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      The theme from “The Lone Ranger” sounded from the cell phone I’d tossed on the kitchen counter. That particular ring indicated the caller wasn’t in my contact list.

      I glanced at Sarah before asking, “You expecting any calls?”

      She rolled her pretty blue eyes and scowled at me. Who’d be calling me, Gus? I’m dead.

      Too true… unfortunately. I’d met Sarah last June when I’d been called to the scene of her murder. It had been my 28th birthday, and the day my power as a seventh child of a seventh child had manifested. Up until then I’d been a normal guy. Now I had a ghost for a partner and could see and hear all sorts of things the rest of the human race only encountered in nightmares.

      Lucky me!

      I lowered the footrest on my favorite recliner— okay, my only recliner— and strode to the counter to retrieve my phone. Sure enough, the display indicated the caller was unknown. I clicked the “accept” button and answered.

      “Detective Collier. How may I be of service?”

      A relieved sigh sounded on the other end, then a breathy female voice said, “Gus! Thank all that’s holy. I need to talk to you. As soon as possible.”

      I frowned. As a homicide detective for the City of Portland, Oregon, I got all kinds of weird phone calls, but I’d just closed a case and hadn’t been assigned a new one yet. This was out of the blue. Plus, the woman sounded like she knew me.

      “Who…” Before I could finish asking the question, the woman answered.

      “I don’t know if you remember me, Gus, but this is Tammy Wilcox. We met last August. At Lughnasadh. When David Howe was sacrificed.”

      “I remember,” I said, and I did. Tammy Wilcox was a practicing witch. She’d tried to prevent the murder by warding all the windows and doors of First Fruits, the marijuana dispensary where she’d worked. She’d also been dating the victim.

      It sounded like she wanted to talk in person, but that couldn’t be right. She’d moved to the East Coast and joined a coven soon after helping me and Sarah close the book on Howe’s murder.

      “We’re talking now, aren’t we, Tammy? What do you need?”

      “I need to speak with you in person. You and Sarah both.”

      “Look, Tammy. I’d be happy to see you again, but I can’t take the time to fly to the East Coast…”

      “Oh!” she interrupted my excuse. “I’m so scattered, I forgot to say! I’m in Portland, staying with friends. If you could come over tonight, I’d really appreciate it.” She paused to catch her breath before adding, “It’s important, Gus. Really important.”

      I nodded, though the call wasn’t on visual. “Give me the address. Sarah and I will be right there.”
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      The address Tammy had given me led me to a slip on the Columbia River. After parking in the guest lot, I walked down to the marina and followed the directions to the proper slip and its two story floating home. The domicile rested on a spacious cedar deck and featured a narrow ramp leading to a beautifully carved wood front door. The house itself was painted a pale blue and boasted a wrap-around deck on the upper level. Pots of daphne and tulips decorated the entry and were just coming into bloom.

      I always wondered what it would be like, Sarah said as she floated along beside me, living in a houseboat on the river.

      “Yeah,” I responded. “It’s a curiosity. Personally, I prefer streets and cars to waterways and boats, but everyone is different.” I paused before stepping onto the decking that led to the home’s front door. “I wonder what brought Tammy back to Portland?”

      Sarah shrugged her shoulders and tilted her pretty head toward the door. I think we’re about to find out.

      Before I could knock, the front door opened to reveal Tammy standing there looking like no time had passed since our first meeting. She still looked like a teen-ager, with her dark hair pulled back in a high ponytail and her sweet face. She was barefoot again, but instead of a long skirt, she wore blue jeans and an embroidered peasant blouse.

      “Thank you for coming, Gus,” she said as she opened the door wide and waved us inside. “You too, Sarah.” She bit her lower lip, then blurted out, “I’m not really sure whether or not I should be glad you’re still on this plane. I mean, surely you should’ve crossed over by now?” Her eyes clouded and I worried she might cry, but the storm passed and she gave a shy smile. “But, selfishly, I’m really glad you’re still here.”

      Sarah grinned at her. If she’d still been alive, I thought she and Tammy might’ve been good friends. Staying is my decision, Tammy, and I’m happy to see you again too. What’s up?

      “Come this way,” Tammy said and ushered us along past the entry and into a cozy living area with a wall of windows facing the river with an embedded sliding glass patio door leading to more cedar decking.

      We weren’t alone.

      Two other women curled on a deep sofa covered in beige upholstery fabric patterned with pale green fern designs.

      Tammy stopped and introduced us. “Astrid, Crissy, this is Detective Gus Collier. He’s the one I told you about. The seventh-seventh.” Then she surprised me by gesturing to Sarah. “And this is Sarah Allen, his ghostly partner.”

      You can see me? Sarah asked, her surprise matching my own.

      Both women nodded.

      “This houseboat is home to the Columbia Coven,” Tammy explained. “Everyone who is invited to live here is a practicing witch and a member, or friend, of the coven. Astrid Bonhoffer,” she indicated the pretty blonde who curled on one end of the sofa, “and Crissy Markham are co-owners of the house… and leaders of the coven.”

      Crissy, a curvy redhead, nodded to us. “Nice to meet you both.”

      I settled into a low backed brown leather easy chair while Sarah came to rest on the well-padded arm. Tammy joined her housemates on the sofa across an oak coffee table from me. Before any of us managed to utter a single word, we were joined by three cats. I recognized the black cat with white toes who jumped into Tammy’s lap.

      “Hey, Prissy. Good to see you’re still taking care of Tammy.”

      Prissy purred and slow blinked, acknowledging my greeting.

      The cat who claimed Astrid was a large ginger tom. At least I thought he was a tom given his size. Crissy was joined by a slender, aloof Siamese.

      We’ve met Prissy, Sarah said. Who are your other friends?

      Astrid smiled and stroked the ginger tom. “This is Jake, my familiar.”

      I’d always assumed Prissy was Tammy’s familiar, but she’d never told me in so many words. I was a little surprised to hear Astrid say so out loud.

      Crissy grinned, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “You’re surprised, Detective. Did you think the whole familiar thing was a myth? Kind of like being the seventh son of a seventh son?”

      A snort of laughter escaped me. I turned it into a cough before smirking at her. “Well, the son part is a myth.” I nodded toward Sarah. “She’s a seventh-seventh too. In fact, she’d still be alive if she hadn’t been.”

      Crissy and Astrid both flinched.

      It’s okay, Sarah said in a soothing tone. The man who killed me to steal my nascent power is also dead now… and he didn’t get the chance to stick around. He was pulled straight to hell, and believe me, he didn’t want to go.

      I slapped my knees to pull the witches’ attention back to me. “Enough about our history. You were going to tell us your familiar’s name?”

      “Right,” Crissy said after inhaling deeply. “This is Luna.”

      I nodded to each cat in turn. “Nice to meet all of you. We’ll appreciate any help you can give your witches.” The cats all closed their eyes in a slow blink of acknowledgement. I turned my attention to Tammy. "You said you had something important to tell us?”

      Tammy pulled her gaze from Sarah and focused on me. “Are you familiar with Imbolc?”

      I nodded. “After our last meeting, I’ve been studying up on the Old Ones’ holy days. February 2nd, our Groundhog Day. It marked the beginning of spring in the ancient calendar and was a time to get ready to plant. The ancients also made weather predictions at Imbolc, which is where our fascination with groundhogs comes from.”

      “Right.” Tammy nodded. “Imbolc is also associated with Brigid, the Celtic goddess of fertility, healing, and protection, among other things.”

      “Brigid is the reason we asked Tammy to call you,” Astrid said.

      “We’ve learned,” Crissy said, picking up the tale, “that one of the Portland covens is planning to summon Brigid back to this plane of existence.”

      Tammy leaned forward, practically vibrating with intensity. “And after what we went through last August, I seriously doubt that’s a good idea.”

      I glanced at Sarah. Her expression was as tight and concerned as I knew mine was. “Agreed,” I said with a sharp nod. “How can we help?”
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