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Welcome to Moonglow Hollow, where magic and mystery go hand in hand…   
An ordinary day. An ordinary errand. A decidedly not ordinary dead body in a manure pile.
Trixie Meadows just wants to get her bearings after ten years away from Moonglow Hollow, but the death of a local business owner sets her life spinning. She’s desperate to solve the decade-old murder of her mother, but Sheriff Dex Greenlee can’t prioritize a cold case over an active investigation.
But getting to the bottom of this crime is easier said than done. The victim had no shortage of enemies, and many would rather celebrate the killer than capture them. With a town festival on the line, Trixie’s meddling nan trying to manage her life, and Dex’s older brother Greyson convinced she’s back only to break up her ex’s marriage, there are no shortage of distractions.
With the help of her familiar, Sterling, Trixie must solve the murder and save the day. But turning over the wrong leaf could lead to disaster. And this time, the killer knows exactly where to bury a body. 




Chapter 1

I couldn’t believe I let Aunt Candy rope me into this. 
When I decided to move back to Moonglow Hollow two weeks ago, I swore I wouldn’t let myself get pulled into old habits. I had ten years of experiences away from this magical, tourist-attracting island. I was twenty-eight years old now, and I couldn’t behave as if I were eighteen-year-old Trixie Meadows.
Except without a firm plan for what to do with my life now that I was here, I was feeling more like my teenage self by the day.
“Ugh, how much further?” groaned Sterling from his spot in the basket behind my banana seat. Usually, Sterling Overton-Collingsworth—a cat with long, silky gray fur who claimed he was really a dragon—rode on my shoulder everywhere we went. The exception was when we were on a bike.
“We’re almost there,” replied my cousin Cressida Crowe soothingly from the front of the tandem bike, not taking her eyes off the road ahead. Since it was barely seven in the morning, tourists weren’t yet out in force, but some enjoyed morning rides through town. And depending on which enchanted carriage they selected, our errand could end up in a collision with one of the more unruly spelled vehicles if we weren’t careful. 
If the early morning humidity bothered my cousin, she showed no sign. The light sheen of sweat on her sun-browned arms made her skin look dewy and radiant. The glimpses of my reflection in the windows of the storefronts we passed told a different story for me. My auburn hair, in rebellion against the moisture in the air, puffed out from its ponytail prison, making it look like the mane of some mythical beast. And despite my diligent application of sunscreen, my usually light fawn skin had reddened at the shoulders, my forehead, the bridge of my nose, and the upper half of my cheeks. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gotten a sunburn. For the last several years, my work as an antiques authenticator kept me out of the elements.
But the elements were everywhere on the island, and I’d be spending plenty of time in them today.
“I still don’t understand how we got stuck with this job,” I grumbled. “We’re not even on the beautification committee. Shouldn’t one of the actual members be here at the break of dawn to haul all the plants down to Chloris Park?”
“This is hardly the break of dawn,” Sterling called. “The sun rose nearly an hour ago.”
“Close enough,” I muttered.
“I think the whole reason my mom recruited us was so we could be the ones to bring the flowers,” Cress said.
“Then I think we should stick around for the unloading and then suddenly have somewhere very pressing to be,” I said.
Sterling gasped. “You would lie to your own aunt? I can’t be a party to such treachery.”
I snorted. “There’s a lunch special from Talon and Wing in it for you if you don’t blab.”
He was quiet for several seconds. “I agree with your terms.”
Cress cackled her delight as she sped past Spa Enchantments. When I was a teen, my best friend Junie and I used to mock the tourists—and locals—who spent money to have strangers rub their backs. I couldn’t imagine anything more relaxing than when my then-boyfriend Dex would walk up behind me and rub my shoulders when I was feeling tense.
Except now Dex was married to Junie. And Junie wanted nothing to do with me.
I shook off the creeping sadness that always accompanied thoughts of my former best friend as Cress turned the bike up the narrow sidewalk that led the way behind Hocus Crocus, Moonglow Hollow’s one-stop-shop for magical plants. It was a hot spot for tourists, who couldn’t buy anything beyond basic herbs back home among the nonvoyant community. But natives frequented this place, too—either for shrubs or ground cover to ward off mischievous magical creatures or for specialty flora to use in finicky spells.
“According to my mom, Emilio should already have the trailer loaded,” Cress said as she guided the tandem bike between the building to our right and the white privacy fence to our left.
Emilio Clayden had owned Hocus Crocus for as long as I could remember. He was tall and solidly built, with olive skin and brown eyes. He always wore his lank, black hair tied back at the nape of his neck. But what I remembered most about him was the intricate twist of vine tattoos that wound their way up both of his arms. When I was very young and at the end of my patience for wandering around the aisles of bushes and blooms, Emilio would distract me for a few minutes by using a glamor to make the vines look like they were moving. Looking back, he was probably only doing it to make sure my mom had enough time to make her purchases before I started making a scene. But when I was little, I used to love the way the vines undulated over his arms.
“Once we find Emilio,” Cress continued, “we’ll just need to hitch up the trailer and head over to the park.”
“Doesn’t you mom want us to bring the trailer back after they’re finished with it?” It was becoming clearer by the minute why neither Aunt Candy nor any of the other ladies on the beautification committee wanted to do this part of the job.
“Oh, it’s not so bad,” Cress said as we pulled around to the back of the building. “Just think—we’ll have a hand in making the park beautiful for the festival next week.”
I snorted. “You sound like your mom.”
Cress scowled over her shoulder as she pulled to a stop along the path. “Let’s find Emilio.”
I suppressed a smirk as I got off the bike and collected Sterling from his box. When we were younger, Cress and I used to snicker about how involved Candy got with town events. We would have understood if she was over-the-top about things that were important to residents, but she met even tourist-focused events with intense fervor.
The nursery grounds looked much like I remembered them from the handful of times I tagged along with Mom to pick up some lady’s mantle so she could use the dew from its leaves in potions or wolfsbane to plant along the edges of Nan’s yard at the cabin to ward off anything nefarious from sneaking in from Gloomfall Forest. Stone walkways cut a grid of paths through square displays of plants. Some tables were covered with green creeping foliage, while others sported short trees or shrubs, and still others held flowers in riots of bright colors.
But besides the gentle rustle of leaves in the light morning breeze, I didn’t spy any movement.
“He knows we’re coming, right?” I asked as I strode along the nearest walkway.
“That’s what my mom said,” Cress called as she traipsed up another path. “He’s supposed to be ready with the order so we can get to the park before it gets too hot.”
“Too late,” Sterling muttered. “My fur is already sticking to me.”
I scoffed. “You mean your fur is sticking to me.” Even without glancing at my shoulder, I could feel his silky hairs plastering themselves to my sweat-slicked skin. “You could always walk, you know.”
“I prefer it up here,” he said. “Better vantage point for spying trouble before it arises. You know, in my true form, I stand about this tall. Taller than you, of course.”
“Of course.” While Sterling had only been in my life for a short while, I learned early that I couldn’t vocalize my doubt about his claim of being a dragon. He was quite touchy about the subject. Besides, he saved me a couple of weeks ago. Even if he wasn’t a dragon, he was kind of my dragon. He took his self-appointed role as my protector very seriously.
But at the moment, I wished he would ease up. I didn’t know how I would handle hauling him around through the heat of the summer.
I sucked in a breath as Sterling’s needle-like nails dug into the tender flesh on my reddened shoulder. “Watch it!”
“What is that smell?” he demanded.
Cress chuckled. “Oh. You’re probably catching a whiff of Emilio’s preferred fertilizer. Dragon dung.”
Sterling hissed his displeasure. “That is not dragon dung.”
I bit back a smirk. “Maybe he mixes it with something else. If you’re any indication, dragons don’t do their business very often. Maybe it’s too expensive to get pure dragon poo.”
“I hope this biped isn’t attempting to sell this abhorrent concoction and pass it off as pure dragon feces,” Sterling muttered. “When we find him, I’ll have to question him about it. I can’t have him soiling the name of my kind.”
“We can’t have that,” I agreed, trying to keep a straight face.
“But, seriously,” Cress called from a few rows over, “where is Emilio? I hope he didn’t get the date mixed up.”
I groaned. “Is that a possibility?” I never had an occasion to work with Emilio when I was growing up, even though he’d owned Hocus Crocus for as long as I could remember. I tried to recall any mention of him being forgetful or tardy with orders, but I came up empty. “If he hasn’t loaded the order up yet, how long do you think it’ll take him to get everything together?”
“Why?” Cress called. “You got a hot date later or something?”
I snorted. “Not hardly.” My only plan for today was to swing by the sheriff’s station to go over my mother’s file with Dex. Between settling things back in Ferndale—quitting my job, selling my car, and getting out of my rental—and moving back to the island, this was the first time we could go through the details of the night my mother died.
“If not a date, then perhaps a job interview?” Sterling asked.
I cast him some loaded side-eye. “Someone’s been talking to Nan.”
Sterling didn’t even attempt to look abashed. “You can’t expect to live on whatever paltry savings you acquired while amongst the nonvoyants forever, can you? By lodging with Cress, you’ve forestalled the inevitable deterioration of your financial situation, but it will be upon you sooner than you expect.”
I flattened my lips. While Sterling—and my grandmother—underestimated the nest egg I built over the last ten years, I wouldn’t be able to live on it forever. And while Cress insisted she loved having a roommate, I couldn’t see myself living with her long term. Cress inherited the house from her paternal grandparents when they moved to a retirement community off-island. While the place was nice, it wasn’t without its quirks—including a nightmare-eater named Yasu who moaned and snored loudly at random times throughout the day and night. And since I had taken over the room Cress usually used as her workshop, I felt guilty for accepting her offer to stay there. Now she had to bead her bracelets and practice her wire wrapping at the kitchen table.
The big question was what would I do now that I was back on the island. I knew what Gran expected, but I wasn’t sure I could reopen my mother’s shop. Not now. Maybe never. Even though the antique store and the artifacts within called to me, I couldn’t bring myself to reopen the shop knowing that my mother’s killer was still out there.
“Thanks for your concern,” I told the cat. “Honestly, I’m surprised you’re so eager to send me off to work. What are you going to do without me for eight hours a day?”
Sterling huffed. “I am perfectly capable of entertaining myself.”
“Sure you are,” I muttered. This morning, he woke me up half an hour before my alarm because he was bored and wanted someone to talk with. I didn’t think he’d enjoy my work-related absences for long, no matter what he might think.
“Seriously, where is Emilio?” Cress asked as she peeked around a row of evergreen bushes.
“Do you think he’s inside the store?” I peered back at the building, but I detected no movement through the glass panels that made up the back wall.
“I doubt it. All the plants my mom ordered need full sun. They’d all be out here. Plus, this is where he keeps the trailers.”
“Perhaps we should head toward the trailers,” suggested Sterling. “He might be finishing up his packing. And you bipeds have a horrible sense of hearing. I’m sure he’s not yet aware of our arrival.”
“It’s worth a shot.” Cress led the way up the path toward the back of the nursery.
I reined in the desire to trail my fingers along flower petals and shiny leaves as I walked. Unlike Nan and Aunt Candy, who could probably name every plant in here and give at least one use for each, my knowledge of magical flora had atrophied in my time away. To Nan’s dismay, I wasn’t even using simple spells now that I was back. I’d never been a good sorceress, and I didn’t understand why my resistance to magic came as a surprise.
Another breeze swept past, this one bringing with it a rancid scent that made me gag. “Ugh! That’s repulsive!”
“That’s what I’ve been saying!” Sterling insisted. “There is no way that dragon dung fertilizer is pure.”
I couldn’t speak to the veracity of the cat’s claims, but I knew that in all the time I’d spent around Nan when she worked in her garden, I’d never smelled anything so foul.
“Emilio keeps the trailers up here to the left,” Cress said, her voice taking on a nasal quality as she pinched her nostrils shut. “Right next to the bulk fertilizer.”
Of course he did. I was regretting agreeing to help more and more by the minute. 
“Emilio!” Cress called. “Hey, Emilio! It’s Cressida Crowe. I’m here to pick up the order for the beautification committee! My mom Candace sent me!”
Sterling leapt from my shoulder and scampered up the path on the right.
I groaned. What was he thinking, going closer to the steaming mound of fertilizer? Knowing him, he would want to figure out what impurities were mixed in with the dragon poo so he could thoroughly admonish Emilio once we found him. But I didn’t want the stink clinging to his fur for the rest of the day. With a sigh, I ran off after him.
“I think I found our trailer,” Cress called from several yards away. “I see a checklist. And I think Mom said that Zeta Gibbons placed the order…”
I followed Sterling’s upright tail across the stepping stones, holding my nose as we neared the pile of fertilizer. Maybe Emilio got a bad batch, because this definitely didn’t smell like something someone would want around their house. I didn’t care what benefits he claimed it would have for the blooms.
“Emilio!” Cress called again. “If you’re not here in five minutes, I’m just taking this trailer and you can sort things out later!”
Sterling stopped several feet from the fertilizer mound. His tail dropped and his ears flattened.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, slowing my approach.
The cat hissed his response.
I followed his emerald gaze, my stomach twisting when I located the sight that had Sterling out of sorts. My eyes landed on a lumpy dark brown mound that came nearly to my shoulders and that was as wide as Cress’s tandem bike was long. Then I spotted the arm jutting out of the muck, with vines twisting along the olive skin. My first thought was that he had fallen, even though I knew that wasn’t the case. Fertilizer wasn’t quicksand, and the fact that only an arm, a leg, and the tip of a shoe were visible made it clear that someone hat attempted to hide the evidence.
My stomach roiled as my brain processed what I was seeing. No wonder Emilio hadn’t answered us. He would never answer anyone again. 
“Cress,” I called, my voice shaking. “I found Emilio.”




Chapter 2

Sheriff Dexter Greenlee stared off toward the fertilizer pile in the distance, early morning sunlight glinting off the tips of his black, coily hair. With a sigh, he turned his attention back to the notepad in his hand. “So, Trixie, you were the one who found the body?” 
“Yes,” I blurted. “Well, no. Sterling did.”
After I called out to Cress, she had the presence of mind to summon a crow and send a message to Dex. Even though we were on the other side of the nursery now, I still smelled the fertilizer with every inhale, like the stench clung to my skin.
Dex scribbled something on his pad before turning his attention to the cat. “Sterling, did anything in particular draw you over to the fertilizer? Did anything seem out of sorts?”
Sterling adjusted his paws, drawing himself up to his full height as he sat on the wrought-iron bench beside me. “There was certainly something out of sorts. The proprietor here claims his fertilizer is made from dragon dung, but that stench-ridden pile isn’t the product of any dragon.”
Dex caught my eye. “He’s joking, right?”
I shook my head. “No. He’s totally serious.”
“Indeed, I am quite serious, Sheriff,” Sterling said. “I can’t have someone selling a product that besmirches me and my kind. I was going to investigate to see what impurities he mixed in, and that’s when I spotted the body.”
The corners of Dex’s lips twitched as he wrote, but he managed to keep a mostly straight face. “All right. And why were you three here to begin with?”
“Picking up an order for the beautification committee,” Cress said from my other side. “My mom recruited us to help.”
“Guilted us into helping, more like,” I muttered.
This time, Dex did smile. “That sounds like Candy.”
“They’re getting Chloris Park ready for next week’s flower festival,” Cress added.
He nodded. “Was there anyone else here when you arrived?”
“You mean like a dude in a ski mask?” I asked.
Dex sighed. “Trix.”
I held my hands up in apology. “No. No one else was here. I didn’t notice anyone inside the building, but we didn’t go in.”
“The doors are locked,” Dex said. “I’ll have a deputy do a sweep, anyway.”
Cress scuffed her feet against the pavement. “I wish we could be more help. Poor Emilio. Do you think… Was it… natural?”
I squeezed my cousin’s knee. “Someone tried to cover him up,” I murmured.
Dex nodded solemnly. “I’ll know more after the medical squad gives their report, but it looks like he took a blow to the head. Blunt force. Maybe a shovel. But there are also some blisters on his face that might mean something.”
I winced at the mental image. From the moment I saw him, I knew someone killed Emilio. But to imagine the circumstances twisted my stomach.
“Well, if you think of anything else, send me a crow.” Dex held my gaze. “Seriously. Leave the sheriff stuff to me.”
It was the second time he’d given me that warning, and his words chafed as much now as they had then. I wanted to remind him that if I hadn’t pursued the Carlotta Vane case, a murderer would still be on the loose, but I held back the words.
Several seconds ticked by before Cress shifted on the bench. “So… Can we go?”
He nodded. “I don’t see why not. If I have any more questions, I know where to find you both.”
Cress stood, but she didn’t walk away. “Can we take the trailer Emilio loaded for us, or…”
“Sorry, Cress. Until we’re sure what’s evidence and what’s not, I can’t let you take anything from here.”
She frowned. “My mom’s not going to be happy about that.”
“Well, I’m sure Mr. Fake-Dragon-Fertilizer isn’t happy to be dead,” Sterling said as he jumped off the bench. “Perspective.”
Dex winced as I stood. “Ouch. Harsh.”
I offered a half smile. “You get used to his charm.” I took a step closer and lowered my voice. “Are, uh, we still on for later?”
He glanced toward Cress and Sterling as they made their way toward the bike. “Yeah. I should be back at the station this afternoon.”
Excitement bubbled in me—but it was nothing like the old rush I used to get at the prospect of spending an afternoon with Dex. For the first time in ten years, someone was willing to believe me when I said my mother’s death wasn’t the result of an accident. After another town resident died under similar circumstances and I found the person who cursed her, Dex finally accepted that my claims about my mom might be more than the insistence of a girl desperate to make sense of an untimely death. With someone in law enforcement finally on my side, I could get some answers.
I reached for Dex’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze. The smooth metal of his wedding band was cool against my skin. “Thanks. I’ll see you later.”
He didn’t release my hand. “Hey. For the time being, it might be best if we play this close to the vest.”
I studied his face. “Why?”
He sighed. “You know folks around town. If word gets out that we’re looking into your mom’s death—and that it might have some slim connection to Carlotta’s death—the rumor mill will go into overdrive. My office will get pelted with crows after every argument because someone will be convinced that whoever they disagreed with is going to curse them. It’ll take time away from actual work that needs to be done.”
I nodded. “Okay. I won’t tell anyone we’re meeting up. Besides, if my mother’s killer is still somewhere on the island, I don’t want to give them a heads up that we’re on to them.”
Dex nodded his head as he released my hand. “Thanks, Trix. I appreciate the discretion.”
I offered a smile. “I appreciate you believing me.”
Dex opened his mouth like he meant to say something, but a call from Cress cut him off. 
“Come on, Trixie! The committee ladies are probably organizing a search party by now.”
I snorted, even though she was probably right. Bidding Dex wave, I jogged to the bike and hopped on.
The streets were busier now than they had been on our ride to Hocus Crocus. Early-rising tourists were up and out, likely eschewing a complimentary spread of baked goods for a more substantial morning meal. Cress wove her way around slow-moving cyclists skillfully as we pedaled toward Chloris Park.
Aunt Candy spotted us almost as soon as we pulled onto the path that wound through the waterfront park. She waved her hands like she was trying to land a plane, even though she wasn’t hard to pick out in a crowd. Although today she had pulled her reddish-brown hair into a ponytail and donned a broad-brimmed sun hat, her floral kimono-style cardigan was easy to spot as it fluttered around her like a short, bright cape in even the barest breeze.
Cress parked the bike in the nearest rack and the three of us started across the grassy field to where Candy and the other committee ladies stood in the shade of a birch tree. Sterling, thankfully, elected to trot along on the grass instead of riding on my shoulder.
“There you are!” Candy sighed as we drew near. “We were starting to worry something happened.”
“Something happened, I’ll say,” said a tall, slender woman in her forties with bubblegum pink hair styled in a short pixie cut. “They forgot our flowers!”
“Oh, Ronnie,” Candy said, waving away the observation. “I’m sure the girls didn’t forget anything.” But her eyebrows hiked up her forehead like she was waiting for us to prove we hadn’t messed up.
“We most certainly did not forget,” Sterling said, planting his bottom on the grass. “We went to Hocus Crocus, but the sheriff wouldn’t allow us to bring the plants as we’d planned.”
Candy and Ronnie exchanged glances as the dozen or so other members of the group inched forward, their eyebrows hiked. “Why would the sheriff keep you from bringing our flowers?” Candy asked.
“Probably something to do with the murder,” Sterling said.
Then he started cleaning his butt.
“Murder?” cried a short woman wearing a pink baseball cap.
“Who’s dead?” asked a plump lady with curly black hair streaked with silver.
“How do you know they were murdered?” asked someone else.
Questions began overlapping, making it impossible to keep track of who was speaking.
One woman surged forward, her silver hair twisting in loose waves around her cheeks. “But I don’t understand. Why couldn’t you take the flowers?”
“I’m sure the sheriff had a good reason, Zeta,” Candy said soothingly.
“He didn’t know what was evidence and what wasn’t,” I supplied. “I’m sure he’ll let us know as soon as he’s cleared it.”
Zeta crossed her arms over her chest. Unlike the other gardeners, who sported airy cap sleeve tops, she wore a long-sleeved blouse. Just looking at her fabric-clad arms made a bead of sweat trickle down my back. “Well, I hope he makes it a priority. How are we supposed to get this park ready for the festival if we can’t plant the flowers? Tourists expect a certain level of landscaping to accompany this event, and we can’t disappoint them.”
“The sheriff is just being thorough,” Candy said. “If I don’t hear from him by this afternoon, I’ll send him a crow to check on things.”
Ronnie took a half step forward. “Girls… Who died?”
The other committee women leaned forward.
I glanced at Cress. The news was bound to get out eventually. “It’s Emilio.”
Gasps cut through the air as the ladies all clutched their chests. The reaction was almost comical. After all, we found the body at Hocus Crocus before the store even opened. The list of potential victims had to be small.
“And they’re sure it’s murder?” Candy asked.
I nodded. “It’s looking that way.”
A rustle passed over the assembled women. I got the impression that they all wanted to know more, but no one wanted to be the one to ask.
Finally, a woman in her thirties with dark purple hair met my eye. “You’re the one who caught Carlotta Vane’s killer, aren’t you?”
Sterling stopped cleaning his belly long enough to peer up at the woman. “I am the one who caught the responsible party. Technically. But Trixie was there, yes.”
The woman blinked at the cat a few times before returning her attention to me. “Any chance you’ll be investigating this crime, too?”
Nods and murmurs of approval circled the crowd.
I put my hands up. “That was kind of a one-off thing. I’m not really in the crime-solving business.”
“Oh? Then what business are you in?” asked Ronnie.
“I’ve wanted to ask,” piped a black-and-silver-haired woman, “will you be opening Rediscoveries again?”
Several women murmured with excitement, which I quickly waved away. “I’m not planning to reopen my mom’s shop.”
“Then what are you planning to do?” asked a short woman with dark brown hair.
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. That was the question, wasn’t it?
“Are you seeing anyone?” asked another lady. “Because my nephew is right around your age.”
“I have a niece around your age,” called another woman. “In case she might be more your type.”
The first woman sighed. “Don’t you remember? She used to go steady with the young sheriff.”
“So?” asked the second. 
My cheeks flushed. I felt like I was back in high school and my teacher just called on me to identify the next ingredient in a happiness elixir. The wind shifted directions, blowing a cool breeze on my hot face.
“Ugh!” Sterling got his paws under him, his tail flicking. “There’s that awful stench again. Who among you has been using that mockery of dragon dung fertilizer?”
The committee members all exchanged glances.
“What are you talking about?” asked Zeta.
I shook my head. “Sterling is convinced Emilio’s dragon dung fertilizer isn’t pure.”
“Of course I’m convinced,” said Sterling. “It’s a fact. And one of you stinks of it.”
The ladies frowned, each glancing at their neighbor as if some sign might appear to unmask the culprit.
Cress sighed. “It’s probably one of us. We were just there.”
Sterling didn’t look convinced.
“Well,” I said, taking a half step backward. “If we’re not going to be planting those flowers, I guess Cress and I should be off.”
“Smooth,” Sterling muttered.
Aunt Candy’s shoulders slumped. “Well, I suppose there really is nothing to do until Sheriff Greenlee clears our flowers. I’ll send a crow as soon as I learn anything, but for now…”
“See you later, Mom!” Cress called as she bolted toward her bike. I streaked after her, a giggle bubbling out of my lips. It felt like we were kids escaping a tedious chore. In a way, it was true.
And for the first time since my return to Moonglow Hollow, I was okay with feeling like a kid again.




Chapter 3

“Are we there yet?” 
I scowled in the direction of Sterling’s bushy tail as he sauntered ahead of me. When we parted ways with Cress, he deemed it too hot to ride on my shoulder. But that meant he complained about how far we traveled every two minutes or so.
I’d almost rather deal with an overheating shoulder.
“We’re almost to the sheriff’s station,” I told him.
“That’s what you said last time.”
“We’re closer now than we were then.”
“Ugh!”
I ignored the feisty feline as we continued up the rise that led to the office I knew all too well from my childhood. Not that I’d been a trouble-maker in my youth. But I swung by the station a couple times a week with my mom, usually to drop something off for Flint Stevens—the former sheriff, and my stepfather. And while I wouldn’t call it a second home like I considered Rediscoveries, it was a familiar enough place.
The weathered blue bricks set it apart from other buildings on the island. The station looked much like I remembered—large and square and imposing, the words SHERIFF’S STATION etched in stone above the front door. But I picked out several changes from the way it had been ten years ago: there was a new sign over the “police only” bike rack at the side of the building, and someone had added a row of shepherds hooks along the front, each bearing a basket of bright blooms.
When I stepped inside, the blast of air conditioning was like a breath from Boreas himself. Sterling pranced in as if he owned the place, drawing the attention of the secretary seated to the right. I did a double-take when I spotted the man’s white hair and prominent nose.
“Gordon?” I asked, sure I must be imagining things.
But when Gordon Bolger’s eyes clasped mine, I knew he was the real deal. Gordon had been the station’s secretary for as long as I could remember. His right-hand drawer was always full of goodies and he’d always sneak me one, even if my mom warned him against it. He pushed back his chair, and the springs squeaked as he stood. He rounded the desk in four steps and pulled me into a tight hug.
“I heard you were back in town,” he said as he released me. “Didn’t think you’d be stopping by here, though. I know you and Flint didn’t separate under the best of circumstances.”
I flattened my lips. That was an understatement. If there was anyone on the island Flint disclosed the details of our final conversation to, it was Gordon, but he was too kind a man to mention the specifics. “I’ve seen him since I’ve been back.” Once, on accident—but I didn’t add that bit. Flint set a magical alarm on the doors at Rediscoveries to alert him if someone attempted to break in. When I visited the shop, he came to check on the intruder. Now that I was officially back, I would see him again, eventually. But I wasn’t ready to invite myself over for dinner any time soon.
“That’s good,” Gordon said with a nod. “I don’t know that he has many visitors nowadays. He gets out some, of course. But he keeps to himself, mostly.” He shook his head. “Your mom was always the outgoing one.”
The corners of my eyes pricked at the unexpected mention of my mother. Which was silly. I was here to discuss the circumstances of her death. I should be prepared to talk about her. But being back here, in the office that barely changed in ten years, talking to a man who hadn’t changed in at least twenty, put me off kilter.
It took three tries before I swallowed. “So, um, is Dex around?” I shook myself, realizing how I sounded. “I mean, Sheriff Greenlee. Is he in?”
Gordon bobbed his head. “Sure is. Back in his office. Have you got an appointment? He’s a little busy today, what with the…” He paused. Gordon wasn’t a gossip by nature, but when Flint was sheriff, he often let me in on the happenings around town, figuring my stepfather would probably fill my mom and me in later, anyway. But I wasn’t the sheriff’s stepdaughter anymore.
I met his gaze. “I’m the one who found the body.”
Sterling leapt onto Gordon’s desk and cleared his throat.
“Sorry. I was there when Sterling found the body,” I amended.
Gordon’s gaze fell on Sterling. “My, aren’t you an impressive specimen?”
Sterling sat up straighter. “You, sir, are correct.”
Gordon’s lips curved with delight as he eased open the right-hand drawer on his desk and pulled out a cellophane-wrapped sweet. I was about to tell him that Sterling didn’t care for candy, but Gordon curled his fingers around the treat and murmured, “Sweet meats.” The gold band around his middle finger glimmered, and green light flashed in his palm. When he opened his hand, a quarter-size piece of salmon rested where the candy had been.
The cat wasted no time gobbling up the magically transfigured delicacy.
I grinned. Same old Gordon.
“I have an appointment. Is it all right if I head back there?”
He nodded toward the closed office door as Sterling licked his skin clean. “Of course, of course. Don’t let me keep you.”
Three desks sat empty in the main part of the station. The deputies were probably out interviewing people about Emilio’s death. It was probably for the best that there weren’t more people around. Dex said he wanted to keep our investigation under wraps for now, and his coworkers might wonder why I was visiting the sheriff at work. When I reached Dex’s office, I tapped on the door and waited for him to respond before twisting the knob.
His gaze was on the papers spread across his desk. “I’m not forgetting to eat. My food’s on the way…” His voice trailed as he glanced upward. “Oh, Trix. I thought you were Gordon.”
I offered a half smile. “Yeah, I get that a lot.”
“Not surprising,” Sterling said, darting around my legs and leaping up onto one of the wooden chairs across the desk from Dex. “You bipeds all look strikingly similar.”
Dex ran a hand over his hair. “Is it time for our meeting already? I’m so sorry—I’ve been caught up in this case. I lost track of time.”
“It’s fine,” I insisted, stepping inside and closing the door behind me. “Got any leads yet?”
He snorted. “Too many. Emilio Clayden wasn’t very well-liked.”
“Really? He was always nice to me when I was little. And everyone loves Hocus Crocus.” I settled in the chair beside Sterling.
“Everyone loves the store, sure. But the man…” He shook his head. “He might have been nice to kids, but he wasn’t great with adults. I’ve got a lot of complaint logs to comb through.”
I bit my lower lip. “You up for taking a little break?”
He closed his eyes, sighing. “I really shouldn’t, Trix.”
“Half an hour,” I said. “Fifteen minutes.”
A muscle in his jaw jumped. “I’ve got potentially dozens of suspects to clear. And that doesn’t cover the normal calls. Marisela’s downtown looking in to some suspected shoplifters at Seren-double-dipity. Arnie’s trying to find a group of middle schoolers who were flying in unauthorized airspace last night. And I’ve gotten three crows already today asking about updates on a reported prowler at the Barr residence two nights ago. We should really reschedule…”
“Ten minutes. Please, Dex? I just want to see if there’s anything that someone missed. Now that we know I was right, and she was cursed—”
Dex held his hand up. “We’re open to the possibility that something was missed.”
I pressed my lips together, wanting to argue. I knew what I saw. My mom had the same mark on her neck before her accident as Carlotta Vane did before hers. A curse killed Carlotta, so the same had to be true for my mother. But Dex allowing me to look at the files was a favor, and since he could rescind the offer, I kept the thought to myself.
“Five minutes,” I said. “Just to get me started. I can… I can see if there’s anything from Carlotta’s case that looks similar to what’s in my mom’s investigation.”
He held my gaze for a long moment before sighing. “Okay. Five minutes.” He pulled open the drawer to his right and selected a file folder labeled Sidonia Stevens. 
It took all my willpower not to snatch it from his hands when he held it out to me. Finally, after ten years, I was a step closer to figuring out who killed my mother. I flipped open the top of the folder and froze.
Staring back at me from the top page was a picture of my mom. Her auburn hair skewed more red than mine, but the curve of my jaw was a replica of hers, and our gray eyes were just the same shade. Her lips curved in a broad smile, and her head tipped back slightly, as if she were about to break into laughter. 
I closed the folder again.
Sterling propped his front paws on the arm of his chair. “Is it the wrong file?”
I shook my head. “No, it’s right. It’s just…”
Dex reached across the desk, his hand resting palm-down several inches from my own. “It’s understandable that this is hard. You barely knew Carlotta. Your mom’s case… It’s a different story altogether.”
I gulped, my fingers trembling against the manila material. He was right. Things were different with Carlotta. I didn’t know her, but I put everything I had into figuring out who cursed her. How much more effort should I spend to learn who cursed my own mother? “It’s all right. I just wasn’t prepared. I’m okay now.”
But when I opened the folder again, Dex reached for it. “Maybe you should let me…”
I didn’t release it when his fingers pinched the documents. “Let you what?”
He didn’t meet my eye. “That’s not the… only picture in the file. Maybe you should let me take the others.”
I almost asked what he meant, but I stopped myself. The deputies would have photographed the scene of the accident. I released the folder, allowing Dex to reclaim it. Images from that night were already burned into my memory. I didn’t need to see them printed out in full color.
Dex swiftly removed the offending pages and returned the rest to me. 
Seeing my mom’s smiling face didn’t send a jolt through me when I opened the file again. I scanned the official report, but none of the details jumped out at me. Everything seemed in line with the facts I already knew. The next page included notes from Deputy Marisela Johnston’s interview with me. While there was a mention of the mark I saw on the back of my mother’s neck, he noted that no such mark was present when officers arrived on the scene. An inspector’s report explained the mechanism that failed that led to the deadly accident. A one-in-a-million chance, they’d called it. A freak accident.
Someone knocked on the door. “Hey,” called a familiar voice as the door swung open, “did someone order…”
Juniper Caldwell Greenlee froze when her eyes landed on me. Since my return to Moonglow Hollow, my path had crossed hers only once. Now, my former best friend’s gaze narrowed as she surveyed me.
“Rude,” Sterling scoffed. “Can’t she see we’re in the middle of something here?”
Dex stood. “Junie! Glad you’re here. You remember Trixie.” He frowned as soon as he said it. I wasn’t some casual acquaintance. Junie and I were practically joined at the hip for most of our lives.
“I didn’t realize you had company,” she said, the words stiff. She placed a white paper bag on the skinny table along the wall to her right. “I’ll just leave this here. See you at home.” Her lips twitched at the corners, but she didn’t smile before exiting and pulling the door closed behind her.
“I’m sorry,” I said automatically.
Dex held his hand up to keep me from continuing. “You’re fine. Today’s just getting away from me.” He sighed, shaking his head. “Trix, I know how much it means to you to look into what happened to your mom. And I know I promised we could start today. But that was before you found Emilio. Since it was clearly a murder, his case takes precedence over something that happened ten years ago.”
My heart clamped in my chest. “But, Dex—”
He shook his head. “I agreed to five minutes. You just had six.”
I gestured to the pages spread out on my side of his desk. “I barely got started.”
“I have to reschedule,” Dex said, his voice firm. “I’ll send a crow when I’ve got time to sit down and do this right, okay? Maybe in a day or two I can spare some time. But for now, this has to be my focus.”
I sighed. As much as I wanted to argue, I knew Dex too well to believe my words would sway him. He could be very stubborn when he wanted to be—and prioritizing one investigation over another was something he wouldn’t budge on. “All right. But, for both our sakes, I hope you find the time soon. My mom’s waited long enough for justice.”
Dex’s face fell, and even though I was sure he wanted to say something, I didn’t give him the chance. Sterling beat me to the door, and the two of us made our way through the station. I waved at Gordon, who was noshing on a club sandwich. Junie must have brought his meal, too.
I stepped outside, momentarily too overcome by the temperature difference to notice Junie standing a few feet away at the bike rack.
A hundred things popped into my head to say. For the last ten years, I imagined what I might do if the two of us ever came face-to-face again, but nothing I planned ever considered she would be married to my ex-boyfriend. Still, if I was going to be living in Moonglow Hollow, I needed to break the ice somehow.
“I… suppose congratulations are in order.” I winced at how lame the words sounded. Of all the opening lines, I had to go with that?
Junie’s hands rested on her handlebars. “What do you want me to say? Thank you? Should I be grateful to finally have your blessing?”
I shook my head. “Of course not. It’s just… I wasn’t trying to surprise you back there. My meeting with Dex was strictly business. I’d be in there no matter who the sheriff was.”
She frowned, tipping her head to the side. It was the same look she used to give teenage tourists who insisted they could out-magic her. “Fascinating. Truly.”
My lips knotted. None of this was coming out right. “I just want to be clear that I’m not, you know, trying to make a move on Dex or anything. What’s past is past.”
She released a soft scoff. “Oh, I know. Do you think I would have married him if he was still hung up on you?” She shook her head as she mounted the bike. “I swear, Trixie. It’s like you never knew me at all.”
Any response I might have had was lost as she pedaled away.




Chapter 4

By the time I finished washing up the dinner dishes, Cress had covered the kitchen table with her jewelry-making supplies. Segmented plastic tubs of beads sat in a neat row beside spooled elastic, scissors, and wire in shades of silver, gold, and copper. 
Sterling hopped up on Cress’s lap, which had quickly become his preferred spot during these bracelet-making sessions. I wasn’t sure how Cress got anything done with him on her legs, but his presence didn’t seem to bother her.
As soon as I dried my hands, I took the empty chair beside my cousin. Although she never asked me to help in her nightly bead-a-thons, guilt from knowing my presence deprived her of the room usually devoted to such endeavors kept me from retreating for the night once she got started.
Besides, it wasn’t like I had anything else to do. So far, I didn’t have any leads about who might have had a reason to curse my mom. 
“What are we working on tonight?” I surveyed the sections filled with beads as Cress separated out little glass bowls in front of us.
“The anti-anxiety bracelets are out of stock everywhere,” she said, scooping some stones out of several cubbies and dropping them into our bowls. “I’m making some out of hematite, black tourmaline, tiger eye, and smoky quartz. You’re using amethyst, clear quartz, rose quartz, and moonstone.”
I scanned the different hues of the beads. Hers were darker—black and metallic—while mine were brighter. “What’s the difference?”
She lifted a shoulder. “They each affect auras in different ways, but together, the effects are pretty similar. Splitting them up like this is more for aesthetics. People like to be stylish and protected from anxiety.”
It was a smart business move—one I might not have considered in her place. Most of the time, being around Cress was the same as it had always been—simple and fun. It was easy to forget that she had grown and matured in the ten years I was away. No longer was she the bubbly fifteen-year-old who gave out semiprecious stones to address issues in a person’s aura in exchange for unnamed favors to be collected in the future; now Cress was a savvy businesswoman who used her natural talents to build a career doing something she enjoyed.
Cress cut off a length of elastic, and I began stringing the beads in the order she laid out for me. Purple amethyst, clear quartz, silver spacer bead. Pink rose quartz, milky moonstone, silver spacer bead.
“So, how’s the case?”
I almost dropped my elastic. I hadn’t mentioned to Cress that I was officially investigating my mom’s death. There was too big a chance she’d let it slip to her mom, and then the whole town would know within a day. Whoever cursed my mom needed to believe their secret was safe, and no one suspected them, or else they might leave town or destroy evidence. “I… I don’t…”
Cress laughed, bumping my elbow with hers. “Oh, come on. You don’t have to pretend. Who do you think did it?”
I opened my mouth, but I didn’t have an answer. That was the thing—it didn’t make sense for someone to curse my mom. Everyone in town loved Sidonia Stevens.
She picked up a hematite bead and slipped it onto her strand. “I mean, I know Emilio wasn’t popular, but who do you think finally snapped and killed him?”
I blew out a breath, my muscles relaxing. “Oh, Emilio? I have no idea.”
She sucked her teeth. “You have to have some theories.”
I shook my head. “Why would I…”
A knock at the door cut off the rest of my question. I glanced at Cress. “Are you expecting someone?”
She shook her head. “Can you go answer it?”
I raised an eyebrow. “It’s not for me.”
Cress gestured to Sterling, who was curled up like a cushion on her legs. “I have a cat on me.”
I stuck out my tongue. While Sterling found it entirely acceptable to disturb me when I was asleep, he took offense to anyone who interrupted one of his naps. Answering the door myself was worth it to keep him from grousing for the rest of the night.
Taking care to lay my work down so the beads wouldn’t slip off, I got up from the table and made my way to the front door. I pinned a smile to my face to greet whoever stood beyond, but when the door swung open, my face fell. “Nan?”
“Beatrice.” My grandmother nodded her greeting from the porch, but no smile tugged at her lips. I recognized the look. This was Business Nan on a mission. She had tied back her gray-streaked chestnut brown hair into a simple twist, but the wisps that escaped had a windswept look. She regarded me shrewdly before inviting herself into the house. A heavy wooden chest followed close behind her, hovering at hip height. “I brought your things.”
“My… What?” I stared at the chest, waiting for it to ring a bell. “That’s not mine.”
Nan fixed me with her piercing gray-blue eyes. “What’s inside is yours. I assume you want your clothing now that you’re back.” The chest settled with a dull thud in the middle of the living room. She lifted her chin at the open doorway. “Expecting someone?”
I closed the door, my hope that Nan would drop off the trunk and leave evaporating by the second. “Nan, I appreciate you bringing me all my old clothes, but I have plenty. I brought my things from my place in Ferndale.” I gestured down my body as proof that I owned clothing.
“So I should just store these forever, then?” She unbuckled the lid and swung it open to reveal a dozen outfits from my teenage years. “If you don’t want them, it’s on you to deal with them.” She held my gaze for a long moment. “I’ll be needing the trunk back.”
Biting back a groan, I reached in to grab an armload of garments. These clothes had lived in her guest room for over a decade, but suddenly she couldn’t get rid of them fast enough? Classic Nan. When she was ready to do something, there was no stopping her. 
I brought the items to my room and deposited them on the pullout couch that served as my bed before returning for more.
By the time I finished hauling the last load, Sterling realized we had a visitor. He emerged from the kitchen, his bushy tail high in the air. “Ah, Birdie! So nice for you to visit.”
Nan settled on the couch, allowing ample space for Sterling to jump up beside her. “Well, since my granddaughter can’t be bothered to come visit me, I had to make the journey.”
I disguised my snort as a cough. She made it sound like she had to trek through Gloomfall Forest on foot rather than take a quick broom ride over the treetops. “Sorry, Nan. I only got back from settling things in Ferndale a couple of days ago, so we missed Friday dinner. And Cress and I have been spending all our downtime making bracelets to fill orders for the stores in town.”
Nan harrumphed as she scratched Sterling under his chin. “And how has your up-time been going?”
I caught Cress’s eye as she stepped into the doorway between the kitchen and the living room, but she only shrugged. “Um, good, I guess.”
Nan nodded. “So, when do you expect to have the store up and running again?”
My muscles coiled as my body readied itself for fight-or-flight. I cursed myself for not expecting this. “I never said I was going to reopen Rediscoveries.”
Nan scoffed. “Why else would you be home?”
I opened my mouth, but no answer came out. Why had I come back to Moonglow Hollow? I thought I had my dream job as an art educator at the Detroit Institute of Arts in the bag, but after a trip back here, I realized my dream wasn’t all I imagined it would be. Among the nonvoyants, I had to hide my psychometry. I couldn’t share with others the visions I gleaned from touching antiques. Here, I could. For the first time in my life, that felt important. But if I told Nan that, she would take it the wrong way.
“I had to stay for Sterling.” I gestured to the cat, who was currently purring for all he was worth as Nan scratched the length of his back. “He’d be miserable alone in a house all day while I was at work. At least here I can bring him everywhere I go. I’d get weird looks around the nonvoyants if I did that.”
“That sounds like their problem,” Nan muttered. “Voids have no imagination. You know where people wouldn’t bat an eye at your talking boy here? Rediscoveries.”
I glanced at Cress, hoping to telegraph my need for backup to her. After a few moments of intense eyebrow raising, she nodded with understanding.
“Trixie’s really too busy to fix up Rediscoveries and staff it and manage it,” she said. “Isn’t that right, Trix?”
Although I wasn’t sure exactly where she was going, I bobbed my head. “Sure am. Busy busy.”
Nan’s face scrunched, and she stopped stroking Sterling. His purrs cut off abruptly, and he nudged her arm with his head. “And what precisely are you doing that’s taking up so much of your time? Besides helping Cress in her business ventures.”
“Oh, well, I’m…” I opened and closed my mouth, floundering for something to say. Leaving me to make up a reason wasn’t as much help as Cress apparently thought it was.
“She’s working on very important business,” Cress said, coming to my aid. “Super important. Like, I’m lucky she has time to help me string bracelets.”
“Sounds exciting,” Nan said, stroking Sterling’s back again. “And what important thing is Beatrice doing?”
My mind blanked. “I…”
“She’s helping the sheriff with a murder investigation,” Cress blurted.
Heat rushed to my cheeks as Nan turned the full weight of her attention on me. “You’re doing what?”
“I… I…”
“Maybe you haven’t heard yet,” Cress said, crossing to my side. “This morning, Trixie and I found Emilio Clayden dead. Murdered. And since she did such a good job tracking down Carlotta Vane’s killer, she’s agreed to help the sheriff figure out who’s behind this crime, too.”
“Is that so?”
Cress nodded. “Absolutely.”
For several seconds, Nan scowled as she rubbed Sterling. “Emilio finally pushed someone too far, hm? Can’t say I’m surprised. Wholly unpleasant man.”
“Um, Birdie,” Sterling said. “That pressure’s getting to be a bit much.”
“Apologies,” she murmured, rubbing his cheeks. “Now, Beatrice.”
I sighed. Nothing good had ever started with those two words. “What, Nan?”
She frowned. “Don’t use that tone with me. I’m only looking out for your best interests. What do you know about solving a murder?”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “You say that like I haven’t done it before.”
“Spell’s bells,” Nan murmured. “I recall the details of your last case. You should stop while you’re ahead.”
Indignation surged inside me, flushing through my system. I shouldn’t have expected any less from Nan. She always thought she knew better than anyone else, no matter the subject. But now she was talking about my life—and she didn’t know who I was better than I did.
I squared my shoulders. “Well, it doesn’t matter what you think. I’m helping solve Emilio’s murder. I was at the sheriff’s office earlier today.”
“Oh, really?” Nan widened her eyes to an almost comic degree. “And what were you and Dexter Greenlee discussing?”
It took everything in me to hold her gaze and not look away. Nan always had a knack for knowing when Cress and I were lying. I asked my mom a hundred times if Nan was using some kind of spell to figure it out, but she always insisted Nan just had a gift for reading lies on people’s faces. Of course, that talent didn’t extend much beyond our family, which meant she was still invited to ladies’ poker night. “We talked about… crime. And about how there are lots of suspects to look into.”
She nodded thoughtfully. “And who are these suspects?”
I pressed my lips together. Dex didn’t mention any names. “Well, I really shouldn’t say. Ongoing investigation and all.”
Nan held my gaze for a long moment, and I did my best to breathe normally. Finally, she stood, eliciting a disappointed whimper from Sterling. “Well, I suppose I should leave you to it, then. I wouldn’t want to get in the way of official police business.”
I watched her carefully, waiting for the inevitable turn in her demeanor. But she simply flicked her wrist, causing the empty chest to jump into the air. She paused only to pat Cress and me on the cheeks before striding to the door, opening it, and letting herself out.
When the door closed behind her, Cress turned to me, grinning from ear to ear. “Dex is so lucky to have you working this case! I bet you’ll have it solved in no time.”
“What were you thinking?” I demanded. “I’m not working with the sheriff’s office.”
She waggled her eyebrows. “Ah. Going rogue. I can work with that.”
I shook my head. “You’re not hearing me. I’m not investigating Emilio’s death.”
Cress’s face fell. “You’re not?”
“No, I’m not.”
Her shoulders slumped.
“Probably better that way,” Sterling said, curling up on the couch. “I doubt Birdie would like it very much if you did. She wasn’t terribly impressed with your work last time.”
Heat surged in my veins again. He was right. Nan probably didn’t believe I was really on the case anyway—otherwise she would have put up more of a fight before leaving. She was probably biding her time before I caved and did what she wanted—open Rediscoveries again. She thought she knew me so well. But I knew myself better.
“You know what, Cress? I think I will take this case.”
Whether Dex wanted me to or not.




Chapter 5

There was, I was learning, no use arguing with Sterling. It didn’t matter the subject or the purpose. The cat was always right, no matter what. 
Which was why at lunch the next day, instead of working on a plan of attack to locate Emilio’s killer, Sterling and I were on our way to Talon and Wing for the lunch special.
“We really should have come yesterday,” he grumbled from his perch on my shoulder. Although the air was soupy with heat and humidity, Sterling didn’t like walking on his own when we were downtown because distracted tourists might not see him as they bustled by.
“We had our meeting with Dex yesterday,” I reminded him. “By the time we could have made it back down here, they weren’t serving the lunch specials anymore.” I wanted to add that technically Sterling hadn’t kept up his end of the bargain we made because I hadn’t needed to make a hasty escape from flower-planting yesterday, since the whole event was canceled. But that line of logic led me nowhere earlier, and I didn’t have high hopes for it this time around.
“It wouldn’t take us nearly so long to traverse the island if you’d get yourself a bicycle,” Sterling said. “It would be safer and more comfortable for both of us.”
“I thought you didn’t like riding on bikes?”
“I’ve grown accustomed to it,” he said. “I imagine I’d like it even better if my basket were in the front so I could feel the wind in my fur instead of sitting with a front-row view of your backside.”
I wrinkled my nose. “There are worse views.”
“Name five.”
I ignored him. He wasn’t the first to suggest I acquire a bike of my own. While Cress insisted she didn’t mind taking us along with her when we were all going in the same direction, she’d been clear that she wouldn’t act as my personal taxi around the island. I sold my bike before leaving the island ten years ago, so it wasn’t like I had one lying around that I could use.
It made sense to get one. I even caught myself eying the merchandise at Beldon Mainfield’s bike store, Different Spokes. But something about purchasing a new bike didn’t sit right with me. It was too permanent. And although I had no plans to leave the island at the moment, I also wasn’t looking to put down roots that were too deep. There was still a chance I was making a mistake moving back.
“Oh, look, we’re almost there.” I lifted my chin toward the wooden sign hanging above the door to Talon and Wing Brewing Company. Although I didn’t have much of a palate for beer, the food here was great. The place had an industrial vibe that reminded me of trendy restaurants back in Ferndale. It would be my new favorite restaurant on the island but for two things. First, unlike the Copper Cauldron, this place drew a lot of tourists.
Second, the owner, Greyson Greenlee, openly despised me.
I supposed I shouldn’t hold it against him. As Dex’s older brother, he probably felt a degree of protectiveness. And although Dex was now happily married, I didn’t know how long he mourned our relationship after I broke up with him and left town.
But that was all in the past. Greyson had to get over it sooner or later. Hopefully sooner, since Sterling had such an affinity for the place.
“My stomach is grumbling,” Sterling complained. “My hunger is approaching the desperation phase.”
I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure you can hold on for ten more minutes.”
“Maybe.”
I shook my head as I pushed open the door. But so many people crowded by the entrance that I could barely step inside the building. The mass of people disoriented me. For a moment, I assumed I just walked in as a large group was exiting. Except none of them moved beyond grudgingly shuffling to accommodate my presence.
Sterling crouched closer to my shoulder as I edged my way toward the host stand, but no one stood behind it.
“Maybe they’re leading a group back to their seats,” I suggested, glancing around the dining room for people on the move. To my surprise, guests filled only half of the available tables. With all the people standing by the door, I assumed they were at capacity.
Someone approached on the right, and my smile was in place before my eyes landed on the man moving to the host station. He was an inch or two taller than Dex, and unlike his brother, he kept his coily hair trimmed close. He wore a long sleeve navy tee-shirt, and it took considerable energy on my part not to let my gaze rest on the way it stretched across his muscled shoulders.
I gulped. There should be laws against my ex’s brother looking so good.
“Greyson.” I did my best not to let my smile slip. “I didn’t realize you worked as the host sometimes, too.” He mentioned before sometimes he subbed in as a bartender.
He released a heavy sigh. “Host and server today. Half of my servers have pixie pox. I’m lucky my bartender and kitchen staff didn’t catch it.”
I surveyed the room again, but I didn’t spy anyone taking orders. “Are you the only one working the dining area?”
He nodded. “I might have to open up some more tables, but I don’t know how I’ll cover them all.”
Empathy welled up in me. When I left Moonglow Hollow, one of my first jobs was waitressing. I knew how bad things could get when a restaurant was short-staffed, but I’d never had to cover a lunch rush solo. “Let me help.”
His brows constricted. “What?”
“Open up the other section. I’ll take care of it.”
He blinked as if I were speaking a different language. Finally, he stammered, “But… But you don’t work here.”
“No. But I have experience. And you need help.”
He stared blankly.
“Excuse me? Excuse me?” called a man from a nearby table. “Could I get another Ram’s Calamity?”
The words snapped Greyson back to reality. “I don’t… Yes. Please. Yes.”
I grinned. While I didn’t come in here looking for a way to get in his good graces, it looked like I might do just that.
“I shall help, too,” Sterling announced.
I raised an eyebrow. “I know you’re, you know, amazing at… a whole range of things. But how are you going to carry plates full of food from the kitchen?”
The cat scoffed as he jumped down onto the host’s station. “I’ll handle seating the bipeds. But I have a price.” Sterling turned his verdant gaze on Greyson. “I require a complementary shrimp lunch special.”
“Absolutely,” Greyson agreed solemnly. “I’ll put in the order when I’m getting that man his drink.”
“Then we have an accord,” Sterling said, swishing his tail.
Greyson met my eyes. “Trixie… Thank you.”
I nodded. “Aprons behind the bar?”
“Just ask Latricia. She’ll get one for you.”
Falling back into the rhythm of waitressing was easier than I expected. The first set of tables was so relieved to finally be seated that they didn’t seem to mind that I was not much more familiar with the menu than they were. I knew the lunch specials by heart, but only because Sterling talked about them so regularly.
By my first changeover, I was feeling fully back in the groove. When Sterling seated a group of four middle-aged people at the table I finished busing and cleaning, I was ready for them. Pinning on my best smile, I approached.
“…just horrible,” one of the women said. “Did you hear how they found him?”
The second woman nodded. “Face down in a pile of manure. Tragic.”
My ears prickled. News of Emilio’s death had reached the town’s inhabitants.
The man to her left released a sharp guffaw. “Tragic? Nothing less than he deserved, I say.”
“Oh, Frank, don’t be like that,” said the second woman, swatting at his arm.
“What?” Frank turned to the other man at the table as if looking for backup. “I know it’s not good to speak ill of the dead, but it’s nothing I wouldn’t have said if he were still alive. Give me one good quality the man possessed.”
The women exchanged glances. “Well,” said woman one. “He… always had a wide selection of annuals.”
Frank snorted, but before he could go on, the other man glanced over, noticing me for the first time.
Heat crept into my cheeks. I hoped I didn’t look like I was eavesdropping, even though that was exactly what I was doing. “Hello. Welcome to Talon and Wing. I’m Trixie, and I’ll be your server. Can I start you all out with something to drink?”
The women quickly rattled off their fizzy drink orders, and the second man requested an Oracle Dark Lager, but Frank’s brow furrowed as the others spoke.
“Trixie, huh?” Frank asked. “Are you Candace Crowe’s niece?”
I nodded, steeling myself for the inevitable barrage of questions that would accompany the association. Where had I been? What had I been doing? How was life among the nonvoyants? Why was I back?
But what he asked was, “You were the one who found Emilio Clayden’s body, weren’t you?”
The question knocked down my defenses. “Oh. Yeah. My cousin and I were there to pick up some flowers.”
Instead of simply accepting the information and placing his order, Frank leaned toward me. “So, any idea who did it?”
“Frank!” admonished the woman beside him.
He didn’t even glance at her. “My money’s on Teresa McCrindle. Say—did you smell any of that—what is it? Lavender oil or whatever she’s always slathering on everybody?”
I thought back to the other day, but I didn’t recall any scent over the pungent aroma of the fertilizer. “No. No lavender. Who’s Teresa McCrindle?”
“She owns Spa Enchantments,” said the other man. “Bought it a couple of years back after working there for some years.”
The answer only brought up more questions. “Why would someone who owns a spa want to hurt Emilio?”
“She hated him,” Frank said, earning another swat from his female companion. “Big grudge. But,” he leaned in again, “you didn’t hear it from me. Far as I’m concerned, offing that guy should earn someone a medal.”
My stomach twisted. Dex mentioned Emilio wasn’t well-liked, but having a prickly personality shouldn’t put a target on anyone’s back.
“Oh, and I’ll have the Ram’s Calamity,” Frank added.
As I made my way toward the bar, I tucked away this nugget of information in the back of my mind. I had my very first lead, and I would check up on it as soon as my shift here ended.




Chapter 6

By the time the lunch rush ended and the evening shift began arriving, I recalled why I had been so happy to quit my server job all those years ago. I sighed as I pulled off my apron and stuffed it into the hamper just inside the kitchen. “I’m out of practice. That was exhausting.” 
Greyson frowned as he threw in his apron after mine. “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you no. I should’ve just handled things myself.”
I snorted. “There’s no way you could’ve handled the lunch crowd by yourself. You needed me.”
Sterling brushed his silky fur against my leg. “You needed us,” he amended. “And I believe I excelled at my task. Over and above the call of duty.”
Greyson’s lips twitched at the corners. “Put your order in. Whatever you want is on the house.” His eyes flicked to me. “Both of you. And if you wait here, I’ll get your pay.”
Surprised jolted through me. I supposed it made sense. Greyson was a business owner, and I spent the afternoon working at his establishment. But when I volunteered to jump in, I wasn’t thinking about money. “You don’t have to do that.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Greyson turned and strode the length of the kitchen to a door marked Private. I followed him into the room.
The small office area was tidy and functional. He strode around the desk and slipped into the black fabric chair before pulling a calculator in front of him.
“Seriously, Greyson,” I said. “I just wanted to help.” Actually, I just wanted for him to stop treating me like I was a cancer set on infecting his brother, but I kept that bit to myself.
He pressed his palms to the edge of his desk and sat up straight. “I appreciate that. But I’m not in the habit of taking kind acts for granted. Let me pay you.”
“Counter offer,” I said as Sterling’s fur tickled my ankle. “My furry friend here is a fan of your lunch specials. How about I can get a week of them for him on the house?”
Greyson’s lips slanted in a smile. “That can be arranged.”
Sterling leapt onto the desktop. “Excuse me. There were two of us working. I think I should get two weeks of specials.”
I bit back a smirk. Of course Sterling wouldn’t consider me worthy of receiving any of the free food. Typical cat.
Greyson nodded. “Two weeks of lunch specials for the cat it is.”
Sterling straightened. “I will forgive you this slight, biped, but only because we have yet to be properly introduced. I am Sterling Overton-Collingsworth, of the Xumbraith Collingsworths, and I am no cat, sir. I am a dragon.”
Greyson’s eyebrows hiked. “Is that true?”
I shrugged. “He says a witch cursed him to stay in a cat form.” I wasn’t sure I believed his story, but I kept that to myself.
“In that case,” Greyson said, his eyes on Sterling, “I apologize for any insult.”
Sterling lowered his head in acceptance, but he didn’t break eye contact.
“Why’s he still staring at me?” Greyson asked.
“It’s your turn to introduce yourself,” I said.
“Really?” he asked. “But we’ve met before.”
“It’s not official until you’re fancy about it, apparently.”
“Well, then, um…” Greyson lowered himself into an awkward bow. “I am Greyson Greenlee.”
“Of the…” I prompted.
“Oh. Right. Of the Moonglow Hollow Greenlees.” He raised himself to full height, looking supremely uncomfortable. “Brother to Dexter. Son of—”
“That’s sufficient,” Sterling said.
I bit the corners of my mouth to keep from smiling. Greyson’s bemused expression was such a departure from his usual hard glare when he looked at me that he almost looked like a different person. Although he bore a resemblance to his brother, he didn’t look like Dex. Just a kinder, softer version of himself.
And that kinder, softer version was better looking than I expected.
My skin tingled. With so many things in my life up in the air, I didn’t have time to be thinking any guy was attractive—much less the brother of my ex. I blamed the ladies on the beautification committee the other day for putting the idea of a relationship in my head. Although I knew the ladies were only trying to be kind, their power of suggestion was just too much for me right now.
“Well, we should go,” I said, my voice sounding higher than usual in my ears.
“Not without my dinner,” Sterling said.
“We’ll get it,” I said through my teeth as I turned to the door. I twisted the knob and pulled it open, but I didn’t follow Sterling through. Against my better judgment, I turned back to Greyson. “Are things going to be okay here? Aren’t people sick with pixie pox out for at least a week?”
“It’s usually about that,” he said. “But I should be all right. Today was just rough because everyone called off at the same time. Now that I know, I can rearrange some schedules.”
I swayed toward the doorway, but I didn’t take a step. “Well, if you end up in a spot where you need an extra pair of hands, send me a crow. My schedule is pretty open right now.”
He smirked. “Trixie Meadows, are you angling for a job?”
I snorted. “Not at all. I’m glad my waitressing days are behind me. But Sterling eats more than you’d think, so I’m always in the market for free food he won’t complain about.”
A full smile blossomed across his face. “I appreciate the offer. And thanks again for today.”
When I finally exited the office, Sterling sat a few feet away, surveying me with his luminous emerald eyes. “What?”
“I’ve put in our orders,” he said. “They should be ready in ten minutes.”
I didn’t bother asking what he’d ordered for me. Unlike him, I worked straight through lunch. Every dish I brought to a guest looked delicious, so I wasn’t going to argue, no matter what I ended up with.
Sterling and I staked out a corner in the kitchen, away from the general bustle, to wait for our food. Over Sterling’s protests, once we had our meals, I led the way out of the restaurant.
“I don’t understand why we can’t eat in the restaurant like civilized creatures,” Sterling grumbled from his perch on my shoulder.
“It’s packed in there,” I said. “There are no empty tables, and there’s no space at the bar.”
“We could go into the little room where we spoke with Greyson,” he said.
In all the time we stood in the kitchen, Greyson hadn’t emerged from his office. Since I didn’t notice a second exit when I was in there, it must mean he was still inside. “He’s probably working on the schedule for the next week. We wouldn’t want to bother him.”
“What’s the alternative?” Sterling asked.
“Do you remember that little park we passed the other day on the way to Hocus Crocus?”
“No.”
“There’s a picnic table there. I figured we could stop to eat on our way to Spa Enchantments.”
Sterling scoffed. “Do you really think this is the time to be treating yourself to a massage? I thought we had a murder to solve.”
I appreciated Sterling including himself in the task. “That’s why we’re going.” I filled him in on the conversation I overheard at Talon and Wing.
“Sounds promising,” he said. “So, will you be asking the questions, or should I?”
“I’ve been thinking about that. Since we’re not technically official… well, official anything, our best bet is to go in with a cover story.”
“Color me intrigued,” he said. “What’s ours?”
I smiled. “I think you’ll like it.”
***
When we walked into Spa Enchantments, I arranged my face into the worried mask I practiced over dinner. Instead of riding on my shoulder, Sterling lay cradled in my arms like a furry gray baby.
The brunette behind the check-in counter startled when she spotted me. “Can I help you?”
“I hope so.” I lifted Sterling toward her, and he let out a pitiful meow. “I need your help, or my familiar might die.”
The receptionist rose to her feet, her eyes widening. “I think you’ve got the wrong place. This is a spa. For people. I’m sure they’d be much more helpful at Creature Comforts. Do you need directions?”
I shook my head. “We just came from there. They sent me here.” I snuggled Sterling closer to my chest. “You see, my friend here may look like a cat, but he’s really a dragon.”
“Okay,” she drawled.
“Well, dragons build up toxins in their bodies. I guess when they’re in their usual form, flying is enough to flush it out of their systems. But Sterling is stuck in cat form. Now the only way to get the toxins out of him is by stimulating the same muscles he would be using if he could still fly.”
Her eyes flicked from me to the cat and back. “So, why don’t you just… pet him by his shoulders?”
“Don’t you think I’ve tried?” I did my best to add a note of desperation to my tone without sounding unhinged. “They even tried over at Creature Comforts, but it didn’t work. Please.” I blinked several times, hoping it looked like I was trying to hold back tears. “You’re my last hope.”
The woman frowned, but she stood from her desk. “Let me… Let me see if Marigold is available…”
As soon as she was out of sight, Sterling twisted in my arms. “I can’t believe that worked.”
I was fairly surprised myself, but I didn’t admit it. “Try to give me at least five minutes.”
“I know the plan,” he muttered.
A few moments later, the receptionist returned, followed by a woman in her thirties with golden orange hair. “This is Marigold,” the receptionist announced. “She’s willing to look at your familiar.”
“Oh, thank you,” I said as I handed Sterling off to her. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”
“I’ll do what I can,” Marigold replied solemnly.
I watched until the woman and Sterling disappeared down the hall before turning my attention back to the receptionist. “Is the owner here today?”
The woman’s brow cinched. “Why?”
I swallowed. “Well, if this does work, I’d like to discuss a treatment plan for my dragon.”
“Why don’t you ask Marigold about that?”
“I think once Marigold is finished, I should probably get him home to rest right away. It’ll save time if I can talk to the owner now.” I offered a smile.
The receptionist returned my smile, but there was an edge to hers. “That’s not really the sort of thing she deals with. I’m more than happy to schedule additional appointments right here.”
I swallowed, wondering what kind of boss Teresa McCrindle was. Would she get mad at her employee for bothering her for an issue that didn’t really concern the owner? I hated the idea of getting the woman in trouble. But what was worse—an employee getting a reprimand or a killer going free? 
I threw back my shoulders, steeling myself. “Are you an expert in dragon physiology?” I asked, making it clear by my tone that I didn’t believe she was.
She blinked. “Well, no. But—”
“And are you particularly skilled regarding managing conditions with massage?” I continued, allowing my voice to go sharp. “Are you an expert? Do you want my familiar’s life in your hands?”
The receptionist gulped and shook her head. After a moment’s hesitation, she excused herself and strode off down the hall in the opposite direction. 
My fingers twitched with anticipation as I awaited her return.
After what felt like minutes, the receptionist returned, followed by a petite woman with a generous sprinkling of freckles across her cheeks who offered me her hand. “Hello. I’m Teresa McCrindle.” A gentle floral scent wafted from her, and it took me only a second to place it: lavender.
I attempted to match the firm pressure of her shake. “Trixie Meadows.”
She squinted as she released my hand. “Would you like to step into my office?”
I nodded, and she led me back down the hallway on the left. Everything about the office was light and airy, from the gauzy white curtains to the gemstones on the corners of her desk to the intermittent notes of Tibetan singing bowls piped through speakers hidden somewhere in the room. 
“Now,” Teresa said as she sat down on her teal balance ball, “I understand you wanted to talk to me about a treatment plan for a… dragon cat?”
I nodded and filled her in on the cover story. “How often would you recommend therapy for him? Today has been so scary for us. I don’t want to go through something like this again.”
“I’ll be honest: I’m not familiar with dragon physiology. We could start with treatments quarterly. But if you see any signs that his symptoms are returning, we could change that to monthly.” She offered a smile.
A breeze swept through her window, causing her gauzy curtains to billow, and bringing with it an all too familiar scent. I covered my nose reflexively.
“I’m sorry about that.” Teresa spun and closed the window. “I love the fresh air, but it isn’t always the freshest around here.”
“Is that coming from Hocus Crocus?” I asked, as if I didn’t already know. “I didn’t think fertilizer smelled like that.”
“Oh, it doesn’t,” she said. “But the proprietor of that business likes to mix in his own compost with the fertilizer, except he doesn’t know the first thing about composting. He just has a pile of food waste in a back corner of his lot. No proper ventilation. No straw or grass clippings. He never even turns it over—just adds more garbage on top of the pile.”
“That sounds terrible,” I said.
“It is,” she agreed. “It attracts animals, and then those animals drag food through my meditation maze. I have to have someone clean the droppings at least once a day.” She shook her head. “I’ve had several clients say they refuse to walk the maze anymore because it’s just not relaxing because of the stench and the droppings.”
I considered my next question carefully. “Does the proprietor next door know how he’s affecting your business?”
“Oh, he’s well aware,” she said. “He just doesn’t care. Emilio is a man who does whatever he wants.”
“A neighbor like that would make me angry,” I said.
“Oh, he does,” she admitted. “But what he does to me is nothing compared to what he did to another neighbor.”
My ears prickled. “What’s that?”
She pursed her lips, and I feared she might clam up. But after a few moments, she sighed. “He started growing illegal plants on someone else’s property. Can you believe it? And when the authorities located the plot, they fined the other guy. Not Emilio. It was a pretty hefty sum, too, if I recall correctly. Hopefully that man can take Emilio to the arbitrators and get his money back.”
For the first time, I realized she was referring to Emilio in the present tense. “Did you… Were you working at all yesterday?”
She shook her head. “I’ve been off-island since Monday. I only got back this afternoon. Why?”
Before I could answer, there was a knock at the door. At Teresa’s invitation, Marigold entered, holding a purring Sterling.
“I think he’s all better,” Marigold said in a singsong.
I smiled. “Then it looks like we got what we came here for.”




Chapter 7

Cress was already in the midst of bracelet-making by the time Sterling and I made our way home for the evening. He installed himself on her lap immediately. 
“So, you really don’t think it was Teresa, huh?” Cress asked after I finished telling her why I was late. 
“She had an alibi.” I studied the beads Cress tipped into the bowls in front of me. I recognized the milky white one as moonstone, but I wasn’t sure about the green, or the cloudy ones that ranged from mint to aqua, or the one with rosy hues. “And she was talking about him like he was still alive. I really think she didn’t know he was dead.”
She nodded thoughtfully as she measured out lengths of elastic. “I guess that makes sense. It’s strange that no one mentioned the news when she came in to work, though.”
I lifted a shoulder as I took the elastic she held out to me. “Maybe they opened up after the police finished gathering the evidence they needed. I know news travels fast around here, but it doesn’t always move that fast.”
“Yeah, but Spa Enchantments is right next door. You’d think Dex or a deputy would’ve stopped by to ask if anyone saw anything out of the ordinary.”
“Maybe he did, but he didn’t go into specifics about why he was asking. Or maybe Dex talked to the people who were there when the store opened, but he hadn’t had time to interview the people who work the other shift.”
Cress held her hands up innocently. “I’m not saying Dex is bad at his job. I’m just thinking out loud.” She pointed at my bead cups. “Who’s your next suspect?”
I fished a moonstone bead out of the first bowl. “Teresa mentioned that Emilio planted something illegal on another neighbor’s property. I need to figure out which neighbor and go talk to them.”
“Oh, yeah. I heard about that.” Cress’s face scrunched. “Mom was telling me…” She snapped her fingers. “It was Witch’s Bonnet. You can legally grow two plants, but after that, you need permits because it’s super regulated.”
“How come?” I asked.
“It’s poisonous if you have enough of it,” she said, stringing a purple bead. Amethyst, probably.
“Poisonous?” Gears began churning in my head. “Why would Emilio want to grow something poisonous?”
“Because it’s used in a lot of potion-making,” Cress said. “In small amounts, it can help power up other ingredients. You can still make the potion without it, but it won’t turn out as strong.”
“If you only need a little, why would Emilio have so much?”
“To sell, of course. Plenty of people don’t want to be bothered with growing their own potion ingredients. And I’m guessing even the people who do would be hesitant to grow Witch’s Bonnet for fear they’d grow too much and get fined. Besides, plenty of out-of-towners don’t garden at all.” She shook her head as if the idea of a witch or wizard not keeping a garden was beyond her comprehension. When I first moved in, she took me out to the back yard to show me the changes she’d made in her small garden after her grandparents moved away. Her pride was palpable as she pointed out plant after plant.
I didn’t even keep a houseplant when I was away from Moonglow Hollow. I always associated gardening with potion-making, and I had no need of magic while I lived among the nonvoyants. Not that it would have been illegal: Most magic was prohibited outside of magical communities, but potions were the exception to that rule. But I wanted to make a clean break from this place when I left, so I didn’t see a reason to practice brewing concoctions when I never expected to return to the magical community.
I didn’t tell Cress that, though.
“Do you remember the neighbor’s name?” I asked, stringing another bead. 
She screwed up her face. “Hal Aspen, I think.”
“You think?”
“I’m pretty sure.” She tied off the bracelet she was working on. “Do you want me to send a crow to my mom? She’d remember.”
I shook my head. “Let’s not get your mom involved.” Knowing my aunt, she would show up at the front door tomorrow morning, ready to investigate right alongside me. And while I loved Candy, I couldn’t imagine trying to conduct interviews with her around. She always needed to know every detail, and when she got off-topic—which happened frequently—she could spiral into a solid half-hour spent discussing how she decided on what to eat for breakfast. “Do you know where this Hal guy lives?”
“Over on Basil Drive. His property backs up to the Hocus Crocus lot.” She set the completed bracelet off to her left.
I strung on two more beads before holding it up. “Does this look long enough?”
She took the elastic from me. “Give me your wrist.”
I held up my right arm before thinking better of it. On my second day back, Cress made me a bracelet of black jasper, sodalite, hematite, and aquamarine, and I’d worn it on my right wrist ever since.
I lifted my right arm as she added three final beads. Looping the elastic around my wrist, she asked, “How’s that?”
“Fine, I guess.”
“Too loose? Too tight?”
I shook my head. “No. Feels good.”
She beamed. “Excellent.” Removing it from my arm, she deftly tied off the ends and trimmed the excess. “Here you go.”
I stared at the bracelet she held out to me. “Cress,” I sighed.
Her smile didn’t fade as she took my hand and slipped on the jewelry. “Moonstone for new beginnings. Green aventurine for luck and success. Amazonite to help you identify your desires and embrace the unknown. And lepidolite for helping you choose a direction.”
I shook my head as I studied the beads against my skin. “How much do I owe you?”
She scoffed. “Nothing. It’s a gift.”
“You can’t keep doing this,” I insisted. “This is your job now. You can’t just give these to me.”
She waved away the concern. “I can, too. You’re my cousin. And we always look out for family, right?”
While I knew she expected me to agree, the words wouldn’t emerge from my throat. Looking out for someone was easy when it didn’t take us out of our comfort zone. When we were growing up, Cress gave me countless stones when she spied something off about my aura. She suggested combinations to carry in high-stress situations to help me remain calm. That was her gift, so it cost her nothing to share it. But as soon as I actually needed her to back me up, she didn’t. Part of me didn’t blame her. After all, she was barely fifteen when my mom died. It wasn’t as if having her on my side would have convinced Flint to take me seriously. But it would have made me feel like I wasn’t so alone.
“Your aura just got all cloudy,” she murmured. “Is this about you being back? I thought you were sure. I mean, I was with you when you sold all your stuff. Your car.” She winced. Having never lived off the island, cars were a delightful novelty for Cress. She teared up when the sale was final, even though she’d only ridden in my car a handful of times when she came to help me pack up my life for the move back. “Are you having second thoughts?”
I considered the question. I’d asked myself something similar for weeks—months, even—after I left Moonglow Hollow. But my opinion then was the same as now: Second thoughts didn’t matter. I made a choice, and I was going to follow through with it. When I first landed among the nonvoyants, I didn’t know what I was going to do with my life—but I figured it out. And I didn’t know what I would do now that I was back here, but that wouldn’t last long. 
Instead of answering her question, I said the truest thing I could: “I think I’m supposed to be back.”
And it was true. It was no coincidence running into Carlotta Vane right before she died from the same kind of curse that killed my mom. I was right all those years ago, and proving Carlotta’s death wasn’t just an accident was enough to reopen my mother’s case.
And then there was Sterling. In a short time, he ingratiated himself to me. Now I couldn’t imagine life without him. And there was no way he could continue living among the nonvoyants. He spent years in silence. Keeping his voice locked away was the price he paid for living with people outside the magical community. But now that he revealed himself to me, I doubted he could shut up again if he tried.
“I’m glad to hear you say that,” she said. “It’s really nice having you back.”
I could tell from her expectant expression that she wanted me to say I was glad to be back, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, I slipped the new bracelet on my left wrist and smiled. “So, Hal Aspen.” I began putting the extra beads from my bracelet back in Cress’s bead caddy. “Teresa said the authorities fined him for the Witch’s Bonnet.”
“Money can be a powerful motivation.” Cress handed me a new length of elastic, and I started beading a bracelet made of the same stones she was using. “But the whole fine thing happened like a year ago.”
“Maybe Hal’s in financial trouble now and he went to Emilio for some help?” I suggested. “And Emilio refused, so Hal killed him.”
“It’s possible.” Cress chewed on her bottom lip as she strung a few more beads. “I wonder what happened to all the Witch’s Bonnet.”
“How come?”
She lifted her shoulder. “Like I said, Emilio would have been growing the stuff to sell. I assume the authorities took it all when they found it.”
I nodded, trying to figure out what she was getting at. “But Emilio didn’t have to pay the fine.”
“Yeah, but he also didn’t get to sell the Witch’s Bonnet, which means he didn’t profit from the work he put into growing it. If he thought Hal tipped off the authorities somehow, maybe Emilio was the one upset about money.”
“That doesn’t make any sense. Why would Hal tell the authorities about the Witch’s Bonnet so they could fine him for it being on his land?”
“Maybe he didn’t know it was there,” Cress suggested. “Maybe he heard some strange noises on his land and mentioned it to someone. And maybe Emilio recently found out that it was Hal who inadvertently tipped someone off. Maybe Emilio was the aggressor.”
“But we found Emilio at Hocus Crocus.”
“So? That doesn’t mean he was killed there, right? Maybe Emilio went to Hal’s place to—I don’t know—try to get more money out of him for lost profits. Hal would’ve said no, right? Then Emilio gets angry and Hal smashes him with a shovel. He panics and hauls him to Hocus Crocus. I mean, Hal’s property backs up to the store’s, right? He figured he could bury him in the fertilizer and let nature take care of things. But something spooked him and he had to stop before Emilio was fully covered.”
I wrinkled my nose, trying to picture the scene Cress described. “Don’t you think that sounds… a little far-fetched?”
She sighed. “I know. It’s just I hate the idea of there being a murderer walking around the island, you know? I’d much rather it have been out of desperation or self-defense. I hate thinking I could be standing in line at the store with a murderer.”
I understood where she was coming from. It was unsettling to know that someone was dead and the person responsible was still free. But what she didn’t seem to understand was that she’d been living that reality for the last ten years now. Someone killed my mother, and that person could very well still be on the island. 
One day soon, I would figure out who was responsible for my mother’s death. But first, I needed to determine who ended Emilio’s life. Tomorrow, I would check in with Hal Aspen. Finding the person who perpetrated this crime would get me one step closer to solving the mystery that brought me back here in the first place.




Chapter 8

Hal Aspen lived in a gray stone house that had probably once been cute by Hollow standards. The dark silver retaining wall that lined the front of the house spoke to what once had been flower beds. But now grass and assorted weeds overran those areas. Although they were buzzed short, it was clear that knocking them back was the extent of the homeowner’s attempt at keeping the place tidy. 
Sterling shifted on my shoulder. “This is a mistake.”
I slowed, reaching up to rub his cheek. “Are you getting a bad feeling about this place? Does something… smell off?”
“Not that,” he said. “I would like to voice my strenuous objection to the role you’ve cast me in.”
I sighed. After talking with Cress last night, I came up with a plan to get Hal to talk to us, and I shared it with Sterling over breakfast. “Come on. You’ve got a cool job!”
“I prefer speaking roles,” he grumbled.
I should have seen his objection coming. “It might throw him off if you start asking questions. Believe it or not, we don’t have a lot of cats around here who can speak as well as you.”
He cleared his throat. “Dragon.”
I also should have seen that coming. “Of course. Dragon. But people can’t tell that just by looking at you, right? To the casual biped, you look like a normal cat.”
“Well, I wouldn’t say a normal cat. I have seen some mangy furballs in my day.”
I bit back a smile. “You’re right. You’re definitely above average in the cat department—and that’s before you add in your extensive vocabulary. For our purposes today, I need you to be in character. Just like me. And today, your character is a specially trained illegal-plant-sniffing cat.” I scratched beneath his chin.
A purr vibrated in his throat before he caught himself. “All right. Fine. I accept the role. This time. In the future, I insist on veto rights.”
“Sure thing,” I agreed. While I could just tell him he needed to play the roles I needed him in or not come, I liked the idea of having him around to watch my back. After all, we were dealing with a killer here. I couldn’t be too careful.
Convinced Sterling would act appropriately during our visit, I strode up the path to Hal Aspen’s front porch. Squaring my shoulders, I knocked on the door.
I few second passed before I heard a muffled, “I’m coming.” Several more elapsed before the door swung open to reveal a man in his late sixties. “Can I help you?”
I offered my most professional smile. “Excuse me, sir. Are you Hal Aspen?”
Suspicion flicked in his brown eyes, but he nodded. “Yeah, I’m Hal.”
I held out my hand. “Hello. I’m Bess Fields. I’m here on behalf of the agricultural regulation committee.”
It was Cress’s suggestion I use a pseudonym. Moonglow Hollow was a small community, but not so small that everyone was on a first name basis. But while this was my first time meeting Hal, my being the former sheriff’s stepdaughter meant he might have heard of me. If he recognized my real name, it was possible he wouldn’t buy my cover story. I wasn’t even settled back in town yet, so it would be hard to believe I’d already landed such an important-sounding committee appointment.
“The agricultural regulation committee, huh?” He shook my hand, firmly but briefly. “Taking a survey?” His eyes flicked to Sterling. “Here to see if I lost a cat?”
I shook my head. “Our records show that you were fined last year for growing Witch’s Bonnet without a permit.”
He groaned. “Here we go again.”
“I’m sorry for the inconvenience, but I need to do a walk-through of your property to make sure you’re in compliance with local laws and ordinances. Didn’t you receive the crow we sent last week?”
He shook his head. “Look, I don’t know anything about a crow. But I can assure you, I haven’t planted anything out on my grounds.” He gestured to his grass-filled flower beds. “If I can’t even bother to take care of this mess, what makes you think I’m interested in hauling myself off to the back of the property to grow something?”
“I’m sure that’s the case,” I said in what I hoped was a soothing voice. “But since the fine is on the records, I’m afraid I have to complete the walk-through. Failure to comply could result in another fine.”
Hal’s expression soured. He stared at me for so long I was afraid he was ginning up his courage to slam the door in my face. But after an interminable moment, he sighed, his shoulders slumping. “Walk around back. I’ll meet you there.”
I was off the porch as soon as he closed the door.
“Slow down,” Sterling intoned. “Why is he making us walk around the house when he’s walking through it?”
“I don’t know. Maybe he has to put on his hiking shoes. Or maybe he doesn’t like strangers walking through his house when walking around is just as easy.”
Sterling sighed. “Bipeds are odd.”
I snorted. “Well, quadruped, you’re going to have to get off your perch before too long if you want him to buy our cover story.”
He released an exasperated groan. “Fine. But not until I have to.”
Hal Aspen’s property stretched about fifty yards before the woods took over. I spied a path in the distance that led between the trees.
Hal wasn’t out by the time we made it behind the house. Almost a full minute passed before he exited, a broom in his hand. He tapped it when he spotted me. “Hope you don’t mind. Don’t get around like I used to.”
I shook my head. “Not at all.”
Broom-riding was typically prohibited in town—mostly because inexperienced flying tourists caused tons of problems once airborne. But for Hal to fly on his own property was perfectly legal. He mounted his broom and kicked off to give him enough height to keep his feet from dragging on the ground. 
We moved in silence toward the trees. His back yard showed the same level of care as the front—which is to say, the bare minimum. The grass was short, but there were no landscaping touches interspersed around the grounds. Several slender trees grew in the yard, but they didn’t have so much as a mound of mulch around the trunks. The only pop of color was the occasional dandelion or wild violet.
When we reached the forest path, Sterling jumped down from my shoulder. Hal cocked an eyebrow as the cat scampered ahead, tail aloft.
“He’s specially trained,” I said, nodding in Sterling’s direction. “Makes it easier to identify things out here.”
Hal scoffed softly. “Well, if he finds something out here, it’ll be a surprise to me. Just like it was when I got the fine for the Witch’s Bonnet.”
I painted on an innocently bemused expression. “Were you not aware of the permits needed for the quantity you were growing?”
He shook his head. “It’s like I told everyone before: I wasn’t the one growing the stuff. I’m not a gardener. Even if I was, I’d plant things closer to the house. Like I said—” He gestured to the broom. “—I don’t get around like I used to. My hips hurt when I’m walking too much, and my legs cramp up.”
I nodded to his broom. “You seem pretty comfortable on that.”
“Eh.” He shook his head. “Don’t care for them much, myself. I wouldn’t be on it now except I don’t want to walk the property. Besides, how am I going to carry gardening tools on this thing?”
With both his hands firmly around the handle, it would be difficult indeed for him to hold on to shovels or water or fertilizer. He could enchant the items to float behind him the way Nan brought my old clothes in the chest, but I didn’t mention the possibility. More than most, I understood that there were degrees of magical ability. Enchanting heavy items to float over long distances took a deep reserve of power. Casting such a spell could be beyond him.
“So, your story is that someone trespassed onto your land and planted Witch’s Bonnet and you didn’t notice?”
“That’s exactly what happened,” he said. “I used to walk these trails all the time, but I haven’t gotten back there now in years. And he knew that.”
“Who?” I asked.
Hal tutted softly. “I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me they didn’t put my word on record. I told them back when they fined me it was Emilio Clayden who was behind it.”
I arranged my features into an expression of mild surprise. “But Emilio runs a nursery. He should’ve known about the permits needed for Witch’s Bonnet. Why wouldn’t he pull them and grow them on his own property?”
“I imagine because he didn’t want to pay for the permits. Cuts into the bottom line.” He sighed. “I’m guessing he finally pushed the wrong person too far.”
“Oh?”
“Didn’t you hear? It was all anyone could talk about when I stopped at the market yesterday. Some girls found Emilio dead. Stuffed into his own manure pile.” His lips twitched, but he didn’t entirely suppress a smirk. 
“And you think that person decided that the best way to deal with Emilio was to kill him?” I glanced ahead at Sterling, who pranced several yards ahead, occasionally turning his nose skyward to sniff for effect. For the first time, it occurred to me that wandering into a secluded forest with a potential killer wasn’t the best idea.
“Some people, when you push them, they bend. With others, they break.” He took one hand off the broom and pressed it to his chest. “Me? I bend. Was it unfair that I had to pay a fine for something I didn’t do? Of course. But, by the same token, it was happening on my land and I didn’t stop it. The way I see it, paying the fine was on me because my property is my responsibility.”
“So, you’re not upset about the fine?”
The corner of his mouth quirked. “I didn’t say that. I wish you people would’ve given me a warning—or looked in to my claims about not being behind planting the stuff to begin with. But it is what it is.”
“Yeah,” I agreed. “I suppose you’re right.”
We walked in silence for about ten more minutes before I called to Sterling. Although Hal said we’d only made it halfway to the edge of the property, he accepted my explanation about the power of Sterling’s detection capabilities, and he was pleased that there would be no additional fine.
But as we left Hal Aspen’s place, I felt no satisfaction. While he had reason to dislike Emilio, I didn’t get the sense he was mad enough to kill over something that happened last year.
I needed a new suspect. But I wasn’t sure where to start.




Chapter 9

Downtown bustled with activity as Sterling and I made our way up Jasper Lane toward Talon and Wing. 
Well, as I made our way. Sterling was simply along for the ride on my shoulder, as usual.
“So, you’re confident that Hal isn’t the murderer?” Sterling asked.
“Fairly,” I said. “He doesn’t seem to hold a grudge about the fine. Like he said, some people bend, and some people snap. I don’t see him as a snapper.”
“Unless that’s what he wants you to think.”
I sighed. “So, you want to keep him on the suspect list?”
“It’s up to you.”
My eyes rolled of their own volition. “And what about the spa owner? Teresa? Do you have an opinion of her?”
“You said she had an alibi. She was off the island when the murder occurred.”
He was right. Teresa couldn’t have killed Emilio unless she used some kind of curse. But since his death was the result of blunt force trauma and not an accident, it seemed unlikely that was the case.
“Okay,” I said as we approached the brewpub, “enough murder talk. Let’s go get your lunch.”
“I don’t see why we can’t continue our conversation indoors,” Sterling said.
“Because I don’t want people to overhear,” I said. “In case you’ve forgotten, we’re not actually supposed to be investigating this. Dex never asked for our help. And if Greyson overhears us talking about it, there’s no way he won’t tell his brother, and then Dex will make us stop.”
Sterling released a short laugh. “I’d like to see him try.”
Shaking my head, I pulled open the restaurant’s door. Sterling might not think that “biped laws” applied to him, but I had little doubt Dex would toss us both in lockup if he saw fit.
When we entered, I was relieved to see a host at the desk who wasn’t Greyson. He also wasn’t on the floor waiting tables. Instead, two servers darted from group to group, checking on patrons.
The host perked up as we entered, but I nodded toward the bar. “We’re just picking up an order.”
Latricia’s face lit up as I approached, white teeth flashing against dark brown skin. “Boss call you in for another shift?”
I glanced around the room. The lunch rush hadn’t started yet, and it looked like the servers on the floor were handling the customers already seated. “Why? Are you guys short staffed again?”
She lifted a shoulder. “Enough that Greyson’s going to jump in and wait tables if he has to, but we’re managing.”
Sterling leapt off my shoulder and onto the nearest stool. “And how is the kitchen staff faring?”
Latricia grinned, her white teeth a brilliant contrast against her dark skin. “We got your crow. Your order should be done in a couple of minutes.”
“Excuse me?” said a guy at the other end of the bar.
“Duty calls,” Latricia said, heading over to see to the customer.
I slid onto the stool beside Sterling. “Do you want to eat here, or would you rather head back to Cress’s place?”
“Don’t you mean our place?”
“No. It’s Cress’s house. We’re just staying there.”
Sterling shifted in his seat to face me. “Ah. So, do you have a lead on a place of our own? Can’t be too close to downtown, of course. I need some space to stretch my legs without fear of being trampled. But I’d prefer to stay near to Cress.”
I stroked his soft cheek. “Aw. Growing attached to my cousin?”
“Since you still haven’t perfected your chin-scratching technique, I’d like to be close to someone who knows what they’re doing.”
Shaking my head, I withdrew my hand. This cat didn’t know how good he had it. But it wasn’t worth my energy to argue. Instead, I let my thoughts drift to the case. Now that we’d spoken to Hal Aspen, I wasn’t sure what our next move should be. Perhaps I could swing by the sheriff’s station and glean some information about how the investigation was going. I might pick up some more clues to point me in a new direction.
“Ah, there’s my favorite dragon!”
Greyson’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. He carried a paper carryout bag.
Sterling propped his front paws on the bar. “You, my good sir, have impeccable taste.” He sniffed the air hopefully. “Is that my order?”
He grinned, setting the bag down in front of us. “It is. Thanks again for helping yesterday.” His eyes strayed to me as he spoke. “Fair warning: I ran into Birdie last night at the market.”
I grimaced. “She knows I helped out here?”
He nodded. “She… wasn’t pleased.”
I tipped my head back, groaning. “You ever have someone in your life who thinks they know what’s best for you?”
Greyson laughed. “You’ve met my parents.”
I chuckled along with him. Indeed, I had more than met his parents. For years, I was a consistent figure in their home. Even before Dex and I were dating, Junie and I would spend lazy afternoons there working on our school assignments. “Oh, come on. Your parents aren’t as bad as my grandma.”
He lifted a shoulder. “Maybe they weren’t for Dex. But they had very firm expectations for my life.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “Opening a brewpub? Not one of them.”
My skin warmed at his nearness. I felt a strange camaraderie with Greyson. While natives left the island regularly, their destinations were usually other magical communities or approved magical universities. Occasionally, people would vacation among the nonvoyants, but never for more than a season. But Greyson and I both left Moonglow Hollow and lived among the nonvoyants for years before returning. For the first time since deciding to move back, I believed I really could build a life here—with or without my nan’s approval.
“Well, if you two are going to chat, I think I’ll have my meal here, thank you.” Sterling fixed his emerald eyes on me. “Would you be so kind?”
Before I could move, Greyson reached into the bag and pulled out the to-go container. He deftly opened it and sat it in front of Sterling, who leapt onto the bar and started eating immediately.
I shook my head. “That can’t be sanitary.”
Greyson’s mouth slanted. “Off island, I’d agree with you. But we’ve got something here they don’t.”
“Magic?” I guessed.
He nodded. “You got it. Repel spell. We’ve still got to wipe things down, but not nearly as often as without it.” He flashed a grin. “I got along fine without magic, but I’d be lying if I said it’s not nice being able to use it for some things.” His gaze fell to Sterling as he devoured the meal. “You know, I’ve had a bunch of people requesting Sterling come back as the host.”
“Yeah?”
“I guess they thought it was fun to have a cat take them to their table.”
“Dragon,” Sterling corrected around a mouthful of food.
Greyson held his hands up innocently. “Well, I know that, and you know that. But you fooled the visitors.”
“Tourists, right?” I caught Greyson’s eye and grinned.
He returned the smile, and warmth spread through my stomach. It was crazy—in the last two days, we’d exchanged more words that we did the entire time I was growing up. At four years older than me, Greyson was never someone I would strike up a conversation with. For most of my childhood, I remembered him as being slightly exasperated by his little brother’s friends. But now that we were both adults, talking with him was natural. Fun, even.
His gaze flicked to the front door as a group of eight people walked in. Calculation occurred behind his eyes as he scanned the dining room. “It’s probably about time for me to get to work.”
“Oh, you mean bringing out meals to your favorite dragon isn’t part of the job?” I asked.
“No, just a perk,” he said, his tone distracted. “I’m helping serve over the lunch rush.”
Another group of diners walked in, and he turned to me. “Have a good one.”
“You, too,” I called as he strode away.
My eyes followed him as he grabbed an apron from under the bar and tied it on, snagging on the muscles of his upper arms and shoulders. He made his way out onto the floor, his smile changing from the easy one I’d seen just moments ago to one far more practiced. He was slipping into a role now. I recognized the shift of one moving from a place of comfort to a position of duty. 
“What’s that look?” Sterling asked.
I glanced over to see half of his salmon lunch special remaining. “Done already?”
He snorted. “You wish.” He paused to lick his whiskers. “You’ve got a look on your face.”
I stared at him. “What? This is just my face.”
He held my gaze. “Perhaps. Perhaps not.”
I was about to ask what he meant when movement outside the restaurant drew my eye. Standing outside the large window to the left of the door was Dex. A smile tugged at my lips. I never had trouble picking Dex out in a crowd. It amused me that my habit of finding him hadn’t atrophied with years of disuse. He wore his sheriff’s uniform, but his posture didn’t make it look like he was here on business. His stance was casual, but watchful, as he scanned the street.
“Ah, the sheriff,” Sterling said. “Perhaps we can convince him to join us. After a few glasses of the potent liquid, I bet he’ll be more than willing to tell us what he’s learned so far in the investigation.”
I scoffed. “The uniform means he’s on duty. I doubt he’ll have more than one drink—if he’s coming in here at all.”
But even as Sterling returned to his meal, I wondered if his plan still might work. It would be understandable for me to ask about Emilio’s case, given Sterling and I found his body. As long as he didn’t find out we were also looking into the murder, Dex wouldn’t have a reason not to tell us what he knew.
If he was stopping in here. I turned back to the window to see if Dex was still there just in time for him to loop his arms around his lunchtime companion. Junie’s black hair glistened in the sunlight. Her face radiated happiness when she tipped it toward Dex’s. He laughed at something she said before leaning down to press a kiss to her mouth.
My brain stalled as I watched them. I knew they were married. I’d known it since my first day back in Moonglow Hollow. Just two days ago, Junie dropped by the station to bring Dex his lunch, and it connected in my head the gesture wasn’t simply out of kindness. She was bringing lunch to her husband.
But this was the first time I’d seen them behaving like husband and wife. On a cognitive level, I understood that they hugged and kissed, but seeing it in living color in front of me was another thing altogether.
For the first time, it was really real. That my ex-boyfriend and my ex-best friend were married wasn’t theoretical anymore. The world froze as I waited to feel something. Sadness or anger or betrayal or longing. Anything. But the whole moment felt separate from me, as if the glass between us formed an impenetrable barrier through which emotion couldn’t travel.
Still, even when they separated, smiling, I couldn’t look away until I sensed a presence beside me.
“What’cha looking at?”
Greyson’s voice was lower than it was when we were chatting, his tone suggesting he caught me trying to steal money from the till instead of staring out the window.
Heat rushed into my cheeks. “Nothing. I just saw—”
“That’s right. Nothing,” he said, cutting me off. “Nothing that needs your input or interference. Dex is happy.”
I blinked. “Yeah, I can see that.”
“Can you?” His eyebrows hiked upward.
“Yes.” I searched Greyson’s face, trying to find some clue to indicate why his demeanor had shifted so quickly. After helping him wait tables yesterday, I thought the two of us had formed at least a tentative bond. That he went from warm to icy cold so quickly unsettled me.
Sterling leapt onto my lap, his attention wholly on Greyson. “My good sir, is there a problem?”
Greyson held my gaze for several seconds before shaking his head. “I really hope not.”
He stalked away before I could ask what he meant.




Chapter 10

Under the best of circumstances, I had no interest in visiting Nan at her cottage for Friday night dinner. As I still felt unsettled after my interaction with Greyson, these weren’t the best of circumstances. 
But when I tried to tell Cress I wasn’t feeling up to an evening with Nan, she wouldn’t hear of me staying home. In the ten years I’d been gone, the only time she had a buffer at weekly family dinner was on the rare occasion her father, my uncle Bill, wasn’t in the middle of some home improvement project that kept him too busy to attend.
Since Cress was doing me such a favor by disrupting her own life to let me live with her for the time being, the least I could do was to be her backup at dinner.
The only good thing about a visit to Nan’s was the broom ride over Gloomfall Forest. When I kicked off the ground and soared above the treetops, all my worries and twisted thoughts fell away. I relished the feel of the wind through my hair as Sterling and I sailed through the sky.
Too soon, we touched down in front of the cabin. The short flight chased away a degree of my apprehension about family dinner, but those feelings of dread came rushing back as soon as I glanced toward the cabin. Nan stood on the front porch, garden shears in hand. “Beatrice, I need your help out back.”
I cast my cousin a nonverbal plea for help, but she only shrugged. “She asked you.”
As Cress and Sterling made their way indoors, I scowled. So much for family loyalty.
Nan held out the shears. “Come on, then. To the garden.” Moving with the strides of a woman half her age, she led the way around the side of the cottage to the back. The difference between Nan’s back yard and Hal Aspen’s couldn’t be more stark. Where his landscaping had been about subduing nature with the least possible effort, Nan’s was about coaxing nature to be wild within given constraints. Her garden boxes burst with dozens of different plants. I could only name a handful of them, but I knew Nan could recite not only each name, but the magical and medicinal properties of each.
She gestured toward the back corner of the space. “I need you to cut off some sour clary, but it’s too far back for me to reach.”
Dread crept along my skin. It wasn’t the request itself that made me nervous. I knew my grandmother well enough to smell an ulterior motive a mile away. “Are you sure Cress wouldn’t be better at this? Or Candy? She’s taller. Longer arms.”
Nan’s only response was to stare steadily at me.
I sighed. In my years among the nonvoyants, I’d fallen out of the habit of mentally cataloging the plants I passed. Some ones I was most familiar with—like bittersweet nightshade or plantain or purple dead nettle—were always at the forefront of my mind, even when I wasn’t trying to pay attention to the surrounding flora. But it had been so long since I’d even thought of sour clary that I couldn’t pull up an image in my mind. I attempted a process of elimination, but there were too many different flowers and bushes for me to narrow down the candidates. “I’m not sure where it is,” I admitted.
She sucked her teeth. “If memory serves, you always had good marks in magical herbalism. Or am I mixing you up with Cress?”
Nan always prided herself on the strength of her memory, so I doubted she was really questioning her own recollections. “No, you’re right. My herbalism grades were always good.” Until senior year, when we shifted from memorizing, tending, and putting together simple potions from recipes to trying to craft potions of our own. The only reason I passed was that we did most of our work in groups, and Dex and Junie gave me more credit than I deserved in our joint projects. But I kept that bit to myself. “I don’t know. I guess I’m just… out of practice.”
Nan pursed her lips, but I could still hear her unspoken I’ll say. She lifted her hand, gesturing broadly to her right. “It’s over there behind the mercy’s needle.”
I made my way in the direction she indicated, but the at least a half dozen different things spilled out of the bed. Yellow flowers with purple spots on the petals. Plants with soft-looking bluish-green leaves. Pink puffball flowers. Blue blossoms stacked high to create a cone of blooms. I pointed at the blue flowers. “These, right?”
This time, she did sigh. “Spell’s bells,” she muttered, sounding tired. “Yes, those. Three stems. You remember how to make a cutting, don’t you?”
Thankfully, I remembered that bit. I studied the flowers before selecting three stems. She inspected them when I handed them over before giving a single nod of approval.
It was good to know I could do at least one thing right in her eyes.
I attempted to hand the shears back to her, but she strode toward the back corner of the yard. Holding back a groan, I followed.
“I need some fresh cinder barberries,” Nan said, pointing to a flaming orange shrub laden with oblong red berries. “A pint or so will do.”
“A pint? Where am I supposed to put them?”
But before the question was even out of my mouth, the weight of the shears in my hand disappeared, and a pint-sized basket replaced them. It took conscious effort not to drop the little container out of surprise. After my years away, I forgot how Nan loved to use magic for even the littlest things. Switching spells like this were so second-nature to her that she didn’t even need to speak an incantation. She could easily have grabbed the container when she picked up her shears, but then she would have deprived herself of this little show. When I was younger, these displays used to delight me. I’d clap and beg her to do it again. I remember longing for the day when I could perform similar feats. Except that day never came, and now Nan’s little shows felt more like salt in wounds I thought scabbed up long ago.
While there were still plenty of berries on the front half of the bush, I ignored them and moved toward the back. I would hate to deprive her of all the easy-to-pick berries and force her to need my help again next week.
“Beatrice, what are you doing?” Nan demanded as I reached out to nudge a flowering stem out of the way.
“Picking berries?” I held up the basket as proof.
She darted forward and hooked her hand in the crook of my arm before tugging me back toward her. “That’s noxious ranunculus,” she said, nodding toward some blooms behind the barberries.
“Oh.” I tried to sound impressed, even though the name didn’t sound familiar. The dark violet blooms were circular, with innumerable petals packed within. It looked something like a flattened rose on steroids. “It’s pretty.”
“Pretty nasty if you touch it.” Nan released me when she was sure I was a safe distance from her plant. “Powerfully magic and dead useful in all kinds of potions and spells, but not until the head dries out and falls off. Touch it before then and you’ll be covered in nasty blisters for weeks. Even fallen petals will hurt you if they’re not dried up.”
I didn’t bother asking Nan why she would plant something so dangerous so near something that required frequent harvesting. As it was, I was probably in for an earful about how any witch worth her salt should be able to identify the herbs and flowers in a garden.
She surveyed me, her lips pressed into a firm line. I readied myself for a tirade, but she only exhaled through her nostrils before murmuring, “Pick a pint.” In a flash, the basket in my hands filled with red berries. Wordlessly, she turned and started back toward the cottage. 
By the time we made our way inside, the scent of dinner filled the air. The savory smells made my mouth water and took a way the sting of Nan’s disapproval. Sterling wound his way around Aunt Candy’s legs, meowing like he hadn’t eaten in weeks.
“Don’t let him fool you,” I called. “He ate the salmon special from Talon and Wing for lunch.”
Sterling flicked his tail. “Traitor.”
Candy tossed back her head, her reddish brown hair tumbling over her shoulders as she laughed. “Don’t you worry, Sterling. I’d never deny you a meal.”
“Unlike some people,” Sterling grumbled.
I snorted as I set Nan’s basket on an empty space on the counter. “You wanted me to open up a can of cat food five minutes before we were going to leave for here. And look, you survived!”
Sterling’s tail swished again, but he didn’t respond.
“Well,” Nan said, bustling into the kitchen, “are we going to stand around and yap, or are we going to eat some dinner?”
“I vote dinner,” said Cress.
“Me, too,” said Sterling.
I sighed as Nan led the way to the table without stopping by the island in the kitchen to fill her plate. Not this again.
Five chairs surrounded the round table, and each space was set with a plate, a glass, and silverware. I took a spot between Cress and Sterling. Although I’d agreed to come as my cousin’s buffer, it looked like she would end up being mine.
I felt Nan’s eyes on me as she sat down, even though my attention was on my empty plate. This was a test—just like the garden had been. And just like before, I knew Nan would find me wanting.
Nan recited the dinner menu—lasagna, salad, mixed fruit, and her seven-seed bread. When she finished, she muttered the incantation—fill it up—and portions of each appeared on her plate. Candy did the same before turning to Sterling to take his order.
Maybe I should pretend to be a dragon, too. Then people would stop expecting me to do magic.
In less than a minute, every plate at the table was filled but mine. I spied Cress turn toward me, but before she could offer to manifest my food, Nan cut her off.
“You’re not even going to let her try?” she asked.
The corners of Cress’s mouth twitched. “Nan, I’m just being nice.”
“You’re enabling her,” Nan corrected.
“Oh, Mom,” Aunt Candy said. “Cut Trixie some slack. She’s probably rusty after so much time away.” She turned and offered a kind smile. “No offense, dear.”
“None taken,” I said. “You can’t rust metal that doesn’t exist.” I pointed to the plate. “I could never do a manifestation spell, Nan. I don’t know why you expect me to suddenly be able to do it after all these years.”
“Well, you won’t know unless you try,” Nan intoned. “Tell me, how many spells have you attempted since you’ve been back?”
I flattened my lips. The answer was none, but she had to assume as much. “You know I was never good at spells. Or potions. Or anything else that went along with magic.” Except flying. But I kept that thought to myself.
“So you refuse to even make the attempt?” Nan asked.
“I don’t even have my wand.” My gaze dropped to the ring finger on my right hand where my alexandrite ring used to sit. I left it on the guest room night stand in Junie’s house when I left the island. There was no telling where it was now.
“Magic lives in you, whether or not you have a focus,” Nan insisted.
I tipped my head back, groaning. She wasn’t going to give up. “If I try to manifest my dinner, will you cut it out with this next time I come over?”
Nan sat still for several seconds before giving a single nod.
I eyed her warily, sensing a trap. “Even if I can’t manifest the food—you’ll stop with this?”
She nodded again.
I turned to my cousin, who squeezed my forearm reassuringly. If Nan went back on her word, at least I had witnesses.
Blowing out a breath, I focused on the plate in front of me. The mechanics of the spell weren’t difficult. In theory, it was relatively simple. I closed my eyes and imagined my plate filled the way I’d like it: one third salad, a large slice of lasagna, and a piece of bread. I imagined fruit in the small bowl and my glass filled with Nan’s lavender lemonade. Next came the part I was no good at: marrying the image with magic and speaking my command. It was like there was some sort of disconnect inside me between my magic and my will.
I recalled every tip anyone ever gave me to achieve a desired result. I dug deep to locate the trickle of magic inside me—the one that never fully went away, even in all my time in the nonvoyant world. Inhaling deeply, I reached down to draw up some of that power. Slowly, the trickle increased to a steady drip, and then a thin stream.
Warmth rushed beneath my skin as the magic thrummed inside me. I held onto the mental image of a filled plate and attempted to push power into my words as I pressed my finger to my dish. “Fill it up.”
Magic dripped down my arm and into my fingertip, but it wasn’t enough. Without even opening my eyes, I knew the manifestation spell wasn’t taking. I focused my attention on the source of my magic and tried to coax out more. Just a little more. And a little more. The drips and drops in my arm combined into a steady stream. I could sense the spell’s potential just beyond my reach. With just a little more power, I could make it work…
Without warning, a dam burst inside me. The magic that I kept buried for the last ten years surged up and through me, pouring out before I could stop it. My eyes flew open in time to see my plate crack down the center. The whole table vibrated.
I pulled my hand away, snapping the spell’s power.
The silence that followed was deafening. My heart pounded against my ribs as the magic inside me ebbed, returning once again to a trickle.
“Well, that was interesting,” Sterling said. By the time I turned toward him, he was tearing into his lasagna.
With effort, I looked at Nan. I expected to find disappointment on her face, but her expression was impassive. “On the mend,” she said, her tone light. At once, my plate seamed itself along the crack, leaving a thin line behind as the only evidence of the break.
Cress turned to me, but I shook my head before she could ask for my order. Taking the plate in my hand, I strode to the kitchen to fill it. The dining room was silent but for Sterling’s smacking as he attacked his meal. No one spoke.
My face flushed as I scooped up my portions. Dozens of similarly disastrous spell attempts swirled in my head. It seemed for every one success I had, there were two or three mishaps—some more dramatic than others. I wasn’t like Nan; I couldn’t incorporate little spells into my everyday life. Not when the odds favored calamity.
When I returned to the table, Aunt Candy painted a broad smile on her face. “So, girls, can I count on you to help the beatification committee at Chloris Park tomorrow morning?”
I grasped onto the change in topic. While no part of me was interested in helping the committee, being around those ladies had its appeal. Those women probably shopped at Hocus Crocus often. Maybe I could find a new lead if I spent some time among them.
“Absolutely,” I said, earning a glare of betrayal from Cress. “What time do you want us to be there?”
The rest of the meal was filled with chatter from Candy about competing ideas among committee members about how best to showcase the blooms they selected. Cress and Nan changed the trajectory a few times, but after a minute on a new topic, my aunt returned to talking about flowers.
By the time the meal was over, I felt like I’d already spent hours gardening. We all said our goodbyes by the front door. Sterling was the first out into the night air, followed by Candy and Cress. But before I could cross the threshold, Nan stepped in front of me.
“I know you think I’m mean for pushing you to use your magic,” she said. It wasn’t the beginning of an apology, just a statement of fact.
“A little,” I agreed. “For the record, I never wanted to be bad at it.”
She placed her hand on my shoulder, squeezing with a strength that belied her years. “I know, Beatrice. It’s the way of some witches. No one likes to talk about it, mind. But a fair few need to fight tooth and claw to do things that come as natural as breathing to others. It’s a hard road, but it’s one I know you’ll walk with grace.”
Something inside me softened. In all my memories of Nan, I never recalled her being tender. When Cress began mastering simple spells before me—despite her being three years younger—Nan tried to shame and cajole me into trying harder. She never acknowledged that being persistently behind my classmates might be difficult enough without her interference. “Thanks, Nan. That really means a lot to me.”
“Now, I’m not saying you should give up on your magic altogether,” she said, removing her hand. “It’s a spark that must be tended to if you hope to build a fire.”
I nodded. I’d heard similar metaphors before. But somehow, it didn’t sting this much this time.
“And in the meantime,” she continued, “you should lean into your strengths. You inherited your mom’s touch. That’s not a gift you see every day, and you shouldn’t ignore it.”
Nan’s words snapped into my mind like a missing puzzle piece. When I was trying to find Carlotta’s killer, my psychometry helped me figure out who cursed her. That I hadn’t even attempted to use my power on this case was a serious oversight.
“You’re right, Nan.” I reached for her wrist and squeezed. “Thanks for the tip.”
Surprise hiked her eyebrows. “You’re welcome. And, for the record, I’m happy to come help you clean up the shop to get it ready for reopening.”
I dropped her arm. “What are you talking about?”
She looked at me like I was two crows short of a murder. “You taking over Rediscoveries. What are you talking about?”
I sighed. I should have known Nan had an angle. But I was too excited about my revelation to be upset. “Goodnight, Nan. Thanks for dinner.”
Before she could pepper me with questions, I exited the house and jogged to where Cress and Sterling were waiting. For the first time in my life, I was excited at the prospect of a day spent gardening.




Chapter 11

I was a little disappointed that Aunt Candy didn’t ask Cress and me to pick up the flowers this time around, but another pair had already volunteered for the task.  
Not that I wanted to bike to Hocus Crocus and then back through town to Chloris Park. But part of me thought I might spot a clue at the nursery that I hadn’t seen the other day.
Even though Cress and I pulled up to the park at seven o’clock on the dot, the committee ladies were already hard at work splitting up plants and carrying them to their intended locations.
A woman with waves of silver hair stood near the Hocus Crocus trailer, calling out orders. “I want more of the sun cress over there beneath the birch. That’s too much yellow by the sugar maple. Ronnie, I told you five minutes ago to come get some mercy’s needle for your group.”
“Wow,” Cress breathed as we climbed off her bike. “Zeta’s not messing around.”
“She does seem… animated,” Sterling noted as he trotted past us. He complained about coming here, grumbling about how his nostrils would be assaulted by the fake dragon dung fertilizer. But when I gave him the option to stay at Cress’s place, he turned me down flat, claiming it was an insult to suggest he should stay home with no one but Yasu to keep him company. I wasn’t sure I would ever understand him. But I supposed his enigmatic ways were part of his charm.
When we approached the trailer, I offered Zeta a warm smile. “Could you use a couple of extra sets of hands?”
Zeta’s hazel eyes flicked down the length of my body. For the first time, I questioned my choice of clothes. Instead of wearing something out of the wardrobe I’d brought here from my place in Ferndale, I’d opted for some of the clothes Nan brought to me from her cottage. The jean shorts were shorter than I would ordinarily wear nowadays, and the hem was frayed. The turquoise tank top had a few small holes along the bottom edge. I stood out like a sore thumb next to Zeta, who wore khaki shorts and a long-sleeved white button-down. And while none of the other ladies looked as dressy as Zeta, none of them wore cutoffs and holey tanks, either.
Well, it was too late for me to change my outfit now.
Zeta’s gaze shifted to my cousin. “Cressida, could you go help your mother? You know how her wrist cramps when she’s with the trowel too long.”
Cress nodded, catching my eye. “Of course.” But as soon as Zeta glanced at the clipboard, she curled the fingers of her free hand into air quotes and mouthed, “Wrist cramps.”
I bit back a smile as Cress jogged off toward her mother. “And where would you like me?”
“Do you have much gardening experience?”
I considered telling her I’d worked in a garden just last night, but ascribing that description to what I’d done with Nan seemed overly charitable. “Not much since school.”
She eyed me for a long moment before shrugging. “Well, no worries.” She held out her clipboard. “Could you double check the inventory? I’ve marked off the items we’ve already taken out, but, to be honest, my back spasms when I’m doing too much of the up and down. I just want to make sure we got everything on the order. This festival has to be perfect.”
I took the clipboard, grateful for something to do. “Sure thing.” 
Although the trailer barely looked large enough to stack a half dozen flats side by side, the inside was cavernous. Enlarging charms like this were common on the island because they allowed large quantities of supplies to fit inside something that a person could haul with a bike. More than once when I lived among the nonvoyants did I wish I were better at magic. It would have come in handy to cast a similar charm on a clutch purse so I wouldn’t have to weigh which items to bring and which to leave behind because of spacial limits.
To my relief, everything was clearly labeled. I pulled out tray after tray of flora, marking off each as I went. As I worked, Zeta strode from place to place, checking in on each gardener’s progress and giving tips and corrections as she saw fit.
I was nearly finished pulling out all the flowers by the time she returned to check on me. “Everything looks right so far,” I reported.
Zeta released a relieved sigh. “That’s excellent news. I’ve been sick with worry since the other day. I thought we wouldn’t have enough time to get everything ready.”
“Well,” I said gently, “a man died.”
“Oh, I know. Terrible tragedy.” She pulled at the front of her shirt, using the fabric to fan herself. “Emilio was a lovely man. So knowledgeable about plants.”
“Sounds like you liked him.”
Her eyebrows hiked as she removed her sun hat. Apparently, the breeze she produced with her shirt wasn’t enough, because she began fanning herself with the hat’s wide brim. “Of course I did. I’ve been at Hocus Crocus at least once a week for the last twenty years. I wouldn’t be the gardener I am today without Emilio’s help.”
I swiped the back of my hand across my forehead to brush off the sheen of sweat gathering there. Every day this week had been hotter than the last. I hoped we would finish up here soon. “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said, not sure it was the right sentiment. It didn’t sound like they were friends, necessarily. “It’s good to know there were people on the island who actually liked him.”
Her brow scrunched as she replaced her hat. “What do you mean?”
“Oh.” I waved a hand airily. “You know. People talk. I heard that the owner and employees at Spa Enchantments aren’t his biggest fans. And that he planted Witch’s Bonnet on another neighbor’s land and that man was fined because of it.” I shrugged. “But different people have different experiences.” Something she said pinged in my brain. “You were there a lot, right?”
She nodded slowly. “Yes. I’ve bumped up my gardening routine because the festival is around the corner.”
“When was the last time you were there? Do you remember anyone who seemed upset with Emilio? Or anything that was out of place?”
Zeta considered the question for a long moment before shaking her head. “No, nothing was out of place. No one seemed upset. But the last time I was there was—oh—probably a week and a half ago. When I put in the order for this.” She held out her hands to encompass the park.
Her gaze lingered on two women beneath a dogwood. “Oh, no, Wanda, Louise, that won’t do at all…” She struck off toward the offending gardeners.
Wheels spun in my mind as I finished the inventory check. Emilio wasn’t terrible to everyone. But, I supposed, he had a vested interest in keeping his own customers happy.
By the time I finished my task, Zeta still wasn’t back. After checking in on Wanda and Louise, she flitted from place to place around the park, checking in on everyone’s progress again.
“You there!” called a short woman with dark brown hair. “Trixie, isn’t it?”
I stepped toward the woman. I recognized her as the one who wanted to set me up with her nephew. “Yeah?”
“Be a unicorn and bring me a tray of sun cress, won’t you?”
I did as the lady requested and hauled the orangey-yellow ground cover over to where she crouched in front of a tidy Japanese maple. “Here you are.”
“Thank you, dear,” she said as I settled the tray in front of her. She sucked her teeth. “So, Zeta won’t let you put your hands in the soil, I take it?”
The way she said it made it sound like she thought digging in the dirt was some kind of honor. “Zeta thought I’d be more useful doing inventory.”
The woman grinned. “Don’t worry about it, dear. It’s not you. We elected Zeta as the overseer for this part of the flower festival for the first time, and she’s a little big in her britches about it, if you ask me. Not that I blame her.”
I lowered myself to my knees beside the woman. “Why’s that?”
She turned her attention to the tray of sun cress and pulled out one of the plants. “Zeta’s got one of the best gardens on the island,” she said as she lowered the little pocket of dirt and roots into the hole she had prepared in the ground. “Beautiful bushes and flowers—and each with a use. She’s not one to choose flash for the sake of flash. Still, every year at the festival, she loses out in the magical herbalism competition to Imelda Barr.” 
I tried to follow. “Is Imelda Barr a better gardener?”
She snorted. “Wands, no. It surprises me that woman knows what end of the plant to stick in the ground. But she knows what will impress the judges. When they say magical, they’re not looking for a bloom that’s going to cure pixie pox or warlock’s thumb; they want to be wowed.”
I couldn’t help thinking of the wait staff at Talon and Wing. “A plant that could cure pixie pox would wow plenty of people.”
“Well, sure,” she conceded. “But when you put that next to a bloom that changes color to match your mood or unleashes a rainbow when it blooms, the out-of-towners have a clear favorite, and they’re ultimately who the judges want to please.”
I took in what she was saying. “So, you think Zeta’s trying to show everyone what a good gardener she is by making the park perfect? To… To ease the sting of losing to Imelda Barr every year?”
“Maybe,” she said. “Although, to hear Zeta talk, this is the year she’s going to finally win first prize.”
I watched Zeta as she flitted around the park like a hummingbird in search of nectar. Although I wasn’t a gardener, I could appreciate that she wanted to make this park a more beautiful place. “Which one is Imelda?”
The woman snorted. “Oh, Imelda’s not here. She’s not part of the committee at all. She puts all her gardening energy into whatever she’s bringing to the competition. That’s it. Then she puts her prize money into a vacation to somewhere fabulous and spends the next several months bragging about it to anyone who’ll listen.”
I pressed my lips together as I fought forming an opinion on the kind of person Imelda Barr was. It was possible she was entirely lovely, but this description certainly didn’t paint her in the best light. My eyes strayed to Zeta. She stood in the shade of a red maple, tugging at the front of her long sleeve shirt again to create a breeze. Maybe she took gardening a little too seriously, but I didn’t see the harm in it. Beautifying the park wasn’t just for her; everyone who strolled through would benefit from the vibrant colors and sweet scents. Zeta was trying to create something that countless people could enjoy.
“To add insult to injury,” she continued, “this year, Magical Herbalism Monthly is featuring the winner. I can’t imagine what they’ll do the story on if Imelda wins.” She shook her head. “You should’ve seen Zeta when she found out about the article. I heard a rumor she’s been submitting to the magazine for years trying to have her garden featured.”
A harsh caw cut through the air. I barely had time to spot the crow before Sterling appeared out of nowhere and leapt skyward to catch it.
The crow beat its wings, gaining altitude with each passing second. Sterling positioned himself in front of me, hissing a the black bird.
“Get out of here, foul avian!” Sterling shouted.
“Sterling! Calm down!”
“Trixie Meadows!” cawed the crow. “Sheriff… Sheriff…”
Sterling sprang straight up into the air. Although he missed the bird by several feet, the crow took the hint and swooped off, apparently content that it delivered its message.
I crouched down beside the cat. “What was that all about?”
Sterling fixed me with his verdant gaze. “That creature was on course to attack you. I’ve told you—you’re under my protection. I couldn’t let it gouge your eyes right in front of me.”
I sighed, running a hand down the length of his silky body. “He was just bringing me a message. One that he couldn’t get out because you chased him off.”
Sterling blinked once before twisting to clean the upper portion of his front leg. “Well,” he said between licks, “someone should tell those birds not to fly so aggressively.”
I bit back a smile. Sterling was sweet—in his ridiculous way. “Well, thank you for making extra sure I’m safe. But now it looks like we’ve got to get going. That message was from Dex. He said he’d reach out when…” I clamped my mouth shut. Although the woman I’d been chatting with was already back to planting the sun cress, I didn’t want to chance her overhearing about reopening the investigation around my mom’s death. Without bothering to bid farewell to anyone, I headed for the path that led out of the park. Hope fluttered in my chest. Once I could devote more than a few minutes to studying my mom’s file, I was sure I’d be able to figure out who was behind her murder. The sooner I got to the sheriff’s station, the sooner I could get justice for my mom.




Chapter 12

“Walking grows tedious,” Sterling moaned as we strode up the hill to the sheriff’s station. “Cress mentioned a sale at Different Spokes. We should go there when we’re done here.” 
I sighed. Cress mentioned the sale to me, too. It made sense for me to get a bike of my own. Cress had her own life, and I couldn’t rely on her to give me a ride where I needed to go. And while I didn’t mind walking, going anywhere on foot with Sterling added a level of complication to things. But although the reasons in favor of me buying a bike mounted by the day, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. “I’ll think about it.”
Sterling groaned his displeasure. Even though he didn’t continue his complaint, I doubted he was going to let the subject drop. 
I pulled open the door to the sheriff’s office, and Gordon’s bright smile greeted me as soon as I stepped inside.
“Two visits from you in one week? I am a lucky man indeed,” Gordon said.
I returned his grin. “It’s good to see you, too. But unfortunately, this isn’t a social call. I got a crow from Dex. Is he in?”
Gordon lifted his chin. “Back in his office. But I think he’s heading out again soon.”
I frowned, sensing I may have misread the crow’s intentions. “Okay if I head in?”
Gordon nodded. “If he sent a message, I’d think he’s expecting you.”
Sterling scampered off ahead of me as I made my way toward the door. I knocked twice, waiting for Dex’s call before entering.
“Trix?” Dex stood from his desk chair as I stepped inside, sighing. “I was afraid you were going to react like this.”
I held up my hands innocently. “Like what? I’m just here because the message you sent got cut off.” I cast a loaded glance in Sterling’s direction. “Apparently the crow was flying aggressively.” I rolled my eyes. “I thought maybe this was about my mom’s case, but now, I’m not so sure.”
“It was. Kind of.” He blew out a breath. “The Emilio Clayden case is more complicated than I thought. I’m combing through suspect lists, but it’s taking a while. We don’t even have the murder weapon yet. I didn’t want you to feel like I was ignoring you and your mom’s case, because I’m not. I’m prioritizing a current crime over a cold case.”
His words hit me at an odd angle. “So, what are you saying? That you can’t spare an hour to go over my mom’s file with me?”
“You know I would if I could. But the mayor’s breathing down my neck. Not to sound callous, but this is the worst time for Emilio to be killed. He was responsible for signing people up for the competition and collecting the entrance fees. I guess some numbers aren’t adding up, and there’s concern the judges won’t know exactly who signed up and who didn’t.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “And with the festival next weekend, time is running out to—”
“What’s that?” I asked, cutting him off. Shiny red patches of skin covered the back of his right forearm. It almost looked as though he had been burned. But surely he wouldn’t just be walking around if that were the case.
He glanced at the area as if he had no idea what I was talking about. “Oh. That.” He shook his head. “It’s dumb. When I was at Hocus Crocus the other day, I rubbed up against something that did this. I had the well-witches look, but they say there’s no way for them to heal it.”
Sterling jumped onto his desk and sniffed at the angry red wound. “So it’s just going to stay like that forever?”
Dex shook his head. “No, it’ll heal on its own. But since it was the magic in the plant that did it, they can’t use magic to speed the recovery.” He pressed his lips together as if considering whether to say something. After a moment, he exhaled through his nose. “Emilio had the same blisters on his face. It was probably from a kind of ranunculus. So now I’m trying to track down everyone on the island who’s growing the plant.”
I raised my eyebrows. “You think the plant was the cause of death?”
He shook his head. “That was definitely blunt force trauma. But according to the well-witch who looked at Emilio’s body, he would’ve sustained the blisters from the flower at around the time of death. And he doesn’t carry it regularly. It’s a special order kind of item.”
“How many people are on your poison plant list?”
He frowned, picking a piece of paper off his desk. “Fifty-four. Deputy Callan is out interviewing her part of the list now. And I’m heading out in a few minutes to check out the rest.”
I edged closer to scan his list, hoping a name might ring a bell. As my eyes skimmed the page, a memory pinged in my brain. “Is it the noxious ranunculus?”
Dex nodded. “That’s the one.”
“Is my nan on the list? Because she’s definitely got some of that growing in the garden at her cottage.”
The corner of his mouth quirked. “You think Birdie’s a suspect?”
I lifted a shoulder. “You never know with Nan.”
Sterling gasped. “Trixie!”
I reached forward and stroked the cat’s fur. “Oh, come on. Dex knows I’m joking. Mostly.”
“Do you know what color?” he asked.
“The flower? Dark purple, I’m pretty sure.”
He nodded and scratched a line through a name near the bottom of the page. “Looks like Birdie’s in the clear. The petals we recovered were red.” He sighed. “Every little bit helps. Like I said, the mayor’s breathing down my neck.”
“Not accustomed to murder in your delightful little town?” Sterling asked.
“Well, that, and the flower festival is around the corner,” Dex said. “In a few days’ time, more people than usual will flood Hocus Crocus, and the last thing we need is them hearing gossip about Emilio’s killer being on the loose.”
“Bad for tourism,” I stage-whispered to Sterling.
“Oh, come on, Trix,” Dex said. “It’s not just that. I’ve talked with a lot of people over the last couple of days, and plenty of them are afraid. I can’t blame them. We don’t have a motive for Emilio’s death. As far as we can tell, nothing was stolen. That leaves a lot of unanswered questions.”
He was right. I could see how it would people townsfolk on edge, not knowing if they could trust their neighbors. “Any leads so far?”
“Besides the flower angle? Not much. We’ve got a handful of customers who were upset about plant quality or not receiving a special order quickly enough. Johnston is looking into that, but none of those things seem weighty enough to warrant murder. I still need to chat with neighbors who’ve lodged complaints against Hocus Crocus.”
“Like the bipeds at Spa Enchantments?” Sterling asked.
I shot him a warning look. 
Dex lifted an eyebrow. “What about Spa Enchantments?”
My stomach squirmed. “We rode by it the other day when we went to Hocus Crocus,” I said, hoping my voice wasn’t as high as it sounded in my ears.
Dex narrowed his eyes. “Beatrice Bigsby Meadows, you’re not investigating this crime, are you?”
I winced. “Ouch with the birth name, Dexter.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I stood taller. “You told me to leave the sheriff stuff to you after the Carlotta Vane case. And the morning we found Emilio’s body.”
He nodded. “That’s right. Look, Trix. I know you grew up hanging around this building. Serpents, so did I. But spending time in the sheriff’s office doesn’t make you a cop. The first thing I learned when Flint took me on as deputy was how little I really knew about the job.”
“I knew enough to look for a killer when everyone else thought Carlotta’s death was an accident,” I muttered.
He sighed. “I know. I know. And it’s a good thing you did. But this time, we know Emilio was murdered. And we’re doing everything in our power to bring his killer to justice. But I can’t do that and worry about you sticking your broomstick into a fire.”
I ignored the way my heart winced in my chest. “You don’t need to worry about me, Dex. Promise.”
He held my gaze for a long moment. “Good. Now, if you don’t mind, I really need to get to my portion of the interviews. And I’m sorry again about postponing you mom’s case. We will look into it. I promise.”
Dex squeezed my shoulder as he passed. Within moments, he exited the office, closing the door behind him.
Sterling jumped from the desk to the back of the chair nearest me. “I do hope his promise is more binding than yours.”
I scoffed. “What do you mean? I promised he didn’t have to worry about me. And he doesn’t. I’m a big girl with a dragon bodyguard. Totally safe.”
Sterling bumped his head against my arm. “True. But you said you’d leave the ‘sheriff stuff’ to him.”
“Did I?” I scratched his cheek. “I believe I repeated back what he told me. I never said I was going to listen.”
He jumped up onto my shoulder. “Ah, excellent wordplay. But we still don’t have a lead. Perhaps we should peruse his files to see which customers lodged complaints against Emilio.”
I shook my head. “It’s standard practice to write everything case-related on spelled paper. We won’t be able to read any of the notes. And if he’s as paranoid as Flint was, he’s got charms all over this room to alert him if someone is poking around.”
“For the glory of Zarsot,” Sterling muttered. 
“Pretty much. We should probably go.”
Despite Sterling’s continued grumbles, I headed out of the office and back into the main part of the station. Gordon glanced up from his desk only long enough to flash a distracted smile.
I recognized the tension in his demeanor. Gordon liked when people were happy. When he had to do or say something that might upset a person, he got in his head about how they would react. He told me about the way his thoughts got away from him sometimes, and how generally nothing turned out as bad as he expected. But he couldn’t stop the fantasies from playing out in his head.
“What’s going on, Gordon?” I asked, stopping in front of his desk.
He sighed, dragging his gaze up from the desktop. “Oh, nothing, really. Just poking through some records and ordinances and bylaws. You know, riveting stuff.”
“Sounds like it.”
“You’re joking, right?” Sterling asked. “That sounds positively mind-numbing.”
I scratched Sterling’s chin. “Anything I can help with?”
He shook his head. “I’ve already got the answer. I just don’t want to deliver it.” He offered a small smirk. “You know how I get.”
I nodded. “I remember. What’s the problem?”
Gordon sighed. “About a month back, a man filed a complaint with an arbitrator about a fine he had to pay. The arbitrator told him it was too late to do anything about it. Too much time already passed. He wasn’t happy about it, so he appealed the decision.”
“And that’s why you’re making that face,” I surmised. “The rules say the arbitrator’s decision stands.”
“It does indeed.” He shook his head. “I really wish it didn’t. In my opinion, the fine never should’ve been levied against this guy in the first place.”
Sterling flexed his nails into my skin, but I didn’t need his gentle nudge to put the pieces together. A man fined last year about something that wasn’t his fault? I had a feeling I knew exactly who Gordon was talking about.
“Would you like me to deliver your decision?” I asked.
Gordon’s brow furrowed. “What?”
I took in a steadying breath. I didn’t want to sound too eager, or he might wonder why I was so interested. But even if I wasn’t working a case, I would still want to help Gordon out. He was such a kind man; I hated the thought of him in mental discomfort over anything. “A hand delivery is more personal than sending a crow. And if the guy has questions, I can answer them instead of him sending messages to you. I mean, the town laws can’t have changed that much, right?”
Gordon’s lips twitched, and I could sense a debate going on behind his eyes. I crossed my fingers behind my back, hoping to bring luck in my favor.
After several excruciating seconds, Gordon blew out a breath. “You sure you wouldn’t mind?”
A smile spread across my face. “I wouldn’t have offered if I did.”
Gordon looked as if I had lifted a weight off his shoulders as he put an official-looking document into a dark blue folder and held it out to me. “Thanks, Trixie. Oh, and—” He didn’t release the folder as I grabbed it. “—let’s keep this one between us.”
I nodded seriously. “Of course, Gordon. Nothing happening here. Just one friend helping another.”
Gordon released the folder, smiling as he opened his snack drawer. “Oh, and I have something for your friend.”
In less than a minute, Sterling had gobbled up his salmon. As we left the station, my smile rivaled Gordon’s. Not only was I helping a friend, I was helping my own investigation.




Chapter 13

Hal Aspen’s eyebrows hiked in surprise when he opened his front door to reveal me standing on his front porch. To Sterling’s annoyance, I insisted he should stay out of sight during this interaction. But the cat refused to go far. Out of the corner of my eye, I could detect a tip of one of Sterling’s ears around the corner of the house. 
I had to admit, I was growing attached to the thought of him as my protector.
“Miss Fields, was it?” Hal eyed me suspiciously. “Some other part of my property you want to inspect?”
I offered a smile. “Oh, nothing like that. I’m here regarding another matter.” I held up the blue folder. “I have this from the sheriff’s office.”
His demeanor changed in a flash. The hard lines of his face softened into curiosity. “Oh. Well, thank you, Miss Fields. I appreciate this.”
He reached for the folder, but instead of handing it over, I stepped over the threshold, inviting myself into his house. He shuffled backward to accommodate me, his expression a mix of irritation and surprise. “It’s funny: when we spoke yesterday, you didn’t mention anything about seeing the arbitrator about having Emilio Clayden reimburse you for the fine.”
“Didn’t seem pertinent to your visit.” Hal held out his hand again for the documents.
This time, I gave it to him. “Well, if Mr. Clayden was aware of what you were trying to do, he might have attempted to retaliate,” I said. “If you’d mentioned this motion to me and I had found something out on your grounds, it could have helped prove your case.”
I wasn’t sure if Hal even heard me. His attention was fully on the document, and I scanned the room for anything that might hold enough emotional charge for me to get a reading off. Older items were easier; they had been around so long that they were more accustomed to soaking in the experiences of those around them. Newer items could carry a memory or two, but only if they were especially potent.
I strayed toward the mantle above the fireplace and allowed my fingers to trail over an oil lamp. Visions of long evenings spent in quiet solitude filled my mind’s eye. A ship in a bottle whispered of hours of focus spent erecting the vessel. Hal could have used magic to do it—or at least to make it easier—but he’d seen one in a nonvoyant shop once, and he wanted to prove to himself he could do anything someone without magic could do.
Paper rustled as Hal closed the folder.
I turned from the mantle. “Good news?” I tried to keep my expression professionally curious. I already knew the appeal wasn’t in his favor, and on the way, Sterling made me read all the details aloud to him. But if Hal was upset or angry, it might point to a motive for Emilio’s death.
“It’s what I expected.” He set the folder on the low table by the door. “I don’t know why I even filed the complaint. What’s done is done.”
I studied him carefully, not sure what he meant. “If ‘what’s done is done,’ why did you go after Emilio at all? You already paid the fine.”
He waved a hand. “Got it in my head that doing it might help someone else.”
I stood taller. That wasn’t what I was expecting. “Help who?”
He lifted his arms as if to encompass everything around us. “Anyone with the misfortune of having property near Hocus Crocus. A couple months back, someone sent me a crow, inviting me to a neighborhood meeting. It sounded interesting, so I went. Turned out, I wasn’t meeting with all the members of the neighborhood. Just the ones whose property bumps against Emilio’s. Me, Leona Brush, and Teresa McCrindle.”
I lifted my hand to brush against the base of a bronze plaque inscribed with a traditional blessing. “Oh? And what happened at the meeting?”
Hal strode to the armchair near the window and sat down. “Teresa was looking for someone to hold Emilio to account. She’d filed complaints about his compost piles and the stench, but there was nothing the police could do because it was on his property. She said that sometimes animals drug things off the pile onto her land—or they did their business in that maze of hers—but the best advice they had was to build a privacy fence or pay enchantment specialists to set up a barrier. But that gets pricey fast, and it does nothing about the smell. And of course Emilio wouldn’t meet her halfway on the cost of it.”
That didn’t sound neighborly. “What about Leona Brush?” I asked, allowing my fingers to skim an amethyst geode near the center of the mantle.
He lifted a shoulder. “She didn’t have any problems with Emilio. She owns Sweet Incantations. Said Emilio was always helpful when she wanted a specialty ingredient for one of her potpourris.”
I nodded. I’d only ever been inside Sweet Incantations once or twice. The store specialized in candles, lotions, potpourris, and room sprays. Everything was highly scented. Spending more than about five minutes in the store was enough to give me a pounding headache. Even with the windows open, I doubted Leona or her customers could smell anything coming from Hocus Crocus.
“That left me.” Hal offered a shrug. “Teresa thought that if Emilio felt it in the pocketbook, he might change his ways. All it cost me was time to file the complaint with the arbitrator, so I did it.”
“But then you filed an appeal.” The last item on the mantle was a clay incense bowl with a crack running down the center. As I touched it, a powerful memory jolted through me. A kid of no more than seven ran through the living room and bumped into an end table where the bowl sat. The impact sent the bowl to the floor, where it split in two. The boy’s fear radiated through me as he heard footsteps approach. Hal was younger in the vision, but still recognizable. Anger flashed through his eyes, but only for a moment. The scene dissolved and was replaced by Hal and the boy working together to mend the bowl. The surrounding energy was warm and gentle.
“The appeal was Teresa’s idea, too,” Hal said, cutting through the vision. “I ran into her Tuesday night. She convinced me to appeal it.”
I blinked as my mind processed the information. “Wait—”
“I know,” he sighed. “I was encouraging her to stir up trouble. But she’s a nice gal, and I wanted to help her out. Him trespassing on my land is one thing. I can’t imagine trying to do business next to that stink-pile.”
I shook my head. “Not that. You said you saw Teresa on Tuesday night? Are you sure?”
He glanced upward before nodding. “Yeah, I’m sure. I was on my way to the market for nectarines. They don’t put them out till Wednesday morning, but they let me go through them Tuesday night before closing.”
Thoughts whirled through my mind. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Aspen.”
He nodded toward the door. “I hope you won’t find it rude if I don’t see you out. Once I’m in this chair, my hips don’t want to let me leave.”
“Of course.”
Once outside, it was all I could do not to run to the side of the house to collect Sterling.
“What happened?” he asked.
I shook my head once. “Wait till we’re a little further away.”
I didn’t lean over to pick up Sterling until we were three houses down.
“The suspense is killing me,” he said. “Is Hal the culprit?”
“I don’t think so.”
“You don’t think?” Sterling snorted. “That doesn’t sound at all certain.”
“He doesn’t have a strong motive,” I said. “You heard him when we were on his property the other day. The fine was annoying, but he took responsibility for allowing it to happen. Plus, he doesn’t seem to be the kind of person who acts out of anger. The vibes I got off his belongings were peaceful. The only bit of anger I saw disappeared quickly. He’s about making things right, not getting even.”
“What about the business with the arbitrator?” Sterling asked. “That seems like getting even.”
“That wasn’t even his idea. It was Teresa McCrindle’s.”
“The spa biped?”
“The very same.” I peered at the surrounding houses as we walked, careful to make sure no one was nearby to overhear us. “And Hal said it was Teresa who told him to file the appeal. On Tuesday night!”
I waited for Sterling’s reaction, but he remained silent.
“Didn’t you hear me? On Tuesday night.”
“I apologize,” he said. “Your biped calendar markings have little meaning to me. Is that a revelation?”
I sighed. “Yes. That’s the night Emilio was murdered. But when I talked to Teresa, she said she left the island on Monday and was out of town until Thursday afternoon.”
“Ah,” Sterling said. “So there’s a hole in her alibi.”
“Big enough to fit a dragon through,” I agreed.
Sterling hummed. “Perhaps not. Some dragons can be quite large, you know.”
I groaned. “Fine. But still a big hole. And now we have to figure out what she’s hiding.”
“You mean besides the murder?”
I shot him an annoyed look. “We don’t know she’s the murderer for sure.”
“Perhaps we should turn our suspicion over to the sheriff,” Sterling said.
“No,” I said firmly. “We’re not even supposed to be investigating. If we give Dex a lead and it’s wrong, he’ll make us stop.”
“And if we give him a lead and it’s right?”
“Then he’ll be too happy to have the mayor off his back to care that we were the ones to figure it out.”
Sterling shifted his weight on my shoulder. “I still don’t like it.”
“Oh, come on. If we tell Dex how we found out there’s a hole in Teresa’s alibi, he’ll ask why we were at Hal’s place to begin with. And if we tell him, we could get Gordon in trouble. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”
An irritated growl rumbled in Sterling’s throat. “All right, fine. We won’t crow the sheriff. Not until we’re sure.”
I grinned. “Good. Now, are you ready to put your acting skills to the test again?”
Sterling nuzzled my temple. “Do you even have to ask?”




Chapter 14

When we turned onto Lavender Trail, Sterling and I still hadn’t agreed on a plan for how to get answers out of Teresa. 
“I’m telling you,” I said, doing my best to keep my voice even, “they won’t buy that. If you go in saying you’re constipated, they’ll send you to Creature Comforts for a cat-dragon enema.”
“When I was living in the elderly biped commune, I overheard the therapists discussing how spinal manipulation could help, er, get things flowing, shall we say?”
A nearby tourist gave the two of us side-eye, although I wasn’t sure whether it was because of the talking cat or the cat’s chosen topic of conversation. 
“Not that those words don’t paint a beautiful picture, but they don’t do chiropractic care at Spa Enchantments. It’s… spa stuff. Massages and facials and mani-pedis.” The building in question was only three down from our current position. I needed to turn around to buy us more discussion time, but that direction was far more heavily clogged with tourists than the road ahead. With the sun beating down overhead and Sterling’s fur sticking to my sweaty neck, the idea of getting away from people was more than a little appealing.
“Then sign me up for one of those,” Sterling said as if it were the obvious answer. “That last one has to do with nails, correct? I could use a trim.” To demonstrate, he flexed the needle-sharp buggers into my skin.
“Ah! Unnecessary.” I reached up to fend him off, but he was already retracting his claws. “While I don’t disagree, I don’t think they’ll do it for you. Again, you’re in cat form. They’ll send us to Creature Comforts.”
“Then you get the mapi-peni or whatever. While you distract them, I can slip around the building and gather evidence.”
Before I could ask how Sterling intended to gather anything with his cute little kitty paws, a familiar figure ahead caught my eye.
Junie led a pack of four women toward Spa Enchantments, but before they reached the door, a crow descended on them, cawing out a name. As the group came to a stop, I darted into the recessed entryway of Spellbinders—a specialty bookstore I had passed many hours in during my teen years.
“What are we doing?” Sterling asked.
“That was Junie up there.”
“So?”
I opened my mouth, but an answer didn’t emerge from it. No matter how I turned his question around in my mind, I couldn’t formulate an appropriate response. Junie and I were both adults. I could walk past her without incident.
But when I looked at her, part of me could only see her lips pressed against Dex’s. I still wasn’t sure I’d wrapped my mind around watching them outside Talon and Wing the other day.
Whatever I was feeling wasn’t jealousy. I knew that much for sure. When I left Moonglow Hollow, I walked away from any potential future with Dex. And while I always assumed he would eventually marry, I never prepared myself for seeing him being physically affectionate with anyone else.
Especially not Junie.
“We’ll just wait here until they leave,” I murmured to Sterling.
But no sooner were the words out of my mouth than Junie’s voice rose up from the street. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”
One of her companions laughed. “She’s not coming, is she?”
“I called it,” said another woman. The voice was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. “Totally called it.”
“You didn’t actually book her a slot, did you?” asked a third woman. I thought I recognized her voice as well. “You just told her that to get her to come, right?”
Junie groaned. “Yeah, I booked her slot. The discount kicks in for parties of six or more. If we cancel her appointment, they’ll charge each of us twenty percent more than the price I gave you.”
Murmurs of displeasure surged through the group.
“What if we don’t cancel the sixth appointment?” asked a fourth woman. 
“And who’s going to pay for it?” asked Junie.
The women fell silent for several seconds.
“Well…” Woman three drew out the word. “I told you not to book it…”
Sterling shifted his weight. “You should take it.”
“What?”
“The sixth spot,” he said. “Aren’t you listening?”
“Yes, I’m listening. What are you talking about?”
He sighed. “Pretend we just came out of that store. Go up and say hello to your friend. When it comes up that they’re one person short, you can be the hero and step in. And viola! Our reason for entering the establishment is set.”
I pursed my lips. “Junie and I aren’t exactly on the best terms right now…”
“Then no time like the present to earn goodwill,” Sterling said. “Come now, Trixie. Use those two boat-like feet of yours and walk around the corner.”
“Boat-like? I wear a size seven!”
Ignoring my protest, Sterling leapt off my shoulder and started up the sidewalk toward Spa Enchantments.
Part of me wanted to stay in the doorway on principle. A cat who insulted my feet couldn’t boss me around. But mere seconds after his tail disappeared from my view, his meow and loud purr floated on the air.
As did the predictable coos and noises of adoration as the women spotted him.
Biting back a groan, I emerged from the doorway, trying not to let my frustration show.
Junie’s companions crouched around Sterling, each taking turns giving him pets. He put on his best feline show, rubbing against ankles and rolling on the ground, to the delight of the assembled women.
But Junie didn’t join them. She must have recognized Sterling, because she found me quickly when I emerged from my hiding place. The weight of her gaze made me feel like I stood accused of something, but I convinced myself I was imagining things. This wasn’t some stranger; this was Junie. And I knew how to talk to Junie.
“Hey,” I said, brightening my smile. “What is this? Twice in… four days?”
The corners of her mouth tugged down. “Yeah, imagine seeing the same person more than once a week around here.” Her tone made it clear the feat was not that unthinkable. “Heading to Hocus Crocus?”
“Has it reopened?” Although the beautification committee had received their order for Chloris Park, I wasn’t sure if the nursery was taking in patrons off the street yet.
Junie scrutinized me with her shrewd nut-brown eyes as if trying to determine whether I already knew the answer. After a few seconds, she blew out a breath and turned to her companions. “We should head in. Our reservation starts in five minutes.”
“Reservation? At Spa Enchantments?” I couldn’t help smirking. “So I take it you don’t think it’s creepy to have a stranger rub your back anymore?”
I thought I caught a ghost of a smile flitting across Junie’s face, but it was gone instantly. “We’re getting mani-pedis.”
“Summer enrichment programs are fun, but they’re draining,” said the honey-blonde woman nearest Junie.
When I focused on her, it was like the world screeched to a halt. Standing before me was a woman I’d seen at the front of my Communication Skills classroom countless times in high school. “Miss Drury?”
She tipped back her head, laughing. “Don’t sound so surprised! It’s good to see you, Trixie. I heard a rumor you were back.” She grinned. “And I’m not your teacher anymore. You can call me Ludmilla.”
“Ludmilla.” The name felt awkward on my tongue, but I managed to smile.
She gestured for another woman to join her. “And was Sheela ever one of your teachers?”
“Sure was,” replied Sheela Colebrook before I could get a word out. Her dark brown hair held streaks of gray I didn’t recall from my school days, but other than that, she looked exactly the same as I remembered. “I had her, Junie, and Dexter all in the same class.”
Ludmilla clutched her heart. “I can’t even imagine.”
Junie folded her arms over her chest. “Oh, come on. We weren’t that bad.”
Sheela and Ludmilla exchanged glances before tipping their heads back and howling with laughter.
“What’s so funny?” asked a slender, black-haired woman.
Ludmilla recovered first. “Nothing, Kimiko. Just thinking about what these two were like back in their school days.” She swiped her knuckles below her eyes as if to wipe away tears.
Kimiko lit up. “Junie, is this a friend of yours? That’s perfect!”
“What’s perfect?” I asked.
Instead of answering, Ludmilla and Sheela talked over each other, insisting Kimiko was right.
“It’s nothing,” Junie insisted through a forced smile. “I’m sure Trixie has plans this afternoon.”
“I’m actually free,” I said, smiling at the other ladies. “Just walking my cat.”
“He’s a darling,” cooed the last woman. “Can he come, too?”
“Come where?” I asked.
Junie opened her mouth, but Ludmilla cut her off. “Junie scheduled mani-pedis for us, but she invited another colleague who decided not to come. So we have an empty slot.”
“Or we could just cancel that space,” Junie said.
“And lose out on the discount?” Ludmilla asked. “That’s foolish. Fortuna has smiled upon us and sent Trixie solved our problem. Let’s head in.”
I could tell from the look on Junie’s face that she wanted to argue, but her companions were already making their way toward the door. Sterling kept pace with the last woman, but Junie didn’t make a move to follow them.
I stayed put, too.
She didn’t speak until the door closed behind the others. “What are you doing here?”
I opened my mouth to repeat the line about walking Sterling, but she held up her hand to cut to me off.
“And don’t tell me you just happen to be right by Hocus Crocus. I know you and Cress found the body. Dex thinks you’re investigating the murder.” Her brows scrunched together. “You are, aren’t you?”
I scoffed. “Me? I’m not a… a detective or anything.”
“You know I can tell when you’re lying.” She held my gaze. “Why are you doing it? You’re not…” She closed her eyes and exhaled heavily through her nostrils. “This isn’t about him, is it?”
“No,” I said firmly. “It has nothing to do with Dex. It’s about…” I sighed. I hadn’t told anyone what I was attempting—not even Cress. I knew they wouldn’t approve. But things were different with Junie; they always had been. “It’s about my mom.”
She sighed. “Trixie…”
“I’m not crazy,” I insisted. “After the Carlotta Vane case, Dex is open to the possibility that I was right, that it was a curse that killed my mom. But now, with the Emilio investigation, he says he’s too busy to devote time to my mom’s case. So I figured the quicker this crime gets solved, the quicker we can figure out who killed my mom.”
She closed her eyes again, taking in several steadying breaths before opening them. “Let me guess: You think you’ll find a clue in here somewhere. That’s why you were so eager to fill the empty reservation.”
“I’m following a lead.”
Junie held my gaze for a long moment. “Well, I suppose your cat’s already inside.”
“Dragon, actually,” I amended.
She snorted. “Sure. And don’t think I’m paying for you.”
“Never crossed my mind.”
The corner of her mouth twitched. “We should probably get in there, then.”




Chapter 15

I followed Junie into Spa Enchantments, relief sweeping over me when I saw the receptionist was a different one from the other day. I was hoping not to have to field questions about how Sterling was holding up after his “treatment.” After Junie and I paid, a willowy woman with lavender hair led us all to a room off a hallway to the right. 
As we took our seats in the large, cream-colored chairs, I couldn’t help taking in the room’s beauty. The far wall was composed of windows, allowing for a stunning view of the impressively landscaped meditation maze beyond. The sight was marred only by a glimpse of a fertilizer mound peeking over the line of hollyhocks along the fence.
“All right, ladies,” said the woman who led us in, “while we get your foot baths ready, start narrowing down your shade choices.”
She and five other women set to work placing small tubs at our feet and adding in water and various petals, leaves, and drops from amber vials as a parade of small colored tiles zoomed off a nearby table and began rotating in an orderly carousel above their heads.
Sterling leapt onto my lap, his attention on the floating swatches.
“You here to help me pick out my shade?” I asked.
“Of course,” he said. “Your eye for color is abysmal.”
Junie, who sat opposite me, snorted.
Ludmilla, who sat to my left, twisted toward me in her seat. “So, Trixie, what have you been up to since you’ve been back?”
The question took me off guard, although I really should have expected it. “Oh, you know. Catching up with the family. This week, my cousin Cress and I have been helping my aunt Candy and the rest of the beautification committee get Chloris Park ready for next week’s festival.”
“Oh, I love the flower festival,” gushed Kimiko from her spot beside Junie. “Something about all the colors and the luscious scents… Mm!”
“Ugh,” groaned the brunette on Junie’s other side. She didn’t look much older than Junie and me, but I didn’t recognize her. “The flower festival is my least favorite.”
Kimiko frowned. “Aw. Why, Orabella?”
She shook her head. “Because of my mom. Maybe ten or eleven years ago, she went to Hocus Crocus for some ground cover after the last stuff she bought died. When she was there, she heard about this ivy you can train to dance along with different songs, and she got some—mostly as a joke. But then she entered the magical herbalism contest and actually won. Now every year, she’s trying to outdo herself to find the most outlandish flower to enter. Of course, it’s my dad who does the dragon’s share keeping anything alive. Not that he doesn’t have enough going on already.”
Junie leaned forward. “Your dad’s not improving, then?”
Orabella sighed sadly. “The Lingering Twilight is, well, lingering. The well-witches keep having him try new potions, but so far, nothing’s been strong enough to get him to sleep for more than a couple of hours a night.”
“That’s awful,” Junie murmured, her voice full of empathy.
A pang shot through me. Junie caught a moderate case of Lingering Twilight when we were twelve. I still remembered the dark circles under her eyes and the stomach-twisting stench of the potion she had to choke down three times each day so she could catch even a bit of sleep at night. Even though she was young and healthy, it took her a month and a half to shake the illness. It was increasingly difficult to recover from as a person got older.
Orabella lifted her shoulder. “What are you going to do? Imelda’s going to Imelda, right?”
Sterling shifted his weight on my lap, but I picked up what he did. Imelda Barr was the reigning flower festival champion.
“Oh, your mom’s not that bad,” Sheela chided.
Orabella held up her hands. “Don’t get the wrong impression. I love my mom. And if gardening was really her thing, I’d be thrilled. We could do it together, even. I teach magical botany, for spell’s sake! But she doesn’t actually like it. She keeps all her plants in the screened-in porch off the back of her house. I don’t even know how she keeps them alive. Her thing isn’t gardening. Her thing is winning.”
“And beating the other competitors,” I suggested. “I mean, she must enjoy winning over people who devote a huge part of their lives to gardening, right?”
“Not really,” Orabella said. “She’s more about beating herself from last year. She wants to continue to wow people, to be the one that really knocks everyone off their brooms.”
And, according to the gardener I spoke with, impress everyone with tales of the vacations she afforded with her prize money. I kept that bit to myself.
“I wish my cousin was more like that,” said Sheela. “She puts her heart into the competition every year. Her flowers are always great, too, but they’re not what the judges are looking for.”
“How do you mean?” I asked as a woman with blonde hair took up her spot in front of me. She eased one of my feet out of the tub and started her work.
“The judges want sizzle,” Sheela said as her attendant began using a large pumice file on her heel. “They don’t care if your flower is a magical powerhouse when you put it into a potion—they want to see it change color or watch the petals spin like a pinwheel.”
Sterling snorted. “Well, that’s ridiculous. What practical application would something like that have?”
“None,” said Orabella. 
“It’s all about showmanship,” Sheela explained. “My cousin’s been petitioning the festival board for years to split the competition into two parts—one for showy magic and one for practical magic. But the board won’t do it because tourists come for the showy stuff.”
Ludmilla sighed. “Zeta’s a purist. That’s her problem.”
My skin prickled as I recalled my conversation in the park. This wasn’t the first time I’d heard of Zeta’s desire to win the competition.
“I don’t know,” Sheela said. “I think she may have finally given up trying to win her way. She’s been going on for months about how she’s finally got a winning flower.”
“I hope it all works out,” Ludmilla said.
Junie chuckled. “I wouldn’t be so confident about a sure thing from either of them. Competition’s set to be pretty stiff this year.”
I gaped. “Are you entering?” While Junie never had anything against gardening, I couldn’t imagine her devoting extra time and energy into growing a plant to enter in a competition. Perhaps these last ten years changed her in ways I couldn’t imagine.
But before my mind could travel too far down that path, Junie snorted. “Me? No way. But my mom’s got it in her head she’s got a chance.”
I shook my head to make sure I was hearing her right. Almost as ludicrous as Junie taking up gardening was the idea of her mother doing so. Her mother grew a handful of hearty herbs that she used regularly, but she mainly took a “set it and forget it” approach to growing. “I can’t see your mom getting caught up in garden-mania.”
“Right?” Junie shook her head. “But earlier this year, she went to Hocus Crocus to get something to clear up the scorple infestation on her barberries, and Emilio pitched her some designer flower.”
“What do you mean, pitched it?” I asked.
“I believe he threw it and meant for Junie’s mother to hit it with a long stick,” Sterling said.
Junie laughed. The sound brought back a thousand memories of inside jokes and ridiculous stories. “Not exactly. My mom said Emilio had a list of different options. She really wanted a sunflower, but those were all spoken for. Probably better, anyway, since she said Emilio told her those can be a little more finicky. She ended up picking something that’s supposed to be easy to grow, but also, you know, fancy.”
I hiked an eyebrow. “Fancy?”
“Yeah,” Junie said. “I think the one she got is like a tulip. It’s supposed to sing a song when it blooms.”
“Sing a song?” Sterling asked. “How in Zarsot’s name is it supposed to do that?”
Junie shrugged. “No idea. All I know is that my mom goes out and sings to it three times a day.”
“From what I’ve heard, some of those designer plants have some pretty strange care requirements,” Kimiko said. “My cousin ended up with one, even though she’s not entering the competition. She was at Hocus Crocus back in early spring for some annuals for her window boxes, and Emilio offered her something off the list, too. She told him she wasn’t interested in anything fancy, but he kept going on and on about these violets that would sound like a thunderstorm at night. At first, she said no, she didn’t want to put in the extra spellwork to make that happen, but she ended up going back a couple of days later. Even though he still had some of the violets, he said he wouldn’t sell them to her because someone else already bought them to enter in the competition. It took her a while, but she finally wore him down.” She shook her head. “She claims she just had to promise not to enter the competition, but my family’s all pretty sure she bribed him and paid double for the plants. Not to speak ill of the dead, but Emilio was never one to turn down a little extra cash.”
Junie scoffed. “I guess he’s not that serious about his specialty flowers being exclusive for the season.”
“Speaking of exclusive,” said Sheela, “did you hear…”
As the conversation strayed from matters of gardening, my thoughts lingered on what Junie and Kimiko said. Why would Emilio have sold a designer flower to a woman who came in to buy beetle spray? Why would he try to sell one to someone else who came in for regular blooms? I felt like I was missing something, but I had no idea what it could be.
Only when I was on my way out half an hour later did I realize I hadn’t accomplished my goal in coming here. “Sterling,” I whispered, hoping the chatter of the others would cover our conversation. “You didn’t look for clues.”
He scoffed. “What, so I’m supposed to do all the heavy lifting in this partnership?”
“Snooping while I was getting a mani-pedi was your idea!”
He was quiet for several seconds. “I do remember saying that. But you didn’t remind me, so, really, it’s your fault we’re in this mess.”
I had more than a few choice words to share with Sterling, but as we entered the main reception area, a familiar figure standing at the main desk drew my eye.
Dex turned toward our group as we emerged from the hallway, and his eyes lit up as a smile spread across his face. It was a look I’d seen countless times before, one that stated clearly that the person who meant most to him in the world had just entered the room.
But for the first time in my memory, I wasn’t the one to draw it out of him. Instead, his gaze was locked on Junie.
He loved her. The realization hit me harder than it should have. I knew they were married. I’d watched them kiss. Despite hoping he would move on after I was gone, somewhere deep inside, part of me remained convinced he’d never quite gotten over me. But in a split second, I dismissed all traces of that selfish thought. Dex was happy, and joy filled me at the realization. I didn’t break him with my goodbye, and he wasn’t with Junie because of the connection she once had to me; he was with her on her own merit.
And I couldn’t imagine a better match for either of them.
Dex stepped away from the desk as Junie approached. He offered general hellos to her coworkers as they passed, but he stopped short when his gaze landed on me. His mouth opened and closed, but no words came out.
“Oh, stop that,” Junie chided. She glanced in my direction, and I took the tacit invitation to approach. “Ursula decided she wasn’t coming today. We needed a sixth to get the discount, and Trixie was walking by, so…” She offered upturned palms.
“That’s… That’s good,” he said. “Right place, right time, I guess. It’s funny how things can… happen, you know? Like sometimes Fortuna just guides your steps and then…”
“Ugh, this is painful to watch,” grumbled Sterling. “What brings you here, Sheriff? Are you also getting a mapi-peni?”
“Mani-pedi,” I corrected.
“My way is better,” Sterling said.
Dex shook his head. “No. No spa treatments for me. I just finished talking to…” He pressed his lips together.
“Talking to who?” Junie coaxed.
Dex’s eyes flicked to me before refocusing on his wife. “Teresa McCrindle is the owner of this place, and she’s lodged dozens of complaints against Emilio and Hocus Crocus just this year. Marisela stopped by the other day, and the receptionist told her that Teresa was out of town until afternoon the day after we found the body, but ferry records show she came back late afternoon the day of the murder.”
I opened my mouth, but Junie was faster. “Do you think she did it?”
“She has an alibi. Her parents are investors in this place, and they’ve threatened to pull out if she doesn’t stop seeing her boyfriend. Apparently, she staged a breakup a couple months back, and now she has to sneak around to see him. Teresa says she came back early to spend a couple of days with her boyfriend. She told everyone else she was out of town so her parents wouldn’t find out. So I’m off to verify with the boyfriend now.”
“Well, if she is the killer, what’s stopping her from running as soon as you leave?” Sterling asked.
The corner of Dex’s mouth twitched. “Boundary spell. It’ll alert me if she does.” 
I couldn’t suppress a snort. “A boundary spell? I seem to remember you swearing you’d never use one.” That particular bit of magic was a favorite of Flint’s, and he once caught me sneaking out of the house to meet up with Dex after curfew thanks to that spell.
Dex held up a finger. “I believe I said I’d never use it against my own kids. This is different.”
I scoffed. “Yeah, sure.”
He glanced toward the front door. “I should go check on that alibi.” He leaned toward Junie, and the two shared a quick kiss. Unlike when I saw them at Talon and Wing, this time my reaction was immediate: joy. There was a time when Dex and Junie were my closest friends in the world. To see them happy made me happy.
“I’ll see you at home,” Junie said.
Dex nodded before turning to me. “And I’ll see you… around.” With a smile, he headed toward the exit.
“I’ll be seeing you, too, Sheriff,” Sterling called after him.
Dex spun to wave at the cat before stepping through the main door.
Junie turned to face me as soon as we were alone. “You’re welcome.”
I glanced at my sky-blue fingernails. “Um…”
“About the investigation update,” Junie said, as if it should be obvious. “Looks like Dex has the Spa Enchantments angle covered, so you can look into some other suspect.”
“Of course. Thank you.”
She held my gaze. “I’m not thrilled about you investigating behind Dex’s back,” she said. “But if your mom’s death wasn’t an accident, I don’t want anything to stop you from finding out what happened.” She pressed her lips together. “Sidonia was like a second mom to me. I loved her. And…” She swallowed. “And you deserve closure.”
Stooping down, she scratched under Sterling’s chin. When she straightened, she hesitated only slightly before squeezing my upper arm. After giving a smile that didn’t quite stick, she turned and walked out the door.




Chapter 16

Sterling released a frustrated yowl. “I don’t understand why we can’t just stop at one of these establishments. It won’t take long.” 
I edged around a chatty group of teens striding up Cauldron Way. “And I don’t understand why you can’t just wait. We’ll meet up with Cress in like a minute. We’ll figure out where to have dinner, and then we’ll eat.”
“But I’m starving,” Sterling moaned. “Surely there’s a shop that specializes in bread pouches between us and Cress.”
“You’ve eaten three times already today,” I countered. “And, besides, there are no sandwich shops between us and Cress because—oh, look—there’s Cress sanding ten feet ahead of us.”
“Is she?” Sterling asked. “The hunger must be impairing my vision.”
I groaned.
“Oh, no,” Cress said as we reached her. “Is something wrong?”
“No,” I said as Sterling whined, “Yes.”
“He’s hungry,” I said. “Surprise, surprise.”
“Well, we should remedy that.” Cress linked her arm through mine. “Talon and Wing?”
“No,” I blurted.
Sterling hissed. “Why not? Their menu is delectable.”
“We were there already today,” I reminded him. After my last encounter with Greyson, I wasn’t keen on having another run-in. I even tried to talk him out of his free lunch special today, but I couldn’t dissuade him. Luckily, I didn’t run into Greyson when I ducked in to grab Sterling’s meal, but I couldn’t count on my luck to hold out through another visit. “I’d really like to go to the Copper Cauldron. I’ve only been there once since I got back.”
“Then Copper Cauldron it is.” Cress led the way over to her bike, which was parked at a nearby rack. After activating the glamor to make the bicycle stretch to accommodate Sterling and me, we all hopped on and started up the street.
The Copper Cauldron was always one of my favorite restaurants when I was younger. Even though it was on the main tourist road, the minimalist take on signage and lack of vibrant colors belied the quality of the establishment within. Lots of locals frequented there because of the near guarantee of few, if any, tourists.
Wendy, the seventeen-year-old hostess, seated us immediately. The place wasn’t packed, but most of the tables were filled with couples or groups, everyone chatting happily as they ate. The server came by moments after we sat down, and Sterling put in an order of crab cakes as an appetizer before Cress and I could get our drink requests out.
As soon as the server departed, Sterling curled up on his chair. “Wake me when the food arrives. I must conserve energy.”
“Is he being serious right now?” Cress asked.
“Honestly, who knows? I think he’s just being dramatic, but he claims it has something to do with his ‘dragon metabolism.’”
“I heard your air quotes, Trixie,” Sterling said, his voice muffled by the paw over his face. “I expected more from you.”
“And I expect you to be able to get your own food if you’re really as hungry as you claim,” I said.
“Oh, don’t pick at each other,” Cress admonished. “When’s the last time he ate?”
“We got a late lunch at Talon and Wing,” I said. “He ate the whole thing, even though he promised I could have half. Really, I’m the one who should be complaining about starvation.”
“Maybe we should talk to Greyson about the portion sizes at Talon and Wing,” Cress suggested.
I shook my head. “That really isn’t necessary…”
She offered an innocent shrug. “Yeah, I guess you really don’t need an excuse to go chat with him.”
I narrowed my gaze. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
She was saved responding when our server came back with our drinks. She set down my iced tea, Cress’s lemonade, and Sterling’s bowl of water before assuring us she’d be back with the crab cakes in a few minutes.
“What’s your sudden obsession with Greyson Greenlee?” I asked as Cress sipped her drink.
She took her time swallowing and setting down her glass. “He’s been a source of fascination since he returned,” she said. “Most of the time, if someone—especially a guy—leaves the island, when he comes back, he’s looking to settle down. But not Greyson. He hasn’t dated at all since he’s been back.”
“That’s not surprising. He’s been busy running Talon and Wing.”
“Yeah,” Cress agreed, “but it’s not just that. It’s like he doesn’t even notice people. My mom told me stories of at least a dozen different people trying to catch his eye. A handful of women have point blank asked him out. But he’s not interested.”
“Fascinating,” I said dryly. 
“It is,” she insisted. “Because the buzz around town is he’s finally taken an interest in someone.”
“Crab cakes!” announced our server as she set the platter down in the center of the table. While Sterling unfurled his body dramatically, I slid the plate to his place setting. I had half a mind to grab one, but I didn’t want to listen to him whine about his hunger while we waited for our main courses.
Once the server took all three of our orders for our meal, she left us again. Cress turned her attention on me. 
“What?” I asked.
“Aren’t you curious?”
My eyes lingered on Sterling as he devoured his third crab cake. “About where all that food fits inside that little body? Constantly.”
“No.” Cress scoffed. “Aren’t you curious about who has finally piqued Greyson’s interest?”
“I have a feeling you’re going to tell me, even if I say no.”
“It’s you,” Cress said. “Everyone’s saying that of all the girls on the island, Greyson is finally showing an interest in you.”
I almost choked on my iced tea. “What?”
Cress’s face lit up. “Right? Isn’t it great?”
“No,” I insisted. “It isn’t great. It isn’t right.”
“Because you used to date Dex?” Cress asked. “I mean, I know you two were serious, but it was like high school serious. And it’s been so long and he’s married now. I don’t think that’s an issue.”
I shook my head. “No. I don’t mean that me dating Dex is an issue. I mean Greyson doesn’t like me. He’s convinced my one purpose in coming back is to get back with Dex.”
Her brow wrinkled. “But Dex is married.”
“I’m aware.”
Cress frowned. “Oh. Well, that’s not nearly as exciting.”
“Tell me about it.”
She fell silent, but my head spun. One thing I hadn’t missed about Moonglow Hollow was the gossipy nature of the residents. When I lived with the nonvoyants, no one made suppositions about my life. I could just live it as I saw fit. But now, I had only been back a couple of weeks and already people were dissecting my interactions with other townsfolk and looking for juicy news to spread. 
“Well,” Cress said at last, drawing out the word. “If there’s no budding romance to discuss, then tell me about how the case is going.”
“Slowly,” I said. “I thought maybe it was Hal Aspen because of the fine for growing Witch’s Bonnet, but it’s not him. He’s not the kind of guy who lashes out in anger. I thought it might be Teresa McCrindle—who owns Spa Enchantments—but I’m not sure. The alibi she gave me fell through, but Dex is checking on her new alibi.”
“So Dex knows you’re working the case?” she asked.
“No. I was at Spa Enchantments when he was finishing up his interview with Teresa.” I held up my nails as proof.
“Ooh, that’s a pretty color.”
“Thank you,” Sterling said around a mouthful of crab cake. “I picked it out.”
I studied my fingernails. The sky blue was brighter than the pastel pink I would have chosen. When I was authenticating antiques, I chose soft, subtle colors so as not to draw too much attention to my hands when I touched the items. Part of me feared that if someone paid too close attention, they would realize I wasn’t studying the joint work employed or the brushstrokes used to apply paint. All I ever needed to know whether an object was sufficiently old was my psychometry.
“So Dex is checking in on Teresa’s alibi?” Cress asked. “That’s too bad.”
“Too bad? Why?”
She lifted a shoulder. “Well, if her alibi falls through and she’s the killer, that’s bad for you, right? Because you’re not the one to catch her.”
I shook my head. “If Dex catches the killer, that’s great news. It means—” I stopped short. I didn’t want to tell her about looking into my mom’s death—not yet. “It means the killer is off the streets.”
“Well, yeah,” she agreed, “but I thought this was your thing now.”
I scoffed. “Honestly, Cress, I’ve got no idea what my thing is right now.”
Her expression softened. She reached across the table and covered my hand with hers.
A loud burp ripped through the air. All conversation in the restaurant stopped as heads swiveled in our direction.
Sterling jumped up onto the table beside his empty plate. “Apologies. It seems I ate my appetizer a bit too quickly.”
Several people chuckled as everyone turned back to their meals.
I shook my head. “Smooth.”
“That may be the root of the problem,” Sterling agreed. “Not much resistance on the crab cakes. I’ll have to be a more discerning when choosing my appetizers whilst famished.”
I made a mental note to research dragon metabolisms. Perhaps I could convince Cress to take Sterling around with her on her bracelet drop-offs sometime and spend an hour in the library to see if anything he claimed was actually true of dragons.
Not that I believed he actually was one. Not really. But sometimes I wondered if he really was more than just an extra-talkative cat.
It wasn’t until our server returned with our meals that I realized how very hungry I was. If I was going to be walking around town and following leads all day tomorrow, I’d need to remember to pack some snacks.
But at this point, it was a big if. I didn’t have any more suspects to follow up on. I might be able to wiggle some information out of Gordon if I swung by the police station, but beyond that, I was at a dead end.
We were halfway through our meals when Sterling straightened, his tail twitching. “There it is again,” he murmured.
I glanced around the vicinity. “What?”
“That repulsive odor,” he said. “Don’t tell me you can’t smell it.”
Cress and I exchanged glances. “I really can’t,” she said gently.
“Are you sure you’re not… confusing it with something else?” I asked gently.
Sterling scoffed at the insinuation. “I am absolutely not confusing it with something else.”
I opened my mouth to insist he must be, but movement in the dining area drew my eye. The hostess was leading a group of women to a table. At the front of the group were Candy and her friend Ronnie, along with Zeta and three other women from the beautification committee.
“You know what, Sterling?” I murmured. “You might be right after all.”
“Don’t sound so surprised,” he replied.
Even though the hostess was leading the group to a table three away from ours, when Candy spotted us, she changed trajectories, grinning. Her companions followed. “Long time, no see, girlies. And Sterling.” She offered him a nod. “How’s your night going?”
“Great,” I said before Cress could get a word out. “Are you and the committee ladies planning another gardening event?”
Aunt Candy shook her head. “Not exactly. There are some preparations that have to be made before the festival next weekend—and the competition.”
Cress’s brow furrowed. “I thought the beautification committee was just in charge of getting Chloris Park ready.”
“Ordinarily, yes,” Ronnie said. “But things are… complicated this year.”
The ladies all exchanged uneasy glances. Candy swallowed. Ronnie reached for the pink hairs at the nape of her neck. Zeta tugged at the right cuff of her blouse, incrementally easing the floral printed material toward her hand.
Aunt Candy forced a smile that looked more like a grimace. “See, people saw Emilio to register for the competition, and the judges aren’t sure they have the full list of people who signed up. And then there’s the lockdown to consider.”
I blinked. “Lockdown?”
“Oh, it’s nothing ominous,” Zeta said, waving a hand airily. “Standard procedure. A week before the competition, an official comes by to lock down the plants that are entered. It’s a way to ward against undue magical influence. After all, it wouldn’t take much for someone to enchant their flower to do something impressive. The lockdown prevents that sort of tampering.”
“But the man who usually does the lockdown spell is refusing this year,” said a lady with a sleek honey bob, her voice low like she was sharing a secret. “He’s hesitant to be part of anything involving Emilio.”
“Scared, more like,” said Ronnie. “So Candy and I have volunteered to do the locking down tomorrow. Tonight, we’re going over the registration list and cross-referencing it with a list of people who placed special orders this year.” 
“If that list is any indication, there were a record number of entrants this year,” Candy said.
Ronnie shook her head, sighing. “I’m ordering a pitcher of Witch Island Iced Tea for the table as soon as we sit down.”
My mind spun. The man who usually took on this task was scared that he would end up like Emilio. Did he believe the murder had something to do with the flower competition?
“Do you need help tomorrow?” The words were out of my mouth before I could consider just what I was signing up for.
Candy and Ronnie exchanged glances. “The lockdown… Well, it’s kind of a finicky spell.”
Heat crept up my neck, but I ignored the prickles of embarrassment. “We could just come for moral support. Or…”
“Protection,” Sterling offered. “If indeed danger befalls you on the day’s journey.”
Candy smiled down at the cat affectionately. “Well, how can I say no to such a gallant offer? I’ll swing by to pick you up tomorrow morning.”
Bidding us farewell, Candy and her companions headed to their own table.
No sooner were they out of earshot than Cress fixed me with her gaze. “What did you just volunteer us for?”
“Technically, I volunteered Sterling and me,” I told her.
She leaned across the table. “Do you think this has something to do with the murder?”
I offered upturned palms. “I don’t know. Maybe? I feel like there’s something fishy about the competition and Emilio pushing so many people to enter. And it’s not like I have any other leads right now.”
Cress lifted her lemonade and held it out to me. “To new leads.”
I clinked my iced tea glass against hers. “To new leads.”




Chapter 17

“You really think one of the flower festival contestants is the killer?” asked Cress as we spilled onto the street after dinner. She held back talking about the case while we were in the restaurant, but I could tell she’d been mulling over details in her head as we finished our meals. 
I was thankful for that. The last thing we wanted was for someone to overhear us. “Maybe,” I said as I headed for the bike rack.
“Ugh,” Sterling groaned from his perch on my shoulder. “I don’t know if I can handle a ride in the basket at this particular moment.”
I scoffed. “You ate too much, didn’t you?”
“Impossible,” he insisted. “The food is simply disagreeing with me for the moment.”
“I’m with Sterling,” Cress said. “Not about my food having a disagreement, but about riding. It’s actually pretty nice tonight. Let’s walk for a while.”
Although I’d spent much of the last couple of days walking, I didn’t argue. I didn’t particularly feel like having Sterling’s crab cakes splattered on my shirt, and Cress was right. The humidity of the last few days had dissipated, leaving the night air warm but not sticky.
“I might be wrong about the contestants,” I said as we started up Agate Avenue, away from Cauldron Way. “For all I know, Dex found out that Teresa’s second alibi was also a lie, and he’s already arrested her. Money can be a powerful motivation, and Emilio’s stinky fertilizer and trashy compost pile were costing her business.”
Cress sighed. “That’s so lame, though.”
I laughed. “Oh, so the motive needs to amuse you, is that it?”
“Well, no,” she said. “But there should be some passion behind it, you know? Money’s too… boring. Predictable.”
“So are you saying you don’t think it’s Teresa?”
“I’m saying I hope it isn’t.”
We turned the corner. Shadows cut deep grooves in the road ahead. This was always my favorite time to walk around downtown. The tourists had mostly turned in for the night, and the natives were back in their homes. Nighttime brought with it a sense of calm that separated this time from the frenetic tempo of the day.
When I lived with the nonvoyants, I didn’t do a lot of walking around after sunset. I didn’t do a lot of walking during the day, come to that. Once I got my first car, I drove it everywhere—even if I could have made it on foot. When I decided to come back to the island, I imagined I would miss driving more than I actually did. I liked the slower pace of walking. Even when I was on Cress’s bike, the speed was leisurely enough to take in the sights.
“So, how are you going to figure out who killed Emilio?” Cress asked.
I pressed my lips together. “Not sure yet. But maybe… Maybe I can find the murder weapon.”
“Yeah?”
The outline of a plan started forming in my head. “Dex said they still hadn’t found it. So the killer must have taken the weapon with them. Maybe they disposed of it, but it’s not looking like they planned it out. It’s more likely that the killer just hid the weapon somewhere.”
Cress nodded. “And the weapon could be anything. Maybe something like… a broomstick?”
“I don’t know if that could really do enough damage. Cause of death was blunt force trauma.”
“Ooh! A shovel!” She mimed swinging one. “I bet getting hit with the business end of one of those could do some damage. And if we’re thinking that the killer didn’t go there intending to kill Emilio, then they would have picked up something nearby to use. There are shovels everywhere at Hocus Crocus.”
“That’s a good point.” I rubbed my hands together as I turned the corner. “Okay. When we’re out tomorrow, I’ll try to find any shovels lying around.”
“They probably washed it,” Cress said. “I mean, if there was any of Emilio’s blood, I’m sure they washed it off.”
“That’s no problem for me,” I said, raising my hands and wiggling my fingers.
Cress grinned. “Of course! Your psychometry. But I thought that only worked with, like, really old things.”
“Not exactly.” I chewed on my lower lip, trying to figure out how to describe it. My mom was always the one who was good at explaining how our gift worked. “Older objects are easier because they’ve had more experiences. It’s far more likely that, at some point, something around them has emotionally charged them. It’s the emotion that’s important—not the age of the thing. So if someone was angry enough to kill—”
“Then they’d leave a mark on the shovel you could read,” Cress finished. “Excellent”
“If the killer is a contestant,” I said. “I’m still not sure that’s the case.”
“Well, why would it be?” asked Sterling.
“I didn’t say it was,” I insisted. 
“You misunderstand,” Sterling said. “I’m not implying you’re wrong. I’m asking why one of the contestants might want Emilio dead.”
I considered his question. It was in Emilio’s best interest to be helpful—even kind—to his customers. Zeta said he helped her become a better gardener. I was sure many other contestants could say the same. “Emilio was selling people designer plants, right? From what Junie said, he wasn’t just selling to people who came in looking for something to enter in the contest. He was actively finding buyers for these things. Maybe… Maybe he sold someone a dud?”
“But why kill him over that?” Cress asked. “That seems… not enough.”
I slowed, pressing my lips together. She was right. Besides, if a plant wasn’t growing, someone surely would have noticed before now. The timing didn’t make sense.
“I’m still missing something.” I stopped and leaned against the window of a store. “There’s something I’m not seeing. I just need to put my finger on it.”
Cress’s expression tightened. “Um, Trix?”
“Hm? Did you think of something?”
She shook her head. “Did you plan to stop here?”
“Where?” For a split second, I wondered if Moonglow Hollow had opened some kind of risqué gift shop in the time I was away, but a quick glance at our surroundings clued me in to exactly where we were. I was so distracted by the details of the case that I hadn’t realized where my feet were taking me. I’d padded the path so many times in my life, it wasn’t surprising I would find my way here automatically.
As I stepped away from the building, I turned to see the writing on the large front window. Rediscoveries. The white calligraphy lettering spelled out the store’s name, and I could make out the faded roses on the curtain that had been drawn shut for the last ten years.
“I… I didn’t realize.”
Cress stepped beside me, her shoulder brushing mine. “You want to go in?”
Her tone was gentle, as if any response I might give would be acceptable. If Aunt Candy were here, she would make it clear that she wanted to step inside, but insist there was “no pressure” if I didn’t want to do the same. Nan would guilt me for not going in, and she’d make a big deal about me being here in the first place.
If I was honest with myself, part of me wanted to go inside. No matter what was happening in my life, stepping into my mom’s shop always made me feel at peace. Being surrounded by so much history always reminded me that whatever I was going through was temporary—even if it felt like the end of the world at the moment. I could use some of that comfort and clarity now.
But last time I went inside, Flint came to make sure someone hadn’t broken in. It was still the only encounter we’d had since my return, and I wasn’t in the mood for a repeat tonight.
“I think I’ll stay out here,” I said.
“Good,” said Sterling. “The last time we were inside, I was licking dust out of my fur for days.”
I sighed. “Oh, don’t be dramatic. Your fur didn’t feel dusty.”
“My senses are far more acute than your own,” he insisted. “The musty smell clung to me. But I suppose it’s no surprise you were unaware. You can’t even smell that repulsive fertilizer stench when we’re around it.”
“You only smell that when we’re around the gardening ladies,” Cress said soothingly. “Probably one of them has it in a flower bed, and every time she walks past, the scent sticks to her.” She scratched his cheek. “I’m sorry your dragon senses make that hard to deal with.”
“It’s probably not even just one of them,” I said. “They all shopped at Hocus Crocus. Emilio probably sold them all the same fertilizer, since it was his favorite.”
“And they all just trusted him,” Sterling scoffed. “Even though it’s obvious to anyone with olfactory senses that he had no idea what he was talking about when it came to fertilizer. Perhaps someone finally realized what a sham his supposed fertilizer was, and that’s why they left the body where they did.”
I winced. “That’s cheery.”
“I hadn’t thought of that,” Cress said.
“What? That his fertilizer is garbage?” asked Sterling. “I’ve only been saying it for days.”
She shook her head. “No. I didn’t consider that maybe someone was trying to send a message with where they dumped Emilio’s body. Like… ‘You’re a piece of crap.’”
“That’s a little on the nose, don’t you think?” I stared at the storefront. My mom never dealt with angry customers. The worst things ever got was when someone hesitated about purchasing an item, only to come back later to buy it and find it had already sold. Even then, they weren’t angry at my mother so much as themselves for not buying the item when they had the chance. It wasn’t as if my mom could simply order another for them. Most—if not all—the wares inside Rediscoveries were one-of-a-kind. It you bought one, there was little chance of anyone else in the world having the same thing. Lots of tourists loved the idea of having something so unique. I never used to understand until I lived among the nonvoyants. There, everything was mass-produced. At one point, four of my co-workers drove cars that differed only in color. Two guys I knew shopped at the same clothing store, and I couldn’t tell them apart from behind because they looked so similar.
There was something to be said for being original. Unique. I wondered how hard it was for Emilio to keep track of who was entering what plant in the competition. It sure would be embarrassing for two people to bring the same flower before the judges.
An idea kindled in my mind. Maybe I was right about the killer being an entrant in the competition after all.




Chapter 18

If I had known just how many people entered the flower competition, I might have thought twice before I volunteered to come along. Despite our early start and the carefully crafted list that ensured we weren’t zigzagging across the island, we had been at this all day. 
“What number was that?” Cress asked as we trudged back to her bike after Silvano Stretton treated us to a twenty-minute dissertation on the Twinkle Light Pansy he was entering into the contest. Even Aunt Candy, who usually lived for details, was zoning out by the end.
“Forty-six?” At this point, I wasn’t sure. It seemed with each house we visited, the contestants grew more zealous about their plants. It was easy to tell which people had entered on a lark—like Junie’s mom—and which took part every year.
“Just two more left,” announced Ronnie as we approached our bikes.
“Good,” I murmured. This morning, I woke convinced I would quickly figure out who killed Emilio. But after touching every shovel and rake I saw, the most vivid vision I had was of Lalita Carleton’s spirited confrontation with a ficklefox who was trying to steal fruit off her cinder barberry bush.
“Two more?” Sterling moaned. He returned to his box on the back of Cress’s bike about five minutes into Silvano’s description of his potting methods. “Can’t we break for a meal?”
I rolled my eyes as I climbed onto the bike. “We’ve already eaten lunch. And you munched through the snacks I packed for all of us to share.”
“Oh, come on, Sterling,” Candy said brightly. “It’s only two more. You’ve hung in this long. Besides, the last two are right next door to each other. They’ll be quick and easy.”
As we began pedaling, I hoped my aunt was right. Despite my earlier confidence, I was sure this lead was a bust. For all I knew, Dex had already figured out who the killer was, and I was wasting my time out here. And Cress’s. Although she assured me she was excited to help me catch the killer, I doubted she’d planned to spend half her day pedaling across the island and listening to people wax poetic about their plants. And it wasn’t as if she could leave if she wanted to. She was my ride. If she left, I’d have to go, too.
When we finally pulled to a stop in front of the second to the last house, I did a double-take, sure we’d made a wrong turn somewhere. While the house itself was cute enough, with pale yellow siding and large windows, the landscaping was a disaster. I’d thought Hal Aspen’s was bad, but where Hal at least attempted to keep weed growth at bay by cutting unwanted vegetation back, the owner of this house seemed to take a survival-of-the-fittest approach. The flowerbeds on either side of the porch were overrun with weeds fighting to choke each other out of existence. In some spots, dry brown vegetation indicated that even the weeds couldn’t tough it out here. The house looked especially shabby compared to the one on the left, which popped with colorful flora kept in pristine order.
“Are you sure this is the right place?” I asked Candy as she started toward the house.
“Quite,” Candy said.
“This is Imelda Barr’s house,” Ronnie said. “And that’s Zeta’s house next door.”
“Oh.” If I didn’t know any better, I would put money on Zeta’s house being home to the reigning flower festival champion. Besides the manicured lawn and bursting flowerbeds, I spied a greenhouse in the back. Judging from Imelda’s yard, the woman could barely keep weeds alive.
“Let us enter with haste,” Sterling said. “Between the heat and the gnawing pain of hunger in my stomach, I’m growing weaker by the second.”
I caught Cress’s eye and rolled mine as we headed up the sidewalk to Imelda’s porch. As we approached, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye as the front door to Zeta’s house swung open and she emerged. Zeta looked as put-together as ever, in her slim linen pants and long-sleeve floral blouse. She called out a hello and Candy and Ronnie slowed to wait for her.
I stared longingly at Imelda’s front door. We were so close to being done. What was so important that Zeta couldn’t wait until we stopped by her house?
“Ugh,” Cress grumbled under her breath. “I can’t even look at Zeta without feeling ten degrees warmer.”
I nodded my agreement. Last night’s mild weather had given way to another hot, sticky day. Even though I was in a tank top and shorts, I felt like I was melting. I didn’t know how Zeta could handle the heat in her long-sleeve blouse.
As Zeta chatted with Ronnie and Candy, the front door to the Barr residence opened and a woman with brown hair and a bright smile stepped onto the porch. “Well, there you all are! I’ve been waiting around here all day.”
“Yes, sorry it’s taken so long, Imelda,” Ronnie said. “Almost fifty entrants this year!”
“It’s too bad they don’t add the registration fees to the prize money,” Imelda said. “Fifty contestants at forty bucks a pop would sweeten the pot.”
Candy’s brow furrowed, and she glanced at the clipboard she held. “Forty? I thought the registration was only thirty dollars.”
“It was for the last several years,” Zeta said. “The fee went up this year.”
Candy flipped through a few pages, the line between her eyebrows not fading.
“Well, hey there, neighbor,” Imelda said, grinning at Zeta. “Come to get a sneak-peek at the flower that’s going to beat yours?” She tipped back her head, laughing.
Zeta frowned. “I’m always interested in what you choose to enter. It never ceases to amaze me how… successful your blooms are.”
Imelda laughed again. “You’re too hard on yourself, Zeta. I’ve told you before—I just grow something Emilio suggests.” For the first time, the mirth slipped from her face. “But I suppose I won’t be able to do that anymore. This will probably be the last year I enter.”
Ronnie reached forward and placed a hand on Imelda’s arm. “It’s natural to be sad, dear.”
“Of course,” Zeta agreed. “Emilio’s death is a blow to us all. But what better way to remember him than to see the last winning flower he hand-selected for you?”
Imelda’s brow furrowed. “That wasn’t how it worked,” she murmured. “I usually took his suggestions, of course. This year is the first time I came in with an idea about what I wanted to enter. It was a little more finicky than the flowers I’ve grown before. It would have died already but for Emilio’s advice.”
“Some plants are best left to more experienced gardeners,” Zeta said, a definite tinge of judgment in her tone.
Cress and I exchanged glances.
Candy cleared her throat. “Well, Imelda. Will you take us to your entry, please?”
Imelda blinked a few times. “Oh. Of course. It’s back in the sunroom.” She beckoned for us to follow her into the house.
I paused long enough to lock eyes with Sterling. He nodded his understanding. While I was inside looking for clues, he would take outside.
The interior of the Barr residence was pristine. Imelda had an eye for detail, even if she didn’t put a great deal of effort into the curb appeal of her house.
She slid open the door leading from the living room to the sunroom. A blast of humid air hit me, even though I was at the back of the group. It was even hotter in here than it was outside. A bead of sweat trickled down my spine. Hopefully, Imelda wouldn’t decide to give us a plant-care lecture once the locking spell was complete.
The six of us filtered into the oven-like sun room. When Imelda closed the door behind us, I automatically checked to make sure there was a second exit. A second sliding door stood opposite the one we entered through. The room was empty, and the only thing that caught my eye was the crack in the pane to my left. Through the gauzy curtains over the floor-to-ceiling windows, I spied a shed. Sterling was nowhere in sight.
“Where’s the plant?” asked Ronnie as she spun to take in each corner of the room. Besides two wicker loveseats and a small glass-top table, the room was empty.
“Oh,” Imelda said. “Right.” She waved her hand through the air and said, “Show yourself!”  The amethyst point pendant around her neck flashed, and seconds later, something shimmered in the middle of the room. A plain black pot appeared with a single slender stem growing from it. The head of the bloom was circular and as big as both my hands put together, but still tightly bundled, just waiting to open and reveal itself.
“What’s with the glamor?” asked Cress.
“Secrecy, darling,” said Imelda. “It’s part of the fun. I love seeing the looks on everyone’s faces when they first glimpse my flower.”
“But this isn’t your flower,” insisted Zeta.
Imelda’s brow furrowed. “What are you talking about? Of course it is.” She eyed Zeta suspiciously for a long moment before returning her attention to my aunt. “It’s a sunset flower. Do you want to know what it does?”
Candy and Ronnie nodded enthusiastically, and Imelda launched into a description of how when the plant bloomed, it filled the surrounding air with the colors of a sunset while the flower itself glowed yellow, then orange and red like the sun as it sank beneath the horizon.
It wasn’t until Candy started performing the lockdown spell that Zeta recovered from her earlier surprise. “That… That’s an interesting selection. It’s not at all what I expected.”
Imelda lifted a shoulder. “It’s always good to keep people guessing, you know? Part of the competition is the spectacle of it all, don’t you think?”
Zeta blinked. “Oh. Of… Of course.”
A meow rose over Candy’s murmured incantation, and I glimpsed Sterling standing outside the cracked window, his tail aloft.
I offered Imelda a smile. “Don’t mind him. He’s eager for us to finish up so we can get to dinner.” I pointed at the damage. “What happened here?”
“Oh, that?” Imelda sighed, shaking her head. “On Monday night, I heard a bang out here and when I came to investigate, the window was like that.” She leaned in closer. “I’m worried someone was trying to get in, but my husband thinks it was just some local kids messing around. I’ve asked the sheriff to look into it, but so far…”
Candy’s murmuring ceased, and the sunset flower shimmered with a soft blue light for several seconds as the lockdown spell took hold. “That should do it,” she said as the glowing subsided. “Thank you for your time, Imelda. Zeta, care you lead the way to your entry?”
Zeta dragged her gaze away from the sunset flower. “Oh. Yes. It’s back in the greenhouse. Imelda, would you mind if we go out the back?”
“Go ahead. You all enjoy your evening.”
As the others headed toward the sliding door that led outside, I turned to Imelda. “Aren’t you coming to see what Zeta’s growing?”
She waved the question away as if it were ridiculous. “I’ll see it next weekend.” She glanced over my shoulder as the room cleared out. “Probably something boring again. Nettles for curing hag’s breath or something.” She sucked her teeth. “I’ve tried telling her—there’s a time and a place for useful plants. This competition isn’t it.”
I bid Imelda a goodbye and made my way out of the house. Sterling was at my side in an instant. “Anything?” I asked quietly.
“No shovels,” Sterling reported as we started after the others. “Some dusty boxes. Brooms that look like no one’s ridden them in years. A half-dead flower in a pot. Four bicycles.”
I stopped short. “Wait. What?”
“Yes, four bicycles seem excessive. Maybe she would part with one for your sake. Or mine, at least.”
“Not that. The part about the flower. Why would she have a flower inside her shed? There aren’t even any windows in there.”
“Well, she doesn’t appear to be the most adept gardener to begin with.” Sterling trotted ahead, his tail aloft. “Hurry now. The sooner we finish here, the sooner we eat.”
I glanced back at Imelda’s shed. “You go ahead. I’ll be right there.”




Chapter 19

My pulse pounded in my ears as I ducked into the shed. After the glare of the late afternoon sunlight, the gloom inside was too complete for me to make anything out. I blinked several times, willing my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Cautiously, I shuffled forward, hoping to speed up my search. Maybe I should have had Sterling come with me. At least he knew where to look. 
Second by second, the room came more into focus. When I finally made out a plant shape in the back of the shed, I scurried to it. Sterling was right: It was a half-dead plant. The head of the flower drooped downward, and several white petals littered the earth in the pot and the cement floor of the shed. The wilted bloom looked familiar, but I’d seen so many flowers today it was hard to keep them straight.
I shook my head. There was no telling why Imelda had this plant out here. It clearly wasn’t the one she was entering in the competition. Perhaps she selected two different contenders early on and went with the one that grew the best.
Sighing, I turned toward the door. I should head over to Zeta’s greenhouse before someone noticed I was missing. But before I made it two steps, the skin on my palm started to tingle. Maybe there was a way to figure out why this plant was out here.
It was a long shot. I knew that as I closed the distance back to the flower. I may not be well-versed in plants and herbalism, but I knew that the plastic pot this specimen sat in was not meant to be a long-term home for the root system. Getting a read off newer objects was difficult, but not entirely impossible. Closing my eyes, I cupped my hands around the container and focused on receiving anything it had to show me.
Nothing came. I ignored the wave of disappointment that accompanied the blankness in my mind. It wasn’t so surprising. After all, I touched things all day that didn’t give off any echoes of the past. I removed one of my hands and picked up a dried petal from the floor.
What followed wasn’t a vision so much as a general sense of a situation. Everything had a gauzy, dream-like quality that was unlike my usual experiences. I leaned into the whispers until I found the thread of the scene.
Imelda and Emilio argued about… something. I felt her desperation, but also Emilio’s reluctance. And his greed. Imelda would get her way. She always did.
My legs wobbled when I straightened. Did Imelda have something to do with Emilio’s death? I didn’t sense the kind of anger that might lead someone to kill, but it was possible this object simply wasn’t connected to it.
I didn’t realize until I stepped inside Zeta’s greenhouse, but I was still holding onto the flower petal. I considered dropping it immediately, but the floor of Zeta’s greenhouse was too pristine.
The building was roughly the same size as Imelda’s shed, but the glass walls and roof made it feel much larger. Everyone stood at the far end of the structure, nodding as Zeta explained something about her plant to them. I spotted the potted flower in front of them. While a tightly balled bud topped the tallest stalk, the lower stems displayed lovely, rose-like blooms tightly packed with petals of orange and red.
Sterling approached on silent paws, his tail high in the air. “Anything?”
I held up the petal. “Something,” I whispered. “But I’m not sure what yet.”
“Splendid,” he said dryly. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll wait outside. It stinks in here.”
I sniffed the air. “I don’t smell anything.”
He shook his head. “What I wouldn’t give for your limited bipedal senses. It seems this woman succumbed to Emilio’s lies about his fertilizer. It’s disappointing. Zeta seemed more discerning than some of the other contestants.”
I took in a deep breath. “If she uses his fertilizer on all these plants, I should be able to smell it.”
“One would think.”
I ignored the condescension in his tone. “Do me a favor: see if you can find where the smell is coming from. Is it in all these pots, or is it all in a certain place?”
He flopped onto his side. “So much work.”
“I’ll get you food as soon as we’re done here.” Without waiting to see if he would comply, I made my way to the others.
Cress caught my eye as I approached. “This could be awhile,” she breathed, her voice just discernible beneath Zeta’s animated cadence. “My mom made the mistake of asking a question. We could be here into the night.”
“Don’t let Sterling hear you say that,” I warned, glancing over my shoulder to gauge whether he was in earshot. I spied the flick of his tail disappearing around a table topped with herb cuttings, scissors, and twine. Either he was off to do as I asked, or he was searching for the perfect place to take a nap. With him, it was hard to know which.
A chuckle from Aunt Candy drew my attention to the older women. The three of them stood in front of an ornate antique bronze planter. I studied the pops of red and orange petals atop long stems. “I thought the flowers weren’t supposed to bloom until the day of the competition?”
“The main bloom won’t,” Cress said. “I guess whatever spectacle this flower’s supposed to produce requires a lot of extra oomph. Zeta had to tend these flowers so that some would bloom earlier and she could transfer their magic into the central bud before the other heads shriveled and fell off. From what I overheard, it’s a pretty impressive show of magic and gardening.”
“No wonder she’s so convinced she’ll win this year,” I murmured.
“Seems like a lot of effort for some prize money and bragging rights,” Cress said.
I nodded vaguely, but a memory poked at the back of my mind. Money and clout weren’t all that was up on the line this year. There was the feature in Magical Herbalism Monthly to consider. If the woman on the beautification committee was to be believed, Zeta had wanted to be in that magazine for years. Zeta hadn’t just picked a flower that would wow the tourists as others presumably had; she chose something that also highlighted her magical and gardening prowess. A feat like that would look very good in a magazine write up.
But Zeta’s desire to win this competition didn’t mean she was a murder suspect. After all, Emilio wasn’t her competition. If anything, he was an ally in her endeavors.
Except that wasn’t really true. Emilio was a businessman. And this year, he seemed keen on getting more people than ever to sign up for the competition. More entrants meant Zeta would be up against even more people, each with their own specialty plant.
A brush of silky fur on my shins pulled me from my thoughts. Sterling stared up at me, his emerald gaze narrowed with irritation. “I’ve located the smell. When we’re done here, I’ll dictate a list of my required and desired payments for the continued abuse of my sensitive olfactory system.”
“For sure,” I said, scanning the vicinity. “Where’s the smell coming from?”
He flicked his tail toward a long gray storage bench against the far wall of the greenhouse. “In there. The stench is appalling enough already. Please don’t tell me you’re going to open it up and release more of that offensive odor into the world.”
I caught Cress’s eye, and she offered a sympathetic shake of her head. “Sorry,” I told him. “I need to see what’s in there.”
Sterling huffed. “Don’t expect me to settle on your shoulder if you reek of that masquerading manure.”
I bit back the desire to ask for him to promise. Given the day’s heat, it would be a blessing for him to get around on his own four paws. Instead, I eyed the gray bench. To get to it, I’d have to walk past Zeta, Candy, and Ronnie without drawing their attention. I moved to the row of tables on the right side of the greenhouse, pretending to examine the plants as I stepped slowly along their length. As I drew even with the older ladies in the next row, I cast a furtive glance in their direction. None of them paid me any mind as Zeta went on some extended dissertation about soil nutrients and incantation schedules.
Once I made it to the bench, I looked back quickly to make sure no one had noticed me. Cress shot me a brief thumbs-up as I crouched down beside the bench. This close, I could detect a hint of the dragon fertilizer wafting from a gap between the bench’s seat and the storage space beneath. Holding my breath, I eased up the lid and peered inside the cavity.
Disappointment welled up inside me. I spotted empty spray bottles, wire cages, and pruning shears. Even though I didn’t have a clear idea what I hoped to find, I couldn’t help feeling like I was missing something.
The fertilizer smell was stronger now, although I couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. Nothing in here seemed like it could be the source of the scent. I was about to close the bench when something at the bottom caught my eye. Everything else in the compartment had a definite shape, but whatever lay crammed in the back corner had a lumpy, crumpled look. I reached for it.
No sooner had my fingers brushed the fabric than images flashed through my mind. Darkness surrounded me, and my stomach tightened with the fear of discovery. I spied a black-clad figure stalking across a well-manicured lawn toward a house with darkened windows. As the figure drew closer to the house, she sped up to the back portion of the building. She attempted to peer through the gauzy curtains into a sunroom. Imelda Barr’s sun room. Realization jolted through me just as the figure murmured an incantation that summoned a glowing orb to her palm. The soft yellow light illuminated Zeta’s face from below, casting angular shadows across her cheeks and forehead as she stared intently into the sunroom. The orb brightened enough to make out a potted flower a foot away from the window. In the darkness, the color of the bloom was impossible to discern, but the shape was undeniable. The circular blooms with their innumerable petals summoned a memory from my own mind. Nan’s garden. The noxious ranunculus.
Anger and betrayal tinged the edges of the vision as Zeta lifted her fist and pounded on the window. The glass cracked, and she turned away from the house before fleeing toward her own.
“What are you doing?”
The sharp voice pulled me out of the vision. I pulled my hand away from the cloth—a hooded sweatshirt, I now knew—and turned to see Zeta stalking toward me, her eyes blazing.
I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. My mind was churning. Why would Zeta peek through Imelda’s window in the dead of night? And why would a ranunculus make her so angry?
I leaned to the side to glance around Zeta toward the flower Candy and Ronnie still stood beside. Something snapped into place in my mind. “You’re growing a ranunculus.”
Zeta blinked. “I… Yes. The winged ranunculus. I don’t see what that has to do with you poking around my personal belongings.”
Lowering the bench’s lid into place, I rose to my feet. “That’s why you were surprised just now when we were at Imelda’s. She glamored her sunset flower, so you didn’t see it when you peeked through her window Monday night.”
Zeta scoffed. “I did no such thing.”
She barely got the words out before I spoke again. “You saw the ranunculus. And you got mad because you’re growing a ranunculus and you didn’t want her to win this year. Maybe you even though she was growing the same ranunculus as you.” I lifted the petal still clutched in my left hand. “But she’s not entering that flower. She’s waiting till its head falls off so she can use it for a potion. Maybe one to help her husband, who’s been dealing with a severe case of Lingering Twilight.” I recalled what Nan told me about the flower. “You have to wait till the head dries out and falls off because if you touch it before then, you’ll have nasty blisters for weeks.” I looked pointedly at the long sleeves of Zeta’s blouse. “That seems an odd wardrobe choice for such a warm day.”
Zeta mouthed soundlessly for several seconds. “Are you accusing me of something?”
I took a step toward my aunt. “Is it just the noxious ranunculus that causes blisters? Or do other varieties cause them, too?”
Candy and Ronnie exchanged glances. “I’ve heard of some magical varieties causing skin irritation. It’s the amount of magic in the noxious variety that causes the burns,” Candy said.
“But it’s for other kinds with exceptional magical potency,” Ronnie added.
“Say one that produces an entire goldfinch when it blooms?” Cress asked.
“Tending this flower takes precision,” Zeta said. “If I brushed against it while performing the necessary incantations, you could hardly blame me.”
“I have a hard time believing someone like you would be so careless.” Dex said that the petals at Hocus Crocus were red. Up close, I could see that one flower stem had been broken off. “Did you take one of your flowers when you went to confront Emilio? Maybe you just wanted to threaten him a little to get him to admit he sold Imelda the same flower.”
Zeta’s lips parted, and she shook her head, but her eyes had a glazed, out-of-focus look to them. “No. I… I just wanted…”
“Did you get mad when he denied selling her the winged ranunculus?” I pressed. “After all, you saw it with your own eyes, didn’t you?”
When she blinked, every trace of dazedness evaporated. “Get out,” Zeta demanded. “I will not have you stand here in my greenhouse and accuse me of… Get out.”
“Yes,” agreed Sterling from his spot behind Candy and Ronnie. “And on your way, check what’s in this bag. It absolutely reeks of that so-called dragon dung.”
Before Zeta could stop me, I bolted toward the tall brown bag jammed beneath a table. Over Zeta’s shouts, I unrolled the top and carefully dug through the lawn clippings until my fingers brushed something solid. I barely had time to wonder what it was before a vision poured into my mind. Darkness. Zeta and Emilio standing near the fertilizer section of Hocus Crocus. Although I couldn’t make out what they were saying, it was clear from their expressions and postures that Zeta was livid and Emilio was attempting to calm her. She held the stem of her ranunculus cutting out to him, but he waved a hand dismissively. In a flash, the flower was in his face. Emilio knocked Zeta’s arm away and began shouting. Then a shovel—this shovel—was in Zeta’s hands and…
I pulled my hand out of the bag. Stomach heaving, I turned to Zeta. “It was you,” I said, the words coming out in a gust of air. “You killed Emilio. But why?”
Zeta’s throat worked as she gulped. “How could you even suggest…” Her wild eyes flitted from Candy to Ronnie. “Can you even believe she’s accusing me of… of…”
“I don’t think you planned to,” I said, standing. “I think things got out of hand and you grabbed that shovel and…”
Candy’s eyes widened as her gaze swiveled from me to Zeta. “Trixie has the touch,” she whispered. “If there’s a shovel in that bag and she touched it and saw something, then I think we ought to call the sheriff.”
Zeta’s eyes widened. “The sheriff?” She blinked several times before drawing herself to her full height and pulling back her shoulders. “Maybe we should. I can tell him how Emilio was overcharging for the contest entry fee and pocketing the difference.”
Ronnie gasped. “What?”
Zeta scoffed. “It wasn’t hard to figure out. I’ve known for months. But I promised not to say anything as long as he didn’t sell anyone something more spectacular as my winged ranunculus. But then I saw Imelda with my flower, and I confronted him.”
“And you killed him when he wouldn’t tell you what you wanted to hear,” I said.
Zeta curled her lip, her eyes blazing. “That man got what he deserved.”
I glanced at Cress. “Sounds like a confession to me. Send a crow to Dex. Tell him we found Emilio’s killer.”




Chapter 20

Sweet, heady fragrance perfumed the late afternoon air in Chloris Park on the last day of the flower festival. Vendors lined the path, each one calling out to meandering tourists, inviting them to investigate whatever wares they were offering. 
For the first time in my life, I was helping at one of the stalls.
I surveyed the thick throngs of people passing by as Cress bid farewell to the customer she spent the last ten minutes selecting bracelets for. “Are you sure you can handle things here by yourself?”
“I’ll be fine,” she said, straightening the nearest display. “This is my thing. I don’t expect you to stay here all day.”
“It’s the least I can do,” I insisted.
The silky sensation of fur against my shins drew my attention. “I thought you said we were going. Soon I won’t have the strength to remain upright on your shoulder.”
I leaned down and scooped Sterling into my arms, holding him belly-up like a baby. “I can always carry you like this.”
He twisted and hopped lightly back to the ground. “That will be quite unnecessary.”
I suppressed a smirk as I turned back to my cousin. “Do you want us to bring you something back?”
Cress waved her hand dismissively before I finished talking. “I’ve got something on the way. Called in a favor.” She winked.
“Of course you did.” With a wave, I headed around the table, pausing briefly to allow Sterling onto my shoulder. 
Even though I’d been at the festival since this morning, the thrumming energy from the crowd was infectious. The stiffness in my joints melted away as I walked, and I smiled every time I noticed someone standing near one of the blooms planted by the beautification committee. Although I didn’t have a hand in physically planting anything, I still felt connected to the work. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt so in tune with things around me.
Maybe this was what it felt like to come home.
“Trixie! Hey, Trixie!”
I sighed at the sound of the voice that had become all too familiar in the last week. I don’t think I’d spoken more than a dozen words to Candy’s friend Ronnie in my whole life, but now she wanted to chat with me every time we crossed paths. And in the lead-up to the festival, our paths had been crossing a lot. Although my muscles coiled with the desire to walk away from her as quickly as my legs would carry me, I tried that once already, only to have Ronnie follow me for a city block, shouting my name at the top of her lungs. It was better to get this over with quickly.
Forcing a smile to curve my lips, I turned toward Ronnie, who stood in a stall bursting with designer floral arrangements spelled to stay vibrant and fragrant for a full year (or your money back!). “Hi,” I greeted as I made my way toward her.
She held out her arms expansively, beaming. “If it isn’t the girl of the hour!”
My cheeks prickled and heated with a blush. On my shoulder, Sterling cleared his throat.
Ronnie’s attention turned to him. “And the dragon of the hour, too, of course!” She darted forward to scratch him around the ears. Ronnie made the mistake of laughing when Sterling revealed he was a dragon, and the extra ear scritches were clearly part of an ongoing apology.
“It’s certainly been a long hour,” I said as Sterling started to purr. Although I knew it was just a saying, Ronnie had been repeating it all week, and the attention she gave me made me uncomfortable.
“You deserve it,” Ronnie insisted. “Like I was just telling Ivy, we wouldn’t be having this festival if not for you.”
Surprise replaced my embarrassment in an instant as a second person emerged from behind a spinning display rack. She was shorter than I remembered, even though I knew I’d grown taller in middle school. Her dark brown eyes were almost onyx in the fading evening light, and her silky hair was the same midnight shade as her daughter’s. There was a time when I would have called her mom without a second thought, but too many things had changed since the last time we spoke. “Oh, hi, Mrs. Caldwell,” I said, the words awkward on my tongue.
Junie’s mom flashed a smile before pulling me into a hug. “Ivy’s fine, sweetheart,” she murmured as she gave me a quick squeeze. “And you must be Sterling,” she added, offering her hand for the cat to smell. He sniffed it once, daintily, before rubbing his face against her fingers. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“All good things, obviously,” Sterling said.
“Obviously,” Ivy agreed. “Ronnie’s right, you know,” she added, turning back to me. “Without you, they would’ve canceled this festival. Lots of people were afraid to hold it with a killer on the loose.”
I tried to brush off the praise. “I’m sure Dex and his officers would have figured it out.”
Ronnie lifted a shoulder. “Eventually. Maybe. But not before you.”
“Doesn’t surprise me,” Ivy said. “You always had such an inquisitive mind. You were a why kid. No answer was good enough. You always needed more information.” She chuckled, shaking her head. “Drove your mom crazy.”
My throat went dry at the unexpected mention of my mother. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise, though. Ivy and my mom were friends long before Junie and I were born. Part of the reason Junie and I were so close was because our moms were always hanging out together. 
Ivy shifted her weight and twisted her lips into a smile. “I heard you and Junie had a spa day last week.”
“Oh… Yeah.” I wouldn’t exactly describe our hour at Spa Enchantments that way, but I held up my fingernails as proof anyway.
“I’m so glad you girls are reconnecting,” Ivy murmured. “You and I both know she’s too stubborn to admit it, but she’s missed you.”
I opened my mouth, wanting to admit how much I’d missed Junie, too, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, I pressed my lips together and nodded.
Sterling shifted his weight. “This reunion is lovely and all, but we really must be going,” he said in his most cordial tone. “You see, when a dragon goes too long between meals, the results can be… shall we say disastrous?”
Ivy’s brow knit with confusion—though whether at Sterling’s vocabulary or his dire pronouncement, I couldn’t be sure. “Oh. Well, I suppose I’ll see you both around.”
I took the opportunity for an escape. Bidding Ronnie and Ivy farewell, I turned and rejoined the slow-moving river of bodies making their way from stall to stall. “It was good to see Ivy,” I said, squeezing between two groups moving in opposite directions. “Less weird than I expected.”
“Yes, she seems like a lovely woman,” Sterling said dismissively. “But I wasn’t joking about needing to eat.”
“I know, I know,” I muttered. “You never joke about food.”
Sterling turned his nose upward and gave a deep sniff. “I do hope there is something more enticing than the bread pouches we had yesterday.”
“Hey, I liked those sandwiches!”
“There’s no accounting for taste.”
I huffed, but I kept my opinions to myself. The Copper Cauldron was yesterday’s featured food provider. There were other stalls, but I had insisted on visiting the Cauldron’s tent. Sterling claimed his fish was dry, but that hadn’t stopped him from gobbling it up in a minute flat. As I forged a path toward the corner of the park reserved for food stalls, I wondered who the organizers had gotten for tonight’s featured provider. Sapphire Place did it from time to time, but I think their diner-style food was a hard sell for an event like this. Fabled Maple used to do these festivals a lot, and part of me hoped there were here tonight. I hadn’t had a chance to pop in there since I’d been back, and lately I’d been craving their pickle fries.
But my hopes for pickle fries fizzled when I spotted the banner over the featured provider’s tent. Of course it would be Talon and Wing tonight. I’d avoided another run-in with Greyson after our tense interaction when Dex and Junie were outside his restaurant. I’d become a master at choosing times to pick up Sterling’s lunch specials when I knew Greyson wouldn’t be around.
Would he be working at an event like this? Certainly the owner would have more important matters to tend to than a festival crowd. Then again, some of his employees were likely still recovering from their bout of pixie pox, so this might be an all-hands-on-deck situation.
I made my decision quickly, spinning on my heel to continue on the path that would lead us out of the park. Sterling would complain, but since I still wasn’t sure whether he could read, I might be able to convince him the Copper Cauldron was providing the food again tonight, and…
I bumped into someone with so much force that Sterling didn’t have time to dig his claws into my shoulder before plummeting to the ground.
“I’m so sorry!” I cried, holding a hand out toward the person I’d run into while scanning the pavement to make sure Sterling was okay.
“You should be!” the cat yowled at the same time a familiar voice said, “Don’t worry about it.”
I took my time scooping Sterling into my arms before turning toward the other speaker. A flush started at the base of my neck and worked its way up into my cheeks. “Greyson! Hi. Fancy meeting you here.”
A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “What are the odds?” he asked wryly before reaching a hand toward Sterling. “You all right there, buddy?”
Sterling sniffed his outstretched fingers before rubbing his face against them with a dramatic flair. “Greyson, is that you? I’m afraid it’s hard to differentiate between bipeds in my malnourished state.”
I sighed. “We’re literally on our way to eat now.”
Greyson lifted his chin toward the main tent. “You’re going the wrong way. Unless my favorite dragon finally developed a taste for something other than the Talon’s lunch specials.”
Sterling gasped. “Never!”
My cheeks burned. “It’s just the line is so long and Sterling needs to eat as soon as possible…”
Greyson’s lip quirked again. “Don’t worry. I know a guy.” He gestured for us to follow him with a jerk of his head.
My throat tightened. I should decline his offer. It wasn’t too late to take Sterling somewhere else. I could still get my pickle fries. But even as those thoughts filled my mind, my feet started treading a path after Greyson. Maybe this was his way of apologizing for being weird about me watching Dex and Junie. If we were both going to inhabit this island, it would be better to live in peace than in constant tension.
Greyson led us to the back side of the food tent and motioned for us to wait outside as he slipped in through a slit in the back. When he came back, he held two takeout containers. “It’s the salmon and the chicken,” he explained as I took them from him. “I know those are two of Sterling’s favorites, so…”
Sterling bleated out a needy meow and leapt from my shoulder. So much for making a quick exit to find a place to eat our food. I opened up the top container and set the salmon dish on the ground in front of the hangry cat.
“I heard about what you did,” Greyson said as I straightened.
My muscles coiled. Had he heard about me talking with Ivy? What could he possibly have against me talking with Junie’s mother? “It’s really not that big a deal,” I began.
“Not according to Dex.” Leaning forward, he added, “Between you and me, he said Zeta wasn’t even on their radar as a potential suspect.”
I blinked. That was indeed news to me. When Dex came to arrest Zeta, I assumed his surprise had more to do with me having identified the killer in a case I assured him I wasn’t investigating, but maybe I’d been too worried he’d be angry with me to discern the real source of his shock. “It was nothing,” I murmured.
Greyson held my gaze. “I disagree. And I bet Emilio’s sister would disagree, too. Dex said she was so thankful when she found out about the arrest that she wouldn’t stop squeezing his hand. He made Junie spell his pen to take notes for him because it hurts too much to write things out himself.”
I couldn’t suppress a chuckle. “Ugh. That pen enchantment was the only thing Dex was ever bad at. The one time he actually got it to work, the pen would only write in horizontal lines.”
He nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah. He’s lucky to have Junie.”
I sucked in a breath, bracing myself for the inevitable warning that always accompanied the mention of Dex’s wife.
But what Greyson said next was, “He’s lucky to have you, too.”
I blinked, sure I misheard him. “What?”
“I mean, the whole town’s lucky to have you. People can rest easy knowing another killer is off the streets.”
The compliment flushed my skin in a way completely different from the heat of embarrassment. I did my best to ignore it. It was just strange to hear something nice from Greyson. That was all. “Yeah. With the mystery solved, they didn’t have to cancel the festival.”
Greyson’s head tipped back as he laughed. “Can you imagine the absolute chaos that would have rained down if they canceled this festival?”
“Riots,” I said solemnly.
“For real,” he agreed. “I’d say they’d set cars on fire, but it’s not like that’s possible here.”
I shrugged. “They could set the carriages on fire.”
He snorted. “Literally the only thing that could make those things more dangerous.”
We both laughed, the sound loosening a knot of tension I hadn’t realized I’d been carrying. For the first time since my return to Moonglow Hollow, I felt like I was in the right place. I wasn’t the young kid or starry-eyed teen who longed to know what the nonvoyant world was like. Neither was I the failed witch trying to make it alone in a place that couldn’t be more different from the one she grew up in. But I also wasn’t the adult trying to force herself back into the life she thought she left behind. I wasn’t the same person I was when I left, and Moonglow Hollow wasn’t the same, either. And it was possible for my old home to become my new home.
After all, Greyson had done it. Why couldn’t I? He might even have some insights to offer me that no one else on the island would have. I didn’t know of anyone else who lived away from the magical community for years and then returned. “Hey,” I began, “maybe we could—”
“Are you going to eat that?” Sterling rose on his hind legs, placing his front paws on my knee for balance. The container on the ground was licked clean.
Greyson blinked and shook his head before bending down to grab the container. “I’ll take care of this. I should probably get in there to help.”
“Oh. Yeah. Of course.” I raised the remaining dish. “How much do I owe you?”
He waved away the question. “Saving the flower festival is worth at least two entrées.” The corner of his mouth lifted in a half smile. “I’ll see you later, Trixie. Sterling.” With a nod, he disappeared into the tent.
I stared at the space where he disappeared for a long moment. Then Sterling flexed his nails into my skin.
“So… Are you going to eat that?”
I scoffed and started toward an unoccupied picnic table. “Yes, I’m going to eat this. You just had your food.”
Sterling scurried after me. “If you think that was enough to satisfy me, you’re severely underestimating my—”
“Dragon metabolism,” I finished for him, slipping onto the bench seat and opening my container. “Believe it or not, bipeds need food, too. So let me eat my food in peace, and we can stop off for something more on the way.”
Sterling jumped beside me on the seat. “On the way where?”
“Different Spokes.” I picked up the chicken wrap, smiling. “I think it’s time for us to get a bike. We can’t keep relying on Cress to take us everywhere.”
“It’s about time,” he grumbled. “Your flesh-water leaves my fur with a salty taste, and I don’t like it.”
I almost spat out my bite of sandwich. “Flesh water?” I asked around the food. Chewing hastily, I swallowed. “Do you mean sweat?”
Sterling scoffed. “You bipeds and your inelegant words. Yes. Sweat.”
“You ever think I wouldn’t sweat so much if I didn’t have your furry self on me all the time?”
He didn’t dignify my question with a response. “I must insist that my basket be at the front of the new bike. I need the wind in my fur, not the wind off your backside.”
“I’ll give you the wind off my backside,” I muttered, taking another bite of my wrap.
If Sterling heard me, he ignored the comment. Instead, he began listing his other requirements for the bike, including some kind of never-ending snack bin to keep up with his dietary needs. I allowed him to list his demands without comment, even though I wasn’t entirely sure some things he wanted were even possible.
I already decided to move back to the island. Now it was time for me to build a life here. Greyson had done it, and so could I. For the first time since coming back, I knew being here was the right decision. Moonglow Hollow was home, and I would find my place here.
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