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      Frankie glanced away from her late mom's BIG BOOK OF SPELLS, checking the progress on the dusting and vacuuming. The spell—page 795—had taken ages to get right and worked like something out of the Sorcerer's Apprentice, but without all those buckets of water.

      Despite being twenty-five, Frankie wasn't good at housework—or magic—and so the hours spent perfecting the various housework spells had been worth it. If Mrs. Bryson, her octogenarian landlady, was as picky with tomorrow's 'surprise' spot-check as she had been every other week, Frankie wanted no cause for complaint.

      She knew she was being paranoid, but with cheap accommodation scarce in Seattle, eviction would be a disaster. Experience told her that sleeping in her car sucked.

      It hadn't taken long to realize that Mrs. Bryson only ever dropped in unannounced on Sunday mornings on her way home from church. Frankie therefore cleaned on Saturday afternoon, giving herself as little time as possible to mess the place up.

      The first check came close to ending in disaster. Dexter, her Jack Russell—who wasn't on the lease because of a strict no-pets policy—was asleep on the rug in the lounge. Flat on his back, his legs twitching in the air, he'd been snoring fit to rouse the dead.

      Panicked, Frankie used a put your washing away spell, which saw Dex zapped from the lounge to the beat-up Toyota she'd inherited from her mom. She'd been lucky the pup had arrived in one piece given the car was half a block away. To avoid another nasty surprise, she'd put a doorbell ward on the complex's courtyard that alerted her to the landlady's presence.

      Frankie settled deeper into the junkyard sofa, which was part of the rental's supposedly high-end furnishings, doing her best to avoid the dodgy springs. She tapped her e-reader, turning the page to the next spell.

      Frankie's mom had performed the spell that saw an e-reader version of the original spell book produced. And while this went against her late mom's love of the old ways, if it helped Frankie study, she was all for it. She also knew if she didn't do it, Frankie would give it a whirl herself, something as likely to see the family heirloom up in flames.

      The device also allowed her to concentrate on learning spells without memories of her mom swamping her. Just turning the pages of the original had hints of her mom's favorite perfume enveloping her, with Frankie in tears soon after.

      The unforgiving sofa aside, this corner of the lounge was the perfect spot to read, with sunlight flooding in and a gentle breeze blowing through the wide-open French doors.

      Frankie wasn't sure how much time had passed when an octogenarian started screeching at her from behind the sofa. "What on earth is that disgusting fleabag doing lying on my good rug?"

      Frankie didn't bother turning the e-reader off, tossing it on the coffee table, twisting her legs around, and clambering to her feet. Either the old crone had somehow dodged the ward in the courtyard, or it had failed again. Also, her landlady was a full day early. "Mrs. Bryson, I can explain."

      Frankie wasn't sure how, but was going to give it her best shot. The place had been too hard-won to risk getting kicked out. Not when she was still trying to find a job that would give her enough spare time to practice her craft, as she had promised her mom. Frankie still didn't believe her life was in danger as her mom had warned her, but a promise was a promise.

      "I might be old, but I'm not blind." The woman, having missed the ancient vacuum cleaner and feather duster working away without human intervention, rather disproved that. Perhaps it was that the landlady's attention was on Dex.

      "We're doomed." Dexter's voice was loud inside Frankie's head, their ability to communicate telepathically courtesy of another gift from Frankie's mom. The tenants in Frankie's apartment back in Portland having complained bitterly about his constant barking, it was that or move.

      Turns out he hadn't liked the synthetic nature of his dog bed, saying it lit up like the Fourth of July when he moved too fast. The fluffy nylon bedding being replaced with Egyptian cotton made him a happy pup. Now all Frankie had to deal with was the small dog's incessant chatter and propensity to hum.

      "I'm looking after the dog for, ah, a friend. He's going home this afternoon. I'll, ah, vacuum the place until it's spotless."

      As tempting as it was to tell the old battle-ax the apartment would be even cleaner than when they'd moved in, Frankie buttoned her lips. She'd said too much, with this brief mention of the vacuum enough to have her landlady noticing the household appliance working away on its own.

      It was doing a great job, too. Even getting into the corners and under the battered and dinged sideboard, with Frankie impressed by how well the new-to-her spell was working.

      "It's … it's… it's…"

      Unable to add to this, Mrs. Bryson collapsed in a pile of purple velour tracksuit, white hair, and rickety bones. Not that she was down there for long, with Frankie manhandling her up onto the sofa where she'd be safe from the vacuum cleaner.

      The be-spelled device, having picked up on Frankie's agitated state, had doubled its efforts to find every speck of dust in the place. There was also no turning the blasted thing off, with it continuing even after she'd yanked the cord out of the socket.

      All she could hope was that once she'd put some distance between herself and the appliance, the spell would run its course. None of her other spells ever lasted for long, the doorbell ward being a case in point.

      Frankie had packed her belongings in the Toyota and was sneaking out the French doors with Dex when Mrs. Bryson regained full consciousness. So much for avoiding a big scene. Frankie knew there was no staying following that afternoon's debacle.

      Nevermind Dex, Normals didn't appreciate witchcraft even when it was being used for as mundane a task as housework. A testament of this was Mrs. Bryson escorting Dex and Frankie to the car to make sure they left. She'd berated them every step of the way, whilst making the sign of the cross and giving them the evil eye.

      If Mrs. Bryson had been packing holy water, they'd be wet by now. Safely away from the curb and with no clue as to their destination, Frankie took a quick peek in the rearview mirror. Mrs. Bryson was shaking her fist so violently in their direction that she nearly fell over. And if she had, she would have blamed this on Frankie, too.

      "Old bag. She should have paid us to stay there. I doubt it's ever been as clean."

      "Not true," said Dex, who was riding shotgun. "While you were packing, I peed on the mat in the kitchen."

      Frankie couldn't hold back a splutter of laughter. "Why did you do that?"

      Busy scratching behind his ear, he took his time answering. "She said I had fleas." On Frankie looking at him, with an eyebrow raised, he'd huffed out in indignation. "Hey, I caught them off her rug!"

      And while that might be true, it didn't change their current predicament. They were back where they had been when they'd first arrived in Seattle. Homeless, and with even less cash to splash.

      "I guess we'll find a cheap motel for tonight and search for a new apartment tomorrow. Not that we'll find one as cheap."

      "Or nasty," piped up Dex.
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      Dex pulled his head back inside the car, licking his lips free of wind-induced drool. He'd then dropped to the passenger seat and turned to Frankie. "Any chance of a pit-stop?"

      "Sorry, dude. I was thinking."

      She was thinking back to how different her life had been six months earlier. Before her mom, who was driving Frankie's car, got shunted in front of a speeding freight train.

      The police never found the culprits, although the evidence pointed to them having been in a red pickup. Shame that her mom's ability to see the future hadn't allowed her to avoid the accident altogether. From a life full of love and laughter, Frankie's world became so dark she couldn't see a way forward.

      Gone were the days of helping her mom, Pat, with the day-to-day running of Patsy's Magic Emporium. Gone were the laughter, the security. However, it was on that last day at the hospital that Frankie's life really took a nose-dive.

      During a moment of lucidity, her mother warned her to get far, far away. Her last words were to tell Frankie that her life was in danger. With her mom then slipping into a coma from which she'd never awaken, Frankie didn't get to hear why.

      As fantastical as the warning had been, Frankie attributed it to the head injury her mom had sustained. Moving into the small apartment over the magic emporium was her first mistake, with the space chock full of memories of her mom.

      Then the shop had faltered, because Frankie was nowhere near as talented a witch and medium as her mom. As if all this wasn't enough, Evan, her boyfriend of two years, dumped her because her constant tears were "bumming him out."

      Heart-sore and weary, Frankie decided putting all Pat's things in storage and leaving town was as good an idea as any. She was now second-guessing herself. Grief counseling would have been easier than what she was currently facing.

      "In here! In here! Pull in here!"

      Dex's excited telepathic shouting had Frankie's concentration back on the road, with her swerving into a parking lot next to a marina a second later. Before she'd had time to engage the handbrake, Dex flew out the window and over to the nearest pole as fast as he could with his back legs crossed.

      His sigh of relief inside her head was loud and heartfelt. While she waited for him to finish his business and sniff every other upright surface in a one-hundred-foot radius, Frankie checked out their surroundings.

      Across the road was a collection of shops and trades, and even a café. It was one of the narrowest Frankie had ever seen; it being not much wider than the front door itself. It was a true hole-in-the-wall establishment, and one that begged to be explored. Enough of a draw to have Frankie climbing out of the car, leaning back in to grab her handbag.

      "Dex, can you guard the car while I go get a coffee?"

      The Jack Russell didn't bother lifting its head from the patch of grass that it was sniffing, as though its life depended on it. "Yeah, sure, whatever."

      "And something to eat!" said Frankie.

      There wasn't a chance he was ignoring this, with his head shooting up as though spring-mounted. "Blueberry muffin for me!" With his order placed, he returned to his sniffing.

      Frankie threaded her way through a motley collection of parked cars and, after checking for traffic, crossed the road to the café. Its name had her smiling. Magic Beans - Proprietor: Mac Fletcher. Well, it appeared Mac had a sense of humor.

      Back at the marina, Frankie took a seat on a bench facing the water and ripped open the paper bag that held their muffins. Dex always had a blueberry, while her favorite was anything with chocolate. Her first sip of coffee left her transfixed. Magic Beans was right.

      Even with Seattle's reputation for excellent coffee, it's the best cup she's had since arriving in the city. It was rich, velvety, and without a hint of bitterness. That the barista had sprinkled chocolate on top was the icing on the, ah, coffee.

      She'd demolished her muffin and was halfway through her coffee before Dex returned, covered in cobwebs and grinning like a loon.

      "What's got you looking so happy?"

      "I know something you don't know," he sang, before settling himself on the bench and getting stuck into his muffin as though he hadn't eaten in days.

      "Well, don't leave me hanging, buddy."

      A muffled "hang on a sec" made its way inside her head, forcing Frankie to wait for her loyal sidekick to finish his snack. He was still licking his chops when he jumped off the seat and trotted away. He'd covered a goodly distance before he looked back. "Well, aren't you coming?"

      "Hang on, hang on." Frankie swallowed the last of the coffee, and on her way to join her familiar, chucked the empty cup and bag in a trash can. She'd only just caught up with him when he plopped himself on the boardwalk and looked up.

      It took a second for Frankie to register what had caught the small dog's attention. There was a sign nailed to a pole about a houseboat for rent on Pier 51. It was $100 a week, pets were welcome, and it was currently vacant.

      "Wow, that's crazy cheap. It also sounds too good to be true! Wait?" She looked from the sign to Dex. "You can read?"

      Dex shrugged as though it were no big deal. "Hey, I have to do something when you're out."

      Frankie ripped the sign down to prevent anyone else from seeing it. "Righty-ho. Let's go get ourselves a home." After finding the right pier, she was soon striding down the dock with Dex trotting beside her, humming.

      Their future was suddenly looking a lot brighter.
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      With her footsteps echoing on the wooden boards, Frankie's thoughts were in a tangle. What if the place was a hovel? It leaked? It was half submerged? For $100 a week, it wouldn't be much, although maybe not as bad as what someone had tied up in slip number thirty-two. The rusty shipping container that was plopped askew on an even rustier barge was a maritime disaster on speed dial.

      Had she read the number wrong?

      Dex, who was on the side deck of this homage to corrosion, interrupted her thoughts. "Nope, it's the right place."

      With nothing to lose, Frankie wandered along the floating dock that sat between The Crate—as she thought of the place—and the Jolly Roger, a large cruiser. Frankie knocked on the frosted glass door cut into the side of the container, waiting without luck for someone to answer.

      She'd given up when she spotted a yellowed and faded note stuck in the doorframe. This, coupled with the spidery writing and lack of spaces, made it a slow read.

      
        
        Welcomeaboard.

        Pleasegotothe

        houseboatopposite

        forthekey.Gxx

      

      

      All that was missing from this affront to the English language were the hashtags. When she'd finally made sense of the scrawl, Frankie's shoulders dropped in defeat. "Hecking heck, it looks like it's gone."

      Dex looked up from his forensic examination of the deck. "Someone already rented it?"

      "Yeah. Looks like they have."

      "I hate motels. They have fleas."

      As she watched Dex plod the length of the barge, stopping occasionally to sniff something, Frankie thought about motels they could afford. A night in the Toyota would be better than staying somewhere they'd get eaten alive.

      Perhaps if she flea-bombed it before they moved in?

      She was searching for accommodation on her phone when a hatch opened on the cruiser and an older man popped his head out.

      "Are you here about renting the Shangri-La?"

      The Shangri-La? Was he serious?

      Only by sucking hard on her lips was Frankie able to hold in her snort of laughter. "Yes, although I see it's already rented out."

      "No. Not that I'm aware? Name's Jack, by-the-by."

      That there wasn't a captain tacked onto the front was a letdown, what with him wearing a captain's hat and all. Frankie suspected that if she could see the rest, there'd be navy whites and lots of medals involved.

      "Hi. I'm Frankie. Frankie B."

      "And may I ask what the B stands for?"

      Frankie wasn't sure why she didn't make something up, but she was incapable of lying about this one thing. Not that she lied about much else. Well, apart from being vague about Dex, her roommate, when applying for new apartments.

      "It's B for Bonny."

      Wait for it. Wait for it.

      She'd heard the lot. Bonny and Clyde. Bonny Doon—the place and the band. Even 'bonny wee thing' in an appalling Scottish accent.

      "As in Anne Bonny, the pirate?" Jack's face was now lit with excitement.

      "Ah yes, but how did…"

      Before she could get the rest of her question out, Jack said, "Welcome aboard," gave her a jaunty salute and disappeared back through the hatch.

      "That was weird," said Frankie to Dex, who was trying to inch his way around the lattice at the end of the rusty container. "If you fall in, I am not fishing you out."

      No one ever mentions Anne Bonny. Everything but.

      Her frown transformed into a wide grin. The place was still available and would do until something better arrived. It'd be a step up from a flea-pit motel, and a heap better than the Toyota. At least she hoped so. She hadn't been able to check out the interior, with the glass door frosted and any windows skinny and near the roofline.

      Back on the main pier, Frankie approached the gorgeous houseboat that was tied up opposite. The cherry-red front door, with its creepy brass knocker shaped like an octopus, was intimidating, no doubt on purpose.

      Not that this stopped Frankie from grabbing a handful of tentacles and knocking hard enough that she may as well have been tenderizing them ready for the grill.

      While waiting, she took in the other boats and houseboats, with her gaze coming to rest on a stunning double-masted schooner. Its length was such that it took up the whole dock that formed a tee at the end of the main pier. The American Pearl must be worth millions.

      She was still looking at it when the door next to her opened.

      On turning, she had her ability to speak stolen. The thief in question stood at least six-three, with a body many in Hollywood would kill for. Even though dressed in a baggy white t-shirt and faded jeans, he had her mouth drier than Death Valley at the height of summer.

      Maybe she'd seen him in a movie or ad? She couldn't work out what it was, but she got the sense she'd already met him. He wasn't what she'd been expecting when reading the note stuck in the doorjamb. That note spoke of a little old lady, not a hot-as-hell man.

      As he looked at her, a frown knotted his brow, marring his handsome face. He followed this up by crossing his arms over what looked to be a solid chest and leaning against the door frame in a pose that yelled SCRAM.

      Still incapable of speech, or even rational thought, Frankie held the tattered TO LET sign up so he could see it.

      The change in him was instantaneous. He pushed himself away from the wall with his shoulder, straightened and grabbed a key off a side table in the hall. He then held it up by its yellow ribbon, lifting it higher when Frankie tried to take it from him.

      "What's your name, Shortcake?"

      Shortcake? Was he serious?

      Frankie checked her outfit to see if it had morphed into something pink and frilly. Nope, she was still wearing no-nonsense boots, jeans with holes in the knees, and a dark gray T-shirt. She ran her fingers through her hair, messing up the short, spiky style. She then tugged a lock forward to check it was still the fiery red she loved so much. Yep.

      She returned his gaze with a scowl that matched his earlier one. "Name's Frankie."

      "And who is this?"

      With the key stuffed in his pocket; he crouched and tickled Dex under the chin. It was something that'd normally have the small dog trying to relieve the tickler of a finger or two. Instead, Dex dropped and rolled onto his back like a lady of the night looking for extra income.

      "Oh, don't stop, don't stop, don't stop," Dex mumbled telepathically.

      And Frankie couldn't blame him. Heck, watching the guy rubbing his large hand up and down the dog's tummy was doing funny things to her own.

      "Sorry, buddy, that's all I've got time for. I've got things to do, and your mom needs to look at the Shangri-La."

      He gave Dex's tummy a last flourish before getting back to his feet and digging around in his pocket for the key. Again, he dangled it by the ribbon. However, this time, instead of trying to take it off him, Frankie held her hand out and waited for him to drop it in her palm. She'd not play his stupid games, no matter how good-looking he was.

      "Thanks. I'll take a quick look and drop the key back after." No way was she making any commitment to this guy before she'd even seen the place.

      Frankie stomped down the houseboat's gangplank, over the pier and onto The Crate. She was conscious of him watching her every step, and it took every ounce of her willpower not to give in to the temptation to sneak a peek back. Dex, however, had no issues about casting longing looks.

      

      After unlocking the glass door, Frankie slid it open, preparing herself for the worst. The outside not being in the running for any Architectural Digest Awards, she was expecting hideous carpet, tatty furniture, and a bathroom behind a curtain.

      At least she hoped there was a curtain.

      And a bathroom.

      "Wow!"

      The floors were bamboo, and to her right there was a double cabin bed dressed like something out of a home catalog. To her left stood a table and chairs and a sectional sofa, with a kitchenette and flat-pack wardrobe against the wall opposite. Everything appeared brand new.

      There was a bathroom tucked to the side of the cabin bed and—oh happy days—there was a door. While tiny, the bathroom still had a walk-in shower, commode, and vanity.

      There wasn't a soaking tub, but there would be as soon as Frankie moved in, with loaner spells easier than others.

      Back in the main cabin, Frankie spotted Dex spread out on a fluffy sheepskin rug in front of double glass doors that led to a small back deck. Yep, he liked the place, too.

      "Dex! Wake up, you slug. You can't move in until I've signed a lease."

      She didn't get a response other than his snuffling as he settled himself even deeper into the sheepskin rug. He was out of luck if he thought she was leaving him where he was.

      "If you come back with me, you might get another tummy rub."

      Heck, even she wouldn't mind one of those.

      It was just the catalyst he needed, and Dex was on his feet and halfway across the pier before Frankie had locked the door.

      

      The ugly octopus having received another hammering, Frankie didn't have to wait this time, with the door swinging wide, as though The Hunk had been lurking in the hallway.

      Not wanting to give him time to call her Shortcake again, she rushed to speak. "I'll…" She cleared her throat and started again. "I'll take it."

      "Excellent. I've got a copy of the lease inside."

      Being alone with this guy was something she'd prefer to avoid. She wasn't sure what it was about him that had her on edge, but she wasn't ignoring it like she had with her ex.

      Even knowing at least two defensive spells, she couldn't use them without outing herself as a witch, and bang would go the rental.

      Despite this, she wasn't altogether helpless without her magic. Her dad had disappeared by the time she was two, and she'd spent her childhood living in neighborhoods her mom could afford. These were often so far on the wrong side of the tracks you couldn't hear the trains even if you tried.

      This was why she'd joined an after-school program, allowing her to do her homework in peace and not to a soundtrack of street fights and domestic violence.

      It was there she'd met her own Mr. Miyagi, and while she hadn't learned karate, she'd learned something she thought was better. Jeet Kune Do was the perfect martial art for women, and Frankie figured if it was good enough for Bruce Lee, then it was good enough for her.

      The one maneuver she wasn't keen on was the one where you jabbed someone in the eyes. On purpose! Even thinking about it gave her the heebie-jeebies.

      Maybe today would be the day? Mind you, that would mean they missed out on the lease too.

      He moved to the side and motioned for her to enter, which she did after a moment's hesitation. Not that she could sense danger emanating from him, but that she wasn't keen on getting up close and personal with that much testosterone.

      With her back to the wall, she then waited for him to close the front door.

      He didn't. Rather, he clicked his fingers and for a second Frankie thought she was being given the hurry-up.

      "Come on, buddy, in you come."

      "Dex, his name is Dex." Frankie looked at her familiar, who'd slipped between them and was trotting down the middle of the hall. He looked back every couple of steps to confirm he was okay being indoors somewhere this nice. Frankie couldn't blame him; even she was feeling out of place.

      After softly closing the front door, The Hunk padded barefoot past Frankie, overtook Dex, and swung open the door at the end of the hallway. This flooded the dark space with sunlight, leaving Frankie momentarily disoriented.

      Inching her way into the room, she then had to wait for her eyes to adjust to the extra light. While the view from The Crate was of boats and an industrial park, the view here was magical. There was a wide expanse of water and the Seattle skyline in the distance, meaning it would be spectacular at night.

      A polite cough had Frankie turning to see him standing next to a sleek glass table, with what must be the lease, a ballpoint pen on top.

      "Oh, right," she said, remembering why she was there.

      He pulled a chair out for her, and not until she was sitting did he do the same for himself. Broken broomsticks, Frankie would prefer he made himself busy somewhere else than sit and stare at her while she plowed her way through a stack of legalese.

      She carefully read the first couple of clauses, but conscious of his inspection, scanned rather than read the rest of the first page. Things slowed when she turned the single sheet of paper over.

      Looking at the spot at the bottom where she was supposed to sign, two things became obvious. First off, her full name already being listed on the document shrieked of magic. Second, she'd place bets on the guy sitting opposite her not being Gwen Rasmussen.
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      What was going on? Frankie looked from the lease to the guy sitting opposite and back. The familiar sensation of magic tingling in her fingers had her dropping her hands to her lap, where she'd be less likely to set fire to something. Or worse.

      "Who are you? Because I doubt your name is Gwen." Rubbing her hands on her jeans, Frankie dispersed the spell that had arisen because of her agitation.

      "I'm Zane, a friend of Gwen's. She's out of town, so she left the key with me."

      "And how is it that my full name is showing on the lease?"

      "You'd have to ask Gwen about that."

      Frankie wasn't sure what to do. With Gwen having signed the lease, all she had to do to make The Crate hers was to sign, too. The only problem was that with her full name there in black and white, it smacked of magic. Magic failure she might be, but even she knew you didn't sign a magical contract without knowing who and what.

      Hexed hopping rabbits.

      "I can't sign this. Not without meeting Gwen."

      Frankie placed the key on top of the lease, pushed her chair back and got to her feet.

      "Come on, Dex, time to go."

      He wasn't as quick to do her bidding as she'd like, prompting her to clap her hands and tell him to move it.

      "But I don't want to stay at a motel." He dragged his feet along the hallway.

      "Hang on a second." Zane strode by Dex and her, putting his hand on the door to stop her from opening it. "What say you move into the Shangri-La and sign the lease when Gwen is back? Would that work?"

      "Hot dang!" Dex bounced and spun on the spot in his excitement at not having to spend the night in a fleabag motel. "Say yes! Say yes!"

      

      Frankie couldn't see a downside to Zane's suggestion. Apart from living opposite him. There was something about him that drew her in. Like an old boyfriend you still think is cute, but whom you know is bad news.

      It was only when she arrived back at the car that she realized she hadn't even locked it when she'd gone off with Dex earlier. A frantic search showed everything was still where it should be, including her car stereo. She'd heard stories about the types who hung around in parking lots waiting for someone to be stupid enough to leave their car unlocked. "Phew, that was lucky."

      After placing the parking sticker Zane had given her on the dash, Frankie readied herself to grab as many bags as she could in one go. Anything to avoid a zillion trips from the car to The Crate. And no, she was not calling that rusty heap of metal the Shangri-La. It was the most ludicrous and inappropriate name ever.

      "Hey, Mom! Would this work?" Dex was on the far side of the parking lot, standing next to what looked to be an old-fashioned mail cart. He was right. It'd be perfect for ferrying the weird assortment that made up their worldly goods.

      "I'm not sure, Dex. It might belong to someone."

      "So, we're only borrowing it."

      

      When it came to a toss-up between borrowing the cart without asking and carrying everything, Frankie took the risk. "That's the lot," she said, plonking a large, dark-brown leather suitcase atop everything else crammed in the wheeled cart. The case had belonged to her late dad and—along with her fiery locks and the amulet that hung around her neck—was all she had of his.

      "Can I get on? Can I? Can I?" Dex bounced on the spot, showing his enthusiasm for taking a ride in anything with wheels, even if it was an old mail cart.

      "Sure you can." Bending, Frankie scooped him up and placed him atop her dad's case, where he sat in splendor as she wheeled everything to their new home.

      They weren't even halfway along the pier before Dex was standing on the suitcase, leaning forward and urging Frankie to greater speed by barking out, "Faster! Faster!" inside her head.

      "If I go any faster, we'll end up in the harbor."

      Even without speed, it was a close-run thing, with Frankie constantly yanking on the cart to straighten it. Courtesy of this zigzag path, it took longer than it should have to see their belongings aboard The Crate. Now all Frankie wanted was a cup of tea and a power-nap. It was just a shame her kettle was sitting on the counter at the old apartment.

      With Mrs. Bryson likely still trying to stop the vacuum and net the feather duster while waiting for an exorcist, nipping back to retrieve it wasn't an option.

      "Guess I need to go buy a new one."

      "You forgot my bowl too," said Dex.

      "Hex it!" Grabbing her phone out of her handbag, she did a quick search to see where the nearest supermarket was. She was so shattered it could be next door and still not be close enough. "It's not too far away. Will you be okay on your own?"

      "Sure." Dex flopped down on his side on the sheepskin rug, stretched his legs as much as possible, then folded them tight against his body. Following a small tweak to the angle of his head, he shut his eyes, dismissing her.

      

      Back at The Crate a short time later, Frankie dropped her shopping just inside the door, shocked to find Dex chatting away to three new friends.

      "Mom, meet Jojo, Stinky, and Spud," said Dex, nodding at a Siamese cat, a hamster, and a small pig. And the pig was small—as in not crowding eight inches at the shoulder, meaning Spud was a runt, or he'd had help of the magical variety.

      "Greetings."

      "Hello."

      "Pleased to meet you."

      Okay, with her able to hear them all, it looked as if it wasn't just the pig that had been magically enhanced. Not that she could fault the manners of the trio.

      Frankie was thinking about how to get rid of her unwanted guests when Jojo, the Siamese, tilted her head to the side. "Mom wants me. Bye." She then disappeared in a shower of sparks.

      Stinky and Spud didn't even say goodbye before disappearing, too.

      "Where did they come from?"

      "They're locals from the pier."

      "Okay, so I know where they live. How come they were here?"

      "Oh, I was thinking it would be nice to have a few friends. And poof, they're here."

      This confirmed for Frankie that she wasn't alone in her magical abilities, with other people on Pier 51 also special in various ways. And Dex wasn't the only familiar. It was this, or Dex had magical abilities she was unaware of. Frankie wasn't sure about being part of a group like that. Her mom avoided them at all costs.

      

      With the kettle on to boil, Frankie set to emptying her dad's suitcase. This took longer than it should because of the case being magical and able to hold as much as one five times the size. By the time it was empty, her bed was all but buried by a weird assortment of clothing.

      While some items were hers, the majority was stuff she'd kept to remind her of people who were no longer in her life. Frankie found more comfort in burying her face in a much-worn article of clothing than in looking at a flat photo.

      Evan was the one person whose clothing she hadn't held onto, with her having burned anything he'd left at her place. His neighbors had been furious about the bonfire in the middle of his front lawn, but Frankie found it rather cathartic.

      She and Dex even took marshmallows.

      Even without opening the wardrobe, she knew she didn't have any hope of fitting everything in there. She stood before it, going through the spell in her head in a practice run before holding her hands up, ready to get to work.

      "Oy! Stop."

      "Wait? What? Why?" Frankie looked at Dex and dropped her hands to her sides.

      "Remember the last time you did magic with the doors open?"

      "Good point. Thanks, buddy."

      Only after locking the frosted glass door and drawing the drapes to the deck tight did Frankie raise her hands again.

      

      
        
        Wardrobe, cupboard,

        closet, chest

        I need more space

        to hold my best

        With lots of rails

        and heaps of room

        to hang my hat

        and store my broom.

      

      

      

      Frankie didn't even own a hat or broom, but wasn't confident enough with her magic to tinker with a known spell. When the magic had built up enough, she pointed at the wardrobe with sparks streaming from her fingers, leaving the wardrobe looking bedazzled. Only after the last spark had fallen to the floor did she open the doors and step inside.

      The space was perfect, with lots of hanging space and two sets of drawers, ideal for smaller items. There was even a large, freestanding unit in the middle of the room with shoe storage underneath and a velvet upholstered top perfect for holding jewelry and other trinkets. Shame Frankie didn't own any bling. Not that she'd wear it if she did. It wasn't her style.

      The other enclosed space was the bathroom, with a quick resizing spell transforming this too. No longer a glorified broom cupboard, it smacked more of a high-end spa, and the soaking tub was a beauty. Frankie was wise enough to know she hadn't summoned the tub out of thin air and that it had to have come from somewhere.

      Not keen on taking something someone might need; she always visualized a summer or winter house where no one would notice a bath gone for the night. She also made sure she returned it, sparkling and in perfect order.

      From time-to-time she'd even send one back in better order than it had arrived. Sure, it'd lead to head-scratching when the owners saw the bath was cleaner and that the chip by the plug hole had repaired itself. That she could live with.

      Her cup of tea abandoned in favor of putting everything away, Frankie was still folding and hanging when there came a booming knock on the side of the container. As tempting as it was to magic the rest away, she was still hit-and-miss—mostly miss—with free-spelling. And based on her recent luck, her favorites would end up in the wardrobe at their ratty old apartment.

      Rather than look like she'd been up to something shady, Frankie closed the wardrobe and opened the drapes. She then unlocked the frosted glass door and slid it open; unsure of who it would be, with no one knowing she was living here.

      Apart from Zane, that was.

      He held his arms wide, a bottle of bubbles in his left hand, and two champagne flutes in his right. "Welcome to the marina." His smile was as wide as his gesture.

      "Don't you think this is a tad premature?" Frankie placed herself in the doorway, blocking him from entering. "I haven't signed the lease yet."

      "But you will." His tone was self-assured.

      His manner had Frankie bristling. What was it her mom used to say about guys like him? That's right. "Why buy a book when you can join the library?"

      They were at an impasse when Frankie noticed small blue sparks filling the space between them. Ah, he was a witch, warlock, or even worse, a sleaze like Evan. Why hadn't she sensed that when she was with him earlier? And hex it if he didn't look to be trying to spell her into letting him come inside.

      With her hands up in a defensive position, Frankie didn't hold back. Not that she hit him with magic because she didn't know a 'heave a hunk in the harbor' hex. Instead, she went old-school on him, throwing her weight forward, hitting him solidly in the solar plexus, and shoving hard.

      A simple levitation spell she had learned as a child saw her holding the bottle and glasses when he surfaced.

      "Next time you try that rubbish, I won't hold back."

      She was inching back inside with her spoils of war when he launched himself out of the water. That he landed on the pier after completing a double somersault told her that whatever else he was, he was strong. And it showed, with his wet clothes molding to his body and revealing an eight-pack that would give Jason Momoa some competition.

      With that type of power at his fingertips, maybe she shouldn't have been as rough. Worried about being hurt if he retaliated, she was relieved when he broke into a broad grin, although not for long.

      He licked his lips slowly and deliberately, making it obvious that harming her was the last thing on his mind. Wonky wands, with part of her still hurting from sleazebag Evan's rejection, this was even scarier.

      She slid the door shut with her hip and wasted no time putting the bubbles and glasses on the table. With her hands free, she spun around and locked the door. After a second's pause, she threw up a ward designed specifically to keep him away. She didn't hold back either, with it big enough to enclose The Crate entirely.

      Ward spell training was the one thing her mom had refused to back down on. She'd made Frankie practice until she could create one without thinking. And with no need of an incantation. Nope, just thinking about the words was enough for these to work.

      The question was this. Despite all that training, would her ward be strong enough to keep him at bay? The bigger question was, did she want it to?
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      Frankie hadn't put the bubbles in the fridge when there was another knock. Broomsticks. It looked as though she had missed something with her ward. It shouldn't have been possible for Zane to step foot on the side dock without being zapped so far that he'd need to call a cab to get home.

      Much as she wanted to pretend that she was out, it wasn't possible. Much as she wanted to pretend that she was out, it wasn't possible. She was still dithering about what to do when her name was called.

      "Frankie, dear, it's Gwen. Are you opening the door?"

      This was going to be interesting. Even her middle name had been on the lease. No one knew what that was other than her close family, and Dex was the only one left after her mom died.

      She would also be the first witch Frankie met apart from her mom. She didn't count the velvet witches who used to visit her mom's shop in search of love potions and abundance spells. The single magical thing about those women, as far as Frankie and her mom were concerned, was how often they used their gold credit cards.

      The door unlocked. She slid it open and got her first look at her new landlady. She was as far from Mrs. Bryson as you could get, apart from looking to be the same age and also having eyes that avoided taking part in any smile. Instead of a velour tracksuit, the woman was wearing a long, dark-blue gown with flared sleeves that fit her slim body to perfection. Her silver hair was in an elegant chignon, with her jewelry restricted to a simple pair of pearl earrings.

      Frankie wasn't aware of Jojo, the Siamese cat, being with Gwen until the feline popped its head out from under the hem of the woman's dress. Talk about an accident waiting to happen. Not that this appeared to bother Gwen, with her stepping aboard and through the open door. The most amazing thing about this maneuver was Jojo staying hidden under her dress the entire time.

      "Here, let me help you with those." Frankie took the plate of muffins off the older woman—before the Siamese could wrap itself around her ankles and send them flying.

      "Looks like someone beat me to it with the housewarming gift. No matter." Gwen made herself at home by putting the kettle back on the stove. The elderly witch then opened a cupboard and took out mugs and a teapot that Frankie hadn't even realized were in there. That the woman had then helped herself to the tea in Frankie's battered caddy had her bristling.

      To Frankie, it was the politest home invasion ever. That was until she remembered she hadn't signed the lease yet.

      "About the lease," said Frankie, before running out of words.

      "Yes, Zane tells me you didn't want to sign it until you'd met me in person."

      "It didn't feel right signing a legal document with my name already on it, especially when I've never met you." After folding her arms across her chest; Frankie leaned against the wall next to the door as though relaxed. She was anything but having to rub her hands up and down her upper arms to disperse the magic tingling in her fingers.

      Not that she was ready to let go of it altogether. She knew from experience that it flared when there was the potential for harm, although it had been wrong in the past. "Can you explain how you knew my full name?"

      "Simple. I put the word out to the universe for the perfect witch to join The Marina Coven, and your name came up. Then everything fell into place, like magic."

      "So, wait, you're the reason I got thrown out of my old apartment?"

      

      Frankie no longer fought the magic tingling in her fingertips. She even rubbed them together to build momentum on the spell that was itching for release. How dare this old lady get her and Dex evicted so she could get a new tenant?

      "And you can put that hex away right this minute, young lady." Gwen waved a hand in Frankie's direction. Rather than pain, it was as though she'd plunged her hands into ice-cold water, with the spell extinguished. Frankie inched closer to the door, ready to risk zapping her belongings to the Toyota if need be. Even her mom wasn't this powerful.

      "Dex, get over here, please?" When the small dog didn't wake from his nap on the sheepskin, Frankie yelled at him telepathically. If she weren't as flustered as she was, she'd laugh at him going from prone to airborne in a second. "Over here now!"

      "Oh, for goodness’ sake. Would you relax? I won't hurt you or your dog, so there's no need to get your panties in a bunch." Gwen took the whistling kettle off the heat and poured water into the teapot sitting next to the 'I Love Canada' souvenir mugs on the bench.

      "You could hear that?" said Frankie inside her head.

      The woman didn't answer.

      "Could you hear that?" Frankie asked again, out loud.

      "I didn't need to. Your body language said it all."

      "I like her," said Dex. "She brought muffins." He sniffed the air. "Oh boy, blueberry."

      "Now that's new." Gwen glanced at Dex, her look of surprise appearing rusty, as though it got little use these days.

      "Dex, any chance we can keep your ability to communicate between the two of us?"

      

      "Oops, sorry, Mom. I forgot." This time, the small dog remembered to keep his thoughts from Gwen, even if it was too late.

      The old witch had done nothing to hurt her, other than kill off her hex. All Frankie could do was see how things panned out. This, and it was hard to stay mad at someone who had made her a cup of tea and was waving a double chocolate chip muffin under her nose.

      "Why me?"

      "Don't take it personally. Please." Gwen sat at the small table and took a tentative sip of tea. She was as at ease as she would be if this were her own home, which it still was. "What a delightful blend. Your own concoction?"

      "My mom's."

      "Ah, right? I was sorry to read about your loss. My condolences."

      "It was in the paper?" Frankie sat opposite the older woman, mulling over how news from Portland made it into the big city papers.

      "No, I read it in the tea leaves." Gwen blew across the surface of her tea before taking another genteel sip. "Same way as I read your name."

      After a fortifying sip of tea, Frankie closed her eyes in pleasure. Gwen had made it how her mom did. No milk, a quarter of a teaspoon of brown sugar, and stirred three times in a counterclockwise direction.

      Over tea, it came to light that the Marina Coven had a vacancy for a witch, but not just any witch. They needed a witch who could see ghosts because they had a problem with one who wouldn't go away.

      "It's so annoying. We'd have it sorted if the others hadn't upped and left without so much as a thank you." Gwen took another sip of tea.

      "The other ghosts?"

      "No, dear, the other spectral witches."

      The way Gwen told it, this thing was the ghostly equivalent of gophers chewing up your lawn. More of a nuisance than something to have the homeowners' association giving you the side-eye.

      "But I can't see ghosts." Frankie took an unladylike bite out of her muffin and was even more unladylike when spitting it straight out into her hand. She looked from Gwen to her hand and back. "You tried to spell me?" First Zane and now Gwen? "What is it with you people?"

      "Relax, it's harmless. Had to make sure we had the right witch, and your picking up on that spell confirmed it." Gwen took a big bite out of her own muffin.

      "Sure of what?" Frankie closed her hand around the uneaten bite of muffin, unsure what to do with it.

      "That you're the one for us."

      Frankie raised an eyebrow, waiting for Gwen to make sense.

      "Your noticing the specter charm confirms beyond doubt that if you put your mind to it, you can see ghosts."

      Opening and closing her mouth, Frankie tried to find words to go with this action, to no avail. She was still gaping when Gwen dusted her hands free of muffin crumbs and snapped her fingers twice. The lease sat signature-side-up on the table in front of Frankie, along with a ballpoint pen.

      Frankie looked at the cabin bed strewn with clothes. "Can I sleep on it and give you a decision in the morning?"

      "I'm afraid not." Gwen was all business, her posture rigid, her expression severe. Frankie knew if she didn't sign, she'd be on her way before you could say 'Casa Toyota' three times.

      Dex, who had been watching their conversation as if it were a tennis match, could stay quiet no longer. "Can we pleeeeeease stay? I hate motels. They have fleas."

      "You heard him. Motels have fleas." Gwen bent over and patted Dex on the top of his head. She was vigorous enough to have him pulling his head away to avoid any more PDA that was borderline GBH.

      "Fine." Frankie picked up the ballpoint pen and signed with a flourish. "We'll stay here for now. But don't say I didn't warn you. I can't see ghosts."

      "Excellent news."

      Gwen stood and ripped the lease out of Frankie's hand, inflicting a nasty paper cut that had her sucking her finger hard to stop the sting and blood. Seemingly unconcerned by the bright red smear on the lease, Gwen rolled it up and slipped it into a pocket in her dress. She then speared Frankie with a withering glare. "Your lessons start tomorrow."

      "Lessons? Lessons on what?"

      "Tsk tsk. Why, those mentioned in clause eleven. It's all there in black and white."

      "It wasn't the same lease?" While she might have scanned the lease over at Zane's place, there'd been no mention of lessons.

      Frankie's hands crackled. Before she could stop it, she flung a carpet shampoo spell at Gwen's hidden pocket. She hoped it would destroy the document or at least make the ink run. Not that it did any good, with her spell hitting an invisible barrier and the sparks falling to the ground and fizzling into small puffs of smoke.

      "Relax, you'll have fun with Zane." Gwen stood in the doorway, ready to leave. "Have a good night's sleep, though. You look done in."

      Following a flamboyant flourish of her hands, she disappeared, leaving Frankie no wiser about what lessons and why they needed to be with Zane, of all people. And she was using the word 'people' lightly here. She didn't know what the heck he was.

      As Frankie refocused her attention on the room, she found herself at a loss for words for the second time that day. Not only had she signed herself up for the Goddess knew what, but the clothes that had covered her new bed were missing in action.

      Having tossed her uneaten bite of muffin out the door for the birds, Frankie opened the wardrobe. What she saw shocked her on two counts. First, the inside was twice the size following her weak magical effort, and second, the hanging rails were groaning.

      There were more clothes here than she had owned in her life, with the majority similar in style to Gwen's blue dress. The old girl was kidding herself if she thought Frankie would wear the outfits hanging there.

      However, it was the pile of crisp banknotes sitting on the freestanding unit in the middle that spiked her anger.

      "I'm not that easily bought, you old bag," said Frankie, under her breath.

      Before she had time to think of the options available to her, Gwen materialized directly in front of her, forcing Frankie to step back. "And don't try leaving in the middle of the night, either. You've agreed to stay, and you know the consequences of breaking a magical contract!"

      After this warning, Gwen had disappeared, hopefully for the last time, leaving Frankie chilled to the bone. Even as magically challenged as she was, Frankie knew breaking a magical contract was a no-no. It's what her mom said claimed the life of her husband, Frankie's dad.

      It took Frankie longer than it should have to fall asleep, with any tiredness on her part outstripped by thoughts of her lessons and what they'll entail. That Zane was to be her teacher was worrying. How on earth was she supposed to learn anything from him if transfixed by his deep-blue eyes and lush, kissable lips?

      She was running dream fingers through his dark locks when she woke with a start. The large T-shirt she was wearing as a nightshirt was sticking to her back. Her face was fiery, and her hair was damp. "Broomsticks and botheration!"

      Grabbing her phone off the windowsill above her head, she looked at it.

      Three o'clock? Oh heck.

      Hearing rustling from over by the deck, she smirked as she imagined Dex lying back in splendor on his sheepskin. That was until he rolled over, breathing out straight into her face. This left her torn between berating him about his doggie breath and wondering what's making noises at the other end of the room.

      Her scalp, prickling like it was, told her this was no friendly visit.
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      Dex's head snapped up, his ears swiveling like radar, confirming Frankie wasn't imagining someone on the back deck. This was spooky because unless you were swimming or in a boat, the only way to reach the back deck was through The Crate itself.

      Frankie looked to the far end of the room, but with the drapes pulled for the night, it was pointless. To play it safe, she turned on her e-reader and searched for the perfect spell. It was so much easier finding one on here than trawling through the original spell book and being shanghaied by memories of her mom.

      Aware of Dex inching his way toward the end of the bed, ready to take on their intruder, she placed her hand on his back and spoke to him telepathically.

      "Stay where you are. I'll take care of this."

      With the e-reader in her lap, she looked through the spell one more time before thrusting both hands toward the drapes. She hoped to heck it worked. The spell was for bridges, not decks, and she'd learned the hard way about the dangers of changing an incantation.

      
        
        Swim you might.

        Swim you will.

        Without a deck,

        you'll get your fill.

      

      

      Golden light shot out of her fingertips, streaked across the room, and through the drapes. There was deep cursing, guaranteed to turn your ears blue, followed by a big splash. It was much bigger than a person could generate. Ooops, she forgot the patio furniture.

      Not one to shrink from confrontation, Frankie clambered over the side of the bed and inched her way onto the bamboo floor before striding the length of the room. She yanked the drapes wide and unlocked the sliding doors. She'd pushed them open and was stepping outside when she saw the deck was missing. Pffft, you change one word and lose a deck.

      On the flip side, as well as the deck being conspicuous by its absence, so was her intruder. Unfortunately, so was the rattan furniture, although she could see a seat cushion floating nearby. The most upsetting thing was the overwhelming scent of anise. It was strong enough that it was as if Frankie was standing in the middle of a field of the stuff.

      It transported her to her mom's bedside in the hospital. Her mom had reeked of anise, as she often used it to contact those from other planes. Smelling it now had her right back at the hospital, willing the ragged breathing to continue every time it faltered.

      Frankie stared at the dark water, trying to replace the last images of her mom with those from happier times. It was something she had to do often.

      After a brief mental shake, Frankie was back in the present. Much as she'd prefer to leave replacing the deck until the morning, she knew from experience that the sooner she reversed the spell, the easier it would be. No need to check her e-reader for the reversal spell, either, with her having had lots of practice with these.

      No sooner had she finished the incantation than the deck and cane furniture were back in place, and even dry. The one thing not reappearing was her late-night visitor.

      After putting a second, stronger ward around the whole of The Crate, its decks, and even the pier itself, Frankie went back to bed. She then spent the rest of the night in blissful slumber, waking just after seven. The biggest surprise was how refreshed she felt. Dex lay stretched out next to her, his belly exposed, showing he'd relaxed too.

      Following a quick visit to the bathroom, she had no end of trouble finding her running gear, having to resort to a searching spell. It wouldn't have been an issue if Gwen hadn't taken it upon herself to put Frankie's things away.

      "Hey, buddy, you need to come for a run with me. Otherwise, you'll be bouncing off the walls by lunchtime."

      When the small dog didn't do so much as open an eye, she pulled out the big guns.

      "I'm stopping in at Magic Beans on the way home, and you know how good their blueberry muffins are."

      Dex needed no further encouragement, meaning Frankie had to fight to keep up with the small dog during their jog around the surrounding streets. It was a nicer neighborhood than the last, leaving Frankie feeling better about the move foisted upon them.

      And anyway, they were stuck there for now. She couldn't risk moving anywhere until she knew what was in that magical document of Gwen's. The sooner she got hold of a copy, the better. Until that happened, she had no way of knowing what she was dealing with.

      Dex was beside himself with glee when he spotted a butcher's shop nearby, complete with a large glass-fronted fridge full of gourmet sausages. Frankie knew from experience he'd nag her until she surrendered.

      Out in front of Magic Beans, she gave her legs a good stretch to avoid pulling muscles. She also checked her pulse, pleased to see it was within the range she'd set for herself. Then, taking a leash out of the front pocket of her hoodie, she wrapped it around a pipe next to the front door, then clipped it to Dex's collar.

      "I won't be long, buddy."

      Not that Frankie needed to tie Dex up, knowing full well he'd stay put. Instead, it was that they'd found out the hard way people are wary of dogs hanging out on their own. And it wasn't as if either of them wanted another visit to the shelter.

      Plus, there was the fact she'd put a hex on Dex's leash to avoid him being dognapped. The Goddess help anyone who tried, because if Dex didn't get them, the hexed leash would.

      Opening the glass front door, Frankie found the place humming, with at least twenty people crowding the small space. They must be locals, as you'd never spot this place if you were driving past. It was too skinny and back from the road for that.

      A quick peek while placing her order was enough to see that the customers, without exception, were sitting around half-a-dozen tables pushed together to create one big one. That at least explained why the place was so crowded.

      She was now stuck in the awkward position of waiting for her takeaway coffee while doing her best to avoid staring at the crowd. If they were even halfway toward being normal, this would be easy enough.

      However, Frankie found them fascinating, never having seen such a disparate bunch in her life, especially the woman with her hair styled like a peacock. On second thoughts, desperate might be a better description of this lot.

      Worried about being caught staring, she deliberately diverted her gaze towards a collection of historic coffee paraphernalia on a shelf on the wall behind the barista. When fully up-to-date on the history of coffee, she then focused on the glass backdoor that led to a small courtyard.

      It was then she spotted Zane, her new neighbor, out of the corner of her eye. There was no missing him when he stood and waved before pointing to an empty seat next to him. It was then that she saw Gwen was also part of the group.

      Broomsticks. She didn't want to go near Zane again until there wasn't an option, but to ignore him would appear childish. Following a deep sigh, she walked the length of the café and sat in the proffered seat.

      "I can't stay long. Dex is waiting for me."

      "The wee one can come inside. This place is pet-friendly," said a bird-like woman, sitting on the banquette seat dead-opposite Frankie.

      

      Frankie didn't believe the woman with her gray pixie cut for a second. That was until a hamster, that she suspected was Stinky, popped up from the woman's lap, nabbed a piece of toast and disappeared again.

      "Oh, okay. I'll be back in a second."

      Back out front, Dex looked at her empty hands in disgust. "Nooooo. They ran out of muffins?"

      "What? No. You're allowed inside."

      "Really?"

      "Yep. Stinky is in there with his mom."

      No sooner had Frankie regained her seat than the barista placed a coffee in front of her. There was a plate with a blueberry muffin put in front of Dex, who was on the floor under her chair. That her coffee wasn't in a takeaway cup told her the barista knew she was joining the others.

      She was spooning sugar into her cup when a chap at the far end started banging a salt shaker loudly on the table in front of him. He kept banging until he had everyone's attention. Only then did the guy, who looked like a long-retired accountant, bring the coven meeting to order.

      This stunned Frankie on two fronts. First, she hadn't agreed to join the coven, and second, they were having their coven meeting in a coffee shop. Shouldn't they be deep in a forest with lighted tapers, or in a crypt-like basement? This was more like a Rotary Club meeting.

      Frankie's puzzlement must have been obvious, because Gwen, who was on the opposite side of the table and down a bit, leaned in her direction. "Clause 5 said you agreed to join the coven. Oh, and only we can see Magic Beans and Pier 51 if you're worried about villagers waving pitchforks."

      Still smiling at her own joke, she directed her attention back to the retired accountant with the salt shaker, who was once again trying to get everyone's attention.

      Oh, rusty cauldrons! Why, oh why, hadn't she thought to at least skim-read the document before signing it? That's right, she wasn't expecting a bait and switch from an octogenarian. Either way, she had to get a copy of that document, pronto.

      Frankie's hopes of blending into the background were in vain. Stanley Morris, the coven leader and a powerful warlock, according to Zane, asked her to introduce herself to the group.

      Frankie hated this sort of thing, preferring to keep to herself. Her mom had never belonged to a coven, choosing to fly her broom beneath the radar. It was how Frankie liked it too — hold the broom — but that wasn't to be.

      Frankie scanned the group before opening her mouth to speak. Her words stayed where they were when her gaze locked onto a woman at the far end of the table. Outwardly, there was nothing remarkable about the woman, other than an excess of brown, with her dress matching her mousy-brown hair perfectly.

      Just how mousy became apparent when one of the little creatures poked its head out of the messy updo atop the woman's head. When it realized Frankie had spotted it, it burrowed back into the bun until all that was showing was its tail, with this blending perfectly with the woman's bangs.

      "Hi. I'm…" Frankie stopped for a second's respite. "Yeah, hi, I'm Frankie B." Frankie thought about keeping quiet about her surname, but figured Gwen would have blabbed it to everyone already. "That's B for Bonny."

      There wasn't a chance she could continue with the coven erupting in a half-dozen different conversations, with voices both thrilled and dubious. She even caught an excited, 'It's her! She's here!'

      Only when the last conversation had died away, and her Harry Potter moment was over, did Frankie continue. "Yeah, well anyway, I moved here from Portland six weeks ago because I needed, ah, a new start." No need to go into why.

      No sooner had the concept crossed her mind than Frankie's thoughts continued of their own accord. If Gwen had gotten her kicked out of her old apartment, might she have also been responsible for Frankie's mom's accident? If it was an accident—and Frankie wasn't buying the cops' version of events, that it was a panicked driver who'd fled the scene of the accident.

      Could Gwen be the one her mom had warned her about? Frankie immediately dismissed the notion as absurd, with the danger her mom had picked up on being in Portland, not Seattle.

      Blast it, she'd already said enough. To avoid revealing more of her past, Frankie clamped her lips together and plonked herself back down, her arms crossed tight against her chest. "I'm not saying another word until I know what the heck is going on."

      "Yes, well. Thank you, Frankie," said the coven leader. "Any other business?"

      The coven's other business covered everything from sewage issues right through to non-flying brooms, leaving Frankie to her own thoughts. She was sucking on the dregs of her coffee when she heard something that piqued her interest.

      "I sniffed it again last night," said a timid-looking man, further along the table. When he added, "The anise," for clarification, everyone burst into excited chatter. That was apart from Frankie.

      Frankie leaned closer to Zane, immediately regretting what it did to her heart rate. She didn't speak until her back was once again hard against her chair. "I had an intruder last night, and when I went outside, I smelled anise too."

      If Frankie thought the table had exploded before, her innocent remark, quiet as it was, had the group going ballistic and firing questions at her. "What on earth do you think you were doing going outside?" being the main one. Even Mouse Lady looked hot around the collar, which didn't match her outfit at all.

      "Chill, people. I didn't go outside until after he was gone."

      "Him? How do you know it was male?" Gwen leaned in Frankie's direction; her expression was neutral.

      "Because I heard him ranting." Frankie picked up her coffee only to see she'd finished it. No sooner had the thought crossed her mind that she needed another, than the barista placed a fresh one in front of her. This time it was in a takeaway cup, pointing to the coven meeting being close to finishing.

      "And why was he ranting?" Gwen's voice wasn't much above a whisper.

      "I, ah, zapped the back deck out from under him, and he ended up in the harbor." Thinking back on it, Frankie grinned, although the others didn't share her amusement.

      Zane looked at her long and hard before he spoke. "This is not good."

      On seeing the horrified expressions of those around her, Frankie's smile slipped, landing in the pit of her stomach with a plop. Blast it; she should never have left Portland.
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      Instead of the hubbub in Magic Beans dying off, it escalated to the point Dex started mournful howling and Frankie had to cover her ears.

      Even Jojo, the Siamese, who was on the banquette next to Gwen, was yowling as if her life depended on it. The last thing Frankie saw of Stinky, the hamster, was the small rodent disappearing down the front of his mom's blouse.

      Frankie wasn't aware she was shouting, "STOP IT! STOP IT! STOP IT!" until she took in the shocked faces around her. Their mouths were open and their eyes wide, but they looked to be blessedly silent. It was something that was confirmed when she took her hands away from her ears.

      "I'm … I'm sorry. I hate loud noises."

      Gwen's brows knotted in consternation as she asked, "Why didn't you perform a silence spell?"

      "Because where I come from, we don't zap people unless we're under attack or someone's done something like switch a contract on them." While staring hard at Gwen, Frankie raised an eyebrow for emphasis.

      "Yes, well, I'm sorry about that, but our need was greater than your desire to continue living in that hovel. And the silencing spell I'm talking about is one you place on yourself, not others."

      Her tone being huffy, voided Gwen's apology. The one thing Frankie took out of it was the coven being okay with you spelling yourself. It wasn't something she had experience with, her mother saying it was best avoided.

      "He must have come out of the water," said Zane, in the best diversion ever.

      "That's my take too," said Frankie, desperate to change the subject. "The doors were locked when I opened the drapes, so I knew he hadn't been inside The Crate.

      "The Crate?" Gwen pursed her lips and flared her nostrils.

      "Ah, I'm sorry, I mean the Shangri-La."

      Great, the last thing Frankie needed was to give the old witch even more reason to be annoyed with her. Can't I do anything right?

      

      What followed was a grilling from everyone about what she'd seen, heard, smelled, or even sensed.

      "But I don't understand? How did you stop him?"

      Gwen's bewilderment looked to be shared by Jojo, her Siamese familiar. Or maybe it was that the cat was ever so slightly cross-eyed, like many of her breed.

      Frankie repeated the spell she'd used to zap the deck, hoping she hadn't just removed a front porch nearby.

      "But that shouldn't have worked. If it's who we think it is, he's impervious to normal magic. What happened after you cast the spell?" said Gwen, with her expression as superior as that of her Siamese familiar.

      "Ah, there was lots of cussing, followed by a big splash?" How the heck was she supposed to know what happened? The drapes were closed. She couldn't see a darn thing. Frankie looked the length of the table, hoping it was enough to satisfy their curiosity.

      Unfortunately, she could read the 'and then what happened?' writ large on all their faces. So much for getting away with skimming over the facts.

      "And then…" Frankie found it impossible to go on, instead settling back in her seat, hoping to put some distance between herself and the coven. Without exception, they were all angled in her direction. Even Stinky the hamster was out of his brassiere bolt-hole and standing on the table staring at her.

      "I walked over, opened the drapes, and he was gone."

      Everyone slumped back in their seats, and even Stinky got back to chewing the piece of toast he'd had stuffed in one of his cheeks.

      Sheesh, I should have made something up! Something spectacular, with flashes, bangs, and lots of smoke. A tingle at the tips of Frankie's ears stopped her from coming up with anything amazing for her captive audience.

      "Gotta go," she said to Zane. "There's someone on The Cra … Shangri-La." Unable to move her chair with Dex still stuck under it, Frankie twisted to the side and struggled to her feet. "Come on, Dex. I might need your help."

      As fast as they were, she and Dex weren't halfway through the marina parking lot when Zane joined them. "I'm not letting you face whatever the heck it is on your own."

      Frankie opened her mouth to argue, but then shut it again. She wasn't so proud she wouldn't accept backup when she thought she might need it. And she had a feeling she'd need it if the reaction of the coven to her late-night visitor was any indicator.

      Thundering down the pier, they didn't slow until they were a dozen vessels away from The Crate. Tip-toeing the rest of the way, they hoped to have the element of surprise.

      Zane was about to step onto the side dock when Frankie remembered her killer ward. Standing in front of him, she held her arms out to the sides, only moving after she was sure the reversal spell had worked.

      After another simple incantation, she opened the side door without a peep. There was then a tussle when Zane tried to cross the gangway first, but a sharp jab in the ribs was enough to push him to the side.

      With her head through the door, she faced an apparition on the back deck. It looked as though someone had plonked a human-sized pile of seaweed there. Without eyes or limbs, it was the marine version of Cousin It from the Addams Family.

      She was inching past her dining table when Zane put his hand gently on her shoulder, stopping her in her tracks. He leaned closer and whispered in her ear. His voice was a sultry rumble that caused the butterflies in her tummy to start dogfighting.

      "We don't have a clue what that thing's capable of, so trust me, you don't want to take it on without research and training. Grab Dex and back up."

      Even though all she wanted to do was open the doors and shove the pile of kelp into the harbor, she stopped. Zane's mention of research and training was something her mom would say. This saw Frankie grab Dex—who was in his infamous attack stance—and retrace her steps. Never once did she take her eyes off her unwelcome guest.

      

      She was relocking the door with magic when she heard what sounded like the patio doors exploding inwards, no doubt filling her new home with shattered glass. She didn't wait before complaining. Not that Zane allowed her to dawdle; he urged her and Dex along the pier, toward the parking lot, and didn't let them take their time.

      Even though they sprinted, Frankie risked a peek back. It disturbed her to see the pile of seaweed gliding along the pier at a speed greater than theirs. A spring-clean hex thrown over her shoulder slowed the apparition, although nowhere near enough.

      When she, Zane, and Dex were through the entrance gateway to the pier, Frankie slammed it shut after them, locking it with a ward. She thought it was more than likely the first time someone had ever locked the gate. They'd have thought the wards on the various vessels would be security enough.

      Confident in her ability to cast one hex of a ward, Frankie stopped in the middle of the parking lot and turned, unable to believe what she was seeing. Zane must have thought her ward was enough to keep the 'Kelpie' at bay too, with him having come to a halt nearby. How wrong they were. If she hadn't been watching it with her own eyes, Frankie wouldn't have believed what she was seeing.

      "Wow, that's not supposed to happen, is it?" Dex's body language showed him to be on full alert, too.

      Sure, her ward had slowed the thing, but it didn't stop it from pushing its way through the gate, with the pieces of kelp writhing like snakes. They slithered and twisted their way between the metal bars.

      Things changed when the kelp reached the edge of the parking lot and true dry land. Then it was as though the puppet-master keeping the kelp upright had cut the strings and it slumped in a big heap on the ground. The only thing still standing was a withered old man dressed in a Halloween pirate outfit. Although to be fair, his peg leg looked jolly authentic. So did the parrot that was sitting on his shoulder, even though it was missing most of its feathers.

      It then took every bit of Frankie's willpower to stop herself from covering one eye and saying, "Argh, hello there, matey."

      She watched fascinated as he hop-tapped his way across the parking lot, making good time despite the missing limb.

      Frankie looked at her familiar. "You can see him too, can't you?"

      Dex tucked his tail between his legs and sidled around to sit behind Zane. "It's Halloween 2013 all over again."

      "Come on, you looked cute in that outfit," said Frankie, momentarily distracted. She turned back to find the old man closer than ever, although without his pile of kelp, he wasn't half as scary.

      "Phew, your ward did its job." Zane was relaxed enough that he crouched and gave Dex a reassuring pat.

      "What do you mean, did its job? It might have stopped the kelp, but it sure as black hats are pointy didn't stop him." Frankie jerked her thumb toward the pirate.

      Zane stood, looking at where she was pointing. "Who?"

      "How can you not see him? He's right in front of you."

      Scanning ahead, Zane took a couple of steps and walked straight through the pirate. This had the old guy looking exceedingly peeved and Zane breaking out in shivers that had him looking like Dex after he'd had a bath.

      "Oh heck. Gwen's right. I can see ghosts." Not that he looked like a ghost to her, looking easily as solid as Zane, who was standing next to him.

      Enough of this malarkey.

      Frankie stomped over until she stood right in front of the old guy, her arms in a standard cheerleader pose. She was delighted to find that at five-foot-eight she was quite a lot taller than him. "What the heck do you want?" He didn't answer but looked shocked that she could see him.

      "It's not polite to speak to a senior member of the coven like that," said Gwen, in admonishment after appearing from nowhere.

      "I'm not talking to Zane," said Frankie, turning. "I'm talking to the old man next to him." She turned back, but the old guy had disappeared. "Oh, he's gone."

      "What did he look like?" Gwen's fingers gripped Frankie's forearm so tightly, she worried there'd be bruises. There being no let-up in pressure, Frankie loosened the old lady's grip on her forearm, one finger at a time.

      "He looked like a Halloween pirate. Striped top, short pants tattered at the bottom, peg leg, eye patch, oh and a bald parrot perched on one shoulder."

      Once again, Gwen gripped Frankie's arm and dragged her along the pier and down to her own boat, the Esmerelda, a fifty-foot yacht that had to be worth millions. Onboard, they entered a space that was easily three times the size of the yacht itself. It looked as if Gwen had used a space and volume spell here, too.

      Good thing, as Gwen had a bit of a hoarding problem. Actually, that wasn't right. Gwen had the mother of all hoarding problems. Forget a single episode. The woman had enough clutter to warrant her own series.

      Paraphernalia relating to witchcraft, along with empty bottles, sat piled high on every surface. It looked like Gwen also liked a tipple. The strangest decorating tic was the stuffed animals; there were enough of them the old witch could have opened her own toy store. Upon closer inspection of the small teddy next to her, Frankie revised this. The toy was in danger of losing its stuffing.

      Frankie was wondering about the old girl's mental health until she saw Jojo skip down the stairs from the deck. The snooty feline slunk over and, without pause, viciously attacked a small pink elephant as though her life depended on it.

      "Siamese cats are weird," said Dex, who was poking his head through the hatch.

      Jojo stopped her disemboweling. "I heard that, fleabag."

      Meanwhile, Gwen had put an enormous book on a table she had cleared by her shoving everything onto the floor. She then slipped her fingers between the pages to a spot marked by a colorful feather before looking at Jojo and Dex.

      "Stop it, you two. I'm trying to concentrate."

      The pages slammed open. Gwen removed the feather placeholder before tapping the top of the page. "Is this the one?"

      The drawing was so realistic it was as if she could reach out and touch the old man. The caption below told her she was looking at Captain Russell Garnet and Hercules Garnet. Why did that sound familiar? And anyway. Hercules was a stupid name for a bald parrot. Frankie ran her fingers over the etching, but yanked them away when Hercules bit her.

      "Owwww! That hurt!" She flicked the parrot's head, receiving a loud squawk in response. "Serves you right, you glorified Happy Meal."

      "If you don't mind?" Gwen tapped the right-hand page to get Frankie's attention back to the task at hand.

      It took Frankie a couple of lines to get her head around the curly, old-fashioned writing. She had then skimmed the rest of the first page. It was when Gwen turned to the next page that things got serious, and the longer Frankie read, the more nervous she became.

      There was one line in particular that she tripped over. And only by the blood and bones of a bonny redhead shall he regain his form. This tidbit did strange things to the hair on the back of her neck.

      While he might have seemed harmless, there was nothing Halloween about the Captain's reputation. He was also more of a handful than Gwen had let on, with him being a poltergeist of the violent type rather than a standard house-ghost. Old witch. Of added concern was the illustration on the facing page of a double-masted schooner, the same as that at the end of the pier.

      "But, that boat." Frankie tapped the illustration, alarmed to see the schooner swaying around as if on a wild sea. "It's sitting at the end of the pier."

      "It's what??!!!" squawked Gwen.

      After stuffing the feather back in the spine, Gwen slammed the book closed. It was an act that revealed the words BOOK OF DOOM written in reddish-brown ink on the front cover. At least Frankie hoped it was ink. The old witch then grabbed the enormous book and clambered up the ladder and out onto the deck.

      It'd better not be blood on the front cover. Her mom said that was only ever associated with dark magic.

      Frankie didn't have time to dwell on it; Gwen was yelling at her to get herself on deck. She then yelled for everyone to get to the end of the pier. She was loud enough that Frankie doubted anyone would be missing.

      Only when the entire coven was standing next to the schooner did Gwen ask Frankie to touch the hull of the boat.
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      For once in her life, Frankie was frozen. She knew if she reached out and touched that boat and it became solid, then her life, such as it was, would change forever.

      She thought for a moment about grabbing Dex and getting out of there, but one look at Gwen was enough to confirm that wouldn't change her life. It would end it.

      Dex, who was hanging over the side of the pier next to the vessel, looking at his reflection, said, "What is the crazy lady talking about?" This confirmed for Frankie that while her familiar could see Captain Garnet, he couldn't see the captain's boat.

      That privilege was hers alone.

      No sooner had she touched the pristine black hull than the coven gasped. There was also no doubting Dex could now see the boat with him jumping aboard. But his timing was off as he did so a second before Frankie took her hand away. This saw him go from being supported by the teak deck to taking an unexpected dunk.

      Down on her stomach, Frankie stretched out to grab hold of him. She had just done so when she was stunned to see Captain Garnet. He had been staring at her through a porthole, inches from her face. She shook her head to clear it of his ugly expression before hauling Dex out of the water and plonking him safely on the pier.

      Even following his rescue, the small dog complained long and loud, as though Frankie had been staring at Garnet for twenty minutes and not mere seconds.

      "Give it up. It's not even fall, you wimp."

      Frankie's lack of compassion had Dex shaking himself in a tsunami action that saw her soaked and him laughing to himself.

      "Magic Beans! Now!" said Stanley.

      As a group, they retreated along the pier, through the parking lot, across the road and into the café. There was a minor holdup when two witches and an ungentlemanly warlock tried to get through the doorway at the same time. It was the first supernatural pile-up Frankie had witnessed.

      She'd just made it inside the front door when Mac, the owner, threw a towel at her before she'd had time to ask. Frankie dropped it on Dex, rubbing him so vigorously that he came close to falling over.

      Meanwhile, Gwen was reading from her BOOK OF DOOM, her tone imperious.

      Frankie being able to make the boat solid meant she had the power to take the vessel from Captain Garnet. This would rid them of him and his haunting of the coven forever. The biggest issue was she'd need to get up close and personal to achieve this.

      Coughing loudly to get everyone's attention, Frankie waited before proceeding. "Ah, excuse me. Don't I get some say? I'm not keen on tangling with a crazy pirate ghost."

      "Technically, he's a privateer, not a pirate," said Gwen, making her the recipient of a filthy glare from Frankie.

      Frankie didn't care what title he went by. What bothered her was that while she was on board, not only did the boat become solid, but so did its captain.

      Of more concern was that if the captain could keep her on board, he could get back to his pirating. Sorry, make that privateering. If it were her, she'd start with the over-the-top motor launches—Gin Palaces—that cruised the calm waters around Seattle. These would offer good pickings, especially in their liquor cabinets.

      If a few fingernails and a hank of her hair would suffice, she'd send him on his way. The words 'And only by the blood and bones of a bonny redhead, shall he regain his forme' did strange things to the hairs on the back of her neck.

      Frankie risked losing an arm or leg at the least, and it wasn't a prospect she was happy about, being keen on all her limbs.

      "You'll have to be trained," said Stanley, finally confirming for Frankie that he was a man of few words and seemingly happy to follow Gwen's lead in this instance.

      "What sort of training?"

      "Kill hexes. Hand-to-hand combat. That sort of thing." While Stanley's delivery was airy, the gleam in his eyes was homicidal.

      Sheesh. Talk about watching out for the quiet ones.

      "Don't you worry. I can take care of myself. But I am not killing anyone, even if they are a man-sized chin wart." Frankie speared Stanley with an expression that said the subject wasn't open for discussion.

      "How about simply maiming him?"

      In response to Frankie's vehement shaking of her head, the hope on Stanley's face slipped and, following a body-involving 'Hmph', he slouched in his seat. "Never mind, Plan B will do," he muttered into his chest.

      Frankie waited for him to offer an explanation. Unable to make eye contact with him, she instead glared at Gwen. "Plan B?"

      Gwen threw a pointed look in Stanley's direction before turning her attention back to Frankie. "Plan B would be to get on board, overpower the captain—and his parrot—tie them both up and attach explosives to the hull." Gwen threw her hands in the air in a 'boom' gesture as though it'd be a walk in the—marina.

      Frankie was looking for Dex before she was even aware of being upright and ready to run. These witches were crazy. "You want me to use a bomb?!"

      "Relax, nothing so crude as TNT. Sophie can whip something up that you simply drop in the hull that will do the job nicely."

      "Sophie?" Frankie's gaze scanned from one end of the table to the other, waiting for the resident explosives expert to make herself known.

      What she hadn't expected was for Stinky's mom to wave. No way? The woman didn't appear capable of blowing up a paper bag.

      "You?"

      Rather than speak, Sophie shrugged before bending forward and kissing Stinky on top of his fuzzy little head.

      As though this settled things, Gwen threw her arms dramatically in the air. "Double, double, toil, and trouble, fire burn and boats a scuttle." She then laughed at her own play on the witches' credo from Macbeth, while making light of Frankie being expected to blow up a boat.

      Yep, they were all a sandwich short of a picnic.

      Hadn't it occurred to Gwen that Frankie would need to be on board for the bomb to work? Or maybe it had? "Come on, Dex. We're out of here."

      They were walking out the café door when Frankie slammed into a ward that sent her staggering backward. Dex, who was right behind her, wasn't able to move in time, and she stepped on one of his paws. This resulted in a most dog-like yelp, followed by a telepathic rant involving a lot more cuss words than a small Jack Russell should know, let alone use.

      Frankie was undecided. Did she rip into whoever stopped them from leaving or take care of Dex? Dropping to her hands and knees, Frankie rubbed his sore paw, telling him over and over it had been an accident. She was still saying she hadn't meant to hurt him when Mac put a blueberry muffin in front of him. When he spotted the pile of whipped cream on top, Dex's woebegone expression soon disappeared.

      What are cuddles and pats when pimped baked goods are on offer?

      With Dex soothed, Frankie clambered to her feet, stomped over to Gwen's table, grabbed the chair opposite and slammed herself down. She didn't need a crystal ball to know who'd thrown up the ward between them. You're darn right she was being cranky. She had a good reason.

      She glared at Gwen until the woman was squirming before she spoke. "I want a copy of that 'lease'." Frankie had even added quote marks in the air with her fingers to rub in just how peeved she is.

      "Ah, I…"

      "And I want it today! No copy of the contract, no blowing up boats. No, nothing." Frankie sat back in her seat, her arms folded. She kept eye contact with Gwen until the woman's mouth looked the same as the rear view of her Siamese familiar.

      On seeing something out of the corner of her eye, Frankie looked down to find a copy of the contract sitting on the table in front of her. A brief look told her it wasn't a lease. Not even close.

      All the clauses on the front page outlined her duties as a member of the coven, with no actual surprises. It was on page two that things went pear-shaped, with the last two clauses looking to be later additions. And a sloppy addition at that.

      They were in a different typeface and didn't line up with the clauses above them. They didn't even line up with each other, pointing to their having been added at different times.

      The second to last clause was about Frankie training with Zane. This was so she could take care of herself magically and physically in the event the spectral activity escalates.

      It was the final clause that was the actual killer. Literally.

      "I've already said I am not killing anyone. And I don't care what this contract says."

      "You should." Gwen appeared hesitant to carry on. "It's an either / or contract."

      While waiting for clarification, Frankie clenched her jaw, hoping to stop herself from saying something she'd regret.

      "Ah, for Captain Garnet to live, you must, ah …"

      Gwen's voice, having dropped to a whisper, meant Frankie missed the last part, although the dread in her stomach was yelling the word.

      "Excuse me? What did you say?"

      "For Garnet to live, you must die."

      "Isn't this just lovely?" Frankie stormed to her feet, sending her chair flying. "If her ladyship will allow it, I'd like to go back to The Crate."

      Despite bristling about Frankie not calling the rusting hulk the Shangri-La, Gwen's only response was, "I'll remove the ward on Magic Beans for now. If you try leaving the immediate neighborhood, I won't be responsible."

      Pressing on the vein next to her eye, Frankie did her best to stop its insistent pulsing, although without luck. "Responsible for what?!" She'd never been this angry, ever, and wasn't sure how to deal with the magic overloading her system. It was a shame that the target she was interested in was the old lady she was glaring at.

      "No, wait. Let me guess, if I cross a certain line, I'll die. Have I got that right?"

      Gwen's response was a small nod, eliciting gasps from the other coven members, including Zane, who was now standing next to Frankie.

      "But that's not right," said Zane. "That sort of contract needs to be sealed with blood."

      "Ah, but it was." Gwen's arrogance knew no bounds, leaving Frankie itching to lean across the table and smack the woman.

      "That blasted paper cut!" Frankie held her finger up to show the thin red line that was still oozing blood and serum. It still hurt like the devil, too. With her now aware of why.

      Stanley also got to his feet. "Gwen, what have you done?"

      With Gwen's mouth in a tight line, she pulled her cuffs back to clear her hands for action, eliciting yet more gasps from the assembled group. "What you should have, months ago when the first witch disappeared," she spat out, throwing a good dose of magic in the old warlock's direction.

      A futile exercise.

      It looked as though Stanley wasn't as helpless as he appeared. Although he showed himself a fizzled hex when he simply stared at Gwen and whispered, "Such a disappointment." He then disappeared in a shower of sparks.

      "Come on." Zane threw his arm around Frankie's shoulders, coming close to getting an elbow in his side. "Let's go tidy The Crate." That he'd also called the Shangri-La by her name for it spoke volumes, putting him squarely on Team Frankie.

      

      Frankie was halfway across the parking lot with Zane and Dex when her footsteps slowed. "What was Gwen saying about witches disappearing? I thought they'd just left, not disappeared."

      "Oh, ah." Zane looked as though he'd rather be anywhere than facing her and her awkward questions. "Ah, there have been a couple, okay three, witches who have disappeared."

      Frankie's nostrils flared as she dragged in enough air to stop her head from spinning, but not so much that it would explode. "No, wait. Let me guess. They were all staying aboard The Crate?"

      "Ah, yeah. Yeah, they were. But there weren't any signs of foul play."

      "Well, then. That makes it all fine, doesn't it?"

      Frankie didn't even try to keep the sarcasm out of her response. Just because there weren't any signs of dodgy happenings didn't make it so, especially if Gwen slammed them with blood hexes, too. They could have crossed that invisible line of hers when they were out in the neighborhood, and then it was KAPOW! No more witch.

      "Yep, nothing to worry about. Gwen's got it all under control."

      "Gwen? Not Stanley?"

      "No?"

      Frankie didn't know Zane well enough to be sure. If she were a betting girl, she'd put a dollar each way that he thought this was odd, too. Although not enough, it would seem for him to express any real unease.

      Frankie wasn't sure that the woman being in charge was reason enough to relax. Her own experiences with the witch had shown her to be less than trustworthy.

      "Although it was Stanley who insisted we add the training clause to the Covenant."

      "Stanley? Not Gwen?"

      "No. Actually, she was dead against it at the start."

      Frankie was about to start forward when she thought of something else.

      "What if Captain Garnet's back on The Crate? It doesn't sound as though he'll be as easy to take care of as I thought."

      "We'll go in slowly, and if he's still there, we'll call for backup. Simple."

      This surprised Frankie, with Zane not striking her as a backup kinda guy, happier to go in with all wands blazing. Not that she'd seen him use one. Thinking about it, she wasn't even sure he was a warlock. His shooting out of the water the way he had pointed to his being an entity at home in the sea. Maybe he was a hybrid of some kind because he was at home on dry land, too?

      They inched their way down the pier before sneaking along the smaller dock that ran down the side of The Crate. Frankie came to such a sudden stop that Zane cannoned into her, forcing her to take another step.

      Frankie beckoned for him to bend down. When he was near enough, she cupped her hand around her mouth and moved as close to his ear as she could without touching it. "Can I ask you something?"

      Zane nodded briefly.

      "Is there a boat tied up here?" Frankie pulled away and pointed at the Jolly Roger, Jack's luxury launch. It wouldn't be the first time she alone could see a boat. For sure, Jack hadn't been at the coven meeting, and Frankie had the impression attendance was compulsory.

      Again, Zane's nod was brief.

      Her gaze back on The Crate, Frankie took in the damage, starting with the side door that was smashed to smithereens.

      Sheesh, didn't the captain know how to open sliding doors? Or was it he simply enjoyed blasting through them in a show of power and proving himself to be the nastiest of poltergeists in the process?

      Deliberately stepping in front of Zane, Frankie was the first to enter her home. It took the shortest of glances to see the place was empty of pirate if the space still reeked of anise.

      What followed was a full-on spelling of the entire craft. They replaced the doors, cleaned up the glass and reinforced the wards. They even made Frankie's bed. All this with a flick of the wrist and incantation by Frankie or simply blinking by Zane.

      "Is it safe to come in now?" said Dex.

      He'd stayed outside on the dock to avoid being made into the bed. Or worse, swept up with the broken glass.

      "Not yet, Dex. I've got a proposition I need to discuss with your mom, and things could get smashed up again."
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      Her body tense, Frankie was ready to poke eyes out if need be. As far as she was concerned, Zane's timing couldn't have been worse. There he was, ready to get frisky when she was in danger of dying or at the least losing a limb, or two.

      Her stance relaxed; Frankie's arms dropped to her sides. She wiggled her fingers and let them hang loose. To the uninitiated, she appeared calm. To the initiated, she looked ready to rumble.

      "So." Zane took a big step back, showing himself to be in the latter camp. "You need help with your defensive moves." He took another step back. "You definitely need help with your free-spelling."

      It took Frankie a moment to find the right words. It wasn't something she usually had trouble with. It was often her way with words that stopped her from being thrashed by the neighborhood bullies when she was a kid.

      "I know you're fit." Zane's visual frisking of her form-fitting running gear was enough to have Frankie transfer her weight from one foot to the other and back again. "But being fit won't do you any good against a poltergeist. When did you last train?"

      This question brought her back to earth with a bump. "I … I." She'd not admit it was at least seven months ago. She simply wouldn't. She'd learned the hard way that revealing your weakness was never a good idea.

      "And there's your free-spelling."

      Frankie crossed her arms, her toe tapping with no prompting from her.

      "You can't even perform a new spell without looking it up. If you think Captain Garnet will give you the time to do that, you're delusional."

      After shoving her hands in the front pocket of her hoodie so he wouldn't see them trembling, Frankie looked at the ground to avoid eye contact. Just like that, he'd pegged her weakness. Unable to free-spell, even the parrot would make mincemeat out of her without losing another feather.

      "I'm on your side, remember?" prompted Zane.

      Frankie thought about it, weighing up whether he did indeed have her best interests at heart. Or was he more interested in something else entirely? Eventually, her gut instinct gave her the answer she was after.

      "Okay. Okay. I don't have full access to my powers," mumbled Frankie down the neck of her hoodie.

      Zane took a step toward her. "Sorry, what was that?"

      Huffing out a lungful of air, she looked up at him. "I don't have full access to my powers, okay? I never have."

      "How so?"

      Turning from him to face the back deck, she took a deep breath. She knew full well that if she didn't say what she needed to in one go, she wouldn't say it at all. "Unless I'm angry, scared, or my life is in danger, I can't rely on my full powers. Without the incantations, I'm useless. I don't know why."

      "Stanley!" Zane's tone and volume scared the jinx out of Frankie.

      On hearing a loud pop, she turned to find the coven leader standing next to Zane.

      "Stanley, can you scan her for a containment spell?"

      "You think there's one there?" said both Frankie and the coven leader, in concert.

      "I do."

      "Hmmm. Interesting." Stanley rubbed his hands together and, without asking Frankie's permission, ran them all over her aura, although to be fair, he never came close to touching her. "There's something there." Following some more arm-waving, his hand hovered over the small charm hanging around Frankie's neck. "Where did you get this, my dear?"

      Frankie put a hand protectively over the amulet, shielding it from the waves of energy emanating from the old warlock's hand. "My mom gave it to me. It was my dad's. It's to protect me from harm."

      Stanley's hand wavered before he pulled it away, clasping and unclasping his fingers as though to rid them of something clinging to them. "Are you sure about that?"

      "My mom wouldn't spell me!" Even without looking down, Frankie knew her hands would glow, infused with magic that was desperate to find a suitable target.

      "Interesting," said Stanley, seemingly not put off by her show of power. "Even when you're angry, you're not at full power." He looked over at Zane. "I'll do some research and come back to you."

      Before Frankie could release her magic, he disappeared again, presumably to hit the magical equivalent of Google in a search for answers.

      "Hey!" Zane held his hands up in surrender. "I'm the good guy here, remember? How about instead of hitting me with that lot, you use it to increase the size of this place?"

      Frankie didn't need to be asked twice. By the time she'd finished, The Crate was four times the size; the kitchen had granite countertops, and her bathroom featured a steam shower. Not one to skimp, she even manifested a large table and chairs on the back deck.

      Her cabin bed was the one thing she left untouched. With walls on three sides, this made it easier for her to defend herself in the event of any more nighttime visitors.

      "Okay." Zane licked his lips and smiled. "How about we get over to my place?"

      He punctuated this by wiggling his eyebrows, with Frankie's hands heating in an instant. She'd been seconds away from releasing a rush of magic.

      "And with your magic being compromised, we need to get you up to speed on your hand-to-hand combat," Zane rushed out.

      She stared at him until he was fidgeting before deciding she could trust him enough for a much-needed training session. It might also be fun to surprise him with her skills and wipe the cute grin off that gorgeous face of his?

      Frankie let Zane leave first, not wanting him checking out her booty, but before locking the newly reinstated side door, she stopped.

      "Dex, why don't you stay here while I'm over at Zane's place?"

      His head resting on the toe-kick on the edge of the side dock, the small dog blinked the sleep out of his eyes before yawning widely. He then climbed to his feet and trotted into the improved crate.

      "Oooh, it's so big. And you doubled the size of my sheepskin."

      Soon after, he was luxuriating in the extra space provided by the rug. After a big stretch, he curled up into a ball so tight he could be mistaken for a large house cat.

      Frankie closed the sliding door and double-checked that the lock had engaged properly. Still not content, she then placed half-a-dozen protective wards for good measure. "Okay, let's do this."

      

      What followed was one of the hardest training sessions in Frankie's life. They went through the set moves for Jeet Kune Do and then sparred using that fighting style. They then practiced the street fighting moves Zane knew. Frankie was a study in bruises in no time flat. Compared to Zane, she was a great lumbering hippo, with his movement fluid and fast, a deadly combination no matter what the discipline.

      "Try harder, Frankie. You're faster than this!" Zane's fist came frightening close to connecting with her jaw. The effort of wrenching her head out of the way did evil things to her neck.

      "I'm … I'm moving as fast as I can," puffed out Frankie.

      Zane's roundhouse kick was heading for her forehead. "Use your magic!"

      Frankie didn't so much dodge his foot as avoid it by falling to her knees in exhaustion. It had been so close she'd even gotten a whiff of socks.

      Zane stood with his feet wide apart and his arms folded, his expression one of disappointment. "Isn't your magic supposed to flow when your life is in danger?"

      "Yes." Frankie collapsed boneless, allowing exhaustion and the floor to claim her. "I guess I don't think you mean to hurt me."

      "You couldn't be more wrong. If you hadn't collapsed, I would have kicked you in the head."

      His tone being conversational as it was, it took longer than it should have for the words to register in Frankie's brain. "You … you nose-sized chin wart! We're training, not in a fight to the death."

      "That's what we're training for, so I suggest you get your act together before it's too late. Let's have some lunch."

      Lunch? Already? This meant they'd been at it for hours. No wonder she was tired. On hearing him leave the gym, Frankie flopped back on the Japanese-style mat. With no audience, she didn't need to pretend she was holding it together. She was even thinking she was too tired to eat until the aroma of garlic and bacon made its way into the gym.

      Even with an incentive like this, she had to roll onto her side and then onto her hands and knees before she could get to her feet. She was unsteady, needing to wait before walking with stiff legs through to the great room. Zane sliding an omelet onto a plate sped her up enough that she sat at the same time as he put the plate on the table.

      "Don't wait for me. You'll need your energy this afternoon."

      As far as Frankie was concerned, she had enough energy left to survive an afternoon lying on her bed, but nothing more. Her first mouthful of omelet distracted her from thoughts of sinking into her mattress and closing her eyes.

      After initially thinking Zane was a superb cook, she couldn't bring herself to swallow the delicious eggs. With no napkin on offer, she lurched to her feet and tottered into the kitchen, where she spat the eggs into the sink. She then rounded on Zane, who was in the process of serving up his own omelet.

      "What is it about members of this coven that makes them think it's okay to hex people?"

      "Relax, would you? It's a small rejuvenation spell. Without it, you won't survive this afternoon's training."

      "Wait? What? We're training this afternoon?" Frankie didn't know what upset her most. Zane zapping her. Or that their training was continuing through the afternoon. In the end, her horror that the training wasn't over wins out.

      "If you don't trust me, you can eat my omelet. You'll see I've added some extra oomph to that too."

      Slouched in her seat, not so much in surrender as in exhaustion, Frankie slid her plate across the table, receiving Zane's in return. She took a mouthful and was pleased to see that his meal tasted the same as hers had.

      However, it mortified her to realize the spell he'd cast on his own omelet wasn't half the strength of the one he'd cast on hers. Without a word, she slid his plate over and took her own back.

      If she were to survive this afternoon, she'd need all the help she could swallow, even if the desert was humble pie.

      

      "No, no. I can't go any longer." As Frankie lay face-down on the mat, a small amount of drool formed in the corner of her mouth, muffling her words. Even having used the expression of being dead on her feet many times, this was the first time she'd ever experienced it. Heaven only knew what shape she'd have been in without the extra oomph in her omelet at lunchtime.

      As it was, she wasn't even sure she'd be able to make it back home without collapsing in a heap along the way.

      "Okay, that's enough for today, especially with training again tomorrow."

      Frankie couldn't articulate a response to this, other than a small groan.

      "Don't worry, you'll be fine after a soak in the hot tub."

      Frankie lifted her face enough that she could speak. "Hah, I don't even own a bathing suit," before face-planting the mat again.

      She was barely conscious when she heard him say, "Don't worry, Shortcake, you won't need one."
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      Frankie was still panicking about being stripped and put in the hot tub when Zane scraped her off the floor. He carried her outside and dumped her in the steaming water, running gear and all. That the water did amazing things to her tired limbs was a given. That the water in the hot tub had a spell put on it wasn't. Not that this stopped her from luxuriating in its warm embrace.

      Apart from the one little spell angling for entrance into The Crate with his house-warming gift, Zane always used his magic to help her. She was clever enough to know she needed something if she was to survive that day without permanent damage.

      Submerging herself until just her eyes, nose, and mouth were above the surface, Frankie marveled at the water's healing powers. She had not been in there for a minute before all the bumps and bruises were gone. The bone-deep weariness took longer to sort out, while the paper cut looked to be there to stay. She was still working on it when she watched in horrified fascination as Zane walked out of the house. He was wearing nothing but brief black trunks and a wide smile.

      "Move over, Shortcake."

      Frankie did. As far as she could without climbing out, and all the while gritting her teeth. She'd trained every hour the Goddess gave her. She wanted to be in good enough shape to beat him for calling her that ridiculous pet name, right out of him, and then some.
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      Over the coming weeks, Frankie had time to question this vow, training with Zane from morning until night, and without a lot of breaks. Between bouts of violence, she'd found out both his parents were dead, of old age, being well over three-hundred-years each.

      As if she hadn't already worked it out for herself, this said without a doubt he wasn't human. Well, not completely. It also threw uncertainty over how old he was himself. Certainly, he was a lot older than the thirty years she'd pegged him for. When Gwen had called him a senior member of the coven, she'd assumed this was more to do with his levels of power than physical years.

      Other than this, she knew nothing about her instructor.

      Interspersed with all the mayhem were the daily visits from Captain Garnet as he tried to break the wards on her home. If not for the constant smell of anise, Frankie could forget about him. Well, that and Dex singing "He's back…." every time the pirate floated near The Crate.

      The one conspicuous absence in Frankie's life was Gwen, who, following the whole blood hex debacle, had obviously chosen to keep a low profile. Good job too.
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      It happened slowly, but there came a day when Zane didn't need to toss Frankie in the hot tub at the end of their training. When she was moving with the same fluidity and speed as Zane himself, when she landed as many punches and kicks as he did.

      It was also when she got him in a stranglehold tight enough that he slapped the mat in surrender. Not that she was relaxing in his presence, because if he wasn't keeping something big from her, she'd eat her wand. Never mind, she didn't actually own one.

      "Good job today, Shortcake. See you tomorrow."

      She stalked across the pier toward home, all the while muttering about his use of that stupid pet name. She should have got a promise out of him when she had him at her mercy. Without warning, she was in a chokehold, and one strong enough that it was in danger of cutting off her air supply.

      She didn't think.

      She simply acted.

      If Zane wanted to hit her with a sneak attack as part of her training, she wasn't holding back.

      She threw her weight to the side, flipped him over her right shoulder, and slammed him onto the pier as hard as she could. She then jammed her bare foot against his windpipe, all without breaking stride.

      Only it wasn't Zane. It was a very solid and very startled Captain Garnet. Although not as shocked as Frankie was at the knowledge that she didn't need to make the boat solid for the captain to achieve the same state. His simply touching her was enough for that. It was also enough to make her skin crawl.

      She was enjoying his calls for mercy—the result of a nasty wrestler's hold Zane had taught her—when something whacked her on the temple.

      It was hard enough that she lost her hold on the captain, allowing him to revert to his ghostly form and flee for the safety of the American Pearl. Only after she saw the bald parrot flapping along in the captain's wake did Frankie realize what had hit her.

      She got to her feet, dazed, with part of her aware she could make the parrot solid. Or was it that the bird was solid whenever the captain was? She hadn't decided when Zane erupted through his front door. "Are you okay?"

      "I think so." Placing her hand up to her forehead, she pulled it away to find it covered in blood. This was all it took to make her feel faint. Despite all the fight training, she wasn't good with blood, especially not when it was her own.

      Zane muttering, "I don't like this," over and over, only added to her discomfort.

      Hey, get in line. You're not alone.

      Frankie pointed to her head, hoping for sympathy. "Uh, a little help here."

      Zane was a lot more than simply helpful, zapping the wound with a spell that stopped both the pain and bleeding instantly. He was a handy guy to have around, especially with Captain Garnet getting bolder. Or did his actions speak of desperation?

      After helping her stand, Zane had a closer look at her forehead. "Has Stanley said anything to you about being able to release your powers yet?"

      Frankie shook her head no, having to stop and wait to get the head spins under control. "I've seen him once since you first asked him about it. He made a record of the rune markings, mumbled something about having seen them before and, poof, he disappeared without another word."

      "I'll check in with him and see if I can't help. Are you sure you'll be okay?"

      "I'll … I'll see you tomorrow." Frankie waved over her shoulder, and tottered for home, so close and yet so far away.

      

      After her encounter with Captain Garnet, Frankie had expected Zane to go easy on her the next day, but no. If anything, the training session was even more intense. Zane tried his hardest to get a rise out of her. He tried to make her angry, scared or feeling as if her life was in danger, all in hopes her magic would flare without an incantation.

      None of it did any good.

      Perhaps it was that Frankie appreciated how good she was at protecting herself physically, or knew at a magical level that Zane would never hurt her, anything but.

      Either way, her magic stayed well hidden, held in sway by the hex on her. Frankie still couldn't accept that her mom would give her a hexed amulet, although more and more it was looking as though this was the case.

      On seeing her rubbing her thumb across the runes, Zane pointed at the charm. "Have you tried taking it off?"

      It had been loose when she was a child. These days it was snug without being uncomfortable. It was as though there were a predetermined number of links.

      "I can't. I tried the other night, but the clasp won't budge."

      "Here, let me try." He took hold of her shoulder, turning her slowly around. His hands were warm on her skin, his breath tickled the back of her neck, and her tummy flip-flopped.

      Frankie had even surrendered to the enjoyment of it when Zane erupted with an oath that had her ears turning pink. She looked at him over her shoulder. "What happened?"

      "The clasp zapped me. Hard!"

      Turning, she caught him sucking his fingers, with his frown telling her his remedial first aid wasn't working in the slightest. He confirmed this by stalking outside and plunging his hand into the bespelling water in the hot tub.

      In less than a minute, he was drying his hand on his t-shirt—exposing an expanse of rock-hard abs. He then examined his damaged digit.

      "I can't believe how much that hurt."

      "Sorry, I would have warned you, but I didn't know it could do that. There must be a ward on the clasp."

      "We need to see Stanley, and now."

      With his hand on her back, Zane guided her toward the front door, and soon they were striding up the pier. It got to the point they were so close to the parking lot that Frankie suspected Stanley's boat must be in dry dock. However, Zane steered her down the last side dock, stopping alongside the beaten-up tugboat, Annie.

      Without a gangplank, Zane stepped on the rope fender that encircled the craft and clambered over the side before turning to help Frankie aboard.

      On the outside, it looked as though the living space on board was about ten square feet. How anyone could live in such a small space was a mystery to her.

      Frankie was still pondering this when a "come on down!" came in answer to Zane's rat-ta-tat.

      Once Zane shuttled the wheelhouse door open, Frankie saw a metal ladder descending into the depths of the vessel. Not wanting to lead the way, she waited for Zane to climb down before following in his wake.

      Why was she surprised? The inside is nothing like the outside, although this time it wasn't because it was double the size. Rather, the cabin they entered was bright and homely, and neat as a pin.

      This level of tidiness was what she'd been expecting at Gwen's place and not the hoarders' delight she'd had to trawl through. Here, everything was where it should be, even the massive terrarium that dominated the room.

      Crammed with logs, rocks, and ferns, it took a moment for Frankie to spot the first lizard. It was then as though they were coming out of hiding to watch her. They scraped their little hands against the glass as if begging her to set them free. It was creepy enough that when Stanley invited her and Zane to be seated, Frankie sat with her back to the prisoners in the glass case.

      Like Gwen, Stanley manhandled a book onto a table, although the writing on the front of this one was in gold, and not dried blood. There was also no need for the old warlock to slide a pile of rubbish off the coffee table. There was plenty of room for The Lore of Crafte.

      "I've found some references to amulets similar to yours, but nothing the same. That's ancient magic around your neck, young lady."

      Frankie was getting ready to leave with their visit obviously a bust, when Stanley held his hands over the front cover. He muttered an incantation in a voice so low she only made out the occasional word. The incantation spoken in something like Latin, even hearing what little she does, left her none the wiser.

      The spell completed, Stanley lifted his hands while still keeping them above the book. It fascinated Frankie to see that the book was trembling. It was close to bouncing off the table when the front cover flew open, followed by a riffling of paper, before the pages settled down.

      "Ah, that's interesting," said Stanley and Zane in concert.

      Frankie leaned forward in her seat, although she couldn't make out the archaic and, more importantly, upside-down writing. "What does it say?"

      
        
        Not by warlock, witch

        or human will,

        the charm be taken

        from the Pearl.

        Only when the

        runes are spoken

        will the Pearl's full

        powers be woken.

      

      

      By leaning forward and swiveling her head, she could read the words herself, confirming Stanley had read them correctly. "That's a little creepy. That my name is there."

      A second later, both men were staring at her, with similar expressions on their faces.

      "What do you mean, dear?" Stanley's tone, while polite, had a nervous edge to it, as if he already knew what she'd say.

      "Pearl is my name." In response to Zane's blank look, she continued, "Remember, it was on the bottom of the lease Gwen left for me."

      Zane shrugged. "Sorry, I didn't read it."

      "No bother, it doesn't really matter, does it?"

      On seeing the stunned expressions of the two men opposite, she revised her opinion. Not her fault she was stuck with a weird middle name courtesy of family tradition. Not that she could complain, with her dad having been stuck with the same one.

      She tapped the book to get Stanley and Zane's attention, waiting until she had it before speaking. "So, simply say the names of the runes out loud and I get my full powers back. Easy, right?"

      The sad shaking of Stanley's head was enough for Frankie to know she wasn't gaining the ability to free-spell just yet.

      Stanley pulled a slip of paper with the runes written on it from inside the front cover of the book, reading through them in his head before speaking aloud. "I know the archaic names of the runes on the front. The back is a different story.

      Her hand strayed up to stroke the amulet, Frankie flipping it back and forth, the repetitive motion calming. "Is it worth saying the ones you know?"

      "It's not something I'd recommend. No."

      "But?" said Frankie and Zane, both of them picking up on the hesitancy in the warlock's words.

      "I doubt the captain will simply leave you alone, meaning we don't really have an option."

      With the decision made, Frankie sat up straight on the small sofa, making sure the neck of her long-sleeved t-shirt was well away from the amulet. Stanley pointed his finger toward it and said the ancient words out loud.

      None of them were expecting what happened next.
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      Thrown backward into the cushions, the stream of magic emanating from her amulet momentarily held Frankie in place. Lucky for Stanley, he was fast for an old guy, with him snapping his head to the side and the bolt of light flying straight past him.

      It scored a direct hit on the mirror on the cabin wall behind him.

      Instead of smashing as Frankie expected, the bolt of light bounced straight back at her. Only all the training with Zane ensured she moved fast enough that she wasn't hit herself.

      The terrarium behind her wasn't so lucky, and Frankie knew without turning that, unlike the mirror, the glass keeping all those lizards in place was toast.

      Not that they stayed in their reptilian form for long.

      No sooner had they jumped from the terrarium than they turned into people who disappeared. It happened so quickly Frankie didn't get more than a general impression of an even split of men and women. The speed with which they vamoosed might also have had something to do with every single one of them being naked as the day they were born.

      Until there was just one lizard left.

      "What on earth?" Frankie wasn't up to saying more, instead looking at Stanley and waving her hand around to encompass the broken terrarium and the last lizard. That the old warlock was looking extremely annoyed at the mass escape was like saying Buckingham Palace was the King's city pad. His expression was thunderous.

      "Some are there because of misdemeanors, others for crimes of a more serious nature. Like gross insubordination." He speared the final lizard with a deadly glare before he said, "Fine, you may go." He waved his hand at the reptile, and it, too, jumped to freedom.

      Frankie's head spun around like something out of The Exorcist. Of all the people she'd expected to see, this wasn't one of them. "Gwen?!"

      Rather than escaping like the other lizards, Gwen ordered Frankie to move over. She then sat regally, as though she hadn't recently been in a glass case on the sideboard. That, like the others, the old girl was naked, appeared to bother no one but Frankie herself.

      "May I?" Gwen held her hand out, refusing to drop it until Stanley passed the piece of paper with the runes on it over to her. "Fascinating." Gwen ran her finger over the symbols on the page, muttering away to herself before speaking aloud again. "This is clever, so clever."

      Frankie turned in her seat, being careful to keep her gaze firmly fixed above the old woman's neck. "You've solved it?"

      "Good heaven's no. There are too many missing pieces for that. And even if we had them all, it would take the combined effort of the full coven to break this puzzle."

      Unable to help herself, Frankie envisaged a get-together that was part coven meeting, part quiz night and couldn't stop a small smile from creeping onto her face. It was something that earned her admonishing looks from the other three.

      "Sorry," she whispered.

      "I'll call a meeting for tonight." Gwen's tone was all business.

      Stanley speared her with an expression that said he was reconsidering his decision to free her from lizard hell. "No, you won't, Gwen. I will."

      On seeing the murderous gleam in Gwen's eyes, Frankie was expecting her to go full magic on the coven leader. Perhaps realizing the futility of this, the witch instead stood. "May I leave now?"

      "You may."

      In the blink of an eye, she was gone. Home to put clothes on, and thus avoiding a walk of shame from the Annie to the Esmerelda. They left Stanley poring over The Lore of Crafte, with Zane even walking her right to her door.

      Time enough for him to tell her that Gwen's insubordination had seen her doing time. Never in a million years could Frankie have imagined anything so truly awful, with her making a mental note never to get on the wrong side of their coven leader.

      With her gorgeous neighbor making moves to leave, Frankie turned to face him. "Zane? Those lizards, were they all from here?"

      "No. Stanley's charged with imprisoning criminals from covens all over the Northwest. No one else is strong enough to keep them in lizard form as he can. His powers are formidable."

      "No wonder he was so peeved they all escaped."

      Zane was at his own front door before he spoke again.

      "Take care, Shortcake."

      She was still muttering about his use of that stupid pet name when she entered The Crate and closed the side door open. The briefest sniff of the air inside let her know the old pirate had been up to his tricks again. This time, however, there was another smell in the air, one she couldn't put her finger on.

      "Hey buddy, how's your day been?"

      There was a slight break in Dex's snoring, but nothing else. That was strange; he usually woke quicker than this, eager for a pat or a treat. Over on the sheepskin rug, Frankie bent and ran her hand along the small dog's tummy. She'd been expecting him to roll onto his back and stretch his legs out to give her better access. Again, he didn't respond.

      She nudged him harder.

      There was still no response.

      She was worried he might be sick when she noticed the edges of her vision clouding. The last thing she saw before darkness claimed her was Hercules, the bald parrot sitting on the faucet over the kitchen sink.
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        * * *

      

      Not daring to open her eyes, Frankie rubbed her forehead, trying to ease the pain that was close to cleaving her brain in two. I wasn't sick yesterday. Why am I feeling so lousy this morning? With one eye open a sliver, she stared at the wall, trying to remember even going to bed, but the wood paneling had her none the wiser.

      Slowly rolling over, Frankie expected to see Dex stretched out with his head on the pillow. Even though he wasn't supposed to, he ended up like that every morning, without fail.

      But not this morning.

      Rather than facing her small dog faking sleep to avoid being ousted from bed, she faced Hercules, the bald parrot who was eyeballing her. Not that he was quiet for long.

      "Find the map. The captain's a god. Find the map. The captain's a god." With his 'Polly Wants a Cracker' act complete, the parrot moved onto eardrum-shattering squawking.

      Her hand shot out, closing around thin air, the parrot having hopped backward on the pillow to avoid capture. If it weren't for this awful headache, she'd have caught the scrawny bird.

      While giving the bird the evil eye, Frankie soon enough realized she wasn't on The Crate as she'd thought on waking. She also noticed movement. "I'm on the American Pearl, aren't I?" Frankie expected a telepathic response; instead, the parrot hopped up and down, bouncing his head, confirming for her she was afloat. It also appeared the parrot wasn't a witch's familiar, as she'd assumed.

      Worried she was already a ghost, Frankie pinched herself. "Ouch!" Okay, so she wasn't dead, even though she'd obviously crossed the dreaded bloodline of Gwen's curse. Maybe being on the boat allowed her to come and go as she pleased? Maybe it was the amulet protecting her? If her head didn't hurt so much, she could work it out.

      "Dex, are you there, buddy?"

      Expecting to hear him whining about a distinct lack of blueberry muffins or a surfeit of fleas, she found his silence worrying in the extreme. While others might hear Dex if he wanted them to, Frankie could hear Dex all the time, even when she didn't want to. And Dex wasn't one to keep quiet, even if it was only that infernal humming of his.

      She leaned toward the parrot, making sure she had its full attention before she spoke. "If you've hurt my dog, I will hunt you down, coat you in eleven herbs and spices and deep fry you. Do you understand?"

      The parrot hopped again, although there was no head bopping this time. Frankie hoped her familiar was okay. Closing her eyes to block out the ugliness of the bird, Frankie attempted over and over to contact Dex, but without luck.

      Ever the practical one, Frankie knew she couldn't face Captain Garnet in her current state. If she were to exert even the smallest level of effort, she was sure her head would fall off. Shame she couldn't remember the healing spells her mom used on her in the past. If she could, she'd be free of pain and kicking butt in no time flat.

      Unfortunately, a lack of practice and a brain that was the consistency of over-cooked cauliflower put these out of reach. For now, sleep was the one healer she could access and so she surrendered to its sweet embrace, hoping that upon waking, things would be better.

      

      They weren't

      If anything, they were worse.

      She was still half asleep when she noticed snuffing at the back of her neck. She wished Dex a sleepy good morning. Unfortunately, it was Hercules, the parrot from hell, and he was tugging on the chain of her amulet. Good job. Let's see if the ward was strong enough to fling the horrible bird across the cabin.

      Nothing happened, other than the amulet sitting ever tighter against the front of her throat as the bird tried his hardest to rip it from her neck. Then the chain pulled uncomfortably tight, forcing Frankie to wave her hand around the back of her head to avoid being choked. This sent the parrot soaring over the side of the bed, with him having to resort to mad flapping to avoid hitting the ground.

      Frankie wiped her hand on the patchwork quilt to rid it of the sensation of having just smacked a plucked chicken. Why didn't the ward on the clasp zap him? It was then that the verse from Stanley's Lore of Crafte formed itself slowly in her head.

      
        
        Not by warlock, witch

        or human will,

        the charm be taken

        from the Pearl.

      

      

      There was no mention of bald parrots. Not that the parrot removing the amulet would help her get full use of her powers. For that to happen, the runes had to be read aloud and, with a heap missing, it was anyone's guess when that would take place. Even then, say them in the wrong order and, bam, Magic Beans would be down more than a few coffee cups.

      She lay back and rubbed her forehead, taking in her surroundings properly. While the American Pearl might be sleek and no-nonsense on the outside, inside, she was gorgeous. Her woodwork gleamed along with the brass fittings. There was also a large showing of chintz soft furnishings. The vessel was nothing like The Crate, apart from the cabin bed Frankie was lying in. That was identical.

      It was strange that it took her being a prisoner aboard the American Pearl for her to realize that the rusty metal box now felt like home. Maybe it was that her life had regained some structure. She liked her regular jaunts to Magic Beans for a coffee and a muffin each morning. She even enjoyed training and lunch with Zane. As a child, she had always craved structure, something that had sadly been missing.

      As free of pain as she would ever be, without ibuprofen or a spell being involved, Frankie slowly sat up. She had to wait for her head to stop spinning before she slid her legs over the side of the built-in bed. Descending the small set of wooden steps, she had found the carpet soft and luxurious beneath her bare feet.

      A brief respite, and she tottered over to peer through one of the two portholes, all under the watchful gaze of Hercules.

      Oh, bent wands and botheration, nothing but sea.

      Opening the door to what she hoped was a bathroom, Frankie stepped inside, shutting the door in the parrot's beak. There was no point in facing Captain Garnet while she was busting for a pee. Martial arts and a full bladder never resulted in a good outcome.

      The guest bathroom was even smaller than her bathroom on The Crate before she'd undertaken improvements. Luckily for her, this was one spell she could remember and a moment later, the room had quadrupled in size and featured a large soaking tub.

      That it was already full of hot, sudsy water told of someone, somewhere, standing looking at a gaping hole where their bath used to be. On the plus side, they should have counted themselves lucky they hadn't been in it when she put the call out.

      She was about to strip off yesterday's workout gear when she had heard parroty scrabbling at the door. "Go away!"

      He didn't.

      Ever so quietly, Frankie pushed the lace curtain that covered the porthole to one side. She turned the brass handle, releasing the porthole's rim, and swung it wide before readying herself to open the door. As expected, the parrot zoomed in, eager to see what she was up to. Just as rapidly—and with a lot of help from her—he continued across the room and out the porthole. Frankie closed it so quickly behind him he nearly lost his remaining tail feathers.

      She pulled the lace curtains shut, and then locked the bathroom door, allowing herself the luxury of a twenty-minute soak. While the water might not have had the healing properties of Zane's hot tub, she would soon be in much better shape than when she had first woken. As tempting as it was to wade in to the captain, Frankie was, above all else, a realist. She knew that going on the attack before she was ready could be fatal.

      Dressed in yesterday's clothes, Frankie reapplied the bandage to the still-weeping paper cut on her finger. More than anything else, this told of the blood hex still being in force. A cut as trifling as this would usually have healed overnight, if not sooner.

      Following a decent stretch, she practiced her set moves until her body was loose and pliant. She would be more than ready to kick some pirate butt. Much as she would have liked to smack him with magic, it would be a waste of time. Not unless he was keen on a bigger cabin or getting his housework taken care of.

      Brute strength would have to win the day.

      Even though she had been expecting the door to be locked, Frankie still gave the handle a quick turn. It might be the captain was confident enough that he didn't feel the need to do so. Unfortunately, he did, but it also meant she would have the element of surprise.

      Grabbing a small wooden chair from in front of the mirrored dressing table, Frankie jammed it under the handle. This should make it impossible for anyone to get in without a chainsaw or battering ram. Parroty scrabbling outside the door told her Hercules had made his way back inside the boat and was waiting for her to try breaking down the cabin door.

      Let the ugly bird wait.

      Confident her cabin was out of bounds to the captain and his featherly-challenged parrot, Frankie opened the porthole and, after a few deep breaths, launched herself through it.
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      Only by twisting her body at the last second was Frankie able to grab hold of the guardrail directly above her head. Before hauling herself up onto the deck, she checked on Garnet's whereabouts by bobbing up briefly. It was enough to spot the top of his head near the back of the boat.

      She needed to position herself behind him, and that would be tricky, as well as involving a length of rope and getting wet. It was the second part she wasn't keen on with the water, a deep, inky-blue that hinted at hidden dangers.

      Keeping as low a profile as possible, Frankie slid herself up and onto the deck. She then crawled toward the bow, all the while looking for a suitable length of rope. It needed to be the length of the boat, but no more. Any longer, and she risked breaking contact with the hull. If she did that, the Pearl would be once again spectral, leaving Frankie adrift.

      She was close to scaling the bowsprit before she found the perfect thing.

      Frankie tied one end of the rope around the guardrail and the other around her waist. Then came the part she was not looking forward to.

      She was dangling over the side, taking calming breaths in readiness to slide into the dark blue water when she saw movement in the depths. She couldn't make out what it was, but unless it showed itself to be a dolphin pronto, there wasn't a rusty cauldron in Hade's chance she was getting wet. She was scanning the water for further movement when she noticed something else.

      There was a porthole directly below her, and it was open. Let's hope the door to the cabin was also open.

      Unfortunately, getting back inside the boat through a small porthole was a lot harder than it had been exiting earlier. Frankie was glad she had tied herself to the boat when she slipped and was left hanging from the porthole and up to her knees in freezing cold water. Then, it was as if she had stepped on something. Something that boosted her enough so she could scramble through the small round window and into the American Pearl's front cabin.

      Someone was already using it.

      The built-in bed was host to the mummified body of a woman in old-fashioned clothing. But it was the woman floating in the middle of the room who drew Frankie's gaze. It was like looking in a mirror, apart from the floating bit. The woman's facial structure was a match for Frankie's, and her hair was the same fiery red, albeit shoulder-length. It was the familiar amulet hanging around the ghost's neck that grabbed Frankie's attention the most.

      Frankie clutched her own amulet and watched in fascination as the ghost mimicked her action, again reinforcing the impression she was looking in a mirror.

      "I'm Anne. I've been waiting a long time for you," the ghost said. While the ghost's lips moved, this hadn't been the source of her words. Frankie heard them, with their lilting Irish accent, inside her head, the same as when she was communicating with Dex.

      And just like that, she was back to worrying about her familiar. As before, she called out again, hoping against hope for a response. The only response she got was from the ghost, asking why Frankie was calling her buddy.

      This was interesting. It looked like their telepathic communication was two-way. It would be especially helpful when overpowering the pirate captain.

      Having thrown a sheet over the mummified body as requested by Anne, they spent a little time getting to know each other.

      "So, you're Anne, as in Anne Bonny?" Frankie asked.

      "I am indeed, lass," Anne replied.

      "I'm Francis. Frankie. You know we're related, don't you?" Frankie tugged on a lock of her own red hair for emphasis.

      "I do indeed."

      "So, can I ask you something?" Getting a nod in response, Frankie pressed on. "Why are you still stuck here?"

      "Unfinished business. Plus, this might have something to do with it." Anne held her amulet, sliding it back and forth on a chain identical to Frankie's own. She reported all of this while looking murderously toward the stern of the boat.

      "Well, here's hoping I can help you be on your way. Although you should know I draw the line at killing people, even if they're already dead."

      "I don't."

      From her own research of the family tree, it was something Frankie could accept. There was also the lethal glare that was currently making itself at home on Anne's face. For someone who was as dead as she was, the expression was perfect, being murderous in the extreme.

      "But how…?" Frankie wasn't sure how to voice the rest of her question. Was it even possible for one ghost to kill off another? She thought the answer must have been a resounding 'no' because her crazy relative would have surely done so by then.

      "I was hoping you could help, lass."

      

      It didn't matter how many times they talked their way through it; they couldn't come up with a solution. For Anne to be rid of the captain, Frankie needed to kill him in his solid form. That being something she refused to do, they kept returning to the same point without resolution.

      Only after Frankie had completed thirty return trips across the cabin did she come up with a plan. It was one in which no one would die, but it was devious enough even Anne would be happy with the outcome. Sadly, she couldn't say anything until she’d checked with Stanley that he had repaired his terrarium.

      "I know how we can get rid of Captain Garnet for good. But first, I need your help to take control of the boat."

      "Aye aye, Captain," Anne gave Frankie a jaunty salute. "It was good to re-live my pirating days."

      "Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm outta here. I'll see you up on the deck." Frankie was already halfway out the porthole when Anne tapped her leg, scaring the heck out of both of them.

      "I'm solid when I touch you!" said Anne, back in her ghostly form. "I thought I'd just make you cold when I passed my hand through your leg."

      Frankie clambered back inside and tentatively touched her long-dead relative on the shoulder.

      

      Anne landed on the carpet with a jolt. "My goodness. That her voice was real and not inside Frankie's head was something else for them to ponder. No sooner had Frankie taken her hand away than Anne rose into the air and returned to chatting telepathically.

      A few more laps and Frankie stopped in her tracks, causing Ann to bump into her. "I've just thought of something. You said it's the amulet keeping you here, didn't you?

      That's right. Calico Jack gave it to me. He said, the keepsake will protect me from harm."

      "That sounds familiar. Can I look at it?"

      "Of course you can, lass."

      Touching Anne's shoulder to make her solid, Frankie took hold of the amulet with her other hand in order to inspect it. The runes on the front replicated those on Frankie's own. Those engraved on the back were a different story. It was while turning the amulet over that Frankie accidentally touched the clasp, which had swiveled around to sit behind the charm itself.

      "Ow ow ow ow ow ow. Hexing, hexady, hex. That hurt!"

      Frankie sucked hard on her fingers, revising her opinion that Zane was being a big old wimp when he'd complained about how much it hurt. She now knew firsthand there was no way you could simply push through the pain in order to open the clasp.

      Where was a bald parrot when you needed one?

      "Sorry, it doesn't look as though I can remove that for you."

      "Oh, never mind, lass. The reason I touched you was to let you know the door is open. After my death, the captain didn't see any reason to keep it locked."

      Not wanting to waste any more time, Frankie opened the door and stepped to the side, gesturing to Anne that she could leave. However, on seeing Hercules flying at speed along the passageway, Frankie slammed it shut, rejoicing in the loud thud and irate squawking that soon followed.

      "That's for Dex, you revolting specimen. Reopening the door, Frankie pounced on the glorified budgie, holding its wings tight against its body to stop it from flapping away. By touching Frankie with one hand, Anne made herself solid enough that she could lock the porthole. With that secure, she then floated ahead of Frankie out of the cabin.

      At the last possible second, Frankie tossed the bird inside and slammed the door shut in time to keep the bald freak in there. Finally, Frankie twisted her neck to get rid of any remaining kinks. She was going to enjoy this.

      "Right, let's go kick some pirate butt."

      Even in ghostly form, Anne's face was a picture of disgust. "That rat. He's not a pirate. He worked for the British government. Well, he used to when he was alive."

      It might have been that things had changed since Anne last saw him because the last time Frankie laid eyes on him, he was still in that ridiculous Halloween outfit.

      Anne led the way as they floated and walked along the passageway that ran the length of the boat. That was until their only options were going into the large rear cabin or up the ladder to the deck.

      "Could you float up and see if we're in front of him or behind?" Frankie communicated with Anne telepathically to avoid giving the captain a warning that they were on their way.

      "To be sure, lass." Anne floated through the ceiling until all that was visible was a pair of no-nonsense boots.

      Anne floated back down and settled herself next to Frankie.

      Before Anne spoke, Frankie held up her hand. "Hang on, if you can float through the ceiling, how come you didn't leave the cabin?"

      "I can, lass. But I cannot leave the boat, so there doesn't seem to be any point."

      Frankie tapped a staircase that was steep enough to double as a ladder. A 'sladder' of sorts. "What's the lay of the land?"

      As luck would have it, the ladder came out on deck right next to the wheel, meaning there would be no way Frankie could take the captain by surprise. Sure, she could take him in a fair fight, but doubted he dealt in those, preferring to stack the odds in his favor by fair means, or foul. He had, after all, gassed her to get her on board.

      "Hmmmm, could he see you?"

      "Why, yes, he could, lass. And he hadn't expected to see me on deck. I haven't been up there in one hundred years."

      The horror that this was what Captain Garnet was planning for her skittered over her frame. Before continuing, Frankie had to force herself to shake free of it. "Could you take his attention away from the ladder?"

      As a way of answering, Anne transformed herself from a mild-mannered lady in 1700s garb to the pirate of the history books. Gone was the fitted dress with all those petticoats, replaced with a white calico shirt tucked into canvas pants.

      A wide leather belt was used to cinch these, into which were stuffed a cutlass and a blunderbuss. Her bright red locks floated out behind her as though she stood at the helm of a fast-moving pirate ship.

      Lost for words, Frankie simply gave a thumbs-up, hoping this was a thing back in the 1700s when Anne was in her heyday. Turns out it was, with Anne floating up through the ceiling soon after.

      There was no doubt Anne had taken Captain Garnet by surprise, with the schooner lurching violently to the side. This saw Frankie smashed against a wall forcefully enough that she saw stars. "Sheesh, Anne. Tone it down! We don't want him accidentally sinking the boat."

      "Sorry, lass. I got a wee bit carried away."

      With her head as clear as it would ever be, Frankie flew up the ladder and onto the deck, where she had to get her bearings and find her quarry. Instead of his pirate garb, he was now dressed in what looked to be the finest clothing of the 1700s.

      Unlike the captain, Frankie didn't bother with a weapon, with the one he was brandishing doing him no good. Not that this stopped him from waving his cutlass back and forth through Anne without resistance. Garnet's attention firmly on her ghostly relative surely made this a walk in the park.

      Frankie snuck up behind him, then attacked, holding nothing back. He had abducted her with plans for her to die aboard. He had possibly killed Dex, and he had made her life a living hell. No, she did not hold back, throwing every move she knew—plus a few Zane had taught her—at her foe.

      The one thing she couldn't use against him was magic. Well, not unless she wanted to make his cabin bigger or take care of his washing. Her other choice was to get rid of the deck, with this last option having them below the waterline before you could say 'sudden drop'. Caught between the flurry of Frankie's attack and the sheer terror Anne was instilling, Garnet didn't have a hope.
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      Captain Garnet lay flat on his back on the deck, with Frankie plonking her foot on his chest in a show of superiority. "Hah, he is not going anywhere."

      Anne, who was floating around the captain like a woman possessed, called out, "Let's keelhaul him!" her tone piratical in the extreme.

      "Ah, let's not." Frankie took her foot off their captive's chest.

      "Well, lass, you can't simply leave him there."

      Frankie's preference was sailing back to Seattle and letting Stanley deal with him. If the warlock could turn people into reptiles, then surely he could deal with a nasty poltergeist. While Gwen might want the captain dead, Frankie wanted no part of it. In her mind, she had signed under false pretenses.

      Frankie pointed to the land on the horizon. "I can't toss him overboard. The boat might become spectral again, and I can't swim that far."

      It was a mutinous Anne who told Frankie how to turn the boat around and head back the way they'd come. With The American Pearl safely on course, she disappeared back through the deck, presumably to sulk in her cabin. Here's hoping her ghostly relative was over it before they had to go through the locks into Lake Union. There wasn't any chance Frankie's rudimentary sailing skills were ready for that.

      While she was concentrating on steering and watching Captain Garnet, someone smacked her hard on the back of the neck. She looked around to see who it was when someone walloped her again.

      This time, they hit her harder.

      

      Frankie wasn't sure what stunned her the most? It was a toss-up between her amulet now being nestled in her cleavage. Or a rush of power potent enough to have her hair crackling that followed. She was still marveling over it when Hercules had another go at her.

      "What? How did you get out?"

      Without thinking about it, she pointed at him, her other hand gripping the wheel. One minute, the parrot was flapping madly. Next, it looked as if it had recently visited a taxidermist. However, he could still move his eyes, and he glared at her with unbridled hatred. Pulling him toward her by thought alone, she examined him as he hung in midair.

      His being covered in soot pointed to his having escaped up the chimney of the small fireplace Frankie had noticed in Ann's cabin earlier. She'd thought that it was a dangerous luxury to have on a wooden boat. Now she could see its other design faults.

      As tempting as it was to wring the scrawny specimen's neck, Frankie didn't have it in her to hurt an animal. No matter how odious they were. She instead concentrated on a pet shop where she'd recently bought biscuits for Dex.

      She manifested a large cage, which she stuffed the bird into. Best of all was that thanks to her new magic, she didn't have to lay a finger on that creepy skin. Shoving gloomy thoughts of Dex to one side for the moment, Frankie marveled at the feeling of power.

      "But, but, that shouldn't be possible," spluttered Captain Garnet, his eyes wide as he looked at Hercules, who was doing his best to break out of the cage. "Only the warlock Calico Jack can perform magic aboard the Pearl."

      Frankie snorted at this lunacy. "Hate to break it to you, but he's dead. And he wasn't a warlock."

      

      Instead of arguing with her as she'd expected, Garnet laughed, and kept on laughing until he had tears rolling down his face. Okay, so it had a touch of the psych ward to it rather than amusement. Despite that, Frankie still thought there was something funny about her saying Anne's husband was dead.

      Or was it Frankie saying he wasn't a warlock? She'd never come across the like when investigating the family tree.

      Unable to get any more sense out of him, Frankie retrieved her amulet from her cleavage. A quick check showed that Hercules had broken the clasp, so she couldn't put it back on. Nor did she want to, for fear it would yet again curtail her powers. She, instead, stuffed the amulet inside her sports bra, where she knew it would be safe.

      They were close to Seattle before Frankie's persuasive powers got Anne back on deck to help with sailing the Pearl into port. It didn't help that Anne was unfamiliar with the area, which forced Frankie to use her new powers to prevent them from ramming the lock gates.

      Even from a distance, she could see Gwen and Stanley standing next to the American Pearl's berth. No doubt the old bag's tea leaves had alerted them to Frankie's return. On her pointing them out, Anne paled before dropping through the deck. Not that she was gone completely, with her voice soon filling Frankie's head. "You should have keel hauled him like I said."

      "And how long would the boat have remained solid if I had done so?"

      "It was worth a shot, lass."

      "For you, perhaps. You can't drown. But I sure as hell can!"

      

      With the Pearl now sitting next to the dock, Frankie scanned the area, but without luck. "Dex, can you hear me, buddy?"

      At his continued lack of response, Frankie stared down at her hands, unable to meet the questioning gazes of Gwen and Stanley. A splash from behind her broke through her emotions enough for her to raise her head. Turning, she found the deck was now free of the trussed-up captain. Thankfully, the boat was still solid under her feet.

      "See, lass, you could have keel hauled him!" came Anne's less-than-helpful whining.

      Frankie ran to the port side, scanning the water for her prisoner. All that was visible was a tangle of clothing and rope disappearing into the murky depths of the harbor.

      That was until Captain Garnet materialized in front of her, with Hercules flapping madly next to him and back also in his ghostly form. The captain stared hard at her, and when sure he had her full attention, he drew his finger across his throat. It was a gesture that wasn't lost on Frankie. Could this be who her mom warned her about? There was certainly a lot of history between the two families.

      Well, if Captain Garnet wasn't keen on her, Frankie wasn't feeling a lot of love for the crusty old barnacle either. No sooner had she imagined what it would be like if he simply disappeared back to where he came from than a strange, hollow, whooshing started up. It got louder and louder, forcing Frankie to put her hands over her ears.

      Then the captain did the same until even the parrot looked to be torn between flapping and using its wings to block out the horrific sound. After a final screaming howl, Hercules disappeared. A second later, and the captain also vanished, taking the soundtrack with him.

      Frankie waited for a heartbeat before crossing back to the starboard side of the vessel. Only after she had gotten Gwen's attention did she speak. "Guess I did what you wanted without killing him, after all. We were done." Frankie swished her hands through the air like a conductor finishing a challenging arrangement. She then crossed them behind her back while pressing the bandage back into place. Best she kept its lack of healing to herself for now.

      Gwen screwed up her face before disappearing. Frankie doubted she had gone back to the Esmerelda to tear up the contract and so added this to a mental list of things to do.

      "Hah, if you think he's gone, you don't know Captain Russell Garnet!"

      Anne's words inside her head took the shine away from Frankie's victory over Gwen, only adding to her pain at having lost Dex. He was the last link to her old life.

      With nothing keeping her on board, Frankie hopped onto the pier, the American Pearl immediately reverting to its ghostly form. Misery was solidifying in her chest when she heard distressed crying inside her head. "Dex?"

      "Mom?"

      "I'm at the end of the pier."

      Along with cheerful humming came the familiar and rapid clip of toenails on wooden boards. She was on her knees and ready when Dex rounded the corner at the end, flew along the dock, and threw himself into her arms.

      "I thought he killed you, buddy," sobbed Frankie, squeezing him tight enough that he squeaked.

      "I couldn't hear you," whimpered Dex, licking Frankie's face before snuggling his head in the crook of her neck.

      "I couldn't hear you either. Oh, I missed you so much."

      Frankie was giving her beloved familiar an extra special squeeze when she heard another splash behind her. Blast it, Anne was right; he was back already.

      Her weeks of training with Zane came to the fore as she gently put Dex on the pier and rocked back onto her feet. She was still spinning when she launched herself at the captain. She knew as soon as she touched him, he would turn solid and she could rid the coven of him forever.

      Only it wasn't the captain. Oh my, no. Also, the body she collided with was solid, not to mention naked! Frankie struggled to untangle herself while noticing something interesting. Not that she had time to examine it properly.

      Stanley pulled on her shoulders in a maneuver that saw Frankie landing on the pier with a bounce. She was still trying to get a decent look at Zane when the old warlock conjured up a blanket that he threw over him.

      For a moment, Frankie could see his outline beneath it, then the blanket fluttered down to lie flat on the dock. As if this wasn't annoying enough, the old warlock then planted himself in front of the blanket, further blocking her view.

      It wasn't until he cleared his throat that she could break her gaze away from where Zane had been. Stanley held his hand out, and Frankie took it, allowing him to help her to her feet even though she was more than capable of doing so without his aid.

      Only when she was standing in front of him did his hand stray to his throat, reminding her she was missing some jewelry thanks to that ugly parrot. "Hercules broke the chain."

      "Captain Garnet has your amulet?" His horrified expression told her this wouldn't be good. Thankfully, she could still feel the amulet safely tucked inside her bra. "No, I've still got it."

      "May I see it?"

      After turning her back on him, Frankie rummaged around inside her bra, finally pulling the amulet and its chain free and dropping it in Stanley's outstretched hand.

      His fingers closed on it, and he shut his eyes in concentration, opening them less than a minute later. "That's interesting. The chain no longer carries the hex, stopping the amulet from being removed, but there is still something lurking in the amulet itself. But if I'm right, it's residual from your having worn the amulet for all those years. It's not anything inherent in the charm itself."

      It took Frankie a moment to decipher what he'd said.

      "So, what you're saying is that it's okay for me to put it back on without losing my full powers?"

      Only when he'd stopped nodding emphatically did Stanley speak. "Yes! Although I don't believe you're up to the full range of your powers yet."

      He dropped the amulet back in her hand, and she closed her fingers around it tight, fixing the broken clasp simply by wanting it so. She was about to put it back around her neck when she stopped.

      "It's definitely safe to put it back on?" Following another nod from Stanley, she clipped it around her neck, welcoming the feel against her skin. She'd felt naked without it.

      And speaking of naked, where was Zane?

      When hugged from behind, she knew. "Are you okay?"

      His voice was full of concern as he crushed her back against his chest. While she was used to being up close and personal with Zane, they were usually trying to pummel each other.

      This was different.

      It didn't make her want to flip him over her shoulder and put him in a headlock.

      Quite the opposite, although there could be some flipping involved.

      Frankie peeled his arms away from where they crisscrossed her stomach, turning to face him. Honestly, the man was layered like a lasagna. He was even wearing a turtleneck sweater. And lace-up shoes!

      Bent wands! She wanted a closer look at his skin to check on what she'd seen earlier. She doubted it was simply his skin being wet that caused the iridescent shimmer.

      "Yeah, knowing Dex is okay, I'm surprisingly good." Frankie bent her knees slightly, and this was all the encouragement the small dog needed. He leaped into her arms, with the pair of them taking comfort in each other's closeness on their way home to The Crate.

      It was only when they stood outside the frosted sliding door that Zane left them on their own. And then, only after Frankie assured him, they would be fine.

      They weren't.

      On opening the door, she was met with a horrifying sight. Her belongings sat in an untidy pile in the middle of the floor. Putting Dex down, she looked around in disgust. The Crate was back to its original size, with her resizing spell having been reversed, most likely by Gwen.

      "I really dislike that woman."

      "Me too. She didn't even pack my bowl." Dex nudged his personalized ceramic bowl for emphasis. "And when I couldn't speak to you, she started talking about taking me to an animal shelter."

      "She what!?" Frankie rubbed her hands rapidly up and down the sides of her workout pants to diffuse the spell flooding her hands.

      "Yeah. But Zane took me in, although he then disappeared, too."

      Still fighting her anger and the developing hex, it took Frankie a second to comprehend what Dex had said. "Wait? Zane disappeared too?"

      Dex wasn't able to answer immediately, concentrating as he was on his empty bowl. The gaze he speared Frankie with was wretched in the extreme. Not that this lasted long when, with a mere flick of her wrist, she filled his bowl with gourmet sausages from the local butchery. With a wave of her hand, she had them cooked just how he liked them.

      "Thanks, Mom," he managed, before jamming his head so far inside the bowl, he'd be having trouble hearing.

      There were no longer any doubts. Frankie despised Gwen. Sure, the old witch had the coven's best interests at heart, but her callousness was mind-boggling. It wasn't as if anyone had died because of the jerk pirate. The 'yet' Frankie heard inside her head was faint enough that she wasn't sure if she had imagined it or not. Hopefully that was a yes, because she had enough to deal with in finding her and Dex a new home.

      While the blood hex remained in force—her having failed to re-kill the captain in his solid form—she didn't have a lease on The Crate. It was something she doubted would ever happen, not that she wanted to stay with Gwen as her landlady. Not that she wanted to leave the coven. Everyone was lovely—if loopy—with them making her feel welcome.

      Much as she loved Dex, she still missed her mom every single day with the silliest things, reminding her of her loss and of her being alone in the world. While Dex was wonderful, it was the close companionship of other humans she had been missing. She also liked that she didn't have to hide her magic behind closed doors with the whole of Pier 51, only visible to those with magic in their blood.

      Then there was Zane. Apart from knowing her heart thundered whenever he was around, there were too many unanswered questions for her to open up to him just yet. But never say never.

      To a soundtrack of Dex gobbling down his sausages, Frankie opened her dad's suitcase and retrieved her most battered pair of sneakers.

      "Dex, are you up for an adventure?"

      "Sure am."
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      Back next to the American Pearl, Frankie wasted no time tossing one of her sneakers onto the deck. It came as no surprise when it went straight through, landing in the harbor with a small splash. Shame, but kinda what she'd been expecting.

      Frankie climbed on board, her own weight comfortably supported. Dex, however, was not as quick to follow. She was standing, waiting for him when he barked. It was something he hardly ever did these days. She put one foot back on the pier, and this was enough for her to hear him again.

      "I don't want to go swimming." His voice inside her head made him sound like a whiny brat.

      "Well, I was hoping I could fix that. I'm just not sure how." She climbed back on board and dropped her second sneaker on the deck to show it was solid. "Come on, chop-chop."

      With Dex finally on board, Frankie climbed down the ladder before helping him down, too. They then scoured the captain's cabin, with Frankie looking high and Dex looking low. They were on the lookout for anything that would tell them why the Pearl was spectral. It made little sense, with this state mostly reserved for animals and people rather than inanimate objects.

      Nada. Not so much as a missed toenail clipping, or dust mote.

      Frankie sat back in the swivel chair by the map table, looking up and to the right—her contemplation spot. She was trying to work out why the boat was solid when she was on board, but spectral the rest of the time. It wasn't as if the boat had died at some stage. Even if it had sunk, it would still be solid, just sitting on the sea floor.

      She hadn't come to any conclusions when she noticed something about the gold leaf scrollwork on the bulkhead that ran around the top of the cabin. She sat up, looking closely at the curlicues and swirls.

      She was close to glazing over when a word revealed itself. Frankie swung the captain's chair around, working her way through the words. She kept spinning until she found the beginning of the spell, because this was most assuredly what it was.

      "Dex, buddy, do you want to go ashore before I read this out?"

      He looked up at her from his spot on the lush Persian carpet that all but filled the space. "Read what?"

      "There's a spell up there. I suspect that it's what's causing the Pearl to be less solid than you'd like."

      Even without him voicing it, she could see the small dog was undecided. It wasn't a straightforward decision for him, his aversion to taking a bath battling with his love for her. Like her, he wasn't keen on being separated so soon after being reunited. In the end, loyalty won out over his hatred of getting wet.

      "I figure if I swapped the word spectral for solid, it should reverse the spell."

      While her voice was confident, Frankie had enough doubts that she threw wards around both herself and Dex to protect them from any potential fallout. She read through it twice in her head to prepare for reading it aloud.

      She understood that the gem in the spell referred to Garnet and had to assume that the pearl in this context referred to the boat. Even though her name was Frankie Pearl Bonny, she wasn't from the sea, although Anne Pearl Bonny was. It could either be her grandmamma or the boat.

      There was only one way to find out.

      
        
        A gem of the earth,

        a Pearl from the sea,

        become solid, my friend,

        that we may be free.

        Free of restraints,

        and free of this plane,

        the world is an oyster,

        over which we will reign.

      

      

      Nothing happened immediately, but then the boat and everything in it shimmered out of focus before snapping back. Outwardly, everything looked as it did before Frankie recited the spell, but somehow it felt so very different. She couldn't rid herself of the sensation of being watched. But spinning the chair around showed she and Dex were alone in the cabin.

      Then Dex sniffed the air, prompting Frankie to do likewise. Anise? It was faint, but unmistakable. Wonky wands, Anne had warned that they hadn't seen the last of Captain Russell Garnet. Not that she could see him now.

      She was busy examining every square inch of the cabin when the door flew open with enough force that it slammed into the wall with a resounding crash. Frankie's hands were up and glowing red before she realized that instead of facing down Captain Garnet, she was looking at Anne Bonny.

      A real-life Anne Bonny. She had her feet firmly planted and remained dressed in full pirate regalia. Fortunately, she was unarmed.

      Watching Anne stride around Captain Garnet's cabin randomly opening and closing cupboards and drawers, Frankie was unsure what to make of it. She had thought the spell related to the American Pearl itself, not any ghosts on board.

      "I just thought of something."

      Not getting a response, Frankie waved her hands about wildly to get Anne's attention. "I just thought of something."

      "What?" Anne's belligerence at having her search interrupted reinforced all those stories about her being a bit of a handful in her time. Like the tale of her putting a guy in the hospital because he tried to force himself on her.

      Anne had been thirteen years old when it happened. The way Frankie saw it, the guy deserved every broken bone her grandmamma had inflicted.

      And while it rang true, Frankie had thought other tales about her long-lost relative were far-fetched. Now she wasn't so sure. Could she imagine this woman taking part in boarding another ship and engaging in hand-to-hand combat? Yes, she could. Was she keen on sharing cabin space with the woman? Heck no.

      "Were you the only ghost on board?"

      Not bothering to stop her exploration of every square inch of the cabin, Anne looked up briefly. "Not a clue."

      Annoyed at the ongoing ransacking of what Frankie now thought of as her cabin, she was about to give her grandmamma the old heave-ho when she heard Anne muttering. "It's got to be here somewhere."

      "Do you mind telling me what you're looking for?" Frankie asked.

      Anne slammed closed the drawer she had been riffling through and straightened. "Nothing!"

      "Nothing? Right. Well, if there's nothing here you want, you'll be on your way back to your own cabin. Won't you?" Frankie crossed her fingers behind her back.

      Anne threw herself back onto the bed, making herself comfortable. "Don't know. I quite like this cabin."

      "Tough. I claim this cabin for myself and Dex." Frankie threw up a ward that filled the space to the brim with the sounds of peeved monkeys. Not that she or Dex could hear them. It had worked a treat in the past and was a special hell reserved for those she hadn't invited in.

      And crazy grandmamma Anne was not on the guest list. It was something that became apparent when the recently resurrected pirate scrambled over the side of the bed and rammed her hands over her ears. She then ran from the cabin, a look of pure hatred thrown in Frankie's direction.

      Oh, great, their first fight.

      Not that her annoying relative went far, stopping presumably when she could no longer hear the screaming monkeys. "You can hardly expect me to share a cabin with my own dead body!"

      Frankie struck a fighting pose of her own in response. Sure, if it came to cutlasses and guns, the money was on Anne coming out on top. Without them, Frankie would be all over her like a rash. "Why not? You managed okay for the past one hundred years."

      Anne threw her hands up in frustration. "That was before I needed the bed!" She'd then stormed off down the passageway and into her cabin, before slamming the door.

      "Well, take one of the other cabins," yelled Frankie, not caring if her grandmamma heard this suggestion. The way Frankie saw it, with her having made the boat solid and ousted Captain Garnet, the American Pearl was hers now.

      Ignoring the cabin that she'd spent the night in, Frankie tried the door opposite, only to find it locked. Luckily, the key was hanging from a hook, and she opened the door soon after. Even quicker was her jumping to the side, as instructed by her gut instinct.

      It was something she was glad of when a copper bed-warmer sailed through the doorway, followed by a chair, a hand mirror, and a chamber pot. Empty, thank the Goddess.

      "Show yourself, you filthy pirate scum!" was screamed from inside the cabin.

      "Whoa, hang on just a second." Frankie risked a quick look around the doorway and, after deeming it safe, moved to stand in the opening. "I'm here to free you."

      As with Anne and herself, the prisoner was also a redhead, although the gray roots pointed to it having had a lot of help.

      "Let me guess. You were living on the Shangri-La, someone gassed you, and you woke up here?"

      Frankie's words hadn't come easily, given the state of the woman. While the spell had also turned this ghost solid, that was all she had in common with Anne Bonny. The poor witch was more closely aligned with the American Pearl than the pirate queen.

      "Hmph. Not quite. Before I completely lost consciousness, someone hit me with half-a-dozen kill hexes."

      She stepped to the side to reveal a corpse lying twisted on the bed, with Frankie swallowing hard in response. That the woman's murder had been a case of overkill was in no doubt. One kill hex would have been more than enough, leaving Frankie to wonder if it hadn't also been a message of sorts.

      "Do you know who did it?"

      "I have my suspicions," said the witch, holding her wooden eyelids at half-mast in a squint. Soon enough, gravity took hold, and they dropped completely, revealing hideous blue eyeshadow.

      That it was painted on meant that she was set for life on the makeup front, the only risks facing her being woodworm and dry rot. "How did you get here?" Frankie glanced at the bed to show she was talking about the woman's body rather than the mannequin equivalent.

      "I think whoever killed me must have sent my body here magically. Otherwise, I'd be living with the fishes, wouldn't I?"

      It took Frankie a second to analyze that the witch had a point. Without Frankie on board, it shouldn't have been possible for the witch's body to be supported by the spectral boat.

      Frankie had expected the witch to say the captain carried her, but her having been sent here magically pointed to it being another witch or a warlock. Frankie immediately discounted all the coven members. Well, all except one.

      It had to be Gwen, because anyone who would put Dex in an animal shelter was more than capable of murder. "But why didn't…?" Frankie wasn't sure how to ask the woman why she didn't drift through the walls and raise the alarm. Instead, she waved her hands about in a floating motion.

      "Don't you think I tried that?"

      Frankie suspected that if the witch's eyebrows hadn't been painted on, she'd now be raising them in disbelief and indignation.

      "Could you perform magic while you were a ghost?" Again, Frankie was reasonably certain of the answer but felt the need to ask, as a courtesy. She was also new to the whole magic for life scene.

      The witch tipped her head to the items out in the passageway. "Would I have tossed that lot at you if I could hex you?"

      Frankie's hackles rose at the silent 'idiot' tacked onto the end of the statement. "Okay, then." Frankie stepped to the side, allowing the woman to walk woodenly from the cabin. "Ah, you'd best keep away from any open flames."

      This handy tip had a filthy look being thrown in Frankie's direction. The witch then tottered off along the passageway, past a cowering Dex, making for the ladder outside the captain's cabin.

      Only after the woman was out of earshot did Frankie speak to her familiar telepathically. "Dex, buddy, I hope she's got articulated legs, otherwise I'll be stuck hauling her wooden butt up onto the deck."

      The small Jack Russell gave in to a full-body shiver. "She's creepy."

      By the time Frankie unlocked the two remaining cabins, there was a logjam of wooden witches at the bottom of the ladder. It was something she sorted by levitating them one at a time up onto the deck and then over to the pier. All this took place under the watchful gaze of Stanley, whom she'd called telepathically.

      And Gwen, who she hadn't.

      Dex had already jumped onto the pier, with Frankie about to join him, when she stopped. What if it were only the ghosts who'd become solid, with the boat still spectral without her on board?

      Anne would be mighty miffed—an understatement—if Frankie hopped ashore and sent her into the harbor. Stitch that, the woman needed a bath. She'd thought it was Anne's cabin that smelled funky after hosting a corpse for a century. It hadn't taken long to realize the smell was coming from Anne herself. It looked as if all those stories about 1700s hygiene were true after all.

      Frankie hopped down onto the pier and waited for a splash.

      There wasn't one.

      But then her grandmamma was never one to play by the rules.

      Standing next to Stanley, Frankie watched Gwen giving awkward hugs to the three missing witches. She doubted Gwen was a tree hugger at the best of times. Right now, she was easily as wooden as the women themselves.

      Stanley cleared his throat before leaning in so that he could keep his voice down. "Are their bodies still on board?"

      Frankie nodded before startling the older warlock by shouting at Dex, who'd got up the nerve to sniff one of the wooden witch's legs.

      "Get away, you mangy cur." The heel of Gwen's boot missed the back of Dex's head by a whisker, but it was too close as far as Frankie was concerned.

      This time, she didn't even need to wave her hand to achieve the desired result. Instead, she simply thought about it while pushing past the older witch. Frankie then clicked her fingers, prompting Dex to follow her back on board the Pearl.

      They were still standing on the main cabin when Stanley disappeared along with the three cedar crones, leaving Gwen where she was. Whether this was to do with Frankie's hex or because Stanley had elected to leave her behind was anyone's guess.

      She suspected it was the latter, with the coven leader not wanting Gwen there when he asked the three witches what had happened to them. With all of them gassed and hexed, it spoke of its being an inside job. Surely Stanley would realize it wasn't something Captain Garnet was capable of.

      Back down in the passageway, she sniffed the air and was pleased to find it smelling faintly of fir trees and lemon rather than the moldy edge it had earlier. More surprising than the bodies no longer being on board was that neither was the bedding, including the mattresses.

      Only when she and Dex reached the front cabin did they find Anne, giving it her best shot to shove her desiccated corpse out the porthole. Her muttering about wanting to be buried at sea let them know the aim.

      It was an exercise in frustration, with the porthole having been a tight fit for Frankie in her workout gear. Anne had about as much chance of success as a broomstick did of surviving a trash compactor, especially when dealing with a cadaver sporting that many petticoats.

      Frankie wasn't sure what she should do. Did she step in and manhandle Anne's body back inside the cabin or leave the woman to it? She was still dithering when she heard a faint, "Permission to come aboard."

      By peeking through a gap in the yards of lace, Frankie glimpsed Zane standing on the dock. No other male in the coven came close to filling out a pair of jeans quite like he did. Stitch that. No other male in the coven wore jeans. Stanley and the others were more into the comfort of corduroy and hand-knitted sweaters than anything featured in an online catalog.

      Trotting along the passageway with Dex in close pursuit, she grabbed him and popped him up on deck before flying up the ladder after him. She then grabbed her old sneaker off the deck and waited for Dex to jump down onto the dock before following him.

      "Cool bananas," said Dex, "we can move out of The Crate."

      "We can indeed, buddy." She tugged affectionately on the small dog's ears and turned to Zane. "Are you able to help us move our stuff?"

      "Sure can."

      Eager to move out of the rusty hulk, Frankie was quick to walk back to The Crate. There was one small hold-up when she and Zane had to wait for Dex to pee in Gwen's boots that were still stuck firmly to the pier.

      No-one hurt her pup, or even threatened to do so. No-one.
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      With Zane's help, Frankie and Dex soon had all their belongings safely stowed in the captain's cabin on the Pearl. Much as Frankie wanted to ward the hex out of The Crate before she left, she stopped herself.

      She doubted it would be long before Gwen lured another schmuck in there with the promise of cheap rent. What was it about landladies also being evil harridans?

      She instead restricted herself to re-sizing the wardrobe and bathroom back to how she'd had them. She hoped the new tenant would like a good soaking tub as much as she did herself. And this time she was happy to keep hold of the tub, given it was the one from the bathroom on the Esmerelda.

      Frankie wasn't sure her evil thoughts about Gwen's plumbing would cause any damage, but a newly empowered witch could hope, couldn't she? The commode blowing up so spectacularly that it blasted right through the side of the hull would be a good start.

      Frankie was relaxing in her cabin with Dex and Zane when he asked about the very thing she had been fretting over. "What about the blood hex? Until Captain Garnet is double-dead, your life hangs in the balance. Unless Stanley can break it, that is."

      "He can break Gwen's hex? I didn't think that was possible."

      "He's powerful enough, despite what Gwen whispers when he's not around."

      Despite having been with the coven for only a few weeks, it had been hard to miss the subtle power-plays made by Gwen at any and every opportunity. "It looks as if she's after his job in a big way."

      If she were Stanley, she'd have invested in a stab-proof vest to counter the number of times the old witch had buried a metaphorical knife in his back.

      "It's always the way with the old dynastic witch families." Zane settled himself on the large bench seat under the windows at the back of the vessel. "They're no different."

      "Wait! What?! They're related?" Frankie knew her voice had gone squeaky, but this news had taken her by surprise. She then expected Zane to say they were brother and sister, but she was wrong.

      She sat bolt upright in response to the bombshell. "They're father and daughter?! That can't be right. What, did he father her when he was like five?"

      Only after Zane had stopped laughing was he able to speak. "Come on, you've been around witches long enough to know you don't age the same way normal folk do."

      "Until I moved here, my mom was the only witch I'd ever knowingly met." Although now Frankie thought back on it, her mom had had a youthful glow about her.

      

      Zane's gentle snoring alerted Frankie to his having dozed off. Hmph, why was he tired? She was the one who'd been fighting for her life for the past couple of days.

      Still, she wasn't one to miss an opportunity. After grabbing her water glass off the bedside table, she dribbled the contents over one of Zane's arms.

      Other than wetting his arm and waking him, there was no sign of the iridescence she was sure she had seen earlier in the day. Thinking about it, she had seen him wet plenty of times in the hot tub with no weirdness showing up.

      Maybe he wasn't alone in being dog-tiredqw312, with even Dex now snoring on her other side.

      Pretending she'd doused him in cold water to get him moving, Frankie jumped off the bed. Next to the cabin door, she gestured he should leave, even backing this up with a polite request. "Ah, time for you to go home."

      While she wouldn't be averse to spending more time with him, she needed to process everything she'd learned over the previous couple of days. She also had to give thought to how she could get that blood hex removed. First thing tomorrow, she'd check in with Stanley and see if he could help, as Zane thought.

      Much as she loved her new life with the coven, she also felt trapped.

      With nothing else she could do for now, she settled down with Dex for the evening, complete with a meat-lover's pizza. They hadn't even opened the box when they got an unexpected, and very unwelcome, visitor.

      It was Gwen, and she was standing at the bottom of the ladder glaring at Frankie and particularly Dex. It would appear the present he'd left in her boots hadn't gone unnoticed. Good!

      "Gwen, what an unexpected, ah, yeah."

      There was no way Frankie was calling this visit a pleasure. She couldn't. There was also no way in heck she was inviting Gwen into the cabin. There was something off about the woman, and even though Frankie had just come into her powers proper, her gut instinct had never let her down in the past.

      It was enough to have Frankie putting the pizza box to one side and jumping off the bed. Witchy powers aside, she was better able to protect herself when standing.

      "Why, oh why, couldn't you simply die like the others? I could have saved the day and ousted my useless father. But no, you had to show yourself to be impervious to my kill hexes and even that great lumbering bull seal, Zane. Never mind, I'm not above trying something new to pursue a noble cause."

      With her monolog delivered, Gwen flipped her sleeves back and rubbed her hands together. Before Frankie could think of an appropriate protection ward, the old witch thrust her hands in Frankie's direction.

      Nothing happened.

      Gwen thrust again. Harder this time.

      Not a hint of spark or sizzle.

      As if realizing her magic wouldn't work on the Pearl, Gwen stalked into the room, presumably to finish Frankie off the old-fashioned way. She didn't get far before her hands went from being aimed at Frankie's neck to being slammed over her ears. It was a natural reflex to stop the screaming monkeys soundtrack.

      "Best ward ever," Frankie said to Dex, still nestled in the middle of the cabin bed.

      "Enough is enough." Frankie's gaze locked on the spell hidden in the scrollwork on the bulkhead, with her completing the incantation in record time. After finishing with a flourish, she pointed at Gwen.

      The old witch shimmered for a moment before she changed into something that wouldn't look out of place in the front window at Macy's. All that was missing was a plinth and an iron rod to keep her upright. Without this steadying influence, the mannequin—formerly known as Gwen—tipped backwards into the wall, stopping at an awkward angle.

      "Stanley!" yelled Frankie at the top of her voice, and telepathically, for good measure.

      The old man materialized in the cabin a second later.

      "She's all yours, Stanley."

      "What? What have you done to her?" That Stanley recognized his daughter wasn't in any doubt, his face a mask of shock.

      Zane hauled himself in through the large window at the back of the cabin and flopped down on the bench seat. "What she had to do."

      Frankie wasn't sure what shocked her the most. That he had done this with such ease. Or that he was sporting a tail that was dripping all over her good Persian rug. That was tail as in full-on merman tail, although it was already morphing into legs and, ah, other bits that were thankfully soon covered with a big throw pillow. "Gwen admitted to killing the other witches and had a go at killing Frankie again."

      "But why?" The old warlock looked genuinely confused.

      Meanwhile, Zane said nothing, and Frankie was too stunned to answer. She was more interested in grilling the fillet-o-fish on the bench seat about his neglecting to tell her he was a freaking merman.

      There she was, putting the iridescent shimmer on his skin down to her being tired after sailing the Pearl back into Seattle, when all along it was this.

      Zane coughed discreetly, angling his head in Stanley's direction.

      He would keep. She would make sashimi out of him later.

      "Oh, sorry. The why is for the oldest reason in the book." Frankie dropped her arm around Stanley's shoulders and gave them a tentative squeeze. "Power. Gwen planned on solving the problem of Captain Garnet and the missing witches to prove herself to the coven as a better leader than you. I suspect it was she who summoned him with the lure of being corporeal once he got his hands on a bonny redhead." Frankie gave him another gentle squeeze before moving away to give him some space.

      His shoulders slumped, and tears escaped to travel unrestrained down his cheeks. No sooner had he taken hold of his daughter's wooden hand than they disappeared. A large splash immediately followed this, telling Frankie that Zane had also taken his leave, not giving her time to give him the third-degree.

      He hadn't been gone long when he popped his head back through the window. In Frankie's mind, he was now supporting himself by swishing his tail back and forth like something headlining the matinee at SeaWorld.

      "I'll be over here at seven tomorrow morning so we can start your magic training. Make sure you're ready."

      "Seven!" yelled Frankie, although it was to herself with Zane already splashing his way home. "Doesn't anyone sleep-in around here?"
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      Early as it was, Frankie was waiting for Zane when he arrived the following morning. She'd dressed in yoga pants and a sweatshirt, but with the grilling she had in mind, kitchen whites and an apron would have been more appropriate.

      However, without the benefit of coffee or a muffin, her interrogation was going to be a challenge. Even Dex was whining about the lack of refreshments on offer. Only when Zane went to show her how to execute the first spell did they realize they had a problem.

      Just as with Gwen the night before, Zane couldn't perform magic on the Pearl. While he was keen on taking their spell-craft lessons to his houseboat, Frankie talked him into some fight training instead. A childhood spent reciting incantations over and over until they stuck had her dreading magic lessons.

      Fight training would also be perfect for her to beat some information out of him on why he'd failed to mention he was part fish. But Zane was having none of it. Every time she threw a question at him about his merman status, he threw her to the ground and then went back to working on their set moves.

      After being slammed down on the Persian rug for the sixth time in a row, Frankie regretted her promise not to use magic. With Zane unable to do so, he said it would give her an unfair advantage. Hmph. Like being six inches taller and at least one hundred pounds heavier wasn't an advantage.

      While lying inert on the floor, she noticed something stuffed under the large wooden chest that sat alongside the bed. "Wait!" Frankie held her hand up to stop Zane from dragging her to her feet so they could continue sparring.

      "No! No resting. Captain Garnet won't allow you to rest."

      Frankie ignored him, instead shimmying across the carpet on her stomach until she was close enough to the trunk to snake her arm under it up to her shoulder. Even then, she had to stretch her fingers as far as she could before she could grab the end of the rolled-up parchment.

      Retrieving it, she blew away a layer of dust before unrolling it on the carpet to better look at the contents.

      Dex, who had been hanging off the side of the bed, tilted his head to the side. "But, but, I looked under there. I didn't see that."

      Zane kneeled down next to her. "Is that what I think it is?"

      "I think so."

      Frankie held down one side of the map, while Zane pressed down on the other, with the pair of them examining it inch by inch. Without longitude and latitude markings, it would be impossible to find the island, especially when there was no name listed. The only familiar symbols on the map were several of the runes that featured on Frankie's amulet.

      There was also a large X sitting in the middle of the island that could only point to one thing. Treasure!

      Zane tapped the symbols closest to him. "While finding gold would be great, finding out if the runes marked on here might help you unlock your powers would be better."

      Frankie ran her finger around the trio of familiar symbols on her side of the map, dismayed to see she'd left a trail of blood behind. "Blast this paper cut."

      She was sucking on her finger and marveling at the map, absorbing her blood without a trace, when the Pearl began to shudder and shake. Then everything and everyone in the cabin went fuzzy for a second before snapping back into sharp focus. "Huh, that was weird."

      "Hey guys." Zane and Frankie turned to look at Dex. He was doing his best to stand in the middle of the bed while staring fixedly out of the windows at the back of the cabin. "I don't think we're in Kansas anymore."

      Frankie clambered to her feet to have a look, but on standing, had trouble finding her balance. It was as though the Pearl was under full sail, and in a grade 5 hurricane. She zigzagged her way over to the large windows, feeling as though she were being spun dry. Meanwhile, a bone-deep fatigue she'd not experienced left her feeling wrung out.

      "What the heck just happened?" said Zane, sounding like he'd had a couple of beers.

      Her gaze locked on the miles of endless ocean showing outside. Frankie didn't bother turning when she answered him. "Nothing that's possible, that's for sure."

      He finally made it to his feet and staggered over to join her. "Is it my imagination, or is it getting hot in here?"

      He had a point. It was something that was confirmed when Frankie unlocked a window and pushed it wide. The blast of humidity that hit her in the face was akin to opening an oven door.

      Despite being in peak physical condition, Frankie found getting up the ladder was an exercise in perseverance, but it was worth it. While the view out the back of the vessel might have been of open sea, the view looking toward the bow was picture postcard perfect.

      The American Pearl sat offshore in a horseshoe bay that was edged with sand so white it didn't look real. Neither did the water, which was an aqua so bright it appeared to be lit from underneath. The temperature, being well into triple digits, didn't go unnoticed either.

      Frankie grabbed the telescope from its cubby by the helm and put it up to her eye. She then scanned the bay in front of them, giving special attention to the jetty. This jutted out into the middle of the bay, with several boats tied up to it.

      The first thing she spotted was a large sign welcoming visitors to the resort. Then she spotted something that wasn't welcoming at all.

      "Oh, this isn't good. Check out the jetty."

      Passing the telescope to Zane, she waited while he had a closer look. "Is that who I think it is?" He didn't bother taking the telescope away from his eye.

      "Nope. The cargo pants, Hawaiian shirt, and your being able to see him, point to his being a long-lost relative. Well, that and I can see Captain Garnet standing next to him."

      Zane kept the telescope trained on the end of the dock. "Oh, that isn't good."

      "What isn't?"

      "The guy in the Hawaiian shirt has a telescope. It's trained on us."

      They were ruminating over this and why Frankie was still alive—with her having technically crossed Gwen's evil bloodline—when Anne struggled up on deck. She had her white-shrouded corpse slung over one shoulder.

      Dex looked smug as only a Jack Russell could. "Told you she'd never get it through the porthole."

      "Anne, your burial will have to wait because I doubt the owners of the Garnet Cove Resort want your long-dead self washing up during Happy Hour."

      "Garnet Cove?" Anne looked closely at the island before them. "That isn't Garnet Cove. That's Bonny Island."

      Frankie was thinking about arguing the point when Zane tapped her shoulder. Only when she turned did she see he was already on his knees, with Dex lying next to him. She wasted no time hunkering down, with him not speaking until she was flat on the deck next to them.

      "I want you to concentrate on the Pearl's berth at Pier 51 like your life depends on it because it probably does."

      Frankie did as she'd been told and before she could say spin-cycle, they were home, if a little dazed. It wasn't until her eyes stopped spinning that Frankie noticed Anne and her body were no longer on board.

      "Oh, bent wands. Trust her to make it difficult."

      "Anne, can you hear me? We'll come get you. Just hang tight." There was no response. Then it dawned on Frankie that she hadn't spoken to her grandmamma telepathically since the woman became flesh and blood. And non-magical flesh and blood at that.

      Frankie raced down to her cabin on legs that resembled rubber. Then, with the strongest of intentions, she ran her finger around the three runes, all while visualizing the wharf at Garnet Cove Resort. Even though she had left a trail of blood as before and the map absorbed it, nothing happened.

      She tried it again. Still nothing.

      "This can't be right," she said to Zane, who still had Dex in his arms after carrying him down the ladder.

      After putting Dex on the bed, he kneeled next to Frankie, gently pulling the map from under her hand and rolling it up. "Maybe Stanley's right about your full powers not being back. If so, you've got a lot of hard work ahead of you before you'll be able to get us back to the island."

      Frankie yawned. "Why, when I didn't even try before?"

      "Who knows? It could even be that your amulet is still protecting you by stopping you from heading back. You know, before you're ready."

      "Why can't you take us back there?"

      "To do that, I'd need to know where the island is. Don't worry, Shortcake, you'll get us back there. You probably just need to wait for your magical reserves to be restored."

      Zane might have a point. She'd never been this tired in her entire life. Much as she'd like to head straight back to collect dead-Anne and pirate-Anne, it looked as if she'd have to wait.

      Her energy levels aside, she had to get a handle on her magic. This was especially important if she was dealing with more than one member of the Garnet family.

      She also needed to find out more about Zane. Sure, she knew he was a merman, but she got there was a lot more to him than met the eye.

      There was an enigmatic aura surrounding him, an allure that captivated her as no man ever had, with a magnetic pull, drawing her closer. As fiercely independent as her life had made her, she wasn't sure she was comfortable with that. It certainly wasn't something she'd felt with her loser ex-boyfriend.

      And yet, throughout the danger and uncertainty, the inexplicable connection she'd felt with Zane had grounded her, kept her safe. Despite the uncertainties, she knew she'd face whatever obstacles lay ahead with him by her side.
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      Frankie stood on the dock next to the American Pearl and looked at Dex, who was staying on board. Part of her still couldn't comprehend that she owned the sleek schooner tied up in front of her. Especially when her taking the boat away from Captain Russell Garnet—the poltergeist haunting the coven—had been down to pure dumb luck.

      She would have preferred it to have been down to her spectacular magical prowess. But with her powers being jinxed six broomsticks south of Saturday by her late mom, this wasn't to be. Despite this, it wouldn't stop her and Dex, her Jack Russell familiar, from enjoying their new living arrangements.

      "Okay, can you hear me now?" Frankie spoke telepathically to the small dog to see if she had successfully removed the ward, stopping them from communicating when the captain kidnapped her.

      Back on board, Dex tilted his head first to one side, and then the other, to the point Frankie thought he couldn't hear her. But then he spoke inside her head. "Yep, coming through loud and clear. I was just fooling with you."

      "Ha-ha, hilarious. I'm going over to Zane's again to work on controlling my powers, but I want you to stay here." To say Frankie was worried she'd hurt him if he came with her was an understatement.

      While she might have regained some of her powers when Hercules snatched her amulet, she was nowhere near in full control of them. It was the captain's bald parrot filching the amulet she had worn since she was a kid that restored some of her magic.

      Unfortunately, her newfound powers were all over the place, and it was for this reason she was starting magic training with Zane. Their goal was to take the American Pearl back to Garnet Cove and pick up her great-grandmother, the infamous pirate Anne Bonny. Frankie had experienced a few pangs of guilt about abandoning her long-lost relative on the island. Pity she didn't have a clue how she had managed it.

      Even stranger was that it didn't matter how many ways Frankie Googled the resort, she found no mention of it anywhere. There were pages and pages of information on the Garnet family, but nothing about their owning a luxury resort. They weren't short of assets either, with family members making it onto rich lists the world over. And boy, were there a lot of them. Family that was not rich lists.

      Chances were slim they had become this rich without bending a few rules along the way. The odds they were squeaky clean were even skinnier, making them a formidable opponent.

      The island didn't even rate a mention on TripAdvisor. This meant the only way Frankie was getting back there was by using her magic along with the treasure map.

      Heaven only knew what trouble her piratical grandmamma was getting up to in the meantime. Even with her brief exposure to the woman, Frankie knew she was a handful. Frankie had even had nightmares where she got back to the island only to find Anne standing triumphant on the dock with the resort, a smoldering ruin behind her.

      There was also the treasure that was supposedly buried somewhere on the island. Aside from the gold, the answer of how Frankie can regain her full powers might also lie buried there.

      She was sick of being the weakest witch in the coven. If restoring her magical powers meant grabbing a shovel and a metal detector, she was all for it. What her mom had been out to achieve when she put a restraining spell on her powers was anyone's guess. With her mother killed a little over seven months earlier, now she would never know.

      Following a short walk from the Pearl over to Zane's high-end houseboat, Frankie rapped the heck out of the tentacles on his octopus door knocker. One thing she had noticed en route was that there were pot plants on the deck of The Crate that hadn't been there when she was renting the place.

      Frankie hoped Stanley, the coven leader, had taken care of any new tenant in the rusting metal hulk, and not Gwen. Stanley's daughter would have to be the evilest witch on the planet. So evil that Frankie had had to turn the horrible woman to wood in a reverse Pinocchio maneuver. Frankie kept her fingers crossed in hopes the spell held because she had no plans to reverse it herself.

      Frankie rattled the tentacles again. She was thinking Zane must have gone out when he wrenched the door open.

      "What on earth?" Frankie could not articulate further. She'd never seen him looking this rough around the edges. Not that it looked bad on him, with it even appealing to her on some level. The shock value was that only yesterday he had been his usual polished self.

      "Yeah, I'm fine. Just family issues." Zane ran a hand through his hair to flatten it. In this spiky state, he was giving Frankie a run for her money.

      That Zane was having family problems came as a surprise, with Frankie under the impression he was an orphan like her. Although at twenty-five, she felt a little old to be calling herself that. In the early days of their martial arts training, Zane admitted that both his parents were dead, like hers. He had neglected to mention there was anyone else.

      She had assumed that was it for him as far as the family was concerned. And after letting it slip about his parents, he'd clammed up as only someone who was at home in the sea could. Try as she might, she wasn't much further ahead on finding out about Zane the merman, with him blocking her questions at every turn.

      The only interesting thing she had overheard at the café was that his mom had been a powerful witch, making him a hybrid of sorts. Oh, that and the men in his family marrying witches rather than choosing a bride from among their own kind.

      Now, that had been very interesting. Were they worried about in-breeding? Or was it simply down to tradition, as was often the case?

      "Do you want to cancel today?"

      With Frankie having had no rest since ferrying the American Pearl home from Garnet Cove, she needed a rest. While she hadn't been conscious of casting the spell, it had left both her and her magical reserves exhausted.

      It was for this reason she needed to practice, with the hope being that the more exposure she had to her magic, the less it would drain her. There was no point in casting a spell if it left her absolutely wrung out, especially when she was going up against the likes of the Garnet family.

      While they might not have magic at their fingertips, this didn't mean they couldn't make you disappear. Her Google searches had hinted at a lot of their adversaries suddenly going out of business or vanishing without a trace. But there were never any signs of foul play.

      "Oh, no you don't. You're not wriggling out of this." Zane opened the door wide and stood to the side.

      Much as Frankie would have preferred Zane to teach her magic aboard the Pearl, it wasn't possible, as he couldn't cast spells while on there. As luck would have it, or perhaps it didn't, only Frankie could perform magic aboard the vessel.

      She had discussed attempting to resolve this, but both Stanley, the coven leader, and Zane had vehemently opposed it.

      Rather than entering the great room as they had the previous day, this time, Zane headed upstairs. They walked past the master suite and up onto the roof, with the last flight being courtesy of a ladder.

      Frankie suspected they were practicing up there to avoid any further damage to his house. Zane had been less than impressed with her repeatedly taking out his big-screen TV the day before.

      His expression when she'd said, "Third time's a charm" had been thunderous, muttering something about it taking ages to set up a new model.

      Despite Zane looking like death warmed up, Frankie had to hustle to keep up with him. By the time she clambered onto the roof, he was standing at the ready. That he was looking a lot better than he had mere seconds ago told of his hitting himself with a rejuvenation spell on the way up. It was one she would have to learn.

      Looking at the flat roof, Frankie was glad they weren't practicing fight training up there because with no rails it would have been a dangerous prospect. It did, however, give her a good view of the marina. To stall the inevitable, Frankie strolled over to the edge and looked down at The Crate.

      "Did someone rent out my old place again?"

      Next to her, Zane also looked at the rusty shipping container. "They did."

      When he said nothing else, Frankie sighed. What was it with this guy and keeping secrets? "Is Gwen flesh and blood again?"

      Zane laughed before speaking. "You're the only one who can reverse the spell, and Stanley says she needs to cool down before it's removed. He's thinking twenty-five years as a mannequin should do it. I didn't think that was long enough."

      "Twenty-five years!" The old crone had killed three witches in her desperate bid to take over the running of the coven. Twenty-five years was chump change. "Was that all?"

      "That's what I said to him. But he has a blind spot where his daughter is concerned. I think it's because she's been missing from his life for so many years."

      "Tough. She can stay wooden until my dying day, as far as I'm concerned. I'll not remove the spell before then."

      "You must really like cats, Shortcake."

      "Wait? What?"

      "With you having put Gwen into a state of suspended animation, Jojo is technically your responsibility now."

      Thoughts of the fur that would fly if Dex and Jojo had to live together weren't pretty. The Siamese familiar was easily as snotty as her witch of an owner. It was this horror that had Frankie scrambling to recall what her original question had been.

      "And the new tenant?"

      "Her name was Magda."

      Frankie waved a hand in the air, prompting him to continue.

      "Magdalene Zilonka. She's East European. Here on holiday."

      "She's on vacation, and she's staying in that thing? Hardly five-star, is it?" Frankie turned away from the rusty heap when the hairs on the back of her neck stood at attention. If she didn't know better, she'd think someone was looking at her. A quick glance at Zane showed he was still staring at The Crate, his brow furrowed. When her gaze swung back to her old home, Frankie noticed movement on the bridge of the Jolly Roger, the large cruising yacht tied up next to The Crate.

      Even with the glare of the sun on the windscreen, she could make out John, the owner, staring at them. Although when she continued to look at him, he ducked out of sight. Weirdo. Zane turned away from The Crate and walked back to stand in the middle of the roof, letting her know the mini-break was over.

      His whipping a wand out of his back pocket and holding it up had Frankie wishing she were armed, too. Unfortunately, she didn't own a wand, and even if she did, she wouldn't know what to do with it. "Do I have to have one?"0

      "If you want to stop draining yourself whenever you cast a major spell, the answer is yes."

      Frankie had always wondered why her mom used a wand on some occasions. In hindsight, it seemed to be whenever she was working on something big. "Would it be okay for me to use my mom's wand?"

      Zane's nod, while brief, seemed to bring about pain, if his expression was anything to go by. "Are you able to get hold of it?"

      "I think so? It will just be a matter of finding it." Without knowing exactly where it was, Frankie couldn't even perform a retrieval spell. She also doubted Zane would let her traipse all the way back to the Pearl to search the old-fashioned way. "Can we practice something else today? I promise I'll bring it with me tomorrow."

      In answer, Zane threw his wand up in the air, and it disappeared in a shower of sparks. "We'll go through the basics." She didn't think she was supposed to hear the "again" that followed, but it still hurt.

      Zane might have called them basics, but Frankie struggled to perform any of the tasks without her head feeling like it would explode. Something else that looked a little battered and bruised was the metal roof, with it sporting a couple of skylights that hadn't been in the original design. Zane was constantly on the move. Frankie being forced to do likewise. This had her close to ending up in his bedroom twice, courtesy of one of these craters. And not how she had dreamed.

      Hours later and Frankie had had it. The pain in her head was blinding enough that she had trouble seeing. Zane allowed her to lie down on the roof for a much-needed rest, although even then he grilled her.

      "Has Stanley discovered anything about the runes on your amulet?"

      Frankie rolled onto her side and faced him. "He confirmed the meaning of one of them. The rest is a mystery. He wasn't even sure they were proper runes."

      "That could explain why he's coming up empty-handed," Zane replied.

      The only thing Frankie knew for sure was that there was a link between the runes and the treasure at Garnet Cove. As well as those scattered all over the island, a closer look since had shown runes featured in the map-key at the bottom too.

      Without warning, Zane threw a spell at Frankie in his usual style of training, wanting her to be prepared for all eventualities. And while it would have been something she'd normally have been able to deflect, as tired as she was, her mind was blank when the spell hit her.

      Unprepared as she had been, she flew off the roof, narrowly missing the wooden dock. Frankie's last view before plunging beneath the lake's surface was of Zane diving off the top of the houseboat, ribbons of iridescent blue streaking out his fingers.
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      Frankie wasn't sure what to make of it when, rather than being desperate for air, she found herself at ease in the shimmering, and surprisingly warm, blue water. She didn't even feel the need to breathe.

      "Am I dead already?" she wondered.

      Zane blew this concept out of the water by floating in front of her in his fishy form. She looked at him closely; noticing even the shape of his eyes had changed. Not the whole eye, just the pupil. It was more feline than aquatic. This also had her realizing that rather than the water stinging her own eyes, it was as though she was wearing swim goggles.

      Not one to enjoy the water—unless it was in a soaking tub with lots of bubbles—Frankie found the experience novel. It was also one she could get used to. She was even relaxing until suddenly her lungs were screaming for air and her eyes felt as if someone had sandblasted them. Even the water temperature had dropped enough that her core was chilling.

      Frankie kicked as hard as she was able, breaking the surface soon after. She then gulped lungful after lungful of air, seemingly unable to get enough of the precious resource.

      Zane popped up next to her. "Are you okay?"

      "Are you kidding? What the heck did you just hit me with?" Frankie demanded.

      Zane looked as sheepish as it was possible for someone sporting scales. "Ah, the first was a simple blast hex, but when I saw you enter the water, I hit you with a siren spell. Just in case you were unconscious."

      Treading water, Frankie didn't put her question into words, simply raising an eyebrow hoping this would prompt him to reveal more.

      "I'll tell you about it in the hot tub. Hold my hand."

      No sooner had Frankie done so than she and Zane were sitting in the bubbling water. While she was still in her workout clothes, he was still sporting a tail. When it disappeared, he promptly replaced it with his black swim trunks.

      It turned out the siren spell was one that was used by his people to help sailors who were drowning. It was only temporary, and he'd not used it in a long time, with modern ships being better prepared with lifeboats and flotation devices. Modern sailors could also swim.

      Her headache still blinding, Frankie leaned back in the hot tub until most of her head was under the surface. The be-spelled water had her sighing in relief, and on surfacing, her headache was gone. Even Zane looked perkier than he had done earlier.

      They were both sitting there in the healing warmth when Zane suddenly sat up straight. "Stanley would like to talk to us."

      That was strange. Frankie usually heard the summons too, with the coven leader being the only one able to speak to her telepathically other than Dex. "Are you sure it's for both of us? I heard nothing."

      Zane assured her Stanley would like to speak to both of them. Not taking advantage of a second more of the healing waters, he climbed over the side of the hot tub. With a click of his fingers and he was wearing jeans, a white T-shirt, no-nonsense boots, and a leather jacket. "Come on, slowpoke. Get a wiggle on."

      "I'll need to go home and change. I can't do that click your fingers thing yet."

      Frankie was beside the hot tub, looking around for a towel, when Zane clicked his fingers again.

      Frankie went from doing her best to wring out her sopping wet yoga pants and sweatshirt, to being dressed in a full-length gown of deepest purple velvet. She was even wearing ballet flats. Her being completely dry and also wearing panties and a bra had a feeling of intimacy about it that made her turn pink.

      She didn't allow herself to dwell on it, with the outfit itself being her biggest bugbear. "You have got to be kidding me. Do I look like I want to dress like Gwen, especially when we're visiting Stanley?"

      Zane's broad grin told her he had done it on purpose.

      "Unless you change my outfit pronto, I'm going home and I'm taking an hour to choose something for myself. I'll tell Stanley you're the reason we're late. It's your choice. Go now, or wait." Frankie stood with hands on hips, her toe tapping impatiently, waiting for him to get a move on and put her in something more aligned with her usual style.

      A finger-click later and she was wearing jeans and a hoodie, with gorgeous brand-new cowboy boots having replaced the ballet pumps. This went a long way toward smoothing her ruffled feathers.

      "Thank you." Frankie said nothing else, instead clomping into the great room, along the hall, and out the front door. Zane caught up with her when she was halfway down the pier toward Stanley's tugboat, the Annie.

      "I thought I'd better bring these along." Zane waved the printouts of the photographs Frankie had taken of the runes on her and Anne's amulets. These were so much clearer than a rough sketch on the back of an envelope.

      Until she stepped down into the cabin on Stanley's tugboat, Frankie had given little thought to where Gwen would hang out in her wooden form. At most, she thought the witch would be lying on her bed on the Esmeralda, her own yacht.

      Instead, she stood propped in one corner of the saloon, with her painted-on wooden eyes following Frankie in the creepy way some portraits did. This left Frankie with one choice when it came to sitting down, and that was facing the terrarium. She had expected to see more lizards pawing at the glass in hopes of release, although on closer examination, the terrarium was empty.

      Apart from Jojo, Gwen's Siamese familiar, who was basking under one of the heat lamps. Frankie's relief at spotting the cat was instant. Not that the cat was warm. Rather, it looked as if Stanley was taking care of the snotty feline. Frankie could only hope Jojo wasn't the reason the terrarium was empty.

      Once they'd sat, Stanley directed his gaze first at Zane, and then at Frankie. "I've got good news, and I've got bad news."

      Frankie hated this line. Never was the good news that great. She doubted today would be different. Rather than ask them what they wanted first, Stanley pressed on. "I've been doing a lot of research, and I've found something."

      With her hands stuffed deep inside the front pocket of her hoodie, Frankie crossed her fingers. "Is that the good news?"

      "Not exactly," said Stanley.

      Frankie waited, not even giving in to the temptation to wind her hand in the air as she would with Zane. Her gut feeling was that she wouldn't like what the coven leader was about to say, so the longer it was before she heard it, the better.

      "From what I can gather, there are seven amulets. For us to solve the puzzle and unlock your full powers, we'd need all of them. Or at the very least, drawings of them," Stanley explained.

      Zane placed the printouts of Frankie and Anne's amulets on the coffee table. "Two down, five to go."

      Stanley glanced at them briefly before standing and pinning them on a corkboard that sat above the terrarium. It was a large corkboard. It would need to be.

      Frankie waited until the old warlock looked at her. "And the bad news?"

      "I have absolutely no idea how to go about finding the missing amulets," Stanley admitted.

      And just like that, Frankie had the news she had been expecting. This confirmed for her that there was never good news when somebody said they had good news and bad news. Ever.

      After standing to leave, Frankie's gaze fell on the wooden witch, formerly known as Gwen. "Stanley? Can I ask you something?"

      "Of course you can, my dear."

      "The blood hex? Now that Gwen is in, ah, her current state, does the hex still stand?" Frankie fiddled with the plaster that covered the paper cut on her finger while waiting for an answer she already knew at some level.

      When Gwen admitted to cursing Frankie, she'd said that, the paper having tasted Frankie's blood, only the death of Frankie or Captain Garnet could break the hex.

      And for the captain to die, Frankie had to transform him from ghost to human as she had done with her grandmamma, Anne. It was the killing him after this took place that Frankie balked at.

      Until she took this step, she was stuck living at the marina. If she strayed too far, it was wham bam! Bye-bye Frankie. "I'm afraid so. Much as I deplored my daughter's behavior, I had to admire her ability to cast a spell."

      "What if I were to turn her back into flesh and blood? Couldn't she break it then?" Loath as Frankie was at the thought of the evil witch being up and about again, if it would mean breaking the hex. She would give it a whirl.

      Without a definitive no from Stanley, Frankie sat again, waiting for the coven leader to spill the beans. After what looked to be an internal struggle, he finally spoke. "I miss my daughter. But I don't want to be challenged for leadership of the coven at every turn, either."

      Zane leaned forward in his seat. "There's also the fact that she killed three witches and tried for a fourth."

      "What if?" Frankie stopped, unsure how to put her plan into words. "Yes?" said Stanley and Zane. Frankie's gaze strayed from Gwen to Jojo sunning herself in the terrarium. "Could you speak to her when she was in her lizard form?"

      "I could!" Stanley broke into a wide smile. "But we would have to time your reversal spell and my skinx spell perfectly. If we give her half a chance, she'll escape."

      "What if I hit her with an immobilization spell?" Zane looked at Frankie and Stanley.

      Stanley already had his wand out and ready. "That would definitely work!"

      Soon enough, Zane was also holding a wand. Instead of a wand, Frankie clasped and unclasped her hands twice before giving them a good shake. The three of them stood around Gwen's wooden form. Zane started things off by immobilizing her. Not that she could move now, but more that as soon as she became human again, there would be nothing holding her in place.

      Frankie started her incantation next, turning Gwen from mannequin to human a moment later. Gwen was still blinking in confusion when Stanley hit her with his 'skinx' spell, and before anyone could say Komodo dragon, she was on the floor, covered in scales.

      After carefully picking her up and placing her in the terrarium, Zane removed his hold on her, allowing her to move again. She wasn't playing ball.

      "Daughter, are you able to remove the blood hex?"

      Gwen didn't respond. However, this could have been because she was fixated on a cricket silly enough to think he was safe sitting on a nearby rock. A second later, all that remained visible of the unfortunate insect was its back half as Gwen chowed down.

      Frankie waited until Gwen finished her crunchy snack and then pointed her index finger at the small lizard. After clearing her mind of cluttering thoughts, she whispered a spell her mother had used on the neighborhood bullies to get the truth out of them. This more than polite asking had let her mom know who had given Frankie her latest black eye.

      
        
        Loosen your tongue

        and spill the beans.

        Speak the truth by any means.

        Open your mouth

        and spout no lies.

        Or risk a nose

        that's twice the size.

      

      

      Frankie's spell took effect, and the small lizard became animated, its mouth opening and closing. Frankie wasn't picking up anything, with Zane looking to be in the same boat. That was until Stanley allowed them to hear her with a lazy wave of his wand. After this, Frankie could hear Gwen in her head as easily as she did Dex.

      "There is only one way to break the hex. Either that odious child or Captain Garnet has to die," Gwen punctuated this with a witchy cackle that went on and on.

      "I could compel you!" shouted Stanley, stopping Gwen's laughter.

      "You think I'm stupid, old man? I knew you'd try that. Not even I can reverse it!" Gwen hopped around the terrarium in lizardy glee at having stymied her father.

      She was mid-hop when Jojo the Siamese flattened her with a single paw. "Shut it, mouthy. Some of us are trying to sleep."

      Gwen, unable to answer with anything but the truth, Frankie asked the one question that had been bugging her. "Does the captain know about the blood hex?"

      Gwen didn't want to answer. She even put her hand over her mouth. It was a pointless exercise with their communication telepathic. The 'No!' that filled Frankie's head also filled her with relief. The rest of Gwen's answer filled her with dread.

      "I want the privilege of killing you myself." There wasn't the slightest remorse in Gwen's tone, only regret at having failed in her mission. And with Gwen saying she wants to kill rather than wanting to kill, Frankie knew the evil old lizard still had hopes of knocking her off.

      Frankie didn't know why she was the target of Gwen's hatred. Other than her catching the old witch and foiling her plans instead of dying like the spectral witches before her. Yeah, that could do it.

      The rant that followed was enough to have Jojo slamming another paw down on the witchy lizard. "If you don't shut it, you'll be lunch!"

      "Ah, I think it might be best if you silenced her now." Frankie wasn't sure if anyone else believed Jojo's threat of annihilation, but she'd hate to see Stanley faced with watching his daughter being eaten by her familiar.

      

      Frankie and Zane were about to leave when she thought of something else.

      "When I went to Garnet Cove, I technically crossed Gwen's bloodline, and yet I'm still here."

      Stanley appeared as puzzled by this as Frankie and Zane. The three of them concluded it must have been because Frankie had teleported herself onto the Pearl. Who knew what would have happened if she had physically crossed the line on her own? One plus was that the bloodline was distant enough she could visit Magic Beans without dying.

      Even though the ghost of Captain Garnet didn't know about the hex, this didn't mean Frankie couldn't die. It was something to think about, with the plan being to head back to Garnet Cove to collect Anne Bonny and hopefully find out more about the missing amulets.

      Stanley placed his hand on Frankie's shoulder in a manner that was both familiar and comforting. "Maybe the Pearl formed a magical barrier of sorts, canceling out the hex. You should be careful about trying it again, though, in case it isn't the Pearl protecting you. The map may conceal a protective spell."

      Frankie and Zane walked back down the pier toward the Pearl, both of them deep in thought. They stopped outside Zane's houseboat, where he wrung a promise out of Frankie that she would practice her incantations that evening and look for her mother's wand.

      She had never enjoyed spell practice, but with her taking on Captain Russell Garnet and the rest of his clan, she would need every tool at her disposal.

      Frankie was climbing down the ladder to her cabin on the Pearl when she heard a familiar door sliding open. She popped back up in time to see a woman leaving The Crate. Woman might not have been the right term. The ethereal creature gliding across the pier toward Zane's houseboat had a dreamlike quality about her.

      If Frankie were being unkind, she would describe the woman as stunning. Even from that distance, Frankie could see she was of a similar age to herself and petite rather than anything as mundane as short. Her hair was a riot of golden curls that finished just above her derriere.

      The hair would be a nightmare to deal with, but was glorious all the same. Frankie wasn't feeling kindly toward the woman, who had her arms draped around Zane's neck in a manner that was far too familiar.

      Her gut instinct kicked in, and Frankie dropped below deck. Whether she had done this in time to avoid Zane seeing her looking at them was anyone's guess. Thank goodness the woman was only there on holiday.

      "Excuse me. A little help here."

      Frankie couldn't believe she had forgotten Dex, leaving him abandoned up on the deck. It was something she needed to sort out. It was far better for him to make his own way up and down, especially when she wasn't thinking clearly.

      Half-an-hour later, she'd ransacked her cabin. Her mother's wand had to be there somewhere. Although, to be fair, the last time she had seen it was when she was packing up the apartment above Patsy's Magic Emporium, her mom's old shop in Portland. Did she leave it behind? She was standing in the middle of the cabin with her eyes closed in concentration when she heard bells tinkling up on the deck.

      That was weird?

      Frankie stepped out of her cabin, and into the open space that led up to the deck. She had never been so upset in her entire life. The woman was even more gorgeous up close. Her skin was flawless. Even worse, Frankie suspected the woman's flawless skin was thanks to natural beauty. Her eyes were a deep pansy, Frankie had only ever read about in books. The term limpid pools came to mind.

      "You must be Frankie. I have heard so much about you."

      Frankie couldn't answer, marveling over the woman's voice. It was deep, husky, and could get under her skin. The Goddess knew what effect it had on Zane.

      "We are going to be good friends, you and me."

      Before Frankie could refute this claim, there was a tinkling of teeny bells, and Magda was pulling her into a crushing embrace. Crushing enough that Frankie worried she might end up with a broken rib or two. While Magda might look lightweight, she was anything but.
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      Frankie didn't want to like Magda, but there was something about her that made it hard to keep the animosity going. Apart from Zane, that was. It was typical that it wasn't until competition arrived in the neighborhood that you admitted a guy was more attractive than you'd admit. Especially to yourself.

      "Zane told me you have problems," Magda said.

      How dare Zane talk to this woman about her problems? Rule number one of Marina Coven, what happened on Pier 51, stayed on Pier 51.

      "And what did he say?" Frankie crossed her arms over her chest, sure her expression was mutinous. There was no way in heck she was talking to this woman about the missing amulets, the blood hex, or the Garnet family. She didn't know Magda from Adam, or even Eve. She wasn't blurting out what she knew.

      "He only said you have trouble accessing your magic. I am happy to help if you would like this," Magda replied.

      Hex it, why did the woman's Eastern European accent have to sound so enchanting? Frankie was sure if she spoke like that, she'd sound like she was missing a cog or two. Even Dex, who was lying on her bed, looked to be captivated. His mouth was hanging open, his expression one of pure adoration. The furry little traitor.

      "Well, if you could find my mom's wand, that would be a tremendous help," Frankie said, not expecting much. It was more that she wanted to see Magda having to rummage through the piles of belongings that were currently strewn across every flat surface in her cabin. Now that would be entertaining.

      "I am happy to help." Magda stood in the middle of the cabin and put her arms in the air before letting them drop to her sides. "Perhaps it is better if you and the small pup that you leave the cabin?"

      "And perhaps it isn't." There was no way Frankie was leaving a virtual stranger alone in her cabin. There were things here, like the treasure map she'd rather keep hidden. "How about I just throw a ward around Dex and myself?"

      "That could work." Magda waited while Frankie performed the spell, and only when she got the nod did she raise her arms into the air again.

      Frankie was relieved that she'd protected herself and Dex when Magda appeared to suck every atom of energy, creating a vacuum of sorts. She was then aware of Magda scanning the room, one inch at a time, most annoyingly, without having to lift a finger or move a single item.

      "Aha!"

      Even without the cry of discovery, Frankie would have known that Magda had found the missing wand with the energy flooding back into the room. Magda then crossed the cabin and without hesitation opened a black leather bag. She delved deep inside it and retrieved Frankie's mother's wand, all without raising a sweat. To be honest, Frankie doubted that the woman was capable of such a lowly human trait.

      Frankie was both impressed and annoyed. "What did you just do?"

      Magda shrugged, making even this simple gesture look elegant. "Ah, it was nothing."

      Frankie waited. In vain, it would seem. It looked as though Magda was as close-lipped as Zane. Sensing she wouldn't get anything else out of the woman, Frankie faked a yawn. She knew it was rude, but after the morning she'd had, she really was tired. Perhaps even more tired than when she'd left Zane's earlier. Another, more genuine yawn followed.

      Magda went from glowing with happiness to looking like a kicked kitten in a heartbeat. Before Frankie could rectify things, Magda disappeared in a tinkling of off-key bells, leaving Frankie standing holding her mom's wand. After putting the simple piece of white ash on her bedside table, Frankie climbed up onto the cabin bed and snuggled up next to Dex. No sooner had she pulled the covers over herself than sleep claimed her.

      

      Frankie wasn't sure what the most pressing need was when she woke, her need to use the bathroom, or Dex's. Her poor familiar stood at the end of her bed, his back legs crossed and a pained expression on his face. That he couldn't speak telepathically told her how badly he needed to go.

      Thankfully, Frankie hadn't undressed. She had been to the bathroom, and they were racing down the pier minutes later. Instead of hurrying, Dex took his time for fear of going before he wanted to. Fortunately, they made it to the grassy area next to the parking lot in time. As a reward for neither of them having had an accident, they then headed straight over to Magic Beans.

      The inside of the cafe was blessedly empty when they walked in, with Mac already halfway through getting their order ready. Frankie loved this about the cafe. There was no need to stand there dithering about what she was hankering for when Mac knew better than she did herself.

      Frankie took a seat at the table furthest from the door, relaxing while waiting for their order, with Dex doing likewise under the table. Moments later, they both inhaled their muffins. Just how hungry they were became apparent when Dex finished up by licking his plate clean. Frankie used her finger to collect the last remaining morsels from her own.

      There wasn't a stray crumb in sight when Zane walked into the café and sat down at their table. "Why weren't you at training this morning?"

      "This morning?" Without a watch or her phone, she didn't know what time it was.

      "It's after two, and you were supposed to be at my place by eight. We agreed."

      This made no sense. It hadn't even gone three in the afternoon when Magda did her fade out, and Frankie lay down for a power nap. She couldn't have slept for close to twenty-four hours. Could she? "The last thing I remembered was Magda helping me find my mom's wand, just after I left your place yesterday."

      "Are you saying you slept around the clock?"

      "Ah, I guess I must have. I was exhausted, though." Although she wouldn't have thought she was quite that tired.

      He asked her to go through everything, piece by piece. From the time she had left his place the previous afternoon, to arriving at the café. Zane sat quietly, his expression getting darker by the second. If it hadn't been for this, Frankie wouldn't have been able to tell if he was even listening to her. She wasn't sure why he was so annoyed with her. She'd done nothing wrong. At least, not that she knew.

      "When you said Magda found your wand, exactly how did she do that?" Frankie skipped through the details of what Magda had done to find the wand because, to be honest, she wasn't really that sure what she had done. The woman sure as hexed rabbits hadn't been forthcoming with details.

      "If she asks you to leave the room again, promise me you'll take her up on her request."

      "But I put up a ward. That should be enough to protect us."

      "Not where Magda is concerned, it isn't."

      Frankie's mouth was open, ready to bombard Zane with questions about the mysterious Magda. Instead, he held his hand up like a traffic cop, stopping her words where they were. "All in good time."

      Not happy with being fobbed off, Frankie tried another tack. "So, you and Magda? Are you?"

      "Are we what?"

      Frankie wasn't sure if Zane was simply being obtuse, or winding her up on purpose. Fine, if that's how he wanted to play it. "Are you and Magda? Are you seeing each other? Are you an item? Dating? Swapping spit?" There, she couldn't make it any plainer than this.
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