school pin on it.

“Oh don’t you look handsome,” Granny said. 

“Granny, please,” Thea sighed.

“Hi there Mrs. Denver,” Blaine said.

“Hi Blaine,” Granny said, smiling sweetly. “Are you going to the game for business or pleasure?” She added a wink on the last word.

“Business, but in plainclothes. We’re making sure nothing funny happens. There’ll be plenty of other officers around too. We didn’t want everyone to go in uniform. That may cause a scene.”

“Oh, how clever,” Granny said. “Why you two have fun. Hopefully nothing strange happens.”

Granny reached out her hand and Blaine took it and kissed it. Granny fanned herself.

“Why, if only I was thirty years younger. I’m sorry, Thea, you know I love you like my next breath, but you wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“Okay, good night, Granny. Love you,” Thea said as she pulled Blaine away from the door and out into the cold autumn night. She could hear Granny’s laughter as she shut the door after her.

***
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THEA AND BLAINE WALKED into the football game, shyly arm and arm. Blaine held a blanket under his other arm. Immediately they were assaulted with familiar activation of their senses. 

From the concessions stand, they could smell the savory aroma of popcorn and pepperoni rolls. The brassy, upbeat tunes from the marching band wafted over from the stands. The cold air wrapped around them and brought the breath from their lungs out in little white clouds in front of them.

“Let’s go find a seat. I think I see some up in those bleachers,” Blaine said, leading Thea up into the stands.

He led her over to an open part of the bench. Thea sat down, immediately feeling a bit colder now that they weren’t moving. However, this was quickly remedied by Blaine putting the blanket over their legs.

“Thanks. Bringing the blanket was smart.” Thea said.

“Yeah. I can’t get through games without one. Can I get you something from the concessions stand? Maybe a hot chocolate?”

“No, that’s okay,” Thea said. “I’m okay right now.”

“Okay.” Blaine said. The home team scored and everyone jumped up around them to cheer. Blaine scooched closer to Thea. She wasn’t sure if it was to make room for the others nearby or to get closer to her. She hoped it was the latter.

“Man, it feels like we’re in school again, doesn’t it?” Blaine said as the crowd settled back down.

“Yeah, it almost does, huh?” Thea smiled as she reminisced.

“I think school me would have been jealous of me right now though.”

“Really? Why is that?”

“Well... I’m sitting here with you, sharing a blanket. Young me may have had a bit of a crush on you.” He gave Thea a shy smile. She bit her lip, trying to stop the dopey grin she felt coming across her face.

Even in the almost bitter air, Thea felt very warm.
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“Are you excited, Mira?” Pippa asked, turning around in the passenger seat to look at her sister. “This is going to be your future university.”

Mira was already flipping through the brochures sent to her by Ardensville college, which included a map of the campus and a list of majors she could consider. She was most drawn to the engineering department, which was her first choice by a long shot.

“Do you think I’ll be able to talk to one of the professors while I’m there? I want to make a good first impression,” Mira replied, not looking up from the brochure.

Pippa and Thea shared impressed looks with one another. It was clear that the younger Paulson sibling was serious about her future and her pursuit of higher education. The smile on Pippa’s face made it clear that she felt nothing but pride for her kid sister. 

They parked the car and began to wander around the campus. Following the map, they were able to see notable buildings and areas around the campus. Mira led the way, directing them towards the side of the campus that housed the engineering department.

“Jeez, Mira, slow down. Wait for us,” Pippa called out to her as she and Thea jogged after the younger girl. “She’s so excited to be here. I’m happy for her.”

“Me too. Has she already started the application process?” Thea asked.

“I’m pretty sure she has. I think she already started asking her teachers for recommendations. She’s on top of everything–”

Suddenly, Mira let out a gasp that jolted Pippa and Thea simultaneously. The girl froze in her tracks, staring ahead at a man heading their way. 

“Professor Kendrick Potter.” Mira exclaimed, waving her arm to catch his attention. She hurried forward, offering her hand to shake. “My name is Mira Paulson and I’ll be attending Ardensville college after I graduate. I’m interested in majoring in engineering and I know that you’re one of the best engineering professors on campus.”

The professor let out an impressed laugh as he shook her hand. “It’s such a welcoming sight to see someone so invested in their education.” He glanced up at Thea and Pippa, who approached behind her. “Are these your sisters?”

“I am. I’m Pippa Paulson,” she said, stepping forward.

“And I’m Thea Beal. I’m just a close family friend of theirs, I’m not related.”

He raised a brow, meeting Thea’s gaze directly. “Beal? Are you related to Selena Beal, by any chance?”

“S-She’s my mother...” Thea whispered out, stunned by the fact that he even mentioned her. “How do you know her?”

“I met her while I was in college myself. We both studied here, as a matter of fact.”

“How’s that possible? My mother went to university in Chicago, not Ardensville.”

“If you’d like to continue this conversation, you can always set up an appointment with me in my office,” he suggested, taking a brief glance at his watch. “I really have to get going. I’m running late for a meeting–”

“Hold on,” Thea interjected, stepping in front of him. “Do you know where I could speak to Nichole Hewitt or Shawn Morgan? It’s a bit of an emergency.”

Professor Potter let out a dry laugh. “I never know the whereabouts of that girl, Nichole. But Shawn is a bookworm. You could probably find him in the library right now.”

“Of course. And that appointment with you... Can we talk tomorrow, then?”

“That sounds perfect. You girls take care now.”

While Pippa and Mira continued with the campus tour, Thea decided to head off towards the library to talk to Shawn. One of the underlying reasons why she wanted to visit the university campus was the opportunity to find and talk to him about Rhianna. She was fortunate that she got her chance.

When she entered the building, she was impressed by its size and grandeur. There weren’t many students in the library to begin with, so it was easy to find Shawn settled at one of the tables with his laptop and his books. Interrupting him earned her a dark look.

“You again? Why are you here–”

“I need to talk to you about Rhianna’s case. I already talked to Kim about it and I wanted to hear your side of the story.”

Shawn sighed, placing his pencil in his book and shutting it. “If you want to know why I had an issue with Rhianna, okay. I’ll tell you. I’m pretty sure that she was cheating her way through her courses, either by paying off the teachers or sleeping with them. I could never find proof of this happening, but I can guarantee that it was.”

“But you have no proof,” Thea reminded him, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Yet,” he countered. “Whenever I tried to bring this up to the administration, it always turned into a he-said, she-said bout and I always lost. It was frustrating.”

It was clear to Thea that Rhianna must have used her latent siren abilities to her advantage to snake around Shawn’s accusations. She didn’t think there was anything malicious about that. Probably.

“I’ve also heard that you hated Nichole Hewitt,” she brought up, which made him roll his eyes.

“If you want to talk to someone who really hated Rhianna, talk to Leroy Bird. He’s the custodian at Ardensville High. Either him or Gage, who was dumped by Rhianna. He’s a theater major, so I wouldn’t be surprised if he came up with a sob story on the spot about how heartbroken he was about her.”

Unconvinced that Shawn was completely innocent, Thea decided to leave that matter for another day. Leaving the boy alone to continue studying, she exited the library and immediately called Blaine.

“Do you want to meet me at that little café near the university? We can get lunch together if you want,” she told him over the phone. 

As she stood in the middle of campus, she looked around to see if she could catch sight of Mira and Pippa.

“Of course. Anything new about the case so far?”

She grimaced. “Not really. I’ve been talking with people, but they haven’t revealed anything new.”

“I haven’t had any luck with the case, either,” Blaine said, with a bit of exasperation lining his words. “I’ve been needing something to pick up my mood. I’ll see you soon.”
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Thea walked into A Brew-tiful Day, a coffee shop next to the university. The inside of the shop was warm and welcoming. Even though she hadn’t had any of the coffee yet, the smell was enough to perk her up.

There were a handful of college students seated around the coffee shop. Most of them sat around the tables, either alone with a laptop or book, or in a group chatting. There was also a group sitting on the bench of the large bay window in the front of the shop.

Thea scanned the crowd. Her eyes landed on Blaine. He waved at her and held up two mugs, showing her that he had already ordered for them.

Thea smiled and walked over. She put her purse down and took off her jacket and draped it across the back of the chair.

“Two coffees?” She joked. “You have a worse caffeine addiction than I thought.”

“Very funny,” Blaine responded. He pushed one of the mugs towards her. She went to grab the cream and sugar on the table but he held up a hand to stop her.

“Two creams and a sugar, right? It’s already in there.”

Thea looked impressed. “How did you know my order?”

Blaine shrugged and smiled as he took a sip of his own black coffee. “It’s my job to notice these things.”

“How is your job going? Besides knowing my coffee order, that is.”

Blaine let out a sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose. “If only all of it were that easy.”

“What do you mean?” Thea asked, taking a sip of her coffee.

“We just don’t have a lot of evidence in the Stewart case.”

“Well, what do you have? Maybe you should focus on that.”

Blaine took a deep breath. “We know that Rhianna died from a blow to the head. She was either pushed off of or fell from a high point on the parade float.”

“So, a cause of death so far. What else?”

“There was the fight at the sorority house. That seemed ripe at first for a potential motive. But Nichole Hewitt immediately lawyered up and refused to talk to us. It seems a little suspicious, but with how little evidence we have, it also seems smart.”

“Do you have any other suspects?” Thea asked.

Blaine shook his head. “Everyone we’ve talked to so far thought the world of her. It seems like everyone on campus did. Even the fight seems like an anomaly rather than probable cause. To be honest, if the security camera footage wasn’t missing, this would have been written off as an accident.”

Thea thought about all of the evidence as she drank her coffee. Blaine looked at her. “Do you have any?” He asked. “Hopefully we aren’t both coming up with nothing.”

“I wasn’t able to talk to Nichole either,” Thea admitted. “I stopped by the sorority house to ask about the fight, but she drove off once I started asking questions. Kim told me that Nichole was mad that Rhianna was still talking to Gage.”

“For some, that would be enough to kill over.”

“I also heard about someone else. Has a Leroy Bird come up in your investigation?”

“Leroy Bird?”

“He was a custodian at Rhianna’s high school. Supposedly he hated Rhianna.”

Blaine pulled out his phone and made a note of it. “I’ll be sure to check that out. I think our next step here is to pay Gage a visit though. I heard he likes to hang out by the university theater. Care to accompany me?”

***
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BLAINE AND THEA QUICKLY drained their coffees before heading over to the university theater. It was inside the arts college. They pushed the doors to the theater open and saw Gage standing up on stage, lit up by the house and stage lights. 

Gage was on stage with another student actor. Each had a book in their hand. An older woman sat in the front of the theater, watching them carefully and taking notes. Blaine and Thea sat down towards the back of the theater, waiting for the rehearsal to conclude..

“With love’s light wings did I o’er perch these walls, for stony limits cannot hold love out,” Gage recited, reading from his script.

Thea had to admit that Gage was a good actor. He had a strong stage presence, and he was able to read Shakespeare with a natural ease, as if that was how he always spoke.

Not long into the rehearsal, Gage noticed Blaine and Thea. When the scene concluded and he was given a break, he came over to the two of them.

“Thea? I didn’t expect to see you around here,” Gage said, sitting on the back of the theater chairs in the row in front of them. “What can I do for you? And your friend here?”

Blaine stood up and flashed his badge. “My name is Detective Blaine Coburn. Mind if we ask you a few questions.”

If Gage was intimidated, it was impossible to tell by his expression. “Not at all. I’m sure this is about Rhianna, right?”

“That’s right. You two had a breakup shortly before her death. Is that correct?”

“We did break up, but honestly, there were no hard feelings. She’s great and all, but honestly we just weren’t compatible. If she didn’t break up with me, I probably would have broken up with her around the same time.”

“So no hard feelings there?”

Gage shook his head. “No, of course not. I wasn’t angry at her or anything. That’s just how those things go sometimes. If I may ask, have you talked to Nichole Hewitt or have her parents blocked everything already?”

Blaine and Thea exchanged a look. “What makes you ask that?” He said.

“Just wondering I guess.”

The director called the end of the break. Gage looked over his shoulder and stood up. “Hey, so I have to go now, but I’ll be in the wood shop lab later tonight if you have any more questions. Also, you might want to look into Shawn Morgan. He was always super weird to Rhianna.”

Gage saluted Blaine and Thea with his script before rushing back to the stage.

Blaine and Thea exited the theater. Thea’s mind was buzzing with possibilities and motives. Though their conversation with Gage had been short, it may have been the spark the case needed to solve the mystery.
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Granny came out of Thea’s kitchen smiling and carrying a pot roast.

“Who’s hungry?” she asked happily as she set it down in the middle of the dining room table. 

“Thank you so much for this, Granny,” Thea said. “I’m exhausted. I was running all over the place today.”

“Oh, don’t you worry your pretty little head,” Granny said, going over to Thea’s seat to give her a kiss on the top of her head. “It was no trouble at all. Just a bit of this a little bit of that.”

Granny waved her fingers in the air. Thea could feel the magic radiating off the impressive spread that Granny had set out. “Kitchen magic is just too fun, and it’s delicious to boot.”

Granny went to her seat and Thea started to make herself a plate. She deeply inhaled the unusual herbs and spices Granny used on the dishes. Granny knew a bit about the magic properties of plants, and it meant that every meal Granny made had her feeling full and content.

Granny started to make herself a plate as well. Sybil jumped into one of the chairs, just barely seeing over the tabletop when standing on her hind legs. She jumped onto the table and flicked her orange tail back and forth.

“Someone make me a plate,” Sybil demanded. “I’m starving.”

“Oh, now, hush you,” Granny said, making up a small plate of meat for Sybil. Sybil immediately began to devour the food.

Thea began to eat her food. It was delicious, but she still felt distracted and tired. Granny, a keen observer, almost immediately took notice.

“Tell me what’s on your mind,” Granny prompted. “Something is eating you up. I can tell.”

“I guess I’m just thinking about the case,” Thea admitted.

“Have you run into a snag?”

“We have a suspect. Nichole Hewitt. Her name has been coming up a lot, but her parents immediately had her lawyer up and stay quiet. We haven’t been able to pin her down.”

“Oh I see,” Granny said. “I think Tiegen and I would do the same for you, truthfully.”

“I know you would,” Thea said. “But it doesn’t make this case any easier.”

“Well then why don’t you think of something else for a while. You’ve been thinking about the case so much. Poor dear, you’re going to run yourself ragged.”

“I don’t know what else to think about. A murderer on the loose is pretty pressing.”

“Yes, and I think you just need to see it with fresh eyes. Now, where does your mind wander if you can’t think about the case and murders and all that other nasty business?”

Thea sat back in her chair and tried to think about something that wasn’t the case. It was a harder task than she realized. Her mind wandered back to the case often. 

However, she was able to land on a question adjacent to the case, but, thankfully, separate from the murder.

“Granny?” Thea began.

“Yes, dear?”

“I have a question about Selena. Didn’t she graduate from Chicago.”

“Oh, very nearly, but she didn’t in truth. She did most of her studies in Chicago, but for her last semester, she came home to Ardensville.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes. She didn’t say why, but shortly after she graduated, she and Alistair were engaged. The rest of us figured things out,” she said with a chuckle.

“But they never said exactly why?” Thea asked.

“I don’t think they needed to. Imagine if you were hours and hours away from Blaine. It would make your heart ache to not be able to see him for lunch or to stop by whenever you wanted.”

Thea nodded in agreement. It was hard to imagine. Not being able to spontaneously be close to Blaine sounded difficult. If he was still in Chicago, she knew they wouldn’t have gotten this far in their relationship.

“You’re thinking of him. I can tell,” Granny asserted. “I can always tell when you get that look. You know who else has that look? Jesse.”

Thea laughed. “I guess you don’t need physical distance to have something be so delayed like that.”

“Does she realize how crazy he is about her?”

“I don’t know,” Thea said. “I don’t think so. He just needs a little nudge to get things started.”

“They would be cute together, wouldn’t they?” Granny said. “Doesn’t she see him follow her around like a lost puppy?”

“Pippa isn’t always the most observant in that regard. I think she just thinks he’s being friendly.”

“Then like you said, he needs a nudge in the right direction,” Granny said. “You could, ah, help that along.”

“Granny, I can’t do that. What if it messes everything up?”

“Oh, Thea, you know he won’t do anything on his own. You’d be doing the two of them a favor.”

Thea considered this. While she was initially adverse to meddling, she did think that a small nudge in the right direction would be good for Pippa and Jesse. After all, like Granny said, he was crazy about her.

“I don’t think you should meddle,” Sybil said, as if reading Thea’s mind.  Remnants of the dinner hung from her whiskers. “I think this is one that you need to stay out of.”

“Oh, just eat your dinner,” Granny said to Sybil. “It’s not meddling. She’s helping them.”

“I don’t know. It sounds like getting involved in something that’s a whole lotta not-your-business.”

“Well, I think we can all agree that they’d make a cute couple,” Granny said. “He’d move heaven and earth for that foxy lady. What more could she ever want?”

Sybil shook her head. “I don’t know. It seems like it could end up being an awful lot of trouble.”

“Everyone is an adult. They’re mature and can handle their emotions. They just need Thea’s help to get the ball rolling.”

Sybil looked skeptically at Granny. She clearly didn’t believe that getting involved was the best option for Thea. “Whatever you say, Granny. Whatever you say.”
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Sybil swished her tail back and forth as she watched Granny set up the spell in the living room.

“I always said Tiegen shouldn’t be the only one teaching you magic,” Granny said as she poured water into a large, shallow casserole dish.

Thea was busying herself around the room, lighting candles. After dinner, Granny was struck with an epiphany. If Nichole refused to talk to anyone, then some spying would be in order.

And, because Thea wasn’t a part of the police force, she didn’t need to worry about making sure Nichole had access to her lawyer.

“So how does this spell go?” Thea asked, blowing out the match in her hand. 

“It’s a simple spell, really. We’re going to be using Sybil’s scrying magic to check in on our little friends.”

Sybil puffed up her tail. “I’m not interested in getting into any trouble. Who knows what those sorority girls will do to a sweet puss like me.”

“That’s the beauty of this spell,” Granny explained. “With a quick modification of the spell you two have already worked out, we’ll be able to see through Sybil’s eyes in the reflection in the water, but Sybil won’t have to be there physically.”

“I like the sound of that,” Thea said. “There’s less chance to get caught.” She remembered picking up the murder weapon and shuddered.

Thea and Granny finished gathering the spell components. Thea sat next to Granny on the couch, anxiously staring at the water. 

“Now close your eyes,” Granny said, closing her eyes as well. Thea and Sybil followed suit. “Say the magic words, Thea, and let the magic take you to Nichole.”

Thea concentrated on her magic. She felt herself connect to Sybil and she felt Sybil reach out in the direction of the university.

Thea opened her eyes, knowing that the spell worked. Even though she knew how the spell worked, she was still surprised to see Sybil sitting in the same place. 

Sybil’s eyes were glazed over. Her pupils were thin slits. She stared unblinkingly towards nothing.

“Did it work?” Sybil asked. “Are you seeing what I see?”

Thea and Granny peered into the water. Instead of seeing their own reflection, they saw Nichole sitting at a vanity, brushing her hair. Two younger blonde women sat on the bed behind her.

Granny clapped her hands together. “It was a success. Oh, I can’t wait to tell Tiegen.”

“We can celebrate later,” Thea said. “Let’s see what she has to say now.”

Granny quieted down. They heard Nichole begin to speak. It was as if the sound was coming from an invisible radio.

“I mean, she wasn’t even that pretty,” Nichole said. “I don’t know why everyone was always falling all over themselves for her. I thought, at best, she was just okay looking.”

The two sorority sisters sitting behind her nodded obediently.

“I didn’t even want her in the sorority, honestly. I voted against her. I didn’t want that kind of girl hanging around the house, you know? She always had guys around, and you know how girls like that can be. We Kappa Xis have a reputation to protect. Now our reputation is just the sorority that dead girl was in. Ugh.”

Thea winced at the vitriol Nichole was spewing. She knew sorority girls weren’t always considered to be the nicest, but Nichole seemed to really hate Rhianna, who was supposed to be her sister.

“And like, even if she didn’t die or whatever, I mean, just look at that fight that she totally started. Like, that’s bringing down my reputation too. And now everyone’s looking at me like I’m some sort of pariah or something.”

Nichole slammed the brush down on the vanity. “I just can’t believe that, even from beyond the grave, she is managing to ruin everything. Like, how is she still ruining my life?”

“We totally know you’re innocent,” one of the pledges chimed in. “I mean, you don’t even seem like a murderer or anything. I’m taking a criminal justice class as one of my gen eds and you totally don’t fit the description.”

Nichole rolled her eyes. “Of course I don’t. I’m not some weirdo like Shawn Morgan. I mean, did everyone forget that he was stalking her? I mean seriously.”

The other pledge nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah, he’s so creepy. I mean, you can just tell he’s a creeper, right? So creepy.”

“Yes, we heard you the first time,” Nichole said sarcastically, sneering at the pledge. The pledge immediately shrank into herself.

Nichole turned back to the mirror and tossed her hair over her shoulders. “Whatever. If it wasn’t him, it was probably Gage. It’s always the ex. Maybe I’ll tell that to my stupid lawyer so something can be done and I can stop hiding out like some weirdo.”

Thea took note of everything Nichole was saying. At least to the pledges in the room with her, she was professing her innocence.

“There’s not much time left on this spell,” Granny warned Thea and Sybil. “Is there anything else you want to see?”

“Sybil, will you take us to the wood shop lab at the college? Gage should be working on set pieces there.”

The reflection in the water changed rapidly. It was as if they were flying around the campus. The vision went into a building and paused at a doorway. They could see Gage cutting wood at a table saw.

Thea leaned in to take a closer look. The reflection began to transform. It had static over the image as if it was an old television set with an antenna not in the right position.

“Wait, what’s happening?” Sybil said, her eyes darting around.

The static overtook the vision, and soon, the only thing Thea and Granny could see in the water was their own reflections.

Sybil blinked a few times. “What happened?”

Granny sighed. “I should have foreseen this. Quartz. I’m sure the tools he was using had some quartz in them. It’s in a lot of things and it’s terrible for scrying spells.”

Thea let out a yawn. “That’s too bad,” she said sleepily. “But, in any case, I think we got quite a bit from Nichole. That’s more than any of us have gotten from her so far.”

Sybil puffed out her chest, looking proud. “And we didn’t even need to leave the comfort of our home to do it.”
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Taking a long sip from her coffee as she sat in her parked car, Thea felt a mix of emotions as she stared towards Ardensville college. It was mainly curiosity, for the most part. She couldn’t help but wonder how that professor knew her mother and if he was close to her in any way. A small flurry of excitement settled in her chest at the possibility of learning more information about her.

At the same time, she knew that she needed to ask about Rhianna and her murder case. She attended this college, so there was a fair chance Professor Potter knew who she was.

Exiting from her car with her coffee in hand, Thea made her way into the college. Fortunately for her, she was able to find a map of the school that directed her in the right direction. In just a few minutes, she managed to find the professor’s office and knocked on his door. 

“I hope I’m not interrupting you at a bad time,” Thea said, leaning on the doorway as she watched him bustle around his office.

His desk was messy, overflowing with books and papers. Kendrick glanced up briefly as he organized his briefcase with his various belongings. Shaking his head, he beckoned her inside with a hand.

“You’re just fine,” he reassured her, fitting a few thin paperback books into the compartments of his suitcase. “I’m heading off on a sabbatical soon. Should be nice to finally get some time off, y’know? I’m looking forward to it.”

“You’ll be leaving Ardensville?” Thea asked, raising a brow as she took the seat in front of his desk.

“Just before Halloween, if my plans aren’t changed,” Kendrick said, letting out a deep breath as he looked around the disheveled office. “It’ll take me awhile to get everything sorted out, but I’m getting there. Baby steps.”

“It’s a shame you’ll be going away so quickly. I wanted to ask you a little more about my mother.”

Kendrick smiled. “About Selena? Go ahead and ask me anything. I’ll do my best to answer.”

Leaning back into her seat, she took him up on his offer. “How did you know her? Were you two classmates or something?”

“Kinda. Sorta. I was the teacher’s assistant in one of her classes and I remembered that she struggled a bit with the material, so I was the one who helped her out with most of her questions,” he explained, eyes glazing away as his mind drifted back towards the memories. “We spent a lot of time together, now that I think about it. I always knew that she was a smart girl.”

“She didn’t study at Ardensville for long, though. She came here after spending most of her undergraduate years in Chicago. Do you know why she left? Did she tell you?”

“Originally, I figured that she must have gotten homesick or something,” Kendrick replied with a modest shrug of the shoulders. However, he pressed his lips into a thin line as information came back to him. “But... I think she was going through some drama in Chicago. Something involving an ex of hers. I don’t know too many details about it, but she was fleeing someone she was afraid of.”

Thea blinked. “Someone she was afraid of?”

“Yeah. A stalker, I believe. Whoever it was must have been very intimidating if they were able to chase away your mother. She was always a powerful witch.”

Furrowing her eyebrows, Thea felt an odd knot forming in the back of her throat. Of all the things to hear about her mother, she wasn’t expecting that. Kendrick seemed to have noticed the look on her face, as he quickly shifted the conversation to a lighter note.

“Selena was always very nice to me. And funny. Her sense of humor was golden and I think a lot of boys were very fond of her,” he remarked, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned on the wall. “It was pretty surprising to hear that she got engaged to your father so quickly. Made some people a little jealous, but I don’t think she cared.”

Words were resting on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t find the courage within herself to force them out. She swallowed them down and decided to change the topic. If they kept talking about her mother, she knew she was going to continue to freeze up and get lost in her own thoughts.

“Did you know anything about Rhianna Stewart?” she asked suddenly, catching Kendrick by surprise.

“She wasn’t in any of my classes,” he said. “I didn’t know much about that girl, other than the fact that she was a siren. Her reputation often preceded her, as you may know by now.”

Thea nodded slowly, meeting his gaze. “Some people were suggesting that she was...” she stopped herself, wondering how she should word this. Kendrick’s eyes narrowed. “You know. Taking some underhanded methods to get through college.”

“That’s a bit ridiculous to me,” he replied, nostrils flaring. “People tend to get envious towards others who are doing better than them. The most common argument is that they must be cheating, but there is never any evidence to support their claims.”

“So you don’t believe those rumors?”

“Not at all. If anything, it was probably because of her siren nature why people treated her that badly,” Kendrick reasoned, shaking his head. “I’m sure it wasn’t her fault. The mundanes were just itching to explain something that they couldn’t understand. For all of our sakes, let’s hope they continue to stay in the dark about such matters.”

At that, Thea agreed. Taking a look at the time, she realized that she needed to get going. Thanking him for his time, she soon departed from his office with a blank expression on her face. Her mind felt like static. As she exited the building, she almost tripped on the wrinkled doormat underneath her feet.

Sucking in a breath, Thea acknowledged that the new found information about her mother was getting to her. This always seemed to happen. Only this time, her thoughts kept lingering around the idea that her parents were complete strangers to her. 

That didn’t sit right with her, but what could she do? Her jaw was clenched as she made her way across the parking lot towards her car. 
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“Guess what?”

Thea hummed, taking a quick glance around her shop as she continued to hold the phone against her ear. “You ordered a new batch of acrylic paints for me?”

“Wha–” Jesse replied, which made her laugh aloud. “That’s not what I was expecting, but okay.”

“Well, did you? They run out fast.”

“I will when I get back to the shop. Sheesh...” he said, letting out an amused noise before bringing up what he truly wanted to discuss. “The administration at Ardensville High School is thinking about creating a mural in Rhianna’s honor. I think we should go and check it out.”

“Sounds like a good idea. I can use this as an excuse to talk to the custodian and get some more information out of him if I can,” she said, using her left hand to remove the stained apron from her body. “I’ll meet you there?”

“You got it. I’ll be there in 10.”

***
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AS SHE AND JESSE ENTERED the main building of Ardensville High, they couldn’t help but notice the burst in excitement throughout the hallways. People bustled in and out of the offices, carrying large art materials underneath their arms. That, or they were shuffling along with papers and folders for administrative purposes. Jesse clicked his tongue.

“Yep. They’re definitely up to something around here,” he said, opening the door for Thea to enter the principal’s office first.

They approached the counter, speaking to the intern working behind the desk. Jesse offered his assistance in the creation of the mural, which evoked a positive reaction from the lady. She quickly ushered him to talk to the principal, an excited jump to her step as she went.

“Do you think I can speak with the custodian of the school?” Thea asked her as the intern returned to her desk. “Leroy Bird? Is he working today?”

“He is. I’ll call him up for you right now,” she replied, reaching over to press the button on the intercom and hovering close enough for her voice to be heard clearly throughout the high school. “Leroy Bird, your presence is needed in the principal’s office.”

Within a few minutes, the custodian appeared through the door with a scowl on his face. He wiped his hands with a rag that he then shoved into one of his pockets. His movements were gruff and impatient, which made Thea feel somewhat unnerved to talk to him. However, she swallowed down her doubts and turned to face him all the same.

“Hello, I’m Thea. Have you heard?” she began, jutting her thumb in the direction of the principal. “They’re making a mural for Rhianna.”

Leroy let out a noise, but didn’t say anything. Thea pressed on.

“Are you going to help with that? Did you know her?”

With half-lidded eyes, Leroy stared at Thea with unamusement plastered all over his expression. He was getting more fed up by the second.

“Look,” he started, cracking the knuckles on his hands. “If you want to accuse me of something, just do it. I don’t have time for this. I have work I could be doing instead.”

Thea frowned. “I’m not accusing you of anything. I just wanted to talk to you about Rhianna since I heard something happened between you two.”

“Are you kidding me?” Leroy whispered out in disbelief, eyes narrowing at Thea. “Do you really think that’s your business to poke your nose into?”

She opened her mouth to respond, but he wasn’t having that. He interjected before she even got the chance.

“Whatever happened or whatever didn’t happen is none of your concern. Get that through your head, okay?” he said, pointing a finger at her. “Of all the people in this town, you think I had the most issues with her? C’mon. Just take a look at that Shawn kid. Or maybe even start paying attention to the people in her close circle. I mean, I would find it hard to stay best friends with someone who’s better than you at everything and anything.”

“...Are you talking about Kim Clark?”

He rolled his eyes. “Of course I am. Imagine being in your supposed best friend’s shadow for years. Don’t you think you’d build up some resentment over time? Especially if they don’t even treat you well.”

Every word he uttered was lined with malice towards Rhianna. The lines on his face seemed to deepen as the conversation continued, which made Thea realize that there was much more to this situation than she originally anticipated.

“Did Rhianna treat you badly? Is that why you’re speaking so badly about her?”

“What do you think?” Leroy retorted, tilting his head to the side. He let out a dry laugh. “Of course she treated me badly. Anyone who she considered beneath her was treated badly. She brought a lot of humiliation and drama to the people she didn’t like, that’s for sure. If you were around a person like that for so long, I’m sure you wouldn’t say nice things about them either.”

Shaking his head, he waved off the conversation. 

“I’m out of here. I don’t want to waste anymore of my time talking about that girl.”

Just like that, Leroy excused himself and exited the principal’s office without another word. With a stunned expression, Thea turned around to glance at the intern who overheard their conversation. Her eyes were wide.

“Do you know anything about all that?” Thea asked, nodding towards the door that Leroy left from. 

The intern shook her head sheepishly. “I mean... I know that there was a write-up once involving Leroy and another student, but that was when I first started working here. Other than that, I don’t know much. I’m sorry.”

“It’s alright, you’re fine,” Thea reassured her, reaching into her pocket and pulling out her phone. 

She wasn’t expecting to get much information out of Leroy anyway. However, the blatant contempt he held for the girl got her thinking. She figured that if something happened between the two of them, something grave, it would have been documented.

“Blaine?” Thea said once he answered her call. “Can you check if there are any criminal records against Leroy Bird? I’m starting to think that something happened between him and Rhianna Stewart, but I’m not sure what.”
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“Leroy Bird...” Blaine asked, running his tongue over his teeth as he tried to remember where he heard that name before. “That custodian from the high school?”

“Yeah, that’s him,” Thea replied. 

Her voice was soft as she spoke to him over the phone. She wasn’t acting like her normal self ever since she spoke with that professor. It made Blaine want to drop everything he was doing and go to her. Although he couldn’t do that, he figured that speaking to her and getting her to open up to him about it would be enough.

However, she wasn’t budging no matter how hard he tried. It was frustrating, but he didn’t want to continue prying.

“I’ll look into his files right now, but only if you have lunch with me afterwards,” Blaine said, spinning around in his seat and opening up a cabinet filled with manila folders. 

Hearing her laugh over the phone was like a breath of fresh air for him. It got him smiling as he sifted through the paperwork in front of him.

“Alright, that sounds like a deal. I’ll get us some lunch before heading over.”

“Are you alright, by the way?” Blaine asked. “You sound a little... I don’t know. Like there’s something on your mind.”

“I... I don’t think it’s something that should be discussed over the phone.”

“I understand. I’ll see you later then, okay?” he replied.

After he set his phone down, he got to work finding Leroy’s background. Skimming through the various papers, nothing major caught his eye. That was to be expected. If there was anything outstanding against the custodian, they would have realized it sooner. However, there was nothing.

Blaine was just about to close the folder and place it back into the filing cabinet. That is, until his attention was hooked by a certain subheading near the bottom of the paper he held. Ardensville High School vs. Rhianna Stewart. Those words made him sit up a little straighter in his seat.

As it turned out, it was an out of court settlement made by the school on his behalf to Rhianna and her family. The charges against him were dropped. However, he was suspended from working during school hours. 

Blaine swallowed thickly, carefully setting the papers back down. In all honesty, he felt a small pang of excitement in his chest at the possibility of progressing this case in a new direction. With each clue they clung onto, it seemed to slam them into a brick wall. This settlement was not definitive evidence against Leroy, but it was something they were going to look into all the same.

Just as his mind drifted to Thea and how he wanted to discuss what he found, her name flashed up on his phone screen. It was a text.

I’m out in front of the station. I hope you’re in the mood for some burgers because they were the only thing I was willing to get from the fast food place.

Blaine smiled, reaching for his phone and typing out a quick response.

Burgers and getting to spend some time with you. Of course I’ll be in the mood for that. Any day of the week.

***
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“DO YOU THINK THIS CAN lead us somewhere?” Thea asked, taking a quick sip from her cup. “You should have seen the way he was talking about her at the school. It was all hatred. It was kinda scary.”

Taking a quick bite from his burger and wiping his mouth with a napkin, Blaine nodded. “If you can find anything else about this guy, I’ll take it. This case has been driving us nuts because we don’t have any solid leads right now.”

“I’ll see what I can dig up,” she reassured him, setting her burger to the side. 

She went quiet for a moment, which made it clear to Blaine that she was thinking about something. Based on the expression on her face, he didn’t have to wonder too long about what was bugging her. He figured she was going to open up to him about it sooner or later.

“Cat got your tongue?” he quipped, leaning back into his seat.

“I’m just... Ever since Professor Kendrick mentioned that my mom had a stalker when she was studying in Chicago, I haven’t been able to shake it from my thoughts. He said that it scared her enough to get her to leave the city and come back to Ardensville. That’s serious. And nobody told me about it until now. Not even Granny or my Aunt.”

“Maybe they didn’t know about it, either,” Blaine offered with a shrug. 

“It seems like something huge to keep from your family, don’t you think?” Thea reasoned, glancing at him for confirmation. Regardless, she shook her head and let out a sigh. “I’ve also been thinking about that girl. Nichole. I used the scrying spell to see what she was doing. I didn’t find any evidence to use against her, but it’s pretty clear that she’s a horrible person.”

Blaine chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t think we can arrest someone for being scummy. If we did, half the country would be behind bars.”

Although that managed to get a short laugh out of Thea, the small smile on her face soon drifted away. The situation still made her uneasy. Blaine couldn’t fault her for feeling that way. It was a lot to take in. He reached over to take her hand in his, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

“We’re gonna figure all of this out, okay? I promise. Don’t worry your pretty little head about this anymore, you’re gonna end up driving yourself crazy.”

Thea nodded, sighing softly. “You’re right. I’m still going to talk to my Aunt about this and see if she can remember anything. The mystery is killing me, so if I find out a little more about what happened, I think it’ll calm me down.”

“Do whatever feels right, Thea. You’ll have my support always.”

With that, the two of them shared a brief kiss before Blaine exited her car and returned to the police station. Before he entered, he watched her drive off and silently hoped that she would take his advice. He noticed the beginnings of bags forming under her eyes.

Settling back into his office, he was hit with a sudden wave of motivation. Even though he would’ve preferred to spend his entire day with Thea, he got to work searching through Rhianna’s texts and emails for clues. The thought of Thea remained in his mind as he did so. 
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“What a surprise,” Tiegen mumbled to herself. She watched from her desk as Thea walked through the door of her office and settled down in the seat in front of her. “I knew a day like this was going to come eventually.”

Thea raised a brow. “What are you talking about?”

“Your studies, Thea. The development of your magical abilities.” her Aunt replied, motioning to the office around them. “Why else would you visit me during the day?”

“That’s not the main reason I wanted to see you,” Thea said, which earned her a small frown. “I wanted to talk to you about my parents.”

Folding her hands over her lap, it was clear that her Aunt wasn’t anticipating that response. However, she didn’t say anything against it. With a slight nod, Tiegen beckoned her to continue.

“Do you know about anything that happened around the time my mother came back from Chicago? Something that would have caused her to return to Ardensville early?”

Tiegen straightened in her seat, jaw clenched. She stared at Thea with a perplexed expression as she tried to make sense of what she said. Eventually, she let out a deep exhale through her nostrils.

“Why do you ask?”

Thea shrugged. “Curiosity.”

“I...” Tiegen wet her lips, tapping the armrest of her seat. “I wasn’t very close with your mother until after she married Alistair. Based on what he told me at the time, I could tell that something was going on. I didn’t know the details then and I still don’t know them now.”

“Are you sure you don’t know anything?” Thea pressed, sitting on the edge of her seat. “I talked to Professor Potter recently at the university and he told me a bit about my mother.”

Letting out an amused hum, Tiegen smiled. “So they were acquaintances, huh? That makes sense.” She rose out of her seat, dusting off her clothing. “He is a creative, if limited, warlock. He serves as an asset to this town, even if his magical abilities aren’t the best.”

Even though Thea wanted to talk more about what the professor told her, the determined look on her Aunt’s face made it clear that she wouldn’t get the chance. Tiegen had other plans for her. 

“You, on the other hand, aren’t going to end up with mediocre magic skills. I would never allow that to happen,” her Aunt said, motioning for her to stand. “I want us to work on the binding spell again. You’ll start getting used to it in no time, I promise.”

“Whatever you say...” Thea murmured as she positioned herself a few feet away from her Aunt.

Following her instructions, Thea managed to bind her Aunt’s feet and rendered her unable to move. With Tiegen’s coaxing, she gradually moved upwards. Her calves, her knees, and her thighs. Her Aunt let out an amused laugh as she realized that she couldn’t walk anymore.

“Look at you.” Tiegen exclaimed, resting her hands on her hips. “Look at how far you’ve come. I can’t move anymore.”

“I’ve never seen anyone happy with the fact that they couldn’t walk, Aunt Tiegen.”

“Well, I’m sure if they were in my shoes, they would be happy, too,” she remarked playfully. “You’re showing a lot of progress, Thea. All of that hard work is paying off.”

A flurry of excitement settled in Thea’s chest as her Aunt’s words resonated. Tiegen was right. She was improving and she could see it clearly. Albeit gradually, her magic was getting stronger. Those hours of practice with Sybil were finally making themselves known. 

“Now, I want you to continue binding me. Try my chest next,” Tiegen said.

Thea furrowed her eyebrows together as she stared at her Aunt, then down at her hands. “A-Are you sure?”

“Of course I am. I wouldn’t have said it otherwise.”

“Can’t we just... stick with the legs for now? It’s a good starting point, don’t you think?” Thea reasoned, reluctant in wanting to go any further. 

Although her success gave her a slight confidence boost, she wasn’t willing to push it that far. Recalling how Tiegen described binding spells in greater detail, even mentioning how they could stop a person’s organs from functioning if used improperly, her throat went dry. Thea didn’t want to risk it.

Tiegen wasn’t pleased, sending Thea a pointed look.

“Do you really think that your opponent is going to be fazed when you bind their legs together?” her Aunt asked.

Thea scratched at the spot behind her ear. “I mean, I would.”

“Most wouldn’t be. In fact, they’d probably rejoice at the fact that you gave them a chance to recover and retaliate. They can still cast spells with their hands, you know. Or they could even call for backup. Binding their legs isn’t going to be enough to stop them. Your hesitation just gave them a chance to recuperate.”

Pressing her lips into a thin line, Thea acknowledged that her Aunt had a point. However, there was a difference in using the binding spell in combat and using it in practice. She wasn’t in any danger and she really didn’t want to hurt her Aunt unintentionally. For that reason, she stood firm in her decision not to continue with the spell. Even as the displeasure continued to accumulate within her Aunt’s gaze.

Shutting her eyes, Tiegen took a few moments to concentrate. Suddenly, she waved her hand through the air. Just like that, her ability to walk returned. She took a few steps towards Thea.

“See?” Tiegen said, making her way back around the desk. “You just gave me the upper hand. You never give your enemies the upper hand. The mercy you just showed me?” She shook her head. “I sincerely doubt they’re going to be as compassionate with you.”

Letting out a small sigh, Thea leaned over to grab her bag. That was enough magic for her. She had other priorities she needed to get to. 

“I need to get back to my shop,” she said, already heading towards the door. “Jesse’s working on mural ideas for Rhianna.”

“Mhmm,” Tiegen replied, already flipping through the countless papers on her desk. “Make sure to practice later with Sybil. Binding spells are your friend, Thea. Not your enemy.”

Without another word, Thea left her Aunt’s office. She didn’t want to think about anything related to magic for the rest of the day. For some reason, it was exhausting her. 
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“Hold on,” Jesse said, setting down the painting materials he was holding. “So that professor knew your mom?”

“Yep.”

“He was her teaching assistant?”

“That’s right.”

“And he was kinda friends with her when they attended college together?”

“I guess so,” Thea said, leaning on the counter. “He knew enough about her to know that she had left Chicago early and returned to Ardensville. He mentioned that my mom had a stalker, which is why she came home from the city.”

“That’s... horrifying. If I was getting stalked in a big city like that, I’d pack up my stuff and leave in two seconds. I don’t blame your mom for getting out of that situation,” Jesse replied, running his hand along Sybil’s head. “And what about that Leroy guy? What did you manage to find out about him?”

“Well, I know that he really hates Rhianna. Blaine managed to look up his file and he found out that there was a court settlement involving him and Rhianna’s family. I’m guessing his animosity has something to do with that.”

Jesse’s eyebrows shot upwards. “Do you think he could have killed her?”

“I’m not sure yet, but...” Thea glanced towards the door of the shop. She dropped her voice down to a whisper, recognizing the person who just walked in. “I’ll have to look into it a bit more.”

Jesse sent her a quick nod before ducking his head, also noticing the unexpected visitor. He resumed restocking supplies around the shop.

Kim approached the counter slowly, taking her time to observe her surroundings. Her eyes soon lit up as her gaze met Thea’s.

“How are you, Kim?” Thea said, sending her a smile. “Are you looking for anything in particular?”

“Yes, actually.” the girl replied, setting her school bag on the counter. “I was thinking about buying some nice paper for scrap booking I’ve been considering taking that up as a new hobby.”

“Oh, that’s really nice.” Thea exclaimed, already beginning her search for materials Kim could use. “What are you making a scrapbook of?”

“I was thinking about making one for nostalgic purposes. I have a bunch of pictures of Rhianna and myself but no place to put them, so I figured making a scrapbook would solve that problem for me.”

After hearing that, Thea softened. She sent Kim an apologetic look, already noticing the slight glaze in her eyes. Kim’s bottom lip slightly quivered, but she fought the urge to cry. Instead, she blinked a few times to clear her vision and sent Thea a grin. 

“I asked around town and people kept telling me that this was the place to go if I needed art supplies, so here I am,” Kim said. “I’m doing whatever I can to distract myself from Rhianna’s death, you know?”

“That’s understandable. Hey Jesse, can you come over here for a second?” Thea called out, waving him over. “Do you think you can help Kim pick out some scrap booking paper? You’re more of an expert on that than I am.”

“Sure,” he said, turning towards the girl. “Have you ever made a scrapbook before?”

“Never,” Kim replied, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Do you have any dimensions in mind for the paper you want to use?”

Her eyes fluttered as she sent Jesse a small smile. “Not particularly.”

“Oh, okay. I can teach you everything you need to know. Here, follow me.” 

Thea watched as the two of them made their way near the back of the shop to discuss the scrapbook. Soon enough, her attention was diverted towards the front again when yet another person made their appearance known. This time, Thea was more than happy to see that familiar face.

“Pippa. I didn’t expect you to swing by. What’s going on?”

Although Pippa opened her mouth to respond, her eyes drifted towards the pair near the back. Laughing and joking with each other, Jesse and Kim continued to plan out the scrapbook together. Meanwhile, Pippa felt her heart start to thump loudly in her chest.

“What’s happening over there...?” she asked as nonchalantly as possible. Pippa struggled to keep her voice’s inflection at a steady level. “I didn’t know those two knew each other.”

Thea scoffed. “Barely. Kim stopped by because she wanted to buy some materials. Jesse’s just helping her out.”

“...Oh,” Pippa said, swallowing thickly. “That’s nice of him.”

“Are you jealous?”

Pippa’s eyes widened. “W-What? What are you talking about? I’m not jealous.”

“Mhm,” Thea replied, narrowing her eyes playfully at her friend. “Definitely not jealous. That’s why your cheeks turned pink at the sight of Jesse talking with another girl, huh?”

“Shut up.”

“It’s a good thing you came, actually. I wanted to ask you if you’d like to come with me to the sorority house tomorrow. I think it’s time to dig around a little bit.”

At that, the mischievous glint in Pippa’s eyes soon became visible. She nodded eagerly.

“It’s been two weeks since I’ve got to play detective, Thea. Two.” Pippa held up two fingers to emphasize her point. “It’s about time you invited me to do something with you.”

Rolling her eyes, Thea sent her friend a pointed look. “I didn’t invite you because I figured you were busy. That’s all.”

“Yeah? Well, I’m not,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “And I’d love to hang out with you. I always do.”

Their conversation was interrupted by Kim’s soft giggle, who passed by with a bag full of materials that Jesse already rang up for her. Pippa looked her up and down before averting her gaze.

“Do you guys think you can make it to open mic night at Ardensville college? It’ll be a great time. I’m sure it’ll help take our minds off of a lot of things,” Kim said.

“Sure, I’d love to go.” Jesse replied. He didn’t notice the daggers he received from Pippa for saying that.

“Yeah, I’m sure we’ll find some time to show up,” Thea added on.

Kim smiled. “That’s awesome, I hope I see you all there. Gage is going to do some comedy work shopping and I’m 90 percent sure that it’s gonna be horrible. We could all use a good laugh, y’know?”

The three of them nodded in joint agreement. 
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“Jeez. Look at this place,” Jesse said as they entered the university auditorium together. “It’s more packed than I expected.”

Jesse, Pippa, Thea, and Blaine managed to arrive right on time before the event began. The crowd was boisterous and rowdy, excited for the night of entertainment. In the dim lights, it was difficult to make their way through without bumping into a few people here and there.

Soon enough, Thea heard her name being called. She turned around and spotted Kim, waving at them from afar. Smiling, Thea made her way over with the rest of the group in tow.

“I’m so glad you guys were able to make it.” Kim said, gazing at each of them. Her eyes lingered on Jesse for a few seconds longer, but she looked away before she was caught staring. “I’ve saved some seats over here for you all.”

“That’s really nice of you, Kim. Thank you,” Thea replied.

Taking a seat, she was soon flanked by Blaine and Pippa on either side of her. Out of the corner of her eye, Thea watched as Kim enthusiastically took the chair next to Jesse. From the look on Pippa’s face, it was clear that Thea wasn’t the only one who noticed that. Pippa fidgeted uncomfortably, a frown beginning to form on her face.

Thea leaned in. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Nothing to worry about,” Pippa replied indifferently. However, as she heard Kim giggling as she talked with Jesse, she rolled her eyes.

On the stage, a speaker announced the beginning of the open mic night. Introducing the first couple performers, the auditorium was quickly filled with booming laughter that bounced off the walls. Smiles could be seen all around as each performer made jokes and poked fun at themselves and others. As Thea wiped away a stray tear that sneaked out of her eye from laughing too hard, she thought about how worthwhile the decision to come was.

Before they knew it, Gage was up on the stage, just as Kim promised. Thea didn’t know what to anticipate from a comedy workshop, other than the fact that it was going to be funny in some way or another. However, as Gage’s act went on, and as he evoked more pitiful chuckles from the crowd than the belly laughs his predecessors caused, the performance proved more cringe worthy than entertaining. 

“Should I start clapping now?” Blaine whispered, noticing the tense silence in the auditorium. “I’m starting to feel bad.”

Thea swatted at his arm. “If you start clapping now, you’ll probably make this even more awkward.”

“More awkward?” Blaine replied with a brief laugh. “Oh, c’mon. What’s awkward is the fact that I can hear the crickets outside while this performance is going on. That’s how quiet it is in here.”

“Rude.”

“I don’t think the crickets are finding this funny, either.”

Just as Thea narrowed her eyes at Blaine for his comment, Gage uttered a “thank you” that marked the end of his performance. The auditorium burst into an abrupt applause.

Pippa hummed to herself. “I think they’re cheering loudly because the performance ended.”

“You think?” Thea asked.

Blaine cut in. “I’ll go throw him some roses if he promises never to do that type of thing again.”

Before Gage managed to slip away, Thea caught up and congratulated him on his participation. To stand up in front of a crowd of people and tell jokes on a whim takes a lot of courage. If Thea was in his position, she wasn’t sure she could manage it.

Whether or not his performance was any good was a topic for another day. Instead, she focused on diverting the conversation towards Rhianna and Nichole.

“So are you doing alright? After everything that happened?” she asked carefully.

Gage shrugged. “I guess so. I broke up with Nichole because of the way she was acting about the whole thing. It was petty and childish. I didn’t want anything to do with that.”

He seemed to have noticed the way Thea’s eyebrows knitted together, out of concern for what he said. His eyes widened. 

“Don’t worry. I’m pretty sure Nichole had nothing to do with Rhianna’s murder. She just isn’t that great of a person to be around. That’s all.”

Giving him the benefit of the doubt, Thea nodded gradually. “And what do you think about Shawn Morgan’s involvement in all this? Do you think he had something to do with it?”

“I... I really don’t know. I knew that there was some stupid beef that Shawn had with Rhianna. Something about cheating her way through school or something. As far as I knew, she worked hard in her classes and earned her grades the right way. She didn’t get anything easily, that’s for sure.”

“Rhianna had some tension with the custodian at Ardensville High, didn’t she? Did you know anything about that?” Thea asked.

Gage’s nostrils flared as he recalled the memories. He ran a hand through his hair, taking a deep sigh before speaking.

“It was a stupid high school joke that the administration ended up taking way too far,” he explained, shaking his head. “Rhianna would joke around with the idea that Leroy had been taking pictures of her without her permission. It was a dumb idea to kid around with, of course, but she didn’t think there was anything wrong with it in the moment.”

“Until those words reached the wrong person, huh?” Thea reasoned.

With a somber expression, he nodded. “Leroy ran the photography club. He was always taking pictures of a bunch of people, including students. There wasn’t anything creepy about it. But when the administration heard about Rhianna’s comment, they took the worst version of this story and ran with it. Caused a whole mess, but I think they settled everything out of court in the end.”

“So you don’t think Leroy is guilty of anything? No retaliation against Rhianna for what happened?” Thea prompted.

Gage shook his head. “I doubt it. From what I could tell, Leroy was an okay guy. Always minded his business and did his own thing. People were expecting the worst out of him, which wasn’t fair. Since it was Rhianna’s word against his, people were more willing to side with her instead. It wasn’t right, but...” He shrugged. “What could you do?”
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Thea walked through the door of her old Victorian house. Sybil followed her in. Her stomach and face both hurt from laughing. She was grateful for the distraction, but even though she was just filled with mirth, many questions about the case were still rattling around in her head.

She walked across the foyer. She nearly jumped out of her skin as she passed the kitchen and saw Granny unexpectedly sitting at the kitchen table.

Thea put her hand over her heart. “Granny, you scared me. I thought you’d be in bed already.”

“Oh, I just felt like being a bit of a night owl tonight. I made some tea while I was waiting for you to get back. Why don’t you have some?” Granny said.

Thea could smell the chamomile tea coming from Granny’s mug and the flowered ceramic teapot on the table with her. She grabbed a mug from the cupboard and went over to the table. Sybil jumped onto the table and curled up. She let out a sleepy yawn, not prepared for her bedtime to be suddenly pushed back.

Granny poured some of the tea into the mug. Thea wondered if Granny’s actions may have been motivated by a sense that something would be wrong.

As if answering her silent question, Granny asked, “My, you’re awfully quiet. Didn’t your night go well?”

Thea sighed. “It went well. I guess there’s still some stuff on my mind though.”

“Well then, come on. Tell your Granny about it then.”

Granny sat back in her chair, waiting for Thea to tell her about everything on her mind. 

“I’ve been thinking about my mom.”

“What about her?”

“I talked to Tiegen and a few other people. She didn’t come back just to be with my dad. No one knew any details, but it seems like someone was stalking her in Chicago.”

Granny raised her eyebrows. “Stalking? My Selena?”

“Yeah. I don’t know much. That’s just what I could gather. No one knows very much. She didn’t talk about it, I guess.”

Granny frowned and looked down into her cup of tea. 

Thea began to feel guilty for bringing the matter up. “I’m sorry, Granny. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Granny shook her head. “No, no, darling. It’s fine. These things just manage to take one by surprise. I’m just sorry I can’t help you more. I didn’t know anything about it. Maybe if you get me a range of time, I can go look at the library and see if they have some old microfiche.”

Thea gave Granny a comforting smile. “I’ll see if I can get more details.”

Granny coughed and straightened up in her chair. She gave Thea a slightly strained smile. “Now, don’t let me go adding to your stress. Tell me about what else is on your mind. Has Jesse made a move yet?”

“It’s funny you should say that. I think Pippa got a little jealous the other day.”

“Is that so? She shouldn’t wait so long. He won’t be pining after her forever.”

“I don’t think it was anything serious. Kim, a girl from the college, one of Rhianna’s friends stopped by the shop. Jesse was helping her with something. Pippa got a little testy about it.”

Granny laughed. “Oh poor Pippa, getting jealous of a pretty young thing.”

“I think Jesse knows she’s way too young for him. He was keeping it very professional.”    

“That girl needs to nail him down. Before she knows it he’ll figure out what a catch he is. It’s like I said the other night: you need to help move that along.”

“I’ll think about it. I’m still not convinced it’s the best thing to do.”

“My darling, they can’t be stuck in will-they-won’t-they forever. I think you’d save some broken hearts if you just gave them a gentle nudge.”

“I’ll think about it. Really.”

“Alright. I trust your judgment Though I think the two of them could be as happy as you and Blaine.”

Thea stayed quiet and took a sip of her tea.

“I don’t like that silence,” Granny said. “Don’t tell me there’s trouble in paradise. Are you and Blaine okay?”

“Oh no, it’s nothing like that,” Thea said. “I guess I’ve just been thinking about my parents and me and Blaine and everything.”

“I think it’s time you spilled the beans,” Granny said. “What’s really going on in that head of yours?”

“It’s just that my parents were together for years before they got married,” Thea admitted. “And I think about me and Blaine and while it feels like I’ve known him forever, we haven’t actually been dating that long.”

“Oh honey,” Granny reached across the table and tightly squeezed Thea’s hand. “There is no timeline for love. You just have to follow your heart. Not everyone’s journey is exactly the same.”

“It just feels like there’s a super obvious answer and I’m not seeing it, I guess.”

“There’s no answer, obvious or not,” Granny said, gently. “So many things in life aren’t that exact. Goodness, even our magic wouldn’t be able to give you the exact right answer. You just have to weigh your options and follow your intuition.”

“I don’t know what my intuition is even saying.”

“It says that you care very deeply about Blaine, right?”

“Right. Of course.”

“Well then, just start there. That’s one thing you’re sure of.”

“Your parents were on the young side too,” Sybil pointed out. She was sitting up on the table. In her conversation with Granny, Thea didn’t even notice she was still awake.

“Yeah, I guess they were,” Thea admitted.

“Then I’m willing to bet they didn’t have much more figured out than you,” Sybil said. She let out a yawn. “So are we going to bed or what?”

Thea laughed. Sybil may have been a magical cat, but she was still a cat. This much disruption to her routine made her grumpy. 

“Yeah, we’ll go to bed.” Thea quickly drained her cup and gave Granny a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for the tea.”

“Oh, it’s no trouble. Leave the mug. I’ll clean up before I head up to bed.”

Thea got up and scooped Sybil into her arms. She felt herself growing more and more tired as she went up the stairs towards her bedroom. Though she still had questions rattling in her head, she knew she would sleep easier tonight.
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Thea, Sybil, and Pippa arrived at the college at 9am sharp. They had been up for a few hours already. Pippa had come over for an early breakfast. They wanted to make sure nothing could distract them from their mission.

Though they had a legitimate reason for going, they wanted to stake out the sorority house. They were hoping to catch something they had missed before. There were still missing pieces in the case, and Thea had a feeling that she would find what she was looking for in the sorority house.

Thea, Sybil, and Pippa started walking up the stairs to the house. Just as they were about to knock on the door, it opened. Nichole stepped outside. She looked surprised to see them. Clearly, she was not expecting visitors at this early hour.

Nichole rolled her eyes at the group and pushed past them, not letting them stop her from reaching her destination.

Thea looked down at Sybil and gestured towards Nichole. Sybil nodded her head and ran after her, ready to keep an eye on her.

Thea and Pippa exchanged a look before using the heavy door knocker to signal their arrival. After a few moments, a blonde woman wearing the Kappa Xi letters on her sweatshirt answered the door.

“Hi,” she said with a bright smile. “What can I do for you?”

Pippa smiled back. “Hi, my little sister will be attending the college soon, and she was thinking of rushing Kappa Xi. She couldn’t be here today, but I had the day off, so I figured I’d stop by. Would we be able to get a tour?”

“Of course. Come on in.”

The woman stepped aside to let Thea and Pippa in. Though their drop-in was unexpected, they were able to depend on good old-fashioned Midwest hospitality.

“Do you have any questions about the house or the sorority?”

“Do you know what rooms would be available next semester?” Pippa asked. “I know she’d want to see where she’d be staying. Also, what is the vibe like around here?”

“Oh you know, it’s a college first and foremost, so you can usually find a lot of the girls studying, but everyone is pretty social too. We’re not like a party house, but it’s not exactly a convent here either,” she said with a laugh. “A lot of the girls find it easy to adjust.”

She showed Pippa and Thea around the house. Pippa asked question after question and engaged in conversation as much as she could. That gave Thea the opportunity to slip away while Pippa was asking their tour guide about the history of the chapter.

Thea sneaked off and found exactly what she was looking for: Rhianna’s old room. The door still had her name on it. Thea thought it must be hard for the other sisters to remove her things.

She pushed the door open, and inside she found the room slightly messy and disturbed. Thea assumed that the police department had already been in the room, looking for evidence that would point to the killer.

The room was fairly simple. There was a bed in the corner with a nightstand. Also in the room was a bureau and desk. Rhianna had put up a few pictures around the room. On the long mirror on the closet door, she had put pictures of herself and friends.

Thea went around the room, trying to find something that had been missed. She had to do so quickly too, or else their tour guide would realize she had wandered off.

She went over to the desk and moved some papers around. The papers were clearly from schoolwork. She paused when she found a small desk calendar underneath an English paper.

Thea picked it up and examined it. It was unmarked except for an x at the beginning of the month and smudge on the day Rhianna died. She flipped through the rest of the calendar. She saw x’s marking a day every few weeks. The days seemed almost random. They were different from month-to-month.

The door behind to creak open behind her. Thea jumped and dropped the calendar back onto the desk. She spun around, already trying to think up an excuse for why she was in Rhianna’s room with the door shut.

Standing in the open doorway was Kim with a smug smile on her face.

“I knew it,” she said, walking into the room. “Once I saw Pippa dancing around Alexandra asking her a million questions I knew you weren’t going to be far away. I’m not shocked to find you in here.”

Thea thought about trying to lie about her reason for being here, but she knew Kim would see right past it.

“Yeah, you caught me,” Thea said. She picked the calendar back up and showed it to Kim. “Do you have any idea what this is for? There’s x’s on random days. I can’t figure it out.”

“That was Rhianna’s appointment calendar. She would mark days she needed to meet someone.”

“Who was she meeting.”

Kim shrugged. “I don’t know. She never offered that info up, so I never asked.”

Two girls walked past the door giggling. “There’s a kitten outside.” One exclaimed. “It’s literally the cutest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Thea knew that was her signal to go. She set the calendar back down on the desk.

“Thanks, Kim,” she said. “I’ll get  out of your hair.”

“No problem.”

Thea pulled Pippa away and the two went outside. There were a few sorority girls taking pictures of Sybil with their phones. Sybil was loving the attention, but ran after Thea and Pippa as they passed.

“Do you want to run one more errand with me before your shift?” Thea asked.

Pippa grinned. “Are you kidding me? I’m always up to play detective.”
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“You don’t think we’re too late, right?” Pippa asked as Thea parked her car in an open spot.

“He’s probably still working. From what I learned, he likes to stay late.”

“Wow, are you serious?” Her tone sounded incredulous. “Sheesh. I’ve never known someone who willingly stays behind at their job for a couple more hours. I hope he’s getting paid.”

Thea scoffed. “Of course he is, Pippa. He has to be. I sincerely doubt anyone would stay behind to clean an entire school by themselves with no extra pay.”

“Hmm. You have a point.”

The two of them exited the car and made their way towards the administrative building. They planned on having them call up Leroy so that they could talk with him directly. Considering things were still hazy surrounding the circumstances of Rhianna’s death, they hoped to find more answers.

However, they soon realized that they didn’t have to do that. Emerging from a nearby building, Leroy and Shawn walked in tandem towards the administrative building. 

As they spoke, Shawn happened to look up and caught sight of Thea and Pippa staring straight at them. He flushed, nudging Leroy in the side to alert him of their appearance. While Shawn looked embarrassed, the scowl on Leroy’s face indicated that he felt irritated by their sudden presence.

Remembering the last time she spoke with Leroy, and how her attempt at light conversation was struck down by his cold words, Thea knew she couldn’t beat around the bush. Pippa followed after her as she met Shawn and Leroy halfway.

“Are you sure you didn’t hold anything against Rhianna for what happened between the two of you?” Thea asked, disregarding the astonished look on his face. “She got you in trouble with the school. Unintentionally, of course, but it still happened. She put your job and your reputation at risk, and you didn’t retaliate against her?”

Leroy was taken aback by her abrupt statement. Thea was assertive, which was in stark contrast to how she seemed the last time he saw her. Regardless, the shock soon subsided. Annoyance crept back into his expression, narrowing his eyes and deepening his frown.

“At the end of the day, it was a stupid joke. Nothing more, nothing less,” Leroy responded. “Kids make dumb mistakes all the time. Now, I still don’t like the girl all that much, but I don’t blame her for what the school did. She had no part in that. I don’t have anything to hold against her.”

His explanation sounded reasonable enough in Thea’s eyes. Her gaze soon flickered towards Shawn, who looked eager to slip away as inconspicuous as he could. Neither Thea or Pippa were going to allow that to happen. They still had questions they wanted to ask and they knew that Shawn would have some of the answers.

“What are you doing here, Shawn?” she prompted, tilting her head at him. “Have you heard about the mural they’re doing for Rhianna?”

Pippa crossed her arms over her chest. “I think the whole town has heard about that.”

“I-I have, yes,” he replied softly, swallowing thickly. “Y-You know, I should really get going–”

“You haven’t even answered her question yet,” Pippa said, stepping forward to block his path. “What are you doing here?”

“I...” he paused briefly, glancing at Leroy. Eventually, he gave up on trying to hide his motives. “I was asking Leroy if the photography club had any candid shots of Rhianna. I wanted to print them out and give them to Kim. You know... as a peace offering, I guess.”

Pippa raised her brow, as did Thea. Their expressions were filled with doubt as they continued to stare at the kid whose eyes were glued to his shoes.

“But why would you do that? Everyone keeps talking about how you had a beef with Rhianna and that you didn’t like her,” Pippa pointed out. “And now you’re trying to make amends with her best friend? That doesn’t make much sense.”

“It’s true that I didn’t like cheaters,” he mumbled out, scratching the side of his neck sheepishly. “That doesn’t seem to matter much anymore when the person is dead, don’t you think?”

Thea and Pippa were still unconvinced, evident by the way they crossed their arms indignantly at his answer. Shawn sighed.

“All I wanted to do was make sure that Rhianna was playing fairly, that’s all. I never wanted to see anything bad happen to her,” Shawn said. He clenched his jaw. “I don’t care what you people think. I’m leaving.”

Pippa didn’t try to stop him that time. He passed them by without a word, and while Thea wanted to ask about his alibi the day Rhianna was killed, she decided to ask Leroy for his. It was better than nothing.

“If the police want my alibi, they can talk to the school about that. They must have caught me on the security cameras throughout the evening. I was here cleaning when that girl ended up dead. It couldn’t have been me.”

Without questioning him further, Thea thanked him for his time. Leroy responded with a grunt and a nod, before turning around and returning to work. She and Pippa were somber, still unsure where this investigation was leading them. Figuring out who killed Rhianna was proving to be more difficult than they thought.

***
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“THANKS FOR THE RIDE, Thea,” Pippa said, unbuckling her seat belt “I’ll text you later, okay? Maybe we can get some coffee or dinner together.”

“Of course,” Thea agreed, watching as her friend gathered her belongings. “Oh, and Pippa? Can I ask you something?”

“Sure, go ahead.”

“What do you think about Jesse?”

Pippa stilled. The grip on her purse tightened as her knuckles turned white. “W-Why do you ask?”

“Just curious,” Thea said, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. “I’ve seen the way you act around him, you know. And if you want some advice, I think you should just go for it. Make a move and see where it goes. You’ll be thanking me for it later.”

She swallowed the knot in her throat, unwilling to look at Thea in the eyes. However, Thea noticed the pink emerging in her cheeks and her ears. She laughed inwardly to herself, twisting the key in the ignition once more.

“You should definitely consider it, Pippa.” Thea called out. 

Pippa said nothing as she slammed the car door. She then hurried inside A Novel Idea with her heart thumping loudly in her chest. 
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Blinking the sleep from his eyes, Blaine realized that he was back at square one. After scouring Rhianna’s phone for any clues about who her murderer could be, he was stuck with nothing. Hours devoted to skimming her text messages, emails, and calls and his efforts proved futile.

To say that he was frustrated would be an understatement, but at the very least, he was glad he could stop reading through the girl’s texts. Blaine was amazed how one person could text so much in one day, much less in one month. He was pretty sure that there were miles worth of texts within Rhianna’s phone. He was even more astonished by the fact that he managed to read through it all.

There were a few consistent themes that kept popping up in her texts. She was a sociable girl, but she was also caught up in her fair share of drama. Petty fights were prevalent, as well as gossip and rumor sharing between her various friend groups. Rhianna’s camera roll was filled with text screenshots, as well as selfies and memes that she would send to others.

Not to mention, she had a tendency to sass other people. Blaine’s interest peaked when he discovered her conversations with Gage, especially considering the timeline of his relationship with Nichole at the time. However, he was disappointed to see nothing of substance. Similar to everything else he found, there was nothing to suggest that someone wanted to kill Rhianna. 

Yawning, Blaine didn’t even want to glance at another phone screen for the rest of the day. His eyes felt exhausted, but the text notification he received from Thea changed his mind. He would be more than willing to strain his eyesight even more once he saw her name flash up on his screen.

Are you free for lunch? I kinda wanted to talk to you a bit about the case.

“Lunch...?” Blaine mumbled to himself, checking the time. 

He let out an astonished breath as he realized that it was almost one in the afternoon. The last time he checked the clock, it was nine in the morning. Time flies when you’re keeping up with college drama, it seems.

Of course I’m free. Did you have any place in mind where we could meet? I’m down for whatever.

It didn’t take long for Thea’s text bubble to appear. He waited for her response in nervous excitement. He felt like a kid with a schoolyard crush whenever it came to her. However, he didn’t mind it that much. 

I was thinking we could meet at Witt’s End Diner. We haven’t stopped by in a while. I’ll see you there, alright?

***
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AS THE TWO OF THEM walked through the door, they were met with Eleanor and Fred’s kind expressions. They were led to their regular table near the back of the diner, hidden away from the rest of the customers. 

“So did you find anything in Rhianna’s phone?” Thea asked, taking the seat across from him and opening up the lunch menu.

Blaine shook his head. “Nothing. I looked through a month’s worth of texts and I couldn’t find anything useful to the case. It almost drove me insane.”

“Pippa and I visited the sorority house. I used it as a chance to snoop around and see if I could dig up anything,” Thea explained, which made his eyes widen. “It turns out she used to have a calendar where she would mark a bunch of days on it.”

“Was there a pattern to them?” Blaine asked. “They could have been club meetings or something.”

“They seemed random to me.”

Resting his chin on his hand, Blaine thought back to her phone. “I don’t remember seeing any events saved in her phone calendar or emails. It must have been something she wanted to keep a secret.”

“I also wanted to tell you that I talked to Leroy recently. I think he may have an alibi to clear his innocence in this case, but you’re going to have to see if it checks out. He basically gave us permission to see if his alibi was real, we just have to talk to the school administration first.”

Blaine let out an amused laugh as he flipped through the menu and eyed a bacon sandwich with avocado and toasted bread. “You’ve been busy, haven’t you? You spend so much time helping us in these cases. Why don’t you just join the force outright?”

“Be serious, Blaine.”

“I am.”

“I’d only consider it if and only if you guys needed my help that badly,” she replied, sending him a quick smile. “Otherwise, I can stick with my day job at A Stitch in Time.”

“Anything to help us out in solving this case, the better,” Blaine said, leaning back into his seat. “If you can use your magical avenues to figure this out, be my guest. Our tactics are running dry and the mundane ones haven’t been of much help recently.”

Thea narrowed her eyes in thought. “I’m not sure I have any more tricks up my sleeves that I could use.”

“Aww.” Blaine pouted. “That’s gonna make things more difficult for us.”

“But that’s besides the point,” she reminded him. “You don’t need magic to confirm Shawn and Nichole’s alibis, do you? That can be our starting point. From there, we can really start to narrow down the remaining suspects who had ties to Rhianna.”

“I must say that you’re making some arguments that I can’t dispute,” Blaine said, commending her with a slight nod of his head. “We’ll look into their alibis, I promise.”

“And you need to make sure and see if Leroy was telling the truth as well,” Thea added, closing her menu. She already had an idea of what she wanted to order. “If he was really at the high school on the day Rhianna was killed, that’ll be enough to prove that he isn’t the killer.”

Blaine nodded, waving over a waiter so that the two of them could order their meals. “I’ll request the school security footage when I get back to the station. Let’s talk about something else now, yeah? I’m starving and I’m tired, so the murder case is the last thing I have on my mind right now.”
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Letting out a huff as she dropped the box of supplies onto the counter, Thea wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. She was preparing for a regular afternoon in A Stitch in Time. Since the shelves looked barren, she got to work sorting out her supplies and stocking the displays with new merchandise. 

In a way, she used restocking as a way to relieve stress. The quiet ambiance of the store coupled with her light hums as she organized the paint section calmed her. Thea was focused, which meant she was going to get a lot of work done. She was in no mood to procrastinate her tasks.

However, she was soon distracted by the jingle of the shop door opening. Tossing a glance over her shoulder, she realized that it was Professor Potter walking through the entrance. His gaze met hers almost immediately.

“I was hoping I’d be able to talk to you,” he said, making his way over. He ran a hand over his cheek. “That isn’t a good way to greet someone, isn’t it? Let me start over. Hello there, Thea. How are you?”

She smiled. “I’m doing just fine, thank you. I’ve been keeping myself busy around the shop, as you can see.”

“I’ve heard a lot of good things about this place. I already know you’re doing a phenomenal job,” he replied, taking a brief look around. Afterwards, he seemed somewhat embarrassed as he scratched his neck. “And... about our last conversation... I hope I didn’t make you uncomfortable or scared you in any way. I guess speaking about what happened about Rhianna got me a bit angry, that’s all.”

“Don’t worry about it, professor,” she reassured him, setting down the final items in their rightful spot on the shelves. “It was completely understandable. At least, to me it was. I think anyone would find it frustrating if someone was murdered and nobody had a clue who did it or why it happened.”

“Yeah...” Professor Potter said quietly as he began to browse the aisles. “Frustrating. That’s a good way to put it.”

Instead of furthering the conversation, Thea watched as the professor began to walk around the shop. With his hands behind his back, he peered at the various displays. Eventually, his attention was caught by the floating Halloween decorations and the lace spiderwebs. He pointed at them.

“Were you the one who did this?” he asked, never taking his eyes off the small pumpkin levitating near the roof of the shop.

Thea raised her chin a little higher. “Yep. That was all me.”

“It’s amazing to see a talented witch at work. I’m impressed,” he commented, continuing his walk through the shop. 

After he was done skimming through the aisles, he made his way back to the counter where Thea was waiting to ring him up. She felt somewhat disheartened to see him not want to buy anything, but said nothing all the same. The expression on his face told her that he had something else he wanted to mention and Thea was all ears.

“Do you know about that one kid? The one who really had it out for Rhianna?” Professor Potter asked, leaning on the counter.

“Shawn Morgan?” Thea asked. She narrowed her eyes, wondering why the professor would mention him during a time like this. “What’s going on with him?”

Professor Potter leaned in a bit closer, making sure his voice was low. “I’m sure you’ve heard about all the rumors regarding that boy. It was a bit concerning to see how adamant he was with those accusations he made. Nobody ever believed him, and there’s good reason for that.”

“No evidence, huh?”

“Precisely. That, and people just figured that he had nothing better to do with his time other than annoy other members of the student body,” Professor Potter remarked, adjusting his watch. “If you’re still looking into the possibilities of who could have killed Rhianna, I would start with him.”

“I will. I promise,” she said, accompanied by a nod. “I’m not leaving any stone unturned. If Shawn was truly involved with Rhianna’s murder, we’re going to figure that out sooner rather than later.”

“Good,” he replied. “I wish you good luck on this investigation, then. The faster we find the individual who killed Rhianna, the better.”

Thea agreed. He took his leave, and while she was about to resume her tasks around the shop, she was interjected by an individual clearing their throat near the back of the store. Turning around, she noticed Jesse leaning on the door frame that led to the backroom of the shop. There was a half-eaten apple in his hand.

“That was weird,” he said, motioning towards the departed professor. “He came all this way to tell you to keep an eye out for Shawn Morgan? That’s some serious odd behavior.”

Thea waved him off, already wanting to change the topic of the conversation. However, deep inside, she knew that he had a point.

“Has Pippa talked to you or texted you recently?” Thea asked, curiously tilting her head to the side.

Jesse frowned, sending her a look. “No. Why do you ask? Did I do something wrong?”

Making a gesture with her hand to signify that he was on the edge of reaching Pippa’s bad side, Jesse sighed deeply.

“Oh, c’mon. I swear I haven’t been up to anything bad. She doesn’t think that I was flirting with Kim, right? I would never.” he exclaimed, dumping his apple core into the trash can. “I was super awkward with her, anyway. I don’t even know how to carry a conversation with that girl.”

“Why are you so frazzled?” Sybil piped up, snaking her way through Jesse’s feet and coiling her tail around his leg. “Have you been trying to make Pippa jealous?”

“W-What? No. Never.” Jesse shook his head fervently. “Why would I destroy my chances with her before I even got a shot to start a relationship? That’s just ridiculous. Even I wouldn’t be capable of messing up that badly.”

Thea and Sybil both laughed at his reaction. His cheeks were turning a slight pink.

“Don’t worry about it, Jesse. You’re not in any trouble,” Thea reassured. However, she did point a finger at him. “Just make sure you don’t joke around too obviously with Kim while Pippa is around from here on out. That’s just my two cents.”
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Thea stood by the door to “A Stitch in Time,” her keys already in the lock. 

“And we are officially...” she paused and closely watched the clock for dramatic effect, “closed. Great work, as usual, today, Jesse.” 

“Thanks,” Jesse replied as he carefully organized the yarn, tossing skeins in their appropriate bins. “I think I’m just about done over here. Anything else you need before I close out the register?”

“Nothing I can think of.” 

“So,” Jesse asked as he left the yarn, “learned anything fun or new lately?”

“Yes, actually,” Thea said and nodded her head. “Tiegen’s been teaching me a binding spell.” 

“Ooh, sounds fancy. Can you show me?” He asked eagerly. 

“Really?”

“Yeah, let’s see it.”

Thea couldn’t resist Jesse’s enthusiasm. 

“Alright, stand right here.” Thea motioned for Jesse to come closer to her. “And now I’ll stand over here, and...” Thea hesitantly waved her hand just as she’d practiced.

“Woah, cool.” Jesse exclaimed. “I can barely move.”

“But you still can?” Thea was frustrated that the spell hadn’t worked completely. 

“Well,” Jesse’s right arm slowly rose from his side. “It feels like I’m deep underwater, but it’s not completely impossible.”

“Ugh, it’s supposed to be. I can’t seem to get it right.” Thea waved her hand again and Jesse was free from the magical bonds. He moved over to the register so he could count it down for the night while he kept talking to Thea. 

“Is it something I did?”

“Not at all,” Thea responded with a smile. “It’s just that I don’t want to hurt anyone. The spell is supposed to work on the outside of the body only, leaving breathing and other bodily functions in working order.”

“But you aren’t confident enough to do that?” Jesse implored. Thea gave him a friendly punch on the shoulder. 

“Something like that. Look, I’ve got some other work to do tonight. Do you think you’ve got things from here?”

“Of course, boss.” 

Thea gathered her things and made her way outside. She inhaled the crisp October air and closed her eyes. This truly was the best time of the year. It was too bad she was so focused on her training and sleuthing to truly enjoy it. 

Thinking a drive around town might clear her head, Thea got into her car and began making her way to nowhere in particular. 

She enjoyed watching Ardensville transform from a quaint summery town into a southern approximation of a spooky New England villa. Cartoonish witches and silly skeletons intermingled with the changing foliage and cooler weather. 

Thea’s October cheer was interrupted, however, when a fancy car rolled through the stop sign up ahead. Thea looked closer and saw that the driver was none other than Nichole. 

Without giving it much thought, Thea started following. She made sure to keep at least two cars between hers and Nichole’s while still carefully watching where the college student went. Eventually, Nichole parked. 

Thea wanted to stay incognito, so she drove around the block before parking a few cars away from Nichole’s. Fortunately, she hadn’t gone too far from her car yet and Thea could watch where she went. 

Nichole crossed the street and went inside what looked almost like an empty storefront, were it not for the huge crowd gathered inside and the banner hanging inside the window. It read “Ardensville Community Church.” 

Thea waited another minute before going inside herself. She wanted to remain positive that Nichole wouldn’t see her. When Thea got inside, she was rather surprised at what she saw. 

On the other side of a large room normally reserved for church services were two banquet-style folding tables laden with steaming chafing dishes. Thea spotted Nichole standing behind one of the tables, her hair gathered behind her head in a hairnet. 

“Wow, I guess people still can surprise me,” Thea mumbled to herself. She looked around and saw a man holding a clipboard and chatting with a mother and her young son. Thea approached the man but kept her distance until he was clearly done talking with the two. 

“Hi, excuse me?” Thea waved the man down as he started to walk away. 

“Hi there,” the man turned around and smiled at Thea. “How can I help you? Do you want to volunteer?” 

Thea blushed before responding. “Well, no, that’s not why I’m here.” The volunteer’s smile faded slightly, but he made sure to remain cheery. “I actually was hoping I could ask you some questions about one of your volunteers?”

The man’s smile completely disappeared as he said, “I’m sorry, but I really can’t discuss stuff like that with just anyone.” 

“Oh, no, I’m not just anyone,” Thea explained. “I’m investigating a local crime. With the police, of course.” This was, of course, a bit of a fib, but Thea didn’t feel too bad about lying. Hopefully, he wouldn’t ask to see any sort of identification. 

“Well,” the volunteer hesitated, “maybe I can help you. What’s your question?”

“One of the women serving food, Nichole, how long has she been volunteering here?”

“Not long,” the man replied, “she’s doing a bit of community service.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, she was caught speeding and I guess her parents didn’t want to pay it off this time. To be honest, when she first got here I didn’t expect much, but she’s really shown her true colors. Nichole does great work, and she’s always incredibly kind to the people she serves.”
“That’s wonderful,” said Thea. “Do you happen to know what her volunteering schedule is?”
“Not offhand,” the man replied, “but I’ve got it right here.” He held up his clipboard and flipped through a few pages before he found the schedule. “Let’s see... looks like she’s here every Tuesday and Thursday night. And she’s got perfect attendance so far.” 

So Nichole wasn’t the killer. Thea was frustrated that yet another lead had fallen through, but she couldn’t help being a little happy that Nichole had a softer interior than she let on. Thea thanked the volunteer for his help and walked back outside. 

She pulled out her phone and called up Blaine. 

“Hey there,” she said, “I just found out some news.”

“What’s up?” Blaine jumped at the possibility of a lead.

“Nothing crazy, unfortunately, but I did inadvertently find out Nichole’s alibi. She’s clean.”

“Hmm.” Thea could hear the excitement drain from Blaine’s voice. 

“Did you find anything out about Leroy?” She asked, trying to cheer Blaine up by refocusing his attention. 

“Nothing,” he replied. “The school sent the footage over right away. Leroy was at the school all night.” 

“Shoot. Well, I do have another potential lead. When I spoke to Professor Potter the other day, he mentioned looking into Shawn some more. I’m not convinced he’s involved, but I guess it can’t hurt to look.”

“Alright, I’ll see what I can find out,” said Blaine. “I guess I better get started.”

“Wait, one more thing,” Thea said quickly. “Since you guys are done with Rhianna’s phone, do you think I could take a look at it? Maybe see something magical your guys missed?”

“Sure, that sounds like a smart move. How about I drop it off at your place once I’m done here?”

“That’s perfect, thanks, Blaine. I know we’ll catch whoever did this together.”

“I appreciate your confidence,” Blaine responded, “and I sure hope you’re right.”
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As she parked her car in the usual spot outside, Thea noticed two familiar silhouettes inside the house. By the looks of it, they were engaged in a heated discussion. One of them was Granny, that much was clear.

She raised her brow once she realized that the other person was Aunt Tiegen. As she gathered her things and locked her car doors, Thea watched with a mindful gaze as her Aunt paced around the kitchen. From where she stood, she could hear their muffled conversation. Tiegen seemed more peeved than Granny was. The reason for that was lost on Thea.

Unlocking the front door as quietly as she could, Thea figured that she would try and overhear parts of their conversation. However, the small nod she received from Sybil told her not to worry. The familiar would fill her in on the details later.

For that reason, Thea didn’t hesitate to slam the door behind her and made sure her keys jingled loudly as she rounded the corner towards the kitchen. Immediately, the chatter between Granny and Tiegen paused. Both of them were all smiles once Thea appeared in the doorway.

“Aunt Tiegen,” Thea said, setting her bag on the counter. “I didn’t expect you to come by. What’s going on?”

Tiegen made a nonchalant gesture with her hand. “I just wanted to talk to Freya. No big deal.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, eyes flickering towards Granny. “You two sounded kind of animated before I came in.”

“Trust me, Thea. Nothing’s wrong,” Tiegen reassured. She dusted a piece of lint off her blazer. “Now, if you two will excuse me. I need to get going.”

“You don’t want to stay a little bit longer? I can make us some tea to enjoy.” Thea motioned towards the kettle on the stove top.

“Another time, perhaps,” her Aunt replied with a brief smile. “I can’t keep those people waiting. We have another town hall meeting tonight, and while I love how engaged some of our citizens are, there are others who are more precocious with public affairs than others. Like that Shawn Morgan kid.” Tiegen let out a huff. “He’s always there, asking more questions than anyone has time for. If I’m a few minutes late, he’ll be the first to notice.”

Although she hadn’t known Shawn for too long, her Aunt’s description of him matched flawlessly. She quietly laughed, beginning to make her way towards the kitchen table, before stopping abruptly in her tracks.

“Hold on,” Thea said, glancing over her shoulder towards her Aunt. “When was the last town hall meeting? Do you remember?”

“The night before the parade,” Tiegen replied. She scrunched up her face in confusion. “Why do you ask?”

“Well, you mentioned how Shawn always attends the town hall meetings. If he was around people the whole evening, then there was no way he could have killed Rhianna Stewart,” she reasoned. “He’s one of the last suspects in the case. This complicates things, but it proves his innocence.”

Granny and Tiegen exchanged wide-eyed looks, both impressed by how astute Thea could be. 

Letting out a short laugh, Tiegen pointed at her niece. “You are way too smart for this town, Thea.”

With that, Tiegen hurried out the front door. Once Thea was alone with Granny, she became determined to find out what they were discussing. 

One look at Granny and she knew it wasn’t going to be easy to get her to talk. Her arms were crossed over her chest and her lips were pressed tightly together. No matter how persistent she was, Granny wasn’t budging.

Luckily enough, there was a certain familiar who strolled into the kitchen just as an expected visitor knocked on the front door. Letting Blaine in, Thea soon hurried back to hear what Sybil had to say.

“Sybil,” Granny started. “I really don’t think you should say–”

“They were arguing because Tiegen doesn’t like the way Granny is teaching you magic,” Sybil interjected, focused solely on Thea as she spoke. “She called Granny’s methods archaic and outdated.”

“Sheesh...” Blaine whispered, setting Rhianna’s phone into Thea’s open palm. “Did I come at a bad time?”

“Not at all,” Thea replied softly as she turned towards Granny. “Is that true?”

Granny sighed. “Tiegen was complaining that my way of teaching magic is inefficient and time-costly. The type that needs potions and knickknacks to do properly, according to her. She doesn’t think it’s helpful.”

“That’s not true. I like your lessons,” Thea said, frowning.

“I know you do. They’re helpful. I’m teaching you what you need to know to become a stronger witch. Meanwhile, Tiegen is teaching what she wants to teach. It’s fast paced and modern. Without a doubt, Tiegen’s methods are powerful. However, you are still in the beginning stages of learning. It seems silly to make you learn complex spells right off the bat.”

Thea shared a quick look with Blaine, who looked conflicted. With his hands in his pockets, he didn’t know what to think. He hadn’t expected to walk into such a tense conversation in the first place. 

Meanwhile, Sybil batted her tail incessantly. She stared up at Thea with a curious expression. 

“I hope you know that I agree with Granny,” the familiar said. “Tiegen is an impressive witch, but I don’t think she should be rushing you to learn complicated stuff just yet.”

“Thank you, Sybil,” Granny said with a smile. “I’m glad to have some back up around here.”

“To be honest...” Thea started, twiddling her thumbs. “I kinda like both styles of learning. I feel like I’ve learned a lot from the two of you and there’s advantages to both. I don’t see what the issue is.”

Granny hummed, leaning back into her chair. “Well, you should go tell that to Tiegen. Let her know how you feel. And if she’s ever overwhelming you with her style of magic, make sure that you tell her. She cares about you, but at the same time, she shouldn’t bury you with all this magic. It can get dangerous.”

Thea nodded in wholehearted agreement. Leaning in for a kiss from Blaine, he said his goodbye before departing from the house. 

As Granny watched them, a small grin formed on her face. Thea was content and that was what mattered to her. 
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Early the next morning, Thea was already out of her bed and straight to work. Throughout the night, she’d been thinking about what Sybil mentioned regarding Aunt Tiegen and Granny’s conversation. She loved her Aunt, but she didn’t appreciate the way she tried to disregard Granny’s magic lessons. That didn’t sit right with Thea.

For that reason, Thea made her way over to Granny’s room to set up the remote viewing ritual that would help her see the world through Sybil’s eyes. Her plan was to spy on Kim without the girl knowing. What better way to accomplish that than by using a little magic?

“You’re up early today, aren’t you?” Granny quipped as she finished putting on some hand lotion. “I didn’t even get the chance to boil some water yet.”

“There’s no time to waste, Granny. Not when there’s still a killer on the loose in Ardensville,” Thea replied, gathering the materials for the ritual. “I want to do the remote viewing ritual with Sybil. Could you give me some pointers again?”

“Of course I will. That’s what I’m good for,” Granny said, already assisting Thea in remembering the correct symbols and lines. 

Just as they were getting ready to start the ritual, Thea paused and sent Granny an apologetic look. “And... I wanted to talk to you a bit about what happened yesterday. Y’know, about what Tiegen said. I hope you know that I appreciate your lessons just as much as I appreciate hers.”

Granny let out a short laugh. “Thea, you don’t have to tell me that. I already know. Look at us.” She motioned to the room around them, already disheveled thanks to the ritual. “Would you really be in my bedroom at 7 o’clock in the morning if you didn’t appreciate my lessons?”

Thea smiled. She was glad that Granny didn’t take too much offense to Tiegen’s words. Thea was always going to remind her how great she was and how grateful she was for her help. 

With Sybil in the room, they finally commenced the ritual. Along with Granny’s reminders, Thea was able to chant the correct words under her breath that would allow her to see through Sybil’s eyes. The ritual was already becoming natural for her. She had done it so many times by then, with her body adapting to the odd sensation of seeing the world through another’s perspective. 

This time around, however, Thea was finding it difficult to concentrate. She was saying the right words, created the correct symbols, but there was something amiss. Something didn’t feel right. No matter how hard she tried, her magic wasn’t coming through.

Is this some sort of blockage? Thea thought to herself, as she shook it off and tried one more time. Again, nothing was working. Although she was providing the energy for the ritual to work, the magic wasn’t sticking. 

Sybil shot her a concerned look as Granny furrowed her eyebrows at the scene. As she sat in the middle of the room, Thea realized that the ritual wasn’t working. She glanced down at her hands, frowning.

“What’s going on? Am I doing something wrong?” Thea asked. “I-I thought I was getting the hang of this ritual. I guess not...”

Granny stared at her. Eventually, she shook her head. “No, Thea. That’s not it. You’re not the issue here.”

“I’m not?”

“What’s in your pocket?” Granny asked.

Sticking her hand into her left jean pocket, Thea pulled out her phone and showed it to Granny. Again, she shook her head.

“The other one.”

Thea did as she was told. It had slipped her mind that Rhianna’s phone was still in her pocket and it didn’t hit her until she was staring down at it. As Thea focused on the meditation Tiegen trained her to do, she watched as the rest of the magical items in the room began to glow. They all had an aura.

Curiously, Rhianna’s phone did not.

“See? I told you it wasn’t you,” Granny said, easing the tension in the room. “That phone is charmed in some way. That can explain the blockages.”

Thea twisted the phone around in her hand, observing it from all angles. Of all the things that could have been charmed, she didn’t expect the phone to have been tinkered with. Nevertheless, this discovery was interesting. She definitely planned to talk to Blaine about this later.

With an idea popping into her mind, Thea decided to try it out. She wanted to see just how charmed the phone really was. When she attempted to wave a shield into existence, she watched in astonishment as the magic seemed to disappear before her eyes. Every spell she tried to complete with the phone in the vicinity, it was prevented completely.

Granny let out an impressed hum. “What can’t phones do these days, huh?”

“I’ll say,” Sybil added. “That thing is pretty cool, Thea. You should do the same with your phone.”

As she continued to stare at the phone, her eyes lit up at a revelation. She clicked open the device and began scrolling through. Specifically, she was looking through Rhianna’s phone history. 

Just as she expected, there was a noticeable gap in call activity within the hours of her death. With a look of determination on Thea’s face, she scrambled to her feet and dialed Blaine’s number. It didn’t take long for him to answer.

“Please tell me you can pull up Rhianna’s phone records again,” she said, continuing to scroll through the device. “I just realized that there are some gaps in the activity that must have been deleted, but they should still be on record with her service provider. Can you pull that up?”

“I’m on it right now,” Blaine replied, typing away at his keyboard to retrieve the records. After a few moments of waiting, he let out a deep exhale. “Sheesh. I can’t believe I didn’t think about double-checking the call history. There was so much to look at, I didn’t think anything would be missing.”

“Who did she call on the day she was murdered?”

“Professor Potter.”

Thea let out a dry laugh in response. It all made perfect sense. Who else in close proximity to Rhianna would have known to charm her phone?

“Since you were able to figure this out, do you want to take the lead on it?” Blaine suggested.

Thea nodded, already on her way out the door. “I’ll handle it.”
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Thea walked across the college campus with Rhianna’s phone in her hand. She was filled with feelings of both determination and apprehension. 

She walked into the engineering building for her meeting. She walked up the stairs to the office she was looking for. She knocked on the door and Professor Potter answered. He looked surprised to see her.

“Ah, Miss Beal, come in, please,” he said, stepping aside to let her in.

Thea walked into the office. Some of the things in the office were in boxes. 

“You’ll have to excuse the mess,” he said. “I’ve been packing in preparation for my sabbatical.”

“The mess is no trouble at all,” Thea said. 

“So, what did you want to speak to me about?” he asked. “I’m afraid I’ve told you all I know already about Selena and Shawn.”

“I’m not here to talk about them,” Thea said. “I’ve actually been able to find out a few more things about my mom.”

“Oh, how wonderful. I’m glad you’re finding the information you’ve been seeking.”

“Yes. It’s been good. And Shawn’s alibi checked out. So did Nichole’s and Leroy Bird’s.”

“How lucky for them,” he said. “So the subject of this meeting isn’t about the investigation? What is it about? I’m afraid I don’t have too much time to sit and chat.”

Thea held up Rhianna’s phone in front of Professor Potter. He immediately went stone-faced. Thea waited for him to say something, but he stayed silent.

“You know, it’s funny. I actually discovered this by accident,” she began. “But it’s an impressive spell. Being able to stop the aura of something magical like that is a powerful skill. If I may, Rhianna probably found out you were a warlock and came to you for help.”

Professor Potter nodded and sighed. “Rhianna was a special girl. She didn’t like getting all of this attention just because she was a siren. She wanted praise and attention to be earned. She was really truly remarkable.”

Thea nodded. “She sounds like it.”

“Others would have gladly taken the opportunity to get everything their heart desired, but not Rhianna. She knew she was different and not like the other students. I tried my best to be sympathetic.”

Thea nodded along.

“Issues with mundanes can get very complex. I’m sure you understand that,” Potter said.

“Of course. What magic user doesn’t?”

“She and I worked hard together to create a solution to her problem. We made a charm. One that was small that she could easily carry around.”

Thea thought back to the dates marked off on Rhianna’s calendar. She knew that if she checked, they would correspond perfectly to her meetings with Potter.

“That sounds like a stroke of ingenuity,” Thea said, trying to get Potter to keep talking. “I’m sure she was grateful.”

Potter grinned. It was an unsettling smile. “Oh yes. She was very grateful...”

He trailed off. “But...?” Thea asked, prompting him to continue.

“But, she didn’t understand...”

“What didn’t she understand?” Thea asked.

“Well, we still had to meet,” he said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “We had just finished the charm. It worked and she was happy with it, but then she argued with me about stopping the meetings.”

“Was this at the homecoming parade?” Thea asked.

Potter gave her a look. Thea had trouble reading his expression, but she felt fairly confident that it did.

“We talked and talked and talked,” he said with a sigh. “She was a smart girl, but she couldn’t see why we needed to continue our meetings.”

“What were you working on if not the charm?” Thea asked.

Potter gave her a slightly crazed look. “It wasn’t about a project or charm or anything like that,” he insisted. “I knew her like no one else could. I saw her—who she really was—beyond the magic. I knew her better than anyone ever had or could.”

Thea stayed quiet, hoping he would continue. He was right where she wanted him.

“I couldn’t understand why she was fighting it. She told me she was grateful for what I had done, but if she was really grateful, she would have listened to me.”

Potter stared off into the back of the room. “We argued that day. She was thanking me, but I was so angry that she wanted to stop our meetings. I grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. Then I pushed her and...”

Potter trailed off again, breathing heavily. His eyes were wide and sweat began to form on his brow.

“And then she fell,” Thea said, continuing his lost train of thought. She had done it. Potter confessed to the murder.

“Yes. And then she fell,” he admitted. “I couldn’t let her go anywhere.” He turned to Thea. “Just like I can’t let you go anywhere.”

Thea let out a gasp. She took a step backwards towards the door. She was trying to think of the quickest escape route. In the tiny office, she could only go back the way she came.

She was about to run, wondering if her magic would be strong enough to hold off Potter’s potentially more powerful magic when he pulled something that looked like a garage door opener out of his pocket.

With his eyes still wide, he held up the controller, and clicked it.

Thea’s whole body froze in place. Her wide eyes stared back at his.

Now that she could no longer move, she was trapped in the room, and completely at the killer’s mercy. She didn’t think he’d try anything here at the college. She was wrong.
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No matter how much Thea tried to struggle with Professor Potter’s bonds, she couldn’t move. Only Thea’s eyes were free to move about, and she scanned the room for any possibility of escape.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you,” said Potter emphatically. “I never wanted to hurt anyone, let alone kill Rhianna. I loved her, for God’s sake.” 

Thea couldn’t reply; her mouth was as frozen as the rest of her body. She thought, though, about how Rhianna must have felt about this lecherous old man and his creepy crush. 

With that in mind, Thea ignored Potter’s pleas for forgiveness. He knew what he was doing from the moment he began any sort of relationship with Rhianna. He was the teacher and she was the student; it didn’t take a genius to recognize the power disparity there. 

“I’m just going to hide you for awhile,” said Potter, “until I’m very, very far away. But I’ll make sure you stay completely safe. I promise.” The professor set the device he’d used on Thea on his desk and began nervously wringing his hands. He had a faraway look in his eyes as if lost in thought. 

Thea wondered what he was thinking about. Could he be thinking of his getaway or how he could possibly hide her? Even if Potter was a powerful magic user, Thea had a hard time imagining what he might have in mind. 

Fortunately, she wouldn’t have to worry about Potter’s plans for long. Soon, Thea felt a subtle warmth spread from the tips of her fingers and toes to her core. Slowly, she began wiggling her fingers. 

“The phone,” she thought to herself. It was absorbing Professor Potter’s magic, and he was none the wiser. Soon, her entire body was completely free. 

Thea chose to hold her pose for just a bit longer, though. If she could hold out until the professor was properly distracted, she could easily get the jump on him with a spell of her own.

Potter snapped back to attention and walked around to the front of his desk, presumably to begin working at finding a suitable hiding place for his prisoner. Kendrick Potter was obviously an intelligent man, but, like many of his intellectual ilk, he was far from the organized type. 

The boxes Potter had been packing for his sabbatical sat haphazardly around the desk without any semblance of structure. As the professor turned to round the desk’s corner, he hooked his foot on a box and stumbled forward. He’d only avoided a full-on fall by quickly catching himself on the desk. 

Though Potter hadn’t fallen flat on his face, his stumble was as good a distraction as any. Thea leaped from her faux-bonds, tossing Rhianna’s phone and the attached anti-magic charm as far across the room as she could manage. It hit the wall and landed with a dull “thud” on the carpet below. 

Before Professor Potter could move, Thea waved a hand and had him in a binding spell of her own. He had been trying to reach for his magical device but was stopped, frozen in time. He was bent forward, his right hand perpetually grasping the air between it and the device. 

Thea breathed a sigh of relief knowing that she now had the upper hand. She closely inspected the professor until she was satisfied the spell had worked properly: Potter couldn’t move, but his insides were fully functional. Teigen’s methods may have seemed harsh to Thea, but she couldn’t help but feel grateful that her Aunt had insisted on perfection. 

The office door swung open, revealing Blaine. He did a visual once-over of Potter before turning to Thea and asking, “Did you get it?”

“Yup,” she replied, pulling her own phone from her front pocket and holding it out for Blaine to take. “It’s all on here, the entire conversation.”  

“Good, that should be more than enough for a conviction.” Blaine took the phone and pocketed it. He walked toward the professor and started cuffing him. “Looks like that sabbatical is going last a lot longer than you planned for, Professor.” 

“Before you leave,” said Thea, “you should take that anti-magic charm with you. Wouldn’t want Kendrick here to get any smart ideas.” 

“Good point,” Blaine replied. “Where is it?”

“Over there.” Thea pointed in the direction she’d thrown the phone. “I’d go get it for you, but I wouldn’t want it to weaken my spell.” 

Blaine eyed Kendrick to ensure he was still incapable of motion. Satisfied, he walked to the spot Thea had motioned toward and found the phone on the ground. The screen had a spiderweb of cracks on it, but otherwise, it still seemed to work just fine. 

Blaine returned to arresting the professor, making sure to drop the anti-magic charm in Potter’s front pocket. Once Blaine was certain the handcuffs were on, Thea dropped the spell and Potter could move once more. 

“No,” he started to say, “no no no, you can’t do this. You can’t arrest me. I loved her; I didn’t mean to do anything. You’ve got to believe me.” 

Blaine ignored the professor’s pleas for mercy and began leading him out the door. As the two walked away, Thea heard Blaine calmly reading Potter his rights as the professor kept babbling about his unrequited love. 
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By the time Blaine and Kendrick Potter got to the police cruiser, the latter’s enthusiastic raving had mellowed into a dull murmur. Blaine put one hand on the killer’s head and gently pushed him into the back seat before shutting the door and getting in himself. 

Even Potter’s murmuring seemed to die down as the pair approached the police station, but Blaine thought he might just have gotten better at tuning out the crazy. When Blaine occasionally checked his perp in the rear view mirror, he saw Potter’s mouth still moving and a far-off stare in his eyes. 

“Alright, time to go,” said Blaine when he parked in front of the station. Potter had finally stopped making any noise, but the faraway look remained. They went inside and Blaine passed Potter along to another officer to put him into holding, but not without first removing Rhianna’s phone and the anti-magic charm from his pocket. 

Handing the charm to the processing officer, Blaine said “Here, make sure this stays close to him.” 

The officer gave Blaine a confused look and asked, “Why, what is it?”

“No questions. Just do it, rookie,” Blaine responded before walking away. The officer shrugged her shoulders and began her work, making sure to keep the charm near Potter at all times. The last thing she wanted was to draw the ire of a senior officer. 

With both Thea’s and Kendrick’s phones in hand, Blaine went to his desk to begin the long and arduous paperwork process. He began by hooking Thea’s phone up to his laptop and transferring the recorded conversation. A progress bar appeared in the middle of the screen, the little blue line slowly and steadily reaching for the 100 percent marker. 

Blaine knew the file transfer would take some time, so he started going through Potter’s phone to cross-reference his and Rhianna’s calendars. Everything matched up just like Thea had guessed. 

He read through Kendrick’s email and eventual text conversations with Rhianna. As time passed, the messages were more obsessive, more upsetting. A look at the call log revealed phone calls that increased in frequency and length. Blaine was certain that, once a warrant was obtained, the professor’s laptop would reveal similar evidence. 

“Poor girl,” Blaine thought, “she just wanted help.” While Blaine was happy justice would be served to Kendrick Potter, he couldn’t help but feel sad for Rhianna’s lost potential. 

The blue progress bar on Blaine’s laptop was at 43 percent, so he decided to work on a different project while he waited for it to finish. He scrolled through his own phone until he found the person he was looking for and pressed the call button. 

It rang a couple of times before the man on the other end answered. 

“Hello?” he said in a calm, professional tone.

“Hey David, it’s Blaine Coburn.”

“Blaine? Hey, man, what’s up?” David responded, switching from his “work” voice to his “friendly” voice. 

“Oh, you know, just catching bad guys,” Blaine said and smiled. David was a fellow police officer, one of Blaine’s old partners from his time in the Chicago P.D.

“You always were great at that,” David replied. “But you never were the talkative type. I’m guessing you need help with something?”

Blaine chuckled and said, “Man, you always could read me like that. As a matter of fact, I do want to talk to you about this case.” 

“Sure man, shoot. I’ll see what I can do.” 

Blaine began by explaining the situation with Thea’s mom, Selena, and how she had been scared back to Ardensville during her final year in college. 

“I figured that if this stalker or ex or whatever was serious enough to make a strong woman like Selena run away, it must have gone to the police at some point too.”

“So you want me to do some digging and see what I can find out about the case?” David asked. 

“Bingo. That is if it’s not too much trouble.” 

“No worries. I’m always happy to help a friend out. If you don’t mind my asking, who is this woman?”

Blaine was caught off-guard by David’s question, so he stammered out his response. 

“Oh, erm, she’s the mom of someone I really care about, that’s all.”

“Mmm, I see,” David responded knowingly. “A woman, I’m guessing?” Even if David’s intonation implied a question, he and Blaine both knew it was more of a statement. 

“Yeah, a woman. She doesn’t know a lot about her parents, but this came up recently and it’s really bothering her. I just want to help her out. She’s done a lot for me ever since I moved back to Ardensville.” 

“Now, correct me if I’m wrong,” David said, “but it sounds like she’s more than a friend. Is this woman someone special?”

At that moment, something in Blaine’s brain clicked and he began grinning. 

“Yes, very special. David, I love her.” Blaine was shocked at how easily the words came out of his mouth. He loved Thea, and he always had. He couldn’t stop smiling. 

“Ooh,” said David on the other end of the line. “Well, I can’t get in between a man and the woman he loves. I’ll see what I can find out about this stalker and get back to you soon.” 

“Thanks, David. I appreciate your help more than you know.”

“I think I have a bit of an idea, but it’s no problem regardless. You just owe me one. Maybe you and this lady can visit the city sometime and you can buy me a slice.” 

“I’d like that, man,” Blaine replied. “Talk soon?”

“You’ve got it. Have a good one, Blaine.” 

Just as Blaine hung up, a tiny ding came from the laptop; the file transfer was complete. He unplugged Thea’s phone and put it in his pocket for safekeeping until he could return it. Blaine tried to keep working on the paperwork for Potter’s arrest, but all he could think about was Thea and how he would tell her his feelings. 
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Thea was arranging craft supplies at the front of the store while Jesse stood behind the counter. They had the door to the store propped open. Though it was fall, it was a warm day and the sun was shining. 

Pippa walked into the store wearing a cozy knit sweater with tight jeans and boots. Her hair and makeup were done perfectly. She smiled at her two friends as she walked into the store.

“Hey guys,” she said, greeting them.

“Hi, Pippa,” Thea said with a smile back. Jesse waved at her.

Pippa went up to the counter and craned her neck to look around the store. “Is Kim here?”

“Kim?” Jesse asked, looking confused. “No? Should she be? Is there another event at the school?”

“Not that I know of. I just figured she might be since it seemed like she’s been hanging out here so much lately.”

Thea laughed as she continued to arrange things. Pippa was incorrigible.

“Has she been?” he asked. “I guess I didn’t notice.”

“It sure did seem like it. You hardly had time for me when I came in here to bug you,” she reached across the counter and playfully pushed him.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be ignoring you. We just get busy sometimes. It’s always nice when you stop by.”

“Is it? Is it nice?” She leaned down on the counter and put her head in her hands, pouting up at him. Thea could barely contain her laughter at her friend’s antics.

“Yeah, uh, really nice,” Jesse said with a blush forming across his cheeks.

Pippa smiled, pleased with herself. “So, what have you been up to besides hanging out with your not-so-regulars here?”

“Nothing too much I guess. Studying and working. You know how it can be.”

“I do. And I think both of us grad students could use a little bit more fun in our lives.”

“I like fun. What did you have in mind?”

“Oh, nothing too fancy. I was thinking you and me and a scary movie over at your place maybe.”

The blush going across Jesse’s cheeks went to his ears. “Oh, yeah,” he stammered out. “That sounds really cool.”

“Great, then it’s a date,” Pippa said with a wink.

“A date? Really?”

Pippa laughed. “You’re so funny. Anyway, I think it’s time to go mess up some leaf piles.”

Pippa transformed into a fox and ran out the door. 

Jesse looked dumbfounded. Thea couldn’t help but laugh at his expression. 

“Are you excited for your date?” Thea asked.

“It’s hard to believe, honestly,” Jesse said. He started grinning and looked like he couldn’t stop even if he tried.

Thea grinned back at him. “I’m really happy for you two. It’s about time.”

Blaine walked into the store through the open door. “Are you both aware of a fox leaping through all of the leaf piles on the street?”

“That’s just Pippa,” Thea said.

“I figured as much,” Blaine said. “It seemed like her.”

Jesse sighed dreamily at Pippa’s name. 

“Don’t get too excited there, Romeo,” Thea joked. Blaine looked between them. “They’re finally going to go on a date,” Thea explained.

“Congratulations,” Blaine said to Jesse with a smile. “That’s great news. Though I will say, it took you two long enough.”

“It was worth the wait,” Jesse said.

“I’m happy it was. Anyway, Thea, I wanted to know if you were interested in accompanying me on a walk.”

“Can you watch the store, Jesse?” Thea asked.

“Yeah, I can do that. Go have fun,” Jesse insisted.

Thea finished putting the box of supplies away and walked out into the autumn air with Blaine. She took a deep breath, as soon as she got outside, breathing in the sweet, fall air.

Leaves covered the grass surrounding the sidewalks where they walked. A slight chill fell over them as they walked down the town streets. A breeze bit at their cheeks as they walked. Thea’s sweater was starting to feel a bit thin, but they saw a hot cider cart in the distance.

Thea and Blaine walked up. Blaine insisted on paying the 25 cent per cup price for both of them.

Thea took the cup in her hands and basked in the warmth and spiced apple scent. She closed her eyes, taking in the feeling. When she opened them, she saw Blaine looking at her and smiling.

“What?” She asked. “Are you going to make fun of my undying love for apple cider?”

“No, it’s not that,” he said. “Actually, you reminded me of something.”

“What did I remind you of?”

“Well, I guess you reminded me of you,” he explained. “This is a little embarrassing, but when I first had a crush on you, it was on a day like this. It was fall and there was a breeze. The wind kept blowing around you and tangling leaves in your hair.”

Thea laughed. “You make me sound like a mess.”

Blaine shook his head. “You weren’t a mess. I had never seen someone so beautiful. I was just thinking that again when I looked at you now. I have never seen someone so beautiful.”

Thea smiled at him. “You really remember all of that?”

“I remember it like it was yesterday. I even remember what scarf you were wearing. And I have a feeling I’ll remember this too. I love you, Thea.”

Suddenly, it wasn’t just the cider keeping Thea warm. She felt a warm good feeling radiate from her chest through her whole body.

She smiled up at him, struggling to find words to express how she felt. She quickly gave up on words, realizing that the special magic of affection would communicate her feelings better.

Standing on her toes and pulling him down to her, she met him with a soft kiss.

Though there was still a chilly breeze, neither of them hardly noticed.
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Better the Witch You Know

A Witch Axe to Grind

A Cauldron of Witch Tricks
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TRIPLET WITCH SISTERS Mystery Series

Two’s Company, Three’s a Coven

Resting Witch Face

Bewitched and Bewildered

Triple Toil and Trouble
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THE WITCH SISTERS OF Stillwater

Hoodoo and Just Desserts

A Shade of Murder

That Ol’ Black Magic

A Whole Lotta Witchin Goin On

The Beast Cometh

Secrets and Sorcery
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