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      My muscles strained as I hoisted a wooden booth up from the wooden floor of the Bizzy Bean Cafe. Megan grunted next to me as we took a faltering step backward. The wood dug into my fingertips as it dipped down on the side.

      “Steady,” I said.

      The Retirees let out a slew of curses under their breath as they struggled to keep it upright.

      “A little bit more to the left.” Heather stepped up next to the Retirees and lifted with them.

      With the four of them on one side and Megan and me on the other, the large wooden monstrosity leveled out, and we shuffled back a few more inches. My back hit the surround, and my arms shook as Megan slipped out from her position so that we could nudge it the last two inches into place. As we set the wooden booth down, I slumped back into the hidden alcove behind it and let out a shaky breath. I ducked down and crawled out from behind the booth, my fingers tracing the metal strip embedded into the floor. Strip was probably the wrong word. It was more like a braid. Thin strands of silver, gold, and iron wound around each other were set into the wood. I scampered out, dusted off my knees, and turned in place to admire our work.

      Over the last week, we had replaced every table at the Bizzy Bean with ones custom built by Megan. Each table had flowers and crystals spread over them in an artistic pattern, with resin over the top to keep it all in place. The epoxy gleamed under the lights, with little flecks of yellow mica suspended in the mix. The tables were beautiful. And the crowning jewel of the whole space was the massive booth at the back of the room. We had pulled out two booths and replaced it with one large enough for our entire coven to sit down at the same time. It had the same resin countertop as the other tables, but we had taken a step further with it. A ring of metal surrounded it, embedded into the floor, and hidden under that at each of the corners was a small pocket that hid mercury thermometers. It was a space specifically designed for us to be able to meet and cast spells without the rest of the cafe noticing. And it was gorgeous.

      “I love it,” I whispered.

      Megan ducked her head. In the back of my mind, through our coven bond, I could sense her happiness. But she was too humble to ever acknowledge her good work. She had spent the better part of six months working with Heather, handcrafting everything there to meet the Bizzy Bean aesthetic while still being useful for our magical purposes.

      I bumped her with my hip. “We should test it.”

      Agnes groaned behind me. “Can’t that wait until tomorrow? All this physical labor is exhausting.”

      “Dani’s right. We might as well get it out of the way,” Betty grumbled. “Otherwise, I’m going to be dreaming about moving tables around.”

      “I offer myself up as the first test subject.” Sarah flopped into a chair at a neighboring table and waved her hand at the booth. “Go. Practice. And if I don’t hear anything suspicious, we’ll know it’s good.”

      The rest of us shuffled into the booth. Betty slid in first, scooting around to the center, and stared out at the room. I took the last seat, facing Heather. I shifted in my seat to see the rest of the room. The Bizzy Bean had changed a lot since I moved across Washington state to Point Pleasant about a year before. Heather had changed it into a cat cafe. Half the space was enclosed in plexiglass. The decorations had shifted from entirely bee themed, to incorporating cats playing with or chasing bees. The right-hand wall was almost entirely taken up by a massive cat structure that was more of a cat castle than a tower. With each change, the cafe felt more and more like home.

      I let my hand dip and touched the ring of metal next to me and muttered the words of the spell to prevent eavesdropping. Motes of light swirled out of my mouth and settled into the metal ring around us. Agnes took up a spell next to me. Iridescent shimmers filled the air, creating an illusion around the table of us discussing something innocuous like the weather. The lights settled around us, leaving a shimmering veil over the table.

      “Okay. What should we say to test this thing out?” I asked.

      “Sarah is a terrible cook who wouldn’t know how to make French toast if her life depended on it.” Betty stared at Sarah as the words left her mouth.

      Sarah continued to sit there, a bored expression on her face.

      “The Dewey decimal system is superior to the Library of Congress system.” Agnes added, cocking her head to one side as she watched for any reaction from the other table.

      I covered my mouth, trying not to laugh. Sarah might have been able to ignore the French toast comment, but she would never overlook an affront like that. She had spent too many years working at the local college library to let that insult slide. Last time it came up, she had ranted for almost an hour about the pros and cons of both in an attempt to illustrate how much better the Library of Congress system was at organizing books. “I think we’re good.”

      We dropped the spells, the shimmering lights vanishing, and slid out of the booth.

      “Done already?” Sarah asked.

      Heather nodded. “Like a charm.”

      Megan stretched. “Good. There’s a hot shower waiting at home with my name on it.”

      “Same.” I grabbed my bag and headed toward the front door. “I’ll see you ladies tomorrow.”

      I slid behind the wheel of my car and slouched. The normal breeze coming off the Puget Sound hadn’t come through that day, which left the air hot and humid. Inside my car, it was even worse. After a few seconds, sweat pooled along my spine.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. Six months had passed since I rescued my daughter, Grace, from the Outsider’s influence. Learning I was a witch had been difficult. Learning that I was descended from a cursed family line had been even harder. But the thing my brain still struggled with the most was the knowledge that Outsiders existed. I found it hard to wrap my head around the idea that not only were Fae out there, but a fragment of one had been possessing my daughter. Six months before, that fragment had fled when a Warden of the West tried to banish it. And for six months, everything had been quiet, unnervingly quiet. But the persistent pressure at the back of my head, my divination ability that let me know when I was in danger or near something important, wouldn’t let me relax. It was a constant reminder that the fragment was still out there, that none of us were safe.

      I straightened in my seat and started my car. The anxiety at the back of my mind wouldn’t let me sleep unless I checked it personally. I drove on autopilot to Meredith Walker’s house, the prison that kept the bulk of the Outsider still trapped. I pulled to a stop across the street and stared up at the home. A shiver ran down my spine. Putting my finger on what was wrong with the house was hard. It was a two-story Craftsman that seemed to loom over the street, the windows a little too dark. My gaze lingered on the large crack that ran through the home’s foundation. It started to the left of the front door, and if I got out to walk around the home, I could see where it exited on the other side. I tore my gaze away from it before the voices could begin whispering.

      Rolling my shoulders back, I unfocused my eyes and looked back at the house. I leaned forward in my seat, my hands wrapped over the top of the wheel. With my eyes unfocused, I could see the wards enchanted into the wood of the home. Red marks swam under the surface. Chains of symbols swirled around the home, most unbroken. A few had snapped, their symbols dark and almost out of power. None of them had changed since my last visit. While something had escaped six months before, the rest of the wards remained, keeping the Outsider trapped inside. I chewed on my lip. What broke out? If it really was Meredith, wouldn’t she have done something by now?

      My gaze slid from the home to the yard. Other, newer symbols looped around the home. These looked different from the ones on the house. They were made of shimmering red globes that looked almost bloodlike. That was what Kimberly Jones’s magic looked like. Intermixed with the globes were the red flower petals of Megan, the golden motes of light from me, a shimmering iridescent haze from Agnes, and flickering flames from Sarah. The blood held it all together. The rest just acted as support. Betty had been too nervous about her curse of unintended consequences messing something up, so she hadn’t layered in her misshapen pearls to the mix. The ward we’d put around the home to alert us to any changes was still firmly in place. Everything was as it should be. But the pit in my stomach expanded as I stared at it.

      What is she waiting for?

      The Wardens of the West had left months before. With no signs of change, they had been called back to their other duties. They seemed to feel comfortable relying on the other wards being unbreakable by anyone not trained in Warden magic. I wasn’t so sure since the first one had broken and Julie hadn’t been trained by anyone. I was forced to rely on the fact that every witch in town had compulsions embedded in their minds to call the Wardens if something changed. With all of us watching, one of us should notice anything suspicious.

      What is she waiting for?

      The pressure at the back of my head pulsed harder the longer I stared at the house. My skin crawled at the sight of those broken chains. But a necromancer had cast those wards, and that type of witch was apparently rare. Delaney, one of the Wardens, had said she put feelers out to find one powerful enough to come and redo them. After months of silence, that didn’t seem to be going well.

      What is she waiting for?

      I ground my teeth as the whispers began at the back of my mind, my gaze held captive by the fissure in the concrete. Everything melded together. No one voice was distinct enough for me to make out what was being said. The hair on the back of my neck stood up as the pressure behind my eyes pulsed. But nothing at the house changed. It all looked the same.

      I flinched as my phone rang in my pocket. I tore my eyes away from the house and fished it out. Chris’s name flashed across the screen as I picked up.

      “There’s been a murder,” Chris said.

      I sat bolt upright in my seat.

      “I think this one falls into the ‘strange’ category. Did you want to come take a look?”

      “What’s so strange about it?” My words felt distant as the pressure in my head spiked. I held my breath, waiting for his response.

      “The victim was a medium.”

      This is it. Something had finally happened. My stomach dropped. Why did something have to be a dead body? “I’ll be right there.”
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      The sun hung low in the sky as I pulled to a stop a block away from the address Chris had given me. It was in an old section of downtown, with two-story brick buildings lining the street. The revitalization project of the new mayor, Steven Bishop, hadn’t yet reached that far. On one side of the street, the brick facades had been power washed. New murals had gone up on the sides of buildings. And on the other side, one out of every three store fronts was shuttered. The medium’s business was in the non-revitalized section.

      That late into summer, the sun didn’t set until after eight at night. Warmth clung to the humid air, drenching me in sweat as I climbed out of the car. Chris met me halfway and pulled me into a loose one-arm hug before quickly stepping back.

      “The last of the deputies left a few minutes ago,” he said.

      “I appreciate that you’re still willing to sneak me into crime scenes with all your new responsibilities,” I said. “Although, I suppose that may be one of the perks of being the acting sheriff. Hopefully?”

      Sheriff Robert Wright, or Bob to most people, had taken a leave of absence six months prior after it was revealed that his father had covered up more than one murder committed by a local crime boss. I understood what it felt like to have one’s family history revealed in painful ways. I had to wait until after my gran died before she told me, through a letter, that I was a witch. Being the local sheriff was a family legacy for Bob. His father had been his hero. The story was almost sad. If he hadn’t spent so much time disliking me, I might have felt worse about his situation. I was sure he would be back to his old curmudgeonly self soon enough.

      Chris smiled weakly. “A small perk. But that doesn’t mean I want to explain your name on the log to Peggy too often.”

      I grimaced. Peggy Lewis had been the office manager for the sheriff’s department for as long as I could remember. She did not appreciate rule breaking and would let that be known with pointed glares and disappointed sighs.

      “If it’s nothing, at least we’ll both have peace of mind,” I said. “And if it’s not… I’ll owe you one.”

      “And I would owe you one right back. I’d be totally lost trying to solve a case involving magic without you.” He grabbed my hand. “Let’s make this quick. Hopefully, there’s nothing unusual there, and we can go back to my place to cuddle and watch a movie. We are still on for tonight, right?”

      I squeezed his hand. “Yes. I made sure Grace was okay with feeding Charlie his dinner before I left this morning.”

      He marched me down the block. Despite the heat, I didn’t pull my hand out of his. I could feel the tension in his palm. Chris was by the book in most things, but he’d made a promise to let me look at unusual crime scenes in case it was somehow related to the ghost of Meredith Walker being on the loose. The warring promises were probably stressing him out. I couldn’t help but love him for choosing to uphold his promise to me. However, the fact that it was making him uncomfortable made me feel a little queasy. I squeezed his hand, trying to reassure him that he was doing the right thing. We had to know if magic was involved. If so, things could spiral quickly.

      We came to a stop in front of the medium’s shop. A neon sign of a hand, the palm facing outward, hung in the window. Below it, a display of leather-bound books, bundles of sage, and a half-melted candle on an obviously fake human skull took up the rest of the space. In a Gothic-style cursive script were the words Madame Halloway. I raised an eyebrow and stepped inside.

      As my foot crossed the threshold, I swayed in place as nausea swept through me. I swallowed and slowed my breathing. Why am I nauseous? I sniffed at the air and detected a faint coppery scent intermixed with incense. Nothing malicious was obvious. I exhaled and took another step inside. I shuddered as the sensation of ants crawling over my skin overcame me. What is that? With each step, I felt I was walking through sludge. The roiling feeling in my stomach grew until all I could taste was the bile rising at the back of my throat.

      I cleared my throat and turned my head to survey the space. It wasn’t a large shop. The walls were covered with wooden display cases filled with occult paraphernalia. Rows upon rows of crystals and jars filled with herbs and dried flowers were there. In the center of the room was a circular table. On the floor next to it was an outline of where a body had been. The scene was a strange mix of things. Half of it felt like it was for show. But when I took in the various labels, almost all the various materials were legit. Was she really a medium? I picked at my cuticles as I turned again.

      The nauseated feeling hadn’t gone away. Instead, it had intensified, the closer I got to the center of the room. I took a step back and walked the perimeter. The sensation ebbed and flowed along the edges. As I approached the front door, it spiked, and as I approached the back door, it spiked again. I pressed my fingers into my forehead, smoothing my brow. I shook out my arms and cracked my neck. With some of the tension gone, I relaxed my eyes. Show me what’s hidden.

      My stomach roiled again as the magical residue came into view. A green line of slime cut through the space. It coated the center of the room, its edges indistinct as it pooled outward. I’d never seen anything like it before. It was disgusting to look at. I looked down at my feet. The slime was on my shoes. Oh my God, it’s on me. I covered my mouth and craned my neck upward, blinking until the vision of slime slipped out of view. How do I even get that off? I didn’t want to think about it. Would it come off in the shower? Do I need to do some sort of cleansing ritual? I shook my head and lowered my hands. My freak-out had to wait until later.

      I controlled my breathing and stepped back into the center of the room. I trailed my fingers over the edge of the table. My heart was painfully sluggish in my chest, like it was trying to beat quickly but something was gripping it. I yanked my hand back. I couldn’t get a clear read on the emotional remnants left behind on the table. I felt like touching it would be wrong. I shook out my hand and moved through the room, lightly touching various objects. With each one, that same gross feeling lingered on my fingers as I yanked my hand away. I couldn’t read anything in there without feeling like I was going to throw up.

      As I passed the counter at the back of the room, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I almost missed that sensation because of the nausea. I stepped back and forth in front of the counter, and the hairs went up and down on my neck. I studied the counter. It was sparser than the rest of the room. Business cards sat in a small stand near a flyer for a local movie festival under a glass plane, an old metal register with vintage-style keys, and a logbook. I held my hand over the counter and closed my eyes as I moved it over the various objects, focusing on my body. When I felt a slight tugging sensation as my hand moved over a specific spot, I cracked my eye open. It was the logbook.

      I pulled the book toward myself and flipped it open. It was a sign-in book for consultations. I turned the pages to the last one with writing and read through the names.

      
        
        Linda Sinclair

        Rowan Tate

        Julie Davis

        Odessa Cain

        Isabel Carter

        Leif Navarro

      

      

      I drew in a breath, and my eyebrows rose. Isabel Carter. Izzy. I had worked on a few cases with her since discovering I was a witch. She was a journalist for the Island County Gazette, who wrote the entertainment section. She had dreams of becoming a hard-hitting journalist. What on earth was she doing at a place like this? I pulled out my phone and snapped a picture of the page then pushed it back to its original position.

      I stepped back from the counter and took one final look through the room. My gaze snagged on a painting on the far wall. It was of a woman with a mane of black hair and piercing green eyes, standing in front of the moon. Tree limbs crowded around her, giving her a wild look. I strode toward it. The painting had eyes. One of the spells I’d practiced enough to use without one of my notebooks was one that let me experience the past of an object from its perspective. If the object had literal or metaphorical eyes, like cameras, I could see what had happened in a space. I muttered the words to the spell as my fingers came up to the woman’s face. Motes of light flowed from my lips to the painting, but nausea roiled through me as I lifted my hand, and I gagged. The motes of light flickered and went out without settling into the canvas.

      Cursing under my breath, I turned away and rested my head on the glass of a nearby display case. The coldness helped ease the worst of the queasiness. I straightened and tried again. On the third word, bile came up in the back of my throat. I swallowed it and dropped the spell. Something about this room, about the green slime, was too disgusting to try to cast around. I tried not to retch as I opened my mouth to try a third time. I couldn’t do it. The feeling of wrongness was too strong. I turned on my heel and fled outside.

      The sun had dipped lower on the horizon while I was inside. The heat still lingered in the air, but a cooler breeze was finally coming off the Sound, promising a more comfortable night. I leaned back against the storefront and controlled my breathing. Okay. Casting spells inside the building is out. I pushed myself away from the wall and studied my surroundings. If the place had been closer to newer sections of downtown, investigating would have been easier. Cameras or murals nearby could have caught something. But the newer art was just far enough away that even if the art pieces had eyes, my spell would have been useless. I groaned and spun in place, searching for something, anything, that would be helpful. My gaze landed on a storefront across the street. The lights were still on. A wooden sign hung over the door: The Well-Worn Word.

      Chris trailed behind me as I marched across the street. I pushed the door open and stepped inside. Then I faltered in the doorway. Bookcases towered over me, stretching from floor to ceiling. They wound through the space. A large placard was posted on the end of the first row, with arrows pointing in various directions toward Romance, Mystery, Travel, Occult, and Register. I followed the arrows toward the register.

      A man sat behind the counter, his long, lanky frame folded in on itself as he peered down at a book in his hands. He flipped the page, a small frown crossing his face as he gripped the pages. I stopped in front of him. He started upright, dropping the book.

      He pushed his large blue-framed glasses up his nose. “Didn’t hear you come in. What can I help you with?”

      I placed my hands on the counter and smiled up at him. He was touching it lightly on the other side.

      Through the wood, I could sense his embarrassment. “I’m not sure if you heard what happened across the street⁠—”

      He swallowed. A surge of sorrow flowed into me through the counter, and tears pricked my eyes.

      I blinked the tears back. “I should probably start with my name. It’s Dani Williams.”

      “I think I’ve heard of you,” he said.

      I flushed. “You have?”

      “Small town.” He shrugged. “If it helps, they were good things. I’m friends with Willow.”

      “I’m trying to figure out what happened over there. I was wondering if you saw anything or anyone strange in the area.” I swallowed and softened my voice. “It would have been something recent. Something that may have made you feel… uncomfortable, perhaps?”

      He grimaced and ran his hand through his hair. “The man from this morning?”

      I nodded, encouraging him to go on.

      “I told the cops already. It was right before opening. I was about to flip the sign on the door when I saw him walk into her store. There was something about him. He… moved wrong? He made my skin crawl, so I hid after I saw him go inside. I didn’t come out for a good twenty minutes. I never saw him come back out because I was… I was hiding. But after a while, I was too worried about her, so I went over. And that’s when I found her.” His voice cracked at the last word. Tears filled his eyes. “I really should have gone home today. But after that, I couldn’t bring myself to go anywhere. I was just going to be alone with that image in my head.”

      I reached across the counter and patted his hand. “What did he look like?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t get a good look. Six feet maybe? Dark hair. He… he moved wrong. I don’t know how to describe it. He was just wrong.”

      I patted his hand again before reaching into my pocket and fishing out a business card. “If you think of anything else, give me a call.”

      He stared at my card before shoving it into his cardigan pocket. I backed away from the counter and walked out of the bookstore. The sun had finally dipped down below the horizon. I hunched my shoulders and stared at the storefront of Madam Halloway’s across the street. The pink neon looked almost happy. I ground my teeth together and wandered over to Chris, who was waiting by his cruiser.

      “Did you find anything?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know yet. It’s definitely odd. There was magic involved.”

      “Magic you’ve seen before?”

      I shook my head and pulled out my phone to text my coven members. My muscles in my hands seized. I fought for control as my fingers flipped through my contact list. My index finger hovered over Miranda Blackwood’s name. She was the Warden of the West who had put a compulsion on me to contact her if I found any sign of the Outsider. I gritted my teeth. I haven’t confirmed it yet. Green could mean anything. Just because Meredith’s magic was green doesn’t mean this is related. It was sludgy. Her magic was sparkly. Correlation does not equal causation. My hands relaxed. I didn’t trust Miranda. I would contact her if I had to, but not a moment sooner.

      I scrolled back up through my contact list and selected the coven chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        DANI:

      

      
        Emergency meeting in 15. Meet me back at the Bizzy Bean.

      

      

      

      

      

      I tucked my phone into my pocket and stepped into Chris. I wrapped my arms around him and ducked my head against his chest.

      He rested his chin on my head. “I take it movie night is being canceled?”

      I sighed and pulled back. “Rescheduled. Leave the light on for me? I miss your snores.”

      He leaned forward and gently kissed me. “Lies. I never snore.”

      I giggled. “I hate to break it to you⁠—”

      “Lies.” He wrapped his arms around me and chuckled into my mouth as he peppered me with another kiss. “And slander.”

      We stood there in each other’s arms until my phone dinged with a response on the coven chat. I sighed and straightened.

      “I’ll message you when I’m on my way over. If things go fast, maybe we’ll still have time for an episode of something.” I squeezed his hand and turned and walked away.

      Emergency coven meetings were never fast, especially when I was dropping potentially bad news on all their heads. Correlation didn’t mean causation. But magic was involved in Delilah Halloway’s murder, and that was never good.
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