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      The private room at the Starlight Infirmary was strangely quiet. Stanley, the Marina Coven’s leader, was breathing, although only just. His daughter Gwen had done one heck of a number on him when she hexed him and stole his powers.

      The crazy witch had done so both to bolster her own magical clout and to stop him from turning her back into a lizard. This was unfortunate, because she was better being one of those than she was a human being.

      Frankie still couldn’t believe the elderly warlock had been sucked in by his odious offspring. He knew better than anyone how evil his daughter was. Releasing her from the terrarium and reversing the skinx hex he’d placed on her had been stupid.

      And he’d paid the price, perhaps permanently.

      Frankie looked at Dr. Marvin, who was standing on the other side of Stanley’s bed. Testing out her latest fashion accessory, she let her thoughts of his resemblance to a vaudeville performer run free.

      His head snapped up, and he stared at her, with her unable to stop her hands from straying to her beanie. She pressed it closer to her skull, trying to keep the crinkle of aluminum foil to a minimum.

      Despite his scowl, she knew the doctor wasn’t privy to her thoughts. If he was, he would have kicked her out by now. Another thing that wasn’t welcome in the establishment was modern medicine.

      Even Hogwarts was innovative compared to this nod to Gothic architecture. There were too many fiddly bits for Frankie’s liking, or for maintaining a sterile environment.

      Marvin the Magnificent crossed his arms over his chest and jerked his head in Stanley’s direction. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Miss Bonny?”

      Frankie didn’t answer. She was too busy holding her breath while watching that top hat of his teetering about. Only after it had settled did she speak.

      “Of course! Aunt Selena went through the steps with me. It’s a simple enough process.” Again, Frankie was glad of her tinfoil beanie. Yes, her aunt had explained the steps to her, and yes, it had all sounded simple enough. If she were honest, though, it had sounded too simple.

      Zane, her significant merman, who was next to her, nudged her shoulder. “Do you want us to leave you to it?”

      His suggestion didn’t surprise Frankie. Even with her special beanie stopping him from reading her thoughts as he usually could, Zane had picked up on her reticence. She wasn’t keen on performing in front of Dr. Marvin, nor any of the beings that made up the nursing staff.

      Postmortem was the best way to describe these ladies. Not as in they looked to be dead. Rather, it was as though they’d been assembled, courtesy of leftovers found in the hospital’s morgue. Patched up, and by someone with terrible sewing skills.

      “I would prefer to do this alone. There’s a smaller chance of cross-contamination, according to Selena.”

      Frankie was fudging the truth, because her aunt hadn’t exactly said it like that. All she’d said was that it could be easier to complete the transfer when you were alone with the recipient. Not that it was mandatory.

      The doctor wasn’t happy about being asked to leave. They were, after all, in what amounted to his private hospital. Unwilling to back down, Frankie crossed her own arms and returned his stare. She even raised an eyebrow in a move that was typical of Zane.

      After an audible huff, the doctor stomped out of the room with one nurse shadowing him. Frankie suspected that if the room had been fitted with a door rather than a curtain, he would have slammed it.

      Zane’s departure was less dramatic. He simply kissed the top of her head, wished her luck and strolled out into the corridor.

      The last to leave was the other nurse, although not before she’d wiped Stanley’s forehead free of sweat. While the creatures might be otherworldly, Frankie couldn’t fault their bedside manner.

      Not until there was no sign of the others in the corridor did Frankie shake the tension out of her arms and legs. Normally she’d need to be careful of Dex with the Jack Russell more often than not under her feet. She was relieved that today he’d remained at the marina because of a certain Maltese Terrier.

      Frankie had to admit that Hayley’s familiar was cute, with masses of silky white hair and a little pink tongue. It was the mutt’s eyes that creeped her out, with them being a brown so dark that they bordered on black. The best way to describe them was as soulless. Dark pools designed to suck you under, and that worked a treat on Dex.

      According to Zane, Hayley had taken the dog on after Mimi’s disappearance, when no other witch in the coven would touch her with a ten-foot wand. Frankie could understand why. There was something off about the Maltese, although she couldn’t put her finger on what.

      Ready to get on with the transfer, Frankie stood with her arms hanging limply. She then twisted her head first to one side, and then the other, with the resultant cracks loud in the room. As relaxed as she’d ever be, she splayed her right hand on Stanley’s chest.

      Thank the Goddess the evil witch responsible for this was in a place where she couldn’t hurt anyone else. Frankie couldn’t imagine inflicting this sort of damage on her own dad. Gwen, in her drive for freedom and power, hadn’t thought twice about it.

      Unable to find what it was she was searching for, Frankie moved her hand. She moved it a couple more times, worried she was too late. Only then did she release the breath she’d been holding.

      Stanley’s heartbeat was feeble, with the occasional stutter that had her own thumping harder than it should. She put her other hand on his forehead, finding it damp despite the nurse’s earlier ministrations.

      Without the luxury of time, Frankie hurried to locate Stanley’s powers inside herself, soon enough finding the small safe she’d envisaged to stop them merging with her own.

      Breathing deeply, she focused on centering her own powers before daring to unlock the metal box. There was nothing hesitant about the release of Stanley’s magic. Rather than traveling down her arms and into his body as she’d intended, his powers flooded her. The sensation was incredible. Incredible enough that it took all her willpower to remember they weren’t hers to keep.

      Frankie enjoyed them for a second or two before gritting her teeth and forcing them where she wanted them to go. It was nowhere near as simple as her Aunt Selena had made out. Eventually, though, she had Stanley’s energy streaming down her arms, through her fingertips and into his inert form.

      What she wasn’t expecting was the demon essence she’d taken from Mimi Merriweather all those months ago following hot on its magical heels.

      The last thing Stanley needed was to be flooded with the powers of that demon-borne succubus. He’d suffered enough when he was married to the woman.

      “Oh, no you don’t, you evil cow! You’re staying right where you are,” muttered Frankie under her breath.

      Then, using every bit of her Wereall power, Frankie dragged the demon essence back into her own body. It didn’t come willingly, instead kicking and metaphorically screaming every inch of the way. At the last second, Frankie yanked her hands away from Stanley, trusting she’d pulled them free in time.

      She then ran them over herself, checking to see if she could pick up on anything amiss, or even missing. No, as far as she could tell, she was good.

      To be doubly sure everything was as it should be, she waved her hands back and forth above the coven leader. It was a challenge to avoid physical contact, with her hands magnetically drawn to him. So powerful was the pull that it had the muscles in her arms straining.

      Unable to pick up any demonic powers lurking in his compact frame, she dragged her hands back down to her sides. Her relief was such that she dropped into the chair next to his bed, leaned forward and rested her head on the crisp cotton sheets.

      Her scalp immediately prickling soon had her sitting bolt upright. Wow, those succubus powers of Mimi’s were bound and determined to find their way inside the coven leader. That was so not happening.

      While some might consider her strange for wanting to hang on to the remains of Mimi Merriweather’s powers, she had her reasons. First, she didn’t know what relinquishing them would do to Stanley in his weakened state.

      Second, and perhaps of more importance, was that she wasn’t sure how their loss would affect her own powers. For too long, she’d lived with pathetic and unreliable magic. There wasn’t a snowball’s chance in Hades she was returning to that state willingly.

      She filed the experience away for when returning Calico Jack’s powers to him. A protective ward would surely help, because the last thing the world needed was her granddad imbued with the essence of that succubus. He was shady enough without that sort of top-up.

      And Frankie suspected that not just any ward would do. It’d have to be something special. It might even have her dusting off her mom’s enormous book of magic. Not that there’d be any cramming or transfer of powers happening soon.

      Frankie didn’t have a clue where her grandparents were, or even when, for that matter. Anne Bonny and Calico Jack had disappeared through a Wereall portal, and she hadn’t had time to go looking for them.

      Actually, that was a lie. She had; she just hadn’t bothered. They were a pain in the rear end; and not just part of the time, ALL of it.

      Frankie was mulling over how lousy her luck was to be related to them when she became conscious that she was being examined. Stanley was awake and appeared surprisingly alert.

      “How are you? Are you okay?”

      Her enquiry as to his health had been general on purpose. She wasn’t sure if he’d have sensed the remains of Mimi flooding his system, or not. If he hadn’t picked up on it, she wasn’t spilling the beans, or essence, or whatever.

      “I feel surprisingly well. How is Mimi?”

      Frankie’s breathing hitched, resulting in a coughing fit that had one nurse peeking through the curtain at the doorway. Frankie held her hand up, stopping the creature where it was before waving her away. Not until the woman had ducked back into the corridor did Frankie speak to Stanley.

      “Mimi? Why are you asking about Mimi?”

      Confusion clouded Stanley’s face. His words when he spoke were halting. “Mimi? I meant Gwen. Did I really ask about Mimi?”

      Frankie nodded dumbly. Could it be Stanley having Mimi on his mind was thanks to him hosting the woman’s magical remains a couple of seconds ago? Or was it down to his having had his brains scrambled by his disloyal daughter?

      This saw Frankie faced with the very question she didn’t want to have to answer. Despite the sadness in his eyes telling of his expecting bad news, it didn’t make it any easier for her to break it. After yet again going over the various responses she’d come up with, she opted for the least convoluted.

      “Ah, Gwen had a little run-in with the Wereall and they drained her of her, ah, powers.”

      Actually, this was an understatement. After Frankie reclaimed Stanley and Calico Jack’s powers from his daughter, Frankie’s Aunt Selena stripped Gwen of every remaining ounce of energy.

      Gwen’s empty shell had then been incarcerated in such a way that she’d never again see the light of day. Overkill for sure, but Frankie knew firsthand the woman’s ability to rise from the ashes.

      The nasty piece of work was a veritable phoenix on steroids in that department. But with Stanley’s health still hanging in the balance, there wasn’t a chance Frankie was going into full details.

      Stanley’s brow creased as he came to terms with his daughter being stripped of her magic. “That’s unfortunate, but to be expected. When may I see her?”

      Frankie was alarmed to note the coven leader had gone from looking sad and worried to expectant.

      That he was peering at the curtain, and the corridor showing through the gap, gave her the impression that he thought Gwen was also at the infirmary.

      Frankie was still wondering what to say when Stanley sighed deeply.

      “I still can’t believe I let her manipulate me,” he murmured, more to himself than Frankie. “When she was in that terrarium, she seemed so... repentant. A father wants to believe the best of his child.” His words trailed off, leaving Frankie desperate to fill the void.

      “Ah, yeah, I’m sorry, Stanley, but she’s not here. She’s being held at All Hallows Keep.”

      Stanley’s gaze drifted away from the doorway, eventually settling on Frankie. “But she’ll be released soon, won’t she? Without her powers, she’s no longer a danger to our society.”

      “Oh, she’s definitely not that,” muttered Frankie to herself, before continuing. “I’ll check with my Aunt Selena and find out the release date.”

      The one thing Frankie knew was that it wouldn’t be soon. Even if the Wereall running the supernatural prison decided Gwen had done her time, they wouldn’t be able to release her. Not with the hex Frankie had placed on the evil witch’s cell.

      The guilt was enough to have Frankie staggering to her feet and backing away from the bed, while wiping her hands on her jeans. “In the meantime, you take care of yourself and concentrate on getting better. I’ll check back with you as soon as I can.”

      Having tossed this empty promise at him, Frankie left before he could pin her down on when she’d get back to him. Out in the corridor, she found Marvin lurking along with one of his nurses.

      Rather than risk being overheard by Stanley, Frankie dragged her beanie off and stuffed it in the back pocket of her jeans. She then sent the doctor an image of how Gwen had been when Frankie left her.

      She got a flicker of surprise in response. It was one the good doctor squelched before nodding his acceptance of the image. Even without him speaking, Frankie knew he’d break the news to Stanley. Frankie also suspected Stanley would be as high as a kite when that happened.

      With nothing else to do, she sprinted down the super-long corridor, heading for Zane, who was waiting in the large foyer that was the hub of the hospital. She slid to a stop next to him and was pleased when he put his hands out to steady her.

      Despite the length of the corridor, Frankie could still sense the doctor lurking at the fringes of her consciousness. “Let’s go for a walk in the gardens.” A moment later and she was urging Zane through the large double doors at the front of the gothic pile.

      And walk they did until Frankie was sure they were far enough away that Dr. Marvin wouldn’t be able to overhear them. Regrettably, it didn’t matter how far they walked. She knew the doctor could still pick up their thoughts.

      It was this that had Frankie dragging her special beanie back on and showing Zane that he should do the same. Only after their brains were barricaded against the psychic abilities of 'Marvin the Magnificent' did Frankie speak.

      “When I gave Stanley his powers back, Mimi’s essence left me, too.” Frankie wiped her hands on her jeans again. Her palms were greasy, as though she’d been juggling bacon.

      Zane tugged his beanie even further down on his head until he was close to hiding his eyebrows. “Is Stanley okay?”

      “Relax, would you? I got Mimi’s junk back again, and I don’t think he noticed.” Frankie rubbed her beanie back and forth to both scratch her scalp and center her thoughts. “Then, his first rational thought was about that nasty ex-wife of his. But I don’t know if that’s because he could sense her or because of the damage inflicted by Gwen.”

      Zane pulled his beanie down even further before speaking again. “So, when you say you don’t think he noticed, you’re not one hundred percent sure?”

      “No. It might be he didn’t want to mention it with Marvin still hovering.”

      “There’s no way you can ask him while he’s still in there.” Zane slung his arm around Frankie’s shoulders as they took another turn around the large ornamental lake. “Any idea when he’ll be able to check out?”

      “Not sure. Let’s go find out. If it’s a matter of hours, we’ll wait. If it’s a couple of days, we can wait for him at home.”

      Home. It had such a nice ring to it, with her dad having moved into the Crate being the best improvement of late. The man’s ability to create a mess was the stuff of legend.

      Of course, he’d be moving back onto the Pearl—the schooner she called home—soon enough. It was a trip Frankie wasn’t looking forward to, with it involving heading back to the realm of the Wereall. She was still having trouble believing she’d end up as furry as her Nana Peg had intimated.

      She had no memory of her dad getting hairy. Still, her recollection of her childhood before he disappeared was hazy at best, and completely missing at worst.

      After she and Zane had mounted the sweeping steps leading up to the sanitarium, Frankie was surprised to see Stanley waiting for them in the foyer. He had still been a little spacey when she lit out earlier. Now, he was positively glowing with good health. Dr. Marvin really was a healer of epic proportions.

      The one thing that wasn’t healthy about Stanley was the melancholy he was wearing like a cape. It would appear Dr. Marvin broke the news about the state of Gwen without the benefit of drugs. It was this, or the coven leader was pining away for his ex-wife, courtesy of her recent flying visit to his system.

      Frankie guessed Mimi and Stanley must have been happy together at some stage in their relationship. It was that, or Frankie hadn’t reclaimed all of Mimi’s demon essence like she’d thought.
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      Clean didn’t describe Frankie’s cabin. Ever since she had put the ‘Keep Your Room Clean’ spell in place, the Pearl had been pristine. Frankie thought the schooner might even be too tidy. Not that she was a slob; it was more that she liked a place to look lived in. These days, the boat reminded her too much of a show home to be truly comfortable.

      The other thing that was uncomfortable was the sensation of being spied on. This had been happening since she got home from the hospital and had the ever-growing hairs on the back of her neck prickling.

      Once again Frankie spun around, sure there was someone, or something, right behind her. Not that this should be possible with the protective ward she had in place. Unless she invited someone into her cabin, they could not enter without being bombarded with the sound of screaming monkeys.

      Yet again there was nothing there, not even a stray dog hair. She just wished the invisible presence was as easy to get rid of as all the hair Dex shed. She wasn’t sure where this disappeared to, but could imagine the mother of all fur balls amassing somewhere. Perhaps the biggest mystery was Dex not being bald, courtesy of his hair loss. It was a legitimate magical ability in Frankie’s books.

      Frankie scrubbed the back of her neck before leaning over and smoothing the counterpane on her cabin bed. On hearing a cough, she looked up to find Zane watching her.

      Frankie could not stop her heart from speeding up, as it always did when she looked at him. He was gorgeous, and his energy lit up any room he entered. Or maybe she was biased?

      Part of her would have liked it if he moved onto the Pearl permanently. But that wasn’t happening, not with her dad hinting he wouldn’t be happy about this. At least not without an official union in place. And not even Frankie was keen on moving that fast. Hadn’t she made that mistake with her ex?

      “All ready to go when you are, Shortcake.”

      She met Zane in the middle of the cabin, slipped her arms around his waist, and hugged him tight, getting the same in response. With her head against his broad chest, she was delighted to hear his heart was tripping along as rapidly as her own.

      “What about Dad? I haven’t seen him yet,” said Frankie, getting a mouthful of cashmere sweater.

      “He’s already on board. He’s taken the large cabin at the bow.”

      This was news to Frankie, who hadn’t even noticed her dad’s arrival, never mind him moving into Anne Bonny’s old cabin. Fortunately, Frankie’s grandmamma didn’t need it these days.

      With Frankie still in possession of her granddad’s magic, the only way he and Anne could return to Seattle was by sea or by flying commercially. Frankie grinned at the thought of Anne being shoe-horned into an economy seat, wearing only a bikini. It was all the nasty piece of work deserved.

      Because there wasn’t a chance Anne would submit to cattle-class, her grandparents were stuck with motoring back on the Jolly Roger, Calico Jack’s launch. Even at top speed all the way, it’d take weeks for them to return, if they returned at all.

      The very idea had Frankie thanking the Goddess she was no longer jinxed, with thoughts of sailing all the way to Garnet Cove enough to have her feeling green.

      If she were being honest with herself, Frankie didn’t want to return to the island this soon, if at all. But with the portal Peggy insisted they use being on the island, there was no avoiding it.

      While it would be easy enough to transport themselves magically to Garnet Cove without the Pearl, Frankie enjoyed taking her home with her. Better this than being stuck for accommodation at their destination.

      Sure, there were heaps of empty villas at the resort, but without staff they’d been neglected and were anything but welcoming. Unless you were an invertebrate or arachnid, then they were a great place to shelter.

      “I’ll round up Dex and we can be on our way.”

      Frankie was already pulling on a jacket for a refreshing walk down the pier to the boat Dex was visiting when she heard him in her head.

      “Mom? Mom, are you there? I need help. Quick.”

      Even though he was speaking to her telepathically, the wobble in his voice was unmistakable. He was scared, perhaps borderline terrified. It was something that had Frankie waving her wand over her head. If he was this frightened, there wasn’t a chance she was wasting time by walking there.

      A second later, she popped into focus next to the large yacht Haley Brightwater called home. It was also home to Marilyn, the witch’s familiar. In Frankie’s mind, the Maltese Terrier was nothing more than a glorified handbag stuffer.

      Perhaps it was this that allowed the small dog to listen to Dex waxing lyrical about his latest adventure. This happened at length and with embellishment. Half the time, Frankie couldn’t work out which adventure Dex was talking about, with his retelling having nothing to do with the facts.

      Dex liked the pointless pooch, though. Stitch that, her pup was smitten to the point Frankie thought he’d give up blueberry muffins for Marilyn. And that was saying something.

      A quick survey of the gleaming yacht showed there to be no signs of life, apart from a dreadful howl. Frankie hated to think this was Dex because the animal sounded to be in pain.

      “Permission to come aboard?”

      Despite her having yelled to be heard over the racket, there was no response other than Dex muttering, “Hurry. Hurry. Hurry.”

      This was invitation enough that a second later she jumped into the cockpit and skipped down the stairs to the main cabin. The space was enormous, although not so big Frankie couldn’t take everything in at a glance. Perhaps the biggest relief was that it wasn’t Dex who was howling. Rather, it was Marilyn, with the sound burrowing its way under Frankie’s skin.

      She recognized Hayley Brightwater lying on the floor at once. Even without sending out her senses, she knew the witch was close to death. Frankie hadn’t even crouched down next to the woman when Marilyn’s howling stopped.

      Hayley’s breathing also ceased, with the relative silence in the cabin having an eerie quality. It was something that was reinforced when Frankie watched Hayley’s spirit leave her body.

      She floated in front of Frankie for a second, her mouth opening and closing. It was then Frankie realized the witch was trying to communicate. Frankie had to concentrate in order to catch the woman’s words.

      “You are in danger. They are not what they seem.”

      “Who isn’t? Who isn’t what they seem?”

      Haley opened her mouth again, but before she could elaborate, she broke into a wide smile and disappeared with a loud pop.

      “Dex, who was just here?”

      The Jack Russell looked around, his head then tipping in puzzlement. “Only us.”

      Conscious of the Maltese Terrier’s whimpering, Frankie lifted the dog free of the corpse, nearly losing a finger. “Relax, girl, I won’t hurt you. You sit there while I get help.”

      Help wasn’t exactly what was required. Frankie needed someone she could hand this whole mess over to, allowing her to leave. The blue moon was due in two days, and she had an appointment to meet her Nana Peg at Garnet Cove in just over an hour. Much as she wanted to stay and solve the mystery, with her soon to sprout a lot of hair, it wasn’t possible.

      “Stanley, are you around?”

      The coven leader didn’t bother replying, instead popping into focus right next to her. Like Frankie, he assessed the situation at a glance. It was something that made him suck his breath in, hard. “This isn’t good. She was perfectly healthy when I called by, not two minutes ago.”

      “Zane, can you come down to Haley Brightwater’s yacht?” Despite knowing she could hand things over to Stanley, there was something off about him. Could it be that she’d missed some of Mimi Merriweather’s energy after all? Or was it simply down to his powers settling after all that back and forth?

      Either way, she was pleased when Zane materialized hard up against her. He then wasted no time hunkering down next to Hayley. Outwardly there was no sign of trauma, and if Frankie didn’t know better, she’d think Hayley was simply having a nap.

      Stanley wandered around the cabin with his arms out wide, giving Frankie the chance to nudge Zane surreptitiously. She angled her head toward their esteemed leader and jerked it twice for emphasis.

      Rather than speak to the merman telepathically and risk Stanley picking up on it, she raised her eyebrows and mouthed, “Is he okay?”

      Zane scrunched his forehead. This said more clearly than words or a telepathic message that he didn’t have a clue what she was on about. It’d have to wait until they were out of here.

      Despite knowing what Stanley was up to, Frankie completed her own quick scan of the cabin. Nope, she couldn’t detect a trace of magic in the space, be it black, white, or any other color. Odd, given the boat was home to a witch, even a recently dead one.

      Zane held a hand above Hayley’s body and closed his eyes. “What happened?”

      Frankie went through everything as she remembered it, with this being easy because it had occurred so recently. There was also the fact that not much took place. “I climbed on board. Marilyn was lying on Hayley howling. Hayley passed away, and Marilyn stopped howling.”

      “What about what Hayley said to you, Mom?”

      Frankie looked at the Jack Russell, surprised to learn he’d heard Hayley’s last words too. “Before her spirit disappeared, she said I was in danger, and that they were not what they seemed.”

      Zane moved his hand from above Haley’s solar plexus to above her head. “That who wasn’t as they seemed?”

      “Yeah, well, can’t help you there. I asked her, but her spirit simply smiled and disappeared before I could get any more info.”

      Stanley peered at Frankie. “She smiled, you say?”

      “Yes, she did.” Not that Hayley was miserable in life. Frankie clambered to her feet, walking around the cabin, looking at anything and everything. Surely if there was someone with Hayley before Frankie arrived, there’d be a sign.

      Frankie picked up a framed photograph of Hayley with a man she’d never seen. “She looked so happy, kind of how she looks in this photo.” Frankie held it up for Zane and Stanley to see.

      Stanley nodded slowly, and his shoulders dropped in relief. “That’s good. It means she was met by Leif.”

      “Lief?”

      “Yes, her late husband.”

      Now it was Frankie’s turn to nod in understanding. If she’d been separated from Zane by death, she knew she’d be smiling broadly on seeing him again, too. Something that didn’t have her smiling was what she spotted when she put the photo carefully back down on the sideboard.

      She twisted her hand around in the light streaming in through the windows. She had two days before the night of the blue moon. She shouldn’t be getting this hairy already, should she?

      “Dex, Zane. We need to leave. Now!”

      Zane got to his feet, standing close to her, ready to go.

      Dex didn’t move so much as a whisker. He then reinforced his wish to stay by lying tight up against Marilyn, his head resting on the terrier’s back. “I can’t leave Marilyn like this.”

      As a show of solidarity, it was beautiful. But even with the terrier’s mom having passed, Frankie wasn’t leaving Dex here. And she had no choice but to leave.

      Frankie moved across the cabin, dragging Zane along with her. She was hard up against Dex and knew he wouldn’t like her for what she was about to do. Unlucky for him, she had no choice.

      Frankie held her wand aloft, ready to get going. “Stanley, are you okay dealing with this? I’d like to stay, but it’s not possible.” She didn’t go into detail.

      The coven leader didn’t need to know about her turning feral courtesy of the upcoming blue moon. It was something she’d prefer to keep private, at least until she came to terms with it herself. Heck, for all she knew, it might not happen as her Nana Peg warned.

      With the briefest of nods from the coven leader, Frankie readied herself to take the three of them back to the Pearl. From there, they’d travel to Garnet Cove.

      Thanks to the man who now had her wrist in a vice-grip, this proved impossible. With his appearance as sudden as it had been, Frankie had come close to dropping her wand at his feet.

      Also, calling him a man might be generous. While human in all the usual features, other than that any similarities died, if the guy hadn’t already.

      Died, that was.

      There wasn’t an ounce of energy emanating from him. If anything, she was aware of him tampering with her own. This had every hair on her body standing at attention. It wasn’t pleasant when she had more than her fair share, even with it being the middle of winter.

      Perhaps the most unsettling reaction was that she was sure she’d met him before. He was familiar to her, although not in his current incarnation. That he looked like something out of Italian Vogue made her think this was how he’d chosen to portray himself.

      It was as though he’d flipped through the pages and decided on today’s appearance purely on a whim. Today, he was a green-eyed blond. Frankie suspected he could as easily have been a brown-eyed brunette. Or bald with no eyes at all. His build was slim; the tailoring impeccable.

      As brief as her examination had been, it was enough for his energy to worm its way inside her brain. She wasn’t having it. She mentally chucked him out and shielded herself without conscious thought. She even included Zane and Dex in her protective field. And because her familiar was still hard up against Marilyn, the distraught terrier was covered too.

      Her sigh when the prickling sensation in her brain abated was heartfelt. Good, he could no longer touch her energy or sense her being on the verge of turning feral. For him to sense that wouldn’t be good at all.

      Even putting all of that to one side, there was still the matter of him gripping her wrist like a boa constrictor. He was way stronger than he looked, proving beyond doubt he wasn’t human. She wasn’t entirely helpless either, and she’d enjoy wiping that smug grin off his stunningly beautiful face.

      After a couple of calming breaths, Frankie moved like lightning. She grabbed her wand with her free hand and jammed it into the back of the fist wrapped around her wrist.

      The scream this elicited from the guy was otherworldly, although it was followed by a very human grunt as the dude hit the ground. It never ceased to amaze Frankie that those sweeping kicks of hers always took them by surprise.

      It was down to an over-inflated sense of superiority or their not being used to witches hitting them with Bruce Lee moves. Either way, it didn’t matter. The outcome was always the same, with the evil guy flat on his back, a stunned look on their face.

      “Oh, Frankie, you shouldn’t have done that. Get away, as far as you can.”

      Frankie heeded Stanley’s warning, waving her wand above her head, and taking the others with her as she fled to the relative safety of the Pearl.

      What she hadn’t planned on was Marilyn coming with them. It must be the protective spell. Or perhaps it was down to Dex being draped over the terrier like a blanket.

      With no other choice, Frankie grabbed the dog, ready to shove it through the nearest porthole. That was until she spotted a pair of Italian loafers on the dock.

      Not that the shoes were sitting there by themselves. No, they were being worn by the creepy guy, and a quick peek showed he wasn’t happy.

      Not happy at all.

      His hand was already on the railing when Frankie rattled through the incantation that would get them the heck out of town.
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