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Chapter 1

Shiny, Like Medusa





I read the business’s street number off the side of the building, then I checked it against the scrap of paper in my hand. “This is it?” 

“According to my divination spell, yes.” Tessa tossed her bouncy, shiny hair behind her shoulder. The dark strands reflected the morning light like polished onyx. Tessa was a living, breathing shampoo commercial. “What’s so unusual about it?”

“For starters, it’s a Chinese restaurant, and Nathaniel Beauclaire’s a witch who was born in tenth century England.”

Tessa shrugged, sending all those perfectly loose waves cascading over her shoulder once again. She was like Medusa, but shiny. “Hiding out in a foreign culture’s neighborhood is a common tactic that those on the run have used since time immemorial.”

“I don’t know if one restaurant qualifies as a neighborhood.” The city we lived in didn’t have a Chinatown, or any other cultural hubs to speak of. The city council liked to refer to themselves as diverse and inclusive, but once you got past the four blocks that comprised the downtown area, it was upper middle class Caucasians as far as the eye could see. 

“And doesn’t Nathaniel prefer expensive places?” I added. “I can’t see him hanging out near an all you can eat lunch buffet.”

“Hence the ‘hiding out’ aspect, as I said earlier.” Tessa leaned closer to the window, shielding her eyes as she scoped out the darkened interior. “I don’t see anyone, and the lights are off. Let’s go inside.”

I sighed, then I knelt in front of the door and got to work picking the lock. Tessa could have unlocked the door in a hot second with her witchcraft, but if Nathaniel really was inside, and she used her magic, it might alert him to our presence. We’d been tracking him for too long, and had experienced too many close calls, to make a rookie mistake now. 

In addition to Nathaniel, we were also on the lookout for his murderous mother-in-law, Sarah Allwood. She’d died several hundred years ago, but her incredibly powerful spirit had hung around to make life miserable for her descendants. Most recently, she’d possessed a childhood friend of mine, Jada, for the past twenty years. At the time, Sarah had been attempting to possess me, all with the ultimate goal of merging her considerably strong witchcraft with my seer abilities. As much as I wish Jada had never been possessed at all, I was so, so grateful I’d dodged that bullet.

It didn’t take me long to disengage the lock. It hadn’t been a very challenging lock, which was the latest disappointment in our increasingly frustrating pursuit of Nathaniel. Ever since Nathaniel was revealed as Cecily Allwood’s co-conspirator in the death of her brother, Jacob, Tess and I had been tracking Nathaniel, intending to stop him once and for all. For Tessa, that meant sending him off this mortal coil to finally be with his much loved and already deceased wife, Jemima. I wasn’t down with such a final solution, and was hoping to incapacitate him with a binding spell instead. Tessa had agreed to consider the binding spell and other non-lethal options, but she hadn’t made any promises.

I pushed open the restaurant’s door. It went as easily as the lock had. “This is not a secure location,” I observed.

“Is it still in business?” Tessa entered the dark restaurant and stood next to the hostess station. She ran a finger over the shiny wood menu stand. “Not a speck of dust.”

“Weird.” I stepped behind the bar, which was stocked for the lunch rush right down to the full ice bin. “The ice hasn’t even melted. Where’s the bartender, and the cooks? The waitresses?”

“And where are all the customers?” Tess added. She pulled a piece of spelled paper out of her back pocket and flung it into the air. It hung immobile for a moment, then it disintegrated into a cloud of rainbow-hued dust. “We’re not under a stasis spell. So where is everyone?”

“Could Nathaniel have made everyone invisible?”

Tessa gave me a look. “It’s easier to kill someone and trap their spirit than to cast a proper invisibility spell.”

Before I could ask how the hell she knew that, my phone chirped. “Goddammit,” I hissed.

“Turn that off,” Tessa said. “You’ll alert Nathaniel.”

“As if he can’t hear us talking. If he’s even here.” I withdrew my phone and glanced at the screen. It was a text from Dan.

 

Dan: You free?

Eli: I’m breaking into a Chinese restaurant. You?

Dan: I am going to assume that’s a joke.

 

“Making a date?” Tessa looked over my shoulder. “Oh, tell Dan I said hello.”

“You are so nosy.”

 

Eli: Tess says hi. What’s up?

Dan: Hey, Tessa.

Dan: The new track at the college is complete. Want to go for a run?

 

“You should go,” Tessa said. “It’s been months since you two had your moment. You need to rekindle that spark.”

“There is no spark,” I muttered. “At least, there shouldn’t be.”

Before I could fire off a response to Dan, I felt a familiar tingle on the back of my neck. “There’s a spirit nearby,” I said. 

“Let’s hope they’re friendly,” Tessa murmured.

I cleared my throat, and said, “You can come closer. We won’t hurt you.”

Nothing happened, and no one materialized. “You’re certain one is nearby?” Tessa asked.

“Yeah.” I came out from behind the bar and followed the sensation into the kitchen. “It’s stronger in here.” My neck warmed. “It feels... angry.”

Tessa entered the kitchen and leaned against the salad station. Like everything else, the day’s ingredients had been prepped and were waiting to be assembled. “Maybe it’s a former owner, or someone who used to work here? A disgruntled employee could be angry.” She swiped a slice of cucumber from a stainless steel bin. “Vegetables are fresh.”

“Yeah. Maybe the spirit is a former cook.” What was extremely strange was that I felt the spirit as plain as day, but they hadn’t come forward when I spoke to them. Some ghosts hung around places for years waiting for someone to notice them. Here I was, ready to interact, and they were hiding from me. Why would they do that?

What if someone had used them to lay a trap?

“Tess, I think we should get out of here.”

“Why?” she asked, and I heard something click behind me. 

I turned around. The clicks had come from the stove. 

My phone chirped; it was another text from Dan.

 

Dan: Run. Yes or No?

Eli: One sec.

 

As I watched, the knobs on the stove turned to the “on” position. Then the gas ignited and flames shot toward the ceiling.

“Get down,” I shrieked as I dove under the worktable. I couldn’t see Tessa, but I heard metal clattering like hail on a tin roof. I stuck my hand out but snatched it back when something hit me. Knives bounced off the stainless steel worktable and hit the floor around me like the world’s deadliest rainfall.

And they kept falling. Dozens of knives—all of them wickedly sharp cooking blades—rained down from the ceiling, so many knives that the fallen ones piled up in the corners like snowdrifts.

“Why does this place have so much cutlery?” I yelled.

“I don’t think they’re real,” Tessa yelled back, then the clattering stopped. I waited for a moment, then I got out from under the table. Tessa was right. The knives were gone.

“Tess,” I called. “Tessa, are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” I heard movement near the salad station. Tessa stood up and brushed lettuce leaves and shredded carrots off her arms. “I’m covered in vegetables, but otherwise unharmed.”

“I guess Nathaniel really was here.” Something on the counter caught my eye; it was an old-fashioned metal buckle, the kind young kids wore on Pilgrim hats in school plays. “Why is this here?”

“Why is what here?” Tessa asked, then stopped short when she saw the buckle. “Oh.”

“Oh, what?”

“Nathaniel’s surname, Beauclaire, is derived from bouclier. It means buckle maker.”

I picked up the buckle. “I guess that makes this evidence.”

My phone chirped. I picked up my phone—luckily, the screen hadn’t shattered—and saw that Dan had texted again. “Are we done here?”

Tessa plucked a radish out of her hair. “Oh, we’re done all right.”

 

Eli: I could use a run. Meet you there in an hour?

Dan: Sounds like a plan.

 

I slid my phone into my pocket and turned to Tessa. “Getting attacked with knives is a new and awful thing.”

“At least they weren’t real,” she replied. “Where’s our ghost?”

“Gone.” I looked at the stove, and the knobs that turned on the gas. With enough energy, a ghost could definitely manage turning them, but that didn’t explain the knives. It made me wonder if I’d sensed a ghost, or something else. “What are the chances of Nathaniel recruiting a ghost to work for him?”

Tessa gazed at the ruined kitchen. “I’d say the chances are good.”








  
  

Chapter 2

It's A Nice Track





I arrived at Braerton College about ninety minutes after Tess and I left the restaurant. The college had recently gotten a grant to refurbish the outdoor athletic area, which included a new track. The ribbon cutting ceremony had happened just last week. I hadn’t attended, but Dan had as a representative from the police department. I saw him on the news, not that I’d been looking for him. He had looked nice in his charcoal gray suit, though. 

When I arrived at the track, I saw him stretching and took a moment to admire the view. Never in a million years would I have suspected that cops were muscular underneath their uniforms, but Detective Daniel Lyons had a body like a cover model from a trashy romance novel. Today he was wearing a blue athletic shirt, black running shorts, and black sneakers. I momentarily wished I’d worn shorts, since it was already getting hot. Running in summer isn’t for the heat sensitive.

“Hey,” I called. Dan stopped stretching and looked up, then he smiled and my heart nearly skipped a beat. Not only was Dan in great shape, he had curly dark hair, big brown eyes, and a smile that could turn your day around. No two ways about it, he was handsome, and smart, and fun to be around, which actually made it all the more frustrating to be around him.

Tessa had been trying to broker a date between Dan and me ever since she first met Officer Muscleman, which was what she liked to call him. I hoped he never caught on to that nickname. At first, I resisted going out with Dan because he’s a mortal, whereas I’m a seer. Historically, matches between mortals and the magical community didn’t work out. My parents were living proof of that. Then Dan had stumbled into a situation involving Nathaniel Beauclaire—Dan claims he was rescuing me, but he’d gotten tied up in the basement just like I had—where I ended up exorcising Sarah Allwood’s spirit from my old friend, Jada. Ever since he landed headfirst in the supernatural world, I’d agreed to always be straight with him, no matter what. He’d turned out to be a great partner, and an even better friend. 

Then there was that time we’d kissed, and it had been amazing. Dan had made it clear that he was attracted to me, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel anything in return. In the months since we shared that single, perfect kiss, we’d worked on many more cases and become true friends, and I wanted to keep it that way. I’d had precious few good friends in my life, and I didn’t want to risk what I’d built with Dan over something that might not amount to more than a summer fling. The path I’d chosen was definitely the more boring option, but I was confident it was the right thing to do.

I still thought about that kiss.

“I thought you stood me up,” Dan called back. 

“Sorry,” I said. “I had to drop off Tessa, and change.”

Dan looked over my outfit. I was wearing a black tank top, my usual running shoes, and my brand new purple running tights, which I may or may not have been saving for my next run with Dan. “Well, you look great.”

My cheeks warmed, but I could blame that on the hot day. Speaking of which… “It’s supposed to get up over eighty degrees by noon,” I said. “Should we really be running in this heat?”

“Come on, we gotta try out the new track,” he said. “One lap, then I’ll buy you an iced coffee.”

“You do know the way to my heart.”

“Do I?” he asked, grinning. Before I could say anything I might regret, I took off running, leaving Dan to catch up. He was right, it was a nice track.

After we finished our lap—I’d won, as usual—we walked across campus to the coffee kiosk. Thanks to the year round class schedule, it was always open. Dan bought us two iced coffees, and we found a table in the shade.

“Were you really breaking into a restaurant earlier?” he asked.

“Maybe.” I took a long drink of coffee. They made it with whole milk and no sugar, just the way I liked it. “Tessa had a lead on Beauclaire.”

“And?”

“And what? He wasn’t there, just like he’s never where we think he is.”

“I’d say he’s a ghost, but if he was, you’d probably have a handle on things.”

I glared at him. “Ha ha.” Dan grinned. I rolled my eyes and leaned back, looking around the campus. A group of bright pink flowers near the coffee kiosk caught my eye.

“Weird.”

“What’s weird?”

“That plant.” I took a picture of it with my phone, then used a plant identification app to confirm what I already knew. “It’s called bleeding hearts.”

“Let me guess, it’s poisonous?”

“Don’t worry. I won’t let the mean flower hurt you.” Dan didn’t rise to the bait. In addition to being intelligent and good looking, he was patient. “What’s interesting is that they go dormant in summer, yet here we are in the first week of August and it’s in full bloom.”

“Think it has anything to do with Beauclaire? Like the apple orchard blooming out of season?” he asked. 

“It could be related.” I set down my phone and said, “Earlier, at the restaurant, we found an old, out-of-place buckle. Tessa thinks it has something to do with Nathaniel.”

“Interesting. Where can we learn more about this magic buckle?”

“We could ask Bennet,” I said. “He should be in his office now. It’s right across campus.”

Dan stood and offered me a hand. “I’ve got time if you do.”

I let him help me up, then I dropped his hand so I could fix my ponytail. “We can check out the progress on the new greenhouse while we’re there.”

“Based on what happened to the last greenhouse, maybe the school should steer clear of one for a while.” The burned-out hulk of the old greenhouse remained in place, scorch marks from the lightning strikes and all. Apparently, the grant the school used to refurbish the athletic department didn’t extend to horticultural cleanup.

“Don’t say that to Bennet. You’ll break his leafy heart.”

We crossed the central green and headed toward the science division. Bennet Carrington was Braerton’s head horticulturist, but I knew him because he was an old friend of Gran’s. Bennet was a shepherd, but not the kind who tended livestock. In the seer community, shepherds kept track of knowledge, like family histories, land ownership, and grimoires. It seemed like an old-fashioned and somewhat outdated occupation, but most people in the supernatural community were very old—Tessa remembered when tobacco was first introduced to Europe—and weren’t interested in learning about modern things like the internet. 

Next to the science building was a fenced off area, with a sign that proclaimed it as the future site of the horticulture department’s new greenhouse. 

“Odd they haven’t broken ground yet,” Dan said. “You’d think they’d want this taken care of before fall classes start up.”

“Do you break ground for a greenhouse?” I wondered as we stepped inside the building. “Maybe they’ll just set it on top of the grass.”

“That wouldn’t be very secure.”

“What, you’re a foreman now?”

“Might as well be. I do plenty of work around my own house.”

I stumbled. Dan shot out a hand to steady me. “You all right?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

I flashed him a quick smile, then I started up the stairs toward Bennet’s office. I’d never once been to Dan’s house, even though he was at my apartment-slash-office at least twice a week, and I was a regular visiting him at the police station. Because the internet is a thing I knew where Dan lived, and that it was a single family home in a nice neighborhood, but that was the extent of my snooping. 

I glanced at Dan over my shoulder. He was hovering behind me like I might fall at any moment. “Do you do a lot of work on your house?”

“The joys of home ownership.” I’d noticed that he was reticent to talk about his place, which was odd. Dan was an open book, and hadn’t shied away from anything I’d ever asked him, no matter how gross or awkward. I wondered if he was holding back because I was, and decided to test that theory.

“I bet. Gran’s house always needs something, like shingles or plumbing or yard work. It’s exhausting.”

“I could help you. If you wanted help, that is.”

“Thanks. I might take you up on that.”

We reached the third floor, which was where the tenured professors had their offices. Bennet’s space wasn’t technically an office, but a repurposed sitting area at the far end of the corridor. It had a wall of south-facing windows, and he’d insisted he needed that space for the excellent sun exposure. Based on how the college went along with Bennet’s many whims, sometimes I wondered if he was using some of his hoarded magical knowledge to cast compliance spells on the administrators.

“Bennet?” I called. “Are you in?”

“I am,” he announced as he stepped out from behind a massive bookshelf. Shepherds weren’t immortal, but they didn’t age like regular humans. Bennet had appeared to be in his late forties or early fifties since I was in grade school, and he dressed like a dapper gentlemen from post-World War II London. Gran had thought that shepherds absorbed a measure of the magic they were constantly exposed to, and it kept them youthful. I didn’t know if that was the case, but all shepherd’s carefully guarded their past lives and never disclosed their ages. It made one wonder what they were hiding.

“Good to see you, Eli, Detective,” Bennet continued as he and Dan shook hands. “Are you here to discuss the ceremony?”

“Um, no.” A few months ago, I’d decided to take on my grandmother’s former role as Matriarch—or, due to my age—Mistress of Seers. I’d avoided being in positions of authority my entire life, and the last thing I wanted was to become the person with the most sway in the supernatural community. But when things came to a head with Cecily Allwood, I realized how easily things could get out of hand without someone overseeing things. That and, aside from my father, Gran didn’t have any other living descendants.

Based on that lack of descendants, no one needed a ceremony to declare me the new Mistress, but Bennet was a stickler for traditions.

”Is there a title other than Mistress?” I asked, hoping to distract Bennet from his party planning. “I don’t feel like the mistress of anything.”

“Yes, well, I imagine you wouldn’t.” Bennet took off his glasses and polished the lenses with his handkerchief. “I suppose you can call yourself whatever you’d like. Tell me, what brings the two of you to by today?”

“We were trying out the new track,” I replied. “I saw the sign for the new greenhouse.”

Bennet frowned. “That’s a bit of a sore subject. The board isn’t sure the new structure should be so close to the academic buildings, in light of what happened to the last greenhouse.”

“They can’t possibly be holding a lightning strike against you,” Dan said.

“In academia, grudges far outweigh good judgement,” Bennet replied. “I’ve reams of paperwork dealing with such nonsense.”

“Speaking of nonsense, Tessa and I found this earlier.” I produced the buckle. “We’re wondering if it might somehow be connected to Nathaniel Beauclaire.”

Bennet accepted the buckle, setting his glasses aside as he scrutinized the object. “I suppose it could be. I don’t recognize it, but an object this rough certainly isn’t what one would expect of something connected to the Beauclaires, or the Allwoods.”

“It was just a theory of Tessa’s. If you have time, could you research it?”

“I always have time for you, Eli.” Bennet put the buckle on his desk and grabbed a folder. “I’ve also got some news for you about Jada. She’s going to be released from the inpatient ward at the hospital, and placed in a halfway house.”

“She is? Is that good?” I asked.

“Which halfway house?” Dan asked. “Some are pretty rough. Is that the best place for her?”

“She can’t remain in hospital indefinitely,” Bennet said. “They’ve treated her as much as they can. Jada will now need to come to terms with what’s happened to her, and attempt to reenter society.”

”As if it’s that easy.” Bennet handed me the folder and I flipped through it. It contained Jada’s most recent psychiatric evaluation, copies of recent physical examinations and bloodwork, and her discharge paperwork. “How did you get this?”

“I have my ways,” Bennet replied. “What’s most troubling is that Jada is at the mercy of her doctors. She has no family to intervene on her behalf.”

“Think Beauclaire isolated her on purpose?” Dan asked.

“That is a strong possibility,” Bennet replied. “Either by happenstance or by design, Jada is alone in the world.”

I snapped the folder shut, then I handed it to Dan. “What should we do? According to her evaluation she’s a mentally competent adult. It’s not like we can adopt her.”

“Eli, you were her friend,” Bennet said. “Have you had any luck on that front?”

“Not really.” I’d visited Jada in the hospital a few times, but it was difficult connecting with someone who still thought and acted like a eight year old. “We don’t have much in common.”

“Maybe you don’t need to have much in common,” Dan said. “Maybe Jada just needs to know that someone’s on her side.”

“Yeah. Maybe.” Jada and I had been inseparable in grade school. If she hadn’t been possessed, and my mother hadn’t sent me to a psych ward of my own, we might still be friends today. “Bennet, I hate to ask you for another favor.”

He adjusted his glasses and smiled. “Ask away, please.”

“Can you see what other records you can get from the hospital? Jada must have family somewhere, and they might have visited her. Dan, can you look into the halfway house she’s going to?”

“Sure can.” Dan snapped a picture of the halfway house’s information with his phone, then he handed the folder back to Bennet. “If this is one of the trashy places, I’ll find out what it takes to get her transferred.”

“Thanks, guys. I know Jada would thank you, too, if she knew.”

We let Bennet get back to work. As Dan and I jogged down the stairs, he asked, “What will you do next?”

“Exactly what you suggested.” I pushed open the double doors and squinted at the bright sun. The weather report was right, it was hot. “I’m going to look in on Jada and figure out what she needs.”

“You’re taking my advice? Has hell finally frozen over?”

“Not in this heat.”

“I take it another lap’s out of the question, then.”

I wanted to say yes. “We have work to do,” I said. “Besides, I need a shower.”

Dan pursed his lips. “There are so many things I could say right now, but I am a gentleman. I’m gonna run a bit longer, then get started on the halfway house. I’ll call you when I know something.”

“Sounds good.”

I watched Dan jog toward the track, half of me wanting to join him. There wouldn’t be any harm in spending a few more hours with him; I’d already started a file on Jada back at the office, and after Tessa had revealed that the man masquerading as Jada’s brother was actually Nathaniel Beauclaire I’d researched her immediate family. As it turned out Jada’s actual surname was Morales, and she had been an only child, just like me. Maybe that’s what we could bond over.

Just as I made up my mind to spend a bit more time with Dan—as friends, nothing more—I spied another patch of hot pink next to the walkway. It was a second bleeding heart, also in full bloom in the middle of summer. I picked a stalk of flowers, and started walking toward my car. Now I had a second mystery to solve.








  
  

Chapter 3

Killer Brownies





When I got back to my apartment, I found a glass, put the bleeding hearts in it with some water, and brought the whole thing into my office. I set the glass next to my computer and stared at the little pink flowers, all dangling in a pretty little row from their arched stalk. I’d never heard a single story about bleeding hearts blooming in midsummer, yet here they were in all their glory. Then again, I’d also never heard of apples being ready to harvest in April, but that had happened a few short months ago.  

Maybe these flowers are enchanted. I pressed the tattoo on my left wrist against one of the flowers. The tattoo was my seer’s mark, and in addition to proclaiming me an intermediary between the living and the dead, it acted like a magical bloodhound with regard to spelled items. If these flowers had been enchanted, my tattoo would recognize it and alert me.

I felt nothing.

Not to be deterred, I fished out my witchfinder—an amulet Tessa had made for me years ago—and dangled it in front of the stalk. In the presence of witchcraft, the amulet heated up. When I touched the amulet, it was stone cold.

Huh. Evidently this plant had not been touched by magic, yet it was blooming months later than it should be. Just when I was about to chalk it up to a random fluke, I remembered the bleeding hearts near the coffee stand that had also been in full bloom. That, and the fact that random fluke’s never happened in my life. Instead, every detail was connected to the over-arching mystery of why the universe loved tormenting me.

Gran would tell me to stop being so dramatic. I opened my laptop, intending to research what natural events could make these unseasonable flowers happen, when the office phone rang. 

“Nine Lives Investigations.”

“It’s me,” Tessa said.

“Why are you calling the office line?”

“I was going to leave a message. I was also hoping you’d still be with Dan, but that dream’s dying on the vine, now isn’t it?”

“Why do you want me to date him so badly?”

“It doesn’t have to be Dan, but I wish you would date someone. I worry about you being all alone.”

“I’m not alone,” I said, but Tessa was right. Other than her and Gran’s cats—who weren’t even living cats—I didn’t have anyone I regularly spent time with. I talked to my dad all the time, but that was either by phone or email, since he was always traveling. I interacted with Bennet, too, but seers and shepherds had a strange hierarchy that I didn’t agree with, and Bennet followed to a tee. Now that I was set to formally take on Gran’s role as Mistress of Seers—assuming we couldn’t figure out a better title—Bennet definitely saw me as his superior.

That left only one other person I saw on a regular basis. Dan. “I don’t think I’m ready for anything like what you’re thinking,” I said.

“But when will you be?” Tessa said. “Eli, it’s been years since you broke things off with Amir.”

“Yeah, well.” Amir had been my first real boyfriend. He’d been the center of my world, and I’d been willing to leave my life and family behind and follow him to the ends of the earth. He’d felt the same, but only because he wanted to be a part of the Moore legacy. Once Amir found out that there was no family dynasty for him to scam his way into, or pile of riches in the basement, he’d moved on.

I wouldn’t say I’d been devastated when Amir left me. I will say that Tessa and I ate an inordinate and unhealthy amount of chocolate. It was also when we took up baking, and our killer brownie recipe was the best thing to come out of that debacle. I hadn’t had a serious relationship since then, unless you counted said brownies.

“Anyway,” I said; reliving my past relationships was not how I wanted to spend my afternoon. “What were you going to leave a message about?”

“I went back to the restaurant, and it was packed. Workers, customers, everything.”

“But it was completely empty when we were there!”

“I asked the bartender if they’d closed down earlier today. She claimed that the restaurant had opened at nine, as it has done every day for the last sixteen years.” Tessa paused, and added, “She could really use a vacation.”

“We were there after nine.” I grabbed my phone and checked my camera roll. I’d taken a picture of the restaurant’s sign when we arrived, and the timestamp was nine thirty-eight. “Even though we were there well after when she said they opened, the place was deserted.”

“Yes, it was. Therefore, the question becomes, where were the people? Or, where were we?”

“We?” I repeated. “You don’t think we actually moved to a different plane, do you?”

“Maybe not a different dimension, but perhaps a different time,” Tessa replied. “If Nathaniel has a time spell up his sleeve, it would explain why we always find him, but arrive at his location a moment too late.”

“It sure would.” I poked at the dangling flowers. “What do you know about bleeding hearts?”

”As in, overly sympathetic people?”

“No, as in the flower. I found some in full bloom.”

“Odd. As far as I know, they’re not used in many spells, other than love spells.”

I waited for her to make a comment about me hooking up with Dan. When it didn’t come, I said, “Hmm, maybe they’re blooming now because of a spell gone wrong.”

“That’s probably it. I’m going to pick up a few things, then head home. Unless you need me for anything?”

“I’m good, thanks. I think I’ll visit Jada.”

“Good luck with that.”

“Thanks.”

We ended the call, and I sat there staring at the flowers. While I didn’t doubt Tessa, I didn’t think the bleeding hearts were the result of a rogue love spell. For one thing, who would cast a love spell at the college’s coffee stand? Even I didn’t love coffee that much. Besides, if that was the case, either my tattoo or the witchfinder would have picked up on the residual magic. No, these flowers were blooming now for an entirely different reason, and while I was curious, they would have to be put on the back burner for now. I had more important things to deal with, like figuring out what to do about Jada.




      [image: image-placeholder]After a quick shower and snack, I was ready to visit Jada at the hospital. I didn’t need to keep checking in on her, but I also couldn’t forget that the only reason she’d been possessed by Sarah Allwood was because Sarah’s spirit had been aiming for me, and landed in Jada instead. That happened when we were eight years old, and Jada had lost twenty years of her life while that crazy dead woman drove her body around like a sports car.

The crux of the plot was that Sarah had wanted to take full advantage of my seer abilities so she could exert influence over the living and the dead. Once that was accomplished, they would find a suitable host for the spirit of Sarah’s daughter, Jemima, who was Nathaniel’s deceased wife. Sarah had been holding her spirit captive for over a hundred years, and while I could understand Nathaniel’s desperation, he was just as despicable as Sarah. 

When the original plan had gone awry, Sarah and Nathaniel doubled down on their sadism. Sarah stayed in Jada’s body, and Nathaniel had me kidnapped when I was seventeen to become a host for Jemima. I escaped before that happened, thanks to my father and Tessa, but we didn’t know Jada had been possessed until a few months ago when Nathaniel returned to the area. I’d exorcised Sarah from Jada, and now her doctors claimed she was ready to go out into the world. I hoped they were right about that.

I arrived at Jada’s private room on the fifth floor and knocked. Between my family’s resources and Bennet’s way with forms, we’d gotten Jada the best care money could buy while also remaining anonymous. I did not want to become known as a benefactor to people with bizarre medical conditions. What with spirits, ghost hunters, and witches regularly turning up on my doorstep, I had enough on my plate.

“Come in.”

I entered Jada’s room and found her reading a magazine next to the window. I’d been bringing her lots of reading material, hoping she would get caught up on current affairs. So far she was only interested in the magazines that catered to middle school girls, but I caught her reading Jane Austen a few weeks ago. Mr. Darcy hasn’t lost his charm.

“Hey, Eli,” she said with a grin. “Did you hear I’m getting out?”

“I did,” I replied. “How do you feel about that?”

“Good, I guess.” She drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs. “Kinda scared.”

“I bet. Did they tell you where you’ll be going?”

“Not yet. There’s been some discussion.” She glanced toward the door. Once she was certain no one was standing close enough to hear her, she leaned closer, and said, “The doctors want me in one place that has tons of services, but my case worker wants me to be more independent.”

“And what do you want?”

Jada shrugged. “I just want to understand why I can’t remember anything.”

My heart clenched. “I wish I knew where you’d been all these years. If I did, I’d tell you all about it.”

“We really didn’t hang out after the third grade?”

“We really did not,” I replied. I’d told her all about how my mother had put me in a psych ward and then removed herself from my life, and how I’d gone on to live with Gran. “After I went to live with my grandmother, I ended up in a different school.”

“I guess both of our lives were turned upside down.” She worried the edge of the table. “I think I had a boyfriend while I was… wherever I was.”

“Really?” I asked, doing my best to sound calm while I was screaming inside. “What was his name?”

“Nathaniel.”

I took a breath. It barely calmed me. “Has he come to see you?”

“No,” she said, rather petulantly until I remembered she was mentally an eight-year-old. “No one comes to see me except you. Not even my parents.”

“Do they know you’re here?” We’d located Jada’s parents, but since she was an adult—and the Moore trust was paying for her care—they hadn’t needed to be involved. 

“Yeah. They called. I think they’re mad at me.”

“Did they say why?”

“No, but that’s how they are. Dad gets angry and Mom gets quiet, and I sit there and wonder what I did wrong.” Jada’s brow tensed, then she added, “Well, that’s what I used to do. I don’t know what happens now.”

“If you want, after you’re discharged I can take you to see them,” I offered. “Maybe everything will be different in person.”

“Yeah, I guess. Want to watch a movie?”

“Sure.”

Jada turned on the television and flipped through the channels, while my thoughts careened around my head. Jada had never before mentioned any sort of memory from when she was possessed, but today she said Nathaniel’s name. She referred to him as her boyfriend. That was both terrifying and odd, because even though Nathaniel had been masquerading as Jada’s brother, Nick, she’d had no memory of him before today. She hadn’t even recognized his picture. If her memories were returning, who knows what she might reveal.
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