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Blurb
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Secrets and revelations...

WITH THE RETURN OF the coroner’s report, Jody learns Artie was definitely magically murdered. Suspicion turns to Sally, but they need more concrete proof. When Gram claims she’s seeing the ghost of Sally’s dead husband, Willa dismisses it as needing glasses, but there are definitely a few apparitions hanging around Harrow Bay, and they’re powering up with the book Willa hid. When she confesses to her B&E, it gives Jody and Drake a lead to follow as they deal with becoming a couple, ghosts, vandals, and perhaps a murderous old witch. Will Gram finally disrupt Sally’s glamours, or is there something even more sinister than façade magic at work in Harrow Bay?
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Chapter One
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JODY

Jody had been in her office for quite a while that morning already, practicing some of the spells she’d been studying and trying to recall them from memorization. She was making good progress and thought she might’ve mastered the book, or at least she was coming close. It shouldn’t be more than a couple of months before she had full control of her magic and had memorized all the different ways to use it.

There was a knock at her door, and she called, “Enter,” as Aoife stuck her head in. She smiled at her deputy. “Good morning.” Aoife hadn’t been in yet when Jody arrived, since she was often the first one to make it there, and Aoife had to take her son and sometimes her teenage daughter to school, if Tyla wasn’t being a royal pain that day.

Aoife gave her a ghost of a smile. “Good morning.” She was obviously still a little down.

Jody didn’t have to ask why. After that love spell gone awry that had infected the town a couple of weeks ago, Aoife had made a decision she was still regretting, but Jody suspected there was more to it than regret that she’d spent a couple of nights with the elusive sandman who lived as a hermit outside of Harrow Bay. She thought her friend was missing him as well, but Aoife was too practical and levelheaded to get involved in that relationship when she had two kids to think about.

“I thought you’d want to see this. The coroner’s report is back for Artie.”

Jody felt a shiver of anticipation go down her spine as she reached for the report that Aoife brought into her office. She was of two minds on what she hoped to find. On one hand, it would be the simplest if the coroner determined Artie’s heart had simply stopped after years of issues. In that scenario, there was a chance her grandmother might believe Sally Gilling had nothing to do with his death. On the other hand, as tenacious as Gram could be, she might cling to that belief anyway, which meant her vendetta against Sally would continue. 

If there was clear-cut evidence of interference, it might indicate her grandmother was right. Jody really didn’t want to have to deal with a septuagenarian murderer, but she also wanted Artie to have justice. Assuming it hadn’t been just natural causes anyway.

Aoife hovered nearby, clearly interested in the results of the report as well. Jody could’ve shooed her away, but she saw no reason to. She and the deputies worked best as a team, so she tried not to hide anything important from them, and she assumed it was the same with them. It seemed to be anyway, and during the months she’d been in Harrow Bay, they’d become a well-oiled machine that worked quite well together. Surprisingly, Beez had ended up being a bigger help than expected too.

With a deep breath, Jody flipped open the manila file, grimacing slightly at the pictures that were the first thing displayed. One was of Artie’s body before autopsy, and then there were a few during the process. She froze when she reached a section of photos detailing his heart. It looked off. She couldn’t explain why, but it wasn’t right. It made sense, since he’d died, but there was something that didn’t seem at all natural about it.

She handed the photos to Aoife before moving on to the written report. Jody’s mouth tightened as she read the coroner’s conclusion. There was the official report, which indicated hardening of the arteries had led to a massive myocardial infarction, but it was the unofficial report that caused anxiety. The corner hadn’t bothered with a fully scientific explanation or using medical terms. She’d written a brief, succinct paragraph, and as Jody read through it, it could be distilled down to one thing: Artie’s heart had literally turned to stone.

She blinked, rereading the sentences again, but finding they were just as incomprehensible as before. How did a heart completely turn to stone? Real stone. According to the coroner’s notes, it was marble, and she was positive there was nothing natural that could make the human heart calcify to marble.

When Aoife handed back the photos, looking troubled, Jody handed her the unofficial statement. There was no point bothering with the official report that would go into the files. That was the one that protected the truth of Harrow Bay in case outsiders ever examined the records. The unofficial one was so Jody could effectively investigate the situation and record it in a different way, and it was the most important one. That was the one with the information Aoife, and soon Michael, needed to know.

Aoife let out her breath in a harsh exhalation as she handed back the report. “Marble?” She shook her head, causing her braids to stir slightly. “How does that happen?”

“That’s an excellent question.” Jody returned the page to the file before opening her desk and sliding in the folder. She placed her magical book in there as well and locked the drawer before standing up. “I think it’s time to have a more serious conversation with Sally Gilling.”

Aoife’s eyes widened. “You really think she had something to do with it?”

Jody shrugged. “I don’t know what to think, but Gram saw her at the scene before Artie died, and she was whispering something. At first, I dismissed it just like everyone else, but her story hasn’t deviated. Gram clearly believes Sally did something, and now that I’ve seen the coroner’s report, it’s hard to pretend the possibility doesn’t exist.”

Aoife nodded. “You want me to come with you?”

Jody hesitated before shaking her head. “No, I don’t think I’ll need backup. I mean, she’s a little old lady roughly my grandmother’s age.”

“And perhaps she’s capable of turning your heart to stone—marble, I guess,” said Aoife after a moment.

Jody hesitated for another second, but she shook her head again. “No, I think I can handle her. I’m not saying she doesn’t have that kind of power, but so far, she seems reluctant to reveal it in person to all her minions, if she does. It’s unlikely she’ll attack me at the Senior Center or the retirement village where she lives.”

Aoife nodded, stepping aside as Jody passed her and followed her out of her office. Jody closed it, telling Aoife on her way out to impart the information to Michael. She didn’t stipulate whether Beez should hear or not, so she assumed he would be included. Tara would likely hear as well, so that meant only the evening dispatcher wouldn’t, and she couldn’t mind too much if Oliver Kent was out of the loop. He did none of the investigations, and as it was, he seemed barely competent to handle the phones, but she didn’t have to deal with him on a regular basis, so she was inclined to endure him.

It was a bit brisker than Jody would like, and she decided not to walk to the Senior Center on the blustery mid-November day. Instead, she opted for the SUV and drove the few blocks over, parking in front of it a short time later. She removed her gun from the console and added it to her duty belt along with ensuring she had the notebook and pen she usually carried before leaving the SUV and walking inside.

Kay Ballenger came forward with a cheery smile, though it seemed a little forced around the edges. “Sheriff Shaw, what brings you here today?” She lowered her voice. “Your grandmother hasn’t been by for a few days.”

Jody nodded, pleased to hear that. Isabel still seemed to be confining herself to her room and perhaps paying a little penance for having unleashed the love spell on the town inadvertently when she caused magic to disperse while trying to take out Sally’s hold over her minions. “I’m here to talk to Sally Gilling, Ms. Ballenger.”

Kay frowned. “Sally? Whatever for?” Her smile had completely disappeared now, and she seemed protective, if not outright defensive. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“It doesn’t matter, because it’s not up to you.” With a brisk nod to the director of the Senior Center, she went past the middle-aged woman and walked down the hall until she found the main room. 

As expected, Sally was holding court in the group of seniors that seemed to hang on her every word. They appeared to be in the midst of making a quilt, though there looked to be more gossiping than sewing happening from what she observed as she stood in the doorway for a moment.

As she watched, Jody evaluated Sally with fresh eyes. Her grandmother insisted the woman was as fake as all get out, using glamours to sway her followers, and as Jody watched her interactions, she couldn’t help thinking her grandmother might be right. Even her simplest words or motions were met with abject adoration, and the people around her acted like they couldn’t get enough of anything she said or did. 

It was creepy and unnerving, reminding her somewhat of the dynamic of high school, where the popular girls had dominated everything. Jody had always been on the fringes of that, so she could appreciate what she was seeing as an outsider and recognize some of the signs. 

Not that she thought Johanna Denning had been using magic on the people at her high school, though she wouldn’t necessarily rule it out. Even then, the most popular girl in school had been a true horror show to both Jody and her BFF, Daphne, so it wasn’t entirely improbable that she had been using magic to influence students either. Maybe Jody had been immune because of her magical roots, or perhaps because Johanna hadn’t cared about her good opinion either way.

Jody shook her head, realizing she was still standing in the doorway and staring at the group while reminiscing about old high school memories that certainly brought no pleasure. Rolling her eyes at herself, she stood up fully and walked into the room. She cleared her throat, which had no effect. Sally continued to speak, and the others remained glued on her words without looking at Jody.

She cleared her throat a little louder and said, “Excuse me, folks, but I need to speak to Mrs. Gilling alone.”

Slowly, one by one, they turned to look at her. Again, it was somewhat unnerving, and Jody had the eerie thought that she could control the other seniors. The idea of being mobbed by a group of old folks set to sacrifice themselves to keep Jody from getting to Sally seemed farfetched, but she couldn’t deny it still sent a shiver down her spine.

She cleared her throat and adopted her most authoritative tone. “Now, folks.”

That seemed to break the spell, if there was one, and the people around them started to hastily retreat. Of course, since most of them were on walkers, or hobbling along, or in scooters, hasty was a relative term. It took nearly ten minutes for the room to clear, though Sally hadn’t really moved at all. She sat like a queen in her scooter at the head of the long table, staring ahead with her eyes fixed upward. She barely spared Jody a glance when she sat down in the nearest chair adjacent to her. “I can’t imagine what we have to discuss, Sheriff Shaw.”

“I could be coy, but I’m sure you’re aware my grandmother believes you killed her fiancé.”

Sally’s lips tightened, and her dentures moved perceptibly enough for Jody to see it and wince a little. “I have no idea what she’s talking about, and as far as I know, she has no proof for her allegations, so I don’t know why you’re here harassing me.”

Jody took a deep breath to hold her patience. “I’m hardly harassing you, Mrs. Gilling. We got the coroner’s report back today.”

Slowly, Sally looked at her, actually meeting her gaze. “Oh?” She seemed genuinely interested in the outcome, but it was difficult to tell if she was anxious at all. If so, she hid it well.

“Officially, he died from hardened arteries that led to a heart attack.”

“He was eighty-some years old.” Sally shrugged. “It happens. Younger men than him are lost every day. My poor husband Bill died of a heart attack, and he never had the pleasure, or the privilege, of living past his seventies.”

Jody nodded. “I agree that it happens sometimes, but that’s just the official report. The unofficial report paints a different picture.”

Sally’s lips tightened. “What picture might that be?” The fact that she didn’t ask why there was an unofficial report indicated she was aware of the truth about Harrow Bay.

“His heart turned to stone.”

Sally blinked and choked for a tick, but she sounded as calm as ever when she spoke again. “You mean calcified from the hardened arteries?”

“No, I mean marble.” For a moment, she regretted not having grabbed one of the photos from the file. She could envision a melodramatic scene where she presented the picture to Sally, who crumbled immediately from horror and perhaps guilt and confessed to everything. Of course, real life was never that easy.

“That sounds impossible. I’d suggest getting a second opinion, or perhaps a better corner.”

Jody shrugged. She hadn’t completely ruled out that possibility either. If she could figure out a way to send it to an expert who could hide the truth, she might do it, but so far, she had no reason to doubt the efficiency of Harrow Bay’s coroner. “Gram still insists she heard you muttering something, perhaps along the lines of a spell, as you spied on them from behind the curtain.”

“I wasn’t spying on anyone. I was looking out the window, because it was such a nice day. I was there when they walked past, I’ll have you know.” Her acerbic tone left no room for argument.

That didn’t mean Jody believed her. She nodded though. “And the whispering?”

“It wasn’t whispering. I was singing a gospel. My husband was a minister, and I was a good Christian wife for all those many years. I do love to sing. Would you like me to sing ‘Amazing Grace’ for you? I’ve been told it’s my best song.”

Jody hastily held up a hand. “That won’t be necessary. You do know about the magic in Harrow Bay, don’t you?”

Sally looked shifty for a moment, and she blinked rapidly. She didn’t meet Jody’s gaze when she said, “I’ve heard the nonsensical rumors, of course. A woman in your position surely doesn’t buy into that sort of thing, Sheriff Shaw?”

She made a noncommittal sound. “A heart doesn’t just turn itself to marble.”

“It doesn’t do that at all. I still think your coroner might be visiting Ipswich Spirits too often.”

Jody nodded, taking a moment to write something down on the tablet in front of her. It wasn’t anything besides a reminder of what she wanted to pick up for dinner, but it seemed to make Sally tense and put her on edge.

“I don’t know what you want from me, Sheriff Shaw, but I had nothing to do with the old man’s death.”

Jody’s lips twitched for a moment at the way she called Artie an old man, implying she wasn’t roughly his same age. She schooled her expression to reveal nothing as she gave Sally a long, penetrating look. “The circumstances are suspicious for certain, Mrs. Gilling. You don’t have any plans to leave town, do you?”

Sally let out a cackle, though it didn’t have the same kind of joyful pleasure that her grandmother’s always contained. It sounded colder and bitter. “How would I do that, Sheriff? I’m not exactly spry enough to leave my chair.”

“Except when you want to confront my grandmother at the liquor store.” Jody bent her head again, adding to her notebook. It was simply another note to remember to get a bag of ice, but it seemed to further unnerve Sally. That was exactly what she was going for. She muttered something to herself, though it was just a series of sounds that meant nothing, but that also seemed to irritate Sally, and her left eye started to twitch.

“If you’re done with me, I have things to do, Sheriff.”

Jody looked up after a moment, giving her a thoughtful look. “Yes, we’re done. For now.” She let the ominous words hang between them for a second before pushing back the chair and standing up. She nodded to the woman. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Gilling.”

“We’ll consider it a draw if you keep that old woman away from me. Your grandmother is the one you should be digging into and looking at. She’s the dangerous one, not me.”

Jody arched a brow. “I hardly think Gram had anything to do with Artie’s death.”

“Never underestimate anyone, Sheriff. She was willing to steal my husband back in the day, and she didn’t require a ring to sin back then. I doubt that changed. She might’ve decided to knock him off instead of breaking his heart.”

Jody frowned. “Are you implying she didn’t want to marry Artie?” She knew Gram had carried doubts until realizing the intensity of her feelings after Artie’s passing, but she’d only shared that with a few people. If Sally knew, she’d probably heard it by eavesdropping. That didn’t make her a murderer, but it was yet another reason not to trust her—and Jody’s instincts were already telling her not to do that.

Sally shrugged. “I didn’t say that. I had the impression she was happy to marry him and loved him deeply.” There was sharp bitterness in her tone.

“You’re right. Gram had every intention of marrying Artie.”

Sally looked pleased for a moment. “I admit I was surprised she was bothering to marry him, since she’s such a slut.”

Jody winced at the word. “I hardly think that applies to my grandmother.”

“I hardly think it doesn’t.” Sally sniffed at her and used her controls to back away from the table. “Let’s make this our last conversation, Sheriff.”

“That would be lovely, but I wouldn’t count on it just yet, Mrs. Gilling.” With a nod to the woman, she turned and exited the main room. She wasn’t surprised to find Kay hovering in the doorway, though she’d kept her voice low enough that she doubted the snoopy director had overheard much of anything. She nodded to her as well. “Have a nice day, Ms. Ballenger.”

Kay looked unsettled. “What are you doing to Sally?”

“I’m asking her questions.” Jody shook her head, unnerved by the way Kay seemed so protective of the other woman. It didn’t seem like normal loyalty, or even affection. It was difficult to believe Sally could inspire such emotions without magic, and there was nothing particularly naturally charismatic about Sally Gilling that would lead to such displays of loyalty and concern, at least as far as Jody could tell. 

Maybe deep down—far, far deep down—she was a kindhearted woman who inspired the love of those around her simply by the charm of her personality and her compassion, but Jody didn’t believe that. She thought there was magic involved, but the question was, how deep in was Sally, and how was she using her magic? Was it relatively benign, and simply to influence people to like her, or did it go much deeper than that? Worst of all, was the old woman a murderer? 

Jody knew she’d have to find out, and she couldn’t shield her grandmother from this information either. The investigation was hers, but she had to let Isabel know what was happening, so she headed home with the plan to do just that. Unfortunately, her grandmother was out when she stopped by, so Jody took time to have a quick lunch, and she sent Drake a text inviting him over for dinner that night. 

She hoped Isabel planned to be home by evening, and she would tackle speaking with her when she was home for the day. Jody was already dreading it, though she hoped it might bring a sense of closure to Isabel as well. Though they didn’t yet know exactly who had caused Artie’s heart to turn to stone, at least they knew it hadn’t been a natural occurrence, though Jody wasn’t certain that would bring her grandmother any comfort. If Sally had gone after Artie, it was likely because of her feud with Isabel, and her grandmother was certainly sharp enough to realize that. Jody hoped the truth would make her grandmother feel better, but she half-expected it to make her feel worse.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




WILLA

It took all her courage to open the door to the craft shop that morning. She had successfully avoided the place for almost two weeks, inventing myriad excuses, including her own illness, her mother’s illness, and even an emergency for the neighbor’s cat that required a trip to the vet. She was certain Patty had seen through her, and she’d half-hoped she would just fire her, but she continued to email Willa a schedule, so there she was. It was time to put on her big girl panties and face the situation.

She was uncertain if she was relieved or disappointed to find there were no customers when she entered the shop. At least nonexistent customers wouldn’t delay the inevitable. That was the part she wasn’t sure she was disappointed about. Would it be better to tap dance around awkwardly for a while with each other first, or would she prefer to get it over with and figure out what happened next? 

She hadn’t decided, but Patty clearly had, because the other woman came out from behind the register and walked over to Willa, putting her hands on her hips as she eyed her for a moment. “You look pretty good for someone who’s had every plague and ailment known to man. It was the bubonic plague yesterday, wasn’t it?” There was definitely ice in her tone.

Willa flushed. “No. I had an upset stomach. My mother cooked.” She pulled a face, hoping to elicit a small smile from Patty, but it wasn’t to be.

The other woman’s countenance remained firmly closed as she glared at her. “I’m surprised to see you today.”

“I guess I’m surprised you haven’t fired me yet,” said Willa softly.

Patty tilted her head slightly as she looked around for a moment before meeting Willa’s gaze again. “That would’ve been too easy for you. I felt like you owed it to me to at least confront me and explain what’s going on with you these days.” Patty’s tone changed from anger to confusion. “I thought everything was fine. We had put all uncertainty behind us, and it seemed like we were moving forward.”

“We were, but I’m not sure that’s the direction I should go.” She shook her head. “I like you a lot, Patty, but I’m not convinced this is what I want. At first, I was relieved when Jody told me about the love spell. I assumed it had been what started the thing between us.”

Patty scowled. “The thing was between us before the love spell, and you know it, Willa.” She sounded accusatory.

Willa flinched, but she couldn’t bring herself to meet Patty’s gaze or acknowledge her words. “I thought it was magic, you see, but then she explained all the spell did was amplify feelings you already had for someone, and it shook me. I thought I had dealt with it all, but in the excitement and caught in the magical spell, I wasn’t able to really think about what I was doing, and to evaluate if that was truly the best thing for me.”

Patty stiffened. “I take it you’ve decided it isn’t?”

“I just don’t know, Patty. I’m not trying to be narrowminded, but I’m just not sure this lifestyle is for me.”

Patty huffed a sigh and rolled her eyes. “You could try looking at me as a person rather than us as a lifestyle. I guess I’m drawn to people, not just their outer construct. I thought it was the same for you.”

Willa shrugged. “Obviously, I have feelings for you, but I’m still trying to sort it all out. Can’t you understand that I never saw myself in a relationship with a woman? It just doesn’t feel natural to who I am.”

Patty gasped. “Now I’m unnatural? I don’t think I know you at all, Willa.”

She put up her hand. “That wasn’t what I meant. I just mean it’s not really natural to me to be the other half of a womanly relationship.” She groaned as she closed her eyes, realizing she was making a mess of this. “I don’t want to hurt you, Patty, but I need time to figure it out.”

Patty looked crestfallen for a moment, but then she sighed and squared her shoulders. “No.”

Willa blinked. “What do you mean, no? If I need time, I need time.”

“You can take all the time you want, but I’m not going to let you waste anymore of mine, Willa. You put me through the wringer with this. First you’re interested in me, and then you’re not, then you are, and now you’re not again. A woman could get whiplash waiting for you to make up your mind.” 

Her tone softened, but it wasn’t with understanding. It was just raw sadness. “You’re feeling confused, but I’m not. I know what I want, but I also know that I’m not going to wait forever for you to figure it out. I’m worth more than that, Willa, and it’s better for me to know now that you aren’t for me after all than for me to fall head over heels in love with you just to have you change your mind at some point when it gets rough again.” Patty shook her head, looking resigned. “I thought you were made of sterner stuff, but I guess I was wrong.”

Willa flinched, but she didn’t know what to say. She truly felt like she needed more time to figure out everything, though she had to admit her method of dealing with what they’d had so far hadn’t worked. Hiding and running away or lying to excuse her absences had certainly done nothing to help her figure out anything, and it had just hurt Patty. “It was never my intention to hurt you.”

“It rarely is, but that’s sometimes how these things work.” Patty turned away then, as though she’d finished the conversation.

Willa held out a hand. “Patty, I wish you’d wait.”

Patty hesitated, glancing back, but she didn’t fully turn. “What am I waiting for?”

“I just want to explain—”

Patty’s mouth tightened. “There’s no need to explain. I understand. You’re confused, you’re not sure you want this, blah, blah, blah. I get it. I just don’t have the patience to deal with it. I’m too old to play games, and like I said, it’s better to know now.”

Willa’s heart felt like it skipped a beat. “I’m not trying to play games.”

“No, I don’t suppose you intend to.” Patty sighed. “But you are just the same. My heart can’t take anymore, so I’m going to make this goodbye, Willa.”

Willa’s heart definitely skipped a beat then. “Goodbye? We can’t even be friends?”

Patty didn’t seem to have a hint of doubt when she said, “No.” The negative was just as certain as it had been before. “I realize that’s not what I want from you, Willa, and pretending it’s enough is going to hurt me and might even hurt you. It will certainly leave me bitter and resentful, and I won’t spend the last years of my life that way. As much as I care about you, I care about myself enough to say this has to end. You can pick up your final paycheck this afternoon.”

Willa frowned, uncertain what to do or say. Part of her wanted to tell Patty she was wrong, and she had been mistaken. She wanted to say she’d changed her mind, but she was still confused and uncertain if she could reconcile the image she had of herself with these new and unexpected feelings for her best friend. “You can just mail it to me,” she said after a moment, trying to stifle a sob.

Patty nodded and kept walking, not looking back again. Even when she reached the register, she made a pointed effort not to look in Willa’s direction, or at least that’s how it seemed.

Willa stared at her for a moment before she turned and stumbled out of the craft shop. There was a stabbing pain in her chest, and it certainly wasn’t because she’d lost a part-time job she didn’t really need. It had everything to do with Patty, but even knowing she was hurting at the loss of her friend wasn’t enough to convince her she was ready for more.

Feeling morose, Willa walked away from the craft shop. For a moment, she hesitated at Ipswich Spirits, but she changed her mind and decided not to go in—and not just because it was fifteen minutes until Miri opened. Drinking troubles away wouldn’t solve anything, so she continued to walk past the shop on the way back to her car.
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