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Author’s Note
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Hi everyone and welcome back to Keyhole Lake. This one’s a little shorter, but I just couldn’t go any longer without writing about Noelle and crew! I hope you enjoy the story. 😊 
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Chapter 1
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“More tea, Noelle?” 

“Yes, please,” I replied, smiling and pushing my glass toward my friend Kristen. She’d started working at Bobbie Sue’s a couple months ago, and it was nice to see her happy. She’d been miserable at her previous job, and it had taken a toll. 

“There ya go,” she said, then topped Hunter’s off, too. “Y’all need anything else?” 

I shook my head. “Nope. Just the check. I want a piece of cheesecake, but if I have it, I’ll be worthless for the next three hours.” 

“Yeah, but it’d be worth it,” she said, smiling as she strolled off. She wasn’t wrong. Bobbie Sue had the best strawberry cheesecake in town.

“Are you gonna eat that?” Hunter, my fiancé, asked, motioning toward the last piece of garlic toast remaining on the plate between us.

“All yours,” I replied. “What’s on your agenda for the rest of the afternoon?”

He sighed. “I have a meeting with the city council. It seems we have a land battle brewing.” 

I laughed, trying to imagine what that would entail in a town as small as Keyhole Lake. “Do tell.” 

Hunter rolled his green eyes. “The Grady’s are remortgaging their farm, and the bank required a land survey before they’d approve it. It seems the fence that separates their property from the Barker’s on the north side is ten feet into their property, and now they want to move it. The Barkers have cattle and say that fence line’s been there since the properties were split back in the thirties and say the surveyor’s wrong.” 

“That’ll be fun,” I said, brows raised. Fenceline disputes were the stuff hundred-year feuds were made of, but I wasn’t sure why he was worried about it. “But what’s it got to do with you? That doesn’t sound like an issue for law enforcement.” 

Hunter was the sheriff but often got dragged into petty disputes because somebody would end up doing something spiteful that required a clear head and the threat of handcuffs.

He scowled as he sopped up the last of the juices from his barbecue and baked beans with the toast. “It’s crazy. Abram Grady wants me to serve them with an eviction notice and seems to think I’m not taking it seriously enough. Thus the town council.” He sighed. “I need to resolve it before it gets out of hand, though. Yesterday, Birdie Grady and Thelma Barker nearly came to blows in the produce section at the Piggly Wiggly. It’s getting ugly.” 

I paused, brow raised, then grinned at how far he’d come since he was a city-boy transplant out of his depth in the tiny Southern puddle he’d moved to. “Have fun with that. I’m gonna pop in on Erol then go home and lay by the pool before the girls and I go out tonight.” 

“Maybe I’ll be done with the meeting in time to hang out with you for a bit. A beer by the pool sounds amazing.” He slid to the end of the booth to stand but pulled back as a familiar woman plowed past us down the aisle. 

Miranda, a barmaid at my favorite dive bar, was a woman on a mission, and I was glad I wasn’t the one at the end of her trip. She stopped beside a two-top where a middle-aged woman was having lunch with a balding man in a fancy suit and slammed her hands on her hips. 

“Barbie Lee Phillips! How dare you sit here munchin’ ribs and suckin’ down iced tea while me and my kids are roastin’ to death in that dump of an apartment! It’s been three days!” 

The woman shrank back in her booth and flapped her gums like a guppy, apparently unable to find an acceptable answer in the face of the hundred-and-thirty pounds of rage glaring down at her.

“I ... I sent Wes over there yesterday,” she stuttered, her round cheeks flushed. She was having a hard time looking Miranda in the eye.

Miranda drew her brows down. “Yeah, and he spent an entire five minutes looking at the thermostat before he told me it was beyond him and that he’d tell you to have Frank come check it out.” 

“Well ... I’ve been busy,” Barbie Lee said, her hand fluttering to her throat. 

“You’re gonna be busy diggin’ those rib bones out of places the sun don’t shine if you don’t call me an AC guy right now and have him to my place today.” Miranda huffed a black curl off her face and wiped her forehead with her wrist. “This is bull, and you know it. I pay too much in rent to sit in a sauna when it’s eighty degrees outside.”

She crossed her arms and tapped her foot, waiting for Barbie to answer. 

The guy who was having lunch with Barbie Lee shifted his weight and glanced back and forth between the two women. “Maybe I should go—” 

“No, no,” Barbie Lee said, flapping her hand at him. “You just sit tight.” She turned to Miranda, her nose upturned. “I’ll see what I can do, but it’s inappropriate of you to approach me while I’m with a client. There are channels you need to go through. I’ll be sure to mention it to Mr. Struthers.” 

Miranda’s face mottled, and I couldn’t help but think that while Barbie Lee may have found her spine, she’d lost her ever-lovin’ mind. My thoughts were solidified when an image of Barbie Lee lying on the ground at Miranda’s pink-Nike-clad feet, crossed through my mind so vividly that I gasped and threw up my mental shields. Since a year or so before, I’d experienced random flashes of other people’s thoughts. It was never welcome, and sometimes it was downright uncomfortable. This was one of those times. I shook my head and wondered if Barbie Lee’s survival instincts were ever gonna kick in. 

“You do that,” Miranda said with slitted eyes. “And while you’re at it, be sure to tell him you’re not takin’ care of his property, either. Today, Barbie Lee.” She wagged her finger back and forth between herself and the realtor. “Have somebody there by five, or you and me are gonna go ’round.” 

She turned on her heel and stomped back up the aisle past us and out the front door. I took a drink of my tea and waited to see what Barbie would do. If she had half a brain in her head, she’d whip out her phone and get an AC guy to Miranda’s post haste.

That’s not what she did. 

Clearing her throat, she pasted a sticky-sweet smile on her overly made-up face. “Tenants. What can you do? They expect everything done right now. They simply don’t understand that my world doesn’t revolve around them.” 

The man tilted his head. “Doesn’t it, though? You’re the property manager, are you not?” 

Barbie Lee gave a nervous laugh. “Well, yes, but AC repairmen aren’t easy to reach and schedule. It can’t just happen at the snap of her fingers.” 

“I beg to differ. I believe our conversation is at an end. I don’t think you’d be a good fit for my properties.” With that, he drained his coffee and stood. “Good day, Ms. Phillips. May I suggest you call a repairman? I don’t believe that young lady was jesting when she gave you ‘til the end of the day. I know I wouldn’t have been.”

He caught Kristen on his way out and handed her some cash. “I believe that should cover it and your tip. Thank you for your service.” 

Kristen thanked him, then counted before he was out the door. I knew from experience that you never just took a customer at his word in that situation unless you were willing to cover the rest of the check yourself at the end of the night. 

“Thank you!” she called after him with a big smile on her face. “You have a good day.” 

Barbie gathered her purse and left right behind him without uttering so much as a goodbye. 

“Phew,” Kristen said, sliding into the booth beside me. “I’m glad he paid the check instead of her. She always leaves two dollars no matter how big the bill is, and she’s one of those people who run you ragged.” 

“Who is she?” Hunter asked, sliding back into the booth and watching through the plate-glass window as she climbed into a late-model Audi.

“That’s Barbie Lee Phillips, local slum lord and old-biddy extraordinaire,” she replied. “She manages the apartments over on East Main and the ones out by the Walmart, at least if you want to call what she does managing. All of her tenants hate her. You’d think all the repairs come directly out of her pocket. My friend leases an apartment at one of her properties and had to use her guest bath for over a month because the toilet was clogged in her master and would come up in the shower whenever she flushed.” 

I crinkled my nose, grateful that I owned the farm and didn’t have to depend on somebody else to fix things that broke. “That’s horrible.” 

Kristen nodded. “It is, and it’s not like she has an option. She’s locked into the lease for another nine months, and even then, it’s not easy to find a place around here. All the decent ones go at the snap of a finger when they come open.” 

Considering she’d recently been in the market, I knew she understood the situation. “How many kids does she have?” 

“Just two, and they’re teenagers, but still,” she replied. “I get that it’s not always possible to get a repairman somewhere in a day, but Barbie doesn’t even try unless the tenant comes down on her like a ton of bricks. And there are many who aren’t good at that and just deal with it rather than call her on it.” 

I smiled because I knew Miranda from Fancy’s. I’d seen her get in the face of grown men when they weren’t minding their manners. One gutless middle-aged realtor didn’t stand a chance. 

“Are you coming to girl’s night tonight?” I asked as I pulled a few bills from my wallet and handed them to her. “I know you said you had to see how tired you were when you got off, but I think it would be good for you. You’ve been working your butt off lately and are due some downtime.” 

Since she’d moved into the apartment at the farm, she’d taken it upon herself to do all the feeding and barn work even when it wasn’t her turn. I’d had to go out of my way to get to it before she did because I only expected her to do her share, not mine and Gabi’s, too. I figured she’d settle into a routine and get tired of that eventually. 

“Yeah,” she replied, smiling as she tucked a hank of blonde hair that had worked loose from her ponytail behind her ear. “I am. I need to blow off some steam and just chill out for a while.” 

“You need to stop doing all the chores,” Hunter said, brows raised. “There are four of us, you know.” 

“I know,” she replied, rising to greet a group of four that walked through the door. “I just feel like I owe you guys for being so good to me.” 

“You did me a favor, too,” I told her as she stood. “Now I don’t have some weirdo stranger in the apartment that I need to keep an eye on. I’ll see you tonight.” 

“See you then,” she said, grinning as she walked away.

I’d rented her the apartment above the barn when she’d lost her place and had nowhere to go. I benefitted, too, because I’d been dreading putting an ad in the paper when Matt, my friend and previous tenant, had moved in with Anna Mae, a woman who was like a sister to me. They’d recently had a baby and were planning their wedding. I was happy for them but a little sad because it felt like an era had come to an end when he’d moved out and my little sister Shelby had gone to college. I didn’t do well with change even if it was good, and my world had felt off-kilter for several months while I’d adjusted.

I was mostly okay now, though, thanks to having such a great support system. I still missed Shelby, and coffee in the morning without Matt wasn’t quite the same, but I was settling into my new normal.

Hunter put his hand over mine and gave a little squeeze. I didn’t know how, but the man always seemed to know what I was thinking. That meant he also hadn’t been pressing me to set a date for our wedding because he knew that just moving in together had been a big adjustment for me. I smiled at him, grateful that he got it. I really was the luckiest girl alive to have found such a great guy.

Bobbie Sue, a middle-aged redheaded fireball that I was proud to call my friend and godmother, pushed through the batwing doors leading from the kitchen carrying a slice of cheesecake topped with fresh strawberries. She snagged two forks from the waitress station as she passed through it, then set the plate between Hunter and me and slid into the booth beside me.

“Hey!” I said, smiling at her as I scooped up the fork and dug into the strawberry-topped delight. I hadn’t ordered it, but fate had decided to reward me anyway. “What’s up? You’re still going out with us, right?” 

“Absolutely,” she replied. “I need a break. This place has been nonstop for the last week. I don’t know what’s gotten into people, but apparently, the entire town’s gotten a craving for barbecue.’ 

I gave her a half-smile. “Great for the bank account, but not so much for the sanity. Anna Mae’s coming out for the first time since she had the baby, so I’m torqued.” 

“Sandra’s coming down for a visit next weekend for our birthday, so I’m getting my relaxation in now. I’ll be spending the rest of the week cleanin’ and tidyin’ the yard. It’s a mess because I haven’t done anything with it since winter.” 

I huffed a disbelieving breath out through my nose because Bobbie Sue’s idea of a mess was my house at its cleanest. You could see yourself in every reflective surface in her house. “Yeah, I’m sure it’s a hot mess. What, is there a fingerprint on the toaster? A smudge on the bathroom mirror?” 

She waved me off. “Now you’re just makin’ fun of me. Her house is always spotless.” 

Hunter raised a brow at her. “She also doesn’t have a pre-teen son running rampant through her place. Cut yourself some slack before you have a stroke. She’s not coming to see the house; she’s coming to spend time with family.” 

Bobbie Sue had been adopted as a baby and had only recently reunited with her twin sister. It had been a confusing situation because I’d seen Sandra around town a few times and had mistaken her for Bobbie Sue. Now that they’d reconnected, though, they spent as much time together as possible considering they lived in different states.

“That’s what Earl says, too,” she replied. Earl was her husband and the man behind the barbecue. Until the last year or so, you couldn’t have walked into the restaurant’s kitchen and not seen him manning the grill. Since they’d adopted their son Justin, though, they’d both been trying to work less.

“Well, he’s right,” I replied, dragging a forkful of cheesecake through the strawberry sauce on the plate. “Relax and enjoy her visit. It’s your birthday, not a house inspection.” 

She sighed. “You’re right. So what was the ruckus out here a few minutes ago? I heard something, but by the time I got the coleslaw washed off my hands, the place was empty.” 

Kristen slid in beside Hunter and snatched a stray fry off his plate. “Miranda from Fancy’s gave Barbie Lee an earful because her AC’s been out for three days and Barbie was sittin’ in here stuffin’ her face and schmoozin’ a potential client instead of getting it fixed.” 

Bobbie Sue shook her head. “That woman. I tell ya, one of these days, she’s gonna get hers.” 

I nodded in agreement as I smashed the last bits of graham cracker crust with my fork then licked it. “And if she doesn’t get an AC guy to Miranda’s today, I know who’s gonna give it to her.” 
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Chapter 2
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I’d no sooner climbed in my truck than my phone rang, and Anna Mae’s name flashed across the screen. 

“Hey!” I said, starting the truck and kicking on the AC. “What’s up? You better not be callin’ to cancel tonight. You’re comin’ if I have to come drag you out myself.” 

She laughed. “Believe me, I’m not turning down an evening of talking to people with actual verbal skills. I love that baby, but man am I ready to take a night off. That’s sort of what I’m callin’ about. Matt’s off tomorrow, so he said he’d watch Amelia if we want to go to a couple sales. I’m getting low on stock here since we haven’t been able to go to any for a few weeks, and I figured you probably are, too.” 

“I am. I was just thinkin’ that this morning. Have you already found some?” Since we both ran shops that required used items, we spent a lot of time going to estate sales and auctions. Sometimes we’d even take a day and just go yard-saling. A lot of that was for fun, but you’d be surprised what gems you could find if you were willing to dig through old knickknacks, VHS tapes, and old like-new exercise equipment.

Anna Mae’s shop, Things Remembered, sold antiques and vintage clothing, so we shopped for different inventory. Since I gave old things a new purpose, I was okay with finding pieces that weren’t in the best of shape.

“I sure have. They’re just over in Eagle Gap, so if I need to get back in a hurry, I can.” Not that she would. Matt was the most responsible human being I’d ever met, and he loved that kid to distraction. From the minute she’d landed with a howl in the doctor’s arms, she’d had us all wrapped around her pudgy little finger.

“Don’t forget we have to go dress shopping Monday, too,” I said. I was her maid of honor, and even though my typical stance on clothes shopping was that I’d rather be stabbed in the eye with a fork, I was looking forward to this trip.

“Oh, I haven’t forgotten!” she said, excitement tinging her words. “I’ve already been window shopping. Penelope has one in her front display that I’m drooling over. I want to go there first!” 

I smiled at her enthusiasm. Even though this was her second marriage, her first one hadn’t exactly gone to plan, namely because her husband had turned out to be a lying, thieving, cheating pig. Fortunately, he’d died. I don’t say that about many people, but I mean it from the bottom of my heart about him.

“Then Penelope’s it is,” I replied. “What time are the auctions tomorrow, and where are they?” 

“One’s a private estate sale on this side of Eagle Gap, and the other is at the auction house. It’s a mix of estates and random sellers, so I’m not sure what we’ll find there. I’m more excited about the first one because they’re doin’ it in a barn. It starts at ten.” 

We’d learned that barn sales often had a lot of treasures that most people saw as junk because they’d been stored in the barn for years and were covered in dust and grime. The secret was to look past that to see what was hidden underneath. Anna Mae had found quality antiques for peanuts just because most people didn’t bother to do that.

“Awesome!” I replied, grateful it was a later-starting one and that it was only twenty minutes up the road. “Wanna meet at the farm at nine? That way, we’ll have some time to look through their inventory before the auction starts.” 

“Perfect. I’ll see you tonight, then. I’ll be the one smilin’ from ear to ear.” 

I disconnected then buckled my seatbelt and turned down the AC. One of the best things about my truck was that it would freeze you out in less than five minutes. My old one hadn’t had either a heater or AC, and in southern Georgia, that was not a good thing. I’d roast in the summer and freeze in the winter, but Old Blue had gotten me from point A to point B, and that’s all that had mattered.

I pulled out of Bobbie Sue’s parking lot and pointed the truck in the direction of my shop. I’d finished up a set of indoor hanging doors I’d made from old barn doors for a couple and wanted to make sure the stain wasn’t spotty before I varnished them. That was the second set of those I’d done, and they were terrific moneymakers. I hoped I was lucky enough to grab a couple more at the auction.

I pulled around to the back of my shop, waving to Alyse, the nail tech at the Clip N Curl, as she heaved a garbage bag into the dumpster.

“Hey, Noelle!” she called as I stepped out of the truck. “What are you up to?” 

“Not much,” I called back. “Just workin’ on a project before I head home. Are you comin’ out with us tonight?” 

She shook her head, sending her dark bob swinging. “Nah, I’m goin’ out of town for the day tomorrow, so I’ll have to skip. Me and Mama are goin’ to Atlanta to go shoppin’, then we’re spendin’ the night and comin’ home Monday mornin’.” 

“That sounds like fun,” I lied, smiling. “Have a good time and drive careful!” 

“You too,” she said as she disappeared back inside.

“Yoohoo!” I called as I entered the back door of the shop, not sure if Erol, the previous owner and current ghost, was there or not. Lately, he’d been spending a lot of time with his post-living friends. I was over the moon that he’d finally found a group he enjoyed, but I was also a little sad because it seemed strange when he wasn’t there to greet me like he’d been for the better part of two years.

“Hey!” Erol replied, floating through the wall that separated the kitchen from the front retail area wearing his standard polo—yellow today—and khaki shorts. “I was just heading out. Rick Is cookin’ ribs on the balcony of the penthouse at the Gardette Le Prete House in New Orleans. It’s vacant right now, so we figured we’d eat then go see if some of those places really are haunted. I went when I was alive and took one of the ghost tours, so now I have a chance to get some answers to all the questions I had at the time.” 

I furrowed my brow as I pushed through the swinging doors into my work area. I’d been reading up on New Orleans because Hunter and I had talked about going down for Mardi Gras. “Isn’t that the Sultan’s Mansion? The place where a bunch of people were murdered all in one night, and now it’s considered one of the most haunted places in the city?” 

He waved a dismissive hand. “Rumors started by Jean Baptiste LePrete himself, apparently. The bank he founded in that very parlor foreclosed on it when he hit tough times after the Civil War, so he figured if he couldn’t live there, nobody would. He paid some folks to start whispering rumors, and the story took off.” 

“So the place is called one of the most haunted places in the city, but it’s not really haunted?” I arched a disbelieving brow at him as I pulled a box of cheese crackers from the shelf and shook a few out for Sammie and Norm, our pet rats. Both nodded in thanks. 

“Oh, no,” he said, floating after me. “It’s definitely haunted. That’s who invited us. A wonderful lady named Darcy. She was a servant in the house and died of smallpox. Somebody else lives there, too, but I’m not sure who. We’re gonna eat, then Darcy’s gonna give us a tour of the city.” 

I cast a sideways glance at him as I lifted the doors onto sawhorses and opened the varnish can. “Is Jose going?” 

A pink flush crept into his translucent cheeks. “Yeah. He’s meeting me there.” 

Jose was a guy he’d met several months back, but I hadn’t met him yet. I wasn’t sure what the deal is, but if nothing else, I was glad Erol had found someone he liked spending time with. Heavens knew he’d spent enough time cooped up in the shop before Cheri Lynn, another of my post-living friends, had started dragging him out.

“Good,” I replied, dipping my brush in the varnish. “Make sure to ask about the vampire place. I can’t remember its name.” I pressed my lips together and thought as I brushed, but it wouldn’t come to me.

“The Saint Germain House,” he said. “That’s not haunted so much as it’s a part of local history, or at least I don’t think it is. I’ll get the 4-1-1 for you, though.” 

“Thanks. Or maybe I don’t want to know. You can go with us when we take our trip, and if the tour guides get anything wrong, you can correct them.” 

He hummed in agreement as he watched me work, then pointed to an area near the top of the one I was working on. “Missed a spot.” 

I shot him a wry glance but decided to let it go. Erol was a perfectionist and also couldn’t resist micromanaging. I wrote it off to the fact that he was no longer able to grab a brush and do it himself, which was something I could relate to.

We chatted for a few more minutes about New Orleans before we changed to local topics. I started to ask him more questions about Jose, but the bell above my front door jangled. Scowling, I tried to tamp down the irritation. I’d unlocked the front door and flipped the sign to open in case any passers-by decided to pop in, but that wasn’t something that happened on a regular basis. Nearly all my business came from special orders, though I had started keeping semi-regular business hours. I figured if I was going to be there working on projects, I might as well be open.

Before I could even cap the varnish, Coralee breezed into my workroom, her blonde hair and dramatic makeup perfect as always. 

“Hey. Cute top,” I said, admiring how the poofy orange crop top she was wearing complemented her hair and tan. It didn’t show much of her belly because she was wearing high-waisted jeans, but even if it had, she had the sort of abs in her forties that most twenty-somethings would have killed for.

“Thanks, sugar!” she said, beaming. “I bought it online from one of those social-media ads.” 

I smiled because she bought more stuff from those than anybody I knew. Most of it was cool, though, so I couldn’t fault her. 

“What brings you over to the dusty, stained part of the neighborhood?” I asked, swiping on a few final strokes of varnish. One of the reasons these were so profitable was because after I had the wood sanded down, the rest was a piece of cake and involved more drying time than actual work time.

Coralee crossed her arms, her blue eyes shining like a starving man staring at a steak. “I just heard you had a front-row seat to Barbie Lee Phillips’s comeuppance. That woman’s had that comin’ for a decade or better, and I’m glad Miranda’s the one who gave it to her. Why didn’t you text me?” 

Coralee was the uncontested queen of the local gossip mill, and the Clip N Curl was where she held court. If she didn’t know about it, it probably wasn’t worth knowing. She worked hard to manage the juiciest information and did her best to use her powers for good, so it was understandable that she was miffed.

I smiled at her as I tapped the lid onto the varnish and tossed my brush into a small bucket of water in the sink. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t think about it because it didn’t seem like that big a deal. Miranda was pissed though, to put it lightly. I hope for her own sake, Barbie Lee got a tech out there right away.” 

Coralee flapped her hand. “Don’t count on it. Ms. Barbie don’t do nothin’ that don’t benefit her aside from the bare minimum that it takes to keep the ship from sinkin’.” 

“What’s that mean?” I asked as I washed my hands. 

“That means she thinks every dollar she spends on repairs comes straight out of her pocket, when really what it means is that it’s money that won’t go in her pocket.” She pressed her lips together and nodded like she was passin’ on gospel. To be fair, Coralee wouldn’t say something like that if she didn’t know for a fact it was true. She’d preface it with a disclaimer such as, “Rumor has it,” or “Word is.” 

“You’re sayin’ she’s pocketing the money she’s supposed to be usin’ for repairs?” I asked, and took the towel she was holding out to me.

“Yep. I can’t prove it, but it don’t take a rocket scientist to do the math on what she likely makes versus what she definitely spends. Look at that sporty little Lexis she just bought. Those aren’t cheap. Neither’s the boat she bought last summer or the four-inch Louboutins she trots around in like they’re Walmart sneakers.” She shook her head. “Nope, that woman’s paddin’ her checkin’ account from somewhere, and it sure ain’t from workin’ extra. Noreen, her secretary, comes in to get her nails done, and she told us she’s seen invoices for repairs submitted that she knows never happened. She’s the one who schedules all of it.” 

“I don’t get it,” I said. “Is she just pocketing the money or is she splitting it with the vendors? I mean, if there are invoices ...” 

She huffed. “She’s datin’ Frank Hawkins, the guy who owns the AC and appliance repair shop down by Pigs.” 

I nodded, knowing what business she was talking about. Pigs, or Piggly Wiggly, was the grocery store where I shopped most of the time, and the business was in the same shopping center.

“I know him,” I replied. “He stops at Brew for coffee most mornings. Large black, two sugars. Quiet, but seems like a nice guy.” 

She shrugged. “Could be. I don’t know much about him. He moved here a few years ago and keeps to himself. One-man show, mostly.” 

“That’s a shame,” I said, sighing. Why was there always somebody waiting in the wings to shaft good people that had no alternatives?

“It is. I gotta get back to the shop, but I wanted to stop in and hear it from a reliable witness.” She grinned. “Can’t be passin’ on stuff that’s not true.” 

Unlike most people, she meant that one-hundred percent. Don’t get me wrong—Coralee had no qualms about manipulating the truth when the situation called for it, but she did it sparingly and only used her powers for good. She’d squash vicious gossip like a bug underneath her neon-purple sneakers and had no patience for liars. She did, however, have so many branches on her gossip tree that she could disseminate information faster than any social media platform.

I smiled back at her. “No, we can’t have that. I’m gonna run up to Rae’s. You wanna go with me?” 

She shook her head as we left the backroom. “Nah, I’ve already had enough caffeine to keep a platoon goin’. If I have any more, my hands’ll be shakin’ so hard I’ll accidentally give somebody bangs.” 

“We definitely can’t have that!” I said, grinning. 

“No,” she said with a look of terrifying glee. “No, we cannot. Though I can think of a few people I’d love to do it to on purpose.” 

And that was why I made it a point never to piss off Coralee.
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My cousin Raeann was closing down Brew4U, her coffee shop, when I got there. She was only open for breakfast and lunch, so even on a busy day, she was closed by four. Rae and Levana were putting the final touches on the day so it would be ready to go the next morning.

I reached into the cooler and pulled out the tea pitcher, then refilled the to-go cup I’d brought from Bobbie Sue’s. One of the few drinks Rae refused to sell in a bottle was tea, though she did offer unsweetened. That one, we kept in its own bright orange container so we didn’t accidentally grab the wrong one. Nothing like takin’ a big ole drink of tea with no sugar when you’re expecting it to be sweet, especially as strong as Rae made it.

“Busy day?” I asked, checking the near-empty pastry case. 

Raeann shoved a lock of dark hair behind her ear as she wiped down the counter in front of the espresso machine. “Insane. I didn’t stop from the minute I unlocked the door until about an hour ago. I don’t know where they came from.”

“Me either,” Levana said. “We barely had time to run to the bathroom.” 

“Bobbie Sue’s was busy, too,” I said, flicking my wrist to lock the front door and draw the shades so that I could set the broom and mop working. I didn’t take magical shortcuts often, but when it came to cleaning, I was shameless. “I saw lots of bathing suits. Is there something goin’ on at the lake that we don’t know about?” 

“Not that I know of, but then again, I haven’t been paying much attention lately. I’ve been too busy studying.” 

“Have you learned anything?” I asked, trying to keep my voice casual. Since our magic had begun to change a couple of years ago, Raeann had been compelled to try to find out why. After all, a witch got whatever powers she was going to have when she hit puberty. Sure, you could hone them, but you didn’t just get new gifts or an increase in your inherent magical strength out of the blue. Except we had. As an earth witch, all of her powers had been magnified, and she hadn’t gained many new ones per se. Still, all Flynn witches were powerful; we were an old bloodline that had managed to slip through time without dilution as happened with some families.

“What?” she said, her gaze whipping to me.

“What do you mean, what?” I asked, startled. 

“You’re not just asking for giggles. What’s happening now?” She tossed the towel into a bucket of sanitizer and leaned against the counter so that she was facing me. Apparently, either her empathic skills were growing, or she just knew me well enough to know something was bothering me. 

Levana paused, too, and tilted her head, examining me. “There’s something strange with your aura. What’s going on with you?” She was a much older witch than we were though she wasn’t as powerful. Her gifts ran toward the spiritual, though, and that was an area Raeann and I were both weak in.

I sighed and took a sip of my tea. “I’ve been having weird dreams. Disjointed, and Dad’s in them. Sometimes he talks, but it’s usually only to give me advice.” I lifted my shoulder. “I figure it’s my subconscious working stuff out while I’m sleeping.” 

“Maybe,” Rae said, “but what do you mean when you say weird?” 

“I don’t know. Just weird. Like, last night, I was riding a unicorn.” 

She raised a brow. “Yeah, that’s a little weird, but not like, crazy. You love riding horses, and you always say a unicorn is your spirit animal, so it’s not such a stretch that you’re riding one in your dreams.”

“Yes,” Levana added. “They’re protective and make you feel safe.” 

I raised a brow at them. “A unicorn is my spirit animal because it’s pretty but can shank stupid people with its horn. That’s a brilliant trait to have. I’m just mean like that. It has nothing to do with some deep-seated need to be protected.” 

Rae laughed. “You just want people to think you’re mean, you big marshmallow. The only time you’re really that way is when people deserve it, and not even then most of the time. You’re snarky. There’s a difference.” 

I lifted a shoulder. “Maybe, but it still doesn’t explain why I’m riding unicorns and talking to dead people in my dreams.”

“People? Someone other than your father?” Levana furrowed her raven brow.

“No, so far it’s just him, which is weird. You’d think my brain would bring in Mom since she’s the one who could give me the best advice right now.” 

“Yeah, that would make more sense.” Rae pulled off her apron and hung it on a peg beside the register. “The last thing I’m gonna try to do is figure out what’s going on in your gourd, though. I love you, but that’s a terrifying thought.” 

She finished counting the drawer, and we left, locking the door behind us. “Now, why don’t we go lounge by the pool for a few hours before we get ready? I could use a pool day. We may even pre-game and have a glass of wine while we’re at it.” 

That was the best proposition I’d had all day.
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Three hours and two glasses of wine later, we were dressed and ready to head to Fancy’s to meet the girls. 

“I’m glad we decided to do this,” Raeann said, grabbing her purse from the couch. “And I’m also glad that you have help around the farm now. It was sweet of Hunter to feed for you so you could relax. Are you still feeling okay about living together or have you discovered weird quirks like insisting on squeezing the toothpaste from the bottom instead of the middle? No woman needs that level of stress.” She grinned at me.

I smiled as I climbed into my truck. “Yeah, that would be just terrible. I don’t know how I’d cope. But no, the weirdest thing I’ve discovered is that he folds his socks in half rather than just rolling them into each other. Considering I don’t even match mine, I suppose I can tolerate that.” 

“As long as he doesn’t start nagging you to use your dresser instead of having a ‘clean’ hamper and a ‘dirty’ one, I suppose you could let it slide.” She buckled up. “I hope Fancy’s is slow. I don’t feel like dealing with crowds.” 

“Don’t count on it,” I replied as I backed out and headed down the drive. “It’s Saturday night. We’ll claim a pool table and sit in the corner where we can watch the weirdos with minimal interaction.” 

Her stomach growled. “Wings before pool. I skipped lunch, and the wine’s gone straight to my head.” 

“Agreed.”

We made small talk on the way to the bar, and I was pleased to see our friend Camille’s little sports car parked in the corner of the lot. She’d been busy working with the Witches’ Council and hadn’t had much time to hang out with us. 

Anna Mae was already there, too, and so was Coralee.

“Wow,” Raeann said as we headed across the lot. We’re usually the first ones here. I’m glad Camille and Anna Mae were able to make it.” 

I chewed on my lip. “Yeah. Since Camille’s here, maybe that means the mission Shelby and Emma have been working on is coming to a close.” 

Shelby, my little sister, was a member of an elite organization called the Celestial Academy that fought all sorts of evil that most people—witches included—didn’t even know existed. I worried about her because even though she’d been gifted with unbelievable powers by an angel when she was sixteen, in my mind, she was still the little girl who needed me to watch after her.

“Yeah,” she said, pulling the door open, “they popped into Brew the other day. Just for a second to get lattes and say hi, but they both looked rested. I didn’t see any bruises or other signs that they’ve been in a tussle, so maybe they’re in a lull.” 

I squinted and stepped to the side of the door after we were inside. It was so dim that I couldn’t see a thing for a few seconds. When my eyes adjusted, Camille and Anna Mae were waving to us. Thankfully, they’d had the same idea about watching people instead of interacting and had snagged a corner table. They already had a bucket of beer in front of them, too, so double win.

“Hey,” I said, hooking my purse over the back of a chair and plucking a beer from the bucket of ice. “Y’all got a head start on us.” 

Raeann laughed as she pulled the last beer from the bucket. “Not really, though. We had two glasses of wine while we were being lazy around the pool.” 

Camille looked good. For the last year or so, she’d been so wrapped up in what was going on with the girls that she’d had chronic bags under her eyes and had always seemed tired. Tonight, though, she was back to the old Camille, looking runway-ready in designer jeans and a green silk top. The woman would make a gunny sack look like high fashion.

I clinked bottles with her. “You look great. I’m glad you could make it.” 

“Yeah,” she said, “me too. I’ve missed y’all and was so glad when you texted that I almost cried. I needed a night out, and we’re between missions right now, so I don’t even have anything to stress about.” 

“Hey, ladies!” Cheri Lynn said as she popped into view wearing a cute yellow sundress and sandals with daisies on the tops. She’d inherited her grandmother’s Romani looks and, like Camille, could wear anything. Her preference ran more toward cute, though, because she’d died young.

“Hey, Cheri Lynn!” Anna Mae said, tipping her beer toward her. “Long time, no see. You’re not jet-setting tonight?” 

She crinkled her nose and shimmered a little, but tipped the translucent fruity drink in her hand back at Anna Mae. “Nah, the boys are down in New Orleans in some dusty old mansion. It’s weird because the woman who haunts it doesn’t like the remodel, so she keeps it the same in our dimension as it was when she was alive. I can see how it used to look and how it looks now at the same time. It’s sorta like having double vision and makes me queasy.”

“Yeah,” I replied, nodding to Marybeth, the biker-looking woman who owned the bar, when she held up a finger asking from behind the bar if we needed another bucket. “Erol said y’all were havin’ a shindig down there. He’s excited to see which of the ghost stories are true and which ones are just made up.” 

“Not me,” she said with a delicate shudder. “I’ll go back for drink refills, but they can have the ghosts. Some of them are downright scary. I suppose it’s because they have all that voodoo down there, but I don’t see no reason why you have to drag yourself around all Emo and dark just because you died a violent death. If you ask me, they’re wasting their afterlives. It’s depressing.” 

I smiled because that was a perspective we’d never have if we didn’t have post-living friends. She swore her post-life life was much better than her pre-dying one, and I couldn’t help but agree with her. Before she’d been killed, she’d been an exotic dancer in a shady nightclub and had been under the thumb of our previous nightmare of a sheriff. Now she had a great boyfriend who was showing her the world.

Marybeth hustled over with our bucket, snapping the empty one up and setting a full one on the neon-green frisbee that served to trap the condensation. “Y’all hungry tonight?” 

We all nodded. 

“Starvin’,” Anna Mae said. “I swear, I eat twice as much now, and I’m thirsty all the time.” 

“That’s nursin’ for ya. When Lacey was a baby, all I did was eat. I carried a water bottle everywhere, too. You’re regular, then?” Marybeth asked, wiping her hand on her black apron.

“Yep, fifty wings, hot garlic,” I replied, glancing at everybody else to make sure they were in agreement.

“And a big basket of fries,” Anna Mae added. “If I’m doin’ it, I’m gonna do it right.” 

“How’s it goin’ bein’ a landlord?” Coralee asked Marybeth.

She lifted a shoulder. “All right, I suppose. Lacy’s been runnin’ the club and is doin’ a bang-up job of it. This place mostly runs itself. I’m only workin’ tonight because one of the girls is sick. Otherwise, I been putting the final touches on the B&B so we can do our grand opening. We had a few setbacks with the contractors, and then they found a leak in the pool. We’re a few months behind, but we’re finally getting’ there. I’m havin’ trouble keepin’ up with everything, though. I’m considerin’ hirin’ a property manager.” 

Visions from Bobbie Sue’s flashed through my head. “Don’t go with Barbie Lee. Just ask Miranda.”

“Oh, believe me,” she said, holding up a hand, “no worries there. As a matter of fact, the woman just had the gall to show up here shovin’ a business card at me. Miranda took one look at her, and I figured it was best all around if I just told Barbie Lee to skedaddle before Miranda shoved the card somewhere that woulda been mighty uncomfortable. I’da let her, too.”

“Wow,” Coralee said, shaking her head as she pulled a fresh beer out of the bucket and replaced it with her empty. “That’s some nerve, there.” 

“Yeah, well tonight was supposed to be Miranda’s night off, so I reckon Barbie Lee figured it was safe. Plus, I don’t get the feelin’ she’s got much sense. The world owes her,” Marybeth replied. “I set her straight on that pretty quick. Havin’ her managin’ my properties would be worse than just doin’ it myself.” 

Marybeth gave the table a wipe, then turned to leave when somebody whistled to get her attention from a few tables over. “I’m not a dog,” she snapped as she strolled to them. “If you want somethin’, be respectful. That was your one warnin’.” 

I smiled. That was one of the reasons we came here. Marybeth didn’t take any guff, and she ran a tight ship. Things could get rowdy, but everybody knew to mind their manners. If they didn’t, she taught them pretty quick.

Anna Mae frowned and rolled her shoulders, a look of discomfort flitting across her face. 

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “Just havin’ some mom problems. This whole nursing thing is great for Amelia, but not so fabulous for me. I feel like a cow that needs milkin’ every two hours.” 

Coralee laughed. “To be fair, you sorta are.” 

Anna Mae shot a glare in her direction but Kristen’s arrival cut off any retort. That was probably for the best.

I scooted my chair over to make room for her.

We spent the next couple of hours playing pool and stuffing ourselves on wings, then lost a game—and the table—to a group of construction workers who said they were in town doing a big remodel on a hotel. That was fine, though.

“Aw, man,” Raeann said with a disgusted sigh. “Just when the evening was going so well.” 

I followed her gaze and groaned. My archnemesis Olivia and her two dippy minions had claimed a table by the bar. They looked trashy as usual, but I couldn’t help doing a double-take when the dim lighting caught the rock on her finger. “When did she get engaged?” 

Coralee flapped a hand. “A month or so ago. It’s all she talks about, and she waves that thing around like it’s a handful of hundred-dollar bills.” 

“Well,” Kristen said, “it sort of is.” 

“Assuming it’s not a cubic zirconia,” Bobbie Sue snickered. “I wouldn’t put it past that balding cheapskate she’s marrying to take the cheap route, but even if it is, she’d never know.” 

“How did somebody as high-maintenance as she is fall in with somebody as cheap as Bill Gorman?” Raeann asked. “Everybody knows he’s so cheap that when he dies, he’ll go to the light just so he can turn it off.” 

“He’s showin’ off for her right now,” Coralee said. “He’s been winin’ and dinin’ her for the past six months, but it’s only because his mama’s been naggin’ him for grandbabies and an heir. Believe me, as soon as the I dos are over, he’ll be changin’ his tune and lockin’ down the checking accounts.” 

I pushed away an unwanted feeling of pity. She was mean to the bone, and it wouldn’t surprise me if she somehow managed to twist him up and get her own way in the end. Olivia was a lot of things but I had no doubt she was marrying for money and had a plan to keep the cash cow eating out of the palm of her hand. I shuddered at the thought but didn’t waste any more headspace on her once a dartboard opened up.

“As much as I’d love to stay and play,” Coralee said, pulling a few bills from her wallet and tossing them on the table, “I’ve gotta give Ms. Schumacher a perm first thing in the mornin’. She’s a sweetheart, but she talks about her cats the entire time, and I don’t think I could deal with that hungover. You kids behave.” 

A while later, I checked my phone for messages and was shocked to see it was already midnight. I turned to ask Rae if she was about ready to go, but before I could, a scream tore through the bar from the open back doorr. Since we were the closest to it, we were the first to react, rushing outside to see what the ruckus was. 

Miranda was standing over a body, her hand stuffed against her mouth trying to stifle another scream. Cold washed over me as I realized it was exactly like the vision I’d had that day at Bobbie Sue’s when I thought I’d been reading her mind. Stunned by both the body and the scene that had been so clear in my head eight hours before it had even happened, I pushed through the crowd and back into the bathroom, barely making it before I threw up.
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“Noelle, honey, are you all right?” Camille said softly from outside the stall door.

I swallowed and took a deep breath. “Yeah,” I said, my voice shaky. I wasn’t, though.

Cheri Lynn popped in beside me, making my stomach churn again as claustrophobia washed over me.

“She doesn’t look okay,” my ghostly friend said, worrying her bottom lip. “She’s as green as a Mr. Yuk sticker.” 

“I agree, and I can’t even see her,” Camille replied. “Noelle, you’re not all right. Your head’s a mess.” 

I wiped my mouth and blew my nose, then pushed out of the stall. I wasn’t some wimp who puked or cried at the sight of a body. I’d seen way too many for that. “Get out of my head.”

Camille pulled in a breath and blew it out through her cheeks. “I wasn’t doing it on purpose. Your brain is screaming loud enough for any telepath within a ten-mile radius to hear. What in the world is wrong with you?” 

I splashed water on my face as she hovered near my arm. I glanced under the stall doors to make sure we were alone before I confessed.

“I saw this before it happened,” I hissed, grabbing her arm as I struggled to tamp down another freak-out. 

“Wait, what?” she asked, her dark gaze snapping to me.

I nodded and swallowed. “Yeah, today at Bobbie Sue’s. Miranda confronted her about not fixing her AC. I thought I was just reading Miranda’s thoughts because she was fightin’ mad.” 

“That’s not possible,” she said, her gaze pinned somewhere over my left shoulder. I leaned my head against the cool tile wall and pressed a wet brown paper towel against my forehead. “Obviously it is because it happened.” 

“But you’re not a psychic; you’re a telepath,” she said, her voice faint. I wasn’t sure whether she was trying to convince me or herself.

“Be that as it may, I saw Barbie Lee layin’ exactly like she was, in the dark, at Miranda’s feet. The only thing I didn’t see was the screamin’.” I thought back. “But then again, I’m not sure I saw Miranda’s face or if there was any sound. I was focused more on the body when I had the vision.” 

“Oh, honey, that’s not good,” Cheri Lynn said, her pretty face creased with worry. “Bebee had the sight, and it’s not something I’d wish on anybody.” 

I arched a brow at her. “That’s exactly what I didn’t want to hear.” 

She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be a downer. It’s just that if you’re starting to see things, you need to figure out a way to get a handle on it. Maybe you’ll be able to control it somehow.” 

Camille pulled in a couple fortifying breaths. “That’s a mess we’ll try to untangle later. Right now, we need to focus on the fact that Barbie Lee is layin’ dead outside, and it doesn’t look too good for Miranda.” 

“I have to tell Hunter what I saw,” I said.

Her gaze refocused and snapped back to me. “You absolutely do not. Not until we figure this out. We don’t know for sure what happened, and if you tell him, he’s gonna think Miranda’s guilty.” 

“I hate to say it because I know how much you and Hunter have struggled with the whole honesty thing, but I think she’s right,” Cheri Lynn said.

I rolled my head on my shoulders, grateful that my stomach had stopped rolling. I was feeling much calmer, though I wasn’t sure if that was because I was really feeling better or if my mind was just numb from trying to process what I’d seen. 

“I’m not gonna  lie to him,” I said, determined not to keep secrets. I’d tried that already, and the only thing at the end of that path was strife.

Camille sighed. “No, and I don’t expect you to. But at least give him a chance to process the scene before you say anything. He’s a great cop, but he’s human and doesn’t understand the intricacies of magic. He’ll take you at your word and trust the vision you had.” 

“Fair enough,” I replied, knowing in my heart she was right. Hunter was a great guy, but he was all about the science and math. Things tended to be absolute with him. Right or wrong. Telling him now would just muddle things.

“Good,” she said with a sharp nod. “Now let's get back out there and take a look for ourselves before his guys show up and run us off. You need to see if there are any differences, and with the way you bolted, there’s no way you got a good look.” 

I took a steadying breath and nodded to her. “Let’s do it.” 

When we pushed through the back door, Marybeth had cleared the scene and sent everybody back inside. The only people there were her and my crew, all of whom were trying to calm Miranda down enough to get the story from her. While they did that, I took a good look at the scene, trying to avoid focusing on the bloody gash on Barbie Lee’s head. Thankfully, her eyes were closed.

A broken chunk of concrete the size of a softball lay a few feet away, and from the blood on it, I had to assume that was the murder weapon. A black designer hobo bag was a couple feet from the body. An eyeliner, a spendy lipstick, and a bottle of bright peach fingernail polish along with a checkbook, a pack of gum, and some receipts were strewn across the pavement in front of it. 

I pulled in a deep breath and examined the body to see if there was any obvious sign of a struggle. Her blonde hair was a mess like maybe somebody had pulled it, and the two top buttons of her white button-down shirt were missing. She’d also broken the left heel off her designer shoe. Whatever had happened, she’d put up a fight. I forced myself to move a little closer and closed my eyes for a couple seconds to clear my head. When I felt a little more centered, I opened them and examined the scene. A few strands of brunette hair lay across her half-open palm. 

I glanced over my shoulder toward Miranda. She shoved a lock of messy dark hair behind her ear, but I couldn’t tell if it was mussed from a fight or because she’d run her hands through it while struggling to calm herself. Her mascara had run down her cheeks, but aside from that, she didn’t look like she’d been in a fight. None of that was conclusive, though. It could have just been that she’d gotten the better of Barbie Lee from the get-go and had avoided messing up her clothes. After all, a tank top, shorts, and sneakers were much more durable than the power suit Barbie Lee had on.

“Just breathe, sugar,” Kristen was saying. “This is important. How did you find her? What were you doing?” 

Miranda swallowed a couple of times then hiccupped. “I was just bringin’ the trash out,” she said, motioning toward a dumpster situated several feet away and in the opposite direction from the door as the body. “I didn’t even see her until I turned around to go back inside. She was just layin’ there with blood runnin’ down her forehead. I bent down to see if she had a pulse, and when she didn’t, I freaked out.” 

Understandable. I’d have probably done the same thing in her shoes.

“Did you see anybody else?” Bobbie Sue asked, but she shook her head. 

“I mean, there were a couple sets of headlights, but I didn’t pay any attention to them because it’s midnight. Early folks are leaving, and our late-night crowd is stragglin’ in. Nothin’ out of the usual, there, plus I was just runnin’ the trash out. I wasn’t lookin’ for anything out of the ordinary.” 

My brain had cleared, and I was able to focus on what was important. “Miranda, did she send somebody to fix your AC today like you told her to?” 

Blue and red lights flashed against her face and the side of the building as she gazed at me like a deer in the headlights. The lights gave the scene a creepy, surreal feel that I tried to ignore as I waited on her answer. It would, after all, go a long way toward motive or toward clearing her.

“No,” she said, heaving a sigh. “She didn’t.” 

I pressed my lips together in dismay as Hunter’s voice cut through the night. It looked like Miranda was already starting out with two strikes, so as much as I wanted to come clean right then and there and tell him about the vision, I decided Camille was right. Let him get a feel for the scene and talk to people before I gave him information that might color his opinion.

That feeling of being watched swept over me, and I looked in the direction it was coming from. Camille was staring at me, her gaze piercing. We had a mental link, and I gave in to the gentle nudge she was giving it.

Do what you want, but I think it’s a bad idea.

Rather than reply, I just nodded. 

And I want to take a peek inside your melon. We need to see what’s changed.

Camille was an expert on mind magic. She could remove memories, transplant new ones, and even manipulate existing ones. She could also find new powers and sort of diagnose magical issues if they were mental. It wasn’t the most pleasant experience, but it wasn’t terrible either as long as I relaxed. Not nearly as terrible as suddenly seeing the future. I wanted to know if that was a one-off or if my powers were in flux again. I’d just adapted to the ones I had, and the last thing I wanted was to go through that all over again. 

Again, I nodded. 

If you’re up for it, tonight would be good. Hunter’s gonna be busy with this, and Gabi is staying at Will’s. That means it’ll just be us. Rae will probably want to be there, too. 

She didn’t reply, but she didn’t have to. I knew she was as anxious to see what was up as I was. For the last few years, I’d continued to baffle her. Shelby had been the one the angel had touched, but somehow Rae and I had gotten a residual blast, or at least that was the best we could figure.

I sighed and glanced at Rae, who had joined me on the sidelines. 

“C’mon,” she said, taking me by the arm. “There’s nothing more we can do here, so there’s no need to stick around.” 

“I agree,” Hunter said, and I jumped a little at his voice. “What did you see?” 

“Nothing, really,” I replied, trying not to look at the body. “We heard Miranda scream, and when we came out, she was standing by Barbie Lee. Everything is exactly like it was when we came out.” 

“Okay, then,” he said, and it made me sad that the lines around his eyes seemed deeper. “Go home. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 

Bobbie Sue and Coralee were still huddled around Miranda lending emotional support, so I nodded. 

The last sight I saw before we trudged back inside was Hunter striding toward the little group, his expression grim. Something told me things were going to get much worse before they got any better.
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On the way home, I explained the vision to Raeann.

“You’re absolutely sure it was exactly what you saw tonight?” she asked, frowning.

I nodded. “Exactly. I thought I was just picking up what she was thinking at the time.” 

“So what did Camille say about it?” she asked, staring at me in the glow of the dash lights. 

“Nothing. Just that she wants to tiptoe through my gray matter and see what she can find. She was almost as freaked out as I was, though. I’m not sure she believes there isn’t some other explanation.” 

“For your sake, I hope there is,” she said, turning her gaze to the darkness outside. 

I didn’t disagree. It had taken me forever to learn to block out random comments and thoughts that were flitting through other people’s minds. The last thing I wanted to do was start the process all over. For that matter, I didn’t even know if it was possible to block out visions. I was a kitchen witch, and I liked it that way. If I had the choice, I’d go back to those days in a heartbeat, but that water had long since passed under the bridge.

Headlights shone behind us as we pulled into the farm, and I recognized them as Camille’s. She hadn’t wasted any time. 

“Hey,” I said once we were all parked and out of the vehicles. “Gabi’s gone, but I’m not sure what Kristen’s doing.” Even though she knew about my magic, I didn’t want her there when Camille did her thing. It felt private, and I wanted to be able to talk freely. She knew I had magic. That didn’t mean she knew about magic, and I was okay with keeping it that way.

“She’s staying with Miranda tonight,” Camille said, pulling open the screen door. “Assuming Hunter doesn’t take her to jail, that is.” 

“Assuming Hunter isn’t taking who to jail?” Max pushed up from where he’d been sleeping on the porch and stretched, then gave a big donkey yawn, his fuzzy gray lips pulling back from grass-stained teeth. 

“Miranda, a girl who works at Fancy’s,” Raeann explained. “There was a murder, and she had motive. Plus, she found the body.” 

“Oh,” Max said as he followed us inside. “That does look bad for her. In my day, they’d have probably just hung her or run her through on the spot.” 

I turned to him, brows drawn. “I thought murder in your time was much more acceptable.” 

He shrugged. “Yes, but only if you were a noble. And a man. Women and common men weren’t allowed to go around killing people just because. It was a good way to get executed.” His brown eyes took on a faraway look. “I do miss a good public execution.” 

“What’s wrong with you?” Camille asked, scowling at him. “You were around for the witch trials and can still say that?” 

He returned her glare. “I meant for guilty people. Not for some poor schmuck who happened to be walking by when Brother Ted’s pig keeled over dead. That’s different.” 

“Don’t fight, guys!” I said as I flipped on the kitchen light. “We have bigger problems.” 

“And what might those be?” Max asked. “Aside from the murder?” 

I explained the situation to him.

He pressed his lips together and digested the information. “Visions, huh? That’s a new one. I’ve spent centuries with witches and have never seen anything like what happens in this family.” 

“What’s happening in this family now?” My aunt Addy popped into view, floating over the table with her arms crossed over her ample bosom. Her salt-and-pepper hair was pulled back into her usual bun, and she was wearing jeans and a floral cotton shirt. “I can’t leave y’all alone for twenty-four hours without things goin’ to the birds.” 

I sighed, and she frowned at me. “Okay, I was mostly kiddin’, but now you’ve got me worried.” 

“Me too,” I said, then launched into the story. 

She didn’t say a word until I was done, and even then, she mulled things over for a few moments before she spoke. “Well, it’s not unheard of in our family. Your great grand-mammy had the sight, but before her, it had been several generations.” 

“Yeah, but they got them when they were young, right? Psychic powers don’t just pop in at any old time.” I slid into a chair at the long, farm-style kitchen table so that I was facing Camille.

“Actually,” Camille said, “it’s not as uncommon as you think. We have a theory that seeing the future requires a certain brain maturity that pubescent teens and even young adults just don’t have. There’s nothing scientific behind it, but it’s the closest we can get to an explanation as to why psychic powers often show up late.” 

“But she’s almost thirty,” Rae pointed out.

Max chimed in. “I’ve seen a lot through the ages, and I can tell you some witches don’t even know they have magic until it pops in one day when they get upset or something happens. I once saw a butcher’s wife burn a kingsman to cinders because he came to collect taxes that they didn’t owe. The man had been draining the village for years, and she just snapped. She had to have been at least thirty.” He curled his nose. “Let me tell you, you never want to smell a sixteenth-century kingsman turned to ash.” 

Camille rolled her eyes but nodded. “I’m aware of how old she is, and Max is right—those stories are more common than you think. And she’s also experienced a way different path than most witches do. So have you, for that matter. None of us can decide if it’s just that you Flynn’s are weird or if it’s due to all of the challenges you’ve faced.” 

“Maybe it’s a combination of both,” Addy said. “It’s not unheard of for women in our family to develop late, so maybe that’s all there is to it.” 

“We’re debating a topic that has no answer,” Camille replied. “That’s not helpful to anybody, so let’s get on with following what little science we do have—her brain.” 

Oh goody. The fun part.

“You ready?” she asked, turning to me.

“Ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.” 

“Close your eyes, then,” she said, laying her hand on my forehead. 

I took a deep breath and released it, willing my stress to leave my body. It was always easier when I could relax and just let her do her thing. I closed my eyes, and right away, her presence crept into my mind. It felt alien, sort of like somebody was pulling a string through my brain, but it didn’t hurt. 

This was the third time she’d done this to me, so I had a general idea of what to expect. That’s why I was surprised when her examination went on for several minutes. That kind of magic had to be exhausting. The ‘string’ slithered through my brain one final time then was gone.

“All done,” she said. “You can open your eyes now.” 

I did and examined her expression for any sign of what she saw.

“Well?” Addy asked before I had a chance to. “What did you see?” 

Camille shook her head. “I’m not sure, exactly, but there are a couple new pathways in there, and both of them are in the area of the brain typically associated with mind magic.” 

“What do you mean, new?” Raeann asked, leaning forward and putting her elbows on the table.

“I mean those pathways were glowing blue, and they weren’t in there the last time I checked. It was faint, though.” She continued to stare at me like I was a science project even though I knew that wasn’t really how she viewed me.

“Blue’s good, right?” I asked, having no idea whether it actually was or not. “Or is it bad?” 

“It’s not really good or bad, I suppose. In a person who has psychic tendencies, they’re normal, and they’re much brighter than yours. In a kitchen witch who didn’t have them at all a year ago, it’s ... a curiosity.”

“So basically, all it means is that she has psychic abilities, not like her brain’s gonna blow up or somethin’, right?” Addy asked, concern etched on her face.

Camille smiled. “No, I’m not seeing any signs of an impending explosion. It’s just weird is all.” She lifted a shoulder. “I probably wouldn’t have noticed them at all if I hadn’t been looking specifically for them. All your other pathways are normal and lit up like the Fourth of July as always. I say we just wait to see what happens. It could have been a one-off caused by the combination of pending disaster and high emotions.” 

“Or it could be a sign Miranda was the one who was destined to kill her,” Raeann said.

“I suppose that’s possible,” Camille said. “But do we really believe she did? I mean, her reaction was real. She was freaked out, and it didn’t strike me as the type of panic somebody who’d just committed murder would exhibit.” 

“If you think about it,” Raeann said after a few moments, “Miranda’s a lot of things, but prone to histrionics isn’t one of them. I also don’t think she would have smashed Barbie Lee in the head with a rock, either. Let’s face it—she’s a lot like us. If she was gonna kill the woman, there would have been a lot more damage to Barbie’s face than what there was.” 

That was probably the most valid point she could have made. 

“I agree,” I replied. “She was spittin’ mad this afternoon. No way she just calmly bashed her head in, and there wasn’t any blood other than on her head from the rock. No busted lip or bloody nose, and believe me, there would have been.” 

It was strange that the fact that she hadn’t taken more of a beating was probably a point in Miranda’s favor as far as being a suspect, but it was. 

“So are you going to tell Hunter?” Raeann asked.

“It’s up to you, but I think you should wait and see where his head’s at,” Camille said. “For one, you didn’t see anything other than the body, and if it was a true vision, which seems likely, then it most likely stemmed from whatever energy you were getting from Barbie Lee, not Miranda. For another, he needs to focus on the investigation instead of worrying about you.” 

That was a good point, but it felt dishonest to me. Hiding things had never worked out well.

“Bull pucky!” Addy said, scoffing. “That boy’s got more than enough space between his ears to handle more than one crisis at a time. ’Sides, I don’t think this is such a big deal, at least not yet. Shoot, you can stop time for cryin’ out loud. A little old vision or two ain’t gonna make no nevermind to you.” 

I couldn’t tell if she really meant that last part or if she was trying to be supportive, but whichever it was, it worked. 

“No, you’re right,” I said. “I’m gonna tell him. Maybe not tonight because he’s gonna be wrung clear out, but in the morning for sure.” 

I picked my phone up off the table to make sure I hadn’t missed any messages and was shocked to see it was almost two. I was wired and not a bit sleepy, and any buzz had worn off when I’d seen the body and realized I’d already envisioned it. 

“Okay, kids,” I said, pushing up from my chair, “what say we have another glass of wine to wash down the disaster du jour then call it a night? I have a feeling the next few days are gonna be rough.” 

“Amen,” Rae said, rising to get glasses. “I’m glad Levana is opening in the morning. I don’t even think I’m going home.” 

I opened a bottle and poured, then added a blurp of Glenlivet to Max’s bowl.

“To making it through the next week with no more calamity,” Camille said, raising her glass.

I clinked mine to hers. “Or to at least not knowin’ about them ahead of time.”
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Hunter didn’t get home until almost four, and I was still tossing and turning when he crawled in beside me. 

“How’d it go?” I asked, rolling over and propping my head on my elbow.

He sighed. “Not fabulous. Most everybody was inside, and nobody reports seeing anybody going around back. But then again, it was fairly busy. Marybeth does have a security camera back there, but it’s trained on the door and the dumpster. It caught Barbie coming out, but the murder was out of range.” 

“So basically, you have nothing,” I said. 

“That about sums it up,” he replied, his voice heavy. “Right now, Miranda’s all we have. You saw her today. She wasn’t just mad. That girl had murder in her eyes when she left Bobbie Sue’s, but I talked to her. It doesn’t feel right in my gut that she did it.” 

I weighed telling him about the vision, but it didn’t seem like the right time. Instead, what Coralee had told me that day drifted through my mind, and I remembered that she’d left before everything had happened. Boy was I going to be in trouble for not calling that one in.

“I might have a lead for you to pick at,” I said. “Coralee told me she thinks Barbie was dippin’ from the till.” 

He rolled over and propped himself up on his elbow to face me. “Are you serious? That changes everything. Or at least it could. That means that all of her clients are suspects.” 

“Yeah,” I said, cringing, “but I think most of them live out of state, or at least somewhere besides Keyhole. I know the complex Miranda lives in is owned by some corporation. Kristen applied there before she moved in here, and they had this big credit and background process. She showed me the application. Lansing Investments, or Landsdown, maybe. Something like that. I think they were based out of Atlanta.” 

“I don’t even know for sure how many properties she manages,” he said. “It was so late that I couldn’t reach anybody at her office.” 

“Then get some rest,” I said, tucking my news away for later. Right now, he needed sleep more than he needed something else on his mind. Tomorrow would be another day. “The night’s almost gone already, and there’s nothin’ else you can do now, anyway. Worryin’ won’t solve anything.” 

“True,” he said, giving me a kiss before he rolled over. “Night.” 

“Night,” I replied, and snuggled in next to him. 

I was in that soft place between sleep and awake where dreams and reality merge. My mind drifted, and I found myself in the woods between the back pasture and the lake. The unicorn strode beside me as the sun dappled through the leaves, making fluttering patterns on the ground and turning his long mane to gold where it touched it. 

“Hey, boy,” I said, putting my hand on his muscular neck. “Here you are again, huh? You know unicorns aren’t real, right?” 

“Of course they’re real,” a familiar voice said. I jumped and turned to find my father walking on the other side of me. “Or at least as real as I am.” 

That irritated me because I hated riddles. “What does that even mean? I’m asleep, and you weren’t magic. And you left us, so no offense, but I’d appreciate it if you stopped popping into my dreams. I don’t know why my subconscious is summoning you, but I wish it would stop.” 

His lips curved up in a small smile. “I suppose I deserve that.” 

“Damn straight, you do,” I said, the calm of the idyllic scene fleeing. Now I was just mad.

“Listen, Noelle,” he said, his voice taking on an urgent edge. “I don’t know how long I have here, so I need to say what I came here to say. You need to watch out for your sister and Raeann. Beth, too. The council didn’t get everybody and neither did Shelby and her crew at the Academy. There’s something brewing, and this time I don’t think I’ll be able to help. You’ll see them coming. At least I gave you that.” 

“What do you mean? Who?” I snapped. The unicorn became antsy, dancing and snorting, and slammed into me with his shoulder. The semi-darkness that precedes a storm settled over us as the sun disappeared behind a bank of roiling clouds. Goosebumps popped up on my arms as the temperature dropped and lightning crashed across the sky. The wind whipped raindrops into my face so hard that they felt like shards of glass, and by the time I caught my balance and shoved my wet hair from my face, my father was gone.

“Noelle!” Hunter’s voice cut through the storm and woke me up.

“Yeah,” I said, breathless. “I’m okay.” I swallowed and willed my heart to slow.

“It was just a dream,” he said, putting his arm around me and pulling me close. “You’re all right. I’m here.” 

The residual anxiety left behind from the dream or vision or whatever it was dissipated, and after a few moments, I sank into him.

“Wanna talk about it?” he asked against my hair.

I shook my head. “Not really. It doesn’t make any sense anyway.” That much was true. I needed time to think, and I needed to talk to Camille and Shelby, but that was gonna have to wait ’til morning, too. I was too exhausted to deal with dreams about unicorns and dead parents and witches who wanted to kill me. As much as I hated Gone With The Wind, I was going to take a page from Scarlett’s book. Tomorrow was another day.
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I’d set my alarm for eight, figuring that would give me an hour to get caffeinated and presentable before Anna Mae showed up, but when my alarm went off, I couldn’t help but punch the snooze button. 

“No way, sleepyhead,” Hunter said, rolling over and pushing to a sitting position. “I want to shut it off as badly as you do, but we have stuff to do today.” 

I burrowed deeper into the covers. “I don’t want to. I’m going to cancel with Anna Mae. It doesn’t feel right to go to sales when a woman was murdered.” 

“Why?” he asked, tugging at the quilt. “Will she be any less dead if you stay home? Go do your thing. I’ll be dealing with mostly paperwork for the first few hours anyway. I have to look up numbers and find out who owns the buildings she manages, check her financials, and go to her house to see if there are any clues. I don’t even know if she has any relatives. Nobody knew last night, and she didn’t have an emergency contact listed anywhere. Go.” 

He swatted me on my blanket-covered rump, and I growled. I was awake, though, so I scooted to the edge of the bed and sat up.

“What?” I said when I caught him trying to contain a smile. 

“Nothin’,” he said. “I’ve been on this planet long enough to know never to tell a woman she looks like a cute little raccoon.” 

I scowled at him and scratched my arm, but I knew he was probably right. I hadn’t taken my makeup off before I’d gone to bed, and I was an ugly sleeper. He was no doubt being generous in his assessment. I slid off the bed and padded to the bathroom, raising a brow when I saw the sea hag in the mirror staring back at me. Yeah, he’d been being generous.

“You’re off the hook because you threw in the cute part,” I said, summoning a smile. “And because you have to investigate a shady dead lady. Just don’t expect such latitude in the future.” 

He wrapped his arms around me from behind and gave me a quick kiss on the neck. “Noted. Have a good day, and if either of you thinks of anything that might help, or if you hear anything, let me know.” 

I shuffled toward the stairs so he could get ready, noting that Raeann’s door was still closed. Since she so rarely slept in, I decided to leave her to it. Levana was opening, so Rae didn’t have anywhere to be, and there was no reason for all of us to stumble sleep-deprived through the day.

It was my morning to feed the horses, so I made a latte and poured it into my to-go cup and stumbled to the barn to get the chores over with. As always, Mayhem, a horse who lived up to his name, was full of himself, bobbing his head over his stall and rattling his feed bucket as soon as he saw me.

“Yeah, yeah,” I called to him, smiling. I stopped to scratch my mare, Missy, on the nose on my way past her stall, and she nibbled at my hair. “Aww, I’m glad to see you, too, beautiful, but I don’t have time to play today.” 

I took a slug of coffee and caught a flash of light from the corner of my eye coming from the direction of the opposite end of the barn. When I turned to see what it was, I almost dropped my cup. For the briefest moment, Bella, a quarter horse so light-grey she looked white, had a long, alabaster horn. I blinked hard, and the horn disappeared, and all that remained were the dust motes drifting through the air in a shaft of sunlight shining in through the rafter windows. Bella shook her head, sending her long forelock bouncing, and Shelby’s image shot through my mind. 

“Addy!” I called in a near-panic. 

“What? What is it?” My aunt appeared instantly, her wild gaze shooting around the barn in search of a threat.

I held out my hands, willing my heart to slow. “Nothing. I’m okay. I think. But I need you to go check on Shelby.” 

She didn’t even hesitate before she disappeared. I began my chores on autopilot. I’d done it thousands of times, so the tasks didn’t require much brain space. Once I’d dumped feed into a few buckets and downed half my coffee, I was feeling silly. I’d been half asleep and still weirded out by the dream and had let a trick of the light freak me out.

Addy popped back in, relief etched on her wrinkled face. “She’s fine. I didn’t bother her because she was in the middle of a training exercise, but she was fit as a fiddle. I did talk to Emma, and she said they’re on a break because there’s not been any chatter from the grapevines in the last week. You know if anything was going on at all, they’d know about it.” 

“I figured,” I said, dumping feed in Bella’s bucket. “I’m being an idiot. I had another weird dream last night and thought I saw something.” 

“What do you mean, another weird dream?” she asked, floating beside me as I went back to the front of the barn to Missy’s stall. She’d finished eating, so I unlatched her stall and let her out so she could follow me to her pasture. I told Addy about the first dream as well as the one I’d had last night as I turned the horses out.

“Hmm,” she said, her expression thoughtful. “I’m not sure what to make of any of this. I need to check on some things.” 

With that, she disappeared before I could tell her not to worry about it. Even if I had squeezed it in, she would have worried anyway. It was what she did.
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By the time Anna Mae got there, I’d finished my chores and managed to make myself estate-sale chic. 

“Mornin’,” I said as I pulled my ponytail through the loop in my Bulldogs hat.

“Yes it is,” she said with a wan smile as she shuffled bleary-eyed toward my Keurig. 

The dark circles under her eyes were twins to mine, and I hoped she’d gotten at least a little more rest than I had. Given the fact that she had the baby, I wouldn’t have laid money on it, though.

“What time did you guys get out of there last night?” I asked as she popped an espresso pod into the maker and shoved her to-go cup under it. 

“It feels like about thirty minutes ago,” she said, yawning. “If I weren’t desperately low on inventory, I would have canceled this morning.”  

“Yeah, Hunter talked me out of it,” I said. “I need to go, too. I don’t have anything at all that I can piece together into a big project, so it’s either go or take this week off, and I don’t want to do that.” 

I refilled my to-go cup when she was done, and we hooked up the horse trailer and took off. We were both quiet after we hashed over the details of the night before, but that was fine. Anna Mae and I had the sort of friendship that allowed for comfortable silence.

“So tell me about this dress you’re all googly-eyed over,” I said, kicking up the AC a bit. The day was getting hot fast.

“Oh, it’s gorgeous,” she said, her expression dreamy. “It has a scalloped Queen Anne neckline and lace panels at the waist, and the train is like four feet long with butterflies and pearls up either side. The sleeves are poofy at the top and tight from the forearm down, and they have butterflies and pearls from the wrist to the elbow. It’s like it was made for me.” 

It did sound that way for a fact. She was nuts over butterflies, and if ever there was a woman who screamed pearls and lace, it was Anna Mae.

“That sounds perfect,” I said, smiling as I flicked on the blinker to turn into a drive that had a giant sign advertising the sale. There weren’t many cars there yet, so I maneuvered the truck and trailer around so that it was both close to the barn and situated so that I could pull straight out.

“Ooh, look at that bedroom suite,” she said, pointing at a Victorian-style headboard, footboard, and dresser. “That has promise.” 

From a distance, they looked a little rough, so I crossed my fingers for her that it would be one of those diamond-in-the-rough finds that everybody else passed on. 

“Let’s go check it out, then,” I said, jumping out of the truck. 

There was a ton for sale—everything from furniture to farm equipment to boxes full of costume jewelry. Some of that could be valuable depending on the era and whatnot, but that was more Anna Mae’s forte than mine. 

I wandered back into the recesses of the barn and did a mental fist pump when I spotted four barn doors with cross-sections leaning up against a back wall. There were no sales stickers on them, which meant I’d have to track somebody down and ask about them, but that wasn’t uncommon. Most people didn’t want to buy barn doors, old hinges, or odds and ends like knobs and locks, but that was what made my job profitable. Their trash was my treasure.

I picked my way through boxes and around a tractor to check them out and was happy to see that they were in decent shape. There were also six ladder-back chairs stacked beside them. Three of them had broken front legs, but that was fine. I could make three nice French-style benches from them, and those sold well, too.

I meandered back toward the front, taking the time to look for other items that had missed the cut and been shoved out of the way. I lucked out again and found a beaten-up writing desk that I could convert to two nightstands. 

“Find anything good?” Anna Mae asked when I made my way back to where the auction was about to start. 

“Yeah,” I said. “I actually did. You?” 

She nodded. “Yep. As a matter of fact, if I manage to score all of them, I don’t even need to go to the next sale. We can skip it if you want to. I’m sure there will be more next weekend, and I’m beat.” 

“That sounds perfect,” I said, my knees going weak at the idea of taking a nap. It was already hot, which only added to the feeling that I was wading through sludge with every step I took. 

“Okay, folks!” Who’s ready to get this show on the road?” the auctioneer, a portly sixty-ish guy in a cowboy hat and bolo tie asked. I knew from experience that it was better to wait until after the sale to approach anybody about pieces that weren’t tagged. At that point, they just wanted to be done and get out of there, so I’d get a better price.

Anna Mae won all the items she placed bids on, and even though an older couple bid her high on a couple items, she got the dusty old bedroom suite and two boxes of fifties-style dresses for next to nothing.

“Score!” she said when she won. It was the last sale, so we picked our way through the crowd as the announcer thanked the crowd and invited all of us to his next auction the following weekend. “Now let’s get your stuff, load up, and get out of here. I need a nap.” 

I tracked the owner down and negotiated a price on the doors, desk, and chairs. The first number he threw out was so low that I almost felt guilty countering him, but I did it anyway. After all, it was business. 

Thankfully, there were enough people there that we managed to fly under the radar and load everything ourselves. That meant she grabbed an end, I grabbed an end, then slapped a spell on it to make it light. The hardest part was making it look like we were struggling a little.

“Good times,” Anna Mae said as we pulled back onto the road. 

“Good deals,” I replied, offering the second half of our after-sale ritual. “Are you hungry? Because I have some ham beans and cornbread left from supper last night if you’re interested.”

“As good as your beans are, sugar, I just wanna go home and relax. Amelia was up at six, and even though Matt got up with her, I heard her cryin’ and that was all she wrote. I either had to get up and feed her or flood the bed. I swear, I’m like a milk dispenser with no off switch.” She shifted her weight and frowned when I grinned. “You laugh, but it’s a serious design flaw.” 

We chatted about wedding plans for the rest of the trip. I’d never been a maid of honor, but had a new respect for the role. I was grateful Anna Mae was easy to please because if I’d had to keep track of so much and deal with a bridezilla, one of us wouldn’t have lived to see the wedding. 

The stress of the last couple of days drained away as I drove up the drive. The sun filtered through the giant oak trees that arched over the drive, causing little dapples. A pair of squirrels scurried across the road, and I smiled as they chased each other up a tree. It didn’t matter how many times I made the drive, I never got tired of it.

As I drove, I kept an eye on the fence to make sure there weren’t any rails down. It wasn’t something I did consciously; I’d lived there most of my life, and it was just a habit that came with having horses. It was a whole lot easier to fix a rail than chase fourteen horses over Hell’s half-acre. It was bad enough that we had one that enjoyed letting himself and all his pasture mates out anytime a gate wasn’t locked. I wasn’t about to make it easier for them.

Skeeter’s old towtruck was parked in front of the barn when I pulled in front of the house. I smiled when I saw the beat-up old beast. Skeeter’s Garage and Appliance Repair was painted on the faded blue doors, and it looked like it was just this side of a junkyard, but I’d have bet good money it was the best-running truck in town. Nobody knew more about vehicles—or appliances—than he did.

“Oh, cool,” she said when we pulled in. “Gabi’s here, and so is Skeet.” 

“Yeah, wonder what Skeet needs,” I replied, pulling up in front of the porch. 

“Hey, guys!” I called as we hopped out of the truck. Gabi was sitting in the porch swing with one bare leg underneath her, pushing herself with the other foot. Skeet was playing porch chess with Max, our talking donkey. A small bowl with a generous pour of what  was surely Glenlivet in it sat by the door where nobody would kick it over, and Max eyed the chessboard, shifting his weight back and forth. 

“Are you gonna move or just stare at the board all day?” Skeeter asked as he took off his NASCAR ball cap, swabbed his forehead with a blue bandana, and slapped the hat back on.

Max gave him a donkey-glare. “This is chess, not some juvenile game of Mousetrap. It requires contemplation and forethought.” 

Skeeter grinned. “Contemplation about what? Gettin’ beat twice in a row?” 

I smiled at Max’s glower as I stepped around the oversized board and relaxed into one of the rockers a few feet from Gabi. 

Anna Mae gave Gabi a hug. “Hey, y’all. I can’t stay, but I didn’t just want to leave without saying hello.” 

“Hello, yourself,” Gabi said. “Sorry I missed girls' night last night. I hear y’all had quite the exciting evening.” 

“Yeah,” Anna Mae replied, shaking her head. “Not the good kind, though. We did have fun up ’til then, but you know what they say—it’s all fun and games ’til somebody gets bashed in the head with a rock.” 

I raised a brow at her.

“What?” she said, tilting her lips into a half-smile. “Too soon?” 

I laughed. “Maybe a little, but as tired as I am and as mean as she was, I’m havin’ a hard time not finding it just the teensy-weensiest bit funny.” 

“What are you up to, Skeet?” I asked. “Did I schedule somethin’ with you and forget?” He came out a couple times a year and serviced the four-wheelers and tractor for me.

“Nah, I told Hunter I’d come out and go over some expense reports with him that he found in Barbie Lee’s files. He thinks they sound high. I was servicin’ Harry and Stella’s tractor and told him I’d just meet him here since I was right down the road. Then I got here and got wrangled into playing a game of chess.” He turned to Max. “Speakin’ of, still waitin’ on your next brilliant move.” 

Max grumbled but pushed one of his knights. “There. And you’re all troglodytes. No respect for the civility of this game at all. Yapping and carousing while a man’s trying to think.” 

I laughed. That was a sure sign he was losing. The worse it was, the freer he was with the insults. 

“I haven’t seen Skeet havin’ any problems blockin’ out the distractions,” Gabi said, giving the swing a shove with her foot. Max muttered a few words that weren’t repeatable in polite company and shot her a death glare from beneath his long, silky lashes. 

Anna Mae took her leave, waving as she pulled out, and she’d barely rounded the driveway when Hunter’s truck came rumbling around the curve.

“Perfect timing,” Skeeter said, then stepped forward and made his move. “Checkmate.” 

Max stomped off the porch, casting evil glares over his shoulder. 

“Don’t be a poor loser,” Skeet called after him. “You’ll get me next time! Oh, wait—that’s what you said last time!” 

If looks could kill, Skeeter would have turned to stone where he stood.

Hunter stepped out of his truck just as Max stormed past it. 

“What’s up with him?” he asked, striding to the porch. When he saw the chess set out, understanding crossed his face. “Ah. Nevermind.” 

Skeeter was the only person in our entire group who regularly skunked Max at chess, and it made his blood boil. Sure, the rest of us won sometimes, but Skeeter rarely lost to him. 

“Yeah,” Skeeter smiled. “Sorry about that.” 

“No worries,” Hunter said, passing Skeeter a file folder. “It’s good for him to lose, as much as he gloats when he wins. Here are those reports.” 

Skeet flipped it open, then ran his finger down the page before flipping to another. “I don’t even have to look at the rest of this to tell you these prices ain’t right. They’re twice what they should be, and some of ’em just don’t make any sense.” His finger paused. “Like right here, it says forty-nine bucks for a coil for the microwave. Microwaves don’t have coils. There are several bunk charges like that. Also, it don’t take six hours of labor to charge an AC unit, and the rate he charged is almost double what I do.” 

“So was she being ripped off?” Gabi asked, but I shook my head.

“No,” I said, stepping forward to look at the papers over his shoulder. “Unless I miss my guess, she was havin’ her boyfriend write up phony bills for services that weren’t rendered and parts that weren’t installed.”

“Skeet, what do you know about Frank Hawkins?” Hunter asked, moving around me to take a seat in the other rocker. “She was dating him, and I know he has a repair service.” 

Skeeter lifted a shoulder. “He’s an okay dude. A little holier-than-thou, but he’s thrown me work and vice versa. I’ve never heard of him doin’ anything like this. I don’t know him that well, but that’s the sort of thing that would get around pretty quick.” 

“Okay,” Hunter said, nodding. “I’m gonna go talk to him, but I wanted you to take a look first.” 

“No problem, Sheriff,” Skeet said, grinning and handing the folder back to Hunter. “Now if you folks’ll excuse me, I provided expert testimony and put that stubborn donkey in his place again. My work here’s done, and I have a ’57 Chevy sittin’ at the garage needin’ some sparkplugs.” 

“And I have beans and cornbread to eat,” I said, pulling the screen door open. I didn’t want to add that I also had a nap in my future because that would have been mean to Hunter. That didn’t make it less true, though.
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Two hours later, I woke up feeling like a new woman. No weird dreams, and I was starting to believe that the ones I’d had were probably stress-related. Still, though, I was smart enough to know not to ignore it entirely. I pulled out my phone and called Camille on my way to the truck.

“Hey, girl,” she said when she answered. “Don’t tell me you’ve suddenly developed the ability to fly or something. My day’s been normal so far, and I’d like to keep it that way.” 

I laughed. “No, no flying yet, and if I ever do figure it out, you can keep it. Heights aren’t my thing. I am calling about my recent weirdness, though. I had a dream. Well, two, actually. And even though I’m ninety-nine percent sure it’s just stress, I figured I’d better let you know.” 

She groaned. “Not dreams again. I’d tell you to write them off but considering somebody crawled in your head through them not too long ago, I’m glad you called. Tell me all about them.” 

I did and added the experience in the barn in for good measure. “I’m sure it’s nothing. Probably a trick of the light and my subconscious messing with me, but now you know.” 

She was quiet for a few moments. “No, I’m glad you did. The thing with dream interpretation is that it’s an art rather than a science, and that’s not even taking into consideration that somebody might actually be reaching out to you or that your new brain activity might be responsible. I wish I could tell you that we caught all the bad guys, but that wouldn’t be true. Even if we had caught all the ones involved with Katrina—and we didn’t—there are always fresh upstarts out there looking to make a power-grab. I’ll tell everybody to be alert. If you have any more dreams or visions, let me know.” 

I knew she wasn’t blowing me off, not only because she took any magical threat seriously, but also because her daughter Emma was thick as thieves with Shelby. They worked together at the Celestial Academy and Camille was like a mama bear when it came to both of them. I couldn’t have asked for a better set of eyes on my little sister.

“Will do,” I said. “Now I have to go deal with more mundane things.” 

“Yeah, does Hunter have any leads yet?” 

“Sort of. He found out she’s ripping off her clients, so not only do we have to look at tenants like Miranda, now he’s going to take a look at the property owners. At least that means she’s not the only suspect even though she’s the handiest one.” 

“Yeah,” she replied, “but Miranda’s no dummy. She wouldn’t have killed someone at the bar that she’d just been seen fighting with a few hours earlier.” 

“You know that, and I know that, but you know how things go,” I said. Small towns were great, but if Hunter didn’t solve it, the stain would always hang over her.

“I do. I have faith, though. And relax. I’m sure the dreams aren’t as dire as they felt, but I’ll double down on security and have everybody reach out to their contacts to see if there’s anything new brewing.” 

We disconnected, and I felt better as I shoved my phone in my back pocket and climbed into my truck. I figured while Hunter was occupied, I’d take it down and unload it. As I drove to town, thoughts of my father floated through my mind. My mom had died when we were little, and he’d taken us to Addy’s when I was eleven, dropped us off, and we’d never seen him again. When he hadn’t shown up after a few days, Addy and Uncle Calvin had gathered our belongings from our house and moved us to the farm like it was the most natural thing in the world.

It still left a lot of questions, though. He’d left behind papers signing over custody along with banking info for accounts that they’d started for Shelby and me, but no letter of explanation. He just left. Addy’d told us later that as far as she could tell, all he’d taken was a suitcase of clothes. 

The farm had been an amazing place to grow up, and Addy and Calvin had surrounded us with love, but the mystery still niggled at me. That’s why I was more prone to think it was my subconscious torturing me than my dad actually contacting me. After all, he’d left of his own free will and hadn’t bothered to contact us in the real world, so I had no reason to think he’d jump through hoops to contact me in my dreams, especially considering he had no magic. No, there were a hundred more plausible explanations.

Swinging a right into the alley that ran behind my shop, I pulled over as far as I could so I wasn’t blocking the road, then hopped out. In the short time it took me to carry the chairs, doors, and desk inside, I was so hot that my shirt was sticking to me and the humidity had turned my hair to a frizzy mess. Erol wasn’t there, so I slapped a coat of varnish on the other sides of the doors and decided to go grab an iced latte before Brew closed.

Before I left, I pulled out the drawers on the desk. The top was a mess and would have to be removed, but I hoped the drawers were in good shape. Otherwise, I’d have to build new ones, which would take time and add cost to the production. The left one was perfect, and the right one slid out smooth as silk, too. Something rattled in it, so I pulled it out a little further. A silver charm bracelet lay near the back, and when I pulled it out, I was a little surprised by the charms. Rather than the standard Eiffel tower or puppy or Yoda charms, it had several small stones and crystals caged in filigreed silver. It was beautiful, mostly because it was different. I wasn’t a huge fan of mass-produced jewelry, but this one called to me. 

“Now where did you come from?” I wondered, holding it up to the light. I wasn’t a big crystal or gem person, so I didn’t recognize more than a couple of them. It was pretty though. I checked it for any signs of engraving or another way to identify it, but there were none. Even though I wanted to put it on, I hesitated. We’d had a bad experience with found jewelry, and even though I wasn’t into crystals, I was a witch and new crystals had juju. I slipped it into my pocket until I could investigate it further, then locked up and headed to Brew. 

“Wow, does it feel awesome in here,” I said with a sigh of relief when I pushed through the coffee shop door. Even though it was still spring, the heat was oppressive. 

“It does,” Angel, the other girl who worked for Raeann, said. “I just took the trash out and about died. Looks like we’re just skippin’ spring this year.”

Levana nodded, her high ponytail bobbing. “I swear, it was never like this when I was young.” 

I gave her a small smile but targeted my words at both of them. Levana had been born several hundred years before, back before pollution, emissions, and methane were issues. Angel didn’t know that, though. “Yeah, funny how things have changed so quickly, huh?”

There were still several people in the shop, most of them sitting by themselves tapping away on laptops.

“What’s going on?” I asked as I moved around the counter to make myself an iced Loca Mocha.

“The AC’s out at the entire Peach Tree Business Complex,” Angel said, “so they came here to work, instead.” 

“Isn’t that where Barbie Lee’s office is?” Talk about irony.

Angel laughed. “Yeah, now that you mention it, it is.” 

I raised a brow. Nobody ever accused me of looking a gift horse in the mouth. “I wonder what her business neighbors thought of her.” 

“One way to find out,” Angel said with a wink. “Might be a good time to find out if anybody needs a refill or would like a muffin. Don’t offer blueberry though. We ran out an hour ago.” 

“How are you out of blueberry muffins?” I asked, leaning over to look in the pastry case. Sure enough, the spot where the blueberry muffins went was bare. “I just brought two dozen down yesterday morning.” 

Angel shrugged. “We’ve been busy, and the muffins are delicious? I’d love to know your secret. I’ve never tasted anything you baked that wasn’t amazing.” 

I smiled back and pulled my apron off the hook by the register. I still helped Rae out sometimes when both Angel and Levana needed the day off. I took a long pull off my latte then tied on the apron. “I could tell you, but I’d have to kill you. Wish me luck.” 

The person sitting at the nearest table was a young guy in a nice blue suit and purple tie. He was scrolling through a spreadsheet and making notes on a notepad. Without taking his eyes off the screen, he picked up the empty cup beside him and took a drink, then scowled when he realized there was nothing left.

“Hey,” I said, smiling when he looked up. “Sorry to interrupt, but would you like me to refill that for you?” 

“Oh,” he said, a little startled, then handed me the cup. “Yeah, that would be great. Just a regular coffee with cream. I still have a sugar here.” 

I took his cup back and filled it. When I set it down beside him, he smiled and rolled his head on his shoulders. “I didn’t realize I’d been sitting here this long. My neck is stiff.” 

“Whatcha doin’ there?” I asked motioning to his laptop. 

“Oh, I’m an accountant,” he said, ripping open a packet of sugar and stirring it into his coffee. “With tax season coming up, I’m slammed right now. Everybody always waits til the last minute.” 

“Bummer on having the AC out in your building, then,” I said, but he shook his head.

“Nah, it’s actually been nice working here for a change. I might start doing it on purpose a day or two a week.” He gave me a self-deprecating smile. “It sort of gives me the illusion of having a life.” 

He was a good-looking guy even if he was a little on the nerdy side, so that surprised me, but I let it pass. None of my business. “You work over in the Peach Tree, right?” 

“Yeah,” he said, shaking his head. “That place is ancient. We’re always having problems, but since the property manager had her office there, things were always taken care of as soon as they went wrong.” He rolled his eyes. “At least as long as it affected her, too. If it was something confined to just an office or two, it was a different story. I’m not sure what’s going on there now that she’s dead. I called her assistant this morning, but it went to voice mail.” 

“Her assistant?” That was the first I’d heard of that, and now it made me wonder which one of them was doctoring the books. Could it be that Barbie Lee had been getting bamboozled?

“Yeah, Noreen,” he said, “She—” 

“Excuse me, miss. I need a refill, too.” An older lady with a sour expression was waving her cup at me. I pulled in a breath and blew it out slowly. She was a customer, and I imagine the optics of a waitress taking care of just one customer were bad. 

Levana rushed forward to take care of the woman, waving me off.

I turned back to the guy. “You were saying?” 

He smiled. “Noreen Hinkle. She’s just as bad as Barbie Lee. They were two peas in a pod. Condescending, rude, entitled. I avoided them both like the plague.”

“And you say Noreen was Barbie Lee’s assistant?” 

He nodded. “And friends, too, it appeared. I saw them out together a few times after work hours.” 

“Did you see Barbie Lee argue with anybody recently?” I asked.

He tilted his head at me. “Are you sure you’re a waitress? All of a sudden, I feel like I’m talking to a cop rather than a barista.” 

I smiled. “No, I really am a server. At least sometimes. I’m also engaged to the sheriff, so I suppose I am asking from more than just curiosity.” I held out my hand. “Noelle Flynn.” 

He shook it, smiling. I was glad he was being a good sport. “Noah Brooks. Nice to meet you. Does he have any leads? I heard that cocktail waitress did it.” 

“He’s just now getting into the meat of it. The first few hours are usually information finding, but I know he has some leads.” I didn’t want to show Hunter’s hand even though it made me mad that poor Miranda was already getting tarred.

The best I could do was throw my back into it and make sure the feathers didn’t follow.
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I fired off a text to Hunter, but he didn’t respond. Not necessarily unusual when he was on a case, but that was information he needed, assuming he hadn’t already found out about her.

I stretched to pull more cups from the storage cubby, and something poked me through my shorts pocket. I stuck my hand in and pulled out the charm bracelet.

“Ooh,” Levana said. “That’s pretty. Did Hunter get it for you?” 

I shook my head. “I found it in an old desk I bought at the auction this morning. Since they’re stones and crystals, I wanted to get a second opinion on whether it’s got any juju attached to it before I wore it.” 

She stuck out her hand. “Let me see it.” 

Levana was excellent at auras and detecting magic. She’d known I was a witch way before I’d figured her out, and I trusted her. I laid it across her palm, and she closed her eyes. After a few minutes, she opened her eyes, then pressed her lips together and pushed them to the side, thinking. 

“I don’t feel any bad magic, but the crystals do hold some sort of residual charge. Not much, but it’s there. Cleanse them in saltwater overnight, and you’ll be fine.” 

I arched a brow at her. “You’re sure?” 

“Positive,” she said with a decisive nod. “There’s nothing bad there. You’d be safe even if you didn’t cleanse them, but it’s not good to wear crystals that are charged to somebody else’s energy.” 

“Thanks,” I said, stuffing it back into my pocket. “I’m gonna run up to the courthouse. Hunter hasn’t returned my call, and I want to make sure he knows about the assistant.” 

I made a to-go cup of iced tea and stuffed a couple bear claws into one bag, three orange-cranberry muffins into another, and two mixed-berry turnovers into a third, then tossed all three into a plastic bag. “See y’all later. If you hear anything else, please let me know.” 

I slid my sunglasses on and pushed the door open with my hip. The sky was a little overcast, so it felt a little cooler than it had earlier. I was glad for that since I’d left my truck at the shop. I took my time wandering up the sidewalk and paused when I passed Penelope’s Bridal Shop. 

The dress Anna Mae had told me about was breathtaking, and it would be perfect for her. There were a couple bridesmaid dresses I could see on mannequins inside the store that were gorgeous, too, and I found myself looking forward to playing dress-up with her. 

One of the sort-of-joking conditions I’d put on being the maid of honor was having a say in my own dress. I’d seen too many nightmares, and even though Anna Mae had great taste, I didn’t want to leave it to chance that I’d end up wearing something that made me look like an extra from some antebellum-ball costume party. I was not a fan of hoop dresses and big hats with fat ribbons, though if it made her happy, I’d do it. Not without trying to nudge her in another direction first, though.

I smiled and continued up the sidewalk. Town was bustling. This was one of those days when I was grateful to live in a small town. Families were sitting outside the ice cream shop enjoying a cool treat. Friends enjoyed lunch under the shade of colorful umbrellas on the Grits and Grinders patio. 

That made me smile because my place had been a sandwich shop when Erol had owned it. The new sandwich shop had originally provoked his protective tendencies, and he’d spent the entire first month Grits had opened constantly policing the kitchen and ranting. He’d been almost disappointed to find no serious infractions, and after another couple of weeks, he’d admitted the owner was a pro. 

I’d breathed a sigh of relief because I could finally bring my lunch to the shop instead of secretly stuffing my face in the truck or at Raeann’s. I’d tried their Philly Cheesesteak the first week they’d opened and had been hooked but had not wanted to poke the bear by walking in with food from the enemy.

Before heading to the courthouse, I swung into the Clip N Curl. Especially considering Coralee had left early the night before, I knew she had to have been burning with curiosity. Also, she’d surely heard plenty of scuttlebutt and speculation, so I wanted to get her take before I headed to the courthouse. Might as well kill two birds with the same stone.

Two teenagers with rainbow hair nearly knocked me over as they spilled out the beauty salon’s front door. I got a quick vision of Coralee spilling that stuff and couldn’t imagine the mess it would have made. Shelby’d gone through a phase where she’d liked to put streaks in her hair, and that stuff had been impossible to get out of the sink. There was still a purple stain on the bathroom counter that wouldn’t come off no matter what I used.

“Phew,” I said, grinning as the door slammed shut behind me. The unique blend of the smells of acetone, hairspray, and salon-scented shampoos always made me feel both pretty and a little lightheaded. 

“Hey, girl! I was hopin’ you were gonna stop in.” Coralee was sweeping up hair from around her chair while Belle, the former owner and resident ghost, hovered near the back wall, scowling.

“Hey, ladies,” I said, my attention on Belle. Her beehive was practically vibrating with outrage. “Belle, you doin’ okay? If you were alive, I’d be worried you were headin’ toward a coronary.” 

Coralee scowled and flapped her hand toward her mentor. “Ignore her. Her knickers are in a wad because of my last two hairdos.” 

Belle’s expression turned thunderous. “Those weren’t hairdos. They were atrocities. This is a beauty parlor, not a pet store. When those girls left here, they shoulda looked like beautiful young ladies, not tropical fish!” 

Coralee rolled her eyes as she dumped the dustpan full of hair in the trash can. “They felt pretty, so I did my job. Whether or not a dusty old broad stuck in the sixties liked it don’t mean beans. Besides, it wasn’t even permanent. They’ll be back to blonde in a couple weeks.” 

“Anyhoooo,” I said before blood was drawn. “I brought muffins!” 

Coralee’s eyes lit. “Please say they’re cranberry orange!” 

“They’re cranberry orange,” I replied, smiling as I handed her the bag.

Marge, the matronly woman who owned the local hardware store with her husband, waved from her spot under the dryer. She was a regular at the shop, and I was glad she was there. She saw a lot of folks and had a good handle on what was going on at any given time. I waved back as the dryer kicked off.

“Hey, Noelle!” she said, her peach-stained lips turning up into a smile. “Long time no see. How you been, sugar? You and Hunter set a date yet?” 

“Not yet,” I said, shaking my head. “Let’s get Anna Mae married off first, then we’ll see where I’m at on that.” 

“Oh, of course, of course,” she said, flapping her hand. “No pressure. I mean, you still have a few good years of childbearin’ left. No rush if you don’t want a big brood.” 

I took a deep breath and blew it out through my nose. The thing with the women in a Southern beauty shop was that they’d mastered the art of weaponizing honey-coated words. Marge was a good person who didn’t mean any harm, but she was as stuck in the past as Belle was. 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, taking a seat in Coralee’s chair. “Have you heard anything about Barbie that might help Hunter?” I asked.

“Now that you mention it,” she said, leaning the broom up against the wall, “I might have. It seems Miranda wasn’t the only run-in Barbie had that day.” 

“Do tell,” I said, leaning forward so that my elbows rested on my knees. 

After grabbing a Diet Coke from the mini-fridge, Coralee took a seat at Alyse’s nail table and unwrapped her muffin. “Nope. Seems she and her boyfriend had a tussle at her office Friday. Janey Carter went down to pay her rent and said he stormed out of there lookin’ like he was gonna spit nails. Slammed the door and everything.” 

I arched a brow. “No kiddin’. Did she hear what they were fightin’ about?” 

Coralee held up a finger because her mouth was full, so Marge chimed in. 

“Nope, but I suspect it might have somethin’ to do with money. He came into the store to pick up some supplies Friday and wasn’t too tickled about it. He bought stuff to fix a hot water heater but grumbled about the thing needin’ replaced rather than fixed. Said he didn’t like cobblin’ it together instead of just installin’ a new one.” 

“What was the cost difference?” I asked.

“Oh, hundreds of dollars,” she said, her eyes wide as she nodded. “A heating element is twenty bucks or so, but a new hot water heater’ll cost you at least four hundred bucks. More, usually, especially after installation.” 

“Did he say anything else? Was that all he bought?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” she replied. “Well, he bought a ticket book. Business must be good because he just bought one a couple weeks ago. The element was the only part, though.”

I nodded. “That sounds about like what I’ve been hearing. Sounds to me like she didn’t like comin’ off any more money than she had to and that you really had to be the squeaky wheel to get the grease.” 

“That’s odd, too,” Coralee said. “I know the family who owns one of those complexes, and they’re good people. Before they moved away and put it into her hands, they were great about keepin’ ’em up. I lived there for a while before I bought my house and never had a problem if somethin’ broke.” 

Coralee got up to check Marge’s hair and tucked her back under the dryer. 

“What about you?” Belle said, floating closer. “You were there last night. Did you notice anything? Did anybody look suspicious? Did Miranda look guilty?” 

I debated telling them about the brunette hair but decided that might not be something Hunter wanted out for public consumption. Info like that wasn’t something you handed over to these two. “No to everything. There wasn’t anything there other than the rock she was killed with and the contents of her purse but it didn’t look like it had been pilfered. Just knocked out when she dropped it. Some receipts, peach nail polish, and some makeup. Miranda just looked freaked out.” 

Coralee popped the last bite of muffin in her mouth and brushed off her hands. “Personally, I don’t see her doin’ it. She’s not the type. She mighta punched her a good one, but she’s got her kids to worry about. No way would she have done anything to put them in jeopardy.” 

Belle nodded in agreement. “Plus, she’s just not trashy like that. Who knocks somebody in the head? It’s just not decent.” 

I smiled. “No, I have to agree that murder’s bad for your reputation.” 

She scowled at me. “You know perfectly well what I meant. Good folks don’t just go around killin’ people.” 

There was no arguing with that logic.

Coralee reached around me to get the bowls of hair dye sitting on the counter by her station. When she turned, the broom fell, and she tripped, sending the bowls flying as she pushed out her hands to catch herself on the second barber chair. A stream of curses followed as the bowls crashed to the ground sending blue hair dye splattering across her white tile floor.

My stomach dropped as déjà vu hit me. It was exactly the scene I’d imagined when I’d passed the girls on their way out.

Belle’s eyebrows pulled down in concern. “You okay, sweetie? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

I was so shaken that I didn’t even note the irony in her statement.

“Yeah,” I said, dazed. “I gotta go talk to Hunter.” 

I stumbled toward the door. 

“Hey, don’t forget your stuff,” Coralee said, motioning toward my tea and the bag of pastries.

“Thanks,” I mumbled, picking them up and turning back toward the door. The sky was gray, and the air was thick with the scent of ozone, but I didn’t even notice when fat raindrops splatted on my arms. It looked like the first vision hadn’t been the one-off I’d been hoping for.
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By the time I reached Hunter’s office, I’d managed to pull myself together. It was just another surprise in a long list of weird things that had happened to me in the past couple years, but it was an unpleasant one. I’d just managed to get control of the telepathy, and now it seemed I was going to have to start all over. Was it even possible to block out visions? 

On the one hand, I supposed it could come in handy, but on the other, I really didn’t want to know what was going to happen before it did. It raised all sorts of questions in my mind. Were my visions set in stone, or could I change them if I managed them well enough? Spilling hair dye wasn’t such a big deal even though it was a mess to clean up, but I’d also foreseen the murder. Could I have stopped it? 

I shook my head because nothing good would come from falling down that rabbit hole.

“Noelle!” Peggy Sue, Hunter’s secretary and the woman who pretty much ran the day-to-day government of the county exclaimed when I pushed through the doors of the sheriff’s office. “How are you, sugar?” 

Her bright blue eyes clouded with concern. “You’re pale. Have you eaten today?” 

I nodded, trying to muster a smile. “Yeah, I’m just tired, I suppose.” 

She nodded with sympathy. “Yeah, Hunter said you were there last night and saw the whole thing. How you holdin’ up?” 

I lifted a shoulder. “Okay, I suppose. It was a shock, but I’ll feel better when we figure out who killed her.” 

She waddled around her desk and scooped me into a motherly hug. “You poor thing. Nobody aught to see a dead body outside of a funeral home, and you’ve seen several.” 

I gave her a squeeze back, then remembered the pastries we were squishing between us. 

“I could have done without it for sure,” I said, extricating myself from her arms and pulling the turnovers from the bag. “Here, Hunter said you were working for a few hours today, so I brought you your favorite. I know I haven’t been here in a while, so I tossed in an extra.” 

Her round face beamed with pleasure. “You didn’t have to, but I’m glad you did. I had to get some tax paperwork done and needed to do it without the distraction of people comin’ and goin’. I was just about to leave, but I’ll take ’em home and have ‘em for dessert, assumin’ I can wait that long. Your man’s in the back.” 

“Thank you,” I said, smiling. Her upbeat attitude was contagious, and I found myself feeling better. “Have a good evening and enjoy the pastries.” 

“Bet on it!” she said, winking at me as I squeezed around her desk. Hunter’s office was at the end of the hall, and his door was wide open. He was on the phone, so I tapped on the doorframe. He looked up, then smiled and held up his finger.

I took a seat in the chair across from him and plopped the bag of bear claws on his desk. Even after three years, they were still his favorite. While he talked, I thought about that. We’d been together that long and had managed to iron out most of the little things that could cause strife in a relationship. He’d even given me space to adjust to all the changes that had taken place all at once. That alone was enough to convince me he was a keeper. Everybody was right; it was time to set a date to make it official.

He finished his call and reached for the bag. “Please tell me there are bear claws in there.” 

“There are bear claws in there,” I said, smiling. I reached behind me to pull a bottle of water from his mini-fridge. “Anything new?” 

He nodded and pulled a pastry from the bag. “Actually, there is. I have a woman who went to Barbie Lee’s office to submit a repair order for the third time about the same problem. Apparently, she hasn’t had hot water in over a week.” 

“I heard about her. Or at least I heard somebody was having problems with their water heater. Marge said Frank was in the store the other day to buy a heating element but was irritated because he said the whole tank needed to be replaced.” 

“Yeah, that’s not the first time I’ve heard that today, and not just about water heaters. It seems like she did the bare minimum it took to get by. The lawn guys flung a rock through a downstairs window, and instead of replacing it, she put cardboard over it. Somebody else’s oven has been broken for a month, and then there’s Miranda.” 

“I wonder if it’s the owners or if she was just lazy.” I took a long drink from my tea.

“It’s not the owner,” he said around a mouthful of bear claw. “I talked to him this morning, and he said he’s been spending more on repairs than ever. He admitted to getting a certified letter from the tenant with the broken window. He’s threatening to sue if the window isn’t fixed. The problem is, when he went through his receipts, he had a repair order showing he’d paid over four-hundred dollars for a new window and installation.” 

“Did Frank do it?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

He nodded. “Or more accurately, Frank billed for it.” 

I scrunched my brow, thinking about Marge’s words. “I don’t know about all that. I think Barbie Lee billed for it. Marge said Frank bought a ticket book when he was in the store. It stood out to her because he just bought one a couple weeks ago.” 

He digested that for a minute. “You think she swiped his ticket book and was writing up her own repairs.” 

I nodded. “I think it’s a possibility. It would also explain why they were fighting Friday. According to Coralee, Janey Carter went to pay her rent and saw him storming out of Barbie Lee’s office.” 

He sighed. “This keeps getting worse instead of better. It seems like it would be easier to eliminate people who didn’t want to kill her instead of tracking down people who did.” 

“Yeah, she was a real peach for sure. Oh, and did you get my text earlier? The one about her assistant?” 

“No,” he said, frowning and pulling out his phone. He huffed out a breath. “It’s dead. I forgot to charge it when I got home last night. What’s this about her assistant? I have a name, but I didn’t know there was a problem with her.” 

“No problem that I know about. I just didn’t know if you knew she existed or not. A customer at Brew told me they were peas and carrots. Both snobs, and he said he’d seen them out socially.” 

“I was just on my way to see her,” he replied. “Wanna go? I could use your BS meter.” 

One of my original gifts was that I had almost a sixth sense for when people were lying. It hadn’t been magnified much like my other abilities had, but it had been solid to begin with.” 

I smiled. “At your service, Sheriff.” 

He pushed up from his chair and stuck out his elbow. “It would be my pleasure, Ms. Flynn.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 13

[image: image]


Noreen lived right outside the city limits, so it only took a few minutes to get to her place, but by the time we did, the rain had stopped. Hunter hadn’t called ahead because he didn’t want to give her time to come up with her story, so we just had to hope she was home. We lucked out, and she was. 

Hunter pulled up alongside a late-model Lexus and shut off the motor, then we proceeded up the porch of the small ranch house, and Hunter knocked.

“Yes?” a blonde woman dressed to the nines said through the screen door, her expression inquisitive.

“Noreen Hinkle?” Hunter asked, pulling out his badge even though he was in uniform. “I’m Sheriff Woods, and I have a few questions I’d like to ask.” 

She nodded and stepped out onto the porch. “I wondered when you’d be around.” 

“I assume, then, that you know Barbie Lee Phillips was murdered last night.” 

“I do. I heard about it this morning when I went to the grocery store.” Her chin quivered. “It’s terrible. Who’d do such a thing?” 

“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” he replied.

“Whatever I can do to help, but I’m afraid I don’t know much.” 

“I understand you were her assistant?” he asked.

One side of her mouth quirked up and irritation flitted across her face. “Yeah. Her assistant. She was making me a partner, though I suppose that’s out the window.” 

“You were friends, right?” I asked when my internal lie detector ticked up.

“Yeah, I was her best friend.” Her chin quivered again, and she fanned her face with a manicured hand. This woman didn’t do any heavy lifting for sure, which seemed to fit right in with Barbie Lee. “We got manicures together yesterday because we were planning to go to Fancy’s together. I got a migraine, though, and canceled because it was a bad one. Maybe if I’d been there, she’d still be alive.” 

That explained the fancy manicure, though I doubted she ever walked around with less-than-perfect anything.

“You can’t do that to yourself,” Hunter said. “There’s no way to know what happened. Maybe she went to the bathroom and somebody dragged her outside. I can’t see any other reason for her to be out there. She didn’t smoke did she?”

Regulars playing pool or darts used the back door frequently to step outside for a smoke because it was closer and they didn’t have to wade through the crowd to get to the front door. 

She curled her nose. “Absolutely not. She used to, but she quit five years ago and wouldn’t even go around people who smoked because she said she didn’t need the temptation, especially when she was drinkin’.” 

“I’ve spoken to several people who had problems with repairs,” Hunter said. “Can you think of any tenants who were angry enough to do this?” 

Noreen rolled her eyes. “Probably. Those people are unreasonable trash. They expect everything done right now. They don’t understand that it takes time to get a repairman out there.” 

I raised a brow, taking exception to both her lackadaisical attitude and her condescension. “I hardly think expecting to have things like air conditioning, hot water heaters, or a broken window fixed immediately is unreasonable. Those are basic necessities, and they’re paying good money to live there. Isn’t it her job to make sure everything stays in good repair?” 

She waved a hand. “Like I said, it takes time.” 

“Back to the question,” Hunter said, shooting me a warning glance. He knew me well enough to know that my tolerance was about depleted. “Do you think any of those tenants were upset enough to kill her?” 

She lifted a shoulder. “It’s hard to tell what people will do.” She tilted her head. “May I ask why you’re still out looking for suspects? Barbie called me after she had her run-in with that Miranda girl who was found standing over her body. It seems like an open-and-shut case to me.” Her chin wobbled again, and tears formed in her eyes. “Poor Barbie deserves justice.” 

“And that’s why I’m still asking questions,” Hunter replied. “She won’t get justice if the wrong person goes to jail for it.” 

Noreen wiped a finger under her eye and sniffed. “I hate to say anything, but she got in a fight with Frank Friday. He was spittin’ mad because she’d asked him to fix a water heater instead of replacing it. We were already over budget for the month, but he was determined to just chuck out the old one. I think he wanted to install a new one so he could charge a higher rate.” 

“Is that standard for him? Does he usually balk at doing smaller repairs?” Hunter asked.

She shrugged. “Sometimes. He was of the mind that it was easier to replace things than fix them, so I suppose he did balk some at it, though. That was what the fight was about. That and I think he’s the jealous type. He coulda gotten mad when he heard we were going out.” 

It wouldn’t have been the first time a man killed a woman out of jealousy.

Hunter nodded. “Is there anything else you can tell us that you think might help?” 

Noreen shook her head. “Not that I can think of, Sheriff.”

“If anything pops to mind, here’s my card. Please, call me any time.” 

“Of course,” she said, taking it, then paused. “This wasn’t the first time she and Miranda had butted heads, just so you know. Miranda dated Frank way back when, and I think maybe she still had a thing for him.” 

I sighed because as bad as I hated to admit it, Miranda was looking more guilty by the minute.
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“What did you think?” Hunter said when we were back in the truck.

“I think she was lying about Barbie making her a partner, but that’s the only time my meter dinged. I also think the two of them were perfectly matched. I’m surprised they’re not friends with Olivia and her crew. They’re cut from the same cloth.” 

He nodded. “That they are. I gotta say, I’m a little worried about the fact that Miranda dated Frank. She never mentioned that, and I’d think she would have.” 

I nodded. “Yeah, that doesn’t do anything toward clearing her, for sure. I think we should go talk to Frank. You think he’s working?” 

Hunter shook his head. “No, I talked to him this morning. He said he’d be puttering around his house working on a renovation if I needed him again. He lives down by the north end of the lake.” 

“Then I think that’s where we should go next.” 

“What’s that up ahead?” I asked a few minutes later. An old green pickup was parked half in the road and half out of it, and the driver’s door was wide open. Two old men, Abram Grady and Leonard Barker, were screaming at each other. Abram had a death grip on a crowbar, and Leonard was slapping a hammer against his palm.

“That’s it!” Hunter exclaimed, pulling in behind the pickup and slamming the truck into park. “I’ll be right back.” 

He got out and strode around the front toward the men, his brows drawn down and his lips pressed together. I jumped out and followed him. No way was I gonna miss this.

“What’s going on here?” Hunter barked as he hopped the ditch and climbed the few steps up the other side. He didn’t quite make it over without squishing down into the mud, though. He glanced down at his muddy boot and scowled. I knew him well enough to know that what might have been mild irritation at the situation had now ratcheted up to annoyance.

“What’s goin’ on is that he’s tearin’ out my fence!” Leonard said, his face mottled.

Both men were old enough that if they didn’t calm down, they were more likely to die from a coronary than by each others’ hand.

“It’s my fence!” Abram snapped back. “So I can tear it down if’n I want.” 

“Abram, you know that’s not true,” Hunter said, hands out and down in the universal sign to chill out. “The judge said to wait to have the land resurveyed.” 

“I ain’t got time for all that, and my lawyer said I’m in the right. That survey says this is mine and they done the measurin’ twice just to make sure. I wanna run a road up through here so’s I can haul hay to the southeast pasture from the road instead of ruttin’ up the grass between it and the barn and that fence is in the way.” 

“Is it really though?” Hunter asked, his tone tired. 

“Yeah, it is,” Abram said, then pointed to the ditch with his crowbar. “Otherwise, I’ll have to put a new culvert in to cross the ditch from the road. Ain’t no need to do that when there’s a perfectly good one right there!” He pointed with his crowbar to a culvert that was solidly on the other side of the fenceline and in front of a gate that crossed a shale path just wide enough for a tractor.

“That’s my culvert,” Leonard said, his bushy gray eyebrows drawing down in a murderous glare. “I put it in two years ago along with the shale so’s I could do the same thing. I spent good money to give me access to my own land and now he’s tryin’ to steal it!” 

“Listen,” Hunter snapped, “You’re grown men who’ve lived together peacefully for what ... sixty years? I should not have to come out here and deal with you like you’re toddlers. You put down the crowbar,” he said, jabbing a finger at Abram, then turned to Leonard. “And you put down the hammer. Both of you go home, now! Once you’ve come to your senses, sit down and figure out somethin’ that works for you both. I shouldn’t have to say this, but don’t make me come back out here. The next time I do, I’m haulin’ you both to jail. Your wives, too. If they can’t manage to be civil long enough to pick out a head of lettuce, I’ll bar ’em both from the grocery store and you two can live on beef stew from a can for a while. See how that suits you.” 

He slammed his arms across his chest and glared at them. The two old men just stared at him for a few seconds, then Abram tossed his hammer into a five-gallon bucket full of fencing supplies and Leonard made his way back toward his truck. They exchanged one more glare before Leonard climbed in and slammed his door.

“I’m sorry, Sheriff,” Leonard said, his eyes downturned. 

Hunter sighed. “I’m not the one you should be apologizing to, Leo. You and Abe go back six decades. Is a twenty-foot strip of land really worth flushing all that town the toilet?” 

Abe rubbed the back of his sunburned neck. “I reckon it ain’t.” 

“Yeah, I reckon it ain’t either,” Hunter replied. “Give him time to calm down, then work with him. Why can’t you put a second gate or cattle guard on up the fenceline so you can both use the culvert?” 

Abe nodded. “That might work.” 

“If not, I’m sure you can come up with somethin’ else,” Hunter replied. “I’m leaving. We’re good?” 

“We’re good,” Abe replied, then picked up his bucket and headed toward his tractor.” 

Hunter watched him go, then turned to me and shook his head. “I swear, if you’d told me four years ago that I’d be spending half my time moderating land disputes and settling complaints about where somebody can hang their fine washables to dry, I’d have called you crazy.” 

I smiled as we crossed back over the ditch to the truck. “Yet here you are.” 

“Yep,” he said, grinning. “Here I am.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 15

[image: image]


“So,” I said on the ride there, deciding that now was as good a time as ever to tell him about the new gift fate had thrust upon me. “I have something to tell you.” 

I wrung my hands and shifted my weight, avoiding eye contact as I figured out how to tell him I was apparently a psychic now, too. I was still hoping it was just a weird phase, so sharing it wasn’t the easiest thing for me to do.

“Just spit it out,” he said, anxiety etching his features. “Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it.” 

I pulled in a deep breath and blew it out through my cheeks. “I’m having visions.” 

He shot me a sideways glance. “Of what, sugarplums?” 

I scowled at him. “I’m serious. Twice now, I’ve had flashes of something, and both times, it’s come true.” 

He sighed. “Well, that’s not as bad as what I thought you were going to say. I was worried you were getting cold feet or something.” 

“So me being psychic is better than if I had wedding jitters?” I didn’t feel like he was grasping the full importance of the development.

“Absolutely,” he said. “You’re a witch, and you’ve been developing weird powers ever since Shelby got herself stuck in that snow globe. It’s nothing new. Is it going to be a pain? Maybe, but it’s something I’m sure you’ll manage. After all, you learned how to manage stopping time and blowing things up and reading minds, and all the other new gifts you’ve picked up. I’m sure you’ll get a grasp on this, too.” 

“Don’t you wonder why I got this particular gift?” 

He shrugged. “Does it really matter? Would knowing why you got it change anything?” 

“No, I suppose not. I guess between it and the weird dreams, I’m just rattled.” I plucked at the hem of my shorts. “It just feels like one more change, you know what I mean?” 

He reached over and took my hand. “I do, but we’ll manage. You’ll manage. You always do. Wanna talk about the dreams?” 

I shook my head. “I really don’t.”

“Then you don’t have to. But know I’m here if you change your mind.” 

I gave him a small smile. “Thanks, and I do know that. I also know that you’re amazing and I’m lucky to have you.” 

He preened as he flicked on his blinker to turn onto a well-maintained driveway. “I know. I’m just all that and a bag of chips.” 

I smacked his arm and grinned. “I don’t know about all that. Don’t go getting a big head.” 

I thought about talking about a date but decided against it. Solve the murder first, then decide on the rest of our life. A girl had to have priorities.

Frank’s house was different than what I expected from a man who owned an AC repair business. I’d anticipated a small older house with a couple outbuildings and maybe an old car or two that he tinkered on just for fun. Instead, he had a neat bungalow with nice landscaping and a new aluminum garage big enough to hold at least four or five cars. A sixties-model GTO gleamed from inside of it, and two four-wheelers sat off to the side. I couldn’t see anything else, but I imagined there were probably more toys in there.

A lean, tanned middle-aged man wearing jeans and a work shirt sat in a rocker on the porch, a cold beer beside him.

We climbed out of the truck, and I followed Hunter across the gravel drive to the steps. 

“Frank?” Hunter asked.

The man nodded. “I reckon you’re the sheriff,” he said, then turned to me, his gaze questioning.

“Noelle Flynn,” I said. “I’m just along for the ride.” 

He nodded once, then looked out over the yard, his expression pensive.

“I don’t know anything else, but I’ll be glad to answer any questions you might have. Want a beer? Or a Coke? I reckon you’re on duty and can’t do a beer.” 

“I’d love a Coke,” Hunter replied, and I nodded.

“C’mon in, then,” Frank said, motioning for us to follow him. “Just look over the mess. I’m remodeling the living room. The stones on the fireplace were a mess, so that’s my current project. I just finished the drywall and ain’t got a chance to clean that mess up yet, either. I figured I’d do it all at once when I’m finished.” 

We followed him inside. He was right—the place was sort of a mess, but only because sheets covered all the furniture, and everything seemed to be coated in a fine layer of white dust. The kitchen was in the back of the house, and unlike the living room, it was neat as a pin. He’d apparently started the remodel there because all the appliances sitting on the gleaming black countertop were brand new along with the refrigerator. Four black ladder-back stools sat on one side of a kitchen island, and he waved toward them for us to take a seat.

“This is great,” I said, taking a seat on one stool while Hunter sat on another. My island was one of the things I liked most about my kitchen, and his was every bit as nice.

“Thanks,” he replied, a touch of pride in his voice. “This place needed a lot of work when I bought it, but I got it for dirt cheap. I’ve fixed it up as I’ve gotten the money to do it. I’d rather take my time and do it right than just go cheap and do it all at once.” 

He pulled two bottles of Coke and a fresh beer from the fridge and handed the Cokes across to us, then leaned back against the counter on the other side.

“So what can I do for you?” 

“We just talked to Noreen Hinkle, and she said a couple things that raised some questions,” Hunter replied, taking a long pull from his drink.

“Shoot,” Frank said. 

“She said you two got in a fight Friday, and another witness corroborated it.” 

He nodded. “We sure did. It had been comin’ to a head for a while. I don’t like to do anything half-assed, and she was bad about that. That woman could make a penny scream for mercy when it came to fixin’ things. It’s frustrating on a couple levels. First, I think if a hot water heater needs replaced, you replace it. Second, repairs take longer than replacements a lot of the time, and if they’re just a patch, it means I’m gonna be back in a week or a month to fix it again. Tenants get cranky, and I have to listen to it from them. Truth be told, I can’t blame ’em. I’m sure they’re probably more tired of dealing with it than I am fixin’ it over and over.” 

“Was it something in particular that you got in a fight about, or was it just general? We know you bought parts to fix a hot water heater, and then of course there’s Miranda’s AC.” 

He shook his head, and the fine lines around his eyes deepened. “No, it was the AC, mostly. I’d sent my assistant out to check it. He didn’t find anything wrong with the thermostat or the inside handler, but when he checked outside, it was iced over, and the motor was seized. It needed to be replaced, but she told me to thaw it out and make due. There’s no making due in that situation. Those buildings were built in the early eighties. It’s about time for the units to start going bad. She won’t invest in regular maintenance, so it’s not like I can catch problems before they go clear south.” 

“I assume from the fact that people said you stormed out that you didn’t get the answer you were looking for,” I said.

He shook his head. “No, so I told her I wasn’t going to keep wasting my time hobblin’ things along. I can make more on solo clients than I can from doin’ that.” 

“Noreen says maybe you were fighting over her going to Fancy’s last night,” Hunter said. I watched Frank’s face for signs of anger or deception, and I turned my meter up full blast.

“Sheriff, I learned a long time ago that jealousy don’t do nothin’ but eat you up inside. If I was worried about her goin’ out, then she’s not the right woman for me and I wouldn’t have been wastin’ her time.” 

That, of course, brought up the obvious question. He seemed to be a decent guy, which was the exact opposite of Barbie Lee.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” I said, “but you don’t exactly seem like her type.” 

One side of his mouth curled up in a half-grin. “Yeah, you wouldn’t think so, would you? But the truth is, she wasn’t horrible aside from bein’ greedy, and at my age, I thought maybe I could work her through that. She was raised poor, so I figured if I could give her some security, that might abate some. Besides, I didn’t know that about her when we started datin’, and it just got to where it was easier to deal with it than to scrap the relationship and start over.” 

“How long were you together?” Hunter asked. 

“Only about six months,” he said. “And I only started contractin’ to do her stuff about three months ago. I’d been doin’ ad-hoc repairs for her for a while, but then her regular guy quit—I know now why—and she asked if I’d pick it up.” 

“And you weren’t having any doubts about the relationship?” I asked and was a little surprised when his ruddy cheeks pinked under his tan.

“I wouldn’t say that,” he said. “She was an okay woman, but I doubt we would have made it to the year mark.” 

“Did you kill her?” I asked. I figured if I could catch him by surprise, he might get flustered.

“What? No!” There was no pause, and the outrage on his face was real. Also, my meter didn’t so much as quiver.

I nodded. “Okay. I believe you. I had to ask though.” 

“What about Noreen?” Hunter asked, shooting me a dirty look. I supposed that was probably a question I should have let him get around to in his own time.

Frank thought for a minute before answering. “I don’t imagine so. They were friends. About the only close one Barbie had. She was a member of the Keyhole Lake Chamber of Commerce and had some girls from there that she’d hang out with sometimes, but mostly it was just her and Noreen. They did somethin’ at least twice a week.” 

“Noreen said Barbie Lee was gonna make her a partner,” I said.

He pressed his lips together in thought. “Maybe so. I know Barbie was tryin’ to take on new clients and that Noreen had found her a few leads. I suppose it’s possible.” 

“Had they fought recently?” Hunter asked.

“Not that I know of,” Frank said, taking a pull from his beer. “Last I knew, they were goin’ out to Fancy’s last night. I don’t know why Noreen wasn’t with her.” 

Hunter nodded. “Okay, then, we’ll get out of your hair. Can you think of anybody else—tenants, owners, anybody—who might have wanted her dead bad enough to do it?” 

He shrugged. “Miranda was spittin’ mad when I went out there yesterday afternoon and told her I had to order a unit. Can’t say as I blame her because it was hot as Hades in that apartment, and it had already been three days. She was lookin’ at another three because I had to order the AC, plus another day on top of that at least for me to install it. That’s a two-man job, and my assistant only works on certain days because he’s goin’ to trade school to become a tech.” 

“Was she murderin’ mad though?” I asked.

He cast Hunter a guilty look. “I hate to say it, but yeah, maybe. This wasn’t the first time she’s had to wait on maintenance. She had a whole slew of choice words that I don’t care to repeat. She did her best not to take it out on me, but if Barbie’d been standin’ there, she’da been pickin’ her teeth up off the ground.” 

I sighed. That was another check in the Miranda column, and we were starting to run out of options. 
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“I hate to ask it, but how well do you really know Miranda?” Hunter asked once we were back in the truck.

I shrugged, starting to wonder myself if maybe we already had our murderer. It wasn’t looking good for her. “Not well. Just from talking to her at Fancy’s, I suppose. But I’d like to think I’m a better judge of character than to miss that.” 

“Anybody’s capable of murder under the right circumstances,” he said, casting me a sideways glance. 

“Do you really believe that?” I asked, and he nodded.

“I do, especially in this circumstance. I don’t think most people would commit premeditated murder, but I think that most of us could do it if we were mad enough or if there was enough at stake. Think about it. Can you imagine killing somebody if it was them or Shelby?” 

When he put it that way, I had to nod. After all, I’d been in that situation. I hadn’t killed any of the witches that had attacked us, but I would have in a heartbeat if I’d had no other choice. 

“Yeah, I suppose I can. But we also live under much different rules than most people. I mean, we have people with deadly magic that would like to remove us from the planet.” 

“Is that really different, though?” he asked. “The concept is the same and so are the emotions. If it came down to Shelby or the person who was threatening her, it wouldn’t matter if they were magical or not. If a bank robber had a gun to her head, or if somebody tried to kidnap her in a parking lot, you wouldn’t even think twice. You’d just react. Or if somebody was attacking you, it wouldn’t be hard to imagine hitting them with a rock to get them off of you. You might not even mean to kill them, but it could happen.” 

“So you think maybe this was an accident? Maybe Miranda and Barbie got into it and Miranda hit her in self-defense?” 

“Maybe, he said, lifting a shoulder. “Or maybe she just got so mad that she whacked her in the spur of the moment.” 

I shivered and kicked the freezing AC down a little. “I suppose so. Have you gotten anything back on the hair that was wrapped around her fingers?” 

His gaze whipped to me. “How did you know about that?” 

“I do have eyes,” I said, smiling. “Before you got there, I took a look for myself. I was afraid somebody would do somethin’ goofy like move her, so I figured I’d take a look while I could.” 

He huffed a breath out through his nose and smiled. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. But to answer your question, no. It’s too soon yet. Jim said he’d do his best to have something back to us today. Tomorrow at the latest. I got a search warrant for Miranda’s house and sent her hairbrush along with the sample. We might not know who did it if there’s not a DNA match, but we will know for sure whether or not that hair was Miranda’s.” 

Jim was Keyhole’s coroner and forensics expert. He was born and raised here but had moved to Atlanta after he’d graduated from college to work for the FBI. He still spent most weekends and as many of his days off as he could here. If we needed anything at all, we just had to ship it to him, and he gave us priority if he didn’t have any outstanding cases of his own.

“So until then, we have diddly squat.” I was frustrated even though I knew from experience that murders weren’t usually solved in a day.

“Well,” he said with a deep breath. “Yeah, we do. We have Miranda.” 

Something occurred to me. “Were you able to unlock Barbie Lee’s phone?” 

He nodded. Yeah. The only people she talked to all day were Miranda, another tenant who had a leaky ceiling according to the voice mail, Harvey Jackson—that’s the guy she was with at Bobbie Sue’s—and Frank. She had texts from Frank, too, and several from Noreen. Some were about work, then there was the one call, where I assume she canceled their trip to Fancy’s.” 

That was disappointing, but again, it wasn’t like I expected somebody to call her and say, “Hey, Barbie Lee, this is so-and-so, and I’m on my way to Fancy’s. Come out the back door so I can smash you in the head with a rock.” Though that would have been handy for sure.

“What are you doing now?” I asked. 

“There’s not much to do. I’d like to talk to the people Barbie worked for, but it’s Sunday, and all of their offices are closed. None of them are local, so it’s not like I can hop in the truck and go question them in person.” 

“No, I suppose you can’t. If you don’t mind, drop me off at my shop. I’m gonna swing by and grab my truck. I brought it and the trailer to town. Do you gotta go back to the office?” 

He shook his head. “Nope. I locked up when we left, and like I said, there’s not much else I can do before tomorrow anyway.” 

“How about you follow me back to the farm, I’ll drop off the truck, then we’ll swing by and grab a pizza from Duck’s and head to your place. I’d like to get those bedrooms painted so we can put the pin in that part.” 

We’d been slowly remodeling the house he’d bought when he’d decided he was going to stay in Keyhole, and all we had left was some painting. It was a nice three-bedroom, but even though he was living at the farm, he hadn’t decided to sell it or rent it out. I think in the back of our minds, it was there in case living together turned out to be a flop. We were past that, now, though, so it was time to figure something out. 

“That sounds good,” he said. “Oh, in all the confusion, I forgot to tell you I talked to Kenny. He has a vacation coming up at the end of summer and wants to come visit us.” 

Kenny was one of his buddies from Indianapolis. Hunter had left there to get a fresh start, but he’d kept in touch with a handful of people. Kenny was one of them. 

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “Anna Mae’s getting married in September, remember. Aside from that, my schedule’s wide open.” 

He laughed. “I don’t imagine he’ll want to do a wedding, so we’ll schedule around that if possible. Besides, I have best man duties that I’ll be dealing with, so I’d rather not have to entertain anybody while I’m trying to do that. Or split my time.” 

We spent the next twenty minutes talking about the wedding details. His list was a lot shorter than mine, but he was serious about them. And to be fair, it was his responsibility to make sure Matt was dressed and the ring made it, so I’d say in terms of importance, we had an equal share. The bachelor party was, of course, a secret affair, though I suspected it was going to be a quiet deal. Matt wasn’t big on crowds; even though he’d overcome a lot of his anxiety in the last few years, his PTSD was still a serious issue that he struggled with. 

Hunter dropped me off at my truck with a kiss and a promise to get my favorite toppings. I didn’t want to tell him, but he really was all that and a bag of chips.
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We spent the whole evening working on his house, but we managed to finish it up. All we had left to do was put the furniture back in place. He’d already brought some pieces over to the farm and had decided to leave the rest in the house and sell or rent it furnished. He was leaning toward renting it because it never hurt to own an extra house.

I was grateful that my deadbeat father didn’t show up in my dreams with his weird unicorn, so I got the rest I needed and was fresh as a daisy for the shopping excursion with Anna Mae. She was almost vibrating with excitement when she got out of the truck. 

“You ready?” she asked, tucking a strand of platinum hair behind her ear. “I wanna get a head start so we can have lunch afterward. I didn’t want to eat before I tried on the dresses.” 

“You look awesome. Besides, you’re gonna be eating at the reception, so you may as well have it fitted so you have a little room!” 

“Hopefully I’ll have lost this last five pounds of baby weight by then, so the wiggle room will be built in. I swear, no matter how hard I try, my hips just won’t cooperate.” 

“Knock it off. You’re gorgeous. Now get in the car. I didn’t eat either, but that’s only because I overslept. I did, however, bring muffins, so if you’re not going to eat yours, I’m eating in front of you.” 

She grinned as we climbed into her little sports car, and I couldn’t help but notice how much different she was from the timid woman I’d known for so long. When she’d been married to Hank, she’d always sort of faded into the background, almost like she was trying to make herself smaller. She probably had been, I suppose. But now that he was dead, she was rich and independent, and Matt was in her life, she was confident, sassy, and most importantly, she was happy.

There was an open spot right in front of the boutique, so she zipped into it. By the time I dropped a couple of dimes in the meter, she was already inside. 

“Hey, ladies!” Penelope, an impeccably dressed, middle-aged redhead with a short shag called to us as we entered. “I was wondering when I’d see you.” 

“I just had to wait until I shed the baby weight,” Anna Mae said. “But now I’m here with bells on! I want to try on the dress in the window please, and Noelle’s going to look for bridesmaid dresses.” 

“Let me get that for you, then,” Penelope said. “Is that the only one you want to look at?” 

“No, but it’s my favorite that I’ve seen,” Anna Mae replied, her blue eyes sparkling. She looked around. “There are so many choices!” 

“You look around while I’m getting it. Do you think you want a veil or a hat or a hairpiece? Maybe a combination?” 

“I think I’ll have to see them all,” Anna Mae replied. “I didn’t get much of a say in anything when I married Hank. Mama Doolittle did it all. The only thing I did was show up for the fittings.” 

That made me mad all over again, but rather than let it darken the day, I doubled down on my resolve to make this the wedding of her dreams. “You wear whatever you want. It’s your day.” 

She was grinning like a kid in a candy store. “If you wanna pick through the racks over there, I’ll start looking at the bridesmaid dresses.” 

It wasn’t going to be too hard to pick a color because it was just me, Rae, Bobbie Sue, and Coralee. Even though Coralee was a blonde, she had the same complexion as Bobbie Sue and me minus the freckles. And Rae looked good in just about anything. I was the biggest of the three of us, so if I found something that complimented my figure, those two would be knockouts. The only rules I’d been given were no shoulder pads and no weird floofy skirts. I could work with that.

Penelope came back with the butterfly dress and barely had a chance to hand it over before Anna Mae was rushing to the dressing room. 

“You need any help in there?” I called. 

“Yeah, I need you to zip me.” 

I stepped in and slid the zipper up, and when she turned around, I was stunned into speechlessness. It was like the dress had been made just for her. 

“Oh, Anna Mae, it’s stunning,” I said, trying to take in all the little details. Butterflies trailed up the long satin sleeves, complemented by seed pearls and sequins, and a lone butterfly adorned the neckline so that the wings formed the dip at the cleavage. 

I wasn’t a crier, but it was all I could do to hold back the tears. “That’s the one,” I said. 

“You don’t think I should try on the others?” 

I lifted my shoulders. “I don’t think you need to, but that’s what we’re here for, right? So if you want to try on fifteen more, I say go for it.” 

“You should try some on, too,” she said, her expression sly. 

That hit me sort of like a sledgehammer between the eyes. She was right; before too long, I’d be needing one. Oddly, I found the idea exciting rather than terrifying. I reined it in though because this was her wedding, not mine. There would be plenty of time after hers, and I refused to steal so much as a rumble of her thunder.

“That’s a trip for another day,” I said, grinning. “Today, I need to pick out bridesmaid dresses, and you get to try on all the frilly white ones. Now come on out here so you can see yourself in it.” 

Penelope had an area where she’d arranged mirrors so that you could see yourself from all angles. I followed Anna Mae, trailing the train out behind her. The dress was truly a masterful creation.

“That looks amazing on you,” Penelope said. “It won’t need hardly any altering, and it’s a one-of-a-kind, too.” 

“Really?” I asked. “Is it some fancy designer?” 

She smiled. “I’m not sure about fancy, but it’s one of my own creations.” 

My jaw about hit the floor. “Really? I didn’t realize you made dresses, too.” 

She nodded. “My mother taught me to sew. She was a whiz at dresses, and after I helped her make one, I was hooked. Of course, most of the ones in here are from other designers. There’s no way I could keep up with demand. It took me weeks to make that. But now I can’t help but feel like the fates had her in mind as they guided my hand.” 

Anna Mae was moving and checking herself out from all angles, her face glowing. “I agree. I want it, but I also want to try on others just for fun!” 

“Try on as many as you like,” Penelope said, smiling. While you do that, I’m going to go help another client on the seamstress side. I’ll be back in a few.” 

I helped Anna Mae out of the dress, then handed her in another that she’d picked and hung up the butterfly one on a nearby rack. While she was changing, I pulled a couple bridesmaid dresses I liked from the racks and took them to the other dressing room. One was an emerald dress, and one was a vibrant purple. I tried them on, trying to picture Bobbie Sue, Coralee, and Rae in them. The green, I decided, but I liked them both. I’d let Anna Mae pick the final, assuming she was happy with them. 

I changed back into my shorts and tank top and stepped out of the dressing room. 

“You okay in there, Anna Mae?” I called, then froze. Olivia was standing at the rack where we’d hung Anna Mae’s dress, running her fingers over the butterflies.

“Hands off,” I hissed so Anna Mae wouldn’t hear.

“Hands off of what?” Olivia asked, never taking her eyes off the dress. “This is the return rack. Anything on there is for sale, and I like it.” 

“It’s Anna Mae’s,” I growled. I didn’t want to cause a scene in Penelope’s, but I would if I had to. That dress was made for Anna Mae, and I’d die before Olivia Anderson walked away with it. Or, more precisely, I’d kill her before I let her walk away with it. I’d just have to be careful not to get blood on the dress.

“It was on the return rack,” she snarled back. “And I like it. As a matter of fact, I’m going to take it up and buy it right now.” 

“Noelle? Is everything okay? That sounds like Olivia.” Anna Mae’s voice was tinged with concern and a bit of distaste.

“It is,” I replied, narrowing my eyes at Olivia. “But she was just shoving off to find herself another dress.” 

“What do you mean, another dress?” Rustling sounds came from her dressing room, and I knew she was changing back into her street clothes.

“You have three seconds to hand that dress over before something really bad happens to you.” I said to Olivia, keeping my voice low.

“Like what?” she asked, smirking as she backed away from me. “Are you going to hit me here in broad daylight, in someplace as civilized as a bridal boutique? You wanna risk damaging the dress?” 

She was right. I’d have to curse her, snatch the dress, then uncurse her. Or not. Maybe I’d leave her there for Penelope to use as a mannequin. She’d have to cover up the ugly, but there were plenty of veils.

Anna Mae popped out of the dressing room right then. Olivia couldn’t see her because her back was to her, but Anna Mae sure saw her. “Put my dress down right now, you vicious cow!” 

“It’s not your—” 

That’s all she managed to get out before Anna Mae had her by the hair. I stepped forward and snatched the dress out of her hands before she went over backwards. One of the things I loved most about Anna Mae was that when it was go time, she wasn’t a talker. Olivia should have known that, but then again, I’d put a beating on her regularly since we were in kindergarten, and she still came back for more.

Penelope must have heard the ruckus because she came rushing over. Her eyebrows about shot off the top of her forehead when she saw tiny little Anna Mae on top of Olivia, drawing back to swing.

“Oh my, ladies. What seems to be the problem?” 

Olivia tried to cover her face, but Anna Mae was sitting on her forearms. “This old bat and the redheaded hag are trying to say—” 

I slapped my hand over my mouth because I already knew what was coming. I swear, the girl never learned. Sure enough, Anna Mae’s fist slammed down into her mouth, and she gave Olivia’s hair another solid yank just for good measure. It was all I could do not to laugh at the scene. Anna Mae was straddling her in shorts and her tank top, a white satin hat rimmed with pearls and baby’s breath sitting atop her head with a veil streaming behind. 

Olivia howled.

“Don’t ever call my friend a hag again,” Anna Mae said, grabbing Olivia by the hair on both sides of her head and bouncing her gourd off the plush, carpeted floor for good measure. “And the next time you wanna call me old, remember I beat your ass in a bridal shop.” She gave her a final shake, then climbed off of her, pressing her hands down her front to smooth her clothes.

I hazarded a glance at Penelope, afraid she’d already speed-dialed the cops, but she was smiling. “Olivia, I think you can leave. You’ve been in here a dozen times trying on dresses with your rude, entitled sidekicks. Now you’ve assaulted one of my best clients. Take your business elsewhere. And you, Anna Mae, get ten percent off the dress.” 

“Thanks, Penny,” Anna Mae replied reaching up to unpin the hat that hadn’t so much as bobbled during the ruckus. “I’ll take this, too.” 

And that, I decided, was how you went dress shopping.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 18

[image: image]


“You’d think she’d learn,” Anna Mae said as she climbed back into her car. “But that dress wasn’t goin’ nowhere unless it was with me. Shoot, I hate that we had to leave it for her to alter it. The thought of Olivia wearing it makes me see red.” She hit the start button on her car, then growled. “And I broke a nail. How about we go for mani-pedis?”

Considering my hands currently resembled a construction worker’s because of all the sanding and staining I’d been doing and my feet looked like a hobbit’s, I was down with that.

We lucked out when we got to the Clip N Curl. Alyse was just finishing up with a client, and she had the rest of the morning free. She filled up the tank on the pedicure chair and poured my favorite scent—night-blooming jasmine—into it, then motioned for Anna Mae to have a seat at her manicure table. I sank back into the chair and dipped my feet into the tank, not sure which felt better, the hot water or the massaging action of the chair.

“What have you ladies been into today?” Coralee asked. 

“We went dress shopping,” Anna Mae said. 

“Yeah, I think I found our dresses. One was green, and the other was purple.” 

“What color green and what color purple?” she asked. 

“Uh, emerald, I guess. I don’t know what color purple, though. Just purple.” 

“Plum, eggplant, lilac, magenta, violet? It matters,” Belle said. 

“Violet, I guess. Definitely not lilac or magenta.” I wasn’t girly enough to know the difference between plum and eggplant.

“Violet would be okay,” Coralee replied. “Though eggplant would be better with your hair.” 

“How about you go with us next time?” I said. “We have to go back for another fitting for Anna Mae next week.” 

Coralee’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. “That works! I love dress shopping!” 

“We haven’t even gotten to the best part,” I said, shooting Anna Mae a satisfied smile. “Olivia thought she was going to come in and take Anna Mae’s dress. Anna Mae convinced her different, though.” 

I told the story, and when I was finished, Coralee gave a satisfied nod. “Good. I still owe her for what she said about Shelby when Anna Mae went into labor, so that makes me feel a little better. I’m just glad you didn’t hurt the dress.” 

“So,” Belle said. “That man of yours got any more leads on the murder?”

I frowned. “No, not yet. He’s still waiting on Jim to get back to him with some evidence, and he had to wait until today to talk to Barbie Lee’s clients.” 

“I miss everything,” Alyse said. “If I hadn’t gone to Atlanta with Mama, I’d have been there.” 

“You didn’t miss anything,” I said. “There wasn’t anything to see other than a body.” 

“No clues at all? Not even a murder weapon or a torn piece of fabric? Maybe a pack of matches?” she said.

“You watch way too much TV,” Coralee said, shaking her head, but Alyse was still staring at me, a hopeful gleam in her eye. The girl was born for drama. I’d indulge her.

“Well, there was a murder weapon, I guess. The rock. Other than that, there was just her, her purse, some receipts, a bottle of peach nail polish, and some makeup. Estee Lauder, I believe. And a few strands of dark hair.” I cringed because I hadn’t meant to let that last bit out.

“Peach nail polish?” Alyse asked. “That couldn’t have been hers. She refuses to wear anything other than shades of red.” 

“What?” I asked, sitting up in the chair.

“Yeah, Noreen’s the peach girl, though she mixes it up sometimes.” 

I thought about that for a minute. Why would she have had a bottle of nail polish in her purse that didn’t belong to her? Sure, they were friends, but I didn’t carry Raeann’s stuff in my purse.

“Noreen doesn’t fit though. The hairs in Barbie Lee’s hand were brunette and Noreen’s a blonde.” 

Coralee snorted. “She’s whatever color her wig is, and she’s got a dozen of ’em. Her true color is dark brunette, though.”

It didn’t make sense to me. “But why would Noreen kill her? According to everybody we talked to, they were friends.” I said, still trying to fit the pieces together.

“I don’t know,” Alyse said, pulling Anna Mae’s hand from the water, “but I promise you, that peach nail polish wasn’t hers. She hated it and always tried to talk Noreen out of it. Said it looked like old lady polish.”  

I pulled out my phone and called Hunter. 

“Hey, I think I have something,” I said, then told him what I’d just learned.

“I’ll go pick her up. See what I can find out,” he said. “Because I’ve got nothin’ here. Jim got back to me with the DNA. It’s not Miranda’s, but he didn’t get a hit in their system, either.” 

“Let me go with you,” I said. “Maybe we just didn’t ask the right questions last time.” 

“I’ll pick you up in five,” he said. “Or no, make it ten.” I sighed and pulled my feet out of the tub. It looked like my poor feet were just going to have to look like they were fresh from the Shire for a while longer.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 19

[image: image]


Twenty minutes later, we were pulling up in front of Noreen's place. Hunter had called her to make sure she’d be home on the pretense of needing to ask her more questions.

“How much do you think she made as an assistant? I wouldn’t think much, right?” I asked, eyeballing the place from a fresh perspective. The last time we’d been here, I’d been distracted by the vision I’d had at Coralee’s. My head was much clearer now.

“According to the records I went through, she was makin’ fifteen bucks an hour,” he replied, shutting off the truck.

“That’s an awful spendy car for somebody who only makes fifteen bucks an hour,” I said, motioning to the Lexis parked beside us.

“Yeah,” he said. “I guess it is.” 

“And she wasn’t wearing cheap clothes the other day, either. I’m not sure about brands, but I do know those shoes were Manolos.”

“I don’t know what that means,” he said, “but I’m going to assume it means they're expensive.” 

“Very,” I said, growing irritated at myself for missing such big red flags. I was beginning to get clarity, and I was almost positive I knew what had happened. “I can’t afford them, and I make a lot more than fifteen bucks an hour. Did you look at Barbie Lee’s financials by any chance?” 

“Sure,” he replied, looking at me, but not making a move to open the door. “It was one of the first things I did when we suspected her of dipping.” 

“What did you come up with?”

“We don’t think she was, or if she was, it couldn’t have been much. She wasn’t living beyond her means, the only deposits made lined up with her paycheck, and she didn’t have much in savings.” 

“That’s what I thought,” I replied, then opened the truck door. “Mind if I do the questioning?” 

He shrugged. “Knock yourself out.” 

She was ready for us when we got to the door. “Sheriff. Ms. Flynn,” she said as she stepped out onto the porch. She’d done the same last time. It wasn’t altogether unheard of, but folks in our parts were more likely to ask you to come in than join you on the porch, especially when it was hot out.

“Do you mind if we come in?” I asked, fanning my face. “This heat’s killin’ me.” 

There was no mannerly way for her to say no, and since she was from there, I was counting on her raising to overcome any desire to keep us out of her house.

“I’d rather not,” she said with a sugary sweet smile. “The place is a disaster.” 

Hunter pulled a paper folded in thirds out of his pocket. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to insist,” he said, handing her the paper. “That’s a search warrant.” 

I had no idea how he’d managed that in the ten minutes it had taken him to pick me up, but I’d have to kiss him for it later.

Her face remained impassive as she read over the paper. She turned to go back inside and motioned for us to follow her. “Okay, then, it looks like I don’t have a choice.” 

She hadn’t been lying; the place was a mess. Clothes were strewn over the back of the couch and empty takeout containers cluttered a coffee table situated in front of one of the biggest TVs I’d ever seen. What caught my eye, though, was the ticket book lying beside a pizza box. I recognized it because I kept a similar one to write out receipts at the shop. A rubber stamp sat beside it. 

Rather than point it out, I decided to question her first. 

“Let’s sit in the kitchen. There’s more room there,” she said, eyeing the coffee table. 

“Sure,” I said, and we followed her through. 

The kitchen wasn’t as bad as the living room, but there was a sink full of dishes and a dirty pot on the stove. She motioned toward the table and cleared away a stack of mail.

“I’m not sure why you felt a warrant was necessary just to ask me a few questions,” she said, crossing her legs.

“Routine,” I said. “I’d like to ask you about the business. You said she was about to make you partner, right?” This time, I wasn’t polite. I opened my radar up wide and was ready to jump right into her melon if I needed to.

“Yes, that’s right. She promised me if we met this quarter’s goals, she’d promote me.” 

“But you seem to be doing just fine,” I said. “Nice car, spendy shoes, a TV that would make any mancave a castle. How do you afford all of that?” 

She squirmed, and her façade slipped a bit. “I have family money.” 

My lie detector went off like a five-alarm bell. “That’s a lie.” 

“E-excuse me?” she said, her head tilted.

“You just lied to me. Were you stealing from the company? Padding receipts so it looked like you were paying out more than you were, then turning around and billing your clients and keeping the difference? You were her assistant, and I assume you were probably responsible for the clerical duties.” 

“That’s ridiculous!” she exclaimed, though I felt more panic than outrage oozing from her. My radar went off again.

“That was another lie. Tell me, Noreen, why did you kill Barbie Lee? Did she find out what you were doing? Was she going to fire you? Was she going to press charges? What did it take to make you kill your best friend?” 

“She wasn’t my friend!” she snapped, then slammed a hand over her mouth.

I sighed. “No need to stop now. We have a sample of your hair. She was grasping it in her hand, and unless I miss my guess, the bottle of peach fingernail polish that you dropped at the scene is going to have your fingerprints all over it. Tell us why you did it.” 

She sagged in her chair, and I knew she was done.

“She payed me a pittance. I worked fifty hours a week for her without overtime because I was salaried. She made me deal with all the repairs and the whiners, and she took all the credit. One day, I messed up a bill when I was transferring the amount to the books, and I realized how easy it would be.” 

“Did she figure out what you were doing?” Hunter asked, and she nodded.

Noreen nodded, not making eye contact. “It was that stupid window. I’d already billed for a new one, and the dimwitted girl called to complain, except Barbie took the call. She confronted me, then went through the records with Frank. I’d stolen his ticket book and made a rubber stamp with his logo so I could just tuck his back and replace them with mine when it was time to do the billing.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “She was going to fire me at Fancy’s that night, I just know she was. She was going to let me down easy.” 

“So you canceled?” I asked. This was the part where I was still fuzzy.

She shook her head. “No. I called and asked her to meet me out back. I told her I had the money I owed her. I figured if I could get her out there away from the music and noise, I could convince her to keep me on. When she came out, she was mad. She started calling me a thief and a liar, and she pushed me. We scuffled and she had me in a chokehold. I managed to pick up the rock and hit her with it to let me loose.” She was now almost sobbing and had to stop to collect herself. I didn’t mean to kill her. I swear. All I wanted to do was get her off of me.” 

Hunter put up a finger. “Maybe you should stop there. You have the right to remain silent ...” I tuned out the rest because it was just a jumble of formality and her pleading for us to believe her. Instead, I pulled out my phone and found Miranda in my contacts. It was about time she knew she wasn’t going to prison for a murder she didn’t commit.
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“So it wasn’t Barbie Lee that was stealing after all,” Raeann said the next morning as we had coffee on my back patio.

“Nope,” I said. “It was Noreen. She got greedy and then killed her instead of facing losing her job and going to jail. She probably would have only gotten probation, or at the very most a couple years in prison. Now she’s going away for life.” 

“Crime doesn’t pay,” Max said from beside us. 

“It does not, Officer McGruff,” Raeann said, smiling. 

Max either missed the reference or chose to ignore her as he made his way down the ramp to his own private wading pool. It was already hot, and that was his favorite place to be. Matt had built it especially for him when he’d done the big pool, and Max used it every day. 

“What’s gonna happen with the apartments?” Raeann asked. “I mean, poor Miranda still doesn’t have air conditioning, right? And I’m sure other people will have problems. That’s a lot of apartments, and all the buildings are getting old.” 

“Frank’s going to handle it until they can get a new property manager,” I replied, taking a sip of my latte. “He’s actually happier now that he can fix everything right instead of just cobbling it together with duct tape and baler’s twine.” 

“That doesn’t make sense to me,” Raeann said. “If she wasn’t stealing the money, then why was she so cheap when it came to fixing things?” 

“I asked the same thing. Apparently, she got a bonus for staying under budget. The incentive was designed to make her maintain the place before expenses got out of hand, but she was lazy in the beginning, I suppose. I’m not sure why she did it that way, but it’s just one more sign to me that the corporate way is not for me. When you keep business small and personal, this sort of thing doesn’t happen. Nobody should have to live without hot water or air conditioning so somebody else can get a bonus.” 

“No they should not,” she replied, then kicked back in her chair. We sat in silence as we sipped our coffee and watched the horses play in the pasture on the other side of the pool.

“This right here is how it should be for everybody,” I said. “If I had my way, everybody would have their own little slice of paradise.” But I was a witch and not a god.

“So psychic powers, huh?” she asked. “How do you feel about it?” 

“Not pleased,” I replied. “I don’t want to know what’s going to happen, especially when it’s just out of the blue.” 

“No, I agree. Where’d you get that?” she asked, motioning to the charm bracelet on my wrist. I’d done as Levana had suggested and cleansed it in saltwater overnight, and now it was all shiny and new looking. It felt good, too. 

“I found it in a drawer of an old desk I bought at a sale this weekend.” 

“Found what in a drawer?” Addy asked, popping in between Rae and me.

I held up my wrist. “This. Pretty, isn’t it?” 

She swept closer to me, her translucent face pale. “Roll them around so I can see the charms.” 

I did, and she frowned. “I’m not certain,but go in and get that picture of my grandmother. It’s on the mantle.” 

I got up and did as she asked, Raeann trailing behind me. 

“There,” Addy said, pointing to a picture of my grandmother holding her. “Take a picture with your phone and zoom in on her wrist.” 

I did, and sure enough, there was a bracelet just like mine. “Yeah, but it’s black and white and grainy. There’s no way to know that this is the same bracelet.” 

She chewed on her lip and looked at the bracelet again. Finally, she grinned. “Nope, I know for sure that it is. Right there. I’d forgotten all about it, but the three in a row. Amethyst, bloodstone, moonstone. Not only are they excellent for spellwork, but they’re also birthstones. February, March, and June. My birthday, Beth’s, and your mom’s.” 

I examined it with wonder, rubbing the stones, and they grew warm under my hand. “So why did it come to me?” 

Addy shrugged. “I don’t know, Noelle. But that was the grandmother I was talking about when I said one of us had psychic gifts.” 

Raeann leaned forward and fingered the stones. “After you’ve found so many items and paired them with the folks they were meant for, something finally found you. Take it for the gift it is, and don’t worry about the why of it. Sometimes the only answer is that the universe means for it to be that way.” 

I smiled, then sat back to finish my coffee in the company of family, past and present. My life was blessed, and right then, that was all that mattered.
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Thank you!

[image: image]


I hope you enjoyed this newest installment in the Keyhole Lake series as much as I loved writing it,and thank you for giving me your valuable time! If you haven’t read my new Paranormal Artifacts series, I’ve included Chapter 1 of Haunted Pendant for you below.
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Haunted Pendant
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Chapter 1

“Knock it off!” I said, jabbing my fork at my best friend Eli’s hand. It was the fourth time he’d tried to filch a scallop from my plate.

“I can’t help it,” he said, snatching his hand back before I could impale it. “I’m stress eating.” 

I scoffed. “What’s got your knickers in a twist now? Is your dry cleaning late? Are your Yoda socks dirty? Oh! No, I know. You forgot it was Tuesday and didn’t steal the crossword out of Mr. Anderson’s newspaper before he got it off the stoop.” 

“Stop minimizing my struggles.” He scowled at me, his dark eyes narrowed. “And besides, it’s not any of those things, though I did miss the crossword this morning. I’m stressing about the dive.” 

I paused, my fork halfway to my mouth. Unlike me, Eli tended to stress about pretty much everything, but never a dive. We’d been exploring Marauders Bay since we were kids, and we knew it inside out. The only truly dangerous part of it was Devil’s Reef, a treacherous stretch of coral and sand that formed a horseshoe around the bay. The jagged coral and deep sugar sand created a hull-ripping quagmire that had sunk more than one ship over the years.

That wasn’t what worried me, though. We knew every inch of the reef just as well as we knew the bay, and Eli was brash, outspoken, and had never met a convention he didn’t want to flout. It’s why we’d been best friends since kindergarten. He was also one of the most powerful warlocks I’d ever met. If he was stressing, then it would probably behoove me to stress, too.

“What do you mean, stressing? Like, you’re worried we’ll rip a sail, or you foresee our imminent, shark-induced deaths?” The shrimp and scallops I’d just eaten were swimming in my gut much harder than they ever had in the ocean.

He blew a breath out through his cheeks and ran a hand over his face. “I don’t know, Sage. It’s just a feeling, but it’s hard to pinpoint because the storm messed with my juju. I don’t sense physical danger. Just ... something else not good.” 

“Just not good? Or flat-out bad?” I fought the urge to run my hands over my arms to flatten the hairs that were standing up on them. I’d never known his senses to be wrong, and as much as I was looking forward to our post-storm adventure, I was neither stupid nor suicidal. “Do we need to call off the dive?” 

A category-one hurricane had blown through a few days before, and the water in the bay was finally clear enough to allow for some visibility underwater. We’d made some of our best finds right after storms, so the explorer in me was anxious to get out there.

He pressed his lips together and pushed them to the side, thinking. “If we do, we’ll miss the shifts caused by the storm, plus Larry’s going out of town tomorrow. I think instead of diving the reef, we should probably stick to the bay. Even if the boat sinks, we can swim back to shore.” 

I had to hope he was kidding, though I couldn’t be sure. Larry was the only captain we ever went out with. He was reliable and capable, not that other captains weren’t. It was just that Larry’d been taking us out to look for treasure and explore the ocean since we were kids, and our Saturday dives were sort of a tradition. Still, it would suck to sink his boat just because we wanted to explore the bay post-storm. No trinket was worth that, and even as talented as we were, I wasn’t sure we could levitate an entire sailboat back to shore.

“Okay,” I said, then stared at him for a few seconds, watching his expression.

“What?” he snapped. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 

“Did the feeling go away now that we changed our plans?” 

He rolled his eyes and heaved a long-suffering sigh. “It doesn’t work that way, and you know it.” 

I pushed the last remaining bit of linguini around on my plate, not even really seeing it.

“Young lady! That butter sauce is mana from the heavens. Ezra didn’t make it for you to play in it.” A pleasantly plump woman on the other side of middle age clucked at me as she filled my iced tea. “And since when do you leave so much as a noodle behind, anyway?” 

I smiled at her, though my mind was still a little distracted. “Never, Maris. And don’t tell Ezra. He’ll think I’m sick and send me home with a gallon of chowder to help me recuperate.” 

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Eli said, his generous lips curving up into a half-smile. “If you don’t want it, I’ll take it.” 

Ezra made the best seafood chowder that had ever passed my lips. Rich, creamy, and made with only the freshest ingredients. Larry, who was Maris’s brother, was a shrimper by trade, so Ezra had an inside track on the good stuff. 

Maris flapped her hand at Eli. “You about eat us out of house and home here, you and your all-you-can-eat fried-clam addiction. I’m not sendin’ the rest of the day’s profits home with you, too.” 

He hopped up and pulled her into a big hug, then planted a sloppy kiss on her cheek. “You know you love me, Ms. Maris. I’m your best customer.” 

Her plump cheeks pinked, and she smacked him on the arm as she patted her gray hair. “Fresh! Now go on, you two. Surely you have somethin’ better to do than sit around a musty old fish house on such a beautiful day.” 

Her description of the restaurant was way off base. The Cozy Clam was old, but the weathered wooden floorboards and plank tables worn smooth by the feet and elbows of thousands of happy customers gave the place a homey, welcoming feeling you just didn’t find in a brand-new building. 

Used nautical pieces including fishing nets, deep-sea lures with chipped paint, old line weights, and even a wheel salvaged from a sunken pirate ship covered every square inch of wall, giving it an authentic feel that you’d never get in a chain seafood place. The smells of ocean air, fried seafood, garlic, and French fries had hovered in the air for so long that it had permeated the very walls. There was nothing about the place that wasn’t amazing, at least to somebody who’d grown up on the ocean’s edge.

I plucked the last hushpuppy from our shared cardboard boat and popped it in my mouth as I dug my wallet out of my backpack-style purse. After handing Maris enough money to cover the tab and tip, I gave her a quick hug. “Thanks for another awesome lunch. We have to hustle, or we’ll be late meeting Larry.” 

She rolled her merry green eyes and smiled as she tucked the cash into her apron. “Like that old coot ever knows what time it is, anyway. Fair winds, and good luck explorin’.” 

When we pushed out the door, I took a deep breath of fresh air washed clean by the hurricane. The storm had only brushed the coast, so the only thing left in its wake was perfect weather. The humidity was low, which was rare in our little Florida town. 

I glanced over at Eli as we rounded the corner to follow the boardwalk down to the docks. “Are you feeling better?” 

He nodded and tossed his backpack over his shoulder. “I think so. I love storms, but I hate what they do to my magic. Everything is muddy. I think we’ll be fine, though. I’m not scared; I just feel like something’s coming. It might not even have anything to do with the dive.” 

I waggled my eyebrows at him. “Something wicked this way blows?” 

Laughing, he gave me a little push. “Go ahead—make fun of me. You know I’m never wrong.” 

That much was true, but it didn’t mean I’d ever miss a chance to tease him.

“Speaking of something wicked,” he said, and I followed his gaze. 

“Fabulous,” I mumbled when I saw two high-fashion, low-class brunettes heading our way. Faith and Hope Ward had plagued us since third grade when they’d moved to Marauders Bay with their father who, oddly enough, was an absolute joy. They were identical other than a mole above the right corner of Faith’s mouth. The twin witches were rich, snobby, and condescending, and never missed a chance to take a shot at one or both of us. 

“Oh, look, Eli. It’s Bibbity and Bobbity,” I said when they were within hearing distance. “They must have been trolling the docks for a little Saturday-night spending cash.” 

Eli snickered. “You’re probably right. I have Faith they’ll find it, but I Hope the poor guys didn’t catch anything.” One of his favorite ways to get under their skin was to twist their names around.

Faith smirked. “Yeah, because we’re short on cash. Daddy has more money than God, and you know it. What brings you two weirdos down here?” 

Hope raked her gaze over us and shuddered. “They’re probably heading out on that ratty boat, seeing as how they’re both dressed like beach bums as usual. Nice shirt,” she said to Eli. 

He glanced down at his Show me your booty tank top, then shook his head and waved his finger. “Oh, no, sweetie,” he said, making a circular gesture around the text with his forefinger. “This doesn’t mean you. Even if I were so inclined, I can guarantee my tastes wouldn’t run toward tall, dumb, and nasty.” 

Faith’s dark eyes snapped to him. A spike of energy washed over me, and my armlet grew warm, giving me a heads up that something was coming. Knowing Eli’s magic was wonky, I stepped in front of him and threw up a shield before whatever curse she was throwing at him could stick.

“Now, now,” I said after I felt the sting of her magic hit my shield. ““That’s no way to play nice.”

“No,” Eli added, nudging me aside. “It certainly isn’t. And I recognized that hex. I’m rubber, you’re glue. Back ’atcha, witches.” He flicked a wrist, and an evil smile curled his lips. His magic must not have been too wonky, because a burst of energy raised the hair on the back of my neck two seconds before the scent of rotten garbage assailed my nostrils.

I laughed because the garbage spell was one of Eli’s specialties. “You were dumb enough to try to hit him with his own hex?” I asked them, only semi-incredulous. Nothing dumb or unoriginal they did ever entirely surprised me.

Faith’s face went red and she raised her hand again. 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I said, wagging a finger at her. “You know you’ll only make matters worse, and if you run to your father, we’ll tell him you started it.” 

Hope glared at me. “So? He’ll believe us over you.” 

I arched a brow at her because she knew that wasn’t true. Their father had been mayor for many years, and though he loved them, he wasn’t blind to them. Me, on the other hand, he loved. They’d been in hot water more than once for practicing magic where they might have been seen by non-magicals. According to my older sister, who was on the town’s Council of Magic, they were on their last chance. “Will he, though? You sure you don’t want to think this through a little? You know, before you end up a dumpster?” 

It wouldn’t have been the first time one of us had ended up transfigured, or even the twentieth. It was sorta what we did.

Neither of them said anything, but Faith was dangerously close to popping a vessel if the crimson hue of her face was anything to go by. I summoned a magical energy coin and rolled it across my knuckles. “Time’s atickin’ ladies. We have places to be, so if you’re gonna throw down, let’s get this show on the road.” 

Faith and Hope both had the bloodline to be talented, capable witches, but they didn’t have the dedication. Most of the time, any spells unrelated to clothes, hair, or makeup were clumsy and poorly executed, so they tended to rely on sneak attacks rather than face-to-face confrontation.

Hope took Faith by the arm while glaring daggers at us. “C’mon, Faith. We’ve wasted enough time on this trash.” 

“Uh, excuse you,” Eli said, crossing his arms and staring down his nose at them. “I think you have that backwards. Which of us smell like something that fell off a garbage truck?” 

Faith gave a high-pitched “hmph” but let Hope drag her away. We stood there until they turned the corner because we’d learned long ago never to turn our backs on them. 

“I’m rubber you’re glue?” I asked, turning to Eli with a raised brow. “Really? What are you, eight?” 

He lifted a shoulder and gave me a smug smile. “I can adapt my maturity level to match any circumstance.” 

“So I see.” 

“How’d you know she was hexing us?” he asked as we continued our stroll down the boardwalk. “Your armlet, or was it just an educated guess?” 

“My armlet.” Earlier in the summer, I’d helped an ancient witch track down a grimoire that had belonged to her grandmother. As thanks and payment, she’d given me an armlet made of gold and silver. A golden crown was set over a sunburst, and the intricate band was sterling. Several different stones adorned it, placed in strategic places throughout the runes etched into the band. 

Its symbolism was complex, but the long and short of it was that it was meant to help protect me as well as enhance my natural gift of being able to detect cursed objects and dark magic. Because I’ve had more than my fair share of close calls, I was willing to take any help I could get. Plus, it was pretty and unique. I wore it on my upper right arm and never took it off.

We continued on past the touristy shops, boutique restaurants, and beach bars until we’d reached the north end of the boardwalk that led to a marina where most of the local boats were moored. As always, the sound of the water slapping off the hulls of the boats and the cry of seagulls invigorated me. 

By the time we made it to the Sea Urchin, Eli’s bad feeling had slipped from my mind, replaced by the excitement of seeing what treasures the storm had stirred up.

Want to keep reading? Click here to read for free with Kindle Unlimited.
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I love to write, and staying in contact with my readers helps me create characters and plots that you will enjoy too. I share a lot of insight and laughs with the folks in my Facebook group, The Cracked Cauldron. You should join us!

To receive notifications about new releases, deals, and other exciting news, join my exclusive readers’ group here. I’m a reader too, so if I come across a good deal by a great author, I may share in the weekly update, but I won’t spam you with salesy BS. I may include obscure trivia, though; you’d be amazed what I learn while researching! 

If you’re not an email-list person, keep track of what’s going by following me on Bookbub or on my Amazon author page. 
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I was born and raised in the South and even hung my motorcycle helmet in Colorado for a few months. I've always had a touch of wanderlust and have never feared just packing up and going on new adventures, whether in real life or via the pages of a great book.

When I was a little girl, I didn't want to grow up to be a writer—I wanted to raise unicorns and be a superhero. When those gigs fell through, I chose the next best thing: creating my own magical lands filled with adventure, magic, humor, and romance.

I live in Florida with my two dogs. When I'm not writing or reading, I'm racing motorcycles or binge-watching anything magical on Netflix. 

I'm eternally grateful for all the people who help make my life what is today - friends, readers, family. No woman is an island.
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