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To Diamond,

the sweetest girl

 

Previously in the Witch of Edgehill series … 


For the last several months, Amber Blackwood has done her best to balance her life as a witch with her non-magical life. In the past few months alone, Amber has had to cope with the death of her best friend Melanie Cole; the discovery that Neil Penhallow had killed her parents; and assisting in the search that finds Chloe Deidrick, the daughter of Edgehill’s mayor, safe and sound after being kidnapped. On the plus side, life is certainly more interesting now that both her close friend Kimberly Jones and Edgehill’s Chief of Police, Owen Brown, know her secret. But now Jack Terrence, Amber’s romantic interest, knows it, too. Her Aunt Gretchen had wiped Jack’s memory after he witnessed the violent use of magic and realized that he didn’t have the ability to protect Amber from the dangers in her world. But after his memories settled back into place, he knew his desire to be with her was his priority. Amber is nervous about letting yet another non-witch into her magical life, but she’s grateful to have Jack back by her side.


The happiness of being reunited with Jack is dampened by the fact that Mayor Deidrick has teamed up with Mayor Sable of Marbleglen, Edgehill’s neighboring rival town, in announcing that the Here and Meow Festival Committee will be working alongside the Floral Frenzy Flower Festival Committee on a joint parade to kick off festival season. To make matters worse, the committee is chaired this year by the always brash and rude Bianca Pace.


When Amber isn’t in festival meetings, her cousin Edgar is teaching her how to play Magic Cache—a geocaching game with a magical twist. Even though the game is most popular among witch children from a young age, it’s new to Amber. As part of her training, Edgar hides caches for her around town and sends her off to locate them on her own. One such assignment inadvertently leads Amber into Marbleglen. The object she finds is indeed a Magic Cache—but one that Edgar had not left for her. Instead, it’s been placed there by someone named Simon Ricinus … which means there’s a witch in Marbleglen.


Amber tracks Simon down. She finds the middle-aged witch to be kind and very willing to answer her questions. Simon knows a bit about Amber’s magical history, namely what a powerful witch her mother had been. In addition to being a witch, Simon—also an avid member of Marbleglen’s safety committee—is deeply concerned about the corrupt leadership of Marbleglen’s Mayor Sable and Chief of Police, Eric Jameson. While at Simon Ricinus’s house, Amber learns that Bianca Pace is his magic-free daughter.


When Chief Jameson is killed in his own home during a dinner party, Simon becomes the number one suspect. After Simon is arrested for the crime that he’s adamant he didn’t commit, Bianca begs Amber to help her find proof that her father is being framed. Over the course of her investigation, Amber discovers that the murder plot had been orchestrated by four people: Mayor Sable, the newly appointed Chief Daniels, land developer Randy Tillman, and crime lab owner Victoria Sullivan. With Amber’s help, the four are arrested, and Simon is cleared of the murder charge.


Meanwhile, as Amber progresses through her Magic Cache lessons, Edgar takes things up a notch to include the search for “dead zones,” spots of magical anomalies where magic simply doesn’t exist. Amber learns that dead zones are favorite cache places for hardcore players of the game. Edgar suggests that they find a dead zone to hide Amber’s parents’ grimoires in, and then layer the dead zone with additional spells to create the ultimate hiding place that not even the malevolent Penhallows can find.


With the help of her younger sister, Willow, and their Aunt Gretchen, they find a dead zone in a small town called Quill, a few hours away. They hide the grimoires there. On top of layering the trunk of grimoires with spells, they also add a boomerang spell, assuring them that if someone other than Amber or Willow tries to take the grimoires, the books will immediately be returned to the two Blackwood sisters. The problem with this is that once the boomerang spell is triggered, the cloaking spells on the books will drop, making the books easily trackable by way of their magical signatures.


Though the books are safe, Simon’s name has been cleared, and Jack wants to pursue a relationship with Amber, she can’t shake her worry that the threat the Penhallows pose is reaching a flash point. Her worry is intensified when Kieran Penhallow calls her from prison. After Amber had lifted his curse, he answered for his crimes, namely the murder of a maid from the Manx Hotel. Kieran tells her that not only has his curse been lifted, but his magic has returned, healed and as it should be. Amber has no idea what this means for herself, the Penhallows as a clan, or the world at large.




	



 

Chapter 1






Amber reveled in the sound of Jack Terrence’s rhythmic breathing. Her head was propped on the crook of his shoulder, and though there was a crick in her neck that would bother her all day, she didn’t dare stir. That, and Alley was draped across them both, her head on Amber’s side and her body sprawled across Jack’s stomach.


As comforting as Jack’s presence was, as the last dregs of sleep faded, the events from the day before crept back in. Namely, Kieran Penhallow calling her from his prison cell.


“Something is different now. Before, it almost felt like a rash or like an itch I couldn’t scratch, no matter what I did. And even when I did manage to scratch it, it only itched more,” he had said. “What I had before … was a sickness. It was like a poison that slowly kills its host. I think you cut away the parts that were infected. What’s in its place now feels … clean. Healed.”


Healed! She had no idea what this meant.


“You didn’t take it away, Amber. You gave it back.”


She had worried she wouldn’t be able to sleep last night, but Jack had shown up unannounced with enough Chinese food for an army, not just four people, and they had all sat around Amber’s dining table—herself, younger sister Willow, Aunt Gretchen, and Jack—and had talked about perfectly normal things. They talked about Willow’s job as a graphic designer, about Aunt G’s garden club, about Jack’s plans to expand his business, and about the upcoming Here and Meow Festival. They didn’t talk about magic, cursed witches, or Amber’s ever-evolving powers.


Amber and Jack had curled up on the couch to try to stay awake long enough to get through the next episode of Vamp World. As usual, she awoke once her tiny studio apartment had flooded with early morning sunlight. She woke, feeling grounded, next to Jack. Hearing the soft snores of Aunt G and Willow in the bed on the other side of the apartment had rooted her further. 


It was when she was alone that the nightmares pulled her from sleep.


Someone behind her cleared their throat. She rolled over just a fraction and found her sister peering down at her, a wide smile on her face. Willow stood so close to the couch, her knees nearly touched Amber’s back. “You two are so cuuute!” she mouthed.


Amber’s cheeks flamed. She delicately swatted Willow away. It was enough to wake Alley, who in turn woke Jack.


He seemed disoriented at first, then smiled sleepily at her. “Hey.”


“Hey,” Amber said.


“Hey,” Willow drawled.


Jack flinched back, realizing then how close Willow hovered over them.


“Are you staying for breakfast, Jack?” Aunt G called out, then padded for the kitchen. “Growing boys need to eat.”


Willow turned toward their aunt. “What a weird thing to say, Aunt G! He’s in his thirties. He’s not a boy.” She peered down at Amber and Jack again. “You are in your thirties, right? You have one of those very appealing faces that makes you look like you could be anywhere from twenty to forty. You haven’t turned my sister into a cougar, have you?”


“Oh my God,” Amber muttered, burying her face in Jack’s shoulder. Her forehead bounced as he laughed.


“I’m thirty-five,” he said to Willow. Then, louder, he said, “No thanks on the breakfast, Gretchen. I have to get to Purrcolate soon to help Larry open.”


Aunt G appeared suddenly at the head of the couch. “Did you want coffee before you go? I suppose you don’t want our boring old coffee when you own a coffee shop. But Willow and I could go downstairs to start a pot on the little hot plate and kill some time if you two need some alone time to … hmm … what do the kids call it these days?” She glanced over at Willow, who still hovered at Amber’s back. “Tonsil hockey?”


Willow snorted. Jack cracked up. Amber wished she had an invisibility spell in her repertoire.


“Oh my God,” Amber muttered again. “Get out of here! Both of you!”


Aunt G and Willow, still laughing, headed for the stairs. Amber sat up once she heard the Employee Only door close, signaling that her horrible aunt and sister had shut themselves in the shop below. Jack sat up, too, using the armrest to prop himself up.


“I’m sorry about them …” she started, but he cut her off by brushing a wayward lock of hair—a matted clump, really—out of her face.


“They give you a hard time because they love you,” he said. “But, for the record, I’m totally okay with some tonsil hockey before I have to get to work.”


She laughed. He cut it off with a kiss.


They broke apart after a minute, but Jack kept a hand pressed to the back of her neck. He rested his forehead against hers. “I really do have to get going, though.”


“Boo,” she grumbled.


He kissed her forehead. “I agree.”


While he used the bathroom and collected his things, Amber fed Tom and Alley. As they munched happily on their breakfast, Amber walked Jack down the steps, across the shop, and to the front door of The Quirky Whisker.


Aunt G and Willow offered wolf whistles when Jack kissed Amber goodbye.


“Have a good day, ladies,” he called, then headed out the door.


Amber whirled on her family, hands on hips. “You’re both awful.”


“I’m glad to see you happy, little mouse,” Aunt G said.


Amber flushed. “Thanks.”


With that, she hurried back upstairs to change and get ready for the day. She couldn’t wipe the smile off her face.



  



A few hours after opening, Henrietta Bishop walked in. The shop was bustling with customers as usual during the week before the Here and Meow Festival. After helping a little girl decide that she would like the raccoon animated toy instead of the badger, Amber met Henrietta near the counter that ran along the right side of the shop.


Henrietta was a forty-year-old divorcee who had moved to Edgehill, Oregon, several years ago because she wanted to fully embrace the “Crazy Cat Lady” lifestyle. She was a lithe redhead with a mass of curls that hung to her mid-back. The curls never were truly contained, no matter what she did. Amber was always reminded of the young girl from Brave when she saw her.


Over the years, Amber had gotten to know Henrietta a little better. Recently, she’d joined the Here and Meow Committee in Marbleglen as a volunteer with the parade floats, and she had joined Amber and her friends during the recent town hall meetings. But Amber had been seeing the woman weekly for over a year, namely because Henrietta was addicted to Amber’s signature “sleepy tea” blend. It was a creation Amber made in-house, with a bit of sleep tincture mixed in. Though Amber was abysmal with tinctures, her sleepy tincture was the only one that hadn’t ever let her down.


Henrietta swore by it. “I really wish you’d tell me what you put in this stuff,” she often said. “It works like magic!”


Over the last month, Henrietta had been coming in on an almost daily basis to purchase more tea, and the quantity had gone up, too. Two boxes here, five there. When the purchases of the sleepy tea increased tenfold over a short window of time, and Henrietta’s bright green eyes were droopy more often than not, Amber found herself wishing she were better at being a nosier person. She loved gossip just as much as the next Edgehill resident, but as the former reclusive weirdo in town, Amber understood keeping secrets close to the vest.


Henrietta hadn’t talked much about her divorce; all Amber knew was that it had been contentious. That had been Henrietta’s word, not Amber’s. Even the gentlest of pressure to ask more probing questions on the topic often made Henrietta close up like a flower deprived of sunlight, so Amber had stopped asking.


Yet, when Amber met Henrietta at the counter that morning, Amber blurted, “Hen, are you okay?”


Even the woman’s signature, vibrant curls looked dejected. The bags under her eyes were more pronounced than they had been a week ago. She wore black leggings, a black tank top, and a slightly ratty oversized green sweater. It reminded Amber of the last day she’d seen Melanie, who had come into her shop looking uncharacteristically like a hot mess.


Henrietta had always given the impression that her divorce settlement had been as good for her financially as it had been bad for her emotionally. She hadn’t been the type to flaunt her wealth, but Amber was fairly certain the woman hadn’t been employed the entire time she’d been in Edgehill, and yet her attire had always been immaculate. 


“I’m hanging in there, I guess,” Henrietta said. “Actually, I wanted to ask if you were hiring?”


Amber’s brows shot toward her hairline. “I’m not at the moment. Sorry, Hen. I just hired Ben Lydon. I could possibly offer you a seasonal position, but I can’t guarantee how long it’ll last.”


Henrietta sighed, waving away Amber’s apology. “Oh, that’s okay. What I need to do is dust off my résumé. It’s been a while,” she said. “Anyway, I’d like three boxes of the sleepy tea again. The stress I’m under right now can only be combated with that tea of yours.”


Amber plastered on a strained smile. She excused herself to grab Henrietta’s order. She had set it aside for her that morning, anticipating the woman’s arrival. After grabbing the boxes for her from one of the cubbies at the base of the apothecary wall behind the counter where Daisy Bowen was ringing up customers, Amber handed the tea over.


Henrietta clutched the boxes to her chest. “Thanks.” She started to turn away, as if heading for the checkout line, but then turned back. “Say, I purchased some sleepy tea from the drugstore the other day and that one wasn’t nearly as effective as yours. Do you think it’s the valerian root in yours that does the trick?”


No, it’s the sleep tincture, Amber wanted to say. “You know I don’t share my secrets,” she said playfully instead, “but yes, the valerian root is essential.”


Henrietta nodded, but the usual banter they shared was missing today. “I really appreciate you, Amber. You know that, right?”


Head cocked, Amber said, “Sure, Hen, I know that.”


Tapping one of the boxes she held, Henrietta offered a small smile, then walked away to get in line. Amber knew her good friend Kimberly Jones would be able to tease out Henrietta’s secrets in a matter of seconds. Betty Harris across the street in Purrfectly Scrumptious would look at Henrietta with her kind brown eyes, cluck her tongue and say something like, “What’s got you so down, sugar?” and Henrietta would likely blab all her worries.


Amber, however, merely stood by and stared at Henrietta, frowning. Before she could get up the nerve to ask Henrietta if she needed anything else, another customer came through the door.


Lily Bowen was tending to a couple of customers at the back of the shop, and the other patrons currently seemed to have their browsing under control, which left Amber to attend to the newcomers. She had just rounded one of the freestanding pyramid-shaped bookshelves when she came up short.


Just inside the door stood Connor Declan and Molly Hargrove. Connor worked at The Edgehill Gazette, while Molly worked at The Marbleglen Herald. Despite being from rival towns, and the fact that Molly was known far and wide for being a snake, Connor and Molly had been working together on stories a lot lately. It still wasn’t clear if their continued partnership was strictly professional or if it had spilled over into something else.


“What is he doing here?”


Amber flinched. Willow had materialized beside her. Willow and Connor had been close friends in high school, but their friendship had never progressed into anything more. They both clearly still held a torch for each other, but as adults, they still danced around the “what if” of it all.


In another circumstance, Amber might have lovingly shoved Willow in Connor’s direction—especially after the teasing Willow had participated in this morning with Jack—but Molly’s presence added a new wrinkle.


And by wrinkle, Amber meant napalm thrown on an open flame.


Connor and Molly had moved to the animated toy section on the left-hand side of the shop. Connor held a horse in front of his face, scrutinizing it from every angle. He was speaking to Molly, but she only had murderous eyes for Willow.


Molly Hargrove was five foot nothing, had hair so light blonde it was almost white, and could hold a grown man captive with just her intense focus.


Willow crossed her arms. “That’s Molly, right?”


Amber forgot that the two hadn’t formally met in person yet. “Yep.”


“Let’s go say hi,” Willow said, and marched toward the couple, but her tone said, “Let’s kick Molly in her shins.”


Amber scurried after her sister, if only so she could stop a fistfight from breaking out in her shop. “Hi, you two!” she awkwardly called out just before Willow reached them.


Connor glanced up from his examination of the toy horse and visibly swallowed as he realized Willow and Molly were sizing each other up. “Hey, uh … Amber. Hi. Willow. Hello.”


Smooth, Declan.


“Is there something in particular you two were looking for?” Amber asked.


Molly’s piercing blue eyes swiveled to Amber. “I realized today that I hadn’t been in your shop in a while. Con and I were just about to grab lunch down the street and I thought we should pop in to have a look around. The Quirky Whisker is an Edgehill institution, after all.”


Amber’s brow creased.


“Right, uh …” Connor put the horse back on the shelf. “I’m also looking for a gift for my mom. She really likes tea. I was wondering if you had any recommendations?”


Willow piped up. “I’d be happy to help you find something for her. Follow me.”


Connor smiled weakly at Molly and then followed Willow, leaving Amber alone with the snake.


“And what about you?” Amber asked when Molly just stood there glaring after the retreating pair.


Molly snapped out of it and scanned the shelves around her. “Did you inherit this place from your parents?”


“Uh … no,” Amber said. “A woman named Janice Salle owned it before I did and she left the place to me in her will.”


Molly’s nearly white brows arched. “You must have been very persuasive to convince her to leave it to you.”


Amber pursed her lips. She’d only just met Molly recently, when Amber had gotten pulled into a murder investigation in Marbleglen last month. She hadn’t come to like Molly over that time, per se, but she’d respected the woman’s tenacity for finding out the truth. That tenacity was just … a lot when it was aimed directly at you. “I didn’t persuade her to do anything; I was just as shocked as anyone when I found out she’d left me the store.”


“Did you choose to work here because Janice didn’t have any living relatives?” Molly asked, running a finger along one of the pyramid-shaped bookshelves. “Like how young busty women ‘fall in love’ and marry old rich men with one foot in the grave? Grandpa drops dead and then Candy gets a mansion?”


Amber gaped at her.


A man nearby coughed in an effort to cover up a laugh and quickly walked away.


What on earth did Connor see in her? Amber had to assume Molly had a nice side. Amber had yet to see it.


Amber crossed her arms, taking on a stance that she had no doubt mirrored Willow’s from earlier. “Is there a destination for this very rude line of questioning?”


Molly shrugged. “Just making conversation. I’m sure your parents would be proud of all you’ve accomplished over the years.” She picked up the horse Connor had been eyeing earlier. “The way you’ve honed your skills in such a unique way, you know?”


Connor, sans Willow, reappeared then. He held up a bag with The Quirky Whisker logo on the front. The bespectacled top-hat-wearing cat winked at Amber. “Got a really good selection.”


Molly put the toy back. “Nice talking to you, Amber.”


Connor led the way out the door. Willow joined Amber a few seconds later, and they watched as the pair walked past the front windows of the shop. They were headed in the opposite direction of the restaurants on Russian Blue Avenue, as well as the parking lot. Molly was speaking a mile a minute while Connor listened intently. Neither one glanced back.


“What was that about?” Willow asked once they were out of view.


“I have no clue.”



 


Chapter 2

  
  



There were only six full days left until the Here and Meow, and even though Amber had participated in this annual festival many times over, it always managed to sneak up on her. One day her feline-obsessed town had only a few tourists wandering its streets, and the next, shops, parks, and hotels were bustling with people who had flocked to the town to participate in the three days of festivities.


As usual during the week before the Here and Meow, Amber was fast at work increasing her inventory of animated toys. The three days of the festival marked her largest sales days of the year. New customers discovered her unique creations at her booth in the fairgrounds, but longtime fans of her toys often dropped by—or placed advanced orders—for one of her new or festival-exclusive models.


This year, the exclusive offering had been inspired by the rustic spring aesthetic of the Hair Ball gala two months ago. Amber planned to craft hundreds of little plastic flower garlands to adorn the heads and necks of the animated cat toys. There would also be a limited number of cats with pastel-colored “fur.” The lavender-colored cats were an early favorite; she had yet to find a seafoam green paint that didn’t make the poor cat look as if it were suffering from a bout of seasickness.


Seated now around the dining room table in her apartment, Amber, Willow, and Aunt Gretchen were all working on various stages of the cat-making process. Aunt Gretchen used a fine-grain sandpaper to smooth the rough edges of a daunting pile of curved plastic cat tails. Willow, with her tongue caught between her teeth, painstakingly assembled the tiny wreaths of flowers.


And Amber, her grimoire open on the table, enchanted plastic disc after plastic disc with a “sit” spell. The discs were no larger than a dime. They looked like the tiddlywinks she and Willow played with as children. The plastic discs were the heart of Amber’s toy operation. It had taken her years to find a way to create moving toys for the children of Edgehill without anyone discovering they were powered by magic instead of wires and electricity.


Once the small discs were enchanted, the disc would be attached to the wall of the animal’s body cavity. The cat’s various parts would then be fused together, creating a seamless toy that shielded the inner workings of the toys—or lack thereof—from the prying eyes of parents suspicious about how the toys played with their children for hours on end without the need to replace the batteries.


The stack of tiny discs to Amber’s left—the unspelled batch—was a few inches tall. The one to her right had at least fifty in it. Her mouth was dry from uttering the “sit” spell so often.


Though the Blackwood women had magic at their disposal, the three witches were limited in how much magic they could use on the toys. Willow was gifted in glamour spells, which altered the appearance of an object. Or, in some instances, altered a viewer’s perceived image of a thing. She could easily utter a spell to have an assembled, unpainted cat turn any color she wished. The very daunting pile of tiny wreath parts lying on the table in front of her could all be fully assembled and awash in a riot of color with the right series of incantations.


But spells faded eventually, and glamours were often the first to go. Some Edgehill parents were already a little wary of the curious toys that came out of The Quirky Whisker. If the toys suddenly were leached of all their color and their accessories fell to literal pieces in the middle of a play session, Amber would have a hard time explaining that away.


After adding a spell to yet another disc, Amber sat back in her chair and stretched. She excused herself from the table and grabbed a bottle of water from the kitchen, then drank it as she stared out the largest window in her tiny studio apartment. The window overlooked Russian Blue Avenue, and she admired the soft early morning colors of the sunrise. Ever since Amber’s altercation with a cursed Penhallow witch a few months back, her ability to sleep through the night had become hit-or-miss. Though it was getting better, some days were harder than others, today being one of them.


Jack hadn’t stayed the previous night, so his steady presence hadn’t kept the nightmares at bay. She knew she couldn’t use Jack as a crutch forever; she’d have to find a way to calm her restless worries on her own.


Until then, there would be lots of insomnia combated with caffeine.


The bonus to so many sleepless nights was that she could work on her toy inventory. And with her family here, they would help make sure it all got done in time. Daisy and Lily Bowen were scheduled to man the shop for the morning, which would help, too. When the ladies’ shift ended at noon, Amber would take over to run the shop with Ben—the same Ben who had been awarded the prestigious title of “best designer” in the Best of Edgehill competition at the Hair Ball. He had been selected to design all the swag for this year’s Here and Meow, as well as the commemorative pin that attendees could win if they completed a scavenger hunt by the end of the weekend.


Ben had finished his designs weeks ago, and now was waiting anxiously for the swag and pins to arrive so he could see what his art looked like once commercialized. According to Kimberly Jones, the Here and Meow’s festival director, a sample box of swag had shown up at her door yesterday. Kim had called Amber late last night to do an over-the-phone unboxing. Amber had tried to explain that a video unboxing would have made more sense, but Kim had been so excited, Amber couldn’t get a word in edgewise around all Kim’s exclamations of “Shut the front door; this is amazing!” and “Oh holy smokes, this Ben kid is a genius!” and just flat-out squealing.


Kim had proven during the preparation for the Hair Ball, she could become … unglued … once faced with stress and pressure. So if she wanted to call to flail about things Amber couldn’t even see, Amber wasn’t going to rain on her parade. An excited Kim was better than Kim the Galazilla any day.


Amber wrinkled her nose at the thought of parades. Today being Saturday, she would have to head over to the float barn later this afternoon in the mostly odious town of Marbleglen to help with the finishing touches on the floats. The floats were the stars of the Edgehill-Marbleglen parade that would be the kickoff to both towns’ festivals in a week.


So much to do. So little time to do it. 


With a sigh, she got back to work.



  



After Aunt Gretchen made sandwiches for Amber and Willow, they had a pleasant lunch together where they only teased Amber about Jack once each. Then Amber hurried downstairs to prep the shop for the afternoon rush.


The Bowen sisters had mostly cleaned up before they’d hurried off to their own lunch, but a small section filled with non-animated toys in the back of the shop was in disarray. Amber was in the middle of straightening up when someone knocked on the front door.


Amber stood and eyed Russian Blue Avenue beyond the glass wall of windows, the street clogged with wandering tourists. Across the street, a long line snaked out the front door of Purrfectly Scrumptious, the bakery run by Betty and Bobby Harris, and continued down the street beyond what Amber could see from her current vantage point. A small cluster of kids were crouched on the sidewalk across the street. Even though Amber couldn’t see her, she knew the children were fussing over Savannah, the shop cat who belonged to the Harrises.


Savannah was a gorgeous white and gray Maine coon who was just as much of a fixture of Purrfectly Scrumptious as Betty’s legendary cupcakes.


The bakery had won Best of Edgehill in the treat category during the Hair Ball, and as a result, business at the bakery had skyrocketed nearly overnight. Betty was in her sixties and had been apprehensive about even entering the competition, concerned that she was somehow too old for her business to be taken to the next level. Amber couldn’t have been happier for the Harrises’ well-deserved success.


And, given the two women in Purrfectly Scrumptious aprons who were armed with clipboards and were taking down orders from people in line, it looked like the Harrises had finally hired help, too.


The knock sounded again. Amber found Kimberly Jones at the front door with a large tote bag hung from her shoulder. Smiling, Amber quickly unlocked and pulled open the door, the bell above it tinkling.


“Are you open yet?” someone from outside called.


“About fifteen more minutes,” Amber said as Kim rushed in.


Once the door was locked again, Kim, who had practically flung herself backward over the counter, said, “Oh my God, Amber, they’re like vultures!”


Amber stifled a laugh.


“They practically clawed at me while I stood at your door!” Kim said. “Wait. No. They’re not vultures. They’re worse than that. They’re zombies with a hankering for human flesh!”


Amber snorted.


“Anyway!” Kim said, heaving out a long, loud breath. She plopped the tote bag on the counter. “I have goodies!”


Amber rounded the counter so she stood on the register side, with Kim on the other, and watched as Kim pulled out window decal stickers, lanyard strings, a stack of bingo cards, and a small handful of pins.


“Oh wow,” Amber said, picking up the pin. “These turned out great!”


“Right?” Kim said.


The pin was about an inch square and shaped like a cat’s face. But instead of mere lines and shapes, the face had been constructed with the names of each Best of Edgehill business and owner. The window decals for the winning businesses were standard postcard size and had twelve hand-drawn buildings running along the length. The detail in each storefront was remarkable, especially in such a small space. Amber had always envied an artist’s ability to take something from the world around them and recreate it based on their own unique vision. “Here and Meow Festival” was written on the right side, the words hovering in the sky above the buildings, and a bright yellow starburst, like a sun, hung in the sky on the right, with a “Best of Edgehill Business!” stamped in the middle.


And to top it all off, on sidewalks, in windows, and on roofs were cats. Lounging, sleeping, playing. Ben’s designs were so quintessentially Edgehill that Amber had to fight the urge to hug the decal to her chest. She was a little jealous of all the businesses which got to affix one to their shop front windows.


“Are these the final product?” Amber asked.


“Yep. Finally. There have been roughly nine billion printer malfunctions on their end. I can’t believe how close they cut it. We can make minor requests for changes, mostly because they’re relatively local, but if we do want changes, we have to let them know by tonight, especially since they’re closed on Sunday. And I’ll have to pick up the new materials in person. With less than a week left before the big day,” Kim said, then furiously rubbed at her forehead. “It’s fine. I’m sure everything is fine. Is Ben going to be here soon?”


The bell above the shop door chimed as Ben let himself in.


“Speak of the devil,” Amber said.


Ben had just pulled an earbud out, his brow creased. A question was clearly on the way out of his mouth but then he saw what was on the counter in front of Kim. Voice shaky, he said, “Is that … are those …”


“Sure is! Come look!” Kim said.


As the two gushed over the swag, Amber headed for the front door to flip the sign to “open,” giving the ravenous zombies the go-ahead to come inside. As Amber pulled open the door, she smiled at the woman she’d spoken to earlier. A line of tourists poured in after her, the shop’s wooden floors creaking underfoot.


Amber had just let the door go, making her way toward a man who attempted to get something off a high shelf, when the door flew open behind her with such force, the bell above it was nearly knocked loose. A woman stood in the doorway, chest heaving. She held fast to the hand of a weeping little boy.


“What kind of racket are you running here, Amber Blackwood?”


Amber blinked at her. She recognized her as a resident of Edgehill, though Amber didn’t know her personally. Despite the fact that this was a small town, Amber had kept herself relatively isolated here until recently. Amber was almost positive her name started with an S.


“I’m sorry, Sarah, but—”


“My name is Sally!” Sally snapped, then stomped a foot for good measure. Her crying son wept harder.


Right. That was her name. Sally Long.


Everyone in the shop had stilled. Even Kim and Ben had been shocked out of their gushing over the newly arrived festival goodies.


The only sound came from the soft whimpering of the little boy whose arm was hoisted in the air by his mother. Amber wondered if the weeping was due to how tightly the woman held him.


Quickly glancing around, her face hot, Amber took a step forward. “I’m sorry, but what seems to be the problem?” she asked, keeping her voice low.


“The problem?” Sally let the boy go so she could root around in her large brown leather purse and produce a mangled toy bear. She thrust it at Amber.


Startled, Amber instinctively grabbed hold of it. The whole front half of the toy bear was a blackened, melted mess, as if someone had taken an open flame to it. The back half looked perfectly intact, which somehow made the destruction done to the bear’s face even more upsetting. Amber turned it so she could see into the gaping hole where the bear’s hollow stomach had once been. From what she could tell, all the magic-fueled discs inside the bear had melted along with its face.


Had the spells malfunctioned?


Amber’s chest constricted at the thought that this little boy’s tears might be her fault.


She dropped to her knees in front of him. It took a second, but then she remembered his name. Noah. He had short black hair, brown watery eyes, and a little trail of snot running out of his nose. He had been rubbing the back of his pudgy hand against one eye, then jumped slightly when he realized Amber was in front of him. He stopped whimpering and gave a little sniffle.


“Are you okay, Noah?” she asked, searching those sad eyes. “Did the bear hurt you?”


He sniffed again, then he straightened, resolve sobering him up. Amber got the impression he was pleased to be asked his side of the story. “I was just playing with him in my room, Miss Amber. I wasn’t doing anything bad … just playing chase like we always do. He was running after me and then … boom!”


Amber flinched.


“Can you fix him, Miss Amber?” he asked, a bit urgently. “Did I do something to break him? I love Toast a lot.”


Amber fought a laugh, despite the tension in the room. When children got a new toy, part of the activation process was assigning the toy a name. The act of naming it allowed Amber to tailor the spells so they worked best for the child in question. It added longevity to the spells, too. She remembered how enthusiastically Noah had shouted “Toast!” when she asked him to name something brown.


“I like Toast better than all my other toys. I even like him better than that smelly dog that lives across the street. I just want Toast back.” Noah’s tears started up again.


“I demand a full refund,” Sally said from somewhere behind Amber. Amber ignored her.


She was mildly relieved that the boy was upset because he’d lost his friend, and not because the explosion had wounded or traumatized him. She shivered at the thought of all the possible things that could have gone wrong. A glitchy spell in the hands of a child had always been her biggest fear—which was why she checked and triple-checked that everything was in order before any of her creations graced a shelf.


Had the stress of the last few months made her careless? Her stomach ached.


“Did you hear me?” Sally asked, followed by the stomp of a foot. “A. Full. Refund.”


“Yes, of course,” Amber said without looking at her. Addressing Noah, Amber said, “I’ll work on Toast and get him back into tip-top shape. I promise.”


The boy smiled for the first time since his mother had dragged him in here.


“Absolutely not!” Sally said, reaching around Amber to grab hold of the boy, his arm once again hoisted in the air.


Amber quickly got to her feet.


Sally got nose to nose with her. “Your toys are dangerous, Amber.” Giving the boy’s arm an absentminded shake, she said, “Look at him. You get him to fall in love with these weird toys of yours—he won’t play with anything else—and then it almost kills him!”


Amber flinched once more.


“You should be ashamed,” Sally hissed. “We’re never buying another toy from you. I’ve always known something about this place, about you, was … strange. Off. Not right. Now I have proof. I should have listened to my gut. You better believe every parent I know will hear about this.”


Noah wailed. “But I want Toast!”


“Don’t buy toys from here!” Sally called out, doing her best to make eye contact with every shocked onlooker. “They aren’t safe for your children!”


“Listen, Sally,” Amber said, hoping that if she lowered her own voice, it would make the woman lower hers, too. “I’m sure there was just a—”


“I don’t want to hear it!” Sally said, taking a step back. “You’ll be hearing from my lawyer. I’m leaving.” She yanked her son toward the door, then whirled to address the other patrons again. “I suggest you all leave, too.”


Then she was out the door, pulling her son after her. Noah looked back forlornly over his shoulder, stumbling over his own little feet because he only had eyes for the shop where he’d abandoned his friend Toast. Amber still held the mangled bear.


The tension in the shop was nearly tangible. When she turned away from the retreating boy and his mother, she spotted Willow and Aunt G standing in the doorway of the Employee Only door. Kim and Ben still stood wide-eyed on the right side of the shop. Movement to her left caught her eye just as a pair of women delicately put down the toys they’d been holding. They gave Amber a wide berth and hurried out of the shop with their eyes downcast.


The bell above the door sounded more like a gong.


Amber felt sick.


Slowly, the shoppers resumed perusing, but they did so while casting worried looks over at Amber every few seconds.


In high-stress situations, Kim either went totally mute or talked non-stop. Her being quiet through all of this somehow only added to the tension.


Amber had only made it halfway across the shop—intending to duck behind the counter and never come out—when the bell above the door chimed again. She half expected Sally to have returned with her lawyer already.


Instead, Chief Brown stood there.


The look on his face made her stomach drop. He was in full-on cop mode.


“Hello, uhh … Miss Blackwood,” the chief said a little awkwardly. “We have a bit of a situation and I think it would be best if you come down to the station.”


Kim, still silent, detached herself from the counter to stand beside Amber. A silent guard.


“Is this because of Sally and the exploding toy bear, because—”


“What? Exploding … what? No,” he said, shaking his head. His gaze briefly drifted to the ruined plastic bear she clutched to her chest. “Like I said, it’s a … situation.”


Amber figured the situation was magic-related, as he was one of the few people in town who knew she was a witch, but she was still so rattled from her run-in with Sally Long that she wasn’t thinking clearly. “What kind of situation?”


He pursed his lips, then gave a quick scan of the patrons—as well as Willow and Aunt G who presumably still stood at the back of the shop—before taking a step toward her. “It would be best that we get your statement now before this gets out of hand.”


Her nerves were frayed. “Before what gets out of hand?”


Letting out a huff of resignation, he said, “It’s about Henrietta Bishop.”


The image of the forty-something divorcée popped into Amber’s head, with her wild mop of red hair. She’d been in the shop only yesterday. Amber was almost too scared to ask. “What about her?”


He quickly scanned the shop again, then cast a furtive glance at Kim who stood with her arm flush with Amber’s. Amber had to assume the brunette’s eyes were as wide as dinner plates. “As of this morning,” the chief said, “she’s in a coma.”


Kim gasped. “Shut the front door!”


 


Chapter 3

  
  



Amber stared slack-jawed at the chief. “What?”


He bent so low, his mouth was practically on her ear. He urgently whispered, “Like I said, it’s a sensitive matter and I need you to come down to the station.”


Huffing out a breath after he took a step back, she nodded. “Fine.”


Without another word, he went out the door, knowing, apparently, that she’d follow him.


Amber turned to Kim, whose eyes were still wide, and said, “I promise I’ll tell you everything when I get back.”


“What if—”


“No, you can’t come with me.”


“I could—”


“He’s not going to let you in on this conversation, Kim,” Amber said.


“Maybe I could—”


“Who knows how long this will take,” Amber said. “You have to get back to work. I’ll call you. I promise.”


Kim groaned. “The second you get out—”


“First person I call,” Amber said.


Begrudgingly, Kim nodded.


Shifting her attention to Willow and Aunt G, Amber said, “You’ll be the second call.”


“I’ve only been back in Edgehill for a few days and you’re already getting arrested, little mouse?” Aunt G asked. “It usually takes at least two weeks.”


A patron somewhere to Amber’s left let out a little gasp. The rumor mill was going to have a field day with this one.


Amber managed a chuckle, which helped loosen the knot of anxiety in her chest. She quickly grabbed her purse from behind the counter, feeling the eyes of the still-remaining customers on her the whole way, and then hurried out the front door after calling out an awkward goodbye.


The chief waited in his cruiser directly outside The Quirky Whisker. She wasn’t sure if she was still allowed to ride shotgun. She eyed the back seat, which had a hatched partition that protected the officer from any delinquents being escorted to the station. She remembered the day the chief had found her snooping around the coroner’s office in the days after Melanie’s death, and had made Amber ride in the back like a criminal.


He seemed to sense her hesitation and reached across the passenger seat to open the door for her. “C’mon, Amber. No need to be dramatic.”


Her nostrils flared in annoyance and she climbed into the car. “I think I have every right to be dramatic. Am I under arrest?” She closed the door a little harder than necessary.


“Do you see any handcuffs?” he asked.


She honestly wasn’t sure if that was rhetorical or not, so she didn’t reply. What had happened to Henrietta?


The chief pulled out onto Russian Blue. It wasn’t until The Quirky Whisker was out of sight in the rear-view that he said anything. “This is all preemptive. I got a call from Thea Bishop, Henrietta’s sister, early this morning. According to her, last night Henrietta called Thea in a mild panic, saying she didn’t feel right and that her deteriorating condition was scaring her. She told Thea about doubling up on your ‘sleepy tea.’ Apparently half a cup is enough to get her to sleep, but she told Thea that the tea wasn’t as effective lately. She had finished her second cup just before she started to feel really off, called her sister, and then collapsed while she was on the phone.”


“Oh my God,” Amber breathed.


“Thea is the one who called an ambulance. Henrietta had been breathing but unresponsive when she reached the hospital. By late this morning, she was in a coma.” He paused a bit too long, and Amber’s stomach tightened again. “Thea said she was going to get on the first available flight here from Ohio.”


While all of this sounded terrible on its own, Amber was twice as horrified because this was all so similar to what had happened to her close friend, Melanie Cole, just months before. Something from Amber’s shop had, initially, been treated as the reason for Melanie’s death. While it was later proven that nothing toxic was in the vial of headache tonic Melanie had supposedly ingested just before she died, Amber had still been under scrutiny simply because of the reputation of her “weird” products.


In the end, it had been discovered that ethylene glycol had been added to Melanie’s tea, slowly making her sick.


Was this all a coincidence?


“Oh, and I should add that Thea is both furious … and a lawyer.”


It took Amber a moment to process this. “So … Thea thinks that my tea poisoned Henrietta?”


“Yes,” the chief said simply. “Thea went online to look up the ingredients in your tea, as Henrietta has a few known allergies, but Thea couldn’t find your store listed anywhere. She wants to be in Edgehill to care for her sister, but she also made it very clear she wants to talk to you in person to learn what’s in your products.”


Amber stared out the window, not really seeing anything.


After a minute of silence, he asked, “Did you say something earlier about a toy bear?”


Amber had almost forgotten. She told him about the altercation she’d had with Sally Long just minutes before the chief had arrived.


“Is this just really bad timing or is there something … else going on here?” the chief asked when she was done. “Have you ever had problems like this before?”


“Never,” she said. “I mean, I’ve had toys malfunction on me countless times, but I work all those kinks out a million times over before I put a toy on the market. A toy exploding while a child is playing with it, or one of my tinctures making someone sick …” She shook her head, her stomach queasy again. “Those are pretty much my worst nightmares. It’s why I’ve never wanted to expand the toy-making operation. I need it to be small and contained so I can make sure that everything that leaves my shop is safe. Too much could go wrong if production is scaled up. Too many corners would be cut for the sake of time, money, or both.”


The chief pulled into one of the diagonally aligned parking spots in front of the station. Neither made a move to get out.


“I’m not one to jump to conclusions,” he said, “but we likely need to consider the possibility that a Penhallow is behind both instances.”


Amber had thought the same thing but hadn’t wanted to voice it out loud.


“What would a Penhallow have to gain from undermining your business?” he asked.


“To keep me off-kilter,” she said. “To find ways to introduce even more variables into my life to increase their chances of being able to trick me into telling them where I hid my parents’ grimoires.”


Last month, Amber, Willow, and Aunt G had driven several hours away to the small, remote town of Quill where a dead zone was located. From Amber’s brief foray into Magic Cache with her cousin Edgar, she had learned that there were unexplainable spots of varying sizes scattered across the earth where magic simply didn’t exist. These particular spots were difficult to locate, making them well-loved challenges for the most hardcore Magic Cachers.


The trunk holding Amber’s parents’ grimoires was now hidden in one such dead zone, and the hard-to-trace spot had been layered with ten spells. If a Penhallow was somehow able to find the location, he or she would then need to break through the wall of spells—which got more complicated and powerful the closer one got to the grimoires. And even then, the trunk had been layered in a powerful boomerang spell. If the books were threatened in any way, or if someone other than Amber or Willow tried to take them, the spell would be triggered and would send the trunk of books back to Amber.


The problem with that was that the books would also simultaneously lose their cloaking spells, making them easily traceable. The magic that came off the Henbane book, her mother’s book in particular, was not only strong, but unique. And then Penhallows, desperate for the highly coveted time-reversal spell inside the grimoire, would come flocking to Edgehill. Assuming some weren’t already here.


If the books were ever unexpectedly returned, Amber would have to drop everything and run. Anything to keep the books, her family, and her beloved town of Edgehill safe.


Amber supposed it was no wonder that she had such a hard time sleeping lately.


The chief, with his gaze locked on some spot ahead of him, finally said, “A Penhallow can take on the identity of anyone they choose. And it sounds like they can change that appearance often. With the town filling with tourists, that means they could both hide in plain sight as well as become dozens of different people. You’re going to need to devise a way to tell who’s friend and who’s foe.”


That knot of anxiety tightened again. “What, like a safe word?”


“Maybe,” he said, not acknowledging her sarcastic tone. “You cast truth spells on everyone you came into contact with when Kieran was in town, didn’t you? You can’t do that now. There are too many people.”


As he said that, a large group of tourists stopped in front of the chief’s cruiser, their guide pointing to the building.


“You can’t cast a truth spell on each new person who comes into your shop,” he reiterated. “Nor can you cast one on every stranger you meet on the street. And from what you said happened a few days ago, Damien and Devra were in town for a while without you even knowing it. So you can’t use their magical signature as a way to know they’re here.”


Amber stared at his profile for a moment, likely as shocked as he was that over the course of a few short months, they had gone from being leery of each other to him casually discussing details about the cursed Penhallow clan. Somehow his casual, practical tone made her sense of dread even more acute.


She looked away. “Hinklebert.”


His head cocked in her peripheral vision. “Excuse me?”


“That’s our code word,” she said. “If I get suspicious about your behavior, I’ll ask for the word.”


“Right. Hinklebert,” he said flatly. “Life was a lot less weird before I met you. You know that, right?”


She didn’t say anything. She watched out the windshield as the backward-walking tour guide continued down the sidewalk to some other destination. On this stretch of sidewalk, the nearest shop was Paws 4 Tea. It was the tea shop where Susie Paulson had worked—the woman who had helped Whitney Sadler poison Melanie’s tea for weeks.


If Henrietta’s coma and Noah’s exploding bear were both the work of a Penhallow doing their level best to unsettle her, she was disgusted that someone would stoop this low. But it made sense that a Penhallow would take something that Amber feared most and use it against her, and to use the raw memories of Melanie’s demise and throw them back in Amber’s face.


Without a word, she let herself out of the cruiser and made her way inside the station.


As usual, Dolores, a.k.a. Sour Face, was behind her wooden box of a desk, clacking away at the keyboard. Amber didn’t even bother to acknowledge her; it wasn’t as if she’d speak to Amber anyway.


The chief came up behind Amber and said, “Right this way, Miss Blackwood.”


Instead of taking her left, toward his office like he had been doing for months, he directed her to the right and into the tiny closet-like interrogation room he had taken her to when she’d been under suspicion for Melanie’s murder.


She silently took a seat at the tiny table and clutched her purse to her chest.


The chief excused himself for a minute, closing the door behind him. She could feel the eyes of the two cameras in the corners watching her. Thankfully, instead of the chief leaving her alone for ages as he had before, the door opened again a minute later.


“Hiya, Amber!”


She looked up to see the gangly form of Carl, the chief’s youngest officer. A small smile broke out across her face involuntarily. Carl was the human equivalent of a golden retriever puppy. Excitable, goofy, and eager to please.


“I haven’t seen you in a while,” he said, flopping into the only other available chair. “Chief Brown’s got me doing so much paperwork my hands are more papercut than skin.” He held up a long-fingered hand decorated in several Band-Aids—one covered in Superman symbols—as evidence. “How you been?” Then he winced and slapped a Band-Aid-covered hand over his face. “Dumb question! You’re in here. What’re you in for?”


The door opened again and the chief came up short. “Carl, what on earth are you doing in here? There’s a huge pile of work on your desk.”


Carl slouched in his chair and let out a whimper that seemed better suited to a little kid having a tantrum. “I just wanted to say hi to Amber.”


The chief wordlessly pointed toward the door.


“Fiiiine.” Carl dramatically pushed himself out of his chair and stood. Just before he left the room, he said, “Hope it all works out, Amber.”


The chief muttered to himself as he sat down, dropping a legal pad on the table. He offered Amber a bottle of water. She waved it away.


“Okay, Miss Blackwood, what I need from you is a statement of what ingredients are in your ‘sleepy tea,’” he said.


She knew the formal tone was for the sake of the cameras recording this conversation, but it still irked her. She did as he asked.


“You create your own tea blends in-house, correct?” he asked.


“Yes.”


“Does the tea have an official recipe anywhere to prove that these are the only ingredients that are ever found in the blends?” he asked. “Has anyone recently observed you make the tea to help corroborate that this is how it’s made? Do you have a license for selling things like tea blends?”


Amber flushed. “Well, no. I’m technically an herbalist and we aren’t required to get any kind of licensing. The ingredients are printed on every box and vial; as long as I let clients know what’s in the remedies, herbs, and tinctures, as far as I know, that’s enough. First amendment rights … or something.” She awkwardly cleared her throat. “Is that going to be a problem?”


“I honestly don’t know,” he said. “Technically, only physicians can legally prescribe cures and treatments for diseases and illnesses. I think as an … herbalist … you’re operating in a gray area and run the risk of being sued if you make a claim about the effectiveness of a treatment that then causes harm to the customer.”


Amber groaned and buried her face in her hands.


“I suggest you start compiling as many records as you can,” the chief said. “Write down when you made your last batch, if anyone helped with any part of the process, when Henrietta bought the most recent batch, and how much she purchased. You’ll also need to figure out if it was you who handed the tea over, or if one of your employees did.”


“Her last batch was purchased yesterday and I’m the one who prepared her order and handed it to her,” Amber said. “The order was sitting in one of the cubbies behind the counter for a while before Henrietta came in, but I highly doubt Ben or the Bowen sisters would have done anything to tamper with it. Who’s to say the tea wasn’t tampered with after it left my store?”


“Which is exactly why this compilation of information will be helpful,” he said. “Make it as clear as possible what your business practices are in case someone comes asking questions.”


“Someone as in a lawyer convinced my products put her sister in a coma,” Amber grumbled.


He held up a hand to placate her. “I just want to help you get ahead of this before Thea arrives. She already implied she thinks you need to have the book thrown at you for selling consumable products that haven’t been evaluated by the FDA. She may have used the term ‘snake-oil salesman.’”


“This makes me scared to sell anything,” she muttered.


“We’re only investigating whether someone committed a crime. We aren’t here to flesh out civil litigation claims.”


Whatever the heck that meant.


“Remember …” he said very slowly and deliberately. “The fear you’re experiencing now very well might be the reason for this. Someone might be trying to undermine your business …”


Right. The Penhallows. She needed to keep her spiraling worries in check.


“Do I need a lawyer?” she asked after a moment.


“It might be worth it to make a few phone calls,” he said. “But we don’t know how much of Thea’s threats are those of a woman scared about the well-being of her sister, how much is posturing, and how much she’s truly hell-bent on going after your products. My guess is, the state of Henrietta’s health will guide Thea’s actions more than anything.”


Amber had just seen Henrietta yesterday. She hadn’t been her usual immaculate self, and she’d asked for a job, but Amber hadn’t thought anything about Henrietta’s appearance or behavior was alarming so much as out of character. Amber would never forgive herself if Henrietta didn’t wake up.


“I think that’s all I need for now, Miss Blackwood,” the chief said, picking up his legal pad and pen. “We’ll be in touch if I have any more questions.”


Amber nodded absently, then followed him out of the interrogation room.



  



When Amber got back to The Quirky Whisker, she didn’t immediately go in. Instead, she loitered in the parking lot beside the building and called Kim as promised, but the call went to voicemail. She left Kim a long message detailing what had happened at the station, and also apologized for needing to bail on the float decorating that evening in Marbleglen. The idea of maintaining a cheery outward demeanor while surrounded by people like Bianca Pace and Harlo sounded like too much to deal with today. Bianca was getting easier to tolerate, but Amber currently didn’t have the energy to even entertain the idea of participating.


Once she finally entered the shop, she found both Aunt G and Willow bustling about helping customers, while Ben effortlessly worked the cash register, winning the customers over with his awkward charm. Amber was relieved to see that Sally’s outburst earlier hadn’t cut her profits for the day off at the knees, but she also wondered how soon news of the exploding bear would make its way through Edgehill.


What would happen if news of Toast the Bear’s demise reached Thea Bishop? The exploding toy could potentially be even more of a problem than whatever had happened to Henrietta.


The rest of the day passed by in a blur. Amber flinched every time a new customer walked into the shop. Any one of these unfamiliar faces could be the mask of a Penhallow. Any one of them could be a customer coming in to complain about a malfunctioning purchase. Both her aunt and sister attempted to catch Amber’s attention throughout the day, no doubt wanting an update on what had happened at the station, but Amber didn’t want to talk about it.


That evening, when the door was finally locked behind the last customer of the day, Amber was tempted to bewitch her chalkboard welcome sign to say, “Sorry, we’re closed for the rest of time!” Instead, she merely flipped it over.


Then she beelined for the section where she kept all the animated toys and grabbed the three remaining bears off the shelf. One woman had already tried to buy a bear today and Amber had gently eased her in the direction of a non-animated cat instead. Amber wanted to believe the chief’s assessment of the situation. She wanted to put the blame on a Penhallow lurking in town. But a bigger part of her was terrified her magic had glitched in some horrific way and had put young Noah in danger.


All the same fears she’d faced when Melanie had died were resurfacing now. Grief she thought she’d been managing was now swelling up like a tidal wave she hadn’t seen coming.


Without a word, Amber carried her purse and armful of toy bears up the stairs. She had just dropped them on the table and was about to tend to the cats’ dinner when Aunt G stopped in front of her, hands on her hips. Amber came up short.


Aunt G was a little shorter than Amber and tipped her head back to look up into her face. “I’ll take care of the cats, little mouse. You and Willow try to figure out what happened to that toy.”


Amber frowned.


“You can give us the silent treatment if you want, but I know you, little mouse. You retreat into yourself when you’re upset. And I know you’re worried about what could have happened to that sweet boy if the toy had exploded in his hands.”


Without warning, Amber’s eyes welled with tears.


“Just as I thought,” Aunt G said in her no-nonsense way. Even when she was being sympathetic, she still sounded practical. “Figure out what happened, hmm? I’ll join you two when I’m done.”


Amber nodded.


Tom jumped onto Amber’s bed then and let out a yowl. Aunt G turned to him. “Oh, relax, Tom Cat. You won’t croak in a matter of a few minutes.”


He yowled in reply as if to say, “You can’t possibly know that, human.”


Last month, Amber learned that a now-abandoned neighborhood in southern Edgehill had once been home to witches. When the ley lines—veins of magic that crisscross the entire globe—below the neighborhood had erupted several decades ago, expelling cursed magic into the air, it had first scared off the animals, and then had sent the witches packing so they wouldn’t be overcome with magic sickness. But even after the poisoned magic had sunk back into the earth and the cat familiars returned, their witches had not. Now it was speculated that the abundant cat population of Edgehill was made up of descendants of cat familiars. If that was true, Amber thought the regal, calmer Alley was likely a more direct descendant than scaredy-cat, food-obsessed Tom. The pressure of being a cat familiar would probably give the poor boy an aneurysm.


Currently, while Tom yowled as if he would expire at any moment from starvation, Alley was curled up on the bench seat in a ball. One black ear swiveled this way and that as she took it all in even while acting like she didn’t care.


Gently shaking her head, Amber turned to face Willow behind her, who already rooted around in Amber’s purse for the mangled bear. Once she grabbed it, she examined it from several angles to inspect the damage.


“Do you remember which spells this one had?” Willow asked.


“The bears all had ‘walk,’ ‘run,’ ‘lick paw,’ and ‘roar,’” Amber said. “The last one is the one that gave me the most trouble, since I had to add a noise dampening spell on top of the sound spell to make sure it wasn’t so loud that it rattled the windows—which happened the first time.”


With her focus still squared on the bear, Willow nodded. “Well, I’m not sure if this is good news or not, but I can’t detect any Penhallow magic on this. That could mean the signature has already faded, or it could mean—”


“It was never there to begin with,” Amber said, her shoulders slumping.


Picking up the three unscathed bears, Amber lined them up in a row on the floor. On Amber’s long list for checking the safety of a toy, the last test involved activating spell after spell in rapid succession to help mimic the ever-changing desires of a child. If the toy was able to switch actions seamlessly for an hour without anything going haywire, the toy had passed inspection. Often if a toy malfunctioned, it happened in the first half hour of rapid play.


Amber stood before the bears with her arms crossed and waited for the cats to finish eating. Tom was already growling while he ate, sensing immediately that the toys he so despised had been placed nearby. Once he gulped down his food in record time, he darted under the bed. Alley slithered under it shortly after.


Blowing out a slow breath, Amber said, “Chocolate, Mocha, and … uhh … Potato … walk.”


All three bears started to move, wandering aimlessly near her feet. She commanded them to lick their paws. She told one to roar, while the others were instructed to walk again. She cycled through each movement, save for “run,” several more times, before she got up the nerve to issue the command that had been connected to Toast’s demise.


The bears started throwing their heads back and offering muted, but still mildly threatening roars. One stopped just beside the dust ruffle, stomped one front paw, and let loose a roar loud enough to cause Tom to sprint out the other side a second later, hissing and spitting. He scrabbled across the hardwood floor of the studio and almost ran headlong into another bear slowly making his way across the apartment. Tom made a quick last-minute decision and dug his claws into the wood to stop himself long enough to change course and dash into the kitchen. A moment later, he sat on top of the counter. His chest heaved and his pupils were dilated. Alley had made it safely onto the bed and was hunkered down low on the comforter, her black-and-white ears pinned to the sides of her head.


Aunt G stood near the top of the staircase, her arms crossed as she watched the bears. “You’ve improved so much over the years, little mouse. I know you think of these toys as parlor tricks, but the precision needed to get these to react as quickly as they do is really remarkable.”


Amber and Willow both gaped at her. It wasn’t that Aunt G wasn’t one to issue compliments, or even that she was a mean-spirited person, but Aunt G was the type to show you she cared through actions more than words. So when kind words were offered, it was a bit of a shock.


“Thanks, Aunt G,” Amber said, her face flushing.


After letting the bears roam around for another minute, Amber switched the command to “walk.” Eventually they were all in view and, one by one, she issued the “run” command.


And, one by one, like fireworks, the bears exploded.


Willow shrieked and clapped her hands over her mouth. Aunt G cursed. Amber’s mouth fell open.


Boom, boom, boom. One after the other, the mangled bears, now robbed of their magic-given life, collapsed onto their sides, their faces blown away. Little bits of melted plastic marred Amber’s floor. The edge of her rug, where one bear now lay, was charred black.


At a loss, Amber looked at her aunt and sister, then glanced over at the pile of newly magicked discs lying on the table. If the “run” spell was the one that was malfunctioning, all the cats she’d been working on for the festival were in jeopardy, too. Did she have to test every toy she’d made in the last few months to make sure it was safe? Did she need to toss this batch and start over completely? Almost every toy she made had a “run” spell. How many had she sold today that might encounter the same fate as the bears? How many in the past few weeks?


A pair of hands grasped either of Amber’s elbows. She looked into her sister’s concerned face.


“Stop it,” Willow said gently. “Whatever that panicked brain of yours is telling you, don’t listen. We’ll figure this out. We’ll start by testing one of each toy that has the ‘run’ spell. If only the bears were affected, that means we have a smaller number to worry about.”


“Do you have a record of how many toys have been sold in the last few weeks—the bears especially?” Aunt G asked from behind them.


“I have a ledger under the counter downstairs,” Amber said.


Without a word, Aunt G descended the steps.


“Let’s go get one of each,” Willow said. “You test them, and I’ll check your grimoire to see if I can find anything immediately obvious about the language of the spell.”


Then Willow headed for the stairs too.


Amber followed her but turned back toward her apartment. From here, she could only see the ruined bodies of two of the three bears. All of them had exploded the exact same way Toast had. It had to be her own faulty magic that did this.


She descended into The Quirky Whisker, wondering how someone who had been called a “legendary witch” just days ago could also be someone who couldn’t even correctly bewitch a toy bear. If Amber and her magic were somehow the cure to the Penhallow curse, she thought the Penhallows were in even more trouble than they had been before.



  



The next couple of hours were spent testing the lions, tigers, leopards, panthers, ocelots, hippos, elephants, horses, and the like. None of the others exploded, though Amber was filled with unmitigated panic every time she commanded one to run. The floor of her apartment was nearly covered in various plastic animals. But they were all still intact. Only the bears had been compromised.




OEBPS/book/cover.xhtml


      [image: Book Cover]

  


OEBPS/images/perched01.png





Copyright (c) 2010, Kimberly Geswein (kimberlygeswein.com)



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.

This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:

http://scripts.sil.org/OFL





-----------------------------------------------------------

SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007

-----------------------------------------------------------



PREAMBLE

The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide

development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation

efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and

open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership

with others.



The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and

redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The

fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 

redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved

names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,

however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The

requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply

to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.



DEFINITIONS

"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright

Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may

include source files, build scripts and documentation.



"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the

copyright statement(s).



"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as

distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).



"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,

or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the

Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a

new environment.



"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical

writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.



PERMISSION & CONDITIONS

Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining

a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,

redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font

Software, subject to the following conditions:



1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,

in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.



2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,

redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy

contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be

included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or

in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or

binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.



3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font

Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding

Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as

presented to the users.



4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font

Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any

Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the

Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written

permission.



5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,

must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be

distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to

remain under this license does not apply to any document created

using the Font Software.



TERMINATION

This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are

not met.



DISCLAIMER

THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,

EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF

MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT

OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE

COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,

INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL

DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING

FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM

OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.






OEBPS/images/titlepage.png
A Witch of Edgehi” Mystery
Book Five

MELISSA EKIN JACKSON

SSSSS








OEBPS/images/cat01.png





OEBPS/images/cat02.png





OEBPS/images/cat03.png





OEBPS/images/paws.png





OEBPS/images/cat04.png






