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Witchy Wednesday





The murder of a witch, a seaside town selling the supernatural, and a realtor-turned-sleuth rediscovering her purpose. 

When self-proclaimed realist and realtor Tabitha Chase takes a trip to small-town Crystal Cove to sell her late aunt’s houseboat, nothing is what it seems on the surface, including a local witch’s cause of death.

Tabby’s spreadsheets and staging skills won’t solve the case, but her newly inherited psychic cat might! With the help of a fetching forensics expert and a dashing detective, Tabby hopes to clear her name from suspicion and discover the truth. 

Join this witchy cast of characters in the small beach town of Crystal Cove where Tabby may be the only person who can see past the shroud of illusions.
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Chapter One





When I was a little girl, my Auntie Lizzie told me there were two ways to get to Crystal Cove, Oregon—over the mountains on the interstate or the way she arrived: on a broomstick across the skies.  

As an eight-year-old, I’d wanted to believe her stories with everything in me despite the forewarnings of my pragmatic parents. Through the years, and after many real-world obstacles, I’d come to the understanding that those stories were only the fodder of elaborate make-believe, told by people who chose to focus on the imaginary instead of looking head-on at their real-life problems. My learning had become complete a month ago when Aunt Lizzie left a note for her sister, my mom, and then jumped off Crystal Falls to her death.

Crystal Cove used to hold awe and mystique like Disneyland, but as I descended the 101 out of the Calapooya Mountains through rain so slick I could barely see the front of my car, going to take care of some postmortem details, I decided the last tiny part of me that believed in magic had officially died with my aunt.

My windshield wipers squeaked at regular intervals, and my old Honda smelled awful with exhaust, having worked harder than she had in a long time to get up and through the mountain passes. My hands were white-knuckle-locked onto my steering wheel, and I’d been squinting at the road in front of me for almost three hours. This road demanded a lot more than autopilot, but I jumped in my seat when my phone rang through the Bluetooth, letting me know I’d better clue back in.

I fumbled over my phone, not looking away from the road for even a second, and answered, “Hi, Dad. I’m almost there.”

The pause that followed made me glance down at my phone screen for one quick heartbeat. Shoot. I’d done it again. It wasn’t my dad, who knew all about my trip to Crystal Cove and had pretty much forced it upon me. Nope. It was my boss, Brendan Reiger, who had yet to hear about my impromptu trip and who I had planned to explain it to much more delicately as soon as I had the chance. 

“Almost . . . where, Tabitha?” Brendan said through my car’s speakers. He had a deep, almost ominous voice. All the realtors in our Portland office thought it was the authority that came with that kind of voice that helped him make so many quick sales. We joked about how his prospective clients were likely scared for their lives if they didn’t sign on the dotted line exactly when he told them to. His voice sounded even deeper tonight, which made me momentarily forget my strategic wording and blurt out the truth. 

“Oh, yes, well, I just had to take a quick trip down the coast. I, um, I had a death in the family.” I hoped he wouldn’t ask how recent the death was. I suspected if I had to explain that Aunt Lizzie died almost a month ago, he’d lack the bit of sympathy I had hoped to garner from my tough-as-nails boss. 

Instead, he said, “Oh. Who died?”

I blinked hard, trying to split my attention between the rain-soaked road and this phone call. I really should have pulled over—if only I could see the shoulder. “It was my Aunt Lizzie.” My voice came out more full of drama than I intended, which only made Brendan pry more.

“Right. Were you close, then?”

I couldn’t, in good conscience, say yes. I hadn’t seen my aunt in years. But instead I searched for something that might seem like the affirmative. “She was my mom’s little sister.” Again with the drama, Tabby? Take some acting lessons already!

“And you’ll be back tomorrow? We have that showing in Stafford and I hoped I could count on you for putting up signage.” 

Putting up signage. Was that what my job had become? I’d been giving the Portland real estate market all I had for the past three years. I spent late nights and early mornings drafting market reports, researching amenities, and perfecting my staging skills. At every turn, Brendan suggested I’d be his next superstar realtor, but then he’d saddle me with staging rundown townhouses, blowing up balloons for open houses, and now putting up signage.

“Um, it’s a long drive,” I said as I passed a weathered wooden sign with faded paint boasting: WELCOME TO CRYSTAL COVE. The road was shrouded with trees on either side, and my GPS showed a few miles yet before I’d reach the town center and then the marina. There were no streetlights out this far, and I continued to squint to see through the rain as I mentally berated myself for picking up the call. “So I probably won’t make it back by tomorrow.”

“By Tuesday then.” It didn’t sound like a question. When I didn’t say anything right away, he went on. “Our office has been talking to a client from Forest Park. I think they’re ready to list, and wouldn’t that be the perfect neighborhood for your first solo listing? Wouldn’t that make your dad proud?”

My heart rate sped up, both from the idea of my own listing, in Forest Park no less, and from the idea of my father being proud. He was a state senator, and with his endless connections, he’d offered to get me a job with a local realtor as soon as I’d passed the exam, but I’d refused, wanting to prove myself and make my own way in the real estate world. More than once, I’d regretted that quick decision, but now I slowly let a breath seep out of me. Maybe it was time to finally see some fruits from my labor.

I’d barely let out my breath when an obstruction in the middle of the road made me slam on my brakes. I shrieked as the form of a woman came into view. She was lying right in the middle of the rain-soaked road.

“Tabitha?” Brendan asked. “I can count on you to be back on Tuesday, right?”

“I—uh—I have to go.” I couldn’t tune into Brendan’s reply as I slammed my car into PARK, grabbed for my phone, and got out of my car. I left it running, with the windshield wipers working furiously to keep up with the rain and the headlights aimed toward the woman. As I moved closer and pulled the hood of my jacket up over my head, she appeared dead—face up but with one of her jean-clad legs out at an odd angle—spread almost to the splits and bent upward at the knee, which was clearly broken. The odd angles of this woman’s body in the midst of the brutal storm with the narrow lighting of my headlights made me momentarily see the situation as a meticulously planned horror movie. I blinked and then shook my head, reminding myself this was real.

“Hello? Hello? Are you okay?” I called. My heart rate ratcheted up as I moved closer and looked into her unblinking eyes. She had striking features—red full lips and thick eyelashes. She looked so alive. My phone was still in my hand, getting soaked, so I tucked it under my jacket and dialed 911. 

A second later, a woman answered. “911. What is your emergency?”

“There’s a woman. In the middle of the road. I don’t think she’s breathing.”

The operator asked me for my location, and I tried to think as I bent closer to the woman. She wore a bright yellow poncho that looked hand-knit. It immediately made me wonder who had knit it for her—who would be devastated by the news of her passing. “Um. Off highway 101. Just past the welcome sign to Crystal Cove.”

I reached for the woman’s wrist as the operator confirmed my location. Fresh out of college, I’d attempted a short career as a personal trainer. I’d taken a fitness first aid course, but it felt like a million years ago. Still, training or no training, I knew not finding a pulse was bad news. I explained this to the operator. She instructed me to wait where I was and an emergency vehicle would arrive as soon as possible. After hanging up, I reached for the woman’s neck. She was still warm, but I couldn’t find a pulse there either. When I pulled my hand away, it was covered in rain mixed with blood.

The metallic scent hit my nose and I gagged. I’d never been great with the sight or smell of blood, and in an instant, I was up and backed against the hood of my car, trying to keep my dinner from three hours ago down in my stomach where it belonged. I kept my eyes from my bloodied hand for long enough that I could catch my breath and hoped the rain would wash the bulk of the blood off before I had to look at it. But the sky chose this moment to close up and stop its torrential downpour. 

“Great, the one time I actually want the rain,” I murmured toward the sky. My windshield wipers squeaked against the drying glass as I moved back toward my driver’s door and found a napkin in the door storage with my left hand while holding my right hand as far as possible away from my nose. I flicked off the wipers, then I held my breath as I wiped off the blood and looked around for somewhere I could dispose of the dirtied napkin. 

Never usually one to litter, I couldn’t help myself tonight. I tossed it into the roadside bushes. The metallic smell was still playing awful tricks on my stomach. I bent to douse my hand in a nearby puddle as sirens sounded in the distance. My headlights caught something blue and gleaming right beside the puddle.

I picked up what I’d thought was a shiny rock, but it looked more like a tiny jewel once I had it in my hand. I studied the jagged surface. It was smaller than my pinkie nail and probably wasn’t worth anything, but it seemed like glass, maybe that sea glass my aunt used to tell me about, and so I tucked it into my jacket pocket and stood as the sirens grew louder and I tried to collect myself.

I walked a wide circle around the woman on the ground, taking note of any details that might be helpful for the ambulance upon its arrival. On her front side, the woman appeared soaked from the rain but otherwise unmarked. Her hair was a strawberry blonde, less red than mine but still red enough to make out the hue even while soaking wet and lit only by my headlights. Now that the rain had subsided, the blood on her neck was visible. Her eyes remained eerily open, looking up at the sky as though she might be waiting to be taken up to heaven.

A firetruck arrived on scene first. It parked at an angle, blocking half the road, and two burly firemen emerged from the front doors. 

A third fireman came around from the back of the truck and headed straight for me. “Are you all right? What happened here? Are you injured?”

 “No, I’m fine. I didn’t hit the woman. She was like this when I arrived.” I’d been leaning over to see if I could find anything else of this woman’s injuries, but as the fireman moved between me and the woman, I didn’t hesitate to take several large steps back. 

One of the other firemen quickly set up a large work light, illuminating several feet in all directions of the woman.

“And your name?” the first fireman asked me. He had a square jaw and was clean-shaven, unlike his two coworkers.

“Tabitha . . .” I hesitated, as my father had drilled into me about a thousand times to keep the Chase name as quiet as possible on this trip. But the fireman kept staring at me, a pen poised over his notepad, so I had no choice but to add, “Chase. Tabitha Chase.”

Before the fireman could ask me anything more, a dark sedan with blue and red flashing lights and its siren screaming whipped around the corner and parked sideways, blocking the road behind my car. The firetruck blocked most of the road in the other direction, which left all five of us, plus the woman’s body, in a small cocoon of space. 

A man in a suit, I guessed him to be a detective, emerged from the dark sedan, came around my car, and set his dark eyes squarely on the unshaven fireman. “Tell me what we’ve got here, Tucker.” It sounded more like an order than a question.

“Just arrived on scene, sir.”

“Looks like posterior injuries,” one of the bearded firemen called out from where he was bent near the woman. 

“She’s bleeding on the back of her neck,” I volunteered helpfully.

The detective’s head snapped toward me. “Did you move this woman?”

I shook my head. “No, of course not. I just checked for a pulse.”

The detective’s brow furrowed, like he wasn’t sure he believed me. He also reached to check for a pulse but on her wrist. “Is this the exact placement the woman fell to?” He stood again and loomed over me. 

“I—I guess so.” 

His eyes drilled into me, waiting for more. “Did you move her legs?”

“No! I mean, I just found her like this.”

Again with the furrowed brow. “You didn’t hit her with your vehicle?”

“No, she was already here,” I said again.

“No pulse. Posterior trauma,” the clean-shaven fireman said, still making notes. “Mick should be here soon.”

The detective nodded and yelled at one of the bearded firemen, who was tilting up the woman’s body to have a look at her back. “Are you kidding me, Johnson? Don’t move her!” He turned back to the clean-shaven fireman—Tucker—who seemed to be in charge of the firetruck contingent. “She was struck down?” He flipped open his own notebook and started scribbling notes before Tucker had started to answer.

“Well, no, Tom.” I found it interesting that the bully of a detective seemed to bark at everyone by their last names, and yet this Fireman Tucker called the detective Tom. “Or I don’t know. No pulse, only posterior injuries. But this lady, Tabitha Chase, says she was like this when she arrived.” Tucker motioned to me, and the detective turned and set eyes solidly on me for the first time. Or, at least, he set eyes on my brown leather boots. It took about three long seconds for his eyes to travel up the rest of me to my face. 

I was an awful mess—soaked through my brown wool coat and even through my sweater. My normally orangey-red hair felt slick against my forehead, and I most certainly didn’t feel like being ogled. “Yes, she was like this when I found her,” I said for the third time, almost feeling doubt in myself for all the skeptical looks being thrown my way. “It was raining like crazy. I’m just glad I saw her in time to stop and call 911.”

“In time?” Tom the detective raised his dark eyebrows at me.

I swallowed, the seriousness of the situation hitting me anew. Because I hadn’t seen the woman in time. “I meant in time to stop. So I didn’t run over her.” My voice dropped, and I bowed my head, belatedly trying to show some respect. 

“You got an identity yet?” Tom the detective barked toward the three firemen. He didn’t wait for an answer and moved closer to the woman. “Ah. The Doerksen woman. Another one of those witches.” 

My head snapped up. “Witches?” I couldn’t help but ask. My aunt had told fortunes for a living, so it wasn’t as if I was completely unfamiliar with the word. It just seemed so strange, hearing it out of the all-business detective’s mouth. 

Tom snapped his look back to me. “Do you know this woman?”

I shook my head without looking at her. “I’m not even from here.”

“So you’ve never met Maple May Doerksen?” Tom asked again. Why didn’t anyone in this town believe me? It wasn’t as though I was the one who’d been a fortune-teller in this town for over twenty years, charging people money to make up stories for them! 

“I’ve never met Maple May Doerksen,” I said, deadpan.

Before Tom the detective could question me further, a light-colored sedan arrived. It parked in the small gap of road left unoccupied by the firetruck and the detective’s sedan, and that’s when I noticed the lineup of lights down the road in the darkness. Traffic, it seemed, had accumulated, but unlike in the city where people would be honking their horns by now, people had gotten out of their vehicles and stood in a group at a distance, whispering about the scene in front of them. 

The man in the light sedan was the “Mick” they had been waiting for. Mick wore a white lab coat and studied the body on the road while the detective stood nearby, updating him with everything he’d heard from me and Fireman Tucker. 

It seemed as though everyone had forgotten about me. When I shivered again from the cold seeping through to my skin, I sidled up beside the bearded fireman who had returned to his truck. “Excuse me? Do you think it’s all right if I go now?”

He took one glance over my shoulder at my car. “Don’t think you’d be able to, even if it was okay.”

I turned and saw what he meant. Not only was my car blocked by the detective’s sedan, but now there were a half dozen vehicles lined up behind that. 

I nodded my thanks and headed back to my car. The engine was still running, burning a lot of gas, and my headlights were still on. I got into my driver’s seat, turned off my headlights, and cranked up my heat. The firemen had set up three portable lights by this time, so I didn’t think the absence of my headlights would make any difference, but the moment they flicked off, Tom’s gaze snapped to my car and he marched straight over. 

I unrolled my window as he said, “Where do you think you’re going?”

I clearly wasn’t going anywhere, but his tone made me angry. “I’m warming up! I’m soaked right through all my clothes, and you gave me no idea how long I might be here, so I had no choice but to take care of myself.”

Tom the detective nodded. “Take care of yourself.” Again, his words made me feel like I was responsible for this horrible accident. He didn’t stay to accuse me of anything outright, though. Instead, he strode to the front of my car, squatted, and started studying it with a flashlight.

This guy was too much. 

Cold or not, I buttoned up my coat and got out of my car. I stomped around to the front. “Look, I told you I didn’t hit that lady with my car. I’ve told you and your firemen three times, and I have no idea why you keep—”

He stood and got right in my face. “Well, if you didn’t run into Maple May, why is there blood on your hood? Would you like to tell me that?” He shone the flashlight at my light blue Honda Civic, and sure enough, there was a streak of dark red across the front edge of the hood. “I’ll bet you a million dollars if we test it, it’ll match up with Maple May’s blood.”

My mind scrambled for an answer as I burned with anger. Had I hit the woman and knocked my head and forgotten the whole thing? Was I completely delusional? But then my answer burst out of my mouth the second it came to me. “That was from me! My hand.” Tom tried to interrupt, but I didn’t let him. “I’d tried to take the woman’s pulse . . . while I was on the line with 911. My hand got blood on it, and I wiped it—”

“You wiped it on your car?” He raised an unbelieving eyebrow at me. 

I waved toward the bushes. “No, Tom.” If he was going to talk to me like I was stupid, I was determined to do the same right back to him. “I wiped it on a napkin, but I guess I got some on my car. Yes, it will match that woman’s blood, but no, I absolutely did not hit her with my car!”

Tom took his flashlight toward the bushes. When he located the offending napkin, he pulled out a small plastic Ziploc with the word “Evidence” emblazoned on the side. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. After all, if these people still chose to believe I had hit the woman with my car, I didn’t have a lot of ways to prove otherwise. 

After that, Tom took a swab of “evidence” from the front hood of my car. He turned to me when he was done. “I’ll need your driver’s license and registration, please, ma’am.” I bent into my car to retrieve them but not before he spoke his next words to me. “And I’d also love an explanation for why you think it’s appropriate to call me Tom.”
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Chapter Two





I stared at the detective for a long moment with my driver’s license in one hand and my insurance papers in the other. Sure, I was angry, but getting on this detective’s bad side before I’d even made it into Crystal Cove seemed like the last thing I should do. 

“I didn’t mean to be disrespectful. I just heard Mr. Tucker over there call you Tom.”

The detective cleared his throat. “It’s Detective Thom. T-H-O-M.” Before I had a chance to respond, he snatched my license and papers from my hands and, without another word, strode purposefully back to his car with them. 

What a jerk! I was in no hurry to talk to Detective Thom again, but he returned what seemed like seconds later. 

“Where were you planning on going from here, Miss Chase? I see you live in Portland.”

I nodded once. “I’m headed into Crystal Cove for a short time. A day or two at most.”

The detective studied my face for a long moment before he spoke. “I’ll need a phone number and address for where you’ll be staying here in town.”

I gave him my cell number and the address for the marina where my aunt’s houseboat was docked. I wasn’t sure if Aunt Lizzie’s boat was going to be the most comfortable place for me to stay. I hadn’t slept on her couch since I was eight, but I figured I could always find a nearby hotel tomorrow.

“Which boat?” Detective Thom asked. 

“I—uh—” Suddenly, I was certain he’d know exactly who my Aunt Lizzie had been, and that was the last thing I needed at the scene of the death of a local witch. But it seemed I had no choice. “Um . . . the Lady of Fortune?” I asked it as a question, even though I’d known the silly name for my aunt’s boat since I could talk.

The detective looked back at my license before handing it back over. “The Lady of Fortune?” His tone seemed too light for the moment or this information. “And can you tell me who you plan to visit there?”

He was playing with me, trying to trap me. I could feel it. My dad had told me to keep quiet in town about my relationship with Aunt Lizzie. The last thing he needed for his campaign was a connection to a recent suicide. But this was different. This was the police, and I clearly needed to come clean with the whole truth if I was ever going to get out from under Detective Thom’s suspicion.

“Lizzie Rose was my aunt,” I told him. “I’m here to clean up her houseboat and get it up for sale. That’s all.”

His eyes moved side to side over mine for a few seconds, as if he were trying to read any lies. I kept mine squarely locked on his.

But before he could respond, Mick in the white lab coat called him over. “Hey, Thom. Come and look at this.”

I waited and watched while they had a quiet conversation over the dead woman’s body. I’d never seen a dead person in real life, and the more I looked at Maple May Doerksen, the more it seemed unbelievable that she wouldn’t simply sit up and start talking again. How could she truly be dead? And so instantly? I looked again around the scene, now blocked in by emergency vehicles and lit like a movie set. 

I couldn’t hear much of what Detective Thom or the medical examiner were saying, but when the detective left the man in white, he told him, “I’ll likely have to get Jameson in on this one.” Then he returned to me and instructed me to wait in my car until he had a chance to clear the traffic and make a path for me to get out. He passed me a business card. “And I’d appreciate it if you’d let me know before you leave town, in case we have any further questions.” 

I took his card, agreed, and got back into my now-cold vehicle. Even once I had it idling and pumping out the heat full blast, I couldn’t seem to warm up. 

I’d seen a dead body tonight.

I’d almost run her over.

And worst of all, Detective Thom had accused me of killing her.

If I believed in bad omens, that would most definitely be what the start of this trip felt like.
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Chapter Three





It was after midnight by the time I found the Crystal Beach Marina. It wasn’t very well lit, and I didn’t have much in the way of memories of which boat was my aunt’s. Had I known I would arrive this late, I definitely would have booked a hotel.  

I sighed and got out of my car, thankful that the rain was continuing to hold off for the moment. I’d brought a small wheeling suitcase with my overnight things, and it clacked and bumped over the wooden slats of the wharf as I followed my mom’s written directions to where I’d find the Lady of Fortune. I had no idea if others lived on boats here and if I might be clacking by anyone’s beds, but I was too exhausted to care enough to pick up my suitcase.

I passed a few small sailboats that didn’t look large enough to have inhabitants and then made a left toward the bigger boats. When the first fancy yacht came into view, I couldn’t help myself and hoisted my suitcase up by its handle with a grunt. Everything seemed silent, aside from the waves lapping at the sides of the wharf. There were only three large motorized yachts in a line before I came to the houseboats.

As a child, I’d had a romanticized view of living on a houseboat, but as I passed each of the dilapidated structures now, trying to recognize my aunt’s, my realtor’s brain kicked in, and even in the dark, I noticed water abrasions and could immediately name a dozen bits that needed sprucing up.

But if I thought the bits and pieces of wear on the first couple of houseboats were bad, that was nothing compared to when I finally came to the boat labeled “ady of F tune” in the final slip on this wharf. 

A wash of memories overtook me as I stared up at the multi-colored flags strung from mast to tip, the purple curtains flounced under the second-story overhang, and the wrought iron furniture on the front deck. When I was an eight-year-old, this boat had felt like an attraction at a theme park, but now that I was as an adult, and even in the dark, the large structure didn’t look like something I wanted to climb aboard. The rusty old vessel looked like more of a sailboat or even a tugboat than a boxy houseboat. The other ones in the line seemed more like real houses—part of the real estate market—simply balancing on the water, but my aunt’s boat looked as though it had once been sea-worthy—though I would not trust it outside of the harbor now. 

I looked again to the wrought iron table and chairs, now rusty, and purple bejeweled drapes, trying to remember if that was where my aunt had done her fortune-telling. 

The rear of the boat had two stories of interior space, but the only door to get inside was via the front deck. I held a rail on the boat as I stepped across the short gangplank that joined it to the wharf and immediately felt my legs wobble from the transition. Once fully aboard the boat, I took a couple of seconds to let my body adjust to the regular movement from the waves. Then I headed for the door and rustled the key my mom had given me out by the time I made my way under the purple curtains.

At first, the key didn’t turn at all. In a panic, I jiggled it and pushed the door with my shoulder at the same time, and thankfully it started to give way. With a little more force, it eventually nudged open. Silence greeted me. It didn’t feel like the safest place to stay by myself at night. In fact, it seemed as though there was no one else around the entire marina.

But the idea of leaving and finding a hotel tonight exhausted me, and even the thought brought my eyes to half-mast.

“I’ll fix the doorknob first thing tomorrow,” I murmured to myself, pushing the rest of the way through the door and then using my phone’s flashlight to look around a bigger space than I remembered. 

I’d visited my aunt a handful of times when I was little, usually for long weekends when my parents took an adults-only vacation to Wine Country, California. My brother and sister always chose to stay back in Portland with friends, but my first choice had always been Aunt Lizzie’s. The last time I’d been here, I’d gone home with stories of magic spells and spiritual eyesight, and my parents had decided she wasn’t a great influence on me. After that, my mom started to visit her half-sister a few times a year on her own, and my parents hired a sitter to stay with us in Portland when they went away. 

The interior of the boat brought more memories: the sea air, mixed with a hint of mildew. That ever-present motion that made you feel a mix of unsteady and peacefully rocked. The homey warm orange colors decorating the loveseat and chairs and even some braided artwork on the walls. My dad had spoken of the boat as a commodity so many times in the last month that I’d momentarily formed a clinical picture in my head. Now my aunt’s spiritedness came flooding back in every inch of what had been her home. 
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