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      I woke up to the sound of tiny paws tapping against the wooden headboard of my bed. As soon as I realized I was awake and no longer floating around town on a cloud like I had been in my lovely dream, I groaned and closed my eyes more tightly. Maybe if I just pretended hard enough, I could will myself back to sleep and pretend it wasn’t morning yet. My alarm clock hadn’t gone off yet, which told me that it was not yet seven o’clock, and therefore not time for me to drag my lazy butt out of bed and make breakfast. Why on earth was Luna was so hell-bent on waking me up before my time? I wriggled further under the warm, cozy comforter and pulled my legs up to my chest in the fetal position, lying on my side. I was so not ready for this day to start.

      “I know you’re awake in there,” Luna sneered as she stopped tapping on the headboard and pounced on my body, easily finding my shape under the sheets.

      “Yeah, thanks to you,” I hissed.

      “Good! Now, get up!” Luna demanded, pawing at my face. I wrinkled my nose and pushed up at the indentation in the sheets, propelling her off of me. She let out an indignant yelp as she bounced away from me. Worried that I might have actually hurt her, I poked my head out of the sheets, wide-eyed.

      “Oh goodness, Lu, are you okay?” I asked, genuinely concerned.

      I heard a very annoyed hiss from the end of the bed as she popped up, her ears flattened back and her green eyes narrowed at me. I gave her a sheepish smile. “Sorry. But it’s not even seven yet. I can’t be held accountable for my actions this early in the morning. Diminished capacity and whatnot.”

      “Uh-huh. Whatever. I’m trying to do you a favor, you lazy bum,” Luna snapped.

      I raised an eyebrow. “A favor? Really? And what might that be?”

      “Well, just yesterday you were whining about how you want to get in shape and all that, and so I decided it would be a good idea for you to get up and go join Lara for her morning yoga session,” she replied, daintily licking her front paws.

      “Yoga?” I repeated, frowning in confusion. “Lara does yoga?”

      Luna rolled her luminous eyes and scoffed. “Yes. Every morning. Without fail.”

      “Just… in her room?” I asked.

      “Yes. Jeez. What aren’t you getting about this?” Luna chided.

      I pointed at the alarm clock. “I told you, it’s early! My brain’s not totally firing on all pistons just yet.”

      “That’s obvious,” she replied snootily.

      “Hey, wait. Why do you know about Lara’s morning yoga?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Sometimes… sometimes I join her. Lucy and I both do.”

      “Join her? And do what?” I chuckled as I swung my legs over the side of the bed and scooted out, my toes curling as they hit the cold wooden floor. After all, all hope of getting back to sleep was now long gone. I padded into the bathroom with my familiar trailing behind me. She looked smug about something.

      “We do the stretches! You know, the positions and stuff,” she explained, sounding a little defensive. I grinned at her.

      “That is adorable,” I told her. “Truly precious.”

      She glared at me suspiciously. “I honestly can’t tell if you’re being earnest or if you’re just making fun of me.”

      “No, really, Luna. It’s cute. The thought of you and Lucy doing little kitty stretches on a yoga mat is downright ridiculous. I love it.”

      “Pfft. Well, anyway, I thought it might be nice for you to join us,” she concluded, clearly starting to regret her decision to include me. I picked her up, despite her squirming, and kissed her on the top of her head before setting her down on the bathroom counter.

      Luna wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Gross. You have morning breath.”

      “Well, my little friend, that’s the price you pay for waking me up so early,” I commented with a shrug.

      “Charming,” she retorted. “Well, hurry up! Are you going to do yoga or not?”

      “How do you know Lara wants me to join her?” I asked as I splashed my face with water.

      I tapped my finger to my dripping face and whispered, “Siccescoroa.” Instantly the water on my face evaporated, leaving my skin dewy but dry. I patted on some moisturizer I had bought from the beauty section of the apothecary downtown, and then pulled my long, black hair back into a flouncy ponytail. I braided the ponytail for some extra flair and practicality - this was a hairstyle that best kept my hair out of my face without resorting to just shoving it into a gigantic messy bun on top of my head.

      “Ah, sensible and stylish,” I remarked, giving my reflection a cheeky wink. Luna snorted.

      “Two words that have never been used to describe you before,” she said, a little harshly.

      I gave her a scandalized look. “Well, my moon, someone is a little sour today.”

      “Sour? No. I prefer ‘tart,’ thank you very much,” Luna said, preening. “Come on, come on, if you hurry you can catch the tail end of the yoga session.” She pawed at me impatiently.

      I sighed. “Ugh, fine. You wore me down. But I swear by the moon, if I end up pulling a muscle or throwing out my back, I’m going to hold you accountable.”

      “Fair enough!” Luna replied brightly. She hopped down off the counter and went pitter-pattering out of the bathroom and across the bedroom to the closed door, meowing at it until I opened it for her. Luna led the way down the hall to the guest bedroom where my friend - and international celebrity - Lara Lancaster, had been staying ever since her house a few blocks over had been designated a crime scene.

      Even though by now the magical caution tape and crime scene technicians were long gone, she was still here. I didn’t hold that against her, though. After all, not only had Lara’s assistant been murdered in that home, but Lara had almost lost her own life in the attack. I certainly wasn’t going to kick her out and make her go back there until she was good and ready.

      Sure, I might have been losing out on some revenue by having one of my guestrooms in use by a friend rather than a customer, but I didn’t mind. Business was going well, anyway, and besides, I rather liked having Lara around. She kept to herself for the most part; she was quiet and helpful, never getting in the way or asking too much. When we did spend time together at the bed and breakfast, it felt like an old-fashioned sleepover with a good friend, and when we didn’t spend time together, it was easy enough to forget I wasn’t home alone. After all, she had retired from acting, from being in the limelight. Nowadays she just wanted to live quietly and happily in our modest but picturesque little seaside town in this corner of the world.

      Moonlight Cove was the perfect place for her retirement. She was still young enough to really enjoy what little nightlife and recreational activities our area had to offer, but mature enough to be happy with a quieter, slower pace of life. It was a good fit, overall, and I was glad to have her around.

      Luna meowed softly at Lara’s door and I heard an equally soft mew in response from the other side. That was Lucy, Lara’s fluffy white cat familiar. At first, Luna and Lucy had been mortal enemies, squabbling and swatting at each other every chance they got. But nowadays they were more like sisters. They fought on occasion, but most of the time they got along just fine, even snuggling up to each other from time to time. Which was, of course, incredibly adorable.

      The sound of soft footsteps made their way towards the door, and a second later Lara opened it, looking down instinctively to greet Luna. She looked slightly startled when she saw that I was standing there, too. I beamed at her and she smiled back.

      “Good morning,” I said softly. “Luna woke me up to do yoga with you.”

      She giggled, covering her mouth to muffle the sound, then she gestured for me to come in. “Come on. I’m finishing up soon, but you can join in, of course!”

      I followed her and shut the door, looking around the room. Even though it was a guest room that I had decorated to suit my own tastes long ago, Lara had put her own spin on it. Her fancy, elegant clothes hung in the closet, and she had put a very expensive-looking Persian rug on the floor. There was a little jewelry stand on the dresser with priceless necklaces and bracelets draped over it. Lucy’s fluffy pink cat bed was in the corner of the room by the floor-to-ceiling window, and of course, there was a big purple yoga mat on the floor.

      Lara sat down on the mat and waved me over. A little nervously, I sat down across from her. As usual, I was rather taken aback by how stupidly pretty she was. No matter how much time we spent together, I was always in awe of her seemingly natural white-blonde hair, flawless skin, full lips, and crystalline-blue eyes. She looked, well, like the human version of her familiar.

      “Alright, so how do I do this?” I asked her.

      She grinned. “Just follow my lead. And don’t worry if you can’t do the poses exactly right. That’s to be expected if you’re just starting out. Just do what you can.”

      For the next half hour, Lara tutored me through several poses that, when she did them, looked simple. But when I tried them, it was like my body was more like a stiff plank of wood than a bendy pretzel. I was shocked and a little embarrassed about how terrible I was at it, but as usual, Lara was upbeat and positive, complimenting my “form” and telling me I was doing a great job. By the time we finished up, I was sweaty and ready for a shower. There were muscles I didn’t even know existed in my body that hurt.

      I took as much time as I could get away with in the warm shower – wondering if I’d ever be able to raise my arms above my head without pain again - and got dressed for the day, drying off instantly with the help of a quick spell, then tying my hair back with a green ribbon. I put on a pair of thick dark gray leggings and a knee-length black dress with long sleeves and a cowl neck, then pulled on my favorite black boots and smacked my lips together after giving them a smear of garnet-colored gloss. I added a dash of mascara, smiled at my reflection in the mirror, and cheerfully bounded down the stairs to start cooking breakfast for my guest.

      I had an elaborate, spicy dish planned out, and I was excited to get started on it. My current guest was a 35-year-old woman named Daphne Wright, and she was planning to check out this morning, so I wanted to give her a proper send-off. She had been in town to visit her sister and to convalesce from a surgery she’d had recently, but now her time was ending. I was a little sad to see her go; she was a sweet lady, very talkative and open about, well, everything. Daphne had told me all about her surgery to remove her uterine fibroids, about how cute her male nurse was, about how brusque and rude the surgeon had been. She had shared all kinds of childhood anecdotes, talking incessantly about her sister Desiree and how much fun they had growing up together down south. I actually kind of knew Desiree, at least tangentially, but that wasn’t a huge surprise. Moonlight Cove was a pretty small town, and even though I spent much of my time cooped up in the Manor working and being a homebody, it wouldn’t take long to walk around town and get to know just about everyone if I so chose.

      I walked into the kitchen and pointed my finger at the big, heavy tome of a cookbook on the counter. “Patatas bravas,” I said to it, and the pages flipped themselves to the correct page for that recipe. My plan for that morning was to make that spicy, tomato-y potato dish along with a garlic aioli, freshly-chopped herbs, poached eggs from my parents’ coop, and a big, luscious ball of burrata made in a local cheese shop. I was obsessed with using as many local, fresh ingredients as possible, both to help support my community and because it just simply tasted better. To my surprise, Lara, Luna and Lucy all came trailing into the kitchen after me.

      “Can I help?” Lara asked brightly.

      “Oh. Uh, sure!” I replied. “Can you start chopping those Yukon golds over there?”

      “Yukon… what?” she asked, tilting her head to one side.

      I smiled. “The potatoes.”

      “Oh!” she said, laughing. “Sorry, I don’t know a Yukon gold from the Yukon Territory.”

      I giggled at her joke as we both got to work, humming and singing together as I turned on my record player to churn out oldies tunes. I was a little surprised at how much guidance and tutelage Lara needed in the kitchen, but I didn’t hold it against her: I had a feeling a spoiled celebrity like herself had never really needed to learn how to cook on her own. Besides, she had spent a half hour teaching me how to do yoga, so it was a fair trade-off.

      Lucy and Luna wandered around the kitchen, evidently waiting for some errant pieces of food to make their way to the floor, but they quickly found themselves disappointed.

      Within an hour or so, we had managed to parboil the diced potatoes in baking soda water, roast them until crunchy and golden in the oven, simmer a delicious sauce of crushed tomatoes, spices, and herbs, whip up a fragrant garlic aioli, perfectly poach two eggs, and arrange it all on a plate for Daphne. As she came trudging down the stairs, I plopped the ball of burrata in the center of the plate and sliced the top of the knot open with a sharp knife. Fresh cream came gushing out of the mozzarella ball, mingling beautifully with the spicy red sauce. I shredded some more fresh basil on top of the dish and served it to a very sleepy-looking Daphne. As soon as I set the dish down in front of her, though, her eyes lit up and she gasped aloud.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, worried that I had somehow missed some hidden allergy she had or something. But she patted me on the arm and grinned.

      “This looks absolutely amazing, Arti,” she exclaimed. “Why, this is a meal fit for a princess. I feel like I should be wearing a tiara.”

      “Well, if you really want one, I’m sure I’ve got a tiara somewhere in my luggage,” Lara commented cheerfully

      Daphne chuckled. “Oh no, dear, I think I’ll be alright. But thank you.”

      “Enjoy your meal, Daphne,” I told her happily. “And don’t feel rushed about checking out - you can stay as long as you like.”

      “Thank you, Arti. You are a drop of sunshine, you know that?” she remarked as she dug into her meal. “I’m going to get an early start, though. I think I’ll finish this off and head right off back home and get out of your hair.”

      Lara gave me two thumbs up as the two of us made our way back into the kitchen to get our own plates. This day certainly had started out on the right foot!
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      About an hour later, I stepped out onto the balcony with a piping-hot mug of coffee in my hand and set it on the railing, watching the steam rise up into the cold air in a lazy stream. Daphne had finished her breakfast and left, promising that next time she was back in town she’d absolutely be back. Taking a deep breath, feeling the air chill my lungs, I took a moment to appreciate the scenery from where I stood.

      It wasn’t often I got to enjoy the B&B when it was relatively empty like this. Of course, Daphne gave me the distinct impression that she could be a big personality when she wanted to be, but whenever she was preoccupied, it was like I had the house all to myself. I couldn’t decide if I preferred it one way or the other.

      As I watched the quiet water and waited for my coffee to cool off to a sub-scalding temperature, I glanced at the mug. It featured a cartoon doodle on it of a couple of cats playing. One was a fat black cat, and the other was a gray tabby kitten, both of them playing with a ball of pink yarn. I tapped the mug with my finger, and just like that, the two cartoons started moving on the mug.

      The images chased each other around the outside of the mug before the kitten took the ball of yarn in its mouth and scurried up the handle. I rested my face on my hand as I watched the two cats chase each other up, and when they reached the lip of the mug, they jumped. The next instant, the steam coming off my coffee changed into the shape of two tiny cats. They chased each other along the rim of the mug for a while until the fat cat lost its balance and fell down, turning back into the cartoon doodle on the side of the mug. It started licking its paw indignantly, pretending nothing had happened while the kitten peered down at it with a swishing tail, yarn in mouth triumphantly.

      When I picked the mug up, the two cats darted back down to the bottom of the mug and tried to swat at my hair while I took a drink and promptly burned the inside of my mouth.

      Sure, it was a novelty mug, but mom got it for me when I first took over the B&B, so it had always had some sentimental value.

      It also reminded me in that moment that I didn’t actually have the B&B to myself. Lara was still living here, after all.

      But Lara was full of surprises. She surprised me back when we first became friends with how down-to-earth she was, and she surprised me now with how low a profile she kept in my house. I never heard her, and if we hadn’t passed each other on the way to the kitchen for a midnight snack that one night, you could have persuaded me she had snuck out to sleep somewhere else at night.

      In short, she was the ideal roommate.

      Part of that was probably because she didn’t want my guests knowing they were sharing a house with the Lara Lancaster, but I liked to tell myself it was because she was just a chill person.

      No sooner had I set my mug down on the railing again than my phone buzzed in my pocket. I furrowed my eyebrows and took it out, wondering if I’d jinxed my hopes of having a quiet single guest for the near future.

      Instead, I saw Diana’s number on the screen. My heart sank. My sister usually only texted unless something was going on, and for a high-strung person like Di, something going on was never anything nice and relaxing.

      “Hey Di,” I answered the phone, pretending my nerves weren’t already on high alert.

      “There’s been a kidnapping!” my sister’s voice shouted through the receiver so sharply that I had to hold it away from my ear and wince.

      “Wha-”

      “Arti, one of the kindergarteners is gone!”

      My eyes widened, and my heart hit the bottom of my chest.

      The past year in Midnight Cove has been a little out of the ordinary, to say the least. We had gone from being a quiet little vacation town where nothing ever happened to having three murders over the course of just a few months. And in a sense, I understand that - times were changing, and crime happened, even in a sleepy town like Moonlight Cove.

      But a kid?

      “What do you mean, ‘gone’, Di? Deep breaths, remember what your therapist said.”

      “My therapist was useless!” she snapped. “What good is a therapist if I can manipulate her?”

      “Wait, why did you try to manipulate your therapist? What does that even mean?”

      “To see if she knew what she was doing, obviously,” Di said. “Arti, that’s not the point -one of my kids is gone, a six year old girl!”

      “Did she just not come in this morning?”

      “Exactly. The teacher called her dad, and the dad panicked. Can you get down here? Help work your magic on Xander?”

      I made a face at the phone, then rolled my eyes.

      “What do you mean, ‘work my magic’?”

      “You know what I mean, Arti,” Di said. “Everyone knows-”

      “Everyone had better not know!” I corrected her with growing alarm.

      “Okay, okay, sorry,” she said. “Just me and mom know you have a thing going on with Officer Tall, Blond and Handsome. Point is, this is your ballpark now, and I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown. I swear, PTA parents have mods on their broomsticks to get here faster than the speed of light.”

      “I’ll be there in ten,” I said, glancing back into the kitchen.

      “Thank the moon. I’ve got to go, bye,” she rushed in a single breath, and the call ended. I took a deep breath.

      My sister might have been one of the most overachieving people I’d ever known, who had upstaged me in just about every aspect of life, but I took comfort in knowing that without me, Di probably would have died of stress.

      By age eleven.

      I tried to gulp down the rest of my coffee in a couple of big mouthfuls, but my eyes went wide as I ended up having to catch some of it before it ran down my face toward my shirt.

      Praying that nobody had seen that, I wiped my mouth and hurried inside to scribble a note for Daphne and stick it on the fridge where she could easily see it.

      “What’s going on?” Luna asked, her tail flicking back and forth precociously. “You’ve got your emergency face on. Has there been another murder?”

      “Don’t say that,” I chided her. “I’m going to the Academy. Hold down the fort, will you? No cats allowed on school property.”

      “Discrimination!” she huffed, sitting indignantly and turning her nose up. “But fine, fine, I’ll take care of your responsibilities for you yet again.”

      “You can’t even change your own litter,” I called back to her as I pulled my coat on and grabbed my broomstick.

      “Half the time, it seems like you can’t either,” she retorted smugly.

      “I will turn you into a dog for a day,” I warned her, narrowing my eyes and pointing my finger at her. She put her ears down and hissed before I disappeared out the front door, kicking off on my broom and zipping down the cobblestone streets toward the school.

      This time of year, the roads were almost completely covered in snow. It wasn’t much of a problem, thanks to broomsticks, but the town still liked to keep things nice and presentable, so there were a few workers out using their magic to help clear the stuff.

      I honestly felt bad for the people of the non-magical world who had to use big shovels and machinery to clear snow. It was one of the most desirable jobs for teenagers in Moonlight Cove. Wind whipping around my magically-warmed clothing, I passed a small group of the workers, two of whom had enchanted the snow to make a couple of snow-golems to fight each other. The big lugs were clumsily whacking each other with arms made of snow, which fell apart almost immediately on impact.

      Another boy had the idea to make a golem to push the snow out of the road for him, but the golem just ended up adding more mass to its arms until it couldn’t move, the poor thing.

      After a winding ride, I finally made it to the Academy grounds, and I realized straight away that Diana hadn’t been kidding. There were at least three rows of broomsticks piled up outside against the wall, almost all of them presumably belonging to concerned parents. There were students still milling around the campus, meaning class wasn’t cancelled, but I had a strong feeling I’d find what I was looking for in the grand hall where announcements were usually made.

      I propped my broom up with the rest and hurried to the hall, where I could indeed hear my sister’s voice magically resonating through the room. My sister was the principal of the only school in the town, meaning she got to bear the brunt of every parent’s wrath during times like this.

      And it could get ugly. I really hoped that this was all just a misunderstanding, and the girl would be found safe and sound, having decided to go to a friend’s house or something instead of school that day.

      “And so,” Diana was saying as I slipped into the hall, where scores of parents with anxious looks on their faces were watching her up on her podium intently, “what we at the Academy and the Moonlight Cove Police Department urge you all to do is to communicate any relevant information you have about Tina Frost’s whereabouts to the police directly. While the search for Tina is technically a literal witch hunt, we don’t want this to become a metaphorical witch hunt. So please, use established channels to voice your concerns.”

      Looking up towards my sister, I immediately recognized the two people up on stage with her.

      Morgan and Xander Forsetti flanked Diana, both of them standing at attention with their hands folded behind their back. Xander’s eyes scanned the crowd, while Morgan looked as stone-cold and serious as a statue.

      The Forsettis were the town’s police force, and they had been for generations. The siblings’ parents were retired, but their kids were filling those shoes very well.

      As soon as Xander’s eyes fell on me, he glanced at Di and Morgan before quietly slipping away from the podium and moving around the side of the crowd toward me.

      And as much as I hated to admit it, my heart fluttered annoyingly.

      Okay, so maybe I didn’t hate Xander Forsetti. In fact, maybe I liked him a little bit. Or a lot. Maybe I couldn’t get that stupid, handsome smile of his out of my head for hours after I saw it, and maybe I smiled back like a huge dork right back at him for that split second before he started coming toward me. It wasn’t my fault. My face just did things sometimes.

      And no, I had no idea how to handle a crush.

      But it turned out that solving three murders together in a small town wasn’t the best way to get to know someone, so we finally agreed that we should spend a little time getting to know each other over something besides a dead body and a police investigation that I was legally absolutely not supposed to have anything to do with.

      Most people would call that a date.

      It hadn’t happened yet, and honestly, I wasn’t sure if I was dreading it or excited about it. Probably a little of both.

      Xander reached me and nodded for me to follow him outside the hall, away from the crowds. I followed him just as Morgan took to the podium and started to talk about neighborhood watches.

      “Your sister gives a good speech,” Xander said once we were in relative privacy outside.

      “Thanks, she loves talking,” I said without thinking. Xander gave me a puzzled look, but I waved it off. “What’s up? Is there a change of plans? I mean, about our thing? Our dinner thing? Wait, no, you wouldn’t leave in the middle of a speech to talk to me about that. Would you? Of course not, no. Wow, I’m still talking, aren’t I?”

      During the course of my ramble, I was pretty sure my cheeks started doing a great impression of an overly-ripe tomato, while Xander just stared at me blankly with those ice-blue eyes of his.

      “No,” he said finally with a polite smile. “But don’t worry, I’ll get to you soon enough about that.”

      My heart did a somersault.

      “Anyway,” he went on, crossing his thick arms, “I thought we could just cut to the chase on this one and drop the pretext. Let’s work together on this one.”

      I would have been less surprised if he had stepped out to talk to me about our date. I cocked my head to the side, fluttering my eyelashes.

      “What, are you getting tired of threatening to arrest me for meddling?”

      “No, I like that part,” he said, somehow managing to make my face go a shade even redder. “More like tired of holding Morgan back from actually arresting you. Seriously though, we need all the help we can get, because we’re on a time crunch this time. I don’t know how much of the announcement you caught, but a girl named Tina Frost was reported missing by her father, Renaldo.”

      I nodded, and Xander went on, taking something out of his pocket. It was a small glass vial with magical markings etched all over it, and inside was what looked like a lock of hair.

      “Thanks to the recent increase in crime here in town, I got approval for a Quarentenaroa enchantment to be made for Moonlight Cove, and I put it into effect at nine this morning, just after Tina was reported missing.”

      My jaw dropped. That was something I never expected to hear.

      A Quarentenaroa enchantment was a quarantine spell that could be cast over a large area, and it was so hard to work with that magical law enforcement strictly regulated its use and distribution. In practice, it was the witching world’s equivalent of an amber alert. My guess was that the hair in the vial belonged to Tina. As long as Tina was missing, the enchantment worked so that nobody could enter or leave Moonlight Cove.

      Using the spell for too long or too often obviously disrupted the local economy in a big way, so naturally, using it meant the police were taking this very seriously.

      “I know,” Xander said to my reaction. “And believe me, I know this won’t be good for your B&B, but I’m doing this for the sake of the parents.”

      “No, no, totally, I understand,” I rushed to say. “Where did you get the hair?”

      “Her father, when he found out Tina wasn’t at school and reported it,” Xander said, frowning at the vial. “Her hairbrush had some strands in it. Anyway, interviewing Tina’s father is next on my agenda this morning. He was a nervous wreck when he reported it, and working the enchantment took time, so I had to put it off. Want to come along?”

      I had to fight to keep a big smile off my face. Apparently, I wasn’t doing a great job, because Xander rolled his eyes.

      “Don’t get too excited - you need to ride a ways behind me, and if anyone asks, you’re just creeping on my tail. This is definitely not official.”

      “So, the usual. Got it.”
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      I was getting pretty annoyed with myself.

      As much as I tried over and over again to convince my brain to focus on the very real and present issue of a vulnerable little girl going missing in my quiet hometown, there was something else pressing very insistently into the forefront of my thoughts. And that just happened to be the fixation my brain had on the cute butt zooming around on the broom in front of me. The butt that just so happened to belong to a very attractive police officer who had asked for my help in helping to find poor Tina. I needed to get myself together, but by the moon it was hard to tear my eyes away. I was starting to wonder if I should just break protocol and zoom up next to him, just so I wouldn’t be as tempted to ogle him from behind. Xander was on a mission, and so was I, but being stuck several yards behind him was not proving to be easy.

      He glanced back at me as we turned a corner to fly down a cozy cul-de-sac and my eyes widened as my face went beet-red. So much for being subtle.

      Averting my eyes, I squinted up at the sky as though totally enchanted by the puffy grey clouds. It looked like the snow was going to start up again any moment now. Winter in Moonlight Cove was beautiful for sure, but sometimes the cold and snow tended to outstay their welcome. I was grateful for the insularoa spell I had cast over myself, which kept me warm, as though my broom and immediate vicinity existed under a perfectly-maintained heat lamp. At this time of year, it wasn’t enough to simply wear a jacket and call it a day. I needed a little more protection than that from the elements, and, as usual, my magic could be called upon to help out on that front. Still, I was more than ready at this point for the spring months to come around. There was a reason I lived in Washington and not Minnesota, and the intensity of the winters had a lot to do with it.

      It was a short flight, thankfully, from the Academy to the Frost household; only about six blocks. Did that mean Renaldo Frost usually let his daughter walk to school? It wasn’t far. If my sister and I had lived this close to the school growing up, my parents no doubt would have wanted us to walk. We lived just far enough away to be better suited for a broom ride, the two of us hunched on the back of my mom’s broomstick with our backpacks dangling off the handle.

      When we were finally old enough to have massive amounts of homework and books to haul, my dad rigged her broomstick to have a magical basket attached to the fanned-out brush end of the stick. It was only about the size of a regular bicycle basket, but it was charmed to hold items many times its size. Once you dropped a book into it, the book would magically shrink to fit in the basket. Sometimes I thought it might be nice to have my dad put that same charm on my own broomstick nowadays. It would certainly make it easier to carry a bunch of groceries at once.

      However, my father’s genius little charm did have a downside - sometimes the basket would temporarily “eat” an item. One time, it decided to gobble up my apothecary-chemistry midterm paper for about two weeks. My teacher, Professor Hollingsworth, definitely did not believe me when I told him that I had done the homework but just could not turn it in. I ended up with a late grade for a while.

      Xander pulled his broom up a driveway to a small, quaint cottage. I followed suit, leaning my broomstick next to his against a dainty rose bush out front. “This is the house,” he told me, a serious look on his face.

      I nodded. “Okay. So, how are we going about this?”

      He smirked. “As if you haven’t held an interview before without me a hundred times.”

      “Not a hundred,” I muttered. “Besides, you’re here with me, and you’re in uniform with a badge and all that, so I assume we will have to follow some kind of official guidelines.”

      “To an extent, yes,” he answered quietly as we walked up the steps to the front door. “But part of the benefit of having you along with me is that you seem to possess a raw talent and knack for this kind of thing. Don’t get me wrong, I know the “right” way to do things. But sometimes, I have to admit, sticking to the rules just makes you a little resistant to working outside the box. That’s where you come in. You’re not bound by the same rules, and you follow your instincts instead of a rulebook.”

      I squinted at him, smiling wryly. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m detecting there might have been a subtle hint at something resembling a compliment in there somewhere.”

      Xander patted me on the shoulder, which instantly made me blush. “See? You’re playing detective already.”

      He reached over to ring the doorbell, which chimed prettily with a seemingly-homemade tune. Only a few seconds later, the door opened with a creak, almost as though the man inside had been waiting for our knock. He pulled it open and peered at us with wide, stricken eyes.

      The man was tall and rather handsome in a solemn, sorrowful kind of way, like he was a tragic character in a dramatic soap opera or something. He had purplish bags under his eyes and a downturned mouth, a shadow of stubble over his jaw. He raked his fingers back through his sleek dark hair, looking nervously back and forth between Xander and me.

      “Are-are you the cops?” he asked in a deep, soft voice. “Have you found Tina?”

      “I’m afraid we haven’t found her yet. Chief Forsetti, nice to meet you. My partner Artemis here is helping as well. She’s here in an official capacity. You can depend on the both of us. We’re here for you, Mr. Frost. May we come inside?” Xander said, sounding very formal.

      Renaldo looked lost for a moment, as though his mind was elsewhere, and then he blinked rapidly, coming back to reality. He nodded. “Oh. Yes. Yes, of course. Come on in.”

      He opened the door wider and the two of us walked in. He led us into a cozy, well-decorated little sitting room. “Would you like anything? Tea? Coffee?” he offered.

      Xander shook his head and gave him a reassuring smile. “No, sir. Thank you.”

      “You?” Renaldo asked, fixing me with those heartbroken greenish eyes.

      “No, thanks. I’m fine,” I said quickly. Renaldo sat down on one sofa, leaving Xander and I to plop down on the love seat across from him. I tried not to think about the fact that Xander was so close to me I could feel the heat from his body.

      “We’re going to ask you some questions, Mr. Frost. Is that alright with you?” Xander began, pulling out his finger and giving it a flick. A glowing, floating notepad appeared, along with a long quill with a peacock feather. He had upgraded his pen, I noticed.

      Mr. Frost nodded, looking totally out of it. “Uh, sure. Sure. Whatever you think will help. What do you want to know?” he asked.

      “Well, first of all, could you verify your daughter’s name and age?” Xander said.

      Tears instantly sprang to the poor man’s eyes. He swiped at them hastily as he replied, through a choked-up voice. “Tina Leigh Frost. Age six.”

      “Very good. Thank you,” Xander said softly. “Could you give me a description of Tina? Take your time, if you need to. I’ll also need a photo, a recent one if possible.”

      Mr. Frost took a deep breath, closing his eyes. I could tell this was incredibly painful, and my heart broke for him. I was not a parent, and I couldn’t really fathom the depth of this man’s pain, but it was horrible to behold. “She’s the sweetest little girl you could ever meet. She’s never met a stranger in her life, you know? Tina would befriend anybody. She’s not afraid of anything. You know, one time, her teacher told me that there was this kid in her kindergarten class who was being picked on by the other kids, and Tina just marched over and started playing with him like they were best friends. She stuck up for him, against all those bullies. Just six years old and she was already such a wonderful person.”

      His face crumpled and he covered it with his hands, his shoulders shaking as he fought back tears. Xander and I exchanged worried expressions. The quill scribbled a few lines onto the notepad in the air. Xander said in a gentle tone, “Sir, that’s all very helpful. But maybe you could start with the basics? What color is her hair? Her eyes? Does she have any birthmarks?”

      “She’s got dark hair like me,” he said, sniffling. “This morning, she had me put her hair in two braids over her shoulders. With… with pink ribbons at the ends. She doesn’t have any birthmarks. Her eyes are brown like her mother’s. Not like mine.”

      “Okay. And what about her mother?” I piped up suddenly, leaning forward. Xander glanced at me in surprise, like he was about to ask a totally different question.

      Renaldo shrugged, looking older and sadder than ever. “Tina’s mom and I, well, we got divorced a little while back. It hit Tina pretty hard at first, but she was adapting so well. My little trooper. You know, I think that kid is tougher than anyone else I know.”

      “I’m sure she is,” I said softly, reaching to pat his hands. “And that will absolutely help her out in this situation. Being tough. She sounds like an amazing little girl. No doubt you’ve raised her to be that way.”

      He beamed with pride for a moment before the sorrow returned to his features. I continued. “Tell me more about your ex-wife, Mr. Frost. What happened? I don’t mean to pry, but at this stage in the investigation, we need as much information about the people in and out of Tina’s life as we can get. Understand?”

      Renaldo nodded. “Yes, of course. That makes sense. Well, Francine - that’s Tina’s mom - she’s had a hard time. Drinking problem, you know. Runs in her family. When we were younger, first getting together, she had a handle on it. She was stone-cold sober. Wasn’t even tempted to touch a drop of the stuff, even when I had a glass of wine or something. I used to tell her, ‘Franny, if the tempation gets to be too much, I would gladly give up my occasional glass of wine to make it easier on you.’ But she never took me up on that offer. Always insisted it was just fine. So I believed her,” he said, shrugging helplessly.

      “What changed?” Xander asked.

      Renaldo’s face fell. “I don’t know. It was right around the time that Tina started school. I work at a welding shop downtown, and I make pretty decent money, so Franny was a stay-at-home mom. It was great. Francine was so good with her. Doing all these arts and crafts with Tina, cooking these fancy meals. The two of them were close, and it all just worked so well. They were always so happy to see me when I came home from work. You know, they used to wait at the front window there and watch me coming up the driveway, just grinning. It was the best possible sight to come home to. But then when Tina started going off to school during the day, Francine was lonely. Bored, you know. I get it. She went from having Tina around all day to being by herself in the house. I suggested maybe she could get a part-time job - not because we needed the money, but just because I thought it might help fill her time and keep her busy. I hated the idea of her alone at the house all day, bored out of her mind and lonesome.”

      “Of course,” I said, prompting him to continue.

      “But she kept saying she was fine, that she didn’t mind. For a while it seemed okay. She was antsy and restless, but nothing too bad, until one day I got a call at work telling me that Franny never showed to pick Tina up from school. I was worried sick, of course. I picked up Tina and went straight home to find Francine passed out drunk on the living room floor right there. I was in shock. And Tina, well, it scared the daylights out of her. She thought her mommy was hurt… or worse. After that, it was like the floodgates had opened. Suddenly, Franny went from sober to constantly drunk. I couldn’t count on her to do the cooking or cleaning or even get dressed in the morning. Where she was getting her booze from, I don’t know. But it was like a switch was flipped, and I was losing her.”

      “That’s terrible, Mr. Frost,” Xander said, shaking his head. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Yeah. It was awful,” Renaldo agreed. “I told her that she could either clean up her act or get out, that I couldn’t let her hurt herself like that and be a bad influence on our daughter. And to my horror, she chose the bottle over us.”

      “Is that what sparked the divorce?” I asked gently.

      He nodded, heaving a sigh. “Yes. We got divorced and I was granted full custody. I never wanted it to be that way. I still loved Franny, of course. Hell, some days it feels like I still do. But I had to put Tina first, you know. That’s what it means to be a parent: you put your child first and everything else has to come second. Unfortunately, for Francine, it just didn’t work out that way.”

      “Addiction is a terrible thing,” I remarked.

      “I agree wholeheartedly,” he said grimly.

      “Mr. Frost, did Tina usually walk to school in the mornings?” Xander asked.

      Renaldo’s eyes swam with tears. “Yes. I suppose now it seems reckless of me. But it’s only six blocks, and Tina was the one who begged me to let her walk. She’s so precocious like that, always wanting to do things on her own.”

      “We wanted you to know we put a quarantine spell over the town. Unless whoever took her moved at the speed of light, she’s got to be around Moonlight Cove somewhere. And we will not rest until we find your little girl,” Xander told Renaldo.

      The worried father smiled through the tears. “Thank you for saying that. I’m going to hold onto that thought.”

      “Renaldo,” Xander said. “Let me ask you something: can you think of anyone who might have any reason or desire to hurt your daughter?”

      His face paled and went splotchy. He shook his head vehemently. “No. Gods, no. Of course not. Tina wouldn’t have any enemies. She’s just a little girl. She’s six years old, for goodness’ sake.”

      I laid my hand on his arm to calm him down. “We understand, Mr. Frost. Really, we do. I know it sounds like a totally preposterous question, but it’s part of protocol,” I explained. “We need to know where to look.”

      It worked. He calmed down. “Right. I’m sorry. I know you’re just trying to help. It’s just that I can’t imagine what kind of sicko would ever want to hurt a little girl like Tina. She’s an innocent. An angel. She’s never done anything bad to anybody.”

      I could tell this line of questioning was not going anywhere, and going by the way Xander was starting to fidget next to me, I had a feeling he felt the same way. “Okay, Mr. Frost, just one more question and we’ll get out of your hair. When was the last time you heard from your ex-wife?” I asked.

      He frowned, thinking it over for a minute before replying. “Well, it’s probably been about six months now. She went back to her maiden name: Rhodes. Last I knew, she was out of rehab and trying to start her life over. I don’t know how well that’s going, or if she’s still on the wagon, but that’s what she told me six months ago. Told me she was all better now and that she wanted to see Tina. But I told her no. It was too soon, you see. She needs to prove herself worthy before I let her back into Tina’s life.”

      “Fair enough,” Xander said. “Well, Mr. Frost, we’re going to leave now. If you think of anything else that might be helpful, anything at all, don’t hesitate to give me a call.”

      He pulled out a card with his name and cell number on it, handing it to Mr. Frost. Renaldo took it gladly, then looked at me. “And what about you?”

      I blushed. “Oh. Uh, here.” I took the card and grabbed the magical quill out of the air. It struggled indignantly for a moment before giving up and letting me use it to scribble my name and number on the blank back of the card. I handed it back to Renaldo.

      “Thank you. Please let me know if you find anything out. I’m going to be here all day. And indefinitely. I won’t be able to do anything but sit here until my baby girl is home safe in my arms again,” Mr. Frost said as he stood up to let us out.

      “Will do,” Xander said. “Hang in there, Renaldo. We’re going to do our best to find her.”

      The door closed behind us and Xander and exchanged knowing looks. It was obvious what our next stop was going to be: Francine Rhodes’s house.
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      “Honestly?” I said as I marched out to the road with Xander, broomstick in hand. “An alcoholism problem in Moonlight Cove is a little surprising.”

      “Not as much as you’d think,” Xander said, raising his eyebrows. “I wouldn’t call one divorced mother an epidemic, but there are definitely a few people in town who have a drinking problem.”

      With that cheerful thought, we mounted our broomsticks and headed toward the outskirts of town to find Francine Rhodes.

      I didn’t visit the far side of town much, and while the town itself was one of the prettiest places I’d ever been to and I couldn’t be prouder to call it home, the less tamed outskirts had their own special beauty to them. That was especially true after a fresh snowfall. We made our way to the address, and it took us down a tidy side-road to a row of cottages up against the woods.

      And I had to admit, when we came to a stop at the cottage at the very end of the road, it definitely was not the kind of place that jumped to mind when I thought of the home of an alcoholic divorcee.

      It wasn’t the flashiest place I’d ever seen, but it looked homey and tidy. The yard was very well taken care of; when we pulled up, a magically animated ceramic garden gnome was removing the last of the snow on the property with a comically tiny shovel.

      We made our way to the door, and Xander knocked. A few moments later, Francine appeared at the door.

      If you’d asked a human what a witch looked like, they probably would have described something like Francine. She looked a few years older than Renaldo, but I recognized the signs of someone who was younger than she looked. A few flecks of premature gray speckled her dark and curly hair, faded circles lined her red-rimmed eyes that had clearly been crying just a few moments ago, and she held the door with a bony hand.

      The thin face in the doorway looked us both up and down for a moment before she pulled the door open to reveal a perfectly tidy apartment, and the woman herself matched it nicely. She wore a skirt and cardigan ensemble that I could have see myself wearing, and a book and cup of steaming tea sat on the coffee table in the living room behind her.

      “Oh, hello there,” she said in a shaken voice that told me she already knew why we were here.

      “Francine Rhodes?” Xander asked gently.

      “Yes, Chief Forsetti,” she said, stepping back and holding the door open for us. “I was expecting you. Renaldo let me know what was going on. Please, come in. I’ll pour you a cup of tea.”

      I felt my heart welling up already, and Xander gave her a polite nod as she opened the door wide for us and we stepped in after her. The interior looked more like my mom’s cottage than a place I would have decorated, even though Francine was much closer to my age. The place was so clean that it could have been mistaken for a hotel room instead of a house, if it weren’t for the abundance of hand-knitted blankets on the backs of the couches. A shelf full of little crystal miniatures that looked spotless and well cared for stood against one wall, and just a glance into the kitchen told me Francine had been baking recently.

      And of course, by the couch was a small trash can full of used tissues.

      “Please, have a seat,” Francine said, motioning towards the seats in the living room. I couldn’t help but notice that her voice was shaking, and Xander exchanged a glance with me. This woman didn’t just seem anxious - she was barely holding it together. “I’m sorry, I usually have the place tidier, I just…” she trailed off, her voice cracking slightly.

      “It’s okay, ma’am,” Xander said. “I know this must be difficult for you, but we need you to answer a few questions all the same.”

      The two of us followed her into the kitchen, where my suspicions were confirmed. There was still flour on the counter, and the smell of freshly-baked bread lingered in the air. I touched the oven on the way in and found it still warm.

      “Oh, and this is my assistant on the investigation,” Xander said, gesturing to me. “Artemis Mani.”

      “Mani?” Francine said, furrowing her brow. “Interesting. I think I may have taken surfing lessons from your mother when I was younger.”

      “Sounds about right,” I said with a nervous laugh, wiping the flour I’d touched onto my dress.

      “I suppose it goes without saying that hobby didn’t take off for me,” she said with a feeble smile. I had to admit, this woman was good at getting my sympathy - maybe too good?

      Okay, it was time to chill a bit. I didn’t have to go full hard-boiled detective mode.

      While Francine began filling a kettle with fresh water, Xander took out a notepad and ran through the events out loud.

      “According to Renaldo, Tina walked six blocks to school, leaving at eight o’clock this morning.”

      “I told him that was a bad idea,” Francine said ruefully, shaking her head and clenching her eyes shut for a moment. “He always told me I was overprotective, but I knew that was just foolish, especially after all those murders this year.”

      I quirked an eyebrow as Xander went on.

      “At eight fifteen, Tina was marked absent for class by her teacher, Mrs. Charlene Woods. Mrs. Woods called Mr. Frost at eight twenty to ask if she was sick. This is all according to Mr. Frost. Mr. Frost then rode his broom down the usual route she takes, and not finding her, called the police department at eight thirty-five to report the incident, then came to the station in person at eight forty.”

      By the time Xander was finished going over the events of the morning, I could already hear Francine holding back sobs, and she grabbed from a box of tissues nearby to put one to her face.

      “I’m very sorry this is happening, Francine,” I said, stepping forward and putting a hand on her shoulder. “But it’s important that we not jump to any conclusions yet.”

      “She’s right,” Xander said in a gentle tone. “This is the morning of the first day - we could hardly ask for a better head start. It may well be that she got distracted and wandered off this morning. And we have put a spell on the town, no one can get in or out until Tina is found.”

      “I understand, and I’m sorry,” she said, sniffling as she turned around. “I don’t like people to see me like this, it’s just, I’ve already lost her once, and…”

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to justify anything to us,” I said softly.

      “Renaldo told us that he has custody of Tina because of some medical issues you’ve had in your past,” Xander said tactfully. “Is that true?”

      “It’s okay, you can say I’m an alcoholic,” she said, forcing a thin smile.

      “Alcoholism is a disease, so my point stands,” he said sympathetically. “I do need to ask: are you still drinking?”

      “No, sir,” Francine replied with a firm shake of her head, and as the kettle started to boil, she poured us both a cup of spicy-smelling tea. As she did, my eyes wandered around the kitchen, and it confirmed what she said next. “I can proudly say I’ve been sober for six months now. One hundred and thirteen days to be exact. I always will be an alcoholic, and staying sober is a process, but right now, I am sober.”

      “That’s quite an accomplishment,” Xander said.

      “My divorce was a wakeup call,” she said, and by the tone of her voice, I could tell it was something she had either rehearsed or had to say many times before. “Well, separating from Renaldo was inevitable, I suppose, but losing Tina was what hit the hardest. We didn’t always have a happy marriage, Renaldo and I, but I never expected…”

      She trailed off, putting the tissue to her nose again.

      “I understand,” Xander said with a nod. “Do you mind if I ask a few more questions about the divorce, and your relationship with Tina? Every bit of information you can give me helps bring us closer to finding her.”

      “Of course,” she said, as I grabbed my mug of tea and moved back into the living room, pretending to be interested in the crystal miniatures.

      What I really wanted to do was get a chance to look around the house. As quietly as I could, I made my way down the hallway while Xander kept Francine busy with questions. He was good at holding someone’s attention; I had to give him that. And sure, I wasn’t a cop, so I didn’t exactly have authorization to search her house, but she had invited me in nonetheless, so technically I didn’t think I was doing anything illegal. That was my defense of choice, anyway.

      Thankfully, the wood floors had a long carpet down the hallway to mask my footsteps. I peered into the bathroom, the first room that appeared on my right.

      There was nothing remarkable about it. In fact, it looked as though it was barely used. My eyes wandered down to the floor, where every inch - 0even the edges where the floor met the walls - was spotless. A single toothbrush with perfectly straight bristles sat in a perfectly clean up, there wasn’t a spot of mildew on the walls or the ceiling; you could have told me this was a staged house someone was trying to sell and I would have believed it.

      I checked to make sure Xander was still talking, then went a little further down the hall to where another door was cracked. I pushed it open very slowly, squinting my eyes at the hinges as if willing them not to squeak, and they politely obliged.

      It was the master bedroom, clearly. Once again, there was nothing remarkable about it, except for the fact that it was just so pristine.

      I was starting to feel self-conscious about the tidiness of my own B&B. The bed was so perfectly made that I could have bounced a coin off it. The dresser and mirror across from the bed were immaculate, with not a speck of dust to be seen anywhere, and a few more of those crystals decorated the top of it, along with a jewelry box and a pair of gloves. The only sign that someone had actually used the bedroom recently was a pair of extra slippers half-tucked under the bed.

      Moving on from there, I went to the last door in the hallway. It was closed. I pursed my lips and put an ear to it. No sound from within. Glancing back down the hallway, I slowly turned the knob, careful not to make a sound, then stuck my head inside.

      My heart jumped up to my throat at what I saw. I had about twenty seconds to drink it all in with widening eyes before a voice made me nearly jump out of my skin.

      “Artemis?” I heard Xander call. Biting my lip, I closed the door quietly and hurried down the hallway again.

      “Sorry!” I said, appearing in the kitchen door with a bright smile. “I just got a call from my sister that I had to take real quick. No update on the case, sorry,” I added hurriedly, in case my lie gave either one of them false hope. Francine’s shoulders slumped slightly at my words.

      “Thank you again for your cooperation. We’ll be in touch,” Xander said before finishing off his tea.

      “Please do,” Francine replied, a hint of an edge to her voice. “I know I’m not legally her guardian, but she means the world to me, you must understand that.”

      “Believe me, I do,” Xander said, giving her one last nod. He then motioned for me to head out in front of him, and we made our way out the door. “Stay safe, ma’am.”

      When the door closed behind us, Xander and I walked back to the road before we said a word to each other. As soon as we got far enough away that we wouldn’t be overheard, the two of us immediately began speaking over one another.

      “So what did you-”

      “You’ll never believe what-”

      The two of us stopped, a small smile creeping up on my lips.

      “You first,” Xander said slowly, motioning for me to try again.

      “Let’s get moving, first,” I said, glancing back to the house. He nodded, we mounted our brooms, and the next second, we were off.

      “The last room in the hallway,” I said after about a block, looking over at Xander with wide eyes.

      “I figured you went snooping,” he said with a sigh. “But then again, I guess that’s why I brought you along.”

      “That’s right, you did,” I said, a little too smugly, and I winced when he gave me a warning look. “Anyway, this is insane - that last room down the hallway? Xander, it’s a little kid’s room.”

      Xander’s expression went from blank to concerned, and he raised an eyebrow at me. “A child’s room?”

      “Yeah! Like, there’s a child sized bed in there, a little dollhouse playset, some kids’ books on a shelf, the works. Looks nicer than the room I had as a kid.”

      “Did you see anything in there that indicated Tina might have been living there?” he asked. “Some recently used clothes? Backpack? Coloring book? Anything?”

      “That’s the thing,” I said, so frustrated and excited at once that my broom moved up and down as I rode it. “It didn’t, but her whole house looks like nobody lives there. I saw the master bedroom, the bathroom, and the creepy kid’s room - each one looked like some kind of IKEA model room, like she staged everything.”

      Xander’s face told me I was losing him.

      “Before you start poking holes in this,” I said quickly, “ask yourself who has a perfectly-kept kid’s room in their house if they don’t have a kid.”

      “An unstable mother who’s desperately trying to clean up her act so she can see her kid more often,” he replied matter-of-factly, and I felt my heart sinking. He had a point. A good point, too. “But, from talking to her, all of that is starting to make sense.”

      “How so?”

      “She’s a nervous wreck,” he said, shaking his head. “Even before the incident, it sounds like she just has way too much time on her hands, more than she ever thought she would at her age, after becoming a mother.”

      “That explains the cleaning, I guess,” I said disappointedly.

      Xander nodded. “People like that can get obsessive about little things. But speaking of obsessive, it was clear to me that she’s obsessed with her child after losing her.”

      “Can’t blame her there,” I said with a deep sigh. “Talk about a rough spot to wind up in. Torn from the one thing you care most about, and then having her kidnapped? That’s a lot for one person to handle, no matter how stable their life is.”

      “It is,” Xander agreed. “So much so that I think she could be liable to do something drastic.”

      “Like trying to take her daughter back by force?” I breathed. “Should we turn around and go back for her?”

      “We can’t,” Xander said. “Keeping a shrine-room like that isn’t enough for probable cause. It’s reasonable for her to expect to be able to see Tina in the future and have her over, and we don’t want to push someone in that state of mind unless we have harder proof. Besides, she can’t try and take her daughter back by force without knowing where her daughter is, and as far as I can tell, she has no idea.”

      I frowned, unconvinced, but Xander spoke again. “We can agree that she’s at the top of the suspect list for now, though.”

      “I’ll take that,” I said with a slow nod.

      And no sooner had I said it than I ran smack into a snow golem.

      I went toppling off my broomstick with a yelp, as a belated, “watch out, lady!” came from one of the teenagers who’d controlled the now-smashed snow-beast. I was still disoriented when I felt Xander’s strong hand grip mine and pull me to my feet.

      “You okay?” Xander asked as I wobbled, and I blinked at the pile of enchanted snow that was now trying to pull itself back together.

      “Uh... yeah,” I mumbled, realizing I was still holding his hand, and I pulled it away to brush myself off. “Wait, where’s my-”

      I looked at the golem as it picked up its snowy head off the ground, and I saw the rectangular shape of my phone sticking out of its eye.

      “Whoops, excuse me,” I said, grinning sheepishly at it and plucking the phone out.

      And to my surprise, as soon as I did, the phone vibrated in my hand as the screen lit up, telling me I had an incoming call.
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      I slid the screen open and pressed the phone to my ear, shuffling away from the snow golem - snowlem? - to answer the call. Xander’s eyes followed me, with a quizzical look on his face for a second before he scooted over to me, then glared over at the teens.

      “Be careful where you build this stuff,” he told them with a note of authority. The kids all nodded and sighed in that huffy way teens often responded to a tough guy in uniform.

      “Hello?” I said into the phone.

      “Hey, Arti!” a bright, musical voice replied. I smiled at the sound of my new roommate’s voice.

      “Oh, hi Lara. What’s up?” I asked.

      “Well, nothing too serious, but your guest here at the bed and breakfast is kind of stuck.”

      “Stuck?”

      “Yes. You know how Daphne here was trying to leave town this morning after breakfast?” she continued.

      I grimaced, closing my eyes tightly as I realized where this was heading. “Uh-huh.”

      “Well, she loaded up her broom basket with all her luggage just after breakfast and started heading out of town, then came back half an hour later saying she couldn’t get past the outskirts and didn’t know what to do.”

      “That’s the quarantine spell,” I sighed.

      “I heard about that. Unfortunately, she got grandfathered in and now she has no place to go,” Lara said.

      “Well, of course we won’t kick her out. Nobody can come in and nobody can come out, so it’s not like my guest room is going to get used otherwise. So tell Daphne that she can stay at the house free of charge until this is all over.”

      “Okay. Will do. Anything else?” Lara chirped.

      “Oh! And tell her that if she has any issues regarding the quarantine, she can direct all complaints to the police station: specifically, Chief Xander Forsetti,” I added, trying to stifle a laugh as I caught the wide-eyed, exasperated look on Xander’s face. He rolled his eyes and sardonically mouthed ‘thanks for that’ at me.

      “Okay. Got it!” Lara said.

      “Wait, wait,” I said suddenly. “Before I forget, can I ask you to do me a huge favor?”

      “Of course.”

      “Could you, I don’t know, entertain her a little? Somehow? Just talk to her and make sure she’s comfortable waiting around there? I know she’s probably not particularly pleased with the fact that she’s stuck here and I want her stay to be as accommodating and painless as possible,” I explained to Lara.

      “Alright! We’ve already been chatting quite a bit. She’s very spirited,” Lara added in an undertone. I smiled. That was definitely code for she never stops talking.

      “Perfect. Thanks, Lara. How are the kitties doing?”

      “I don’t want to jinx it, but they’re all cuddly on the couch again,” she giggled.

      “Aww. I love it. Text me a picture if you can?”

      “Ooh. Good idea. Blackmail!” she laughed.

      “Yes, exactly,” I agreed fiendishly, imagining how pissed off Luna would be if I had photo documentation of her blossoming friendship with Lucy. “Oh, and I’ll come home in a bit to cook lunch for everybody. Can you ask Daphne if she has any preferences?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that,” Lara insisted. “I can cook us lunch! You’re busy.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. I didn’t want to call Lara out on her less-than-comfortable demeanor in the kitchen, but, well, her cooking skills were definitely more along the lines of what you’d expect from someone who had lived most of her life in Los Angeles and apparently ate take-out constantly.

      “Yeah, yeah. Of course. I’ve got this. I can handle lunch,” Lara said confidently.

      “Well, alright then. Tell Daphne I said hi and I’m sorry for the inconvenience. See you in a bit.”

      “Will do! See you later, Arti.”

      I hung up the phone and tucked it into my pocket, then turned back to Xander with a sigh. “Sorry. Day job problems,” I said sheepishly.

      “My apologies for getting your guest stuck in the quagmire here,” he replied with a half-smile. “Now, I think it might be best for us to split up.”

      Instantly, my heart sank a little. “What?”

      His eyes went wide as he realized the unintended implications of his phrasing. “I mean officially. For the case, just for now. I just mean that if we split up, we can cover more ground that way,” he said hastily.

      I laughed nervously, relief washing over me. Of course my reaction was stupid, what else would he mean? “Oh. Okay. Yeah, sure. Where are you going and what would you like me to do next, partner?”

      He grinned. “I’ve got a few ideas in mind, but do you think you could handle interviewing your sister?”

      I tilted my head to one side. “Diana?”

      “Yes. I know she’s a very involved headmistress, and I have no doubt that she knows all of her students quite well. It might be productive for you to see what all she can tell us about Tina Frost. Maybe there’s something she noticed, someone hanging around after class or something,” he suggested. I gave him a nod and a faux-salute.

      “Got it. I’m on it.” Xander beamed at me and hopped on his broom.

      “Keep in touch, okay?” he said as he zoomed off.

      I sighed as I watched his cute butt disappear around the corner, then mounted my own broom and took off toward the Academy again. Lately it felt like I was spending more time there than I did when I was a student. Rocketing across town, I took in the blustery wind and the pristine white snow blanketing the streets and buildings. It was beautiful, of course, and my insulation spell was keeping me warm and toasty, but I couldn’t help but long for the season to end. I was ready to see all the little flowers peeking their faces out again, smell the herbs and fruit trees in bloom. Springtime was a magical time here. My parents’ garden yielded basket after basket of glorious, shiny produce for me to use in the kitchen. The air constantly smelled sweet. Everyone seemed to be dancing on tip-toes, smiling and giddy about the feeling of turning over a new leaf. I wondered if perhaps springtime would bring calmer, more peaceful days. Moonlight Cove had been a little too exciting for my tastes as of late, and I was ready for everything to go back to normal.

      When I reached the Academy, I was a little surprised to see that everyone was back in class, and everything seemed to be moving smoothly again. I supposed that should not have surprised me, considering the fact that Diana was known for her efficiency and her ability to calm down a crowd. In fact, it was her biggest asset as a witch: her innate ability to induce calmness and peace in other people. She could take a shouting match and shrink it down to a civil discussion. She could reduce a fist fight to a fist bump. It was part of what made her such an effective headmistress: Di just knew how to make people chill out and get along with each other. Of course, the downside was that she was incapable of using her powers on herself, so while she was surrounded often by chilled-out, beatific people, she herself was a constant swirling maelstrom of anxiety and high-strung energy. She was like a shot of espresso turned into a person, and there wasn’t much she could do to change it. Luckily, she was also highly motivated and organized, so she was usually able to channel that frenetic intensity into her work. Usually.

      I strolled through the quiet halls, listening to my footsteps echoing slightly off the walls. It was always slightly surreal coming back to the Academy on business, because it instantly made me feel like a dumb kid again. I was an adult until I stepped through those massive double doors, and as I walked down a hall of shiny metal lockers, I was transported back in time, to when I was an angsty teenager watching the clock, just waiting for the bell to ring so I could burst out of here like a bat out of hell. It wasn’t that I had hated school, exactly, I was just more interested in wandering around town looking for mischief and entertainment.

      I reached Diana’s office door and shook myself out of my reverie as I gave it a knock. Within a second, the door swung open to reveal my sister standing there with round eyes and a worried expression. Her face softened when she saw it was just me. She sighed.

      “Oh. It’s you,” she mumbled.

      “Wow, thanks for the enthusiastic greeting.”

      “Sorry, Arti. I’m just a little high-strung right now. I’ve been sitting behind my desk twiddling my thumbs, feeling totally useless about this Tina Frost fiasco. I feel terrible. I wish there was something else I could do to help,” she groaned as she walked back over to lean on her desk. I shut the door behind me and plopped down in the chair.

      “Well, incidentally, I have been sent here to ask you some questions,” I said.

      She looked petrified again. “Me? Questions? Oh no. Why?”

      I chuckled and patted her on the arm reassuringly. “Don’t worry. You’re not in trouble, Di. Of course not. You’re not a suspect or anything, I promise.”

      “Phew. You scared me for a second, Artemis. I know you’re playing deputy with Chief Blue-Eyes and I thought he’d sent you here to arrest me or something,” she admitted.

      I laughed outright. “No! My moon, of course not! Diana, nobody in their right mind would ever suspect you had anything to do with this case, okay? I just came here to ask you in person if you had any other information that might be pertinent to the case.”

      She wracked her brain, biting her lip as she thought it over. I could tell she was desperate to tell me something useful, but she was coming up empty. “I’m sorry. I can’t think of anything at all,” she confessed sadly.

      “Can you think of anyone outside the school who might want to hurt a child? A former student who was a troublemaker? A parent whose behavior seemed out of line? A weirdo hanging around the schoolyard watching the kids play at recess or anything?” I suggested.

      She paled and shook her head. “Oh goodness, no. You know I would have shut that kind of thing down immediately if it ever happened, but I can’t recall anything like that.”

      “Hmm. Okay,” I said, feeling put-out. “Well, then, how are you holding up?”

      She shrugged. “Eh, I’m alright. Just sad, really. Tina is a fantastic student. A truly lovely little girl with a good head on her shoulders. She’s only six, but she’s always been such a big personality around here. I’m sure her classmates are gutted to have to be in class without her today. I know her teachers miss her already. She’s just a bright spot of sunshine.”

      “That’s what everyone has told me,” I agreed gently. “I hope we find her.”

      “Me, too,” Diana said, looking totally downtrodden.

      “But hey,” I said, standing up and giving her a quick hug. “You hang in there and do what you do. Make sure all the other students feel safe. And if you can, keep a close watch on them whenever they’re let out for recess and whatnot, okay? Just in case this perpetrator has been emboldened by the first kidnapping, you know?”

      “Of course,” she groaned. “How awful to have to watch our backs like this just because some lowlife decided to mess with an innocent child. I thought about cancelling all of the classes completely, but then thought perhaps the other students could use at least a little bit of normalcy. I’ve brought in grief counsellors to help anyone who needs it, but it’s crazy that we need to do this at all. I can’t believe this has happened.”

      “I know. It’s not fair. Moonlight Cove never used to be this way,” I sighed. “But we are going to set this right. It’ll go back to how it was, I swear.”

      The problem was, I wasn’t sure I believed my own words.
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      Two official police interviews and two less-than-comfortable conversations with my sister down, and it was still early afternoon. I was getting pretty efficient at this whole investigation thing, if I did say so myself. Granted, I had a professional to follow around half the time, but I usually did that anyway, regardless of whether they knew or wanted it.

      Maybe I’d try tailing Morgan Forsetti next time if I wanted a real challenge.

      But when official channels like these failed me, there was always one place I could always rely on to give me the details on what the local gossip mill was turning out, as long as I could keep track of what was just fluff and what was something worth investigating.

      My broom carried me down the usual slope to where the Magic Bean stood, and the smell of fresh coffee hit me before I even brought the broom to a halt.

      At this point in my life, I drank so much coffee that just the smell of it tended to perk me up, like a placebo effect. I thought about putting some charms on the kitchen to keep a constant coffee smell floating around in the air, but it just wasn’t the same as the real thing.

      By the looks of the broomsticks propped up out front already, plenty of other people had already had the idea to use a steaming mug of coffee to escape the chilly air outside. But I missed the lunch rush, so at least there wouldn’t be a huge swarm of people clamoring to get their caffeine fix.

      I pushed the door open and a wave of heat washed over me, my whole body relaxing at the familiar, rich smells of freshly ground beans, spicy teas, and baking pastries that made my stomach growl loudly enough to announce my entry.

      As usual, Elisa was behind the bar with a big smile on her face as she looked up and down between snippets of conversation with a customer while she made what looked like a hazelnut mocha. I felt a pang of shame that I could recognize what she was making at a glance. I definitely spent too much time in here. Elisa kept half-jokingly offering me a part-time job if the B&B business ever got too slow for my liking, and honestly, I was starting to wonder if it wasn’t just a matter of time before I caved. Of course, I was pretty sure taking a job here meant my blood type was going to change to ‘espresso’. As I entered, I caught a glimpse of Bella, Elisa’s shy little sister, who vanished behind the back door after setting a full tray of fresh bagels in the basket behind the counter. Bella was a good enough baker that she could open her own place and see it flourish, but the poor thing was too young and too shy to even fathom such a thing.

      Besides, she and Elisa worked well together, and the Magic Bean wouldn’t be the same without her face around.

      “Arti!” a voice called out, and I turned in surprise to see that it came from Lara, who was seated at a small round table by the snowy window. Crowded around the little table next to her were Daphne, bundled up in so many layers that she looked like she could have been toppled over and rolled across the floor, and a more comfortable-looking woman who bore a striking resemblance to Daphne.

      It had to be her sister, who she had come here to visit.

      Lara was already waving me over to their table as I started making my way over to them.

      “I didn’t expect to run into all of you while I was out,” I said as I reached them.

      “We weren’t expecting to be out until about half an hour ago,” Lara said with a nervous laugh. At that point, Elisa swept in beside me, her arms carrying three little plates bearing panini.

      “Here we are, ladies - oh, hi Arti!” she exclaimed, beaming at me. “I didn’t realize you were going to be joining the party here. Are you having one of these too?”

      What she set down for each of the ladies made my stomach growl so loudly I thought people across the cafe were going to turn and look to see who let a bear into the coffee shop. Just the faintest wisps of steam rose up from fresh-baked ciabatta bread covered in shavings of cheese that were just sparse enough to garnish the presentation perfectly, crusty on the outside and soft on the inside. Between the bread were two thick slices of tomato per panini that I knew came from a local garden, squashed between generous servings of decadently melting mozzarella cheese. The inner sides of the bread were stained green with what I recognized as handmade pesto, thick with the basil that grew in Elisa’s windows, garlic from her garden, pine nuts, and a sinful amount of olive oil. A sprig of basil garnished each plate’s ensemble, as did a thin spiral of pesto surrounding the sandwich.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Elisa said, snapping me out of my trance that I realized I’d been in for about eight full seconds of awkward silence.

      The table laughed as I blushed and thanked Elisa, pulling up a fourth chair to have a seat with the others.

      “Arti, this is my sister, Desiree,” Daphne said, pulling down her scarf and finally starting to work her way out of her bundle of winter clothing. “I’m Daph, she’s Des.”

      “Oh, hi!” I said, giving the young woman a bright smile. “I’ve seen you around, nice to finally meet you.”

      “That’s the Moonlight Cove greeting,” Desiree said to Daphne with a knowing smile. “‘I’ve seen you somewhere but don’t know you’. Small town life, you know?” She then turned to me with a brighter smile and extended a hand to shake mine. “I’m Des. We probably haven’t met because I’m always working down at the nursery these days. Nice to finally meet the B&B detective.”

      “Oh, I hope that’s not my nickname around town already,” I said with a nervous laugh.

      “It will be if I have anything to do with it,” Lara said with a wink.

      “So, I take it you had a change of heart about lunch?” I asked Lara, raising an eyebrow at the panini, and she bit her lip with a guilty smile.

      “Well, okay, so I wanted to make chicken and rice, but I realized you didn’t have instant rice-”

      I winced involuntarily.

      “And then it hit me that I don’t actually know how to cook chicken for chicken and rice, or how to cook rice, and actually I kind-of sort-of don’t know how to cook chicken, either. And I might have been too nervous to say so on the phone.” She gave a sheepish grin, and my heart melted, both because it made me feel a hundred times better about my own cooking, and at the idea that Lara Lancaster would be nervous about impressing me of all people.

      “Oh, I’m sure it would have been fine!” I said reassuringly.

      “Well, maybe,” Lara said. “But I had this vision of me burning the rice and ruining one of your pots and the fire alarms going off and long story short we ended up here instead.”

      “Well, this is a good backup,” I said. “We’ll just have to start incorporating cooking classes into the B&B package.”

      “Oooh, I love that idea,” Daphne piped up, finally free of her heavy outer layers.

      “We certainly might have time for it, depending on how long the police keep up this quarantine spell,” I said with a sigh. “Oh, and Daphne, I’m sure Lara mentioned it, but you’re more than welcome to stay at the B&B as long as the quarantine is still in place, I’m not going to kick you out on the streets. Free of charge. I’m just lucky I didn’t have anyone scheduled immediately after you.”

      “Who wouldn’t want to get stuck in a resort town with an active kidnapping investigation?” Lara joked.

      “Right? It’s practically free advertising,” I said with a feeble smile that hid how worried it was actually making me. Then again, I knew by now that there was a healthy demographic of guests who loved the idea of a town where murder investigations were regular. On the other hand, I really, really hoped Tina Frost was alright. The longer the investigation went on, the worse it was for everyone, and frankly, there were much more important things at stake than my B&B’s business operations.

      “This place is just adorable, though,” Daphne said, looking around at the interior of the Bean while she picked up her sandwich. “Besides, I like a little fresh air.”

      “Sure you got any of it under all those layers?” Desiree teased, and we all laughed.

      “I like to be cozy! I’m from Arizona, this is basically the north pole,” Daphne protested good-naturedly, and we were still laughing when Elisa appeared with my sandwich.

      “Happened to have another one heating up,” she told me with a wink as she set it down.

      “Oh, put the table on my tab, if you can do that,” I asked Elisa. “I’m covering for being an absentee hostess for lunch.”

      “Oh my!” Elisa laughed. “Big standards to live up to.”

      I rolled my eyes as Elisa bustled off to let us enjoy our sandwiches after the girls gave me a round of thank-yous and you-didn’t-have-to-do-thats.

      But as soon as I bit into the panini, I regretted my choice - not because it tasted bad. In fact, it was simply the best panini I had ever had, and I had to hold myself back from making an audible moan when I took a bite. I regretted it because I knew I had to step up my game in a big way if I was going to follow up on this caliber of cooking. This was a panini to die for.

      We chatted about some of the odds and ends of Moonlight Cove, how Lara came to settle down in a cozy place like this, and some of Desiree’s work at the nursery while we munched. And thankfully, none of the girls brought up the ongoing investigation, presumably because they thought I was legally obliged not to talk about it. That made me feel nice and official, even though I was technically still just snooping.

      When things were winding down, I stood up and excused myself to make my way over to the counter, where Elisa beckoned me over once she finished handling another customer.

      I took out my wallet, but Elisa made a subtle gesture for me to come closer, and I realized she was leading me a little ways away from the rest of the crowd.

      “What’s up?” I asked in a low tone. “Oh gosh, I didn’t steal someone’s chair, did I?”

      “What? No, no,” she giggled under her breath. “I just wanted a second with you - first of all, try this,” she whispered, revealing a tiny sample cup of espresso. “New shipment from Hawaii.”

      I glanced around secretively, then downed the espresso like a shot. It was smooth and rich, not at all acidic, and just the right temperature.

      “Oh holy moon,” I breathed with wide eyes.

      “I know, right?” Elisa said with a delighted grin.

      “I’m definitely buying some of that off you.”

      “We can deal with that later,” she said. “Next order of business - you’re working on the kidnapping case, right?”

      “Wait, how did you-?”

      She gave me a flat look. “Arti, I run the coffee shop all those worried parents came to right after they watched Xander Forsetti pull you aside in the middle of a speech. The newspaper should be paying me to write the bulk of their articles for them. Oh, and you literally solved three murder cases in the past year.”

      “Okay, yeah, fair,” I admitted. “Yes, I’m unofficially tailing Xander.”

      She nodded, casting one last furtive look around us before leaning in closer and whispering lower. “There was one upside to having all the PTA parents swarm in here earlier. I heard a table of them talking about how there’s someone living in town who has a statutory rape charge on his record.”

      My eyes widened, and my face went a little pale.

      That wasn’t just a bombshell I didn’t realize about Moonlight Cove’s population. It was a pretty dark implication for the motivation behind the Tina Frost kidnapping in the first place.

      “Elisa, what do you-”

      “I don’t want to jump to any conclusions,” she said. “I just thought you might find it interesting to know. And if you’re running around with Xander, he might be able to help connect the dots, if you know what I mean.”

      “Do you have a name for me?”

      She frowned and shook her head. “I didn’t catch that, no. And I thought it would be a little tactless to ask them about it directly, you know?”

      “Right,” I said, sliding  cash over the counter. “Well, thanks. I’ll pass it on to Xander.”

      Her expression changed to a smile, and her eyes flashed with interest.

      “Speaking of, how’s that going?”

      “How’s what going?”

      “Oh my goodness, Arti, Xander!”

      It took me a full five seconds of staring blankly at Elisa’s expectant face for me to put together that she was asking about me and Xander as an item.

      “Oh, shut up,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You haven’t been talking to my mother, have you?”

      “Maybe I should, if she’s got more juicy info than you,” she teased.

      “We’re working on a case together!” I hissed. “Unofficially, even.”

      “Exactly, so there’s no professional conflict of interest,” she said with a wink.

      “Elisa, please.”

      “I’m just saying, he has eyes for you.”

      “Elisa.”

      “And God, they’re good eyes, aren’t they?”

      “I need to go text him about this.”

      “What’s his name in your phone? Does it have emojis next to it?”

      “I’m leaving now.”

      “You two had better have your first date here,” she called after me as I turned my back on her and rolled my eyes.

      “Not a chance,” I called over my shoulder before giving a little wave to the girls and an extra thumbs-up to Lara for playing backup for me. I took a deep breath as soon as I stepped out of the building and picked my broomstick up.

      Moon help me, managing a date with Xander was going to be a heck of an ordeal if half the town’s gossip mill had its eyes on us. I hoped he had somewhere lowkey in mind.

      I pulled out my phone and looked at Xander’s name thoughtfully. I bit my lip, thinking about Elisa’s words. I texted him the info about the possible statutory rape charge in town, then cast a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure nobody was hovering around.

      When the coast seemed clear, I opened up his contact page on my phone and clicked Edit on his name. After a little judicious browsing, I stuck a muscle-arm emoji on one side and a police hat one on the other. Feeling a little color come to my cheeks as I blushed, I stuffed the phone away and waited for the others to come out while running through my mind everything we had learned about the case.

      Tina Frost had to still be in town somewhere. The question was: where, exactly? And was she still alive? By the moon, I hoped so.
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      I waited outside the Bean while Lara, Daphne, and Desiree finished up lunch. I leaned against the outside of the building, breathing in the crisp, fresh air. A few moments later, the ladies came out to meet me. Daphne and her sister exchanged tight hugs, grinning at each other warmly. It gave me the warm-and-fuzzies to see them so fond of each other. Family closeness was an important part of the culture here in Moonlight Cove, what with being such a small town, and all of the families being so tightly linked, magically. Everywhere you looked, you could find loving, laughing families interacting with each other and enjoying one another’s company. Diana and I had always been close like that, as had Bella and Elisa. Sisterly love was a foundational part of the town, considering that it was founded a long time ago by a coven of witches, and it had remained much the same way ever since. Change came very slowly to our sleepy little corner of the country, and we liked it that way. I hoped that even with the changes to our crime statistics as of late, the good things about Moonlight Cove would stick around.

      “Well, I do wish that you were stuck here under less auspicious circumstances, Daph, but I can’t say I’m totally disappointed with how it’s working out. It’s wonderful to spend as much time as possible with my dear sister,” Desiree said, beaming at Daphne. “I haven’t seen you in so long, we were well overdue.”

      “I agree. And if I do have to be stuck somewhere, I’m awfully glad that it’s a place like Moonlight Cove. What a beautiful place, even in winter. And such friendly people,” she added, glancing between Lara and me. Lara was positively glowing. I wondered when was the last time someone treated her like a normal person rather than a celebrity. It seemed that the two sisters either didn’t know about her star-studded past or simply didn’t care. Either way, Lara was enjoying being judged based on her character rather than her reputation for once.

      “Well, it was great to catch lunch with you all, but I do need to get back to the studio. I’ve got some photos that need to be edited,” Desiree remarked with a wink.

      “Oh, do stop by to show them off later!” Daphne piped up. She glanced at me. “If that’s okay with you, of course.”

      “Sure, yeah. Come on over. What sort of photos do you take?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Whatever people want, really. I mostly do family portraits, but also weddings, engagement shoots, maternity, pet photos,” she explained happily.

      “So, you do the photos on the side?” Lara offered.

      Desiree nodded, happy to talk about her passion. “Oh yes. Don’t get me wrong, I do get love my day job at the nursery, but photography is my true passion. I don’t do it enough to make a living from it, but even as a side business I get to capture beautiful, timeless memories for people and get paid to do it. Sounds like a win-win to me,” she said, chuckling.

      “Her work really is phenomenal, too,” Daphne added. “She got all the creative genes in the family, for sure.”

      Desiree waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, that’s not true at all! Daphne here has a beautiful singing voice. Not that she ever lets anyone hear her sing to know it.”

      Daphne blushed. “Ah, that’s just for fun, though.”

      “I tell her all the time she could be a jazz singer in some mysterious lounge club somewhere, living like a character from one of those old-timey Hollywood flicks, but she just won’t believe me,” her sister laughed.

      “That’s just not me at all, but we had better go back to the Manor, if that’s alright. I’m exhausted. I’m healing quite well from the surgery but I still do get tired pretty quickly these days,” Daphne said, shooting the rest of us an apologetic look.

      “Of course. We’ll head back,” I said, offering her my arm. She smiled and took it gladly.

      “See you later!” Desiree said, waving as she made her way to her own broomstick.

      Lara, Daphne and I turned and made our way back up to the Manor, Daphne leaning ever so slightly on my arm and Lara’s.

      “She’s a treasure, isn’t she?” Lara remarked.

      Daphne nodded. “Yes. She’s always been the life of the party, you know. When we were growing up, even though I’m a year older, she was the one who looked out for me. Sometimes, the kids would bully me on the playground, but they’d all scatter and go running off whenever Des came marching over,” she chuckled, then sighed. “I sure miss living close to her. Being able to spend time with her here has been great, but I’m not looking forward to going back down south and not seeing her for a while again.”

      “They say absence makes the heart grow fonder,” I said, trying to be helpful.

      She nodded, smiling wistfully. “Perhaps that’s true.”

      Once we made our way back home, Daphne headed upstairs to go take a nap, leaving Lara and I downstairs in the living room. I sat down on the couch and to my delight, both cats came bounding into the room to jump up between Lara and me, purring incessantly.

      “You’ve been gone all morning,” Luna whined, rubbing her head against my knee.

      “I know. Official police business,” I said with a wink. “Well, more like unofficial police business on my part, I suppose.”

      Lara was talking softly to Lucy, too, smiling at her lovingly. Witches could always understand their animal familiars, but they couldn’t understand others’. So whenever one of us was talking to our familiar cat, we kind of just sounded like we were talking to ourselves. Luckily, in a town like Moonlight Cove, that was completely normal. Nearly everyone had a familiar of some kind, and it wasn’t unusual to walk through the park and catch a man having a lively, one-sided debate with a chipmunk, or see a woman whispering to the parakeet in her coat pocket.

      Lara looked over at me, petting Lucy, who was curled up happily in her lap. “Well, I’m getting a little antsy about this whole kidnapping situation. I feel terrible just hanging around here doing nothing, so I’m going to go out and see if there’s anything I can do to help. I’m sure the police have it covered, especially with your help, but I just want to make sure the people of Moonlight Cove know that I’m interested in helping out the community however I can. Maybe there’s a search party or something that I can join.”

      “Really?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “You don’t have to, you know. Nobody expects you to get involved, Lara. Especially after what happened back at your place,” I trailed off.

      She shrugged, looking determined. “Well, that’s precisely why I’m so determined to help out somehow. The police and the community as a whole were so supportive and kind to me during that time, and now that things are better for me, I want to return the favor. Moonlight Cove is the town I want to make my forever home, and I want to show that I’m committed to helping keep it safe and happy. Besides, I don’t want to let fear rule my life. That terrible guy who hurt me doesn’t get to control me after the fact. I can go wherever I want and help the people who helped me,” she concluded bravely.

      I gave her a fond smile. “That’s awfully courageous of you.”

      She blushed. “Well, I don’t want people here to think I’m just some spoiled, useless rich girl with nothing to offer. I want to do my part.”

      “Go for it. I’ll support you,” I told her, patting her on the shoulder. “I’m going to stay here though, in case Xander calls.”

      “Thanks, Artemis. You’ve been a true friend to me from the very start. I can’t tell you how grateful I am for everything you’ve done,” she said.

      “Don’t mention it,” I replied with a wave of her hand.

      She gently scooted Lucy aside and stood up, stretching. “Well! I’m off. Call me if you want to check in later. Maybe I can help you cook dinner tonight or something. And maybe that would help me learn what the heck I’m supposed to do in a kitchen.”

      I laughed softly. “Okay. You got it. See ya.”

      Lara left, and Luna looked up at me with round, pleading eyes. I just knew she was about to ask me for something. “What is it? Spit it out.”

      “I want to go out,” Luna declared firmly.

      “Out? What do you mean?”

      She rolled her big, beautiful eyes. “Out, as in outside. Duh.”

      “Why? Don’t you know it’s freezing out there? You hate the snow. What could possibly be out there you’re willing to suffer for?” I chuckled.

      “Well, first of all, you could do that crazy insulation spell on me to keep me warm. I know your tricks, woman! And secondly, Lara’s speech got me riled up. I want to help, too.”

      “You want to… help?” I repeated, incredulous.

      She scoffed. “Yes. Is that truly so hard to believe?”

      Lucy meowed in a tone that even I could tell was sarcastic. Luna glared at her. “Oh, hush. Just because you’re content to lie around all day eating bonbons doesn’t mean I am.”

      “Luna, you’re not an outside cat,” I reasoned. “It’s dangerous out there.”

      “Yeesh, Arti, don’t call me out right in front of her!” Luna complained, glancing pointedly at Lucy, who often walked around freely outside with no issue. “I want to be tough. And play sleuth. You always get to have all the fun out there solving mysteries and I feel left out. So this time I’m going to solve it myself!”

      I snorted. “And how do you plan on doing that? How will you interview anybody?”

      “Interview? No. That’s not how I do things. I’m a cat, remember? I just sneak around and squeeze into small spaces and eavesdrop, of course,” she said, as if it were obvious.

      “I don’t know, Lu. It’s not safe,” I said.

      “Ugh, you’re not my mother! And I’m not a dumb little kitten anymore. I can totally handle this. Just consider me your deputy or whatever. Any information I find out I promise to report back to you, okay?” she offered.

      I sighed. After all, as much as this could be a bad idea, Luna had a point. She could eavesdrop on people much more easily than I could, and if it helped Tina Frost get home safe, then why not? “Alright. Fine. You wore me down. But you had better be careful, Luna. And don’t wander too far. And don’t get into trouble. And be back by dinner time.”

      “Yawn. Blah, blah, blah,” she said as she hopped down off my lap and went padding over to the back door. “Let me out!”

      “Fine. My moon, you’re impatient,” I muttered. I got off the sofa and opened the balcony door, following her onto the back deck. There was a lovely view of the ocean from here, and I often stood out on the deck when I needed a moment of peace to think things over. As Luna deftly leaped down from the deck to the fence and down to the ground to scamper away, I turned to stare up at the sky. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

      My magical powers were linked directly to the moon and the tides, so it was truly a blessing to be able to live on the coast like this. I could recharge and center myself just by walking outside to gaze at the sky and the sea. Sometimes, if the moon was full, my intuition was so strong it was almost like being half psychic. It was a strange, mystical thing I could do, and sometimes I wasn’t sure if the answer was coming from the moon’s power source or just from deep inside myself. But either way, I knew that it could be worth a try calling out to that mysterious force, to see if I could gather any truths about the case at hand.

      Especially because I knew tonight was going to be a full moon.

      Of course, right now it was still afternoon, so the sun was high in the sky, peeking out from behind the grey clouds ever threatening to drop more snow on the town. But the moon was ever-present, even when she appeared hidden to the untrained eye. She was always watching, always keeping tabs on me. It was rather comforting, really.

      I took a slow, deep breath, and cleared my mind of all distractions.

      All the stress and worry began to fade away like bubbles popping, leaving a smooth, white, blank space upon which to write out my question.

      And then I felt the moon’s presence, like an eerie, calming warmth over my whole body, infiltrating the dark corners of my mind to bring me peace and truth. I sent my questions out into the stratosphere. Is she here? Is little Tina Frost still nearby? Is she alive? Where will we find her? How will we find her? What do I do?

      There was a long moment of quiet, and then the answer occurred to me like a ship appearing out of the fog. Yes. Tina was still in town, and what was more… she was alive. My heart began to pound as the foggy peace receded and I drifted back to reality. I opened my eyes, feeling rejuvenated and overwhelmed. I knew better than to expect anything more specific from the lunar force. It was not an exact science or even a science at all, really. It was less about interrogating the moon for answers and more about opening up myself as a conduit for the truth. It was an instinct, not an experiment. But even though this kind of information was absolutely inadmissible in court, I knew it could point me in the right direction. Somehow.

      I was not going to give up. I couldn’t give up.
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      I didn’t care what anyone said, there was something therapeutic about cleaning.

      Sure, the B&B was a big house, and sure, cleaning was no small task, but it was a simple thing that gave me simple joy, and that was something I wouldn’t trade away. Besides, having a small magical army to help me out was a big plus.

      I made my way backwards down the hall, guiding the animated brooms with my finger, moving it back and forth as if I was an orchestra conductor. In front of me were four brooms in a staggered formation, each of them making short strokes to the right side of the hallway, and behind them, a little dustpan and brush scooped the dust into a tray. Behind it, a damp mop scrubbed the swept floors and left the scent of fresh pine in the air along with a stretch of pristinely clean wood.

      It took a lot of concentration to keep things coordinated like this, and it didn’t come without practice. I remembered being young enough to barely reach my mom’s hips, and she had me practicing the spells by sweeping leaves off the deck.

      The first few times I tried, I ended up almost sweeping Dad off the edge. It was a while before Mom let me try it out inside the B&B.

      I was so focused on leading my little train of animated brooms that I barely noticed that I had swept my way into the wing of the house where Lara’s room was. I hadn’t actually been in her room much since she moved in, with the exception of our brief yoga session that morning, during which all her stuff was kind of pushed back out of the way to make room. I just assumed that she valued her privacy, and besides, when I was home, she spent plenty of time out in the common area chatting with me if she wasn’t on her way somewhere.

      When I reached her door, my nose twitched at the smell of something unusual that wasn’t the pine-scented cleaner I was using. I turned my head to see that the door was ajar, and there was something colorful I didn’t recognize in view.

      Trying to be subtle, I scooted a little closer to the open door while my brooms did their work, and I craned my neck to see what was going on inside.

      Lucy was curled up on the bed, thankfully, so she couldn’t see me blatantly creeping on Lara’s room. But what was most interesting was the thing that had caught my attention.

      There was a large canvas set up in the middle of the room.

      Lucy sat on the bed, sleeping soundly with her tail flicking back and forth as she dreamed. It was a painting of what looked like a castle perched on a high cliff. It loomed over a deep valley full of fog, and both the height of the castle and the sheerness of the cliff gave the whole scene a very dramatic, spooky vibe. That was my high-brow artistic analysis, at least. The castle stood against a bright night sky illuminated by the moon behind it, and despite the gloomy environment and creepy stonework, the lights within the castle were bright and warm, and Lara appeared to have left off in the middle of painting what looked like shadows of people visible on the interior walls from the outside, to give it a very lived-in, cozy feeling.

      The whole painting was very paradoxical.

      About that time, I heard the loud sound of glass getting shoved aside with a crash.

      I yelped and looked up in time to see that one of my brooms had gotten away from me and had swept its way up to the high ceiling of the hallway. The crash was the sound of it trying to sweep one of the light fixtures hanging from the ceiling.

      Lucy jumped and hissed at the sound as I quickly cancelled the spell on the renegade broom, and there was a loud clatter down the hallway as all the brooms fell over hard, followed by a louder clang as the uppermost broom hit the ground.

      In the span of about half a second, I had put my arms over my head for cover, and when it was finally over, I cracked an eye open, wincing terribly.

      Everything was still in the hallway, save for the little dustpan set, which was still enchanted and valiantly trying to sweep one of the full-sized brooms into the pan.

      “...meow?”

      I yelped again and jumped back, heart racing a mile a minute as I looked at Lucy in the doorway, who was peering at me and the hallway mess with wide eyes.

      “Nothing happened!” I said on reflex. “I mean, uh, I’m fine. Just fine. I was cleaning, and... goofed,” I half-lied, looking up at the light fixture that was still swinging back and forth precariously.

      Lucy took in the scene for a few seconds before blinking slowly at me, and I quickly changed the subject by pointing to the painting Lara had been working on

      “Is that what she’s been working on down here all this time?”

      Lucy blinked a few times as if surprised by the question, then meowed.

      “When was she planning on telling me she was a painter?” I asked out loud, and I was met with another plaintive meow as I stepped into the room to inspect the painting.

      As soon as I did, I was stunned to see that it wasn’t the only one. All around the room, Lara’s paintings were hanging up - at least, I assumed they were hers.

      And they were simply amazing paintings, too. One was of a geisha whose shoulder was turned to the viewer, her gaze on something to her left, out of the view of the portrait. Another was what looked like a movie set, complete with stage workers and actors in the middle of setting up a scene, a director shouting orders at some of the lighting crew as they arranged the set. There were no fewer than three paintings of Lucy in different poses, and I was delighted to see one of Lucy and Luna sitting together, their tails dangling off the edge of the wooden railing of the B&B’s own deck.

      “Lara!” I gushed, stepping in and taking the whole studio in with wonder on my face.

      Lucy meowed at me, hopping up on the bed and walking in circles around it as if gauging my response.

      “No, I mean, this is all good,” I told the familiar. “Really, really good. How long as she been doing this?”

      “Meow.”

      “Wow. Think she would let me buy some of these for the B&B?” I asked, my smile growing ear-to-ear. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this excited for someone.

      Lucy put her ears back, then hissed suspiciously, turning and flicking her tail at me.

      “Come on, now, don’t be like that, you don’t know she’d say no,” I chided her, admiring the one in progress. “I’ve never seen anyone who paints this well. Heck, I’ve seen hanging art that isn’t this good. Is she planning to do anything at all with this?”

      Lucy furrowed her brow at me, tail curled around her form and flicking when my phone started buzzing, and she stopped herself. I glanced at it and saw Xander’s name on the screen.

      “Hold that thought, I need to take this,” I said, flashing her a grin and holding up a finger. “But this isn’t over, and she will take my compliments when she gets back home!”

      “Meow!” Lucy called after me as I stepped out of the room and nearly tripped on one of the fallen brooms.

      “Hey,” I said, trying to sound casual as I leaned against a window and answered the call.

      “Hi,” came Xander’s voice, and only then did I realize how odd I sounded. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah! Yes. Definitely, more than okay. How are you? Hi.” My face was going red. How could I possibly be this awkward all the time?

      “Good,” Xander said. “Just fine.” There was some hesitation in his voice, possibly the first hint of it I’d really heard from him since we started talking to each other.

      “So, what’s up?” I asked. “Everything okay? If you’re being held at fingerpoint, just cough.” I was half-joking, but my anxiety kicked in as soon as I said that. What if he was being held at fingerpoint, and I just tipped off the kidnapper?

      “Oh, things are going- well, they’re going. We don’t really have any new leads, so I think what’s best right now would be to, you know, give the facts we have some more thought, kind of a fresh start.” Another pause. I was really starting to get worried before he spoke again. “Listen, Artemis- Arti.” He coughed, and my eyes went wide. “That was a real cough, everything’s fine.”

      “Don’t give me a heart attack.”

      “I was calling to see if you wanted to get dinner tonight.”

      He let it all out in a single breath, and I realized it sounded a little rehearsed. It took me completely off-guard, too, which led to my incredibly tactful reply.

      “Huh?”

      There was another pause.

      “To talk about work,” Xander added quickly. “Like I was saying, with the case. We haven’t had much of a chance to catch up and discuss the case. You know, slow down and put our heads together. About the case.”

      “Right,” I said, knowing my face was definitely the colour of a strawberry. “Right, I gotcha. Dinner.”

      “So, does that sound good? Quiet evening? Comfort food? Discuss what we’ve figured out so far around town?”

      “Yeah, that sounds date!” I said with a grin. Lucy, who was in the doorway, reacted to my slip of the tongue with eyes as wide as dinner plates before I realized what I’d said and winced so hard it hurt. “I mean, great! That’s what I meant to say. That sounds totally great. I haven’t been out for dinner in a while. It would be good to... to do that.”

      “Great, great!” he said, possibly in the least formal tone I’d ever heard from him. This was becoming surreal. Was this even Xander Forsetti? “I’ll pick you up around seven. I mean, we can ride together. I’m not sure where to go yet.”

      “Yes!” I blurted out. “I can do that. I mean, I’d like to do that. It sounds good.” I clenched my eyes shut while Lucy purred smugly on her bed, and I could have sworn I saw a smile on her feline face. Maybe I should have let the broom kill me. At this rate, if the broom didn’t, the shame was definitely going to.

      “Okay, see you then,” he said. “Oh, and one more thing - I have some more information that you might find helpful, but it can’t leave the station. You might want to get down here this afternoon before it gets too late. I know you’ve got your obligations at the B&B, but if there’s any chance you could break away for a chat-”

      “I’m on my way,” I interrupted, and before he could respond, I ended the call and lobbed the phone at Lucy, but it just bounced on the bed harmlessly while she skittered across the mattress and flicked her tail at me, hopping down and rubbing against my leg smugly before heading down the hallway.

      “Don’t you go tattling to Lara,” I warned her. “I can send these brooms after you, you know!”

      Hiss!

      I smirked and ran my hand through my hair, looking at the mess in front of me.

      A hopeless case, a mess in the hallway, a friend who had more talent than I could shake a stick at, and now, a literal date with a literal Xander.

      What a few days it was turning out to be.

      And now, I needed to find an outfit.

      Preferably one that wasn’t covered in cat hair, for a change.
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      “Okay, Lucy, I’m heading out,” I called out to the fluffy white cat curled up luxuriously on the sofa. She lifted her head for a moment, blinking languidly at me with those big blue eyes before giving me a very nonplussed yawn and closing her eyes once more. I laughed. Typical cat. At least I knew now it wasn’t just Luna who was sassy all the time.

      I slipped on a jacket and put my phone in the pocket before dashing out into the brisk air. I cast another insulation spell and jogged over to grab my broom, hopping on. I glanced up at the sky, silently thanking the moon again for the instinctual wisdom she showed me earlier. I had a feeling I was going to need all the cosmic assistance I could get on this case, especially since it was a kidnapping. I had watched more than enough true-crime television to know that most kidnappings had to be solved in a short period of a few days or risk going unsolved forever. Tina Frost appeared to be a truly amazing little girl, and I was not about to let time slip away from me. Every hour needed to be utilized to maximum efficiency if Xander and I were going to have any chance of getting her back safely.

      As I rode my broom toward the station, my mind wandered, my body steering the broomstick almost on autopilot. I could not stop thinking about how simultaneously relieving and frightening it was that Tina and her kidnapper were most likely trapped within the confines of our little town. On the one hand, it was nice to know that the little girl was probably within reach, that she probably had not been whisked away to some far-off land for moon-knew-what purpose. But on the other hand, well, it was terrifying to imagine that the kind of villain who would capture a little girl and steal her away from her loving family and support system was still rolling around town like a loose marble. It felt kind of like we had trapped a spider and its web-wrapped victim in a mason jar and closed the lid. And the lid couldn’t be opened again to save the victim without the added risk of the spider breaking free.

      Only, I didn’t have much of a fear of spiders. They were just little creepy-crawlies who couldn’t help that they had an unnerving appearance. They meant no harm, most of the time, and were usually innocent animals just trying to live their lives. So perhaps a spider wasn’t a particularly suitable analogy for the kidnapper. That kind of villain didn’t really occur in the animal world. It was a distinctly human kind of evil. I hoped that the forces of good would win out in this case, because the thought of never being able to return little Tina to her heartbroken father and struggling mother was way too painful to bear.

      I remembered again that Francine Rhodes might be a suspect in the case, though, and that made me shiver. She had seemed so genuinely sweet, like she was really trying her best to make things right again in her little world. I hated to think that she might be involved in all this, but I supposed that was one of the downsides to working on mysteries like this: you just had to confront the fact that seemingly good people sometimes did very bad things. And there was the whole fact that she had that creepy room set up.

      I sighed and shook my head, as though to throw off these dark thoughts. I needed to keep my mind clear and bright if I was going to be any help to Xander on this. I decided it would be better to let him handle the darker stuff. He was a police officer, after all, and he was better-equipped to face up to these unpleasant facts. I would just do what sleuthing I could handle and help out with whatever he needed. Oh, and I would try my hardest not to let my silly crush on him distract me too much. Although, knowing that we had a date tonight definitely made that goal a little bit more difficult.

      “Focus, Artemis,” I told myself out loud as I neared the police station. “Eyes on the prize. There will be plenty of time to daydream about Xander’s cute butt later.”

      Pulling up to the building I came to a stop, sliding off the broom and setting it gently against the brick wall. My stomach was already twisting into knots at the thought of seeing Xander. Talking to him. Being close to him. Yeesh, I was already turning into a lovestruck teenager again, and this was absolutely not the time for it. I closed my eyes and took a slow, deep breath, reminding myself to be cool. Act naturally.

      I pushed open the front entrance to the station and strolled in, looking around. There was no one in sight, and I was surprised at how quiet it was. I realized that this probably meant Morgan Forsetti was not in the building at the moment. I heaved a sigh of relief. I didn’t have anything against Morgan, per se, but I knew she was a little uptight about my involvement in these cases, and she probably would not be especially pleased to find out just how involved I was in the Tina Frost situation. I assumed Xander was still trying to keep our collaboration under wraps to some extent, just to avoid stepping on Morgan’s toes and causing some big dramatic upset that might detract from the case at hand.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Xander?”

      I heard the soft thudding of footsteps down a hallway to my left, and a door creaked open. I glanced over to see Xander poking his head out. He smiled and beckoned for me to come over to him. “Hey Arti. Glad you could come down here on such short notice. Come on in. There’s something in here I need to show you,” he said.

      My heart skipped a beat, as it often did when Xander spoke to me, but I quieted my annoying tell-tale heart and walked down the hall to step into the little room. It wasn’t his office, but a conference room of some sort. A big rectangular table took up most of the space, surrounded by some chairs, all pointing toward the big board mounted on the wall. It wasn’t quite a dry-erase board or a chalkboard, more like a gigantic swath of stylized scroll paper with a bunch of glimmering words and pictures on it, almost like a collage. Like a puzzle. Every word and image on the scroll seemed to shimmer and wiggle ever so slightly, like they were alive. It was a magical display, a sort of mystical PowerPoint presentation that could be controlled with a wave of one’s fingers.

      Right now, up on the screen was a large image of a man’s mug shot. Apart from the unflattering lighting and straightforward angle of the shot, though, the man looked incredibly, totally normal. He wore a wry smile on his rather handsome, regular-Joe face. High cheekbones, clean-shaven cheeks and jawline, brown eyes, and dark blond hair slicked back in a sleek, business-executive-esque style. He looked like he might have stepped right out of some Wall Street high-rise office, like he could be carrying a briefcase full of stock market graphs and sales contracts. In other words, he didn’t look like the kind of guy whose mug shot one would see plastered on a police board here in Moonlight Cove. Unless he was being arrested for insurance fraud or some other kind of white collar crime people got prosecuted for in the big cities.

      But out here? In remote Moonlight Cove? Why?

      Xander seemed to pick up on how confused I looked, and he spoke up. “This is George Frigga. Moonlight Cove native who lived out east for some time before returning to live here in an apartment downtown. He even works at a restaurant a block over from his place. He’s blended back in pretty seamlessly, which I’m sure was exactly his plan. But he didn’t come back to his hometown out of some sentimentality. He came back because he’s wanted for statutory rape back in Illinois, and he’s been trying to escape those charges,” he said matter-of-factly. Xander snapped his fingers, and instantly the guy’s rap sheet appeared on the scroll next to his face.

      My eyes widened and I turned to look at him. “Wow. And he came back here?”

      Xander nodded. “Yes. He’s in town. Stuck here like the rest of us. When you gave me that info earlier, I wracked my brain and decided to contact some folks I know out of state to see if I could find any guy who might match the details: a guy from here who spent time away, who would have a record. You know how it is here. Moonlight Cove is a small town. Relatively isolated. People don’t come and go all that often. I drafted up a list of about twenty people and cross-referenced it with my contacts out of state. Mr. Frigga here is the result of that search.”

      “And you think he’s the one? The guy who took Tina Frost?” I asked, my heart racing.

      “Maybe. But that’s why you and I are going downtown to have a chat with him. Intel told me he’s working his shift as a cook. We’re going to surprise him there. See what he has to say about those charges back in Illinois. I’m thinking this might be enough to startle him into admitting something,” he suggested.

      “My moon,” I said under my breath, shaking my head. “Real police business, huh?”

      Xander smiled and put on his coat, gesturing for me to follow him out. “Yep.”

      I hurried after him, out of the building and into the cool air. We both mounted our brooms and I drifted alongside him as he led the way. During the ride, I couldn’t help but steal glances at him every now and again. He was so annoyingly handsome that it was easy to almost forget about the serious stuff we were about to do here. I was glad that he hadn’t mentioned our date yet - clearly I was in no position to handle that kind of tension at the moment. At least, not until after we got finished interrogating a hardened criminal.

      We arrived at a little Italian place called Presto Pesto, a small restaurant in a historic block of brick buildings downtown. Outside, a flashing neon sign with the name arched over an image of a wand twirling spaghetti around itself out of a bowl invited us in. We set our brooms against the exterior wall and walked in, the door chiming as we stepped through. Inside, several small tables with red tablecloths hosted pairs of customers chatting animatedly over plates of spaghetti and gnocchi. A delicious smell of basil, red wine, and garlic floated in the air that I would have bottled and worn as perfume if it were possible and, you know, socially acceptable to do so. In the background the soft sound of Italian music completed the ambiance.

      A perky young lady in a red apron came up to us with a bright smile. “Table for two?” she asked cheerily. I blushed instantly, remembering that later tonight we were supposed to do this for real. But Xander simply flashed his badge, making the young woman’s smile fade instantly.

      “Oh. Um, what can I do for you, officer?” she asked quietly, her eyes darting around.

      “Relax,” Xander said softly. “You’re not in any trouble, miss. Can you tell me where to find George Frigga?”

      “George? Oh, he works in the back. He’s a line cook. Just through there, you’ll find the kitchen,” she said, pointing to a set of double doors at the back of the room.

      “Thank you,” Xander told her with a smile. I followed after him as we made our way back to the kitchen. It was kind of exhilarating being able to just walk in and boss people around like this. Certainly easier than trying to sneak around like I usually did when I needed to seek out information.

      We stepped through the double doors and straight into a scene of pure pandemonium. It was as if the back of the restaurant was exactly as chaotic as the front was peaceful. Everyone was working at breakneck speed, using both traditional by-hand techniques alongside magical quick-work. Tomatoes, onions, and bulbs of garlic floated through the air. There were splatters of red sauce on the walls here and there. The massive sink in the back overflowed with mountains of shiny bubbles while the young man washing dishes muttered incantations to streamline the chore with magic. And one of the cooks looked familiar - the same slicked-back hair and excellent posture that one would expect from a put-together, upstanding example of a citizen.

      George Frigga. He had his back to us, but I knew it was him. Xander and I exchanged nods and then silently walked over to him.

      “Excuse me,” Xander said. “Mr. Frigga?”

      George tore his eyes away from the sauce simmering on the unit in front of him, looking annoyed. When it dawned on him that Xander was a cop, he tilted his head back and groaned.

      “Really? Here? Can’t you see I’m working?” he said grumpily.

      Xander raised an eyebrow. “Yes. We can see that. It’s wonderful that you’ve managed to integrate back into society so well after serving time for that charge against you back in Illinois. Oh wait - you never did your time for that, did you?”

      George went from annoyed to petrified. He stepped away from the stove, and immediately the cook beside him took over. “Fine. What do you want now?” he asked in an undertone as we retreated to a relatively quiet corner of the busy kitchen.

      “We want to talk to you about what happened in Illinois,” Xander said.

      “And ask you about a more recent event here in Moonlight Cove,” I added.

      George looked taken aback. “Okay,” he said suspiciously. “What do you want to know?”

      “You could start with explaining what happened regarding the statutory rape charge in Illinois,” Xander said. George’s eyes widened and he glanced around nervously.

      “Shh!” he hissed. “My god, keep your voice down. I need this job, man.”

      “Then you’d better start talking,” I said, surprising myself with how fierce I sounded.

      George sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose, then began to speak in a low voice. “My girlfriend… she was younger than me.”

      “Yes. The charge makes that abundantly clear,” Xander said icily. George glared at him.

      “Not a lot younger than me. Just a couple years. I was nineteen, she was seventeen. It was consensual. All of it. I loved her and she loved me,” he said defensively. “But her parents didn’t feel the same way. They hated me. And then my girlfriend, well, she got pregnant. I told her to keep it a secret because I knew her parents would be angry, but she couldn’t keep it quiet. She went to them and told them about the baby. Of course, her parents went ballistic. They went to the police to accuse me. It was just a ploy to get us to break up, to keep me away from her. All I did was love her, and now I’m stuck with this ridiculous charge hanging over me.”

      “If you loved her so much then why did you run away and come back here?” I asked pointedly. I knew it was kind of a low blow, but I picked up on the fact that Xander was subtly egging the guy on, pushing his buttons to get him to talk.

      He scoffed. “Don’t you judge me, lady. I left because I wasn’t about to go to jail for something I didn’t do. Besides, it’s not like her parents or the cops would have let me anywhere near her after that. I had no choice.”

      “Okay. That’ll do. Enough about Illinois. Now we need to ask you about something else. Where were you this morning, George?” Xander queried.

      The suspect looked confused. “Today? Why?”

      I nodded. “Yes, today. Can you account for your whereabouts between the hours of six and eight in the morning?” Admittedly I felt pretty cool saying that, like I was a slick big city detective on some police procedural television show.

      He scratched at his chin, thinking about it. Then he shrugged. “I was at home.”

      “With whom?” Xander asked.

      George sighed. “Nobody. Just me.”

      “So you were home alone all morning? Until what time?” I pressed him.

      “Until nine, when I left for work.”

      “This place opens at nine?” Xander quipped dubiously.

      “No. Eleven. But we get here early to do prep work,” George retorted. “Ask anyone. I was here. On the dot.”

      “Too bad we don’t have anyone to verify that you were at home up until then,” said Xander sharply.

      “Look, man. I don’t know what to tell you. I live alone. I haven’t dated anyone since I left Illinois. I’m sure you can figure out why,” he snapped.

      Xander stared at him hard for a few moments, just sizing him up. Then he said, “Alright. You can go back to work now. Thank you for your time, Mr. Frigga.”

      George looked shocked and opened his mouth to protest, then thought better of it and slinked back over to his work station.

      “That’s it?” I asked Xander quietly.

      He nodded.

      “Yes. Come on,” he replied in a grim tone as he led me out of the restaurant.
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      We rode our broomsticks side by side for about ten seconds before I blurted out what was burning at the front of my mind.

      “So, he was lying, right? There’s no way. That’s just way too convenient a story. I mean, it’s not all that wild that he’d be home in the morning until work, but the time lines up kind of perfectly to make him look guilty, doesn’t it?”

      “How do you figure?” Xander asked, the look on his face telling me he was almost testing me, getting me to back up what I was saying. I paused for a moment, organizing my thoughts.

      “Well, if he had work at nine,” I said, holding a hand out as if gesticulating a timeline, “then he probably had to actually be at work about five minutes before then. If he took Tina before school started, that would have given him just enough time to hide her somewhere before clocking into work and avoiding looking suspicious.”

      “So, the alibi he gave fits too well with the situation, is that your evidence?”

      “What, are you on his side?” I asked, frowning.

      “Innocent until proven guilty,” he said with a shrug yet a knowing smile. “If you’re going to be doing this detective thing, you’re going to need to do better than that.”

      I tightened my lips and narrowed my eyes at him, but he just smiled back at me until I spoke again.

      “Alright, alright. How’s this: he has a record with going after underage girls, and he fled the state to hide out here. Isn’t that both motive and an admission to guilt for something else?”

      “For something else, yes,” he said. “Statutory rape is a slightly different issue.”

      “It’s rape, though,” I pointed out.

      “Yes, absolutely,” he agreed. “But when it comes to motive, the profiles of child molesters and statutory rapists tend to be different. Not always, but there’s a big jump between getting an underage girlfriend pregnant and abducting a six-year-old. And that aside, I don’t think his alibi incriminates him. It’s not solid enough to eliminate him as a suspect, but if he is guilty, he probably would have come up with something a little more solid than that, something that would have put him far away from the route from Tina’s house to school.”

      I frowned at him. “I’m not totally sure I agree with all that, to be honest.”

      “I’m not sure I do either,” Xander said with a thoughtful sigh. “But it’s one thing to believe something, and a whole different thing to have a solid case to arrest someone for hurting a child. The law is usually complicated and always messy when it comes to this kind of thing.” He smirked at me. “If it wasn’t, then just any old amateur detective could swoop in and start making arrests.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Xander, and he grinned.

      “So, what’s next on the list?” I asked. “I mean, if you didn’t have your local B&B hostess helping you out, what would you do?”

      “In this case, I’d really like to get a statement from George’s baby-mama,” he said. “That would give me a better idea of what kind of guy we’re dealing with in him.”

      “Are you leaving?” I asked a little too quickly, immediately hoping he didn’t hear the disappointment in my voice.

      “Can’t,” he said. “Not with an ongoing investigation, not a chance. Besides, the spell on the town applies to me as well; I can’t leave any more than anyone else can. So, I’m going to call in a favor.”

      “With who?”

      “My mom,” he said bluntly, and I stared at him a few moments while I tried to process what he’d said. Then I remembered that his mom had been the town’s head of police until her two children took over. She had been a pretty good one, too, to her my mom talk. “She’s retired, currently travelling, and always looking for new things to do, so an excuse for a trip to Chicago will make her week, trust me.”

      Before I had a chance to answer, my phone buzzed in my pocket. “Hang on a sec, I’m getting a call from…”

      Our feet touched the ground as our booms came to a halt - flying while talking on the phone was dangerous - and I looked at the screen to see a name I didn’t often see on it.

      “...your sister,” I finished, glancing up at Xander. I answered the phone cautiously. “Hello?”

      “Arti,” came Morgan’s quick, harsh voice. I didn’t wince anymore, I was used to how she spoke by now. “Are you with Xander right now?”

      “Hi. Um, yes.”

      Chuckling at my nervousness, Xander grinned and mouthed “She doesn’t bite” at me. I waved a hand at him and turned away to focus on the call.

      “Good. Tell him to check his phone. I need him over here on the outskirts of town, and I sent him coordinates. And if you’re still tagging along, you get over here too,” she added, hiding a begrudging tone.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, alarmed.

      “Found something,” Morgan said. “You’re going to want to see this in person. Get over here as fast as you can, okay?”

      “Yes ma’am,” I said, immediately wincing after the word left my mouth, and I heard Xander cracking up behind me. This week was just going to be full of embarrassing phone calls, apparently.

      When I turned around, Xander already had his phone out and was nodding. “Let me guess, she needs us to hustle over to these coordinates?” he asked, holding the phone up.

      “You got it,” I said.

      He gave a sharp nod, and he swung his leg back over his broom and kicked off in one strong, fluid motion that had a kind of force behind it that took me by surprise. I realized my cheeks were burning pink as I watched his figure lift off and zoom northward. Giving my head a little shake, I took off after him.

      With the impetus of Morgan’s orders spurring us on, we flew higher than was usually permitted, heading straight for the coordinates Morgan sent us. As we drew close, I could see a small crowd already forming around the area Morgan had directed us towards, and as we got closer, I saw that Morgan was the one holding the crowd back, standing with her arms out and a stern look on her face.

      “What’s going on here?” Xander asked as we touched down behind the police line Morgan had demarcated.

      The crowd was made of mostly passers-by, but I recognized a handful of parents from the Academy trying to push forward and get a better look, anxious expressions on their faces as Morgan patrolled the police line with a whistle hanging out of her mouth that she was not afraid to use.

      “Base of the tree,” Morgan said curtly, nodding in the direction behind us. “Jogger reported it, and I happened to be nearby. See for yourself.”

      A sinking feeling hit my stomach as Xander and I crossed the short patch of grass to the tree, where I recognized the pink and purple shape I was looking at.

      It was a child’s backpack, a colorful little plastic satchel with a cartoon unicorn on the front and worn purple straps. It was just sitting there in the brush. Something about the sight of it abandoned gave me a feeling of dread, and I hung back a few steps while Xander stepped forward to crouch down and frown at it.

      He pointed to a full water bottle that was visible in one of the side-pockets. “This is full. And I’m willing to bet…” He pulled on a pair of gloves and carefully unzipped the backpack. Behind us, Morgan shouted at a few people who were trying to take out phone cameras and snap pictures of what Xander was doing.

      He carefully opened the bag and nodded at what he saw inside. “There’s a full lunch in here that isn’t touched.” He reached further into the bag and pulled out a little notebook, flipping to the front page. His eyes were alight with interest. Is this what Xander was like when he smelled chum in the water? He held the notebook’s first page up to me.

      In the corner was a signature in a childish hand in crayon: Tina Frost.

      “Morgan, have you searched the area?” Xander called back to his sister.

      “Yep. No sign of anyone,” she said.

      “Do you realize where we are?” I said, looking at the road and the woods around us, then back down to Xander, who raised an eyebrow. “We’re not far from Francine’s house. These are the woods her cottage is up against.”

      Xander’s face hardened, and he gave a sharp nod as he put the notebook back and zipped the pack up. “Morgan, can you get this back to evidence once you’ve cleared the area? I need to revisit a suspect. Immediately.”

      “Alright, clear out, everyone, show’s over!” Morgan’s brisk voice barked, and most of the onlookers hurried back, cowed by her stern order. While she started herding them back, Xander grabbed me by the arm and we rushed back to our brooms.

      “We need to move fast now,” he said in a low tone. “Stay behind me and follow my lead.”

      My heart was pounding a mile a minute, and I almost blanked on how to ride my own broomstick as Xander kicked off ahead of me.

      Barely a minute later, we came to a landing outside Francine’s cottage, and my heart went to my throat as Xander help up his hand, finger at the ready. I took mine out too, just in case, but Xander was in action-mode. He moved swiftly to the door and knocked on it firmly.

      “Francine, this is Chief Forsetti,” he called in a stern but clear tone. “I need to speak with you immediately. Answer the door.”

      Silence. We didn’t hear a sound for about ten seconds, and Xander clenched his jaw. I could see his body getting ready to force an entry to the cottage when the sound of shuffling stopped him.

      The next moment, Francine’s sheet-white face appeared in the door.

      “What’s the matter, officer?” she squeaked, eyes widening when she saw we had our fingers up at the ready. “Oh my God, what happened?”

      “Ma’am,” Xander said, not lowering his hand. “We just found your daughter’s backpack on the outskirts of the woods behind your cottage.”

      She put her hands to her mouth, and I heard her suck in a sharp gasp. “Oh my God! Have you found her?”

      “That’s what we’re here to find out,” Xander said. “I need to search your house. Please, step aside.”

      “What?” she asked, incredulous. But when she realized Xander wasn’t joking, she stepped back, holding the cottage door open. I moved inside with Xander, and for the briefest moment, I made eye contact with Francine’s terrified face.

      “I swear, I haven’t done anything!” Francine said, her voice on the verge of tears.

      “Just stay with me, ma’am,” I said, putting on my best police-voice in the living room. “He’ll be quick, I promise.” I didn’t know if it was a promise I would keep, but like Xander said, someone like Francine was delicate already even on a good day.

      She stood there paralyzed with fear as Xander moved through the house, searching each room with his finger at the ready. A few times, I heard him call out, “Tina? Tina Frost!”

      “Am I a suspect?” Francine finally asked me, looking genuinely shocked.

      I didn’t respond. What on earth could I say?

      Xander finally came back to the living room with a frown on his face. “The house is clear,” he said.

      “Of course it is, I didn’t take her!” Francine insisted. “Is that what you think this is?”

      “We need to be thorough, ma’am,” Xander said. “The sooner we can rule you out, the sooner we can look at other avenues.”

      Francine opened her mouth to protest, but before she said anything she saw the truth to Xander’s words, shutting her mouth and nodded silently.

      “The town is still under quarantine, so I don’t need to tell you not to leave. We may ask you to come down to the department for further questioning.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Francine said, shaking her head. “Why on earth would I take my own child?”

      “It happens more often than you think,” Xander said, putting his hands on his hips. “In any case, I apologize for the inconvenience. We’ll be in touch.”

      I stepped out of the house with Xander, feeling shaken.

      “Does it always go that well?” I asked sheepishly.

      “That was pretty smooth, all things considered,” Xander replied. “I hope you understand why I had to do that, though.”

      “Oh yeah, no, totally,” I said. “It’s just a shame it had to be her.”

      “I’m not ready to count her out just yet,” Xander said. “Just because Tina isn’t at the house doesn’t mean Francine doesn’t have her hidden away somewhere else. It’s sad when this kind of thing is a possibility, but being desperate and feeling cornered makes you do crazy things sometimes.”

      “I feel that,” I said with a long breath, running my hand through my hair as we crunched through the snow back toward the road, brooms in hand.

      “But with the quarantine spell in effect, she’s not a flight risk, so I’ll just make sure that between me and Morgan, one of us is keeping an eye on her place at all times. Trust me, I want to believe she’s gone straight-edge, but when there’s a kid involved…”

      “You’ve got to take all precautions,” I finished, nodding. “I get it. I’ve just never busted into a place like that before.”

      “You held your own against that guy who tried to kill you a few months back,” Xander said with a reassuring smile.

      “Yeah, but that was self-defense,” I said, returning a feeble one. “Anyway, is there anywhere else around here that might be suspicious?”

      Xander shook his head. “Not really. There’s a florist and two berry farms down the road, but that’s it.”

      The word berry sent off an alarm in my head, and I looked up at the setting sun.

      “Oh, crap!” I blurted, and Xander nearly jumped. “I’ve got to get back to the B&B and fix dinner for my guest!”

      “Oh-” he started to say, but I was already mounting my broom.

      “I’ll be quick!” I said, rising up off the ground and calling back, “And don’t worry, I’ll be ready in time for our d-dinner!”

      Nice save, Arti.

      I swept up into the air with my hair whipping behind me as I raced back home to entertain a guest who was staying for free.

      Well, it beat breaking into nervous mothers’ houses.
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      I flew home in a hurry, already feeling exhausted and overwhelmed. Today had been one heck of a long day, and it wasn’t even over yet. I arrived back at the B&B with my thoughts scattering all in different directions, like a box of cereal I had just dropped unceremoniously on the floor, and I scrambled to pick up the pieces before they got crushed underfoot and lost forever. I needed to quickly figure out what to cook for Daphne and Lara for dinner, what to wear to my dinner with Xander, how to remember to breathe at my dinner with Xander, and how not to embarrass myself… at dinner with Xander.

      What were we going to talk about?

      Moon help me, I had no idea. I reminded myself hastily that he had said we were going to talk about the case at hand. But what if that didn’t last the whole time? What if we ran out of suspects to consider, evidence to pore over, and scenarios to run through? What if we just sat in awkward, tense silence and stared at each other the whole time?

      I gulped hard as I opened the front door and ran inside. I hoped I could hold my own tonight. I couldn’t recall the last time I went out on a date with a human man. How was I supposed to remember how to talk to one? Of course, I had been talking to Xander off and on all day, but that was different. When we were working alongside one another, there was the constant comforting presence of the case dangling between us. It was almost as if the mystery itself was a third member of our party, taking up space and energy to keep us talking, to keep us busy. But once that happened to run dry, what would be left? What, really, did we have in common?

      “Breathe, Arti,” I muttered to myself. “Just breathe.”

      “Talking to yourself again?” A sassy voice piped up from across the room. I glanced over with a smile to see Luna and Lucy both perched on the back of the sofa, sitting in identically-prissy poses, their tails twitching. They looked as though they had just been engaged in an intense conversation. I wondered what they talked about.

      “Oh good, you’re back,” I said as I shrugged off my jacket and hung it up.

      “Well, you said to be back by dinner, and I listened,” she replied.

      “I see that, and I’m impressed,” I told her honestly. I had half-expected her to ignore my instructions as she so often did. I hovered around for a moment, unable to resist eavesdropping on the half of the conversation between the cats that I could comprehend. That is, to say, the half that Luna was carrying.

      “No, I didn’t find what I was looking for,” she said quietly, with a sigh. “I looked all over this boring neighborhood and didn’t find a single clue. I don’t know how the humans do it.”

      Lucy mewed a response and Luna rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I know. I would never admit that to any of them, of course. Are you crazy, Lucy? I can’t have her thinking we’re clueless or whatever.”

      The white cat meowed and Luna looked angry. “Okay, yes. I suppose I am, in this case, literally clueless, as in without a clue, if you want to get pedantic about it,” she conceded grumpily. I had to literally bite my tongue to keep from snickering.

      Lucy mewed and my black cat just groaned. “You know what? I don’t have to put up with your sass, you know. This is my house. You’re just a guest here. Don’t get too comfortable, missy, because we could easily toss you and your prim-and-proper movie star out on the streets if you don’t show us respect!”

      Another meow in response. Luna made a sound very close to a human gasp. “Lucy! Do you talk to Lara like this? Huh? Does she know how much of a potty-mouth you are?”

      Meow.

      “Uh-huh. Sure. Maybe that kind of attitude might fly in some grimy city like Los Angeles but up here in Moonlight Cove, we have just a little bit more class, alright? Besides, you’re the one who was lounging around here like a spoiled brat while I was out patrolling the streets, trying to make my town a safer place. Yeah! That’s right. Luna gives back to her community. What about you?”

      Meow.

      “Yes, exactly. I mean, I feel like you should be thanking me, actually. After all, you’re a member of the community now, too. You should be counting your blessings that Artemis and I are here to keep this place running smoothly,” Luna insisted.

      I felt a rush of warmth and affection for the little cat at the same time as I was trying to keep from laughing at this kind of ridiculous conversation. Although she acted like she was superior to me a lot of the time, I knew deep down Luna only acted that way because she was rather embarrassed of how much she loved and respected me. It didn’t quite fit with her feline code of ethics to be modest and obedient to her witch, and Luna was an especially proud kitty.

      Lucy gave her a weak little questioning mew and Luna continued as I quietly shuffled by, trying to act like I wasn’t eavesdropping on the kitty conversation.

      “Right, right. Apology accepted. But you’re on thin ice! Anyway, I didn’t find any clues, per se, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t get something of almost equal importance. What is that, you might ask? Gossip, my dear friend. Steaming hot gossip right off the presses!”

      I clapped a hand over my mouth to stifle my laugh as I headed into the kitchen. I could just barely make out the sound of Luna telling her fluffy friend about the latest cat gossip in town. Apparently, as it turned out, a new cat had just moved in down the street, and Luna was certain that he was going to be trouble. Of course, Luna also liked to exaggerate, so there were no guarantees.

      Rubbing my hands together, I walked over to my gigantic cookbook. I flipped idly through the pages, looking for something interesting to make for dinner. I tried not to reuse recipes too often, as it made things rather boring. Plus, I wanted to constantly expand my culinary knowledge and skill set, so that my guests would get a fresh, exciting menu every time. I wondered what kind of meal I could make that would be both quick and impressive. After all, that panini at The Bean was something to live up to. I needed something that would convey the sentiment, “I’m sorry my town quarantined you in my house. I hope this delicious meal will soften the blow.”

      “Aperioroa,” I said to the refrigerator and pantry. Both doors opened and I squinted, taking a quick inventory of the ingredients I had on hand. I noticed a bunch of vegetables, some egg noodles, and a veritable treasure trove of spicy sauces and seasonings. In the meat drawer was a beautiful pair of chicken breasts, just begging to be cooked. An idea immediately began crystallizing in my mind and I smiled to myself.

      “Chicken lo mein, it is!” I announced to no one in particular. I stood back and held out my hand, pointing at the fridge and pantry. “Convocoroa: egg noodles, chicken breasts, cabbage, mushrooms, bell pepper, bok choy, onion, garlic, ginger, soy sauce, sesame oil, sriracha, peanut oil, mirin.”

      Each ingredient came floating out as I named it, all dancing in a neat line over to the far counter, arranging themselves in a wide arc around my favorite huge chopping board. “Wok and knife, you too,” I added. The wok came clanking out of the cabinet and plonked down on the stove noisily. The knife, however, essentially threw itself across the room to lodge in the wall, whizzing right by my head.

      “My moon!” I swore, jumping backward in shock. The knife was wobbling in the wall, clearly confused as to what it had done wrong. “Well, that was close,” I muttered as I reached over to yank it out. I tossed a quick repairing charm at the dent in the wall and gingerly carried the knife to the sink to rinse it off before chopping my ingredients. I made a mental note to just grab the knife by hand next time. Clearly the assembly spell was not particularly conducive for all items, and I would rather not have been stabbed by my knife in my own kitchen.

      As I was chopping vegetables and marinating the chicken breasts, Luna came padding into the kitchen. She hopped up on the counter and eyed the meat hungrily.

      “Wait a second. There are three humans in this house. You, Lara, and Daphne. Why only two pieces of chicken?” she asked.

      “Nothing gets past you, huh?” I said good-naturedly. I picked up the chicken pieces and set them in the wok, where they immediately began to sear and snap in the hot oil.

      “Which one of you isn’t eating?” she asked, staring at me.

      I sighed. “Me.”

      She looked aghast. “I hope you’re not going on one of those vegetarian diets all those weirdos on television are doing.”

      I snorted. “No. Don’t worry. I won’t go all herbivore on you. But you shouldn’t be so rude to vegetarians. They’re not bothering you.”

      “Pfft. Says you. Anyway, what gives?” she prodded.

      “Alright,” I said, setting down the knife for a moment and looking at her. “I have a date, okay?”

      “A what?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “A date. You know, like with a man,” I whispered.

      “A human man?” she said incredulously.

      “Well, yeah. What other kind of man would I date, Luna?”

      She pondered that for a moment. “A bigfoot.”

      I was so surprised by that answer that I wasn’t even sure how to respond. Luckily, she changed the subject quickly. “But anyway, why are you going on a date? You don’t need a date. You don’t need a man. You have me.”

      I laughed. “Lu, you do realize that there are some things a human man can do for me that you really just… can’t?”

      She looked confused for a moment, then I saw the realization dawn on her. She wrinkled her nose and hissed. “Oh, gross! Artemis! That’s disgusting!”

      “Well, you’re the one who brought it up!”

      “Still, ew,” she said, shaking her head. “So what’s your plan, then? Go on a date, then go on a lot of dates, then get married and abandon me?”

      “Why - what? Luna, why in the world would I abandon you?” I asked, surprised.

      She shrugged. “Isn’t that how it works? You can have a husband or you can be a cat lady. That’s what the TV says. You can’t have both.”

      I sighed and reached out to scratch her behind the ear lovingly. “Luna, I promise you that no matter what happens with Xander, I am never going to abandon you. I wouldn’t even dream of it, okay?”

      She nodded, still looking at me suspiciously. “Alright. I’m going to hold you to that promise, though. And if you betray me, well, I know where you sleep.”

      I chuckled. “Fair enough. If I ever leave you for a man, you have my full permission to slash my throat while I’m sleeping at night.”

      “It’s a deal!” she said brightly. I could tell that she was instantly relieved. I supposed maybe that should had worried me, but oh well. Most people who lived with cats probably had to confront the fact at some point that their cat would both die for them or be the one to kill them. The threat of homicide was a fair price to pay in exchange for Luna’s companionship.

      “Besides,” I said as I resumed cooking, “this isn’t really like a real date just yet. It’s more like a professional engagement.”

      “Engagement?” she repeated, eyes wide.

      I giggled. “No, not that kind of engagement. Okay, it’s a meeting. Is that better?”

      “Sure. I suppose so,” she relented. A moment later, Lara came walking into the kitchen, sniffing the air and looking pleased.

      “Wow, Arti. That smells fantastic!” she exclaimed. “What is it?”

      “Chicken lo mein. I hope you and Daphne are hungry,” I told her with a smile.

      “Oh, yes. I’m starving,” she said, leaning against the counter. To my surprise, Luna actually allowed Lara to pet her, too. That was rare; Luna was usually exceptionally picky about who she’d let get close to her.

      “By the way,” I said, glancing at Lara sidelong, “I hope you don’t mind, but I peeked in your room earlier and I just happened to see some of your artwork.”

      Her face went bright pink and she looked away. “Oh gosh. That’s embarrassing.”

      “What? My moon, no. It’s not embarrassing. It’s amazing. Lara, your paintings are really, really good,” I told her emphatically. “How can you not see that?”

      She shrugged and nervously tucked a lock of hair back behind her ear. “Oh, I don’t know. It’s not really something I do to show to people. I started painting back when I first started to make it big in Hollywood. When I was bored and lonely, you know? I was surrounded by people all the time, but none of them were my real friends, they were just people who wanted to use me to make money or for a photo op.” She sighed. “It was a dark time, and I wanted to fill it with color, somehow. So I started painting to keep myself busy and add a little light to my life. Just a little bit of self-care, you know?”

      I smiled warmly. “Yeah. I get that. But you shouldn’t be ashamed of it. I’m serious. Your work is fantastic. It looks totally professional. Have you ever thought about selling it?”

      She looked amused. “Definitely not. I don’t really think it’s good enough for that.”

      “You’re too hard on yourself,” I told her wisely. I dumped the veggies into the wok and hit it with some of the liquid ingredients, making it all sizzle as a fragrant smell rose through the air.

      “Maybe so,” she conceded in a soft voice.

      “Besides, with your being retired from Hollywood, you’ll need something else to keep you busy. I mean, I’m sure money isn’t exactly an issue for you, but it would be fun to try selling your work anyway, I bet.” I suggested cheerfully.

      She grinned. “You’re too nice to me. As always.”

      “Nah. I’m exactly as nice as you deserve,” I told her with a wink. “Now, this will be done in just a few minutes. Can you run and let Daphne know it’s almost dinner time? As soon as this is plated up, I have to run upstairs and get changed.”

      “For what?” she asked, tilting her head to one side.

      I blushed. “For my date.”

      “With Xander?” Lara gasped excitedly. I nodded.

      “Yup,” I said, my stomach twisting into knots.

      “Ooh, that’s awesome! You two would be so cute together! And I mean, this has been a long time coming, hasn’t it?” she gushed.

      I sighed. “Sure seems like everyone else already knows. Even before we did.”

      Lara patted me on the shoulder before she turned to leave. “Ah, don’t stress about it. Moonlight Cove is a small town, and the rumor mill must be constantly going. But your date is going to go really well, and everything is going to work out. I promise!”

      “I hope you’re right,” I said, smiling weakly. I wasn’t nearly as confident as Lara was.
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      Looking at myself in the mirror, I tried to ignore the fact that my palms were sweating so much I thought I was going stain my clothes.

      Casual. Just keep it casual. This is a casual work dinner for casual work. Casual detective work.

      I wore a long, bottle-green sweater dress with thermal black leggings and black boots. A silver crescent moon necklace dangled from my neck, with the chain connecting to the moon on each tip of the crescent. I wore subtle silver stud earrings - nothing flashy, just something to go with the necklace. Pursing my lips, I felt a pang of anxiety run through my body for the fiftieth time this past hour as I second-guessed myself over the red lipstick.

      This was too bold, right? I didn’t think he’d ever seen me in bold lipstick. Sure, this was the exact same stuff I wore every day, and the exact same mascara, but it was different this time. He was going to notice it was different. Shoot, he was going to think I was trying too hard, wasn’t he?

      I heard a scratching at the door, followed by Luna’s voice. “Hey. Hey! Arti! I’m out here. You left the door closed. Arti! Hey!”

      I smirked. Luna’s criticism was one thing I did not need tonight.

      Checking myself over one last time, I picked up a modest but cute silver scarf to wrap around my neck, then picked up a couple of hats. One was a wide-brimmed floppy black hat, while the other was a beret.

      I stood in the mirror, paralyzed for about ten seconds, just staring at myself holding the two hats.

      I set the beret on my head and turned around in the mirror, giving myself a nervous smile that told me exactly where my self-confidence was at that moment: somewhere around my boots. Oh well, this was going to have to do.

      “I can hear you moving around in there!” Luna said, and I rolled my eyes before opening the door to see her glaring up at me, tail swishing angrily.

      “Oh, sorry! I didn’t hear you,” I lied.

      “Uh-huh,” she said, making sure to rub up against my leg as she entered. “Well, well, aren’t you all dressed up?”

      “You think so?” I said, and Luna snickered.

      “Wow, someone’s nervous for her date.”

      “Shut up!” I chided her. “This is a work dinner. I want to look professional.”

      “Professional and dateable aren’t mutually exclusive,” she quipped.

      “You think I give that vibe off?” I asked, glancing at myself in the mirror. “The nails are too much, aren’t they?”

      “Get out of here, lovebird,” Luna moaned. “Have you checked the time?”

      “Shoot!” I hissed as I hurried out the door.

      Thanking the moon I didn’t run into either Lara or Daphne on the way downstairs, I caught a glimpse of a familiar tall and broad frame sailing down toward the yard on a broomstick by the time I got to the door. I paused, looking at a spare bottle of perfume I kept on a table near the front door. Indecisive, I danced back and forth from one foot to the other for a few moments before hurriedly putting on a tiny bit and opening the door just in time to see Xander standing there with his fist raised.

      “Hi!” I blurted out, Xander looking completely taken aback.

      Ok, I had definitely come on a bit too strong.

      “Hi,” I said again in a more mellow tone. That was a lot better.

      “Hey there,” Xander said with a lopsided grin on his face. “All ready to go?”

      Xander certainly was.

      I was used to seeing the man in uniform - this was not him. He wore a white button-down shirt, and the uppermost button was ever so slightly threatening to burst open from the strain his broad, muscular shoulders put on it. A thick, warm bomber jacket lined with wool hung over his shoulders. His slacks were a dark blue with white pinstripes running down them to tasteful brown shoes. To top it all off, the faintest hint of masculine cologne reached my nostrils.

      “Totally,” I said with a stupid smile on my face.

      I grabbed my broom as Xander made his way back to his own, and as I cast one last look behind me, my face went white at the sight of Lara and the cats on one of the balconies, the former holding a glass of wine and giving me a wave and a wink. I rolled my eyes and lifted off behind Xander.

      He had decided on Frankie’s, a comfort food diner on the outskirts of downtown Moonlight Cove. I felt a wave of complicated feelings wash over me as we landed and made our way towards the door. Frankie’s was good, but it wasn’t exactly romantic. I noticed Xander glancing back at me when we landed, as if to check my reaction, and I made sure to put on a mild smile.

      I was relieved in part - I would have had a heart attack if we’d pulled up to some dimly-lit restaurant with tea lights and soft music, but something in me almost wanted to deal with that anxiety. Yeesh, what was wrong with me?

      “Do you come to this place often?” I asked as we made our way to the doors.

      “Yeah, on lunch breaks every now and then,” he said. “But Morgan and I used to come here for dinners some nights when Mom worked late.” He winced a little after he said it, as if realizing how it sounded, but I didn’t really mind.

      The vibe inside was homey. A handful of cooks were visible behind the back wall, and the smell of fried food wafted through the whole building.

      We took our seats at a booth, and a waitress bustled over to us with a knowing smile on her face.

      “Well don’t you two look sharp!” she chimed. “What can I get for you?”

      Xander ordered a beer while I stuck to a gin and tonic, and it was easy enough to pick out what food I wanted. Not wanting to risk trying to eat a patty melt and looking like a messy goblin, I went for the chili, and he opted for the steak and eggs. It was easy to see where he got all that muscle.

      “So,” he said at last, once the waitress left. “Everything is good to go with Illinois. My mom actually happened to be in Milwaukee visiting some relatives of ours, so it’s only a little bit of a detour for her and she’ll be in Chicago tomorrow.”

      “That’s great news,” I said, a small smile forming on my lips. Hopefully by tomorrow afternoon we would have a better idea as to what kind of guy George was. “Did I miss anything exciting after I rushed off from Francine’s house? Sorry about that, by the way. Things have just been kind of a mess taking care of the guest who’s getting a few extra days at the B&B.” I realized what I just said and quickly tried to backpedal. “Not that it’s your fault! I mean-”

      But Xander simply laughed good-naturedly. “No, no, I have it coming. I was expecting to get drawn and quartered by the whole town when I made the call, so anything short of that is an improvement.”

      “I’d like to see someone try to take you down to do that.”

      “Well, muscle is one thing,” he admitted, glancing down at himself, “but a little magic goes even further. Anyway, to answer your question, no, I just went back to the office and filed some paperwork with Morgan.”

      “Are you kidding? That sounds like a blast,” I joked.

      “Right? Maybe we can swap for a day. You come be the cop, I’ll try to fry some eggs for a B&B guest. You probably have enough five-star reviews that a couple one-stars from my cooking won’t hurt.”

      “Oh, don’t remind me of the reviews,” I giggled, “I’ve got enough reasons to be anxious.”

      There was a pause after we laughed, and we found ourselves just kind of sitting there, both desperately trying to think of something to say.

      “Well,” Xander finally broke the silence. “Good work talk.”

      “Agreed,” I said, my face going pink. “We definitely... work talked.”

      Xander laughed and shook his head, his shoulders relaxing a little. “Sorry, I’ve got to level with you Arti, it’s been a while since I’ve done this.” He gestured between us with an embarrassed smile on his face.

      “This, huh?” I said, feeling a grin spread across my face against my will. It was strange to admit it, but seeing Xander more laid back and almost off his guard was kind of nice. “And what’s this, exactly?”

      “Oh God, which one of us is gonna say it first?” he laughed.

      “You know, I think we’re the only ones who know us who haven’t said it yet,” I said thoughtfully. “We could just keep it that way for now.”

      “Ooh, I like how you think,” he said, narrowing his eyes and nodding, a conspiratorial smile on his handsome face. I found a more natural laugh coming to me, more from the ridiculousness of our situation than anything else.

      “So, why not, if you don’t mind me asking?” I asked, leaning forward and putting my chin on my hand. “Why you don’t get out much, I mean.”

      He raised his eyebrows and gestured vaguely to the outside. “All this. Sometimes I feel like I brought a crime wave with me when I came back to Moonlight Cove. Morgan goes on about how this place used to be so quiet and harmless that I’d go stir-crazy, but it’s been nonstop.”

      “Well, you’re good at your job,” I said. “And even if you and Morgan kind of inherited the job, it’s still a lot to shoulder for just two people.”

      “As if you’re not practically on the force by now,” he said, chuckling. “But thanks, I appreciate that.”

      “That’s the trick, see - if you look good, I look good,” I said, brushing a little imaginary dust off my shoulder with feigned pride.

      “And what about you?” Xander asked, smug to be able to turn the tables.

      “Hey, no fair,” I teased. “I don’t have the excuse of running off to live with humans for a while.”

      “Exactly,” he said. “You’ve got the B&B; you just bring all the interesting people to you without having to leave the house.”

      “I don’t know about that, unless your idea of exotic and vibrant personalities means a bunch of retiree couples. I don’t really get out that much.”

      “Well, you clearly do get out enough to poke around crime scenes,” he pointed out.

      “Yeah, but like, getting out... the way... we’re... out,” I finished, wincing. I groaned. “I’m almost thirty, how am I still this awkward?”

      Xander laughed, shaking his head. “Don’t worry, they didn’t teach us how to be smooth in the military either. Besides, you’re adorable.”

      I wrapped a lock of my hair around my finger and started fiddling with it nervously, waving the compliment off like it was a gnat. “I, uh, have a history of being kind of bad at this sort of thing. It’s like my MO.”

      Don’t tell the story.

      “This one time,” I heard myself saying.

      Don’t do it, idiot!

      “When I was in middle school, I had a huge crush on this guy…”

      What on earth is wrong with you?

      “And so I sat with him at lunch and didn’t say anything the entire time because I couldn’t think of anything to say. So the next day I sat with him again, but this time I just blurted out ‘I have a really good memory.’ And I guess I should have seen it coming, but he just looked me dead in the eye and said ‘prove it.’”

      Xander was listening with rapt attention, but I would have given anything for him to get distracted by a phone call or something. I was at this point using both hands to play with a lock of hair while I told easily the most embarrassing story of my childhood on a first date.

      “And I really did have a good memory, so I just started reciting everything I had ever seen him do or say in the previous few months in really creepy detail, like what he brought for lunch and any time he made a joke in class and how many times he got up to leave class during study hall.”

      Xander was watching me with his mouth hanging open and a smile on his face as the waitress came and set our food down in front of us, but I almost had tunnel vision; I was in way too deep to back out now.

      “I didn’t realize everyone else at the table was listening, but they totally were, and they were all silent for like a minute after I finished, and the guy never talked to me ever again. And that’s the story of my love life, basically.”

      “Amazing,” Xander said, bursting into laughter.

      “I’ve never really been in a serious relationship before,” I admitted, because apparently my brain was just taking over and spilling my every insecurity for no apparent reason. “Not that he was a serious relationship. Or that this is. I mean-” I trailed off, my brain finally realizing that I really, seriously needed to stop talking.

      “Arti, relax,” Xander chuckled. “You’re redder than your chili. Everyone does embarrassing things in middle school. It would be weirder if you didn’t.” There was something oddly comforting about his deep laugh, even though the words weren’t anything special. I smiled.

      “It doesn’t help that this is such a small town, anything you do around people in your age group kind of sticks with you like a social permanent record.” I leaned forward and started stirring my food around. “I’ve gotta say, I was jealous of you when I heard you left to go live in the human world for that reason. A lot more variety in who you get to see, that kind of thing.”

      Xander took a deep breath, tilting his head back and forth dubiously. “Well, I don’t know about that. It’s alright.” He poked at his food a little like I was with mine before he went on. “It’s still weird being back, honestly. I didn’t expect to be here again, and when I did come back, everything was just different enough that it was unfamiliar. People moved on with their lives, the buildings had changed just a bit, some old friends had gotten married and even started having kids…”

      He trailed off, glancing out the window for a moment, and I entirely forgot about airing my embarrassing baggage. I hadn’t given much thought to the idea that Xander had meant to stay gone when he left Moonlight Cove.

      “Do you miss life out there?” I asked.

      “That’s not the part that bothers me so much,” he said. “This is a nice town. With nice people,” he added, smiling at me. “I just burned my bridges when I left, emotionally. So coming back unexpectedly almost makes me feel like I…”

      The word failed hung in the air between us, but neither of us wanted to voice it. I looked at him sympathetically as he gave his head a little shake, then smiled at me. “How’s the chili?”

      On that note, I dug into my food, and Xander did the same with his. The chili was good enough - hearty and filling, and the freshly-baked bread that came with it was a nice touch. We made a little light talk about how things had changed in the town since Xander had left, but the fact that we started things off by venting some of our biggest insecurities put a pall over things.

      It was strange; I’d always enjoyed guessing at what was behind the air of mystery around the town’s towering police officer. I never guessed what I’d find would be so relatable.

      Nor was I prepared for someone almost as awkward as me.

      We finished dinner in a hurry, and once it was over, Xander put cash on the table to cover dinner with a very generous tip.

      “Well,” he said with a forced smile, hands on his hips. “This has been fun, but I’ve got to run by the station one last time tonight to pick up something I forgot.”

      “That’s fine,” I said quickly, standing up with him and walking outside to our brooms. “I’ve got to check in with the guest and make sure everything’s cool and good.”

      “Great!” he said.

      “Great,” I said, and we stood there, shifting uncomfortably in front of each other, neither one of us sure what to do.

      “Well, see you tomorrow,” he said with a smile before mounting his broom and taking off.

      I waved after him, then wiped my face with my hand before swinging my leg over my broom.

      Moon help me, I was going to die a spinster, wasn’t I?
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      As I rode my broomstick across town back to the B&B, I couldn’t help but feel a pile of mixed emotions. On the one hand, that definitely could have gone worse. Neither one of us said anything too overly embarrassing, and we somehow managed to keep the awkward pauses to a minimum during our conversation. But on the other hand, it had ended without so much as a hug. And it wasn’t like Xander and I had not crossed that boundary in the past. I could still clearly recall the time he put an arm around me, how warm he was, how pleasing I found his scent of mingled cologne and faint manly musk. His thick, powerful muscles folding me in, holding me close, making me feel like I was something precious…

      “My moon. I’ve really got it bad, don’t I?” I groaned to myself.

      I wanted that again. That hug. I wanted to find out what it felt like to be that close to him more often, to be able to hold his hand or take his arm. I wanted to be the one he turned to when he was feeling down and the first one he called when something good happened. Normally, I had tended to look at Xander like he was invincible. In all the time I had known him, he had seemed so competent, so put-together. So stable. Like there was nothing troubling going on behind those blue eyes. Just hard work and excellence. And that was the vibe he put out into the world: a tough but smooth police officer who wasn’t afraid of anything, who didn’t shy away from getting his hands dirty. He was an overachiever and kind of a workaholic, too dedicated to the job to really put much effort into the other aspects of his life.

      But the more I got to know him, the more I realized that there was much more going on in that handsome head of his. Xander was not one-hundred-percent the simple guy I had thought he was when we first started working together. He was a complicated man with a mysterious background, a past he was clearly trying to leave behind. I wondered what had happened out there in the wild blue yonder. What had drawn him away from Moonlight Cove in the first place? Why had he wanted to leave here so badly? And if he did, in fact, want to stay gone, what could have possibly gone down out there to make him come back now?

      I wondered what - or who - he was running from. Suddenly, my mind flashed back to George Frigga, for some reason. George had run away from his past, too, and returned to the one place he seemed to think was safe: Moonlight Cove. I supposed it was easy enough to understand why one might think that way. After all, up until recently, our sleepy little seaside town had been one of the safest places in the country. Isolated, but not in a dangerous way. Living in Moonlight Cove felt similar to how I felt as a little girl when I used to hide under the bed sheets in the middle of the night, staying up later than I was allowed to, reading countless books by the light of my finger. It was that kind of cozy: comfortable, safe, warm.

      Although right now, this place was anything but warm. The snow was starting to harden slightly; this was definitely a snowier year than normal. Usually, being on the coast, we got maybe a few days of snow, and it was almost always melted by lunchtime. The fact that it was sticking for a few days was definitely out of the ordinary. And it wasn’t just the weather that was making the place feel colder than usual. It was everything. The atmosphere, the crime, the quarantine. What on earth had happened here to change everything so quickly? Perhaps Xander had brought back a little bit of the outside world with him when he returned home. The thought made me want to shudder. As boring as it could be here sometimes, with the dependable monotony and pattern of daily life, I would not have dreamed of trading in the reliable dullness for big-city excitement.

      I even felt a little twang of guilt for going out on a date tonight with Xander. There was a mystery to be solved, and here we were chatting and eating diner food instead of working on solving little Tina’s case. However, I quickly reminded myself that I was not a real detective. I had a day job. I had friends, family, a guest, a familiar - a social and professional life that I couldn’t just completely sideline in order to keep working tirelessly on the case. No matter how desperately I wanted to solve the mystery and rescue Tina Frost before any real harm could come to her, I also needed to remember that I was a human being, and I needed time to do my own thing.

      I took a deep breath and instantly started yawning halfway through. I was exhausted. It had been a long day, and I was more than ready to fall into my bed and conk out for as long as my body and my duties would allow. As I pulled up to the house and hopped off my broom to walk up the steps to the front door, I smiled. I was eager to curl up in bed with Luna and let the moonlight stream in through the window, watching over me and recharging me while I slept.Opening the door, I stepped inside, instantly confused at the darkness and the strange fragrance in the air. As I shut the door behind me I looked around, my eyes adjusting to the dim light. It was evening, of course, but it still seemed a little early for Lara and Daphne to have turned all the lights off like this. Then, as I hung up my jacket and walked out of the foyer into the living room, I noticed that the reason the air smelled so nice was because there were a ton of little aromatic tea candles lit all over the place. The place looked like a weird constellation of bright flickering lights in the darkness. I looked around in confusion. Where did all these candles come from?

      “What is going on in here?” I called out, turning in a slow circle as I looked for signs of life in my house. “Who lit all these candles? Lara? Daphne? Luna?”

      I heard an exaggerated sigh and soft, quick footsteps. A figure came stalking out of the kitchen and my heart thumped like crazy, my eyes going wide. The silhouette didn’t match Lara or Daphne. There was an intruder in my house. I hastily pointed my finger in front of me, poised to attack if necessary. But my moon, I hoped it would not be necessary.

      “Stop! Who’s there?” I hissed, trembling slightly.

      The figure stopped short and put their hands up. Recognition started to twinkle back into my mind as the figure spoke exasperatedly. “Artemis Mani, you put that finger down right now!”

      “Mom?!” I exclaimed as I let my arms fall slack at my sides.

      She stepped out of the darkness, holding a candle to light up her face just enough for me to make out her familiar features. Annoyance and disappointment were written all over them.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked incredulously. “What’s all this?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, I thought I was doing you a favor, but I guess not.”

      I blinked at her in awe. “What? What do you mean? What favor?”

      She gestured broadly, then held up her candle for emphasis. “The candles! I made them.”

      “Oh. Um, okay? But why? I mean, they’re lovely, mom. But why are they all lit? Inside my house?” I inquired. I was starting to wonder if some of the craziness that was sparking this sudden crime spree in town was also infecting my mother’s brain or something.

      “I was trying to set the mood,” mom replied, as though it were obvious.

      I squinted at her dubiously. “What mood? Why?”

      “Arti, you can be so dense sometimes. I know you went out on a date with that handsome police chief tonight,” she said in an almost singsong voice. I could feel my cheeks blushing bright pink, and found myself actually grateful for the dim lighting right now.

      “Okay, Mom. First of all, why is everyone in this town so fixated on my love life or lack thereof? Second of all, why would you ‘set a mood’ here in the living room? What did you think was going to happen? Xander isn’t even with me right now,” I said.

      “Well, yes, I can see that now,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “What happened? Did it go badly? Why didn’t he come back here with you?”

      I groaned. “Because it was a first date, okay? It’s nothing serious. It may never be something serious. What did you think was going to happen tonight?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I just assumed, since you two have been working so closely together, there might be some… oh, don’t make me say it.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her and crossed my arms. “No. Say it.”

      “I just thought maybe you two were experiencing some, you know, sexual tension!” Mom burst out, nearly dropping the candle in her hands.

      My eyes went wide and my jaw fell open. “Mom.”

      “What? You can’t possibly blame me for thinking that. I mean, how much longer are you and Xander going to do this silly little dance before you make it official? I’m not getting any younger and since Diana is so wrapped up in her job at the Academy, I just figured you are currently my best shot at getting a grandchild.”

      “Mom!” I gasped, shaking my head. “Well. It’s finally happened.”

      “What?” she asked, confused.

      “You have finally, truly, completely lost your mind,” I said flatly.

      She pouted. “Oh, please. Don’t be such a prude. It’s not like I’m the only one waiting around for you and the chief to finally get together. The whole town knows.”

      I closed my eyes and face-palmed. “Great. Awesome. Thanks for reminding me. You know, it’s not easy trying to take it slow and do things right when you have an entire audience watching it all happen. Talk about stage fright. Come on, did you and Dad have a bunch of nosy people watching you on your first date? Huh?”

      She looked sheepish at that point. “Alright. I get it. You want me to back off,” she admitted sadly.

      I gave her a charitable smile and walked over to kiss her on the cheek. “I do appreciate the candles. I’m sure they smell really nice individually but altogether it’s a little much, don’t you think?”

      She chuckled, nodding. “You got me there. I thought that since they’re all floral scents, it would just smell like a bouquet if I put them all together. But instead it just kind of smells like you’re being assaulted by a group of sentient flowers.”

      I burst out laughing, feeling relieved to have broken the tension. “Yeah, that’s pretty accurate. Look, mom, I’m trying to juggle a lot of stuff right now. If I can find time to date, I will. And if this thing with Xander does develop into something serious, that’s great. But if not, that’s okay, too. But I need some space to breathe and make those decisions for myself, alright? I’m a grown up and I’ll get a boyfriend when I’m good and ready,” I explained to her gently.

      She nodded and smiled, reaching up to stroke my cheek lovingly. “I know, honey. And you’re right. I just get so wrapped up in my ideas sometimes and before I know it, I’ve made fifty candles and arranged them in your house.” She laughed and threw up her arms. “What can you do?”

      “Well, I’m exhausted, so I’d better blow out all these candles and go to bed. You should head home and get some sleep, too,” I told my mom pointedly. She blew out the candle she was holding and gave me a quick hug.

      “Okay, sweetie. Good night,” she said softly. As she left, I waved my finger and whispered a spell to extinguish all the candles at once, then flipped on the light.

      I quickly gathered up all the candles and put them in the kitchen as Lara and Daphne came downstairs, looking bemused and bewildered. I turned to look at them, sighing.

      “I’m so sorry, guys. My mom has just a couple screws loose, it seems. I apologize on her behalf. She doesn’t quite understand the concept of boundaries,” I explained.

      Lara and Daphne giggled. “Oh, no problem. To be perfectly honest, we just kind of think it’s funny,” Daphne said.

      “And sweet,” added Lara.

      “Sweet?” I repeated, raising an eyebrow. “Well, I don’t know about that. But anyway, she’s gone now and I’m just about ready to pass out. How was your night?”

      “It was fine. But probably not as exciting as your date,” Lara said, waggling her brows suggestively. I rolled my eyes and laughed.

      “It was good. I think. I don’t know. It’s too early to tell, and my brain is fried,” I said quickly. “I’ll let you know the verdict once I figure it out myself.”

      “Fair enough,” said Luna, who had just come trotting in. “But I heard your mother say something about grandchildren?”

      “Don’t worry,” I said, “that’s not going to be a problem anytime soon.”

      Luna narrowed her eyes at me. “Anytime soon? More like never! You’d better not have a baby. That would distract you from your true purpose.”

      I glanced up at Daphne and Lara, who couldn’t understand what Luna was saying, but who looked amused by the whole thing anyway.

      Then I asked Luna, “And what, may I ask, is that?”

      She scoffed. “To dote on me, of course!”

      I laughed to myself. “Ah yes. What else?”
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      I had never considered myself much of a ravenous carnivore, but the sound of the thin-cut sirloin steak strips sizzling against the hot, buttered pan, and the sight of the bright red meat on the hot surface made my mouth water as I cooked breakfast the next morning. I’d only ever gotten my meat from the butcher in town, and it was definitely quality stuff.

      “I never knew what I was missing out on by eating out all the time in Hollywood,” Lara said, leaning on the counter with her sleepy face resting on her hands and gazing longingly at the stovetop. I smirked proudly.

      “If you go back, just take me with you. Problem solved!”

      She giggled just as a loud yawn came from the stairs as Daphne made her appearance. Like Lara, she looked like she had only been awake for less than half an hour, but the smell of cooking food lured her downstairs.

      “Ooh, my! I slept like a rock. All the excitement around town is exhausting. What’s that heavenly smell?”

      “That’s breakfast,” I said proudly, and Lara rolled her eyes with a smirk.

      “Steak and eggs,” Lara clarified, spinning around on her stool to smile at Daphne. Having her around was nice - it was like having a co-host for a show who could play off of me, and I could pay her with nothing but room and board.

      “Keeping it simple for today,” I said. “Well, simple but hearty. The grocery store is going to be kind of hard-pressed for a while with the town closed off, so the more local fare I can serve up, the easier it is for everyone. That, and I woke up with this strange craving for it, for some reason.” Definitely nothing to do with the steak and eggs Xander had eaten the night before.

      “Well, I like your cravings,” Daphne said as she made her way to the counter to take a seat near Lara.

      While the steak sizzled, I glided over to the coffee pot and poured Daphne a mug. I left a little room for cream and opened one of the cupboards where I kept tea and coffee additives, looking over my shoulder at her. “Anything with your coffee? I have non-dairy creamer too. I’m no Magic Bean, but I like to keep everything stocked.”

      “Hmm,” Daphne said thoughtfully, leaning forward and peering at the cupboard. She furrowed her eyebrows and pointed at something on the top shelf. “What on earth is that?”

      I followed her gaze, and I felt some of the color leave my face when I realized what she was pointing at.

      Oh no.

      “Oh, that’s nothing,” I tried to say, but Lara betrayed me, leaning forward with Daphne and cocking her head to the side.

      “Is that a…?”

      “It’s just a novelty thing,” I tried to say, but it was too late. Daphne looked positively enchanted with the little thing. Wincing, I used my finger to levitate the ceramic item down onto the counter in front of the ladies.

      “It’s just something my mom gave me a while ago,” I explained. “I think she got it on a road trip, or it might be one of the things my dad has gotten her over the years they don’t need.”

      The item before them was a little ceramic figurine of a dairy cow, attended by a rosy-cheeked young woman who was dressed like she’d just stepped off a farm in the middle of the rural German countryside. There was an oversized ceramic bucket in her arms, and a ladder stood beside her, meant for you to push your coffee mug up against it.

      “What does it do?” Lara asked cautiously.

      “It serves you milk,” I said, ominously cryptic.

      “Oooh, that sounds fun! Let’s use it!” Daphne insisted. I was worried she was going to say that.

      Reluctantly, I used my finger to open the fridge and float the jug of milk over to us and unscrew the top. I opened the tiny hatch on the cow’s back, grimacing as I poured a little milk into it and closed it.

      There was a moment of awkward anticipation as I tapped the little thing with my finger. Lara and I exchanged a vaguely disturbed glance as the ceramic milk maid animated and started milking the cow into the little bucket. She then waddled over to the ladder, climbed up it, and tossed the milk into the coffee with a soft splash.

      “That’s just adorable!” Daphne gushed while I fought back a grimace, and the novelty milk maid started doing her thing again.

      “I’m glad you like it!” I laughed nervously. My mom had terrible taste in this kind of stuff, but I couldn’t put it in a box and hide it - she had eyes like an eagle when it came to the things she gave me. I thought it was incredibly kitschy and was not a fan.

      Daphne picked up her mug to take a sip of the coffee while Lara unfolded the newspaper in front of her, the smile fading from her lips.

      “Looks like no new leads on the kidnapping this morning,” she said with a soft sigh while I got back to tending the steak and getting out the herbs and spices to season the eggs.

      “This whole thing is such a shame,” Daphne said, shaking her head. “The idea that someone in such a sweet town like this could harm a child is so outlandish. What kind of times do we live in?”

      Lara and I murmured our agreement with sad nods.

      “Do either of you ladies have children?” Daphne asked, and Lara was so surprised by the question she barely noticed the ceramic milk maid climbing her ladder again and tossing her little bucket of milk onto the newspaper.

      “Um, oh gosh, no,” she said with a nervous laugh, tapping the toy with her finger to turn it off and wiping down the counter. “I can’t say that’s really on my mind. My career has taken up so much of my time I barely have time for myself, it feels like, much less a baby.”

      “Don’t ask that too loudly, or my mother will come crashing through the walls,” I said with a nervous laugh.

      “Oh, you should think about it, dears,” Daphne said wistfully, smiling out the window after looking at both of us in turn. “You’re both so young and beautiful, and if you’ve got the chance, you’ve only got so long to make the dream come true.”

      “I can’t imagine what the parents are going through, but I have played a mother in a few movies before. I did a lot of research for those roles, and after a while it started to feel pretty real. I actually got pretty attached to my child costars,” Lara said as I watched the eggs sizzle in the pan and started seasoning them. “From what I can tell, that kind of anxiety is unlike anything else in the world.”

      I nodded, not able to say anything else. I might have been comfortable speaking freely with Lara, but I couldn’t divulge details around a guest like Daphne who was almost guaranteed to spread the word of whatever I let out.

      And the parents didn’t need that, not now of all times. Moonlight Cove might have been gossip central, but I certainly wasn’t going to be contributing to that. Not in this case.

      “How are they doing?” Daphne asked me directly, peering over with a worried look on her face. I opened my mouth, thinking I should just shut the question down, but my phone buzzed on the counter, saving me from the awkward moment.

      “Oh!” I said, hastily sliding the cooked food onto plates. “That’s Xander now, I need to take this. Enjoy!” I handed the ladies their plates, satisfied with the looks of delight on their faces, and then hurried out of the kitchen to take the call.

      “Good morning!” I chimed.

      “I’m outside,” Xander said abruptly, and I paused.

      “Oh, one second,” I said, turning off the phone and hurrying out the front door.

      Xander was standing not far from where he was the first time I saw him, what felt like a lifetime ago. He was in uniform, and the look on his face was just as stern, but this time, I saw some anxiety in those eyes.

      “Has something happened?” I asked anxiously, closing the door behind me, wrapping my arms around myself as the cold chill of the air pierced my light clothing. I hadn’t even grabbed a jacket on the way out.

      “No,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I just thought you’d like to get an early start.”

      “Oh!” My cheeks went a little pink. “Well, you’re right about that, and I suppose I am already dressed. You just missed breakfast, too.”

      “Shame, I’m sure it was good,” he said, cracking a smile. “What was on the menu?”

      “St-” I started, then froze. I could not tell him I fixed the same thing he made last night. “...-ir fry. Stir fry,” I lied with a smile. Xander raised his eyebrows.

      “Huh. Well, that’s creative. Wouldn’t have thought of that for breakfast, but I suppose that’s why I’m not the one who can run a B&B.”

      I waved it off with a bashful smile.

      “Anyway, what leads do we have? I think Lara can hold down the fort while I’m gone.” I slipped back inside to grab a jacket, calling out to the two ladies that I would be back later.

      “That’s a good question,” Xander said, putting his hands on his belt and walking with me toward the road. “I was hoping you’d have come up with something by now so we could figure something out between the two of us.”

      “Ah,” I said, giving him a nervous grin. “I may or may not have been hoping you would have the same thing.”

      “I see. Well, good detective work, both of us,” he said with a chuckle that I returned. At least he wasn’t nearly as intimidating as he looked, when you got to know him. The smile fell from his face quickly though; brief moments of levity were fine, but we were still dealing with a missing child here, a fact that was lost on neither one of us.

      “I wasn’t completely useless,” I said. “The full moon is passing, so I checked in one last time when I woke up this morning to ask if Tina is still alive and in town, and unless the moon is in cahoots with the kidnapper, she’s still alive.”

      “Good, good,” Xander said, genuinely relieved. “Well, I’ll take what I can get. But that makes things dangerous in its own way.”

      “How so? I mean, I know the town isn’t going to let this quarantine thing go on forever, but…”

      “That’s just it,” Xander said. “There are three outcomes here: one, we catch the kidnapper. Two, the kidnapper panics and does something drastic to Tina, which is the biggest thing to worry about right now. Or three, and this is the one that’s on my mind this morning: the excitement passes, the town pressures us to drop the quarantine, and the kidnapper runs off with Tina scot-free.”

      I nodded my head with wide eyes. “Yup, that’s a pretty horrifying option. So, what do you suggest?”

      “We start from square one,” he said with a confident nod. “It’s not ideal, but when you’re stuck, starting from scratch can help clear your head and see things from a new perspective.”

      “Hey, that’s a cooking thing too,” I said with a sudden smile, recalling my first horrific attempts at baking.

      “Whatever helps,” he said, smiling. “Alright, then let’s split up and see what we can find.”

      “And hope our kidnapper can keep their nerves calm while we hunt for them,” I said, trailing off as I realized how unhelpful that sounded.

      “Right,” Xander replied, swinging his leg over his shoulder. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

      It was going to be a heck of a day, I could just feel it.
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      As I watched Xander fly off, I figured The Magic Bean was going to be a good place to start. A bit of local gossip could go a long way coupled with Xander’s more official information channels. I knew if anything important had been said between those doors, Elisa would let me know.

      I flew down the block to the cafe and stopped to slide off my broom. I rested mine against the outside of the building next to all the others, made my way towards the door and pushed my way inside. I was immediately overwhelmed by pure chaos. All the tables were full, and a long line up at the register for take-out orders snaked through the building. The skinny kid behind the register, Gareth, looked much calmer than he used to when faced with a rush like this, but I could still detect a hint of pure mortal terror in his eyes. His gaze flicked over toward the doorway and he did a double take at the sight of me, his cheeks instantly turning pink. Oh my moon. His crush on me was still in effect, I could see. Poor kid.

      Elisa came out of the kitchen, effortlessly balancing two big trays of food and steaming hot drinks on each arm, as well as a tray balanced on her head. I smiled to myself, knowing that she was using a charm to make it all stay even and in place, but it still looked pretty impressive. She glanced over my way and grinned widely, mouthing a hello.

      She was the kind of person who lived for moments like this. Elisa actually enjoyed it when the coffee shop got this busy, because it was thrilling to her in a way a rollercoaster might be thrilling to someone else. She was a tough witch, and it took a lot to ruffle her feathers.As I shuffled to the back of the line at the counter, I looked around surreptitiously, hoping I could pick up on bits of conversation here and there. I got an idea, and subtly slipped my hand out of my pocket. I then reached up, under the pretense of tucking my hair behind my ear, and in the process I pointed the tip of my finger at the shell of my ear. I mumbled a spell under my breath.

      “Sonoroa.”

      Straight away, a tingling feeling began deep inside my ear, and then gradually the scattered conversations all around me got louder and louder in my mind, the voices echoing around with booming clarity so that I could understand them better without straining to hear. It was a sneaky, impolite kind of spell that most decent people considered too rude to use in public. It amplified voices and sound to make it easier for the caster to eavesdrop, and, like many spells, the magical community tended to rely on a sort of honor system. It was widely understood that it was a spell best left to very specific emergency situations, rather than as a daily use to listen in on people’s private conversations. I figured this counted as an emergency.

      In school, we at the Academy had been taught that it was dangerous to use the listening spell, warned away from its use with a simple proverb: “If you listen when you’re not invited, you will hear things you wish you hadn’t.” Because of that, I felt a little icky using the amplify spell. But right now, somewhere in this town, there was a little girl in grave danger. If any situation could call for a little bending of the rules, this would have to be it.

      As the line slowly bumped along, I listened in on the words around me.

      “Did you hear what he said?”

      “Oh, Gladys, you can’t believe everything you hear.”

      “But he has a point!”

      “I bet he’s lying.”

      “He’s telling the truth. I can feel it. Although, one does have to wonder why and how he could have that kind of information.”

      “Unless-”

      “Unless he’s involved with the case!”

      “My goodness. What a scandal. But we mustn’t rush to conclusions.”

      “Why not? It’s a perfectly sound conclusion.”

      “Excuse me, ladies, but I couldn’t help overhearing. May I ask what the whispers are all about? Pardon my nosiness, but I’ve been watching this case very closely. My nephew is a classmate of Tina’s, so it’s all hitting very close to home, you understand.”

      “Well, we’re only getting the information third-hand from Maggie.”

      “Maggie?”

      “That woman over there.”

      “Ah. With the bifocals?”

      “Yes, yes. And she heard it from that man in the corner, the one with all the young girls around his table.”

      “Come to think of it, Gladys, he looks like a scoundrel.”

      “Oh, you’re too cynical.”

      “Ladies, don’t fight.”

      “We’ll fight if we want to!”

      “And we often want to!”

      I rolled my eyes, finding this conversation a dead end. I slowly, cautiously turned to look over at the man at the corner table, the one they’d mentioned. Sure enough, there was a rather roguish man, probably a few years older than me, seated with three younger women, listening to him speak with rapt attention. I focused in on their conversation next.

      “And that’s what happened, I guarantee it,” he said smoothly. The girls gasped.

      “Wait, but why? I don’t get it,” one of them asked.

      “Well, because the kidnapper knew she would have to move fast. She probably had some kind of law enforcement background, so she predicted the quarantine spell would happen. So she grabbed little Tina and just whisked her away on a broomstick before she even made it halfway to the Academy that morning,” he explained smugly.

      “She?” repeated one of the girls. “You think the kidnapper is a lady?”

      He nodded. “Yes, I do.”

      “How scandalous! You never hear about women doing bad stuff like that.”

      “Women are even more treacherous than men, I’m telling you.”

      A surge of annoyance rose up within me and I shook my head violently to dispel the amplification charm. Then, I whipped out my phone and quickly sent a text to Xander, telling him what I had just heard. I was sure the story was false, but just in case, I wanted him to know about it. About three minutes later, Xander came inside and walked over to the man in the corner, gently shooing away the three girls, who looked disappointed. He must have been nearby. As I finally got up to the counter to order a lemon tea and a cardamom scone, I noticed that most of the folks in the cafe were getting up to leave all at once. I turned and gawked at the strange scene for a moment before Xander stood up and walked over to me. I could see over his shoulder that the roguish man looked angry - probably because he had just been scolded for spreading rumors.

      “What’s going on? Where’s everyone going?” I asked.

      “Turns out, there’s a civilian search party organized this morning. Looks like all these folks were just here to meet up and grab breakfast before heading out to look for Tina,” he explained to me. I nodded. That made a lot of sense.

      Gareth behind the counter, meanwhile, was glancing nervously back and forth between Xander and me. I noticed that he noticed how close we were standing to each other. He looked away, his shoulders slumping ever so slightly. Poor kid. I had a feeling that Xander and I were breaking his little heart at the moment.

      “Is that all, Arti?” Gareth asked glumly.

      I gave him a sympathetic smile and handed him some cash. “Yes, Gareth. Thank you. And keep the change, okay?”

      He nodded, still blushing and looking utterly downtrodden. Suddenly, I knew what I had to do. I couldn’t just sit around here waiting for something to happen. I had to be proactive. I had to help out somehow.

      I added, “And can you make that order to go?”
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      Somehow, I felt like joining a mob wasn’t exactly the best way to carry on my career as a semi-amateur, quasi-unofficial detective, but at this point, if I didn’t get involved in the search party, it would look even more unusual.

      There were more than a few human-authored books in the attic bookshelf I lovingly called a library, and a few of them featured search parties like this, but none of them looked very much like the ones witches organized. It was tempting to use broomsticks to cover more ground quickly, but of course, that would have meant half the town bumping into one another, and the hospital would get flooded with people in no time. So, we all carried on by foot.

      For the most part, things were organized by neighborhood, but the B&B was somewhat secluded from the rest of the town rather than being a part of a distinct neighborhood. I took it upon myself to join the party that left from The Magic Bean.

      I made my way down the road, making my way generally toward my parents’ house. I figured that would be a reasonable place to start.

      As I passed by some wooded areas on the sides of the roads, I saw people moving through the trees with magical lanterns floating in front of them. One by one, people hung the lanterns on branches or perched them on rocks, far enough away that they weren’t running into each other but close enough that someone could see more lanterns from wherever you stood. The idea was to make a radius of lights that could lead Tina home, on the off-chance that she was just lost.

      I didn’t think that was well in the realm of possibility, though. Moonlight Cove wasn’t the biggest place in the world, and there were plenty of places someone could get lost, but it had been twenty-four hours now. It would be hard for someone to vanish for that long without getting noticed or wandering back into town, especially a little kid like Tina.

      The sounds of adults calling out “Tina! Tina Frost!” throughout town was like an eerie chorus the longer it went on. By the time I started skirting around town and got on the road leading to my parents’ place, it was almost like white noise all around me.

      People were milling around the streets, some of them frankly making it out to be more of a social event than an actual search party, but others took the chance to peer around their neighbors’ homes when they thought they weren’t nearby. Theoretically, it was because anyone not out joining the search party was more likely to be, say, hiding a six-year-old child in their house. In practice, it was a fabulous chance for nosy neighbors to go spying.

      I watched a couple of young women cast a spell together, jumping into the air and melding into the shapes of black ravens that soared over the tops of the houses, occasionally stopping at a chimney to peer inside curiously. No stone unturned, I supposed. I hoped they were successful.

      In the wooded area surrounding my parents’ neighborhood, a small pack of parents moved through the trees, checking around the base and up in the branches. Every time they finished inspecting a tree, the leader tapped the trunk while muttering a spell under their breath, and the tree turned a bright golden color. It was an easy way for them to mark which parts of the woods they’d checked already.

      I came up to my parents’ house, where the lights inside were off and the gate shut, meaning they were out and about, most likely. I imagined they were both helping out with the search party.

      What I did find, however, was one of their neighbors, Mr. Sellers, crouching by the stone fence and facing the ground. Furrowing my eyebrows, I approached him slowly, craning my neck to see what he was doing.

      In fact, he was holding what looked like a mole in his hand, which was wiggling in protest, and he was speaking to it in a soft voice.

      “Her name is Tina, did you get that? She’s like me, only much smaller, so her footsteps are much lighter. She might be alone, or she might be with someone who’s big like me. Can you tell the others that? Oh, don’t be like that, come on. I gave you mealworms, we had an understanding.”

      I cleared my throat. “Mr. Sellers?”

      He jumped and looked over his shoulder at me. Mr. Sellers was a short, squat man with thick, frazzled hair, bushy eyebrows, and round glasses. We half-jokingly called him the town druid, because his family had a way with the local wildlife. He was a little odd, but harmless.

      “Oh, Artemis! Hello! Excuse me, I was just having a discussion with Walter here,” he said, frowning down at the little mole in his hand. “Go on now,” he said to Walter. “Spread the word, I mean it. This is a group effort, and there’s good earthworms in it for you.” He released the mole over my parents’ fence, then gave me a furtive glance. “Don’t tell Celeste about Walter, will you? Your mother can be a little harsh sometimes.”

      I made a zipper gesture across my lips, and he beamed at me.

      “They’re not home, are they?” I asked.

      “No, I think I saw them joining up with a group and heading in... some direction,” he said. “I’ve had my eyes on the ground for the most part, sorry. If you’re joining the hunt for little Tina, though, you might try the beach. I haven’t seen anyone heading that way. Nobody wants to deal with the wind chill this time of year, I imagine.”

      “Good idea,” I said, starting off in that direction. “Thanks!”

      “Oh, while you’re here dear, I don’t suppose you’ve given any thought to the ‘B&B for Crows’ idea I mailed you?”

      “Must have gotten lost in the mail,” I lied with a polite wave as I hurried off toward the beach.

      Just as Mr. Sellers had said, the beach was surprisingly empty compared to the rest of the town. And sure enough, I found myself hugging myself tight as a salty wind blew over my face and sent a shiver up my spine.

      I cast a spell to warm myself as I got to the point where the shrubbery started to change and look a little more beach-appropriate. Sand mixed with snow here, making for scenery that people from further south always told me was a little bizarre to see, if you weren’t used to it. For me, it was just extra annoying - sand got everywhere, snow got everywhere, and both were a little irritating in their own special ways.

      I stood overlooking the waves down below for a few moments before calling out, “Tina!” I paused, listening, but heard nothing.

      That wasn’t especially surprising.

      I marched further down to the beach and let my eyes trail along the coast, grimacing as the thought of coming across Tina buried in the sand struck my mind. Still, I figured it would be best to try everything, so as I got closer to the water, I closed my eyes and started channeling my powers.

      I envisioned the lapping waves moving further and further away, and as I did, it started to become reality. Crash after soft crash, the waters drew away from the shore, revealing more of the wet sand. A few startled crabs looked up at me angrily before scuttling back into the water, and some very pretty shells revealed themselves when I opened my eyes.

      None of those things were Tina, however. That actually gave me a little sense of a relief. I let out a breath, and at the same time, the waters flooded back up to where they had been a few minutes earlier.

      What else could one do to search the beach? I pursed my lips and moved back up toward the shrubs, and with a wave of my finger and a muttering of a spell, one of them uprooted itself, using its roots like feet to move aside for me and clear a path. I started making my way through the shrubs that way, and as I went, the animated plants went back where they’d been behind me.

      But I was wasting time here, I knew, and I couldn’t ignore my gut instincts anymore. If Tina were just lost, she wouldn’t stay near the shore where it was coldest. I needed to regroup with Xander.

      Turning around, I nearly jumped out of my skin when I saw a figure standing on the road with his hands cupped around his mouth.

      “Arti!” he cried, and I relaxed a moment later when I realized it was none other than Xander himself.

      I waved, then started to march toward him until I realized I was quite surrounded by shrubs. I flicked my finger at one of them, and it lifted me up under it. I yelped as it started walking - standing on a shrub as a vehicle wasn’t as much fun or safe as I imagined in my head, it turned out. By the time it brought me to the roadside and dumped me off unceremoniously, Xander had his eyebrow raised and was holding back a laugh.

      “Taking a beach break?” he asked.

      “Actually,” I said, hands on my hips once I brushed my hair out of my eyes, “I was looking for you.”

      “Hopefully to tell me you’ve got something better than I’ve got,” he said.

      “Whole lot of nothing,” I said as we started to walk back toward town.

      “Same with Morgan and me,” he said with a gruff sigh. “Morgan’s in the middle of settling a dispute between a couple of neighbors. The search revealed that they’ve been stealing gardening equipment from each others’ sheds for years. They both enchanted their stuff to return to their sheds, so the tools just kind of migrate back and forth at random.”

      I snickered at that.

      We were just coming around the bend of the road leading into town when I saw a group of people heading our way to pass us.

      “Nothing to see out there,” Xander called up to them. “We’ve already checked thoroughly.”

      The group slowed to a halt, murmuring disappointment to one another, except for one.

      My mom was hurrying forward from the group, only turning to call, “I’ll catch up with you all!” before she made her way over to us.

      “Oh no,” I muttered while she was too far away to hear. “Play it cool.”

      “What?” Xander chuckled, but it was too late.

      “Well, just look at you two!” she gushed, her eyes terrifyingly wide as she hovered around us, looking us over. “The town detectives, working close together!”

      “Hi, mom,” I said with a terse smile.

      “Oh, don’t be so stiff, honey,” she said, rubbing my arm with one hand and Xander’s with the other. “You don’t want to make Chief Forsetti here think you have a stick up your butt now, do you?”

      “Morning, Mrs. Mani,” Xander said with a polite nod, his smile growing bigger.

      “Oh, with the two of you working together all the time, I’m sure you’ll have this figured out in no time,” she said, steamrolling us. “Xander, do you know how excited Arti here was when she solved that first murder case?”

      “Mom.”

      “Oh really?” he chuckled, and I shot him a glare. Traitor!

      “She’s just head over heels for this kind of work, and she’s so good at it. Has she shown you the attic where she keeps that dusty old chalkboard for making notes when she’s stuck?”

      “Mom.”

      “Now, I don’t think I’ve seen that yet,” Xander said.

      “You absolutely have to come over soon; Arti would love to have you! She talks about having you over all the time.”

      “No I don’t, mom,” I said urgently.

      “And she’s even remodeling the interior of the B&B - she has such an eye for style. You’d love what she has planned. Oooh, if you two like working together so much, you ought to have Xander help you out with the muscle of the remodeling! Don’t you want your guests to know a pair of big, strong hands have gone into-”

      “I have a phone call I need to take immediately,” I said, turning to hurry away from that nightmare of a conversation before my face turned so red it melted off. In my defense, my phone was indeed buzzing, and I looked down to see it was Diana.

      “What’s up?” I said, putting it to my ear.

      “Arti, please tell me you’ve got something,” Di’s weary voice came.

      “What’s going on, Di? You sound rough,” I said. “The investigation is... well, it’s going.”

      “I just left a meeting with Mr. Frost,” she said through a groan. “This is heart-wrenching, Arti. The man is absolutely shattered. He’s convinced there’s no hope, and now he’s on the verge of a nervous breakdown. I’ve never seen someone so bent out of shape. He sure has good reason, but I’ve just never seen anyone in this much trouble mentally before.”

      “Oh my moon,” I said softly, frowning. “I’m so sorry, Di. I wish I had something more for you.”

      “You know how these things go, Arti,” Di said. “Crime statistics and all. If they’re not found in the first foty-eight hours…”

      “I know, I know,” I said. “And I’m sure anxious parents just make it all the worse for you. Believe me, we’re working as hard as we can, and you’ll be one of the first ones to know when we turn something up.”

      “Please, Arti, do whatever it takes,” she said, sounding like she hadn’t slept in days. “You’ve got the police working with you for once.”

      “I’ve got to go, Di,” I said. “I’ll keep you posted.”

      I ended the call and sighed, looking back to where Xander seemed to finally be extracting himself from a conversation with my mom. I dreaded to find out what they’d been talking about.

      The worst was that Diana was right. With me and Xander working together, there was no reason we shouldn’t have been solving this in half the time.

      So, why did I feel more clueless about this case than any other before it?
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      I sighed and turned back around to see my mother still chatting animatedly with, or rather at Xander just down the beach. I rolled my eyes, wondering how many ridiculously embarrassing anecdotes about me she had managed to squeeze in during the five minutes I was gone. I walked back over slowly, not altogether eager to rejoin the little group. If there had been any sparks left crackling between Xander and me after our date, they would surely have been put out by now, thanks to my mom. But the handsome officer was looking at her with a bemused expression, nodding and laughing at all the right moments. Mom was talking with her hands, as usual, gesticulating excitedly as she spoke about moon-knew-what. She looked utterly captivated by Xander, her eyes sparkling brightly as though she was the one falling in love with him, instead of me. As if we weren’t all gathered on this beach for a morbid, deadly-serious search party. I had half a mind to march over and remind her that there was, in fact, an innocent and frightened little girl in trouble, and that this was no time for socializing.

      But I knew better than to try and reason with my mother most of the time. She was exactly as headstrong as I was. Besides, once she was on a roll, there was really no stopping her. I took my time walking back to them. As I approached, my mom stopped mid-sentence and her face lit up.

      She grabbed me and put an arm around me, beaming happily. “Who was that on the phone, sweetie? It looked important!” she asked, nosy as always.

      “Oh, it was just Diana,” I told her.

      Her eyes widened and she looked concerned. “Oh no. What happened? Is she alright?”

      I chuckled. “Yes, Mom. She’s fine. Just upset.” I looked over at Xander and added, “She’s got Mr. Frost over there right now, trying to calm him down. Apparently he’s inconsolable. Even her powers don’t seem to be working.”

      Xander nodded, his face falling. “I don’t blame him. Poor guy.”

      “I can’t imagine what he must be going through. To lose a child, and especially one so young and helpless, it must be hell. The closest I’ve ever come to that kind of fear and pain was when I used to lose you at the farmer’s market sometimes when you were little,” my mom quipped, looking at me pointedly. I sighed.

      “That’s not a story we need to revisit right now,” I said quickly.

      “Nonsense, it will just take a moment,” she insisted. I gave Xander a very emphatic look, but he didn’t come to my rescue. He simply waited for my mom to tell the tale.

      “Well, when Artemis was, oh, about six years old or so, we used to go to that farmer’s market downtown every Sunday. It was our shopping day, you see, and that was back before we had a big garden of our own. So we would go there to pick up fresh produce and whatnot for the coming week. Diana was always so helpful. She would help me make a list and pick stuff out like a little professional shopper. But Arti here was so impatient! She was always getting distracted and bored and so she’d wander off and just totally disappear into the crowds. Oh, you wouldn’t believe the number of times I had to search frantically for her, only to find her trying to steal cherries from a vendor a block away!”

      “That’s right, Mom. Just tell the nice police officer all about how I used to commit petty theft when I was a dumb kid,” I groaned.

      Xander laughed and gave me a wink. “I’m pretty sure the statute of limitations has long since run out on your cherry-stealing crimes, Arti,” he said.

      “See? All’s well,” Mom said cheerily.

      “Anyway, I only did it because you took so long to pick out produce at the market,” I remarked. Mom giggled.

      “Like I said: impatient,” my mom reiterated, giving me a squeeze. “Anyway, I had better head back to the search party and keep looking for little Tina. I’m sure that group needs as much help as they can get.” She leaned in and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You know, most of those folks are only in it for selfish reasons. They seem to think it’s just a social event of some kind. How shallow, right?”

      Xander did a good job of keeping a straight face and nodded. “Yes. I noticed. Luckily, the three of us are here to do things the right way,” he said. My mother did not notice the faint tone of facetiousness whatsoever.

      “Agreed!” she said wholeheartedly. “Well, see you later. It was good to see you, Chief Forsetti. I hope to be seeing much more of you in future,” she said with a knowing smile. I felt as though I might actually melt through the sand and slip down to the center of the earth forever. She turned and walked away, leaving me with Xander, who was staring at me with a funny look on his face, clearly trying his hardest not to burst out laughing.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. My mom is a disaster,” I sighed.

      “She’s charming, actually. I bet she’s really fun at parties,” he said, without a single trace of malice. He truly was too kind for his own good.

      “Oh, don’t tell her that. She’s got a healthy ego already. I love her to death, but sometimes it feels like this town isn’t big enough to fit both her and me.”

      “She’s retired, right?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Yep. And bored out of her mind half the time. I swear, that woman has enough energy for everyone. If only we could find a way to harness that energy, we could power the whole town easily.”

      “I see where you get your tenacity from now,” Xander added. I looked at him critically, expecting that to be kind of an insult, but he just looked impressed.

      I smiled. “Well, I’m sure you understand. Your mom was the police chief. She’s got to have crazy high energy, too, just to be able to handle it all.”

      He looked wistful. “Yeah. I suppose you could say that.”

      I wondered why he always seemed to clam up whenever his past was brought up. I wanted to pry, but something told me that Xander would open up and tell me about in his own time, when he was ready. And I certainly didn’t want to pull a Celeste and pry him open with a crowbar as she was wont to do. We had time. All the time in the world to get to know each other.

      “Well, anyway, I’d better get back on the trail,” he said.

      “Me, too. I’m going to just walk around town a bit, try and wrack my brain for answers. I’m sorry I haven’t been able to give you anything more to work with yet,” I told him truthfully.

      He waved his hand. “Don’t sweat it. You’ve already been much more helpful than I could have expected from you considering you’re not on the payroll.”

      “Not yet,” I joked. He grinned.

      “We’ll see about that. I’ll catch you later, Arti. Stay safe, okay?” he said.

      “Sure. See you,” I replied. He stalked off down the beach, rubbing his arms to keep warm. I watched him disappear over a dune, wondering where on earth I should go next.

      I swiveled around and walked back to the road. It might be prudent for me to just take a walk and clear my mind, see if I could use my lunar connection to try and feel around for clues or guidance of some kind. I wandered up the road, taking an aimless path winding through residential neighborhoods on the outskirts of town, following the outside track which took me past the woods, past the nursery, past the ominous tree at which Tina’s backpack had been discovered. I kept going and made my way past the nursery, where a huge display of flowers out the front were covered in a thin layer of snow, looking unhappy.

      I kept walking, just carrying my broom against my shoulder as my boots crunched over the snow that was beginning to toughen into slippery ice over time. I thanked my lucky stars yet again for the fact that we lived in a town without the need for vehicles, since I had read that car tires often had trouble with this icy stuff.

      Eventually I reached the end of the road and had to turn back. Twenty minutes later I found myself wandering around downtown, and I passed by an art gallery with a dancing, fluttering flyer on the door. As I walked by, it began to whisper, “Psst. Hey! Psst, you there! With the broom!”

      I whipped around and said, “What do you want?”

      “Rude, much?” the flyer whined. “Exhibition! Featuring local artists! Register soon!”

      “Sorry, I’m not an artist,” I replied.

      “But you know one, right? Everybody knows an artist,” it insisted.

      Yeesh. These enchanted ads were getting a little pushy these days, weren’t they? But the flyer was correct, I realized. I did, in fact, know an artist. Lara. I remembered her gorgeous paintings and conceded. “Alright. You got me. I’m going to take a picture of you on my phone to show my artsy friend, okay? So be still for a minute.”

      “Whatever you say!” it chirped back. It stopped wiggling in the breeze and straightened itself out, lying flat against the door. I took out my phone and snapped a photo.

      “Good. Got it. Thanks,” I said, feeling a little silly for talking back to it.

      “Cool. Spread the word!” it replied brightly.

      I decided that was enough excitement for the day and hopped on my broom to head home. On the way, I could not stop yawning. Being a detective-slash-hotelier was hard work. When I got home, I could feel my body dragging me along like it might collapse any second. I groaned as I fit the key in the door and opened it to walk inside, remembering that I still needed to cook dinner for myself and my guests. As soon as I walked in, I was confronted with the judgmental glare of my familiar cat, who was perched on the back of the sofa, her tail twitching with annoyance. Oh my moon, what now?

      “You look miffed, Luna. What’s up?” I asked as I hung up my coat.

      She made a grumpy hmph noise and jumped down to run over to me, her tail sticking straight up. She stopped at my feet and looked up at me longingly. “I missed you,” she admitted quietly. I smiled and knelt down, opening my arms so she could hop up into them. It was rare for her to be so clingy, since she usually liked to pretend she was too cool for me. I held her close, listening as her annoyance faded into satisfied purring.

      “I’m back now,” I said softly. “Sorry I’ve been gone all day again.”

      “I hope you find that little girl soon, because it’s weird hanging around here all day trying to entertain your guests for you,” she complained.

      “Oh, like Daphne and Lara are difficult guests,” I laughed.

      She pushed back with her little paws to gaze up at me and said, “Excuse me, but I’ll have you know that I actually let both of them pet me today. I even purred.”

      “Oh yes, that sounds incredibly draining on your energy,” I teased gently.

      “It was!” she exclaimed. “Why, the older lady even interrupted my regularly-scheduled mid-afternoon cat nap just to stroke my head. Can you imagine?”

      I grinned as I carried her into the kitchen. “Nope. Can’t even imagine the strain that must have put on you, Luna. I’m terribly sorry.”

      “You should be!” she scolded. “Anyway, did you find the girl yet?”

      I sighed. “Sadly, no. She’s still missing.”

      Luna nuzzled up against my chin with her velvety little head, trying to comfort me. “Well, you know what they say about kidnappings. You need to find her in the first couple of days.”

      “Yes. Yes, Lu. I am very aware of the statistics,” I murmured exhaustedly.

      “Just saying.”

      “I know, I know,” I groaned. “But we can’t give up hope yet. Tina deserves for us to keep looking for her with the same energy and enthusiasm as we started out with. She’s just a little kid, Luna. I can’t give up just yet. I just wish I could think of something. Some clue. Anything to point us in the right direction.”

      “What are you talking about?” came a soft voice from the kitchen entryway. I looked over and smiled at Daphne, wearing comfy pajamas and slippers. She looked concerned.

      “Oh, nothing. Just the kidnapping case here in town,” I told her. “Nothing for you to worry about. I just feel bad that the quarantine still has you stuck here.”

      “Don’t you mention it,” she said placidly. “It’s no trouble, really. You have been more than exceptionally courteous in allowing me to stay here during this time. I hope I’m not putting too much of a strain on your business by being here.”

      “Oh, of course not,” I assured her quickly as I opened up the cookbook and began poring over the pages, looking for something simple and easy to make for dinner. “It’s no trouble at all. Besides, it’s not like it’s your fault the quarantine is still in place.”

      “Right,” she said. “You’ve been working with that police officer, though, haven’t you?”

      I nodded, looking back at her. “I have. Why?”

      “Oh, I was just wondering if by chance you might have any idea of when the quarantine might be lifted again,” Daphne said. “I totally understand the point of it, and I don’t want to be morbid, but I imagine the town can’t stay under lock and key forever, you know? How much longer will the search drag on before they, well, I don’t want to call it giving up, but…” she trailed off, her expression turning sad.

      “I know what you mean,” I sighed. “But I think Chief Forsetti is planning to keep it going just a little while longer. I’m sorry about the inconvenience.”

      “No, no, dear. It’s not your fault, of course,” she assured me with a smile. “I was just wondering if you knew when I could go home. Anyway, could I help out with dinner or anything? You must be exhausted.”

      Lara came strolling over just then, peering over Daphne’s shoulder. “Yes! We totally don’t mind helping out,” she added.

      “Thanks, guys. I was thinking of making something a little simple tonight, if that’s alright with you. Maybe just some homemade tomato soup and pesto grilled cheese sandwiches? I’ve got some fresh mozzarella, heirloom tomatoes, basil - all that stuff. Does that sound okay?” I asked them.

      “On a cold night like this, it’s perfect!” Lara replied, with Daphne nodding along in agreement.

      The three of us made our way into the kitchen and I set my two helpers to work, with Daphne chopping tomatoes and helping me tend to the simmering soup while I gave Lara - who was a kitchen novice - the supposedly easy task of assembling the sandwiches. However, I overestimated her skills yet again, since she ended up spilling globs of pesto all over the floor and accidentally misusing a charm that caused one of the artfully-assembled sandwiches to fly across the house and hide out on a blade of the ceiling fan in the living room. I took over her station and Lara spent the remainder of the cooking time dejectedly attempting to coax the sandwich back down.

      But finally, dinner was served without much more trouble. The three of us sat down together to eat and during the meal, I remembered to show Lara the ad I took a picture of earlier. She blushed as I tried my best to convince her to enter the art show.

      “Oh, I don’t know, Arti. That’s kind of intense,” she said.

      “How are you so shy about your art? I mean, you were a famous actress. Are a famous actress,” I corrected myself. “Aren’t you used to attention?”

      “Yeah, but not about my art,” she explained.

      “Lara, I really think you should do it,” Daphne said. “I may or may not have sneaked a peek into your room earlier and saw your work.”

      Lara blushed bright pink. “You guys…”

      “Seriously, what’s the worst that can happen?” I suggested. She sighed.

      “Alright. You wore me down. I’ll consider it,” she said.

      “Good,” I said with a smile. “I really think your art is amazing, and you should share it with the world.”

      “It’s better than my cooking skills, at any rate,” Lara replied with a sheepish grin, earning a giggle from Daphne and myself.
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      It didn’t take long for my dinner to render the house full of empty plates and bloated guests leaning back in their seats, myself included.

      “I don’t know how you do it, Artemis,” Daphne said, smiling contentedly as I levitated the plates over to the kitchen sink and carefully stacked them one atop the other in the hot water.

      “Oh, this is just a simple levitation spell.”

      “No, I mean cooking something like that every single night,” she said with a laugh. “Not even my own grandmother could do that.”

      “Well, it’s one of those things you just pick up on naturally when it’s your job,” I laughed. “Honestly though, I hardly even count it as part of the job. It’s something I’ve always liked doing, and if it happens to help make guests’ stay a little nicer, then hey, icing on the cake.”

      “Oh, don’t make me think about cake right now,” Daphne groaned, and Lara laughed. “Well, I won’t say that so quickly, maybe after an evening walk I’ll be feeling better.”

      “There’s a lovely diner downtown that’s open late and serves New York style cheesecake,” Lara mentioned. “They’ll hook you up if you swing by there, I’m sure.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Daphne said, carefully standing up and stretching. “I’m serious about the walk, though, so I think I’ll go change shoes and get on that before it gets too cold. The doctors told me I should try and do some light exercise as I continue to recover from the surgery.”

      Daphne hurried up to her room while Lara and I finished tidying up the rest of the dishes. I had to hand it to Lara, she might not have been very skilled at handling herself in the kitchen, but the fact that she was willing to keep trying meant a lot to me.

      About five minutes later, Daphne passed through the kitchen again to the door, and when she opened it, she found herself face-to-face with Celeste.

      “Oh! Sorry, hon,” my mother laughed, side-stepping Daphne, “I’m so used to just barging in here I almost forgot Arti has a guest.”

      Daphne hurried out after a quick laugh, and my mom bustled in alone.

      “Hey mom, you just missed dinner,” I said as she came in, setting her purse on the table with a tired look on her face. “But I’m guessing you could use a drink instead?”

      “That doesn’t sound half bad,” she said. “This search party thing takes a lot out of you when you don’t find anything.”

      I frowned. “No exciting new developments since I got home, I’m guessing?”

      She shook her head, and Lara frowned. “Nothing. The most we got out of it was getting to know some of the neighbors, which can be its own reward, I suppose.”

      “Morgan Forsetti might disagree with you on that one,” I said, rolling my eyes. “But that’s nice - make any new friends?” The question was half a joke, but knowing mom, anything was possible.

      “Your father sure did,” she said, chuckling. “I swear, that man comes off as shy, but turn him loose in a crowd and he’ll have double-dates scheduled through next month. I did get to know a few people I don’t see often, though,” she said. “Mr. Sellers was out and about again with those damned moles of his. I swear, just because his family can talk with animals, they think they’re just the caretakers of the whole ecosystem!”

      Lara and I exchanged smirks from across the counter.

      I picked a bottle of red wine from the cupboard and poured us three glasses while mom chatted away about some of the characters she ran across during the town-wide search party today.

      “But I’m sure I didn’t have as much fun as you and Xander did, running off together like that,” she said about halfway through her first glass, giving me a knowing smile that made me want to cast an invisibility spell on myself.

      “You only ran into us a few minutes after we ran into each other,” I said firmly while Lara tried to hide a smile behind my mom.

      “Well shoot, why didn’t you say so, Arti? I would have given you two the privacy you wanted,” she said, and my face glowed with embarrassment.

      “Mom, we were in the middle of an investigation, for a missing child, in case you’d forgotten.”

      “Love finds a way, honey, you know that,” my mom chided me mildly, and I rolled my eyes. “Besides, you really need to get on this train if you’re planning on catching it. Did you know, one of the ladies I ran into this afternoon has a daughter who just had surgery for fibroids. She’ll probably never be able to have children, and she never planned for anything like that to happen. Such a shame. You never know, it’s best to have children early if you’re planning on having them at all, before your body shuts down.”

      I opened my mouth to ask how on earth a casual conversation turned into sharing about a woman’s fibroids, but then I remembered that with my mom involved, anything was possible. Especially if there were more moms out there like her.

      “You can’t just take this for granted all your life, you know, that’s all I’m saying,” she said, and she actually patted my stomach with a hint-hint smile on her face.

      “I’ll keep it in mind, mom,” I said, trying to keep my expression flat, exchanging a look with Lara, who was very obviously stifling a laugh.

      “And moon knows Xander is on board,” she added, and I had to excuse myself to go to the bathroom to save myself from having a meltdown.

      But as I washed my hands a few minutes later, something my mom said made me slow down and think over her words more carefully.

      I dried my hands off quickly and headed back to the kitchen, where I saw Lara scrolling through her phone alone.

      “Where’d mom go?” I asked, peering around cautiously as if she could have been lurking behind a corner with more romantic candles and pamphlets about pregnancy or something.

      “Oh, she’s still here,” Lara said, looking up. “She just said she thinks she forgot something on the deck out back last time she was here, and she wanted to go get it. I think she actually has some flower vases she wants to secretly plant around the place. You’ve got my sympathies, Arti.”

      I groaned. “How come Diana doesn’t get this treatment? I never hear mom riding her about giving her some grandkids. Maybe having flocks of schoolkids is a good enough placeholder.”

      “Well, you’re the one running the B&B,” Lara pointed out with a smile as she poured herself a second glass of wine. “You’ve got the whole domestic thing going on already, so she probably sees herself in you.”

      I genuinely hadn’t thought about it that way, and I felt a real smile come across my face. “I guess that’s a nice thought.”

      “That, and while your sister sounds like a wonderful person, ‘former mayor and current principal of the town’s only school’ doesn’t exactly scream ‘approachable and dateable’, and I don’t think Diana’s interested in changing that image anytime soon.”

      “She’s got life figured out, yeah,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “I think I could use another glass of that wine.”

      Lara poured me one and I remembered what had occurred to me in the bathroom.

      “By the way, Lara, you’ve spent some time talking to Daphne - what was it she said she was recovering from here?”

      “Fibroid removal,” Lara said. “What Celeste said reminded me. I thought it was a funny coincidence - not that fibroids are funny, but you know.”

      “Right,” I said, nodding. “That’s what I thought too, I just needed someone to back me up on it.”

      “Why?” she asked. “Is that strange?”

      I paused, thinking over my words carefully. “What are the chances…” I started, then shook my head and started over. “Hear me out here. Daphne has a sister who lives in town, so she has roots in Moonlight Cove. So, what are the chances her mom also lives here?”

      Lara’s eyes widened. “You’re saying Daphne might be the daughter with fibroids your mom was talking about?”

      “And if that’s the case, Daphne’s mom and my mom were talking about how it affects your ability to have kids,” I said, starting to pace as my mind raced. “So that was clearly on Daphne’s mom’s mind - assuming it actually was her mom. What are the chances?”

      “Steep,” Lara admitted. “But not too steep.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking,” I said, getting more excited by the minute. “And remember what Daphne was telling us about having kids when the search first started? It’s on her mind, too.”

      “Yeah,” Lara said, looking excited. “You don’t think…?”

      I looked to the door to the back deck to make sure mom wasn’t coming back in, then glanced at the front door to make sure Daphne’s return wasn’t imminent. I turned back to Lara and leaned in on the counter with a conspiratorial whisper.

      “Tina Frost is six years old. She’s a young kid, impressionable, and still in her formative years. Daphne just went through surgery that could mean she can’t have her own kids, and it obviously bothers her. And yeah, all that could be coincidence, but…”

      I took a drink of my wine, pausing. Lara was looking at me as if she’d be on the edge of her seat if she wasn’t standing up. And yes, I chose that moment to take a drink purely for dramatic effect.

      “The morning that Tina disappeared was the morning that Daphne was supposed to leave.”

      Lara audibly gasped, and I had to fight to keep a smile off my lips. This was serious subject matter, but getting that kind of reaction out of an actress felt nice and validating.

      “If she was already leaving, maybe she meant to take Tina with her as she went, except Xander put up the quarantine, leaving her stuck here with us,” Lara nodded, seeing exactly where I was going with the thought.

      “Meaning she had to hide Tina somewhere,” I continued.

      “But she’s not here, surely,” Lara said. “We would have noticed if there was a six year old in this house. It’s big, but it’s not that big.”

      I nodded. “ I know. Keep Daphne or my mom distracted when either of them gets back,” I said, taking out my phone and holding it up. “I’ve got a phone call to make.”

      Lara nodded, biting her lip as I hurried up the stairs.

      “Good luck,” she called after me quietly.
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      I tapped my foot impatiently as I held the cell phone against my ear. I was shaking ever so slightly, overwhelmed with the rush of adrenaline that came from potentially deciphering a serious puzzle. If I was right, well, this could be a major break in the case. Major enough to possibly get Tina back home with her parents soon.

      Still, it was wild to think that all this time, the person responsible for the quarantine, for the town-wide search party, for the suffering and panic of Mr. Frost and Ms. Rhodes could have been living under my own roof. I felt a pang of guilt for not seeing it sooner. I had ignored the evidence right in front of me. But my moon, Daphne had just seemed so sweet and harmless. How was I supposed to know she was a calculating predator? I reminded myself, though, as I listened to the phone line ringing, that perhaps she was both. Daphne was both a sweet, kindly woman and also the kind of woman who would react poorly to the bad news that she might not ever conceive a child and do something drastic.

      After all, wasn’t that what people were talking about when they said desperate times call for desperate measures? Perhaps in Daphne’s mind, she was doing the best thing she could for herself. Now I just needed to get to Xander fast, so we could act upon this new revelation before it was too late. Who knew where Daphne was going tonight? What she was up to?

      What was she really capable of?

      “Come on, Xander, answer the phone,” I muttered. Finally, there was a click and the sound of a phone almost being dropped.

      “Xander?” I said.

      “Yeah, sorry. I had stepped away for a moment to grab my dinner from the microwave, I apologize,” he said quickly, sounding flustered.

      “The microwave?” I repeated, wrinkling my nose. “Xander, if you need someone to bring you a real meal once in a while, you have my number.”

      He chuckled. “Careful what you promise me or before long I might actually take you up on that,” he teased. “But I assume you didn’t call me up to judge me for my culinary decisions, did you?”

      “No. I did not. Actually, I have something kind of big to tell you,” I said, my heart starting to race. I could hear him chewing faintly.

      “Is everything alright?”

      “Yeah. Well, no. Kind of. Right now it’s okay here. But I think I may or may not have been accidentally harboring a criminal all this time, Xander,” I confessed. He started coughing and nearly choked on his gross microwave meal.

      “You what, now?”

      “Okay, so I know exactly how crazy this might sound to you, but I have a feeling my guest here at the B&B might be involved in the Tina Frost case,” I told him, lowering my voice. I knew Daphne wasn’t in the house, but I still felt uneasy talking about this so openly. If the woman was willing to kidnap a child and attempt to flee the region with her, who knew what else she was capable of? Wiretapping the house? I didn’t want to take any risks.

      “Wait. Who are we talking about? Not Lara Lancaster, I assume,” he said.

      I snorted. “No. My moon, of course not. It’s Daphne. Daphne Wright,” I said. “The middle-aged woman staying here. She was visiting her sister here in town, and I guess her mother, too. She’s been recovering from a surgery to remove fibroids.”

      “Wait, wait. Slow down, Arti. Surgery to remove what, now?”

      “Fibroids,” I said impatiently. “On her uterus. So Daphne comes to town to convalesce and recover from surgery to remove fibroids from her uterus. Having those fibroids means that she most likely would have gotten bad news from her doctor about her reduced chance of fertility.”

      “How do you know all that?” he asked.

      “What part?”

      “About the fertility,” he clarified. I could almost hear him blushing through the phone. I smiled. Moon help me, this was a weird conversation to be having with the man I might possibly be sort-of-kind-of dating.

      “It’s just, like, something you know about as a woman,” I explained hastily, then moved back to the topic at hand. “Anyway, so she’s been hanging out with her sister, Desiree, who lives here in town. And the reason I know that Daphne has been worrying about her inability to conceive is because today, during the search party, my mom made some new friends.”

      “Yep. Sounds like her.”

      “Exactly. Well, turns out that she befriended a woman who told her all about how her daughter has fibroids and probably won’t be able to give her a grandchild. Which, incidentally, is probably part of why my mom has been so persistent about my needing to date you and eventually give her a grandchild,” I said, instantly wincing when I realized what I’d said.

      There was a pause before Xander replied. “Okay, um, that is a conversation for future us. We’ll skip that right now. Sound good?”

      “Yes. Yes, please,” I said awkwardly. “Alright, so I’m thinking what are the chances that it could be someone else? I mean, really. It has to be Daphne, right?”

      “It’s kind of a big leap to go from being sad about not having a child to flat-out stealing one from someone else,” Xander reasoned.

      “I know, I know. It sounds crazy. But I mean, wouldn’t you have to be a little bit crazy to kidnap a little kid in the first place? Who in their right mind would do that?” I countered. “Besides, Daphne was supposed to leave the morning Tina was taken. She had actually left, and then came back when she found out the quarantine spell had been put in place. Maybe she was on her way out of town, and happened to come across Tina walking to school. She could have acted on impulse and just taken her, planning to be far away by the time anyone realized Tina was gone, but it didn’t work out that way. But I know Tina’s not here at the B&B. That’s the only thing.”

      “Good point. Okay, so here’s what I want you to do: stay right there. Act natural. Is Daphne in the B&B right now?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Shoot. Where is she, then?”

      “She went out on a walk, she said. But I think--”

      “--that she’s going to visit Tina wherever she has her stashed away,” Xander finished.

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “Now, do you have any idea where that might be?”

      I frowned. “No. Not yet.”

      “Okay. That’s fine. We’ll start there. I’ll be over in a few minutes,” he said. “Just hold down the fort until I get there, Arti. And please be careful. If Daphne is capable of kidnapping a child, there’s no telling how dangerous she might actually be.”

      “Right,” I said. “See you soon.”

      “Soon,” he repeated, and hung up. I sat down on the edge of my bed, feeling overwhelmed. This was all happening so fast. Luna came plodding into the room and hopped up into my lap, looking concerned.

      “Is it true?” she asked. “I overheard all of that. Daphne is really the bad guy?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I think so.”

      She shuddered. “Ugh! And to think I let that woman pet me!”

      I smiled in spite of myself. “Yeah. She fooled us all.”

      Xander must have broken a thousand broom-traffic laws to get to the Manor, because it seemed like only a minute or two had passed before I heard him knocking at the door downstairs. I rushed down to answer it and he immediately hugged me, which was such a shock that I went ramrod stiff.

      When he released me, a bright fire burned in his eyes. “I’m so happy to see that you’re alright.”

      I gave him a quizzical smile even as I blushed. “I’m fine, Xander. Seriously.”

      “Good. Good,” he said, ruffling his fingers back through his hair. “Now, first things first: I want to search the B&B from top to bottom.”

      I blinked confusedly. “What? You think Tina might be hidden here?”

      He nodded. “Just in case, Arti. This is a big house. There have got to be some hidey-holes. Let’s go.”

      Lara came in and joined the effort, the three of us searching every nook and cranny of the house for signs of a hidden child. Even the cats joined in. But we found nothing. Twenty minutes later we stood in the kitchen, all of us looking utterly lost. I made a pot of fresh coffee, assuming that sleep was already out of the equation for tonight.

      As Xander sipped his black coffee, he spoke. “Okay, so what else do we know about Daphne Wright? You said something about her sister?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “She has a sister in town, Desiree. Apparently she works at a nursery across town. You know, the one close by the… oh my moon.” I trailed off as my eyes went wide.

      “What is it?” Lara asked.

      I looked at both of them, stunned at my realization. “The nursery. It’s near that tree - the tree where we found Tina’s backpack.”

      Xander instantly got on my level. “You think the sister is involved.”

      I nodded. “Yes, possibly. It would make sense. As soon as Daphne found out she was trapped in town, she would have known she couldn’t bring Tina back to the B&B. Maybe she took her to her sister, instead.”

      “Right, and then Desiree took care of Tina,” Xander added.

      “Now we know where Tina might be: the nursery,” I exclaimed. Xander set down his coffee cup and grabbed me by the hand.

      “Let’s go, now,” he insisted.

      “Lara, hold down the fort, act natural if she comes back,” I called over my shoulder as Xander pulled me out the door. He took his broom and hopped on, gesturing for me to get behind him. I slid up against him, wrapping my arms around his muscular torso as he kicked off and the broom went rocketing down the street at breakneck speed.

      “I think your broom has a little more horsepower than mine,” I said loudly, trying to talk over the loud rush of wind around us. I shivered for a few moments in the cold before I remembered to cast the insulation spell, warming us both. It didn’t take us long to get all the way across town and pull up to the front of the nursery. And just as I suspected, the lights were still on, even though it was long after sundown by now and the place would have closed for the night hours ago.

      “We’re here,” Xander said gruffly as the broom came to a halt. He jumped up and helped me down, too, setting the broom against a tree. “Be careful, and be ready to cast a spell. We don’t know what Desiree might do.”

      I nodded, fear gripping my heart as I held my hand in front of me, finger at the ready. I crept along behind him as we sneaked around to the back of the building, pressing ourselves against the trees for sale lined up against the building. By straining my ears, the sound of faint noises coming from inside the greenhouse reached me. They were soft sounds: music playing, shuffling footsteps, and what sounded like a child’s voice singing along with the music. My heart skipped a beat as Xander glanced back at me, and I knew he could hear the same thing.

      “Reseraroa,” Xander murmured as he pointed his finger at the door. It unlocked itself easily and the door creaked open. The singing inside stopped, and so did the footsteps. Xander gave me a silent nod and we both burst through the door, fingers up.

      In front of us was a little girl with dark hair in two neat braids, complete with ribbons at the end. She stared up at us with wide, cinnamon-brown eyes, a look of pure surprise and fear on her sweet little face. She dropped the doll in her hands and it fell to the floor. I dared not move for fear of scaring her further.

      “You’re not Desiree,” the little girl murmured.

      “No, we’re not,” Xander said in a quiet voice, slowly kneeling down. I followed suit, looking around carefully to make sure we weren’t about to be ambushed. The little girl backed away a little bit, looking at us with suspicion.

      “Are you going to take me away, too?” she asked, the sadness in her voice breaking my heart. I managed to give her what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

      “No, sweetie. I promise. What’s your name?” I asked gently.

      She stood up straight, putting on a brave face as she answered, “Tina Leigh Frost.”

      Xander and I grinned, relief washing over us to see the little girl looking healthy, even if she was definitely a little traumatized.

      “Tina, my name is Arti, and this is my friend Xander, who works with the police. We’re going to take you home to see your daddy. How does that sound?” I asked her.

      Her face lit up like fireworks. “Yay!” she exclaimed, rushing into my arms with such force she almost bowled me over. I could feel my heart thumping like crazy as I stood up, cradling the six-year-old to my chest. Xander patted me on the back.

      “Good work, Arti,” he said warmly. “Take her home, I’m going to find the two women.”

      It was time for him to make an arrest.
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      I never thought I’d see the day that a guest would be pressed up against the counter of the B&B’s kitchen, getting her hands cuffed behind her back by the local chief of police. But life was full of surprises, and I seemed to be pretty good at running into those surprises lately.

      “I never wanted to hurt anyone,” Daphne was saying, a sad and bitter bite to her words as silent tears streamed down her cheeks. “You’ll never have any idea what this feels like, young man, to lose your chance at motherhood. You would have done the same thing.”

      Desiree had been at the back of the nursery, and Xander had arrested her and taken her to the police station. By the time he had finished with her, I had returned to the B&B to find Daphne back from her walk, and Xander showed up to arrest her about a minute after I’d come home.

      “You’re right, I’ll never know,” Xander said as the handcuffs clicked. “But I won’t know what it feels like to try to take a parent’s child away, either.”

      “I knew what I was doing,” she snapped, dropping some of the pretense of a sweet middle-aged tourist I’d gotten to know. “She would have had a happier life with me than she would have here.”

      “It was a crime of opportunity then?” I asked, and Daphne nodded.

      “I was just leaving town. I was on my broom, when I saw Tina walking along to school. I knew this was my chance, my only chance at having a child. So I stopped and started talking to her. We had a short chat, and the girl was friendly. I asked her if she wanted to come with me on an adventure, and she said yes. But by the time we reached the outskirts of town, we couldn’t leave. So I took her to Des. I explained everything. Since Des lived upstairs, above the nursery, I knew she could take care of Tina without anyone noticing, whereas at the B&B there was no chance.”

      “So you decided to stick with your kidnapping plan until everyone forgot about Tina and you could leave safely.”

      “I’m no criminal, dear,” Daphne insisted, glaring at me. “I wanted a girl of my own to raise properly and give the love she deserves.”

      “And kidnapping doesn’t make you a criminal?” Xander scoffed.

      “Not if it’s for a good cause,” Daphne shot back. Xander rolled his eyes and looked at me.

      “I think I’ve heard enough.”

      I nodded as Xander led Daphne towards the front door, rubbing my temples as I followed after them. Lara placed a hand on my shoulder.

      “Was her dad happy?”

      “Thrilled,” I replied with a grin as I recalled the wide-eyed look on his face, then the tears that came instantly as he took his little girl into his arms and cradled her like he was never going to let her go. “He thanked me about a trillion times. He said he was going to call Francine, he wanted her to come over and see Tina as well.”

      “Oh, that’s nice,” Lara said with a smile. “You’ve saved the day once again.”

      “Hey, I had help.”

      About an hour later, Xander knocked on the door once more, and followed me into the kitchen, where I poured him another cup of coffee. Lara quickly excused herself, and winked at me as she made her way up the stairs, with Lucy following on her heels.

      “What do you think?”  he asked.

      “About what?”

      He gestured vaguely to the kitchen around us. “The whole case. It didn’t go as smoothly as I’d like, but I think we make a good team, you and me.”

      I blushed a little and gave him a stupid smile in return. “It could have gone worse, I’ll give you that.”

      For the first time, I saw a little color come to Xander’s cheeks, and it made my smile grow from ear to ear.

      “Yeah, that’s true,” he chuckled. “It could have gone as well as our ‘work dinner’ the other night.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t that bad,” I said, rolling my eyes and grinning.

      “Maybe not, but I think I can do better,” he said. “What do you say?”

      I was taken off-guard, I had to admit. I decided to try to take him off-guard right back.

      “Do you usually try to pick up girls at crime scenes?”

      His face reddened, and he rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Well, if you say no, it sounds like Daphne has some free time in the near future.”

      I spluttered out a laugh, and he winced even as he grinned.

      “Too soon, huh?” he chuckled.

      “Maybe a little,” I giggled. “But yeah, if only to save you from that, I think we can give it another go.”

      “Great,” he said.

      I grinned at him stupidly, but a moment later Xander’s phone rang.

      “It’s Morgan,” he said as he swiped the phone to answer.

      Yup, this had definitely been an interesting day.
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* * *

      “I didn’t know Moonlight Cove even had an art gallery,” Xander mused as we made our way down the sidewalk.

      “It’s not something we’re known for, but I like to send guests over here every now and then when there’s a show going on. It’s gotten me some favors from the curators, so I got to help Lara set up a little.”

      “Wow, that’s impressive on short notice.”

      “It was nothing, but I’ll take it.”

      Xander and I were on our way to our unofficial second date and official first date, as far as I was concerned. And to handle two birds with one spell, we decided to spend the evening at the art exhibition featuring Lara’s art.

      I finally managed to convince her to put her work up on display, after a few long discussions over more bottles of wine than I’d like to admit. And judging by the number of unfamiliar faces I saw milling around outside the gallery, the lack of advertising her specifically hadn’t done much to deter people from seeing the Lara Lancaster’s personal artwork.

      We stepped into the room and were greeted with warm light, and and I couldn’t hold back a gasp at the interior. Even though I had helped set up, I hadn’t seen the final display.

      Unlike human art galleries, nothing was hanging on the wall here. Every piece on display was suspended in mid-air by magic, just like the lights above, perfectly immobile. Not having to rely on a square, wall-hanging portrait gave the artist plenty of room for creativity. Sure, a fair number of square canvases floated in rows that sharply-dressed guests walked down, but some floated far above, facing downward. In one corner was what looked like actual clouds that had been tinted different colors and floated around in an abstract but utterly enchanting display. A little movement caught my eye, and I spotted painted versions of Luna and Lucy in one of the portraits, playing with each other before jumping off the canvas and appearing in another one next to it. They bounded from canvas to canvas of Lara’s artwork, freely moving through the whole room while batting at each other and delighting the guests while not intruding on the other artists’ work.

      But the centerpiece that I knew Lara had worked her heart out on was sitting in the middle of the room, proudly on display. It was a cylindrical canvas that floated like a big ring. On the outside was painted a panoramic view of the town of Moonlight Cove at night. The full moon shone down brightly on everything, making the wintery scene look warm and inviting.

      “Wow,” Xander breathed, and he looked downright taken by the art around him. “Lara did all this? You must have been an amazing influence on her.”

      I smiled a little proudly, and I bumped his hip with mine. “I don’t think I can take credit for this one, but I’ll take the compliment.”

      “Is there an interior to that?” Xander asked, pointing out the fact that there were a few people standing inside the cylindrical display

      “Oh, I don’t know, but that’s a good question,” I said, and without thinking, I grabbed his hand to pull him after me as I hurried toward it. His hand was warm and rough, but big enough to cover mine entirely. It hit me that I hadn’t felt it until now, but I was half-distracted by the art.

      We slipped inside the ring, where I was delighted to see Lara standing there, smiling and chatting with a few guests.

      And to my astonishment, the interior was painted.

      While the outside was the panorama of the town, the interior was a similar panorama of various interiors of buildings from around town. I recognized the Magic Bean’s warm, welcoming space with guests sitting around and chatting, as well as the Academy, filled with bustling students and a little person in the background who looked suspiciously like Diana.

      Xander squeezed my hand and pointed behind us, and my heart jumped to my throat when I recognized the interior of the B&B looking me in the face. It was unmistakable - the scene showed my kitchen, with a tall, dark-haired figure that fit my frame with her back turned, facing the stove. Two half-empty wine glasses sat on the counter, and as I was looked at it, the animated paintings of Luna and Lucy jumped up on the counter and darted across it.

      “I was not prepared to cry tonight,” I whispered to Xander, squeezing his hand tight, and he chuckled.

      “You can thank the artist herself,” he said as Lara approached us with a nervous smile on her face.

      “Hey guys!” she chimed, “I’m so glad you could make-”

      Before she could finish, I lunged forward and threw my arms around her in a tight hug that made her squeak.

      “You are an amazing and talented and stupendous person, and you’re not allowed to say otherwise.”

      “Glad you like it,” Lara croaked before I released her. She grinned, looking between me and Xander. “I really couldn’t have done this without your support, but oh my God, I’ve gotten so many business cards.”

      “I told you they’d love it,” I said.

      “Yeah, yeah, you can gloat with me at the afterparty that I expect to see both of you at,” she said, winking at me. “Now shoo, go enjoy yourselves, you look amazing.”

      “You do!” I shot back, but Xander had his hand around me and was pulling me away gently and waving to Lara.

      “Really though, this is amazing,” Xander said once we broke free and were making our way over to the wine table. “All of it.”

      “I have talented friends,” I said proudly. Looking him up and down, I added, “and talented coworkers, if I do say so myself.”

      “Oh, are we coworkers now? That might make tonight a little unprofessional,” he said, giving me a quick wink.

      “Yeah, well,” I mused, looking out the window to the waxing moon glowing down on the town, “I’m an unprofessional kind of witch.”
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      First of all, I wanted to thank you for reading this book. I well and truly hope you enjoyed reading this book as much as I loved writing it.

      If you enjoyed The Perfect Spell I’d really appreciate it if you could take a moment and leave a review for the book on Amazon, to help other readers find the book as well.

      You can also sign up to my newsletter to receive an email every time I release a new book. To sign up for my newsletter, click here now.

      Want to read more of Arti’s adventures? The fifth book in the Moonlight Cove series is scheduled for release in early 2019.
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