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Like I’d done dozens of times since Granny disappeared, I stared into her crystal ball and willed myself to see something – anything. 

All I saw was a ball of crystal, and a warped image of the black tablecloth beneath it.

Damn that Mister Grim for taking my witchy powers away!

I wondered if there was a way to negotiate getting at least part of my powers back. 

It wasn’t that I had nothing at all; it was just that what I had now came from the dark side. All fallen angels had some mojo, but if I drew on that power, I’d be buying myself a one-way ticket to Hell.

Still, it might be the only way I could find out what happened to my grandmother.

The crystal ball was Granny’s. I’d snatched it out of the house while Uncle Aaron was at his radio station. 

I’d hoped that a little of Granny’s power remained with the crystal, and it would show me where she was.

No such luck.

It was as dead as the batteries in my flashlight, which reminded me I needed to change those before the next lightning storm knocked the power out again. 

Storms had been a major problem for the last couple of weeks. The island’s power seemed to blink out every few days.

Suddenly, I saw an image. It wasn’t clear, but there was definitely something there.

Just as my heart was soaring, Julius’s laughter shattered it.

As the image in the crystal ball faded, Julius materialized in the chair on the other side of the table.

Julius was my troublesome, too hot for his own good, guardian demon. He would be my companion, at least for as long as the people upstairs had me on probation. 

Mister Grim was my probation officer, though I didn’t see much of him, or more correctly, I didn’t see him at all. Although Mister Grim never made a personal appearance, I knew he was always watching.

If I messed up too badly, I’d be on my way to Hell, and there wouldn’t be any third chances.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to get this thing to work.” I gave Julius one of my angry death stares.

“Why do you waste so much time on this hocus pocus, Izzy? Just dig deep inside of yourself to the darkness, and you can have anything you want.”

“Please, Julius, if you’re not here to help, the least you could do is not disturb me. I need to figure out what happened to Granny.”

“You are an FBI agent. It should be easy for you. Use the power of deduction. If she’s not dead, which by now you have already figured out ... and she’s not here ... she has to be somewhere.”

“No kidding!” I rolled my eyes.

“So another place ... another dimension ... another time perhaps?” His dark brow arched sardonically.

“I already know that much, but where? That’s the point I’m stuck at.”

“Think about it. Somehow, Charley the Ripper got here from his own time. He has to have had a way to do that,” Julius pointed out.

“He’s a vampire.”

“But a young one. That much I know. An older vampire would never have made the mistake of trying to feed on a fallen angel,” he explained.

“So maybe he hid my grandmother in another era.”

It wasn’t the first time the theory had crossed my mind, but it was the how part that had me stuck. As far as I knew, not even witches could cross the barrier of time.

Frustrated, I slid my chair back and stood up. “Really, Julius, you could just tell me what it is you know instead of playing these riddle games of yours.”

Sighing, Julius locked his hands behind his head. “You can bet Granny Stella is doing her best to find a way to get back here, or get a message to you. Who do you know that could carry a message over time?”

“A vampire?” The thought struck me out of the blue. 

Julius nodded. “Might not be a bad idea to start questioning some of your vampire friends.”

I folded my arms across my chest in a show of irritation. “It’s not like I have a ton of friends that are vampires.”

Although Julius liked to get on me about being friends with vampires, I only knew of three. One was Marty, the paranormal investigator who sometimes worked with us on difficult cases, and then there were the vampires at the Misty Haven Resort - Zane Dupree and his business manager.

A wicked smile lit Julius’s handsome face. “It might not be a bad idea for you to attend that ball at the resort this weekend.”

For weeks now, the Misty Haven Resort Grand Opening and Halloween Ball had been all anyone was talking about. I had absolutely no intention of missing it, though my reason for going hadn’t originally been to question vampires about my missing granny. I wasn’t even sure how I’d begin that line of questioning.

The main reason I was going was to find out more about the mysterious Zane Dupree.

I’d even had a special gown for the ball. Fanny Truman, down at the Silver Threads Dress Shop, had helped me find the perfect dress.

Just thinking about wearing the red velvet and black lace ball gown gave me butterflies. This would be my first costume ball, and I was over the moon with excitement.

If only Granny were around to go with me.

* * *
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There’s nothing like a crisp autumn morning to get some running in, unless your shoe comes untied and you fall on your face.

Lucky for me, I only nearly fell.

Granny always said it was best to double-tie your shoes, but like most well-meaning advice I received, I didn’t listen. If not for someone grabbing me from behind, I’d have bit the dust for sure. 

“Didn’t anyone teach you how to tie your shoes?” Elias asked.

With my heart still beating a hundred miles an hour, I turned to face him. I wasn’t sure if I should thank him for keeping me from falling on my face or get mad at him for talking crap to me.

I figured the best thing to do would be to ask a question. “Are you following me?”

It was a reasonable question, considering Old Pine Trail was usually deserted at this time of the morning, which was why I chose to do my semi-weekly runs at seven in the morning. By ten, the trail that spanned the perimeter of the town would be buzzing with people walking their dogs, young mothers strolling with their babies, and now it seemed werewolves were taking over the trail too.

Placing one hand on my hip, I waited for him to explain while I drank in his hot, but wild appearance. It seemed his dark hair was longer than it was the last time I saw him. That was okay by me. I loved the way it curled around his collar. These days, he was sporting a mustache and a little beard on his chin, which added to his animal magnetism. 

He shook his head. “No ... well, I wasn’t really following you. I’ve only been behind you for a couple of minutes. I saw you and thought this would be a good time to talk.”

It was kind of okay.

I really missed talking with Elias, among other things, but it was those other things that kept my manner cool toward him. If I thought about being with him too much, I’d end up with some big problems.

Elias was my high school sweetheart, and he was a werewolf. The werewolf part didn’t bother me too much, but the fact that he had to devote his life to his pack did. That was mostly because it meant that eventually he’d have to marry one of his own kind, and that didn’t sit too well with me. Casual sex was one thing, but I didn’t think I could handle doing the friends with benefits thing. It would really suck to have hot sex with him for a couple of years, just to get an invitation to his wedding when the time came.

“Well, hello,” I said, keeping my voice friendly, but at the same time, adding a little ice to it. I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. Friends with benefits was not okay with me.

A strange look came over Elias’s face. His eyes were drawn to something behind me, which wasn’t the reaction I’d been hoping for.

Nevertheless, I turned to see what had grabbed his attention. It took a moment for what I was seeing to actually sink in, my only excuse being that my eyes were not as superior as Elias’s, plus I still wasn’t great at doing the cop thing. 

There was a leg sticking out of the bushes. 

Part of the reason I hadn’t noticed before was that the leg was camouflaged with green pants and shoes. 

I held up my hand. “Stand back so I can check this out.”

Elias’s alpha nature flared up. “What do you mean, stand back? You should let me check it out.”

Ignoring him, I carefully made my way to the leg and the body it was attached to. 

I felt for a pulse, but I knew there wouldn’t be one. From the looks of the guy, he’d been dead for several hours. 

Elias kneeled beside me. “Do you know him?”

“Maybe ... it’s hard to tell.” 

It was true. I thought he might look a little like the boy who bagged groceries down at the Mystique Super Mart, but an extra old version of him. He was so shriveled that at first glance, I thought he was an elderly gentleman who’d succumbed to a heart attack. 

It was the class ring he was wearing that gave him away. He’d just graduated last year. 

Whatever happened to him, it definitely looked like something the Atypical Crimes Management Unit was going to have to deal with. 

Sighing, I stood and looked at Elias. “Do you have a phone on you?”

Nodding, he pulled his mobile out of his shirt pocket. 

“Thanks.”

I dialed 911 and instructed the dispatcher to send Sheriff Bourne and also to inform Ayden that he’d probably want to investigate. It was sad that I had to rely on Storm Cove Dispatch to call my boss because I didn’t have his number memorized. That was definitely something I would need to work on. 

The boss probably wouldn’t be too happy with dispatch calling him instead of me, but I’d come up with some excuse.

Sheriff Bourne was the first to arrive at the scene. Before long, Myron, the Medical Examiner, followed.

My colleagues, Ayden Fontaine and Tim Lehman, were the last to arrive. Even on Mystique Island, the police took their time.

“What is it with you, Izzy? Since you joined the team, we’ve been getting murdered people all over the place,” Tim asked, brushing his long sandy-colored bangs out of his eyes.

Tim Lehman was the smartest and sweetest guy I knew, which probably had something to do with him being an angel, of the white wing variety, but he could still be a real pain in the rear end at times.

“Don’t even be putting this on me, Timothy,” I retorted, narrowing my eyes. “Besides, you don’t even know for sure this guy was murdered; and even if he was murdered, maybe it’s just a plain old robbery gone bad kind of murder.”

One could hope.

If the boy’s death had nothing to do with witches, vampires, and other whatnots, then it wouldn’t be under our jurisdiction. The Mystique Island Sheriff’s Department would handle it.

But with this being Mystique Island, I had my doubts that it was just a regular old homicide. It was because normal was so abnormal on Mystique Island that the FBI had their Monster Squad, also known as the Atypical Crimes Management Unit, headquartered in Storm Cove.

I had to admit, Tim did have a point. In the last several months, things had seemed to be getting out of hand. Despite Mystique Island’s long history of being a supernatural hotspot, our community had been relatively quiet when it came to criminal activity, until recently.

But still, it had to be a coincidence that things started getting hairy once I joined the Monster Squad. 

“I’m going to go talk with Myron and see what he has to say about the cause of death,” Ayden informed us before walking away, leaving Tim and me to work out our differences. 

Tim’s eyes strayed to Elias, who had been standing back.

“So I take it you were not alone when you found the body?”

“Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “Elias and I were talking when he noticed a leg sticking out of the bushes.”

Tim pulled a notebook from the pocket of his gray windbreaker. “What time was that?”

“A little after seven,” Elias answered before I could.

“Any particular reason the two of you were out here so early?”

“Oh my hell, Tim!” I scowled. “You are acting like we are suspects.”

“Just routine ... you know that.” He shrugged.

“If you must know, I was taking a morning run and Elias stopped me to talk.”

“What were you doing out so early?” Tim directed his question to Elias. “Were you ... in your wolf form?” he asked, clearing his throat.

Elias frowned. “I’m still wearing clothes, aren’t I?”

Meaning that if he’d changed, he’d be as naked as the day he was born. The thought brought a flush to my cheeks as I remembered the one time I’d been with Elias, and how totally awesome he looked with his clothes off.

Thankfully, the subject of Elias’s nakedness was dropped when Ayden entered the conversation.

“Myron has no idea what the cause of death is. The body is basically shriveled up, as if something drew every ounce of fluid from him,” Ayden explained.

My mouth twisted into a frown. “What could do that?”

Ayden shook his head. “I have no idea, but what I can tell you is that we are probably not looking at the usual suspects.”

By the usual suspects, he meant vampires, werewolves, and the like. I’d already figured as much, but it was probably better to let the boss think he’d come up with the idea.

When no one had any comments, Ayden continued, “The victim is Jason Robinson. He’s nineteen years old and bagged groceries at the Super Mart.”

“I thought that’s where I knew him from,” I interrupted.

Ayden nodded and turned to Tim. “I need you to question the employees at the Super Mart and the victim's family. Izzy, you do some nosing around and see if you can find anything we might be able to relate to the victim ... any curses, or whatever.”

Although my boss had been dealing with the paranormal for years, he was still uncomfortable with it, which was obvious whenever a case strayed into that gray area that might involve something other than a normal crime.

Finishing my run was out of the question, so I started back toward my car. Elias fell in beside me. 

I gave him a sideward glance. “I’m sorry that we got sidetracked. There was something you wanted to talk to me about?”

Elias nodded. “Have you noticed all the activity over at Moonlight Dell?”

“I haven’t. What’s going on at the Dell?” I asked, coming to a full stop.

Anything happening at Moonlight Dell was something to pay attention to. That’s what Granny always said. 

The little village of Moonlight Dell had been deserted for as long as I could remember, and most of the witches on the island would prefer it stay that way. 

When we reached the parking lot and my Mustang, Elias leaned against Lady Luck’s passenger side door and folded his arms across his chest. “When I was out running this morning, I noticed that the cottages over there had been remodeled. It looks like a few of them are actually being lived in.”

What the hell was going on?

First, Zane Dupree comes to town and revamps the old Marsh Estate, which was sure to stir up trouble, and now someone was meddling with the Dell. 

People just didn’t know when to leave well enough alone.

“That’s interesting,” I murmured. “Maybe I’ll take a drive out there soon and check it out.”

Elias shook his head. “I didn’t tell you about this so that you could go snooping around and get yourself into trouble.”

“Oh come on! I’m an FBI agent. Snooping around is what I do.”

“Still, don’t go out there alone.”

“Are you going to the Halloween Ball at the Misty Haven Resort?” I asked, changing the subject.

“I wouldn’t get within a thousand feet of that place before Dupree had his men all over me, but I was hoping you would be going.”

“Why’s that?” I asked, suspicion getting the better of me.

“Because I can’t get in there. I thought maybe if you were going, you could do some looking around and find out what is really going on there?”

So he was using me to do his job, again. “I could, but why should I? I kind of like Zane Dupree.”

A frown tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Really? You like cold and dead, instead of hot and wild?”

Blood rushed to my cheeks. “Maybe I just like hot and romantic, instead of cold and aloof.”

Sighing, Elias grabbed my hands. “Izzy, you have to know that I don’t like this at all. If it were my choice, I’d not only bed you right here and now, but I’d keep you with me forever.”

“It is your choice,” I snapped.

Pulling my hands from his grasp, I stalked away, hoping he would follow, but he didn’t.
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Easing Lady Luck onto Granny Stella’s dirt driveway, I parked behind Aaron’s car. Hopefully, he’d be awake. With my uncle working at the radio station late into the night, he had a habit of sleeping until way past noon. 

After knocking on the front door, I walked in without waiting for him to answer. 

I was surprised to hear hushed voices coming from the parlor. 

Uncle Aaron never had visitors, except Malcolm Skeet, the local pothead and Aaron’s best friend.

As soon as I stepped into the parlor, I felt the fires of Hell engulf me. 

My uncle was hastily trying to pull up his drawers while Missy Rogers, the town sleaze, was pulling her shirt over her head.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing with my uncle!” 

“Now that’s none of your business, Izzy,” Aaron came to Missy’s defense.

“First Julius, then Zane Dupree, and now my uncle ... is there anyone on the island you’re not sleeping with?” I asked, sarcasm dripping from my tongue.

Frowning, Missy brought up a hand and flipped a lock of her long blond hair away from her face. “Izzy Cooper, you’re just jealous. Maybe if you got a little once in a while, you wouldn’t be so hateful toward me.”

“Oh, please!” I rolled my eyes. “I don’t settle for just anyone, unlike some hosebags.”

“Hey! That was uncalled for,” Aaron interjected. 

“What does Julius say about all this sleeping around you’re doing?”

A brooding expression twisted Missy’s face. “Julius is so busy watching you, he doesn't have time for me.”

“Is that so? I barely see him. Julius must be out doing someone else and giving you a taste of your own medicine.”

I thought it best not to let Miss Missy Murderess in on the fact that Julius was a demon and was probably doing half the women on the island.

Ignoring me, Missy gave Aaron a peck on the cheek. “Call me later, Sugar.”

As soon as she was gone, I turned my fury on Aaron. “How could you? Granny is missing and you’re screwing the town  ... whatnot!” 

It took a lot of effort not to call her what she really was, but I didn’t want to do it in Granny Stella’s house. Granny hated it when we used profanity.

Suddenly, it dawned on me that Missy had left, but I hadn’t even seen her car when I drove up.

“I didn’t see her car. What was she driving?” I asked as I peered out the window.
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