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      A wave of anxiety hit me as I scanned Aunt Winola’s library. She had been missing for over a week, and so far, the police hadn’t come up with any leads. No one had seen her leave her house, and her purse sat untouched near the door. Surveillance from the neighbor’s security cameras showed a flash of blinding white light and then nothing.

      She had vanished.

      This library was her favorite spot in the house. We used to curl up on the pink, velvety sofa and read. Her favorite novels were mysteries and romances. But she had an eclectic selection of books that included titles about witchcraft and the supernatural. There was one book in particular I wanted to read, but she always said it was not to be touched. She kept the ornate book that was decorated in old skeleton keys in a locked glass case.

      I walked over to it and read the title that was burned into my memory. Witch’s Key to Success and Murder.

      The golden keys sparkled, calling to me.

      “Are you staring at that book again?”

      I glanced behind me to find my cousin Calder standing in the doorway. His starched suit and combed down bangs correctly matched his personality.

      “Someday I'll read it,” I said.

      “It's just some of Aunt Winola’s nonsense. I don't know why she collected such drivel.”

      “Maybe she bought it because of its pretty cover.”

      “Don't be daft, Ayla,” Calder said. “She bought it because she's nuts. Just like the rest of the family.”

      Calder had little patience for our family. With both of our mothers in a long-term mental health facility, and Aunt Winola being a little eccentric herself, our family had been called many things. Calder and I had been in the line of verbal fire more times than we could count.

      I didn't begrudge Calder’s irritation at our family. But it was the hand we were dealt, and complaining had never helped us in the past when we were kids. It certainly didn't help now that we were both in our thirties.

      “I called all the nut-job motels,” Calder said. “No one has seen her.”

      “They are called mental health facilities,” I corrected him like I always did. It made no difference to Calder. Both at eight years old and at thirty-eight years old, he still had a closed mind.

      “Why don't you go home,” I suggested. “I want to look through her desk again to see if we missed anything that might give us a clue to where she is.”

      “Yes, I guess that's best if you comb through the house. I should get back to my family.”

      “Tell Pauline I said hello,” I said with mock sweetness.

      “I will. Maybe she can take you to one of her ladies’ luncheons sometime,” Calder said. “It would do you good to get out and about. And the club is private, so there wouldn’t be any unsavory people there. In fact, the ladies could probably find you a husband of some class.”

      Calder had truly been born in the wrong century. I would like to have said he was a product of his upbringing, but we were raised together and that would put a horrifying shadow on me.

      “I'm happy being single,” I said. The last thing I needed was to be a lapdog to a man of “class.”

      At thirty-four, I was content. Sure, there were a few lonely times. But a date with a dud normally cured me of ever wanting to be tied down. Unfortunately, those duds were all too common.

      Calder shook his head in dismay. “It’s our parents’ fault you are the way you are. You should look into getting therapy for your issues with men. Just because our fathers fled doesn't make all men bad. Just ask Pauline. I'm a great provider for the family.”

      “I know you are.” I grew weary of the same conversation we had at nearly every meeting. “And I'm sure she can't wait to see you.”

      Calder smiled as he puffed out his chest slightly. He was so easy. Stroke his ego a bit and he was happy as a puppy getting its belly scratched.

      “I’d better be off,” he said. “Don’t stay here too late. It's not good for a woman to be out at all hours of the night.”

      I stifled a groan. “I hardly call six pm all hours of the night.”

      “It's October, and it grows dark early. You can never be too careful. Just look what happened to Aunt Winola.”

      I had to grudgingly admit that Calder had a point.

      “I'll stay for a half hour and then I'll go home,” I conceded.

      “Very well. Just be careful.”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      For all of Calder’s blustering and archaic views, there was a good heart beneath it.

      As soon as he left, I headed to Winola’s old wooden desk positioned on the far side of the library.

      I pulled open the top drawer and searched it. It looked exactly the same as the last time I looked in it. Pens, pencils, bits of paper with old quotes on them. Nothing that would explain her disappearance.

      I searched the two drawers on the left and the two drawers on the right. Old bills and tax files filled the majority. Nothing that said, “Please read this if I disappear.”

      I had already combed through her bedroom, living room, and kitchen.

      Having grown up in her two-story 1920s French Normandy home, complete with a turret, I knew where she kept valuables.

      Jewelry was in a spinach container in the freezer. Mad money was stuffed in old shoes. And steamy love letters she didn't want Calder or me to find were wedged into metaphysics books. Leave it to over-achieving Calder to find the letters.

      I smiled as I remembered how horrified Calder had been when he discovered them. He was truly shocked to find out Aunt Winola had been a woman who attracted attention.

      Leaving the library and stepping into the butter-yellow kitchen, I glanced at her calendar that hung next to the refrigerator. Not much was ever added to the calendar, even though Calder and I had tried to persuade her to take up a hobby or join a community group. Being only fifty-three, she had so much life in her. But she could not be coerced.

      The only thing on her calendar that might as well have been etched in stone was her monthly bingo outing. It was never held on the same day of the month, but always fell on a full moon. I had asked her about it long ago, but she simply said she had better luck on a full moon, so that's when she would go.

      The next full moon was tomorrow. And I planned to go to bingo. While I didn't think Aunt Winola would be in attendance, I wondered if someone there might know what happened to her. After years of going to bingo, she must have made some friends there. Maybe an enemy or two as well.

      I snapped a picture of the calendar to remind myself to go after work.

      I then locked up the house and headed home. Being that we lived in a small Maine town that had more bait shops than restaurants made for a quick drive. I'd be home in time to give Aggie her dinner.

      My apartment was in an old farmhouse on the edge of town. The original owners had added so many additions to the two-story home it looked a bit like it was constructed by Dr. Frankenstein. But I had my own space and cheap rent.

      As soon as I let myself into my apartment, I knew I was in trouble. Aggie was sitting at the door, waiting for me. Her scowl told me I was late.

      “I'm only a few minutes late,” I said.

      She didn't look amused.

      Her round body, combined with her bright white fur, made her look like a snowball. But anytime I called her that she would swat at me.

      Her green gaze tracked me as I headed to the kitchen to get her meat medley. She waddled after me, nearly pushing me out of the way to get to her food bowl.

      “You must be hungry,” I said. “But I had a good reason for being a little late.”

      Her eye twitched.

      “There's been no word from Aunt Winola. So, I checked her house again.”

      I hurried to fill the food bowl. Aggie didn't pounce on it but looked expectantly at me. It wasn't until she pawed at the bowl that I realized what I had forgotten.

      “Sorry.” I retrieved a sprig of parsley from the refrigerator and placed it on top of her food.

      She grunted her thanks and dipped her head to scarf the medley.

      Aggie was an odd cat, but since she showed up at our doorstep when I was thirteen, she became family. Aunt Winola had opened the door for her, and she never left.

      At twenty-one years old, Aggie lived past any of our expectations. She may have her quirks, but she'd have a home with me for as long as she lived.

      I wandered to the living room and plopped on my couch, flipping on the TV. Aunt Winola’s favorite mystery show was on, and it felt weird to watch it without her. But I kept it on anyway. I missed Aunt Winola, and this show felt like a connection to her.

      A knock on the door startled me. I tiptoed to the door, hoping not to give any salespeople a clue that I was home.

      The only thing I detected through the peephole was a body builder’s neck and dark blond hair. I didn’t think he was a salesperson, but then who was he?

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      “Detective Riven Blackwood. I'm looking for Ayla Rylan.”

      I cracked open the door and peered up at the tall man who wore jeans, a black cotton shirt, and a black jacket. With dark blond hair that nearly reached his shoulder, he didn’t give me the detective vibe. In fact, if he was on Aunt Winola’s TV show, he might be a bad guy. A cute bad guy, maybe. But a villain, nonetheless.

      “Badge?” I prompted.

      He pulled it out of his jeans pocket and flashed it to me, but it didn't look like any badge I had ever seen. There was an iridescent glow that made it difficult to focus.

      I held my hand open. “Let me see that.”

      A blond brow rose, but he set the badge on my hand.

      I read the inscription. Detective Riven Blackwood, Paranormal Investigation, Witchcraft Division.

      I glanced at him. “Is this a joke?”

      Dark blue eyes narrow on me. “Is what a joke?”

      “This badge.”

      “I'm looking into the missing person report for Winola Rylan. You are her niece, correct? I would have been here sooner, but we are backed up.”

      “Who put you up to this?” I asked, wondering who in my life had the poor taste to send a fake detective to my door.

      Calder wouldn’t spend the money on foolish pranks. And Pepper might have sent the blond Thor, but only as a birthday surprise. Not only was my birthday months away, but she would have been here to witness my befuddled reaction. She’d never tell him to pretend to be a detective.

      So, who could it be?

      “The report came in a week ago,” Blackwood said. “What can you tell me about Winola’s disappearance?”

      “I don't know what twisted game you’re playing, but I'm going to call the cops if you don't leave.”

      I tossed the badge at him and then swung the door closed and locked it.

      He knocked again. “The sooner you answer my questions, the sooner we can find your aunt.”

      “Whoever paid you to do this is sick.” I pulled out my phone from my pocket.

      But before I could dial 911, the door unlocked, and Blackwood pushed it open.

      “You’re wasting my time,” he said. “As a witch of the Sage Moon Coven, you have an obligation to your fellow coven members. If you do not cooperate, I will have to escalate this to a full inquiry.”

      “Coven? What in the hell are you talking about?”

      I quickly dial 911, but my phone snapped and sizzled. The screen glitched to black.

      “Are you going to answer my questions, or do I need to bring you in?” he asked.

      I didn't know who sent him, but he wasn’t going away. Whatever game he was playing, he was all in. I figured my safest option at the moment was to play along and answer his questions. Hopefully, he’d leave. And then I was calling the cops . . . once I bought a new phone.
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      Riven Blackwood peered down at the cat, who betrayed me by wrapping her tubby body around his leg. “Is she your licensed familiar?”

      I knew the term familiar from TV shows, but I had never heard it in real life. “Aggie isn't a familiar. She's just a cat.”

      “How long have you had her?”

      “Twenty-one years.”

      “You don't think it's odd she's lived so long?”

      “She wouldn't be the first cat to live past twenty-one.”

      He eyed me, as if finding my answer lacking. “What can you tell me about your aunt's disappearance?”

      “Not much. I spoke to her on Sunday. She wasn't heard from after that. The real police found footage on a neighbor’s security camera. There was a bright white light and then nothing.”

      “Was she on the camera?”

      “There was a fuzzy outline. It was right after I spoke with her, so it fits the timeline.”

      “What else can you tell me?”

      “Nothing. That's all I know.”

      Blackwood stepped away from Aggie who wouldn’t leave his leg alone. It was uncharacteristic of her to show affection, so I wondered if he had a pet that she could smell on him.

      “Was anything missing from her home?” Blackwood asked.

      “No. Even her purse was at its normal spot near the door. No bags were packed. Nothing was stolen.”

      “What about her Book of Shadows?”

      “I don't recall seeing a book with that title. But she has a witchcraft book in a glass case.”

      “I want to see it.”

      “I'll go over tomorrow night and—”

      “There is no time to waste,” he said. “We’ll go to your aunt’s house now.”

      “Now? I don't think so. It's getting late, and I have to work tomorrow.”

      “So do I,” he said. “And I’m losing patience. The longer you argue with me, the harder it will be to find Winola. Unless that’s your plan all along?”

      He pulled out an elaborately carved black stick from inside his jacket. It looked suspiciously like a wand.

      It was definitely time for him to go.

      But just as I went for the door to shoo him away, he reached out and touched my arm. “Apparate.” My vision blurred as if I had one too many shots of tequila. But as soon as it blurred, it came back into focus.

      Instead of standing in my living room, we were in Winola’s front yard. The October air gusted at me, stealing the warmth from my thin sweater.

      “I assume there are protections on the house,” Blackwood said. “You’ll need to let me inside.”

      “What the hell just happened?”

      This wasn't possible, was it?

      Blackwood narrowed his blue gaze at me. “You act as if you've never apparated before.”

      “I don't know what that means.”

      But I did know I was getting the hell away from Blackwood. I bolted down the road, keeping up a sprinting pace that I knew would land me in the hospital if I continued for more than a mile.

      If I didn't know better, Riven Blackwood was a warlock. But since witches and warlocks only existed in books and on TV, there was something definitely wrong.

      Even though my lungs burned as I gulped the frigid air, I pushed harder. He had to be winded by now, but I didn't dare look back to find out. Just a little farther.

      When my body refused to continue, I slowed to a walk and glanced behind me.

      The sidewalk was empty. I lost Blackwood. While I needed a break, I continued walking. I was without a jacket and I’d freeze if I didn’t keep moving.

      “Guilty people run,” Blackwood said directly behind me.

      With a yelp, I turned to face him. “Scared people run too!”

      How was he not winded? Unless . . .  

      I stared at the wand he still held. Was this really happening? Or was I delusional and lying in a ditch somewhere?

      “You’ve wasted enough time,” he said. “If you truly have nothing to hide, then let me inside your aunt’s house.”

      I had three options.

      One: Run frenziedly down the road and have him catch up to me again.

      Two: Humor this fantasy man with a big wand and let him into my aunt’s house.

      Three: Inquire about obtaining a bed next to Mom in the mental health ward.

      I paused. Was that what was happening to me? Was my grasp on reality slipping?

      When I was younger, I feared this day would happen. So much so that Aunt Winola would have to calm my nightly panic attacks. She promised it would never happen to me, that Mom and Aunt Isidore were special cases.

      Still, the fear returned. The shaking hands and full body sweats were like old enemies come back to torment me. I shoved my hands in my pockets, willing the feelings to pass.

      “You look like you're going to be sick,” Blackwood said.

      “I feel like I'm going to be sick,” I said through chattering teeth.

      “Another sign of guilt.”

      “Shut up,” I snapped. “I'm not guilty of anything except being afraid.”

      “Of me?”

      “Of you. Of my fate. Just go away. You're not real.”

      I needed Aunt Winola. I needed her reassurance I would not end up like Mom. She promised.

      “Why are you afraid of me? I'm here to help find your aunt. You act as though you've never seen magic before.”

      “Because I haven't!”

      “Don't lie. You’re a member of the Sage Moon Coven. Your aunt is the head witch.”

      Yep. I was definitely losing my mind. There was no getting around it.

      “Unless you’re non-magical,” he said. “But they wouldn’t let you into the coven in that case.”

      I was tired of talking in circles with him. “Just take me to my aunt’s house. I’ll let you inside.” It would appease him, and then I could go home. In the morning, I’d make an appointment with the doctor to discuss treatment options.

      He touched my arm. “Apparate.”

      Once again, we were standing in Aunt Winola’s front yard. Since I didn’t have keys, I walked to the garage and entered the code for it to open. I then found the spare key in a rusted coffee can.

      “Why do you need the key?” he asked. “Just lift the protections.”

      “I don’t know how to make you understand I don’t know magic. I’m just letting you inside the house so you will go away.”

      His jaw muscle twitched, but he said nothing.

      Using the key, I let him into the side door that led into the kitchen. I flipped on the lights and then escorted him to the library.

      “Here’s her library. If you’re looking for a book about shadows, it will probably be in here.”

      He stood at the threshold, not stepping inside. “There are extra protections in this room. Lift them so I can go inside.”

      I walked inside. “If there are protections, why am I able to stand here?”

      “Because you are a member of her family.”

      “What happens if you try to walk through?”

      “It depends what kind of spell is in place. It could be as gentle as a repelling spell, or I could die.”

      “Are you feeling lucky?”

      He glowered at me. “Not especially. Take down the protection.”

      I shook my head. “Now that you can’t get inside the library, I’m safe from you.”

      His already glowering expression deepened. “You can’t stay in there forever.”

      “Maybe not,” I shrugged. “But if I’m losing my mind, I’d rather hang out here.”

      Riven pointed his wand into the air. “Succor.”

      I watched as one by one, people appeared next to Blackwood. At last count, six men and two women flanked Blackwood. All carried wands. And all looked peeved at being called. One of them was wearing fleece pajamas.

      “What’s going on?” pajama man asked.

      “Take the protections down,” Blackwood said.

      “It might take all night,” a woman with bright red hair said as she walked near the doorway. She waved a wand in front of the door, making the air shimmer. “These aren’t simple protection spells, and they aren’t layered. They are weaved.”

      “No one can weave spells anymore,” someone said.

      “No one that you know,” the woman said. “It’s possible, but very difficult. Only powerful witches can do it.”

      “But you can take it down, right?” Blackwood asked.

      She said nothing at first, just paced in front of me. Reaching inside of her pocket, she took out a pouch and sprinkled sand into her hand. She tossed it at the doorway. The sand didn’t pass through to me. Instead, it sparked on fire and then fizzled.

      “Well?” Blackwood asked.

      “This will not be easy. And, honestly, I don’t know if any of us have the skill to take it down.” She looked at me, her blue eyes inquisitive. “Who is she?”

      “Ayla Rylan,” Blackwood said. “Niece of Winola Rylan.”

      “Why doesn’t she want to let you through?” the woman asked.

      “She’s been lying to me. Says she’s never seen magic before. But I read her file. She’s a member of the Sage Moon Coven.”

      “Interesting,” the woman said. “Dismiss the others. They can’t do anything right now.”

      “We need their help,” Blackwood said.

      She shook her head. “Blackwood, you charge like a bull. This will take finesse. In fact, you should probably leave, too.”

      “I’m not leaving.” He crossed his muscular arms and glared at her.

      She sighed. “Fine, but everyone else needs to leave.”

      Blackwood gave a wave of his hand and the others left, leaving only the woman and Blackwood.

      “Go ahead,” he said. “Work your magic.”

      She grinned at him. “This is a different type of magic, one that you fail at.”

      Pulling a chair from the kitchen, she placed it in front of the doorway and then sat down. “Okay, Ayla. My name is Griselda. I work with this lunk in the witchcraft division. Tell me what’s going on.”

      I wasn’t sure what her angle was, but it was refreshing being talked to instead of interrogated. But really, she could have come up with a better lie than working in the witchcraft division.

      “I don’t know what’s going on,” I said. “I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

      “Why?”

      “Because my mom and Aunt Isidore lost their minds. I must be next, right?” When I was a kid, I had hoped Calder would lose his sanity first. He always seemed on the brink anyway.

      “What’s your mom’s name?”

      “Bronwyn Rylan.”

      Griselda snapped her fingers, and a paper appeared in her hand. She glanced at it. “Bronwyn Rylan. Currently residing in the psychiatric curse ward.”

      “Psychiatric curse ward?” I asked. “That’s not right. Aunt Winola said she was at the mental health hospital.”

      “Have you gone to see your mom?”

      I shook my head. “I wanted to long ago. But Aunt Winola said the hospital didn’t allow visitors.”

      “And you didn’t question it?”

      “I used to, but I haven’t seen my mom in over twenty years. Aunt Winola said the woman who was my mom is gone. That only her body still lives on. Honestly, I’m afraid to see her. I fear her fate is going to be mine.”

      “I’ll have to check to see what kind of curse it is and if it’s familial. If so, you might have her fate.”

      “Great. That makes me feel so much better.”

      Griselda looked at the paper again. “Tell me about your magical training. I don’t see it listed, but if you were raised by Winola, you were bound to have exceptional schooling.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell both of you. I’ve never seen magic until today. I’m not magical. Never have been. And no matter how many lies you invent about a coven, I’m still not buying it.”

      “This is a waste of time,” Blackwood said. “Take down the protections. We are not the bad guys. We’re just trying to find Winola. She could be in danger.”

      “Again, I can’t take down protections if I don’t know how to,” I said.

      “Will you trust me enough to hold out your hand?” Griselda said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Hold your hand through the doorway.”

      “What will you do?”

      “I have a theory that I want to test. All I will do is touch your hand for a few moments. It might give me answers.”

      “Answers to what?”

      “Why you haven’t experienced magic. Either you are lying to us, or there is a reason you haven’t experienced magic.”

      “And you can do that by touching my hand?”

      She nodded.

      Since I wanted this to be over, I walked to the doorway and reached my hand toward her. Knowing she could dupe me and yank me over the threshold, I braced my stance.

      She stood and walked over to grasp my hand. A tingle spread from my fingertips and up my arm. It wrapped around me.

      When I pulled away, Griselda let go and looked at Blackwood. “She’s telling the truth.”

      “How can that be?”

      “Someone bound her magic. I have a feeling it was Winola. She’s the only witch strong enough to create a spell that can remain effective even after she goes missing.”

      Blackwood looked at me, and then at Griselda. “But why bind her magic?”

      “Maybe it has to do with the curse,” Griselda said. “Either way, Ayla cannot lift the protections. But she can allow us inside by being the conduit.”

      “It will have to do for now,” Blackwood grumbled.

      She glanced at me. “Will you be okay letting us inside? If we can find Winola’s Book of Shadows, then we might be able to help you.”

      “What is a Book of Shadows?”

      “Every witch has their own book. Think of it as a personal recipe book of spells. Your aunt will have one somewhere in her house. Since the library is the heaviest protected, I’m sure it will be inside.”

      “Would she be upset if you find it?” I asked, not knowing if I could trust their answer either way.

      “Witches guard their Book of Shadows carefully,” she said. “She will not like that we’ve seen it, but it might save her life and answer the question as to why she bound your magic. Think of it as being in a car accident and the doctors who see your underwear while they tend to your injuries. You might not like it, but they’re trying to save your life.”

      It made a bit of sense, but I was wary. Still, I was out of options and I wanted answers. Griselda was willing to help me answer them. I doubted I’d get such an offer from Blackwood.

      “What do I have to do to be the conduit?”

      “Just hold my hand as I pass through.” She held out her hand.

      I reached out and clasped my hand in hers, hoping I didn’t just make the worst decision.
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      As Griselda walked to the glass case that held the witchcraft book, I reached my hand out to Blackwood so he could pass through the protection. A part of me wanted to leave him in the living room, but I was beginning to believe all of this was real. And if that was the case, I needed him to find Aunt Winola.

      He grasped my hand. “Don’t let go.”

      I wondered what would happen if I did let go, but I figured it wouldn’t be good. And I was pretty sure an angry Blackwood was not something I wanted to experience. He already bristled with tension and energy.

      Once Blackwood was through to the library, he released his grip. He walked over to Griselda, who waved her wand in front of the glass case, muttering gibberish.

      “Does the case have a protection on it as well?” he asked.

      “Yes. But it’s not nearly as involved as the doorway. This should take about twenty minutes. However, I don’t think this is the book we are looking for.”

      “Witch’s Key to Success and Murder,” Blackwood read the title. “It might not be, but let’s make sure. Ayla, do you have the key to the lock?”

      “No. I’ve asked Aunt Winola to let me see the book several times. She never let me. As far as I know, she’s never opened the case.”

      “Griselda, do what you can. I’ll look around.”

      Blackwood stepped away and began scanning the books on the surrounding shelves. “Ayla, do you know if Winola had any other witchcraft books?”

      “I’m not sure if they are witchcraft, but there’s an eclectic selection on the shelf behind her desk.”

      He walked over to read the titles. “None of these are what we are looking for. Does Winola have any places she likes to hide things?”

      “She keeps jewelry in the freezer.”

      He raised a brow. “Why the freezer? Anything of value could just have a protection spell on it.”

      I shrugged. “She saw it on a mystery show one time, thought it was ingenious. Maybe there are protections on it as well.”

      “Show me.”

      I headed through to the living room, but realized he had stopped at the doorway.

      “Sorry,” I said, returning to hold out my hand. “What would happen if I didn’t let you out of the library?”

      He took my hand and walked through. “Thinking of stranding us?”

      “Just curious.”

      “Then you can remain curious.” He dropped my hand and then followed me to the kitchen.

      I opened the freezer and dug under the frozen vegetables to find the beat-up spinach container.

      “Is there a protection on it?” I asked as I held it out to him.

      Blackwood waved his wand in front of it and shook his head. “No.” He took the dented box and brought it to the table to dump the contents. Necklaces, rings, and pins scattered.

      He dug through.

      “What are you trying to find?” I asked.

      “Anything worth over five dollars. This is all costume jewelry.”

      I glanced at it and suspected he was correct. I still didn’t know why it mattered though. How would jewelry help him find a book?

      He picked up a gold ring with a large ruby inlay.

      He pointed his wand at it. “Reveal.”

      The ring twisted and morphed, changing shape as though it were made of ribbon. It flattened and took the shape of a key.

      “I think we found it,” Blackwood said with a grin that changed his broody face to something friendly. The transformation was amazing, and I found myself mesmerized for a moment until he said, “Let’s try it.”

      He led the way back to the library but paused before going in. Holding out his hand, I grasped it and we walked through.

      “We might have found the key,” he said, heading over to Griselda.

      “Good. This protection spell is proving tricky,” Griselda said. “Ayla, try using the key and see if it opens for you.”

      I took the key from Blackwood and walked over to the case. The book with the pretty cover had sat untouched for as long as I could remember. Was I finally going to see what was inside?

      Anticipation had my hand nearly shaking as I slipped the key into the lock. I turned it and the lock released.

      Blackwood looked over my shoulder. “Take the book from the case and place it on the desk.”

      I did as requested and lifted the book from the stand. Taking it to the desk, I placed it down carefully.

      He stepped near me and waved his wand over it.

      “It’s clean.” He reached down and opened the cover, gently flipping through the book.

      I caught snippets of spells and potion recipes.

      “Is it Winola’s Book of Shadows?” Griselda asked.

      “No,” Blackwood said. “I’ve never seen this book before, but it’s definitely not her personal book.”

      “Keep looking?” she questioned.

      Blackwood gave a nod, and then closed the book. He passed it back to me. “You can put it back.”

      I didn’t want to. I finally got my hands on the book, and I wanted to page through it to see exactly why Aunt Winola didn’t want me to read it. Was it because part of the title alluded to murder, or was it a different reason?

      “Blackwood,” Griselda said. “Over here.”

      As Blackwood walked over to Griselda, who had paused near a shelf, I sat down at the desk and pulled the book closer. I opened the cover and read the inscription.

      To my dear sister,

      Keep this book close. It will serve you well on your way to head witch. You’ve always been gifted. It’s time to take your wand out and make your dreams come true. Let no one stand in your way . . . even him!

      Love always,

      Bronwyn

      Mom had given this book to Aunt Winola. Who was “him”?

      I paged through to find the table of contents.

      Introduction for the savvy witch

      Success with Spells

      Powerful Potions

      Identifying with Incantation

      Wand Work for Wealth

      Triumph with Transfiguration

      Achieve with Astrology

      Clairvoyance for Control

      Harmful Hexes

      Rule with Runes

      Failsafe with your Familiar

      Exterminating with Enchantments

      Dominate with Divination

      Dominate? Some of the chapter titles made me uncomfortable. Exactly what would I exterminate or dominate? I wondered why my mom would buy the book for Aunt Winola since Aunt Winola never seemed like a person hungry for success.

      However, Blackwood had said Aunt Winola was a head witch. So, maybe she used the book after all.

      Still, the book didn’t mesh with the woman I knew. Something was off.

      I closed the book and put it back in the case.

      Relocking the case, I slipped the key into my pocket and went back to the desk to wait for Blackwood and Griselda to finish searching.

      They didn’t talk, just combed through the books. Every once in a while they would wave a wand over a tome and then put it back on the shelf. From the way they teamed their search, I suspected they worked closely together on other cases. It was as if they didn’t need words at all.

      Curling my legs under me, I waited. At one point, the quiet library nearly lulled me to sleep, but I jarred awake. Glancing at the black-cat clock on the desk, I saw it was getting late. My stomach reminded me I still hadn’t had dinner.

      “How much longer?” I asked.

      “We can wrap up for now,” Blackwood said. “I haven’t found anything that will help us. But I will want to get back in here once I follow up with some leads.”

      I stood with a stretch. “I work from ten to seven most days. But if you need me before or after, just let me know.”

      “That will work. Thank you.” He took a card from his pocket and handed it to me.

      Riven Blackwood, Bureau of Magic, Paranormal Investigation Detective, Witchcraft division.

      There was a three-digit code on it, but no other contact information.

      “What’s the code?” I asked.

      “My phone number.”

      “Like a magical number?” While I didn’t think I’d actually call him, how was I supposed to call a three-digit number? “You do remember that I’m not a witch and you fried my phone, right?”

      He held out his hand. “Give me your phone. I can fix it.”

      I pulled the phone from my pocket and placed it in his hand.

      “Restore.” The screen lit up. He tapped the screen and swiped. “I’ll program my number in. It should work for non-magical phones as long as I use an enchantment.”

      I wasn’t sure if I wanted an enchanted phone. “What kind of enchantment?”

      “It will allow your phone to work on magical ley lines.” Blackwood tapped the screen a few more times and then said, “Assent.” He handed the phone back. “It should work. I’ll check in with you as the investigation progresses. If you think of anything in the meantime, just let me know.”

      I tucked the phone back into my pocket.

      At the beginning of the night, I didn’t trust the man standing in front of me, nor did I believe witches were real. Now, my reality flipped, and I had an enchanted phone.

      He held out his hand. “Time to go.”

      How was I ever going to go back to my regular life knowing magic existed? That people like Blackwood and Griselda were out there? That my mom was cursed with magic and that my aunt was a head witch of a coven?

      Life no longer made sense. And just how many other lies had my aunt told me?
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