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FOR ANTIQUE SHOP OWNERS Caitlin and Trevor Fulmer, the intrusion of gods and ghosts is an unfortunate daily occurrence. After a young girl offers Caitlin a gold locket, however, she can’t help but notice it’s oozing with paranormal energy.

More significantly, the locket’s owner is surrounded by Otherworld spirits. Caitlin recognizes in the girl all the signs of a budding witch in the midst of a dangerous crisis. 

Can she and her covenmates protect the girl and assist her in embracing her powers, before those beyond the veil extract their revenge?
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THEIR CLOCK RADIO ALARM blared. Sunlight skimmed across their room and into her eyes though she kept them down, on him. Her lover.

Trevor pulled her back for another kiss, as reluctant to let Caitlin go as she was to move away. He slapped at the alarm, annoyed, and when it fell silent, he kissed her again. “You should’ve warned me to turn it off.”

The thin comforter was too warm, her husband even warmer and Caitlin kicked off the covering, but remained snuggled against her beloved. “You’re a better alarm than that blasted thing, any day.”

“Agreed.”

The clock blared again.

“Fine, we’re up,” he complained, punching the off button. “We were up an hour ago; where were you, lazy bones?”

“Half-hour,” Caitlin corrected. Though she still hummed with their lovemaking, their plans for the day wouldn’t wait. Trevor had a meeting, and her math and economics classes at Pensacola State College began in an hour. She must move fast if she ever expected to get her degree in Social Work. “This was a bad idea.”

“Michela didn’t think so.”

“What does she know?” Caitlin snorted, forcing herself from bed. “She’s not struggling through the classes.”

“Call Heather. You know, your witch friend? She’ll help you.”

Her hair snagged and tangled in a mess, she grabbed a hairbrush, along with her clothes for the day. “You mean, Heather, who is partly to blame for this nightmare?” Both Heather and Michela had talked her into taking college classes, this spring. “I should turn them both into toads.”

Trevor laughed and tugged a shirt over his head. “I can’t let you. What will Arianrhod do if I let you turn our family guardian into a toad?”

“I suppose you’re right,” she said, watching him check his bags one more time.

With kisses and promises to see her this weekend, he’d flown off to Chattanooga, Tennessee, while she waited here for her phone to ring, battling with homework and the running of their antique shop, Starfort Collectibles.

This morning, choosing a thin summer blouse, jeans and tennies, she left home and soon parked in the student parking lot to suffer through another day of classes.

But she couldn’t keep her mind on her professors’ lectures, distracted by Trevor, and his out-of-town meeting with a gallery executive.

Abigail had negotiated the meeting in Chattanooga and if all went well, he’d come back with a date for a show. The thought that he was showing his sculptures again both excited and scared Caitlin. How many pieces would they want from him?

She hoped they wouldn’t ask for anything resembling his accursed chair; she knew he’d do his best to divert them. She also hoped they didn’t give him some sort of crazy time frame, like setting the show before the first of June. That would leave him far too little time in which to create anything new they requested and she didn’t like that idea. The last time he’d worked fast, he’d filled every available spot in their home with chairs of all sizes, culminating in his beautiful, cursed throne-like chair. The one now gracing Arianrhod’s palace in the Otherworld. And the near-wreck of their lives. Caitlin wondered briefly if Arianrhod would loan the throne to the gallery for the show, and shuddered.

No. Caitlin never wanted to see the thing again. It was bad enough she couldn’t forget it ever existed. As if it hung over her head, waiting to drop again someday, and crush them both.

As if her friends Beryl, Sealya, and Heather would let it. When talking of the gods, though, how could a mere witch’s coven stop them if they wanted a favor of you?

They still hadn’t given Abby the full story of the sale of the chair, but she knew well Trevor’s hesitation.

Caitlin didn’t relish worrying all day about how the Chattanooga meeting would turn out; as soon as class ended, she raced for her car, wondering what to do with the rest of her afternoon. Go open Starfort Collectibles for a few hours? Maybe, but she didn’t feel like staying inside.

The day proved warm and she instantly regretted leaving the air-conditioned classroom. The sunshine drew her mind to her garden. What could she accomplish before dark?

Caitlin unlocked her car, dropped her purse onto the passenger seat, and settled down, starting the engine for the drive home. The air conditioner didn’t do much to cut the afternoon’s heat. Late April was already proving to be extremely hot. What would August promise?

She stopped at a thrift store, just out of curiosity. New shorts wouldn’t go to waste. She tried on a few choices; then a curio filled with tiny treasures piqued her interest.

To her disappointment, the curio held “collector’s plates” of every cheesy romance movie made since the 1940s. Between them stood assorted knickknacks her husband would call kitsch. She felt the hint of an old ghost, perhaps the plates’ makers or original owners, but nothing as insistent as she’d recently come to expect from those in need of her help.

No Margarete, no Roland.

Refreshing after the last year, she thought.

She smiled at the shop’s clerk. Although, with her own antique shop, she knew she had no need for more stuff, she perused a rack of earrings set up on a table, not far away.

“Hi,” a girl’s voice drew Caitlin’s attention away from the jewelry. Behind her, for an instant, something shimmered in the sunlight. An old woman smiled, there and gone, startling Caitlin.

She’d had bad luck with fear the last year and wondered when her heart would give out from it. Ghost, another pesky ghost, she thought. Gulf Breeze was full of them, these days. The apparition already gone, Caitlin scrutinized the girl, taking in her dark ponytail, her shorts. She was about fifteen or maybe sixteen, Caitlin judged from the braided bracelet on her wrist, and her height. But more important markers interested her. The girl’s solidity, that she couldn’t see through her, the perfume-cloud around her, and the sheen of sweat on her lip and staining her blue short-sleeved school uniform shirt, told Caitlin she must be alive.

“You like jewelry,” she said.

Caitlin’s hand sought out her peridot and gold ingot necklace, the one she’d received from the goddess Arianrhod, an heirloom her former incarnation had left in her care. Payable on her next life.

The necklace had almost come at a stiff price, very nearly the loss of her beloved Trevor. If she ever met her other self, Kate, in a dark forest, they were going to have a long, serious discussion. She wondered if the other Kate understood what “what the hell, woman?” meant.

She’d seen enough of Kate’s tribulations to know she did.

Caitlin scanned the store, seeking out Hofter—the evil imp who had given them both fits.

Seeing that he wasn’t doing handstands near the doors of the dressing room—or anywhere else, for that matter—she turned back to the teen.

“Sure. Some pieces. Why?”

From her pocket, the girl produced a small, oval gold locket. “I bet you’ll like this.”

Caitlin cocked her head, studying the piece.

She offered it but Caitlin kept her hand firmly placed on her warm hip. She’d learned never to touch first. She’d even become wary of sniffing strange things, in the last few months. As there was no sense in jumping to conclusions yet, she met the girl’s hazel-eyed gaze. Clear and calm, yet expectant.

Her fingers proved warm and soft when she laid the necklace in Caitlin’s. This girl was no ghost.

“It’s my abuela—grandma’s.” She glanced over her shoulder to, Caitlin thought, a woman. “Mom doesn’t want it. She wants to sell it anyway.”

“You should give it back to your grandma, then.”

“I can’t.” The girl shook her head, disturbing her shining black curls. “But my grandma needs it.”

Caitlin wondered how many times a year her heart could stop, and yet, keep her alive. It is my Grandma’s. I can’t give it to her. But Grandma needs it. Oh...

Surely, these weren’t normal verbal slips. She knew present tense when it was used.

Caitlin studied the locket in her hand. Some sort of dove graced the smooth gold cover. She flipped it over, squinting for the maker name or some sort of engraving to identify the owner. She didn’t see one.

Turning it over one more time, she ran a finger over the dove, closed her hand around it. “I can’t take it from you, dear, but let me go talk to your mom.” She smiled at her. “Maybe we can work something out.”

The girl shrugged and headed in the direction of a table full of pots and pans. A woman of clear Hispanic descent stood there, perusing the items. Caitlin approached her yet her daughter made the introductions. “Mom, she’ll give Abuela her necklace.”

Did the teen have any idea what she said? She peered at the girl. She was no ghost.

The woman blinked dark eyes. “It’s a locket, mija, and you know she doesn’t need it anymore,” she said, a hint of accent to her voice. The woman met her gaze, a sheepish smile on her face. “Don’t pay any attention to her, ma’am.”

She doesn’t need it anymore. The grandmother might indeed be dead.

“She has an active imagination.” Yet Caitlin had a feeling the girl was more than imaginative. Was she a budding medium?

Caitlin knew how treacherous the training was. Her heart twisted for the girl. Was she too about to go through hell, as Caitlin had?

She held her hand out for the locket, but a little voice whispered in her mind that it would be better if she made a deal. “I’ll tell you what.” Why can’t Trevor be here for this? Buying and selling antiques was his forte; she was still an apprentice. “My husband owns an antique shop.” She opened her purse, pulled out a Starfort Collectibles business card, and handed it to the woman. “Your daughter says you’d like to be rid of this necklace. I’m sure my husband can give you a fair price for it.”

The woman took the card and studied the embossed lettering, the star sitting beside Trevor’s name.

Starfort Collectibles; Trevor Fulmer, Owner, Proprietor. Caitlin was still pleased with the printing job she’d done here. For however much she hated working for Kameko’s Print Shop, they’d done good work together.

Caitlin frowned at the memory of the print shop’s jackass manager, Calvin. Glad to be out from under Calvin’s thumb, she retrieved her cell phone. A quick search of Starfort Collectibles’ website gave her a good idea of a preliminary offer. Without Trevor, it felt strange to make such a promise, but then she remembered what Michela once told her: Legally, she owned half of their business. Wouldn’t any offer she made be just as valid? Still, flipping the piece over in her hand, she wasn’t sure. “Let me see what I can do.” Caitlin took a few steps away, dialing Trevor’s cell phone number.

“Starfort Collectibles,” Trevor answered in two rings.

“How much would you give someone for an old locket?”

“What age?”

“I don’t know,” Caitlin admitted.

“Condition?”

“It’s a bit banged up. There’s a teenage girl offering it to me, so I suppose it’s expected.”

“Why would she offer it to you?” he asked.

“Don’t know. But I have a hunch.”

“Do you?”

Caitlin glanced over her shoulder. The mother was trying to mind her own business, so Caitlin lowered her voice. “She claims her grandmother wants me to have it.”

“What’s the grandmother say?” he asked.

She cleared her throat. “I don’t think she cares for money anymore.”

“Oh...” The tone in Trevor’s voice told her he absolutely understood in what world the grandmother currently resided. “Offer her a hundred and fifty. Tell her I’ll examine it and may adjust the offer, depending.”

“Will do. I’ll see you Tuesday.”

“What do you think about it?”

Caitlin studied the girl, trying not to be too conspicuous about it. Her hand floated over a rack of old shirts nearby. “I don’t know yet. Might be lost or have a message.”

“What about an Otherworldly troublemaker?”

“Possible.” Dear gods, I hope not! She’d had enough of supernatural troublemakers to last her several lifetimes.

“I’m not curious. I don’t want to give any strange entity ideas.”

He had the right of it, sure enough, but, blast it, she was curious.

She pinched her fingers to the bridge of her nose, trying to will a headache away. Trying to think. “There’s a full moon coming up. If the locket gives us pause, we’ll give it to Arianrhod as tribute.”

“Caitlin—”

She laughed. “I’m sure it’s nothing. I’ll see you later. I miss you already.”

He sighed happily. “So do I.”

“I’ll miss you. But don’t worry. I’m sure Tyler can keep me company.” Tyler was a guy in her yoga class that, it seemed, had a crush on her. Much younger. Not as handsome as her beloved Trevor, she thought. Still, she teased, “Let me give him a call.”

“If he answers, he’s a dead man.”

Caitlin laughed again. “Bye, honey.” She hung up, approaching the woman. “I can offer you one hundred and fifty dollars for it. However, my husband would like to see the necklace to confirm its condition.”

“A hundred and fifty—” The woman’s chocolate eyes rounded. “Do you think it’s worth so much?”

“My husband knows more about these things than I so he may possibly offer you even more.”

“More?”

“Maybe.” Caitlin nodded. “I can’t promise, but will you consider it?”

“I don’t know,” she said, eyeing the locket skeptically as she flipped it over in her hand. “It’s been in my family for a long time, you see.”

“I understand. Think about it and if you decide you’d like to sell it—” Caitlin tapped the business card she still held. “—come by any time.”

The woman pushed a loose lock of hair behind her ear and took her daughter’s hand.

“Mom.” The girl looked back at her as they walked away, then whined at her mother, “You should’ve given it to her!”

Caitlin rubbed her hands as if trying to clean them, catching herself as she did so. What was the harm? Better to remove any phantom remnant that might have transferred from the locket than to take the remnant home with her.

She pushed the feeling of dread away with a last flick of her hands, and picked up the earrings she’d been considering earlier, tiny turquoise teardrops dangled from thin gold ear wires. Perhaps Amelia would like them. Her birthday was coming up, and they were gorgeous and a steal at two dollars. Although, her sister-in-law was worth far more.

She decided on the purchase and carried them to a clerk. “I think I’ll take these.”

****
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THE WEEKEND DRAGGED, but Tuesday came and Caitlin waited for Trevor’s plane to land. The kiss he gave her at the arrival gate had more than one old woman smiling at them. “You didn’t miss me at all.”

“Not a bit,” she teased. “Did I—oh, hell. Tyler’s still in bed.”

He rubbed his nose along hers. “Good. I need someone to kill.”

She tucked under his arm and walked with him to the baggage claim carousel. “It went that bad?”

“That would depend on your point of view.”

“Does it involve Hof—” Caitlin caught herself at the last second about to speak the blasted imp’s name. What had gotten into her? She shook her head. “Him?”

“Of course not.” Trevor frowned hard at the bags slipping by. “On the one hand, they want me to show some of my work.”

“In Chattanooga.”

He nodded. His navy blue suitcase approached and he whipped it off the conveyer belt. “Ready?”

“Yep,” she breathed and led him to his red pickup truck. He took the keys from her and settled into the driver’s seat. Caitlin immediately took his hand.

“What’s ‘on the other hand’?” she asked as he pulled out into traffic.

“It’s what work they want me to show.”

“The chair. The one Arianrhod took?” Caitlin gulped her thudding heart back into her chest. “No. Absolutely not! I’m not having her bring that thing back here.”

“Sounds similar,” he said, eyeing the traffic, “to what I told Abby. Though she insisted she can track down Hofter and get the buyer’s address, I refused.”

“Profusely, I hope.” Caitlin crossed her arms, fighting off a chill creeping over her skin. A chill that had nothing to do with the truck’s air conditioner.

“Luckily, she hasn’t gotten in touch with him in—” he crooked his fingers in the air. “—months. Frankly, I hope she doesn’t.”

“So do I.” She scanned the passing landscape. Traffic, street signs, storefronts blurred as she thought. Was it possible? Was Hofter wreaking his mischief again? Blast Arianrhod’s prison keepers! “I doubt she’s had word of him since Samhain.”

Trevor grunted and after a while, started humming along to the song playing on his radio.

Once they made it home, Rhonabwy jumped all around him. Trevor patted the snowy white Annwn hound’s deathly-cool head briefly, and headed for the stairs. “So what about this girl’s necklace?” he asked.

“It was her grandmother’s, so she says.”

He set his suitcase on the bed and started unpacking. “Was being the important part of the sentence, I gather. You really think she’s dead?”

She nodded.

“That it’s a family heirloom is a given,” he said. “I doubt the mother will truly agree to let it go.”

“You think we shouldn’t even offer?”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

“You want to see it.”

He nodded. “Did you—”

Her nose twitched as she thought. “Yes, I gave her our card.”

“My marketer.”

She winked at him. “Should I ask for a raise, would I get it?”

A dirty shirt sailed across the room to the open hamper.

“Trevor.”

He grinned. “Sorry. Well, at the very least, I can give her an appraisal.” He shrugged. “So if she ever does decide to sell it, she’ll have a working figure to negotiate with.”

Caitlin nuzzled his cheek. “What a valiant knight you are.” She sighed, eyeing the growing pile of laundry. “The mother wants to sell it—”

She paused and Trevor eyed her. “I think that’s a bad idea. The girl might regret it one day.”

Caitlin touched her necklace and shook her head. She knew he was right. Wouldn’t she regret losing this necklace? Wouldn’t Trevor regret it if he lost the blanket his mother wove before her death? Caitlin narrowed her eyes on him as he plunked the empty suitcase into their closet, pushing aside several of her old skirts. “If she comes in, you tell her what you think she should do.” She ran her fingers together, as if trying to remove garden dirt—or grave dirt. The thought made her shudder. “I’m not getting in the middle of this.”

Though she suspected she was neck deep already. 
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​Chapter Two
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Caitlin finished the dinner dishes, changed into a blue flannel shirt, and stripped off her jeans. A yawn slipped from her as she tugged down the light bedspread, yet Trevor kept her from sleep. To let him know how much she missed him while he was away, she didn’t mind a bit.

“Are you all right?” Trevor asked. His fingers tangled in her hair. “You’ve been distracted all night. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she lied.

She snuggled into his embrace and tried to sleep. A deep breath and several pictures formed behind her eyes. None became solid dreams. She sighed again and a strange scent tickled her nose. Not Trevor’s familiar one, not the usual scents of the night house. Smoke.

Did I leave the stove on? She sniffed and sat up. Her feet touched the floor and the scent died, so she shrugged and lay back down. Send peaceful dreams, she chanted silently.

Dream images wafted through her mind: her self-defense instructor with her ponytail swinging wildly, the other students in her class milling around. A few threatened her. Caitlin raised her fists.

Again, the scent of burning wood wafted through her bedroom. Like when they first lit the heater after summer’s end.

She rose again and this time, crossed to their bathroom. Trying to open the window without a sound proved challenging but she managed. Dogs barked in the distance, a cat cried out. Crickets sang loud in the dark. The air smelled wet with impending rain, and sweet from her flowers and herb garden. Dewy soil and yarrow mixed with the scent of rosemary and rose. No smoke. A dream, she told herself and shut the window.

Once back in her bedroom, she detected the smoke again. “Damn,” she cursed to herself and headed for the stairs. The scent died.

Just about frustrated, she returned to bed. She needed sleep if she were to get through her economics class tomorrow, and work tomorrow afternoon.

A while later, a chilly breeze woke her. She opened one eye. The fan spun lazily overhead. Maybe it was the fan.

A breath on her cheek stirred her and she snuggled closer to her husband. Then Caitlin realized the breath came across from the opposite side. Flipping over on her back, she gazed toward the bedside table to see the locket gleaming in a shaft of moonlight. In the name of the Goddess of Light, I gotta get some sleep, so would you spare the visions for one night? Whether or not the goddess listened, sleep dragged Caitlin back down, but the chill remained.

Then a slight rhythmic disturbance sounded.

Caitlin opened an eye and peered in the direction of the sound. The earrings she’d bought for Amelia sat atop her jewelry box. Underneath it, the receipt. The breeze stirred over the paper.

“Gordon?” she whispered.

The paper wiggled again.

Damn you. This may’ve once been his bedroom, but she thought Trevor’s twin brother’s ghost needed to get a life. Maybe hovering here was his penance for his suicide. But did he have to bother her at... She peeked at the clock. Two twenty-two in the morning?

Caitlin grimaced and closed her eyes again. “I’d tell Amelia you’re still curious about her, but I think the news would freak her out, don’t you? I’m sure she’s fine, now go away. I’m trying to sleep.”

The paper rustled once more. Caitlin opened her mouth and it stopped.

Sorry, he said.

Caitlin arose the next morning and checked their thermostat. No, the heat hadn’t kicked on overnight. The thermostat still read a cool seventy-nine degrees. The air outside hinted at the mugginess of summer. Implausible that someone else had lit a fireplace, and no one would barbecue so late at night. A fire somewhere in the distance might be responsible for the smell, but Caitlin wondered if the scent had another source.

Once upstairs and through the attic door, Caitlin studied the room. The walls breathed comfort and space, the new windows let in more sunlight. As part of their renovation after last year’s encounter with the ghost of another artist and the damnable imp Hofter—who blew their roof off—the carpenters had linked up a conduit from their air conditioning system into their once-too-hot attic and workspace. Yet still, heat filled the room like a living blanket. Thin sunbeams glazed Trevor’s workbench where a chisel awaited his creative hand. A small stump sat on the bench, one he’d been working on last week. In the wood, a sword took shape, half-finished. Two of his surfboards leaned against the wall and a third laid cattycornered against the window. A corkboard graced the wall over his workbench now. On it, Trevor tacked some articles from a woodworking magazine. Beside the tear-outs, Caitlin had placed a postcard her mother had sent from her trip to Greece this past November.

She sniffed, but again, nothing strange met her nose. No burning scent.

“Honey,” Trevor called.

Exiting the attic, she found him standing, one foot up on the bottom step. Handsome in his navy blue button down shirt over black pants, his long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. He peered up at her. “Are you coming with me to the shop today?”

“Got an economics class. I’ll meet you there later?”

“Sounds good.”

Once again, she sped through her morning. Her economics teacher droned on, and Caitlin did her best to keep her eyes open and her mind focused. Once the classes ended, she rushed home, checked on Rhonabwy. Rubbing his red-tipped white ears in greeting, she disengaged their burglar alarm and swapped her economics book for her humanities textbook, and packed a lunch, including a roast beef sandwich for her husband. Not a half hour passed before she pulled into the parking lot of Starfort Collectibles. Pushing through the door, Caitlin raised the plastic grocery bag she’d packed their meal in. “I have lunch. Roast beef.”

“Did I tell you I love you today?” Trevor kissed her again as if he hadn’t seen her in a month.

Caitlin snuggled closer even as he broke the kiss. “I think I’m going to let you go away every weekend.”

“I’d hate that.” He took the bag from her with one hand, punched the answering machine’s playback button with another.

A woman’s voice sounded on the recording asking about a doll she’d promised to sell them.

“How was class?” Trevor asked as he made a note.

“Boring.” She tapped her book as she set it down on the desk. “But I think I got this humanities class taken care of.”

“Aced a test?”

“Not yet, but I will.” She kissed his cheek. “I can’t fail, with you as my personal tutor.”

Trevor yawned.

“Didn’t sleep well last night?”

He shook his head. “I kept dreaming about Gordon.”

She frowned hard. “Anything in particular he wanted?”

“Kept on about Amelia, like he did when they were first dating.” Trevor chuckled. “I finally had to kick him out and lock my door on him—ours, I mean. Except we were about seventeen, in the dream.” He snorted. “Brothers.”

“Funny. He badgered me, too.”

Concern flitted across Trevor’s face. “Do you think he’s okay?”

Aside from being dead? She slipped her arms around him. “I’m sure he’s fine. Amelia’s birthday’s coming up. I suppose he feels guilty. Wants to make sure someone’s spoiling her in his absence.”

He kissed her nose. “I’d do the same for you, my love goddess.”

“May the situation never be necessary.”

He shrugged. “Might someday.”

Instead of dwelling on some day, she kissed him again. As soon as they’d finished lunch, thunder rumbled in the far distance.

Caitlin glanced up to the windows and made her way onto their porch. A blue sky as vivid as if painted by a master watercolorist filled the scene above the street. The rain would come soon, however. She picked a broom from inside the door and swept toward the street. Keep all evil from my sight, she thought as she swept the broom over the porch.

She paced back the other way, sweeping her broom away from the shop, towards the street.

A green minivan pulled into the parking lot. A woman with black hair and skeptical eyes unhooked her seatbelt then exited the van to open the back door. Caitlin paused and leaned against the broomstick, watching. Wasn’t she the woman from the thrift store?

A young woman, with dark hair like her mother’s, slid to the ground. Yes, indeed, for here was the insistent teen.

Had the woman changed her mind about selling the locket? Caitlin considered calling Trevor to meet them at the door but the woman paused to scan their sign.

The girl took the porch steps two at a time. “Did you give my abuela her locket back, yet?” she asked.

“Maria!” The mother blinked up at Caitlin, color flooding her tanned cheeks. “Forgive her, Caitlin.”

“Nothing to forgive.” Caitlin stepped back and opened the shop door. “I’ve actually wanted to talk to you about the locket. Please, come in.”

The mother hesitated, but Maria strolled right inside.

“I wondered if you can give us a little more information about the locket,” Caitlin continued. “We’d assume, but wanted to confirm, it’s roughly fifty years old?”

“Sixty-five,” Trevor said as he emerged into the main room. He introduced himself and Caitlin melded into the background as he launched into questions about the locket. At one point, excusing himself only to return with the box inside which he’d placed the piece.

The woman shrugged. “Either way, it’s a useless piece of costume jewelry.”

Caitlin noticed Trevor glanced at her, before he shook his head. “It’s far more. It is, after all, your family heirloom. You’re sure you want to sell it?”

“Yes.”

“Because for sentimental value alone, I’d think twice about it.”

He continued to try to convince her to hold onto the necklace, but Caitlin studied the daughter. The girl sauntered around the front of the store, checking out a teapot here, an old rocking chair there. An old dollhouse caught her attention for a moment. Then Rhonabwy padded out from behind the sales desk.

Trevor glanced at him. His customer didn’t give any indication she saw the Hound. Nothing unusual there, Caitlin thought. Most of their customers never noticed Rhonabwy. Typical for a Hound of Annwn, unless you were on death’s doorstep.

Maria, however, watched the Hound’s plodding steps as if she herself might be a bloodhound. He plopped into his usual post by the front door. A moment’s hesitation ensued, then the girl abandoned the dollhouse and approached Rhonabwy.

“Hi.” She held her thin fingers out to him. “What’s your name?”

Rhonabwy cocked his head to the left.

“Wanna be friends?” she asked.

The Hound sniffed her hand; the teen’s fingers brushed his furry nose.

Caitlin held her breath, waiting to see the girl jump back and mentally rehearsing how she would explain to the mother that the Hound hadn’t bit her daughter.

The girl’s fingers trailed up the bridge of Rhonabwy’s nose, between his eyes, and over the top of his head to his ears. Rhonabwy leaned into her, whining as if he enjoyed the touch, that glazed, happy air of his coming over him.

“You’re chilly,” the girl said in a matter of fact way. Not a question, not spoken with surprise, just a simple statement of fact.

One that sent a harder shock through Caitlin. She was correct. The Hound’s temperature was closer to a dead dog’s, on any good day.

“I bet you like to go out at night.”

The Hound whined.

“Is it easier to chase cats then? Or ... you don’t chase cats, do you?” she corrected herself.

Was it possible this teen sensed Rhonabwy’s supernatural nature? Why, unlike her friend and fellow witch Beryl, was she not terrified out of her mind?

Caitlin approached the girl and the Hound on pretense of straightening a nearby display. Her fingers itched to grab her Smartphone and call her friend for a second opinion.

“No, I bet you’re a good little hound,” the girl continued. “Isn’t he?”

Caitlin smiled as the girl finally slanted her glance away from her new canine friend. “Yes, he is. He’s a very good dog.”

“I bet he’s never done anything but sniff at squirrels,” the girl guessed. “Is he good with bad guys?”

“You don’t see any around, do you?” Caitlin asked.

The girl scanned the shop, sniffed, and shuddered. “Not today. What about ghosts?”

Caitlin froze. “Ghosts?” The girl did know something about ghosts.

“Yeah. Halloween will be here before you know it. He keeps them away from the shop, doesn’t he?”

“He’s been known to.”

“I bet he’d eat them.”

Caitlin laughed. “Rhonabwy? Unfortunately, no. But he does scare them off.”

“Either way is good.” The girl ran her fingers through the Hound’s fur. “I wish I had one like him, now and then.”

Caitlin knelt down before her. “Are you afraid of ghosts?”

The girl nodded. “Some. Not my grandma.”

Not her grandma. That confirmed it.

The teen swallowed hard and spoke again, her voice softer, “She scares my mom.”

“I’m sure she doesn’t mean to. But she doesn’t scare you, so that’s good. I’ll tell you a secret. From time to time, some ghosts scare me too.”

The girl’s dark eyes grew wide. “You see them too, then?”

Caitlin nodded.

“And they don’t all scare you?”

“No. Not all.”

“How do you do it? They all scare me.”

“They don’t mean to.” Caitlin clenched a fist. “I’ve learned to take care of myself.”

“I can take care of myself too.” The girl hesitated and scrubbed a hand through Rhonabwy’s fur, almost as if he gave her comfort, though they were strangers. “But it’d be easier if I had a dog like him to help me. Where’d you get him?”

Caitlin sighed. “Unfortunately, Rhonabwy is unique.”

“Hold on to my card, Mrs. Cruz,” Trevor’s voice broke into their conversation. “If you don’t change your mind, I’ll see you get the best price for it.”

“Thank you, Mr. Fulmer.”

“Call me Trevor,” Trevor said as Caitlin joined him.

“Thank you.” The woman shook her head and looked to her daughter. “But I don’t think I will change my mind. Come on, Maria. We’ve got to go.”

Caitlin noticed Maria glanced over her shoulder as her mother nearly dragged her out the door.

“What did you say to her?” Caitlin asked.

“That I can’t in good conscience sell the locket until she knew for certain she wouldn’t regret it.”

“She wants to take it somewhere else?”

“I don’t know. She’d be dumb to sell it, but I don’t know.” He nodded to the Hound. “What was going on there?”

Caitlin met his gaze. “She touched Rhonabwy.”

“I saw. Any idea what it means?”

“None.” She gazed at the parking lot through the door’s glass panes. “But I wish Beryl had seen her do it.”
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​Chapter Three
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Caitlin called her friends and met them at their favorite coffee shop Bean on Tyme. Sealya had plans to see her mother after work; Eliot, when she tried to get a hold of him, was unavailable.

“He can’t come.” She hung up the phone after a quick second call to Eliot’s wife, Michela. “He’s doing one of his odd-hour shifts at the air force base.”

“Air traffic control is more important than ghosts,” Heather said, and Caitlin couldn’t help but agree.

So she sat with Heather and Beryl, hashing things out. The sweet scent of coffee grounds and baked goods filled the air.

“Maria is a remarkable girl.”

Heather crossed her toned arms. In recent months, she’d worked out and added some bulk to her once thin frame.

“I’ve never seen anyone else walk up to Rhonabwy, let alone pet him ‘til his tongue’s lolling out.”

Beryl shuddered, tugging on the end of her blonde braid with chubby fingers. “Who would want to?”

“So ... the girl’s a budding witch?” Heather asked.

Caitlin shook her head. “Great, I needed an apprentice.”

“It might not be that you need her,” Beryl said, “so much as she needs you.”

“Or you both need each other,” Heather said. “She needed to see you interact with the Hound.”

“What did you tell her?” Beryl asked.

Caitlin nodded to a ghostly soldier in the corner. The man tipped his hat to her. “Not all ghosts are scary.” She paused and sipped her tea. “I wish I’d known that in the beginning.”

“Lessons happen when the universe determines you need them to happen,” Beryl said. “I’m sure your chat this afternoon, alone, has helped her.”

“I hope so,” Caitlin said. “The question is, what now?”

“Sell the locket and be done with it.”

“No.”

“No?” Heather asked. “Why not?”

“It would be wrong.”

“How so? You have the owner’s permission. By my book, it’s legal.”

“Bless you, Heather, but it’s more complicated. What if the grandmother really wants it?”

“I’m afraid it’s too late,” Beryl said.

Caitlin gripped her teacup. “Of all people, you should know better.”

“Do you get the feeling this thing is vindictive?”

“I don’t know.” Caitlin pulled her Smartphone from her purse, fondled it, then set it beside her fork. “I don’t get any sense of her at all. I think that’s what bothers me.”

“Sounds like a plus to me,” Heather said. “Do you need another ghost plucking at you?”

“Like Roland would allow it?”

Beryl cracked her neck, and scanned Bean On Tyme. Caitlin followed her gaze to the two college students in the corner, sipping coffee and nibbling on chocolate muffins as they studied. “I’m sure he wouldn’t. So what bothers you?”

“I don’t know anything about this family,” Caitlin admitted. “That, I think, is what bothers me. Why me? There are other psychics in town—ones who advertise.”

Heather smiled. “Ones who are full of it.”

“I know, but I don’t advertise for this sort of thing. Sure, we’re always on the hunt for quality antiques, but it’s more than just the locket.”

“Dozens of people die every day and leave stuff behind,” Heather said.

“You don’t have to tell me,” Caitlin said. Her fingers itched for her Smartphone.

“That’s not what she means.” Beryl lowered her voice even more. “Do you sense a demon involved? Or You-Know-Who?”

No one wanted to say Hofter’s name aloud.

“I don’t know. I do know the thing makes me feel ...weird. I smelled fire last night.”

Her friends looked at each other.

“No one around us had a bonfire or a cookout that we know of. Though I suppose someone else in the neighborhood might, it was far too late. Two AM. Two twenty-two to be exact,” she added when Heather opened her mouth. “Which is Gordon’s time.”

“What do you mean?” Beryl asked.

“He officially died at two twenty-two AM.”

“I thought he died at Fort Pickens,” Heather said.

“No.” She shuddered. “He lingered for a little while after shooting himself there. Never mind him. I’m not talking about him.”

“Sorry,” her friend said. “Continue.”

Caitlin clucked her tongue as if the thought of the locket left a horrid taste in her mouth. “I get ... an odd feeling from the piece.”

“Step back from it, Cait,” Beryl said. “Not every old piece is haunted.”

“I know.” She twirled her necklace and let her gaze soften. “I’m not sure this one is. But I can’t deny there’s a strangeness about it, one that gives me pause.”

“What kind of pause?” Beryl asked.

“Like we’d be doing a terrible disservice to the family to sell the locket.”

“Ask Michela’s opinion,” Heather said.

“I can’t. I don’t want to take advantage of her assistance.”

“In my opinion,” she said, her voice gentle, “you avoid her help too much. She’s your family guardian. This is their job.”

Caitlin rubbed her eyes, weary. “About this girl, she knows what Rhonabwy is. And she’s certain of her grandmother’s wishes for this locket.”
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