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      Frankie sent Zane flying, with him landing on the floor of the gym in his houseboat with a satisfying bounce. This was the third time in the space of an hour that she’d bested him. While it would have been nice to think this was down to her superior martial arts skills, she was no-one’s fool.

      Frankie nudged him with her foot. “You want to tell me what’s bothering you?” His concentration being what it was, she may as well have stayed in bed like Dex, her familiar.

      “It’s just that...”

      Frankie rolled her eyes. As tempting as it was to nudge him harder, she resisted. “Would you just spit it out?”

      He rolled onto his side and got comfortable. “I was just thinking it’s strange we’ve had no one from Castle Rhaetian turning up.”

      Frankie’s immediate thought was of the delectable Dominik, who had sat next to her at the feast of the Winter Solstice. This was soon replaced by a more appropriate picture of Natalia Zilonka, the matriarch of the castle. Despite having the looks of a beauty queen, the vampire was as black and rotten as they came.

      Frankie gave up any hope of their continuing with their training session and sank to the floor. She then lay down, facing the Nautilus. “Maybe it’s because she can’t find us.”

      Zane snorted before replying. “Yeah, like that bloodhound couldn’t sniff out a bloated mosquito at twenty miles. It’s only a matter of time before she finds Anne. When she does, she’ll be able to pick up traces of ‘Spud’ on the relic, and you know what that means.”

      Frankie did, and she wasn’t happy about it. The only way Zane had been safe to travel with her to Castle Rhaetian for the Winter Solstice was incognito. This was something she’d taken care of using her Wereall powers, with the disguise good enough even his scent had changed.

      He was still a little miffed that she’d chosen to disguise him as Spud, the magical miniature pig she’d met on her first day at the marina. It was adding wings that had prevented him from being an integral part of the feast. Like the main course.

      Even without Natalia knowing the little porker was a Nautilus in disguise; it linked the theft of the relic to the Marina Coven.

      “Able to track a bloated mosquito at twenty miles?” Images of Natalia sniffling away flooded Frankie’s mind, and she broke into peals of laughter. This time she hadn’t bothered masking her thoughts, allowing Zane to see them, with him soon smiling as broadly as she was.

      Their telepathic link was a hangover from Zane’s piggy disguise and was both a blessing and a curse. It was one she was still getting used to, failing to hide her thoughts more often than not. At the rate she was going, she’d need to invest in a tinfoil beanie if she was to have any privacy.

      Frankie rolled onto her back and stared briefly at the ceiling before tipping her head to the side to look Zane in the eye. “I didn’t think Natalia was into blood.”

      This appeared to be true of most of the Zilonka Clan, with them as happy sucking a victim dry of any energy. While less likely to leave a stain on the carpet, the outcome could often be as deadly.

      “Technically, she doesn’t need it to survive. Pure energy can do that for her. But I know for a fact she enjoys the occasional swig of hemoglobin.”

      This surprised Frankie. “How do you know that? I didn’t think you knew her.”

      “I’d never met her before we visited the castle, although I’d heard stories of her all my life. I hadn’t even realized she was still around until Magda mentioned her at the cottage. The stuff of legend and all that.”

      “You thought she was deader than, um, undead?”

      Zane grimaced. “No, not exactly. No one in that family actually dies as such. They simply decamp to the basement. I thought she’d done the same.”

      Frankie struggled into a sitting position. “Why didn’t you say anything at the time?”

      On seeing one of his eyebrows arch in a manner she both loved and hated, she mentally slapped herself. She couldn’t help getting hot under the collar looking at him when he was in his workout gear. His good looks had her forgetting her own name.

      The one drawback of his Spud disguise had been every Tom, Dick, and vampire being able to listen to anything he said telepathically. And boy, that had shut him up for a day or two. That was until she and Zane had discovered they could send thoughts to each other with no one overhearing.

      Until that point, it was safer for him to keep quiet than let the Zilonkas discover he was a Nautilus and their sworn enemy. If that had happened, he would have been sucked clean of every scrap of energy, and possibly blood, and left out for the wolves.

      Well, at least according to Magda, that was. Magda, however, didn’t have any issues with Zane. This was down to the feud between the Nautilus and the Zilonkas, starting long before she was a twinkle in her parent’s fangs.

      Even this brief thought of Magda brought Frankie down. Her first ever best friend, an energy vamp, was stuck in the Carpathian Mountains and set to marry some horrid old man. That was if she hadn’t already.

      There was nothing Frankie could do about the shudder that wracked her frame. Never a fan of the reality show M.A.F.S., she couldn’t imagine the horror of it happening for real. Hideous is what it’d be, with no hope of a quickie divorce after the inevitable ratings slump.

      “If Natalia can sniff us out like you’re saying, then why haven’t we seen her? Unless of course...”

      It was Zane’s turn to struggle into a sitting position. “Unless what?”

      “What if she’s found Anne in the Caribbean and has already snatched the relic back? If she thinks she’s got the real deal, that’ll keep her off our backs, won’t it?”

      “I’m not expecting much on that front,” said Zane.

      “But Anne doesn’t know the Cleodora relic she’s got is a fake. That means she’ll put up a good fight to hang onto it. Won’t that fool ‘Her Ugliness’ into thinking she’s got a hold of the original?”

      Anne had a copy of the original because Zane had replaced the genuine article with a fake. The plan was for the decoy to be good enough that the vampire queen couldn’t tell the difference, allowing them to leave unhindered. This had been blown out of the water when Frankie’s larcenous grandmamma had stolen the fake from the top of the solstice fir.

      Zane ran his hand through his sweat-damp hair. “I’m confident she’ll be fooled by the fake. Heck, it’s even solid silver, courtesy of some candlesticks in my room at the castle. The problem is, I don’t think this will keep her happy.”

      Frankie scrambled to her feet. “Up you get. We need to practice more if it’s just you and me at the keep.” Frankie couldn’t believe it was she who was jollying Zane along. Usually, it was he who was prodding her to get moving. To practice her spells, her moves, her whatever.

      She wasn’t sure of the advisability of the two of them storming the fortress without help. While Dex was keen to come along, her little trip hazard of a Jack Russell could often be more of a hindrance than anything else. This again had her longing for Magda to be with them.

      Another reason Frankie wasn’t overly keen on returning to the realm of the Wereall just yet was that Valentine’s Day was less than two weeks away. It would be her first with Zane, and she didn’t want to miss the big day.

      Last time they’d visited All Hallows Keep, they’d lost a huge chunk of time. What had passed like hours for them had equated to several weeks back in Seattle. Thoughts of missing out on a heap of chocolates, flowers and possibly jewelry weren’t to be borne.

      They trained for another hour, in which Frankie sent Zane flying twice more. She didn’t take any pleasure in doing so. Nope, her fighting instincts were such that her having him on the deck because of his inattention was a hollow victory.

      There was also the fact that the Werealls guarding All Hallows Keep wouldn’t have their minds on other things. They would be anything but inattentive, with them having been held prisoner in their own realm, courtesy of Frankie’s spell.

      After a half-hearted warm-down, Frankie grabbed her wand from the ledge next to the door. “I’ll head home and get cleaned up, and then we can go see Stanley. He might have heard from the other covens by now.”

      With a wave of her wand and Frankie was in the bathroom next to her cabin on the Pearl, the 1920s schooner she called home. Technically, the vessel’s full name was The American Pearl, but who had time for that? While she could wave her wand and be freshly washed and dressed, part of her liked to slow down.

      This didn’t stop her from using magic to fill the tub with hot water and lots of bubbles. In her mind, watching the tub fill the old-fashioned way was a waste of soaking time.

      Her skin had gone wrinkly from the hot water when she heard Zane inside her head. “Frankie, I promised Stanley we’d be there by eleven at the latest.”

      Much as she’d like to don a virtual tinfoil beanie and continue to enjoy her bath, they needed to speak to the coven leader. All going well, he would have rustled up a couple more witches, warlocks, or who knew what to join their merry band.

      Without help, their plan to free those incarcerated in the keep unfairly might well prove to be fatal. Or worse, they would end up prisoners themselves.

      “I’ll see you down there. I won’t be long. I promise.”

      And true to her word, Frankie slid down the ladder into the main cabin of the Tugboat Annie in under ten minutes. Her having donned her usual uniform of jeans, sweatshirt, and boots had hurried things along. She hadn’t been quick enough for Zane and Stanley, though, if their expressions were any indicator.

      “Sheesh, if I were here any sooner, I’d still be sitting in the bath.”

      The problem with getting there late was that there was only one seat left. And it was already occupied by Jojo, a snotty Siamese cat that by default was Stanley’s. “Move over, you hunk of fur.”

      Frankie knew the unpleasant cat would have heard her, even though she’d spoken to it telepathically. She also knew the marked lack of response was down to the feline’s disposition. No wonder Dex had issues with the animal.

      Frankie swooped in, grabbed the cat, and plonked it on Stanley’s knee before it could get its claws into her. The cat was his now, and so was his responsibility, even if he didn’t look too pleased about it.

      On sitting, Frankie realized she was facing the large terrarium on the sideboard. Not that she had an aversion to reptiles as such, just those that were in that form because of magic. And in that form, due to their being prize jerks, this was their punishment.

      The lizard on the left was Gwen Morris, Stanley’s daughter, and Jojo’s previous owner. The nasty piece of work was behind the deaths of three witches, with Frankie having been fourth in line.

      Luckily, Gwen hadn’t considered Frankie’s fighting skills, along with the protection afforded by her amulet. Just looking at the lizard, formerly known as Gwen, had Frankie fingering the talisman hanging around her neck.

      The second half of the glass enclosure held George Garnet. He wasn’t magical, just a jerk. It was his family that was behind the death of Frankie’s mom. And while he hadn't shunted her mom’s car in front of that freight train, he knew who had. Until he’d given her the names and social security numbers of those responsible, he was staying right where he was.

      With her mind momentarily flooded with memories of that awful day, Frankie speared George with a look that had him scuttling under the leaf litter. It was only Stanley’s pointed cough that dragged her back to the present day.

      “Sorry,” she said, swiping at her eyes. After a calming breath, she settled back into her seat, ready to hear what Stanley had to say.

      “Right, well, as I was saying to Zane while we were waiting for you, I’ve not been able to recruit anyone else.”

      It turned out that most of the northwest’s covens had seen members go missing, as happened to Frankie’s dad. It also turned out that none of them wanted to be a part of any rescue mission for fear of losing yet more coven members.

      To a certain extent, Frankie couldn’t blame them. Magical folk got very nervous when they had to visit a realm where they were automatically stripped of their powers the moment they crossed the threshold.

      It was for this reason Frankie and Zane had been practicing their fighting skills. They would need them when they were in the Wereall caving system. It was this anomaly that allowed the Werealls to take control of powerful witches and wizards during incarceration.

      Once they’d been drained of their powers by the Syphonia, even if they escaped, they were still powerless. The exception to this was that when Frankie left the cave on the other side, her powers came back. Something to do with her bloodline.

      “I wish Magda were here. She’d be in boots and all.” Frankie couldn’t help the sigh that followed. She missed her friend terribly, and while things were going well with Zane, she couldn’t gossip with him.

      “Have you asked her?”

      This had both Frankie and Zane looking at the coven leader. Frankie was incredulous that Stanley would even raise the possibility.

      “Ah, no. I doubt her new husband would be too thrilled about her gallivanting off to the other side of the world to risk life and limb.”

      Zane was also shaking his head. “And because she’s now bonded, we can’t ask her, short of actually visiting the castle, and that’s not happening.”

      Zane was right. As much as Frankie would love to have Magda along, going back to Castle Rhaetian wouldn’t prove healthy for either of them. Zane because of the family feud, Frankie because her grandmamma was a light-fingered so-and-so. She’d succumbed to her gloomy thoughts when Stanley broke the silence.

      “There might be a way.”

      Frankie sat up straight, her full attention on the timorous-looking man in the seat opposite. “There might?”

      “Yes, although it would require something belonging to Magda for the spell to work.”

      Frankie didn’t bother asking anything further. She jumped to her feet and waved her wand around uncontrollably. A second later, she stood in what she called The Crate.

      The shipping container had been Frankie’s home when she first joined the coven, with it still sitting haphazardly on an equally rusty barge. It was also here that Magda stayed when she was visiting.

      Frankie’s search was frantic and thorough, with her scouring every square inch of the abode trying to find something, anything, that Magda might have left behind. If the vamp was anything like Frankie, there would be something somewhere in a forgotten corner.

      She was close to giving up when she slid her hand down the side of the mattress on the cabin bed. Bingo, eureka, and other cries of discovery followed. On seeing what Magda had left behind, Frankie was lost for words.

      She was still shaking her head when she held the glass vial up by the gold chain attached to the top. She spun it first one way, then the other. There was no question about what was inside. What was in doubt was why Magda would leave some of her blood behind. That was if it was hers. Although with the vamp more interested in energy than blood, Frankie doubted it belonged to anyone else.

      The next decision Frankie had to make was whether she showed this to Stanley. She didn’t have any issues showing it to Zane. The coven leader was another story. He often had his own agenda and if that didn’t tie in with yours, tough.

      She was spinning the small vial when she noticed something etched into the glass, with it too small to make out with the naked eye. Frankie pulled her phone out of the pocket of her hoodie and held the vial steady while she took a photo. After enlarging it as much as her phone would allow, she was just able to make out the words.

      Whoa! As much as Frankie wanted to see her friend again, she wasn’t sure she was up for what was required to make this possible. She was up for a lot of things, but this?
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      Frankie was unable, or even unwilling, to decide what she wanted to do with the small vial. She put the chain over her head and stuffed the small glass cylinder inside her hoodie. On feeling the heat that it was generating, she came close to yanking it free.

      Steady breathing was all that stopped her from doing this. Magda wouldn’t hurt her, so it was safe to say the vamp’s blood should be equally benign, albeit super creepy. Following her catch-up with Stanley and Zane, she would find somewhere safe to store it. Somewhere that wasn’t around her neck.

      She couldn’t go back to Stanley empty-handed. There was one place yet to search, and that was the bathroom. She didn’t plan to go full Crime Scene Investigation, but a few stray hairs might be enough for him to work with. Anything had to be better than following the instructions on the glass vial.

      She was close to giving up when she spotted some long blonde hairs trapped in the plughole. Not keen on fishing these out with her fingers, she conjured up some tweezers and a baggie. Okay, so this made her feel a little CSI. After leaving the tweezers on the shelf above the sink, she zipped the bag shut, and took herself straight back to the Annie.

      Rather than arriving topside, she materialized in the cabin, interrupting an intense discussion. Seemingly a confidential one, with both men clamping their mouths shut on her arrival.

      Stanley cleared his throat. If Frankie didn’t know better, she would have thought the mild-mannered older man had been shouting. Surely not? Even when he’d been furious with her in the past, he’d never raised his voice.

      If she were honest, Frankie preferred shouting to the measured tone he used when he reprimanded her. Thank goodness she wasn’t on the receiving end of the lecture this time. He coughed again before speaking. “Did you find anything?”

      “I... I did.” Frankie pulled the plastic bag out of the sleeve of her hoodie and handed it over to the coven leader. “Will this work? This is all I could find. The place is spotless.”

      Actually, this was an understatement; the place was pristine compared to when Frankie and Dex lived there. She blamed Dex for this, with him shedding hair at the first sign of any rise in temperature. Never mind that this was often courtesy of the boiler cranking into action.

      “Hmmm. I’d usually like to have more to go on.” Stanley held the small bag up and eyed the contents skeptically. “We’ll just have to hope it’s enough.”

      Frankie sat down, eager to learn a new spell, but this wasn’t to be. Stanley leaned over the back of his chair and put the small plastic bag on the sideboard next to the terrarium. “I’ll let you both know how I get on.”

      Having been summarily dismissed, there was nothing for Zane and Frankie to do but leave.

      They were at Magic Beans, hunkered over steaming cups of coffee while waiting for their lunch, before Frankie spoke again. “You want to tell me what that was all about?”

      Zane took a sip of his coffee, making her wait for an answer, and even then he was evasive. “What was what about?”

      “You don’t seriously expect me to believe you were having a heated discussion with Stanley on the merits of metal wands versus wood, do you?”

      Frankie had given no thought to this conundrum, and doubted Zane would have either. It was simply the first stupid topic of conversation she could think of.

      “If you must know, Stanley wasn’t impressed with my grabbing the Cleodora relic while we were visiting the Zilonkas.”

      “Why on earth? It belongs to your family. You couldn’t visit and not take it. Why is he up in arms about that? Surely he understands.”

      “He understands. He just isn’t happy that I’ve potentially put members of his coven in danger.”

      Frankie opened her mouth to refute this. She couldn’t, especially if Natalia’s nose was as good as Zane said. If the matriarch could find Anne, then Stanley was right, and coven members could be in danger. Regrettably, that included Frankie, her dad, Zane, and even Dex, to a certain extent.

      “In that case, thank goodness no-one has turned up.” Frankie didn’t even feel sorry for her grandmamma, unwittingly playing the part of a decoy. It was about time the woman learned the consequences of her light-fingered actions.

      Part of Frankie would have loved to be there if Natalia were to turn up to retrieve the fake from her relative. Calico Jack, Anne’s partner, and Frankie’s grandad, was one of the strongest warlocks in a generation. With him around, the nasty old vampire could have her work cut out for her.

      Zane put his coffee back down. “What are you smiling about?”

      Wow, she must be getting better at keeping her thoughts to herself if he had to ask. “I was just thinking about the showdown if Natalia finds Anne and Calico Jack.”

      “She might just have met her match in that, ah, man.”

      “Hah, zombies versus vampires!” Frankie snorted loudly before continuing. “It’d make a brilliant movie title.” She was still succumbing to the occasional bout of laughter when their meals arrived.

      By the time they’d finished lunch, Frankie was close to busting the zipper on her jeans. She really hadn’t needed that second helping of pie, but found it hard to say no when chocolate was involved. In the knowledge Dex would sniff the sweet treat on her, Frankie grabbed some muffins on their way out.

      They’d walked the length of the pier and were outside the Pearl when Zane squeezed Frankie in a tight embrace. “Listen, I’ve got to head home to sort out this family stuff. Will you be okay by yourself?”

      Frankie wasn’t sure how to answer him. His asking her if she’d be okay was like an enormous red flag. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

      His question wasn’t as straightforward as it would appear to anyone listening in. Frankie could very well take care of herself, and Zane knew this. For him to ask after her welfare was unusual.

      “If Natalia can’t find Anne and Jack, we could be due for a visit. Heck, even if she has found them, we could still be due one. Just promise me you’ll be on your guard.”

      “I will. How long will you be gone?”

      “One or two days, tops. I’ll leave tomorrow morning after I’ve taken care of a few things.”

      Much as Frankie would rather he stayed with her, he couldn’t in this instance. The Cleodora relic being required for the Nautilus to inter their dead, he needed to sort out funerals for his parents, dead fifty years or more. The relic having been returned, presumably the burials could go ahead.

      While Frankie would have liked to be there to support him at a sad time like this, she doubted she could hold her breath long enough. Unless he kept throwing siren spells at her, it would end badly.

      After a lingering kiss goodbye, Zane walked back to his houseboat, leaving her on her own. Well, not entirely, with Dex and Colin both standing on the deck of the Pearl. On seeing the amount of mud they’d traipsed everywhere, Frankie ground her teeth. Darned if Dex wasn’t picking up her dad’s bad habits.

      According to Colin Bonny, his wife, Frankie’s mom, never worried about what he called his little messes. Even though Frankie could clean these up with a wave of her wand, it was the principle of her having to do it that ground her gears.

      Dex had an excuse in that he didn’t have opposable thumbs, while Colin had no good reason not to tidy up after himself. Heaven knew what the galley would be like if he’d cooked them lunch again. Surely her mom hadn’t put up with this sort of behavior?

      Well, she had news for her dad. She wasn’t his wife, and he could clean up after himself or find somewhere else to live. She didn’t want him gone completely, just out from under her feet. At the rate he was going, it wouldn’t be long before he was breathing too loudly.

      Frankie had to bite her tongue before she climbed aboard her floating home. First off, she’d find a safe hiding spot for the vial of Magda’s blood. Then she’d do her best to stay away from the galley. At least this way she could calm down enough that she wouldn’t bite her dad’s head off.

      

      The following morning, even with her cabin door shut, she could hear her dad banging and crashing pots and pans. She just couldn’t do it. Merely thinking of the normally tidy galley being a pigsty had her clenching her teeth in time to every clatter.

      Her lack of patience might also have been down to her and Zane’s practice session the day before being a bust. Without regular exercise, Frankie got cranky, exactly how she was feeling now. She knew if she didn’t burn some energy soon, things would get ugly on the Pearl.

      This was better. Frankie pounded along the pavement, with Dex trotting delightedly at her side. Much as she loved Seattle, the winter with all that rain didn’t make running outside a bundle of fun. It was for this reason the pair of them were jogging in Phoenix, Arizona, where there was no chance of rain.

      “This is better, isn’t it, Dex?”

      “You bet. I hate getting muddy.”

      “Hah, you could’ve fooled me with the mess you and Dad left on the deck.”

      Their conversation soon petered out, with both of them needing to concentrate on getting enough air. While there might not have been any rain in Phoenix, there was a lot of sunshine. They weren’t used to this sort of heat, and it was taking its toll.

      Something else that had Frankie going quiet was the sense they were being followed, and not by someone who was jogging in the same direction. This was something else, with the emphasis firmly on ‘thing’.

      Frankie wasn’t willing to stop and see if she was imagining things. She reached out until her fingers touched her wand in its special pouch on Dex’s leash. Then, without breaking stride, she ran so close to him they were touching.

      A small incantation later and they were still running, although now it was along the pier in Seattle and it was raining hard. Their momentum, more than anything else following them, had the pair sprinting down the wooden planking and jumping aboard the Pearl without pause.

      As well as finding shelter here, the magical wards she had put on the vessel were as good as bulletproof. Frankie didn’t waste time on the spiral staircase that led from the deck to her cabin. She zapped them there with another switch of her wand.

      Much as she’d have liked nothing more than a hot soak after that drenching, she didn’t like the thought of being caught unawares. It was this that saw her in jeans, boots, and a much-washed hoodie seconds later.

      “I’m just off to Portland for the day. I’m going to...” Any further words jammed in Colin Bonny’s throat. “What on earth has spooked you two?”

      It wouldn’t have taken a psychic to work out she and Dex were on edge. While she was pointing her wand at her dad’s throat, Dex had his hackles up and was baring his teeth. It was a move he probably thought was menacing. Instead, it came across as a goofy grin. Even her dad was smiling, despite her own offensive stance.

      “Oops, sorry.” Frankie shoved her wand in the back pocket of her jeans. “We were out jogging, and I could have sworn something was following us.”

      “Something?”

      “Whatever the heck it was, I could feel its gaze skittering up and down my spine.” Frankie shuddered to rid herself of the sensation.

      Even Dex joined in with a full-body shudder of his own. “It was creepy.”

      Frankie looked at her small familiar, although it was a second or two before she gave voice to her thoughts. “You could sense it too?”

      “I could sniff it! It was like the carpet after I, ah, had an accident.”

      Frankie didn’t bother disputing Dex’s sense of smell, although she made a note to check the carpets in the unused cabins.

      “Perhaps I’d better stay here rather than go out?”

      “No, you go, Dad. We’ll be fine.” She’d also be mud-free, not have to clean up a stack of dishes and wouldn’t be subjected to non-stop classical music.

      “If you’re sure, Pumpkin?”

      Frankie could feel the tic in her jaw at his use of that hideous pet name of his. She hadn’t yet had the heart to tell him to knock it off, with this being a link to their shared past. A time before he was locked away and when his wife—her mom—was alive.

      “I’m sure, Dad. I’ve got plenty of wards on the Pearl, and if I really run into trouble, I can put a call out to Zane.”

      Other than Colin and Stanley, Zane was the strongest warlock in the coven. Also, his fighting skills were second to none when he was paying attention. Here was hoping if she needed his help that he was on the ball enough to help take care of any unwanted guests.

      The sparkle of her dad’s spell taking him to Portland hadn’t dissipated when Frankie heard footsteps on the deck above her head. “Dex, by my side.”

      That he could also sense the presence again was confirmed when he hustled over without complaint. His sniffing the air and wrinkling his nose was further proof that whatever had been following them in Phoenix had tracked them back here.

      Even though Frankie had just told her dad that she’d put the call out to Zane, there wasn’t time for that. Whatever had paid them a visit shouldn’t be able to walk on the deck without invitation. Only family might do that, except Anne and Calico Jack, that was.

      That the thing that smelled like the carpet after Dex'd had an accident was now trudging down the stairs toward her cabin had her with her wand at the ready.

      She planned to use the spell that would have her and Dex at Zane’s side, no matter where he was. Frankie crossed her fingers that he hadn’t sunk beneath the waves already.

      “Dex, hold your breath.”
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