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Chapter One
 
“Oh, Miss Kitty,” Auntie Meme trilled. “You naughty, naughty owl.” Only Auntie Meme’s voice was more sarcastic than scolding. 
Closely followed up by the yipping of King, Mrs. Hubbard’s Yorkie.
“Naughty nothin’!” My witchy antennae picked up the subtle increase in tension in Mrs. Hubbard’s voice. “I’m calling the ASPCA because I’m sure, well, maybe not real sure, but I’d put my plastic flower garden on the line that keeping an owl as a pet is not within the law.” 
My heart stopped not only because Mrs. Hubbard meant business when she bet her plastic flower garden on anything, but also because Miss Kitty wasn’t just any ordinary owl. She was a rare species that wasn’t indigenous to the United States. 
“I’ll take that bet!” A scream clawed in Auntie Meme’s throat. “Who in their right mind plants plastic flowers? You go through all the hassle of digging and planting, so you might as well plant the real deal. But then again, you’d probably kill them.”
Auntie Meme and Mrs. Hubbard were not fond of each other and that was putting it nicely. 
That woman is meaner than a skillet full of rattlesnakes, Auntie Meme would say about Mrs. Hubbard. Mrs. Hubbard would say, Your aunt is crazier than a shit house rat. Whatever that meant. 
“I don’t think that stealing a package from your neighbor’s front porch is within the law.” Auntie Meme’s voice held uneasiness spiced with irritation. 
“I reckon I’m gonna go on in and call the law. Shooo old black bird!” Mrs. Hubbard’s voice carried into the open window of my bedroom. “Come on, King.” 
King yipped and yapped. Miss Kitty, unfazed, sat on the railing of Mrs. Hubbard’s front porch. 
“I dare you.” Auntie Meme’s voice slid through my veins like a cold needle. She wasn’t going to play nice anymore, not that she ever started out nice, but we didn’t need her doing something to Mrs. Hubbard. The neighbors would notice right off, since she wouldn’t be at the nightly circle when all the old women on Belgravia Court gathered to gossip.
We’d spent the better part of our lives in Old Louisville flying under the radar, trying to look like the people who lived around us. As we’d gotten older, it’d gotten harder and harder. And Auntie Meme has gotten crotchetier and crotchetier. She’s been waiting for the perfect time to throw a little bad luck Mrs. Hubbard’s way and this little confrontation just might’ve been that tipping point, especially when it came to Miss Kitty, Auntie’s owl that just so happened to be her familiar. So Mrs. Hubbard’s threat of calling the ASPCA wasn’t going along with our plan to fit in.
The Jack-and-Jill bathroom between my sister’s bedroom and mine was dark. The door to Lilith’s room on the other side of the bathroom was closed. Was she listening to the bantering going on outside our windows? Or was she really asleep? Either way, it didn’t matter, she wasn’t going to stop Auntie from exposing us. Especially now that she’s found her life’s mission. Mine, I’d yet to fully understand.
I rolled out of bed, the old wood floor creaked underneath me, which I was sure alerted the rest of the women in my family I was up. I parted the curtain and was nearly blinded by the bright early morning sunlight that would soon brighten our door an hour later due to the daylight savings time change in a week. Something my family loved. The shorter the days, the happier we were. Only because we did our best work at night. 
Auntie Meme and Mrs. Hubbard were nose-to-nose. Auntie Meme’s red hair was stuck up all over her head like it always was; she was wearing her blue silk kimono, with the blue stars on it, loosely belted around her waist. 
“Shoo you old black bird! Get off my flowers!” Mrs. Hubbard was fighting both Auntie Meme and the black bird that I’d seen perched on her porch a few times over the past couple of days. Both seemed to be stubborn because neither of them moved. 
Mrs. Hubbard looked as if she’d just been to the hairdresser. Her short grey hair was cut into a perfect bob just below her ears and neatly parted on the left side. Her hands planted on her hips, her brows cocked up under her side bangs. Of course she had on her staples: pearl earrings, pearl necklace and black pleated slacks. The only difference in her day-to-day outfit was the color of her cardigan. Today her choice happened to be green, as in grass green which didn’t go well with the color of her skin, but that was my sister’s Lilith’s job to make her over. Not mine.
Mine was to keep the peace between us and the neighbors on Belgravia Court.
“And that hair of yours.” Mrs. Hubbard tsked.  “You know the sayin’ ‘road hard and put up wet’?”
Auntie Meme wiggled her fingers and swung her arm above her head. It was the moment she’d been waiting for. And I was about to squish that moment like a bug. 
“Auntie! Whoohooo! Auntie!” I threw the window up and hung my head out. “Miss Kitty!” I yelled and the owl’s wings spread, pumping a couple of times before she lifted off Mrs. Hubbard’s front porch railing.
Miss Kitty hovered over Mrs. Hubbard for a moment too long. 
 “No, Miss Kitty!” I screamed but it was too late. She’d left a right nice sized present on Mrs. Hubbard’s head before she flapped her wings a couple of times and landed on my windowsill. 
“Whoooo, whoooo.” Her brown eyes innocently blinked.
“You know better than that,” I scolded Miss Kitty and grabbed my robe off the chair. “Stay!” I ordered her to stay in or on the house.
  I ran down the hall and shoved my arms in the sleeves of my robe as I darted down the stairs. I flung the front door open, cringing when it smacked the wall in the entrance hall, hoping against all the super witchy powers in the world that the stained glass on the heavy wooden door hadn’t broken. 
There was no time to waste, Auntie Meme had both hands up in the air and if I didn’t get to her in time, Mrs. Hubbard, I’m sure, would be turned into the wartiest frog Belgravia Court had ever seen.
“No, no, no, no.” I slid up behind Auntie and yanked her arms down. I stuck mine up in the air and did a little gig around her. “Halleluiah!” I threw both my hands up in the air. “Praise the Lord on this beautiful, fine crisp fall morning.” I elbowed Auntie. “Right!” 
Auntie threw me a cold, hard-pinched expression. Glances were exchanged between the two old women who were both gnawed with anxiety.
“What is wrong with your family?” Mrs. Hubbard lowered her eyes. She stumbled backward and used her hand to feel for the railing going up her stairs. She took one step backward and up. “Y’all have gone and lost your ever lovin’ minds. Both of you.” Mrs. Hubbard shook her finger at us climbing another step before she turned on the balls of her feet and scurried inside her house, slamming the door behind her. 
“Maggie Park.” Her voice brimming with distaste after I spoiled the little spell she was about to unleash on Mrs. Hubbard, “You just ruined it. I need an eye of newt for the book club meeting and I almost had two eyes.” She grabbed me by my elbow and dragged me across the front yards. “I could’ve had four if I’d turned that little yapper into a newt too.”
“Oh, Auntie.” I sighed an exasperated sigh. “You’ve got to be more careful and let Mrs. Hubbard roll off your back.”
“That woman puts her nose into our business and I’m telling you as sure as I’m standing right here under the strawberry moon that she’s more dangerous to us in mortal form than she is in amphibian.” Auntie Meme clapped her hands.
“Squawk!” Miss Kitty flew down from my window on the third floor of our home and landed on Auntie’s arm. 
“Maggie Park! What did I tell you about flinging the door open?” Mom hung over the second floor balcony, her long black hair was parted down the middle and fell over the railing.  The second floor porch was right off of Mom’s room and I was sure she’d seen everything that’d happened between Auntie and Mrs. Hubbard, but was taking her anger out on me. 
My eyes drew up the red three-story home with the double porches on the front left side of the house. There were two large windows on each level opposite the porches. Two dark grey pillars were built on the brick wall to the open porch leading up to the large wooden door with long skinny decorative windows on each side and the same door with the stained glass that held our heritage. One glass panel was a witch hat, another a black cat, and the third a full moon. 
“Good morning, Park family.” Abram Callahan came skipping up the front walk with a big smile on his face. His messy blond hair was damp as if he’d just stepped out of the shower. His green eyes sparkled under the dawn sun. “Did y’all see the strawberry moon?”
I grabbed the edges of my robe and gripped it together. 
“Abram, what are you doing out and about so early?” I asked knowing that I didn’t have an appointment, nor did I care about the strawberry moon. I gave Auntie the stink eye, knowing she was up to her old shenanigans of matchmaking.
Abram Callahan and I had been friends since we were kids. He grew up on Belgravia Court. 
He was a local mechanic that was really great at electronics and circuits in specialty cars. I never understood why I couldn’t just swipe my hand toward my car and fix whatever needed to be fixed, knowing that my car was one of a kind.
Auntie Meme had Miss Kitty, Mom had Riule the cat and Lilith had Gilbert, the macaw.  Me, I had Vinnie, a 1965 red AC Cobra.
“Have you seen Boomer this morning?” he asked and twisted his head side-to-side. 
“You mean this little fellow?” Auntie Meme bent down and picked up the grey tabby. She deposited him in Abram’s arms. 
“There you are.” As Abram ran his hand down Boomer’s back, fur flew everywhere. “He’s been slipping out at night and I’m not sure why.”
“Does he feel okay?” I bent down and looked at Boomer. His eyes weren’t as vibrant as I’d seen them. 
“He’s not eating as much as he used to.” Abram’s eyes slid up to mine. It was an unspoken look between us. A look that meant he wanted me to work a little magic.
Boomer looked at me and I smiled. His little mouth turned up but only I could see. He and I had a special bond. Boomer didn’t have nine lives; he’s had triple that. Belgravia Court was next to Central Park and St. James Street was a busy street in Old Louisville that ran alongside Belgravia Court. Abram and I loved going down to Central Park to play and Boomer happened to follow us, only he played Frogger on St. James Street. Just like the game, a car squished him. He was dead. 
I’ll never forget the look on Abram’s face when we heard the car that hit Boomer skid as the driver swerved the car to miss him, but it was too late and Boomer was lying on the ground. The driver and Abram were standing next to the car bawling their eyes out. I bent down and touched Boomer, springing him back to life. 
Abram wasn’t stupid and he knew something weird had gone on. The whole witchy thing was supposed to be a big secret. Abram and I pinky-swore that we’d never talk about it again and we didn’t. So it was natural that when I turned sixteen and Mom had given me my familiar, a 1965 AC Cobra named Vinnie, Abram became my familiar’s sole mechanic. 
Mom and Auntie loved Abram. He was loyal to the family. Never asked questions. And certainly didn’t question the odd equipment under Vinnie’s hood. 
“You will come in for biscuits and gravy,” Mom appeared at the front door. She ran her hand over the stained glass, her gesture letting me know that she still wasn’t happy with me flinging the door open. If she only knew it had been for our family’s own good, she might’ve been a little more understanding.
“You know I will.” Abram put Boomer back on the ground and jetted up our front steps, following Auntie inside. 
“What’s wrong?” I bent down and patted Boomer. He let out a few meows. Nothing a little touch couldn’t fix. “You are fine.” 
He scurried down the courtyard after I ran my hand down him. He stopped in the middle and looked back at me before he ran off toward their house. 
Belgravia Court was still asleep, except for Mrs. Hubbard. It was an odd place to live. 
The houses were so close together, I couldn’t spit out my side bedroom window without hitting the neighbor’s house. 
Belgravia Court was a close-knit community with everyone in everyone else’s business. Our little slice of heaven was peacefully tucked away from most of the noises of the city. All the Victorian homes were built back in the 1980’s and faced each other across a green courtyard that ran three blocks.  At night, gas lights provide the illumination taking one back into another time. It was what Mom was going for when she moved us here. The old, familiar feel of yesteryears. 
Not just us. Given our heritage and all, we tried to keep a low profile. Thanks to Auntie and her on-going feud with Mrs. Hubbard, that was a hard thing to do. 
“You sit right here.” Auntie patted the open seat next to Abram when I walked into the kitchen. I cocked a brow. Mom slid me a sideways glance; a slight smile curled the edges of her lips. 
I eased down onto the chair and tucked the hem of the robe under my legs. 
“Maggie, I hope you are hungry. You have a big morning.” Mom’s eyes drew down on me; it was like looking in the mirror because we had the same almond-shaped black eyes and oval face. Our hair was the same, long and black and she could pass as my sister. The only difference was her high cheekbones, like Lilith’s, compared to my round ones that made me look younger than I really was.
My eyes narrowed wondering idly what Mom was talking about. My life was pretty much the same every day. Go to work at our family diner, The Brew, take orders, and deliver the food. I wasn’t much of a cook and although I tried, I could burn water. Auntie was the cook and I couldn’t say that she was so much of a great cook that kept our diner hopping as much as she’s a great witch with wonderful taste-bud spells. Lilith had worked there until she recently took over a local makeup company called Mystic Couture. She spent most of her days at the office working with Tessa, the owner, leaving me to do all the duties at The Brew, which was probably what Mom was talking about.
“This sure does look good.” Abram looked around the table and took his helping of biscuits, scooping spoons full of gravy and interrupting the odd silence between the Park women. He hovered over his plate and dug right on in with his fork. 
Auntie and Mom disappeared from the room leaving me and Abram alone. 
“Hey.” He leaned over. He wiggled his fingers in the air. “Can you do that oggly-boogly on Boomer again like you did when we were kids?”
A terrifying realization rushed over me. As much as I had hoped that Abram had forgotten what I’d done, he hadn’t. 
“You pinky swore.” My mood veered sharply to anger. “You pinky swore,” I said again.
“Oh.” He shrugged and went back to stuffing his face with the gravy soaked biscuits. His mouth full, he said in a muffled voice, “Well, it didn’t hurt to ask. And you are super testy. Plus, I pinky swore before you told me all about your involvement with SKUL and Mick Jasper.”
My heart did a flip-flop before it skipped a beat and nearly stopped. 
A few months ago I’d gotten into a little pickle with a little known division of Interpol called SKUL, Secret Keepers of the Universal Laws. You could say I was at the wrong place at the wrong time or sticking my witchy nose where it didn’t belong; either way, Auntie Meme had sent Abram my way when I’d gone to look for Mick Jasper, the spy for SKUL who I had started to inadvertently help after SKUL had decided I would make a good informant for them due to my everyday, all-American-girl look. Little did they know I was a witch. Regardless, I had confided in Abram about my role and how Mick Jasper played into it, keeping the truth about my involvement with Mick from my family. 
“Listen,” I put my hand over his mouth. I whispered knowing Auntie and Mom were probably in the hall listening because I could guarantee this was not a chance meeting this early in the morning because I’d never seen Abram up at the break of dawn, “We have to talk about this later.”
“Later?” Mom walked in. “You two are meeting up later?” Her voice escalated as she drummed her fingertips together. 
“Dinner sounds perfect.” Auntie Meme swept into the room. “And I’ll even let Maggie leave work early so she can get ready for your date.”
“Wait.” I jumped up. “We didn’t say anything about a date.”
“Date.” Abram shrugged and smiled. “That sounds about perfect.” He scooted his chair back and stood up. “I’ll see you tonight, little lady.” 
“No, no, you won’t and I’m not little lady.” I followed on his heels down the hallway, my body rigid, my fists tensed.
“I’ll be here around three, early supper.” He turned at the door and looked at me. Satisfaction pursed his lips. 
I slammed the door. A thunderbolt jagged through me.
“This is working out splendidly,” Mom’s voice trilled from the kitchen. “With that Mick out of the way, we will have you married off in no time.”
“Married off?” My footsteps thundered down the hall as I stalked back to the kitchen. “There will be no wedding to Abram Callahan.”
I had completely ignored the Mick comment. 
“Maggie,” Mom drew near me and curled her arm around my shoulder. “Auntie and I were talking and we just don’t think you are cut from the same cloth as we are. We know.” She twirled her wrist around. “We know you had your Witchy Hour, but it proved to be a little off kilter since you haven’t really found your life’s journey.”
“Cut from the same cloth?” A laugh raked my insides. 
Hearing the words Mick and Witchy Hour in the same sentence startled my insides. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t thought about Mick Jasper over the past couple of months, of course I did, but as the weeks had gone by and I’d yet to hear from him, so had my thoughts. I’d kept myself busy at The Brew, especially now since my sister Lilith was no longer working there. Auntie Meme had yet to hire anyone new in fear of them figuring out that no matter what kind of mood the customer was in when they walked through the door, they left the diner with a full belly and a happy soul, all due to Auntie’s special spelled ingredients she meticulously served in her food. 
“Mick Jasper? Witchy Hour.” I shook my head. 
Yes. I’d had my Witchy Hour while I was working undercover for SKUL, which by the way wasn’t by choice. Mick Jasper was a sneaky little handsome devil. He’d looked into our family diner and our lives when I’d refused to help him after I’d gotten myself entangled in his investigation. Of course there were no records of us. We were a family of witches.
My mom had moved us to Old Louisville. By day Lilith and I went to regular school and by night Mom and Auntie Meme held witch school for us. We’d blended in just like everyone else. Auntie Meme’s life’s journey was to cook and create, so it was natural for her to whip her wrist and turn an old building in downtown Louisville into a diner. Mom was more on the Mother Nature side of the life’s journey so she grew all the special ingredients Auntie Meme needed along with keeping our yard looking beautiful. Then there was Lilith. Her life’s journey had ended up being in the natural beauty field and using products that didn’t hurt the skin or the earth so her job at Mystic Couture was perfect.
Then there was me. I had my Witchy Hour as soon as I started my little adventure with SKUL. Mick Jasper hadn’t found any paid taxes or even the sale of the building to our family, so he held it over my head until I agreed to work with SKUL. I wasn’t sure if working for SKUL was my life’s journey so I’d kept it to myself and pretended that Mick was my boyfriend and that was why I was spending so much time with him. 
Mom and Auntie’s witchy senses went to hell in a hand basket and they did everything they could to split us up. That’s where Abram fit in and I was sure where this marriage thing was coming from. 
“I haven’t seen Mick in months. And my life’s journey has obviously been put on hold since I have to work Lilith’s shift at the diner.” It sounded reasonable enough, though we all knew the Witchy Hour, the hour where my mortal world and witch world had collided—which just so happened to be when I met Mick—had already reared its head and alerted us to the fact I’d found my journey. 
Mom’s dark watchful eyes missed nothing. She stared at me as I rambled. I felt like a cat in a bag.
“Ha!” I had to come up with some dazzling leap of logic. I moved past them and down the hall. “Me and Abram? Ridiculous. I’m not even attracted to him.” I wagged my finger in the air behind me and jogged up the two flights of steps to my room.
Mick Jasper. I rubbed my finger and thumb together. I could almost feel the spark we’d shared when I touched him. 
“Mick Jasper,” I whispered and lifted my finger to my lips to try to stop saying his name, but it was music to my ears. “Mick Jasper.” 



Chapter Two
 
The crisp fall morning breeze gently blew the curtains into my bedroom and whooshed down, snapping me out of my thoughts. Something told me that it wasn’t going to be long until I saw Mick Jasper again. 
With a swipe of my hand and a cute outfit later, I’d grabbed my clutch off the counter, the bottles of ingredients Mom had left in a bag for me to take to the diner for Auntie’s daily specials and headed out into the early morning dew.
“Good morning, Maggie.” Vinnie, my red 1965 AC Cobra car-slash-familiar greeted me when I got into the car. “You are awfully dressed up for serving coffee and biscuits.”
“You are very observant.” I buckled my seat belt and tapped on Vinnie’s dash to make all his circuits light up. It wasn’t that I needed to type in where I was going this morning, it was the same every morning, but it kept my hands busy and it kept Vinnie from really trying to read my body language. Mick was on my mind. “I thought that a cute sweater would be a nice change.”
Fall weather in Kentucky is akin to Mother Nature with PMS. She didn’t know whether it should be hot, cold, rainy or snowy.  On any given fall day she’d change the weather through all the seasons and cackle while we tried to dress for her. I had chosen, by the swipe of my witchy hand, a turtleneck brown form-fitting sweater to go with a pair of my skinny jeans and tall brown boots. Normally I’d wear the regular black pants, black shirt and comfortable shoes, but today my gut told me to wear something different.
As much as I wanted to believe it wasn’t about a certain hunky spy, I knew differently. 
“This isn’t going to be a good day.” Vinnie jerked forward, speeding off down the alley, making a quick right on Sixth Street without stopping to check oncoming traffic. 
“Vinnie!” I scolded him and reached out to flip on the manual switch after a barrage of honking cars and skidding tires echoed from behind us. “Are you having a bad morning?”
“Don’t flip my switch. You’ve already done enough damage this morning.” Vinnie slowed to the regular speed limit before he took a left on Hill Street. 
“What on Earth are you talking about?” I adjusted myself in the seat and held on to the wheel. 
“There is a foul odor under my hood and the last time I felt this angry in my pistons. . .” Vinnie’s voice trailed off as soon as he pulled up to the curb on Fourth Street, right in front of The Brew. “It was because of that Mick Jasper.”
“Mick Jasper?” I laughed before there was a tap on the passenger’s side window and I nearly jumped right out of the cute outfit. “Mick Jasper.” 
I blinked. I blinked again, this time a little harder. He stood there gazing into my private space. I gulped. It’d been a few months since I looked into those blue eyes and totally forgotten the effect they really did have on me.
Mick Jasper.
“What are you doing here?” I met his flinty gaze head-on when I got out of the car and used the fake key fob to make Vinnie beep like I was locking him. I gripped the bag of ingredients and my clutch. 
Vinnie didn’t take too kindly to it, so he set his alarm off. 
“Turn off the alarm.” Mick looked over my shoulder at Vinnie’s flashing lights blinking on and off before Vinnie decided to pop his hood up and down for dramatic effect. “I swear you need a new mechanic.”
“What can I say?” I shrugged and ran around to the front pushing the hood closed with a very firm palm smack, giving Vinnie the you-better-knock-it-off sign. “It’s an—”
Mick interrupted, “Old car. You’ve said that several times when strange things happen.”
“I probably do need to keep it in the shop for days.” Mysteriously the honking horn alarm and flashing lights went off. 
“Just like that.” Mick gestured to the car. “You say something like you are going to take it to the shop and it stops like it hears you.”
“Huh.” I tilted my head, duck billed my lips and furrowed my brows as if he were on to something. I was pretty good at pretending to be a mortal around him. Scary had it’d been natural. “So,” I rocked back on my boot heels. “We don’t open for another half hour.”
As much as I tried to ignore her, Auntie Meme was in the front window of The Brew flailing her arms above her head trying to get my attention. I knew she needed me to get the dining room ready for the customers and Mick was taking that time. 
“I’m not here for the biscuits and gravy or the feel good mood that I seem to get when I’m here.” He stepped back and narrowed his eyes. “Burt sent me here. He said that he needs to see you.”
“Oh.” I rubbed my hands together. “Another case?” I elbowed him. “Partner.”
“First off, I don’t know what he wants because I’m already on a case. Secondly, we aren’t partners. I’m just the messenger.” He looked up and down Fourth Street. “Be at SKUL headquarters at three o’clock this afternoon.”
“Aye-aye.” I clicked my boot heels together. 
“And remember that you can’t breathe a word of this to anyone. Including your Auntie Meme who is desperately trying to get your attention behind me.” Mick Jasper was very observant which made him a good spy. “So you better come up with something better than I’m your boyfriend because I won’t be around.”
I stood there and happily watched him walk down the street and get into the maroon beat-up Caprice he drove. It was by far and away a better way to wake up my lazy body than a cup of coffee. 
“We’ll see about that.” My brows rose in obvious pleasure and I blew a stream of wind in his direction before he sped off.
If I was going to have to do some work for SKUL, it was going to be with Mick. I was going to make sure of that, whether he wanted to or not. 
Bang, bang, bang. Auntie Meme pounded on the window with a flat palm. I ran inside.
“Your mama isn’t going to be none too happy.” Auntie Meme rosy red cheeks deepened. Her black eyes impaled me. She stuck her fingers in her flaming red hair and fluffed it even higher.
“Why? Because Mick Jasper came to see me and asked me out.” A big snake-like grin grew on my face. Liar, liar I thought to myself knowing it would send Auntie Meme into a tizzy.
 “I’m just your great auntie, I don’t know anything.” She shrugged. 
“But a wonderful great auntie who likes to make sure her great niece is super happy and isn’t stuck with Abram Callahan when she’d much rather be talking to Mick Jasper.” It was my way of asking her to keep my little meeting with Mick a secret. “Besides,” I lifted my hand in the air. “There’s nothing to tell. He only wants to talk to me this afternoon.”
I twirled my wrist to the right and then Auntie Meme grabbed it, flinging it down to my side. She grabbed the bag of ingredients from my other hand. 
“No magic.” Her eyes were alight like a fire, somewhat like an arsonist’s. “I told you no magic. Fill the condiments yourself.”
“What good is being a witch if we can’t use our magic?” I walked past her and grabbed the condiment caddie from underneath the counter. “Seriously, with the swipe of my hand.”
“You and I both know that there are people everywhere that could be walking by and happen to see you do the tiniest bit of magic and then we’d be exposed.” She sauntered back to the kitchen and disappeared into the kitchen where she did her life’s journey. “You can never use magic in the real world, Maggie. Even when you figure out your life’s journey.”
I walked around the retro diner, going from table to table filling up the sugar, salt, and pepper shakers. I placed a napkin in front of each chair along with a fork, spoon, knife and a frosted plastic cup. Each table had their own retro design and they all had the metal stripping around the edges with metal chairs with the plastic-sparkly chair seats. The black-and-white tile floor finished The Brew’s retro diner look Auntie Meme was going for. 
“So,” I nagged at Auntie Meme to get the heat off of me. “What on Earth were you fighting with Mrs. Hubbard about so early this morning?”
Auntie popped her head through the window between the kitchen and the dining room. Her cheeks were sprinkled with flour and her hair looked as if she’d dusted underneath a couch, which was out of her character since most of her cooking was done with magic. I eyed her suspiciously. 
“That old bat.” Auntie Meme’s hand flew up in the air, a spark of lightning shot out, exploding into a tiny firework with a bat popping out of it. I ducked when it flew over my head. I ran toward the door and pushed it open just in time for the creature to fly out. 
“I guess you are mad,” I snorted. “What on Earth did she do?”
“I had a hankerin’ something was wrong when I didn’t receive my package I ordered. I should fuss at my ownself because I knew I should’ve ordered it from a coven instead of that big online retailer everyone squawks about, especially since the neighborhood gossip circle wonders why we never get packages in the mail or the mailman never stops.” She tsked. 
We didn’t receive mail or even know what it was about. In fact, we didn’t even have a mailbox, but for all the gossip circle of Belgravia Court knew we might’ve had a P.O. Box, even though we didn’t. 
“Anyways, I need a special vase for the spell circle. It was guaranteed to do the trick and there was only one left on that online retailer. I did the mortal thing and ordered, anxiously awaiting the delivery man to deliver it around the four o’clock afternoon time so when those henny-hens were gathered and clucking away, they’d see us getting a package.” Auntie Meme’s eyes hooded like a hawk. “I was too late getting home yesterday to get my package. There was this note on the door.” She pulled a yellow slip of paper from her apron and held it through the pass-through window. 
I walked over and took it from her. The slip said they’d delivered the package to the neighbor.
“You know I don’t like to socialize much, so I went door-to-door on Belgravia Court asking if any of them had my package. Not a single one said yes or admitted to it. But I got me a clue.”
When she said clue a pain struck my heart with a sick and fiery gnaw that told me Auntie Meme was not good at sleuthing and this was a disaster waiting to happen. 
“Shay Hannagan down at 212 Belgravia Court,” Auntie spouted off Mrs. Hannagan’s address, “told me that she saw the one and only Gladys Hubbard scurrying across Belgravia Court from our house to hers. Not just a little walk, she was practically running with a package under her arm around the same time I was supposed to get a delivery.”
“I’m sure you went over and asked her nicely if she’d received the package and maybe was bringing it to our house and when no one answered she took it back home?” It seemed like a pretty logical explanation to me, but logical and Auntie Meme were not a combination. 
“I might could’ve.” Auntie Meme lifted her chin, her lids drew down to cover her eyes as she looked down to the right. 
“Let me guess,” I paused for effect. “You didn’t.”
“You’re darn tootin’ right I didn’t,” she spat through gritted teeth. “I got me one of them eyewitness accounts about her thieving my package.”
“You heard it from Shay Hannagan, who I recall also started the rumor that Abram and I were going to get married.” A rumor I desperately wanted to forget about. A rumor that sent Mom and Auntie Meme to the store to get me all sorts of bridal catalogs when I was twenty-one. 
“He was carrying you.” Auntie Meme brought back the memory of how I’d let Lilith take me to The Derby, our local neighborhood bar, for my twenty-first birthday. Needless to say, I couldn’t make it home on my own two feet and Abram had to carry me. 
“I was drunk.” My voice carried a unique force. “Besides, I was just making a point.” I had to put that memory in the back of my head. 
Everyone on Belgravia Court thought there was going to be this big old wedding right there in the middle of the court. Abram’s mom had already made a guest list. Mom has always been so sure that my Witchy Hour had to do with marrying a mortal. One like Abram wouldn’t be so bad since he never questioned me, until today, and he’s kept his mouth shut about Vinnie. A keeper in Mom’s and Auntie Meme’s eyes. 
One problem. I wasn’t attracted to Abram Callahan and never would be. I let out a happy sigh when images of Mick popped in my head. 
“Oh no.” Auntie shook her head and disappeared back into the kitchen. “I know that look when I see it. Mortal or witch,” she hollered over her shoulder. “You are smitten, young lady!”
“I am not in love with Abram Callahan!” I put the condiment container back under the counter and ran my finger down the three coffee pots. Instantly they filled with freshly brewed coffee. I dusted my hands and smiled.
“I wasn’t talking about Abram.” A puff of flour rolled out of the pass-through. “I’m talking about Mick.” Her words sent a shock to my heart. “I’m gonna have to call the Spell Circle.”



Chapter Three
 
It didn’t do me any good to wear a cute outfit to work. I hustled and cleared so many tables, I ended up spilling everyone’s leftovers on me. Auntie Meme was off her game and we’d actually had a few complaints, which had never happened in the history of The Brew. And the lunch crowd stayed unusually longer than normal. It was so out of character that I had a sneaky suspicion Auntie Meme had done a little spell of her own to keep the crowds there so I would be late meeting Mick.
She’d already threatened to call in her Spell Circle, her group of witchy friends that met once a month to do protection spells and concoct all sorts of new spells. Some worked, some didn’t. Either way, I enjoyed watching them and found myself somewhat jealous that I didn’t have friends like that. 
Still, I was almost certain Auntie had planned the lunch crowd to take longer than usual. 
“Good afternoon, Maggie.” Vinnie had been waiting outside of the diner when I’d gotten off work. 
“Good afternoon,” I put on my seatbelt and paused, wondering if I should flip Vinnie’s manual switch because he wasn’t going to be happy that I was going to see Mick. “Vinnie, I’m going to SKUL headquarters.”
“I don’t find that sentence a bit musing, Maggie.” Vinnie’s distaste for SKUL and all things related started back on that fateful night I’d played Truth or Spell with Lilith while we were having a drink at The Derby after work one day. 
I lost the dare so I had to put a cat spell on the man of Lilith’s choice. That man just so happened to be Mick Jasper. Only. . .I put the spell on the wrong man. Mick had seen it all and when I cast the mind-erasing spell on him, it didn’t work. In fact none of my spells worked on Mick and that’s when my Witchy Hour came. And that’s how I knew my life’s journey was based around Mick and SKUL. 
A life’s journey I’d questioned up until this morning when Mick showed up on the sidewalk in front of The Brew. It’d been a couple of months since I’d heard from him and I figured it had been an anomaly and the Witchy Hour had it wrong. But maybe not.
“I wasn’t trying to amuse you, Vinnie.” I mimicked his static voice. “I’m serious. You can either drive me to SKUL headquarters or I can flip on the manual.”
Vinnie roared his engine and I held on figuring him to be so mad that he was going to take off. Boy was I wrong. His tires rolled at a snail’s pace just to piss me off. Just to piss him off, I pulled the visor down and took my Mystic Couture lipstick out of my clutch and applied it very slowly over my lips.
“Mick really loved this color last time I wore it.” My lips made the suction sound as I patted them together to matte the gloss. “And my hair.” I shook my head side-to-side as it magically styled into long loose curls down my back. “Perfect. Oh.” I lifted my hand in the air. “Just a quick wardrobe change.” I circled my hand in the air and settled into the tightest pair of leather slacks and deep v-neck sweater. 
“I do not think so.” Vinnie quipped. “You do not go out looking like that or I’ll have to send a message to your mom. Plus, you have to wear the necklace.” The red stone pendant I had hooked on the gearshift glowed. 
“I’ll make you a deal.” It was time to get down to business. “You are my familiar. Technically, you have to do what I tell you to do. I understand you are here to keep me safe. But I also believe that you are keeping me from figuring out my life’s journey.”
“What’s this deal you are talking about?” Vinnie never liked it when I reminded him that it was me who was in charge, not him, as he liked to think. 
“I’ll keep on being the same old, same dressing Maggie Park and not decide to take the bus or even have Mick pick me up if I need to, if you continue to keep me safe and do what I say, like drive me to SKUL like a normal car.” It was plain and simple. “Do the job you were meant to do, not because you are jealous of Mick Jasper.” I stuck my finger in the air and explained, “Who by the way has no interest in me the way you think.”
“I think I know how to make an emotional read out.” Vinnie’s screen lit up with lights. They did a wave before the lights made a graph. “As you can see, this was Mick’s emotional chart from the night you tried and failed, I might add, to make him a cat” his voice snide, “to his emotional chart during the last investigation you assisted SKUL in, all the way to this morning when he saw you in front of The Brew.”
There was an obvious climb when we first met, a lull over the past couple of months, and a spike this morning.
“You just had to bring up the failed part didn’t you?” I asked and snapped my fingers to change my outfit into a pair of khaki skinny pants tapered at the ankles, a black turtleneck fitted sweater and a pair of black sensible flats. I kept my hair the same because I kind of liked the loose curls. 
“Because he makes you lose your marbles when you’re around him which causes your witch sense to be off and you fail.” Vinnie gave it to me straight, only he was wrong.
“Wrong! I was off because when two worlds collide, the Witchy Hour, the spells don’t work. So somehow Mick Jasper has something to do with my life’s journey.” I pointed to the street ahead of me, happy to feel Vinnie pick up speed. 
As Vinnie drove like a normal car, my mind raced after seeing images of the emotional chart on Vinnie’s circuit. Mick had specifically mentioned that he was sent to the diner by Burt Devlin, the director of SKUL, not by himself. Mick didn’t mention anything about me working with him again. Which made me think that my life’s journey was to continue to help SKUL, which was what I’d thought a couple of months ago but then didn’t hear from them. That seemed odd. Because in your life’s journey, you were supposed to do that job for the rest of your life, every day, like Mom, Auntie Meme and Lilith. Not just intermittently. 
I would find out soon enough because before I knew it, Vinnie had pulled into the SKUL headquarters parking lot and turned off. The building wasn’t marked as SKUL, it was undercover as a dentist’s office and I just couldn’t wait to get inside to talk to the evil receptionist. 
“Oh no, not you again?” The receptionist eased back in her chair. 
“So you haven’t missed me?” I questioned in a joking manner and tapped the red pendant hanging down from the necklace to make sure I was connected to Vinnie. I had to keep my promise. 
“Listen,” she retorted, “I don’t know what you do to me every time you come in here. All I know is that I feel funny afterward.”
“That’s maybe your feeling of bad karma, since you can’t seem to let me in when I’m here, even though you know that Burt has given me clearance,” I said.
That was difficult. When Burt had asked me to help them on the last investigation, SKUL had to do all sorts of background checks on not only me, but also my family. That proved a little difficult because we were witches living in the mortal world. We looked and acted as if we had the normal background, but covens didn’t keep public records like the mortals, which made me pull a few more spells on the SKUL database, giving me a spotless past. 
“Burt?” Sarcasm dripped from her mouth. “You are calling him Burt?”
Ahem, someone cleared his voice behind me. 
“Sir!” The receptionist stood up and put her hand over her brow. “I’m sorry if you heard any of that conversation. Ms. Parks is here to see you.”
He raised a brow toward the receptionist before he turned to face me. I threw my hand up to my brow to follow suit and give him the same respect. Sherry was next to him. 
Blondie, how I ever-so-affectionately referred to her when she wasn’t around. I grimaced. She was the last person I wanted to see after the day I’d already had. 
“No need to salute me, Maggie.” Burt was an older man with silver hair. He was obviously ex-military because I sensed it as well as his hairstyle gave it away. “You are a civilian who is doing some wonderful work for your country.” His smile was warm and welcoming. He put his hand out for Sherry to step up. “You remember Sherry.”
“All too well,” I muttered under my breath before I put a big ole smile on my face and remembered what Mom always told me, you can catch more flies with honey than vinegar. “It’s so great to see you.”
“Mmm, hmmm,” she hummed, never parting those pouty lips of hers. She eased the palm of her hand on the butt of her gun that was sticking out of her holster attached to her belt. There was a SKUL badge hooked on the other side. She had on her normal SKUL outfit of blue dress pants and tucked in white button-up shirt. “Burt, can I talk to you?” She nodded her head to the corner of the receptionist’s lobby, leaving me standing in front of the receptionist with dead air between us. 
I tuned in with my witchy ears and looked around the room as if I wasn’t listening in.
“I mean no disrespect sir, but her?” Sherry looked over at me with a critical eye. “She’s not equipped to go in on an investigation of that magnitude.”
“She will be fine. I need a lay person who will fit in and she’ll be great.” Burt looked over at me and grinned. 
I returned the gesture. The pendant alerted me to tune into my witchy senses as it warmed against my turtleneck and onto my skin.
“Sir, she has no knowledge of the field. She works in a diner for God’s sake,” her voice was thick was sarcasm. 
“All the better to blend in. The less she knows, the better off we are. Just an insider is all we need.” Burt put his hands together. “I really appreciate your point of view since this was technically your case, but I’m going with my gut on this one.”
“Whatever,” she murmured. 
“Excuse me?” Burt asked and drew back giving her a stern look. 
“Of course you are right, sir.” She sucked in a deep breath and let out a long heavy sigh. 
“Patsy, Ms. Parks will be needing a badge to enter and exit the office as needed.” He instructed the receptionist. 
She eagerly nodded her head at him and shifted her glare to me once he was at the door which led to the guts of SKUL.
“Why, thank you, Patsy. That’s awful kind of you to get my SKUL badge ready.” I winked and waved before I headed over to Burt and Sherry who were waiting for me.  
I looked back at Patsy with a little sad feeling tugging in my gut that I wasn’t able to give her another spell. I had a good one too. Oh well, maybe later. 
I followed behind Burt and Sherry down the dentist’s hallway. Even though it was a cover, it was a great cover office. It even smelled of fluoride and cement used for molds. We stopped at another door and when Burt opened it, it was the secret elevator that took you down into the depths of where the real SKUL was—their offices along with all of the spy stuff that I found really cool. 
Burt was a true southern gentleman. He held the door while Sherry walked in first and I walked in after her. The elevator opened up into a large room with a flurry of people walking by all with the same sort of outfit as Sherry: either blue or black trouser pants, a gun and a badge along with a tucked in button down. All expect for Mick Jasper.
He was standing at the end of the long hallway we were walking down past the cubicles on each side. Every employee stood up and saluted Burt as we walked past. 
Mick’s eyes were focused on Burt and had instantly saluted him when Burt walked up. 
Mick’s eyes slid to mine and they caught for a minute, sending a tremor through me. He might not be my life’s journey, but he sure did give me a shakeup. He had on a pair of Levi’s that snugged in all the right places, a pair of cowboy boots, and a red plaid shirt that was striking against his tan skin and black hair. All my insides electrified when I stood near him.
“Maggie, good to see you,” the rich timbre of his voice sounded like a sweet howl at the moon as it passed through my ears. An irresistibly devastating grin crossed his lips. No matter how much I tried not to smile, my lips quivered from me trying to pull down the all-out smile on my face. 
“Mick, can we see you in Burt’s office alone?” Blondie stepped in between us. My eyes zeroed in on her hand resting on his chest. 
He had a cowboy hat in his hand and he stuck it on his head. “Why, yes ma’am, you may.” He was cute playing the part of a cowboy. 
Mmmm, mmmmm, I thought a little magic could easily rope him in.
“Giddy up,” I whispered as I watched him, really his backside, walk through Burt’s office door. I took a seat outside the door and pretended to look at my nails as I tuned in with my witchy ears.
“Can you talk Burt into his senses?” Sherry was obviously talking about Burt’s judgment to have me on this new case. “He said that he’s going to replace me with her.”
“On the Churchill Downs case?” Mick’s sweet cowboy voice had suddenly turned to business. I stood up next to the chair in front of the wall of glass. 
I turned around and looked at them gathered around Burt’s chair at his desk where he had sat down. He dragged a file off the stack and opened it. I ran my hand across my necklace so I could feel to see if my intuition was right and this had to do with my life’s journey. The heat beneath my fingertips told me I was right. 
“Yes.” Sherry’s arms flailed up and then down to her side. “Can you believe that? She has no knowledge of horse racing or anything horse related. She could go in there and blow up the entire investigation that I’ve been working on for months.”
“Sir, I’m going to have to agree with Sherry on this one. I mean, we got lucky with Ms. Parks the first time around. She was a little sloppy, but got better, but she clearly didn’t follow protocol and her judgment was more on the side of whatever felt good to her at the moment.”
“She did her job and who knew she could fly a helicopter.” Burt shuffled through a file that I could see had my name on it. He looked up at me and waved. I waved back. “She doesn’t have to know horses and all that. She simply needs to play the part that Sherry was going to play, only no agent techniques.”
“You mean there are no other agents that are qualified out there?” Mick put his hands on the desk and leaned in. 
“All the women are being used on other cases. Besides Mick. She’s right up your alley. Twenty-eight, thin, kind, and very pretty.” Burt shut the file and pushed it to the side. 
“I’m so glad you think I’m so shallow.” Mick let out a heavy sigh.
“This is ridiculous.” Sherry wasn’t about to let me take the case without a fight.
“I’m afraid you are going to have to work with Ms. Parks again.” Burt waved me in before the two could protest further. 
He stood up and walked between Mick and Sherry. Mick looked at me but Sherry kept her eyes trained on the floor. 
“Ms. Parks, are you ready for another fun investigation using your everyday sense of skills?” Burt asked. 
“Well, sir,” I clasped my hands in front of me. “It depends on what the assignment is.” 
I acted as if I really cared, I didn’t. All I knew was that I was going to be doing something with cowboy Mick and it thrilled me to death. 
“We are asking you to play Mick’s wife in an undercover investigation we have going on over at Churchill Downs.” The word wife gonged in my head. I gulped and tried to wipe any and all expression off my face.
Sherry wasn’t so good at doing that. She looked as mad as a mule chewing bumblebees. 
“There have been some reports of insider doping among the wealthiest of owners and trainers,” Burt said. 
“Doping horses?” My jaw dropped. I’d never heard a like. Who on earth would hurt a beautiful horse? Now I was more interested in the horses then Mick. 
“Yes,” Mick took a step forward. “As you know as a native Kentuckian yourself,” he looked at me as if I was hiding something. Which I was. My heritage, my witchy heritage. I was not born in Kentucky. I was born in the coven and Mom moved us to Kentucky when I was a small girl. “Horse racing is big business around here. Especially with the Kentucky Derby in our backyard. It seems that there are no limits to what these wealthy horse owners will do to secure their spot in the Derby.”
“You mean by killing off the competition?” I asked, dumbfounded. 
The more of the mortal world I was becoming engrained in, the more I didn’t like it. My double shift at The Brew was looking pretty good. 
“Sherry was Mick’s partner, but after a few checks on some of the people we are investigating, we found that Sherry had gone to high school with one of them and we just couldn’t take the chance of her being recognized,” Burt said. 
“That’s where you come in.” Mick smiled, but it wasn’t one of the smiles that knotted my stomach. It was a fake smile that alerted me that the snide spy was back. “We need you to play my wife so I can get in there and do some looking around. Maybe you can get us into the circle by befriending the wealthy wives.”
“It would help if you had knowledge of horses.” Sherry’s nose snarled along with one corner of her lip. 
“We need you to start tomorrow morning.” Burt grabbed a file off of his desk and held it out to me. 
“Oh, sir, I’d love to but I can’t do that. Now that Lilith, that’s my sister, got her Wit. . .”  I corrected myself, “Um. . .new job and so I’ve been working two shifts. Hers and mine until Auntie Meme hires a new employee.”
“Auntie Meme?” Burt questioned. 
“Oh yes, sir. She’s the patriarch of our family, sir. And no one, not even SKUL is a match for Auntie Meme.” I shrugged. 
Sherry rolled her eyes and chirped a chuckle. 
“It’s true, sir.” Mick finally came to my defense. “I’ve met and seen Auntie Meme in action.”
Burt looked between us before he paced back and forth as we all stood in silence waiting for his reply. 
He rubbed his chin. He looked up to the ceiling. He tapped his temple and spoke, “Sherry can work your shift. She’s worked undercover in diners many times. She’s an old pro.”
“Oh, I don’t think so, sir.” Sherry stepped up to the plate to give her best bat at getting out of this. “I have plenty of paperwork to catch up on and I’m just. . .”
Burt put his hand up to stop her from talking. 
“Sherry will take over your shift first thing in the morning,” Burt’s voice was stern and non-wavering. 
I swear Sherry looked as if she was going to throw a big hissy fit right there. I even prayed for it. I’d given anything to see her cry, in hopes she had one of those ugly cry faces. It would’ve been the best way to make my day, other than playing Mick Jasper’s wife! My insides jumped with glee. 
“Well.” One thing popped up in my head when my pendant warmed my chest. “I’m not sure how well Auntie Meme will take this news and all. She doesn’t know Sherry and I just can’t leave my family high and dry.”
“That’s easy. Mick had mentioned that your family eats supper every night at 5 o’clock on the dot.” He pointed to Sherry. “Sherry will be your guest and you can introduce her then.”
“But, sir,” Sherry protested. I swear the water works were on the way. I bit my lip in anticipation. Somehow she recovered and fast. She shrugged her shoulders back and her body was straight as a line drawn with a ruler. “I’ll be over at your house at five.”
“That does it then.” Burt handed me the file. “Here are the particulars you need to know on the case. We look forward to working again with you, Ms. Parks.”
He ushered me out of the office, but kept Mick and Sherry in there. I took the elevator up to the undercover dental office.
“Here you go,” Patsy’s hand flung toward me when I walked back into the lobby, my new badge in her grip. 
“Thank you, Patsy. I’m looking forward to seeing your smiling face every day.” I flicked my finger at her as if I was flinging off a booger. 
Instantly her mouth widened into the widest smile you’d ever seen. It sort of reminded me of the Joker from the Batman movies. It was an instant smile spell that would happen to her every time she saw me. 
“Goodbye.” Patsy’s lips tried to jerk down. Her teeth gritted, her jaw tensed, her brows formed a V as she used her hand to try to pull the now slightly deranged smile down.
I walked out of the office with the file tucked in my arms. 
“Well?” Vinnie asked when I got inside my familiar and he drove out of the parking lot. 
“What can you tell me about Churchill Downs, horse doping, and pretending to be a wife?” I put the file down on the seat. 
I nearly went head first through the windshield as Vinnie skidded to a stop.



Chapter Four
 
Living in Old Historic Louisville was Mom’s way of having us blend in with the mortals. Specifically Belgravia Court. Belgravia Court was old. The houses were old and in the historic register. The tree-lined courtyard in the middle of Belgravia Court was amazing. Especially this time of the year. We were very lucky to have seasonal changes in Kentucky and fall just so happened to be the prettiest. The mums planted along each side of the sidewalk were vibrant colors of orange, reds, and yellows. Of course Mom had the flower boxes that hung outside the windows and on the railing of the porch filled with pansies, garden pansies, and ladies delight. 
“Don’t you just love how the white seems to frame the purples, yellow, and reds as if they are the only thing that matters to the delightful flower?” Mom’s face lit up as she talked about her gardens.
Recently, Mom had planted bushes along the sides of our walkway leading up to our house and that threw the garden club up in a tizzy. In fact, tomorrow night there was going to be an emergency meeting held in the courtyard over what was acceptable and not acceptable. 
Mom moved us to Kentucky shortly after I was born. I didn’t know the coven from which we came nor did I know what it was like outside of the mortal world. The only thing I knew was what Mom and Auntie Meme had taught me about my powers and how it had to be kept a secret. 
It was a lot of fun to play pretend and hold secrets as a child, but it was much harder as we’d become more and more engrained with the mortal world. Going to school was a lot of fun because I was around other children. But every so often I’d be called into the principal’s office because I’d let a little slip of the wrist punish another kid for not picking me first at the game four-square or dodgeball. It was a cruel world for us witches. Well, it was a cruel world for me. Mom had expected me to be home every night for supper at five o’clock on the dot, not a minute late.
Unfortunately, my time at SKUL had made me five minutes late and the look on her face told me of her distaste. 
“Something smells good,” I said when I walked into the kitchen. 
Mom was standing by the stove and Auntie Meme and Lilith were already sitting at the table. I kissed Mom on the cheek. She swung around with the casserole in her hands and glided over to the table, putting it down in the middle. 
“Oh.” I tried to be as chipper as I could. “All the decorations look nice.” I pulled my shoulders to my ears. “Our favorite time of the year.”
True southerners loved to decorate with the seasons and a true southern witch was no different. Mom had exchanged the bright sunny window treatments with brown valences. The summer rugs had been switched out to rugs and throws with colorful floating leaves. The candles had gone from beach smell to pumpkin spiced and the tablescape had changed from pinks and greens to oranges and deep reds. Mom didn’t stop there; even the bed linens were switched out. The comforters were a little heavier and the sheets were no longer silk, they were plaid and flannel. 
Lilith lifted a perfectly plucked brow when I sat down. 
“Okay,” I finally gave in. “I’m sorry for being late.”
“I understand that you are an adult.” Mom began her scolding and I just had to sit there and take it. “You can do whatever it is you please.” She scooped out some of the casserole and flung it on each plate. Everyone bit their lips. “But you have shamed our family by not showing up for your afternoon date with Abram.” Mom twirled her hand in the air. A bread basket floated down in the center of the table. “So, when I called Auntie concerned about your whereabouts,” Mom’s face tightened, her eyes dropped. One brow lowered while the other cocked up. “She informs me that you had a visitor today. A visitor that you told us was no longer in your life.”
She planted both hands on the edge of the table and eased herself down. 
“I . . .” I tried to speak, but she lifted a hand. 
“I was so upset that I couldn’t even work on my gardens and barely got the house in order with all the fall decorations.” She glared at me. “I had to use magic to prepare this meal and that is not acceptable.”
“Mom, Mick showed up this morning.” I grabbed a piece of bread and ripped it in half before sopping up some of the casserole. “I had no idea he was coming by. He wanted to meet with me and discuss what has been going on in his life.”
“His life? You mean your life’s journey?” Mom wasn’t buying it. “I can accept that you have an attraction to this man.”
“Who wouldn’t.” Lilith grinned. “He is hot.”
Mom shot her a look. 
“What?” Lilith shrugged and took a bite of her bread. “He is,” she muttered around a mouthful.
“Regardless of his outward appearance, there is danger that surrounds him and I’m sure that’s not your life’s journey.” Mom lifted her chin. “Auntie’s Spell Circle has graciously accepted my offer for them to come tonight to do a special ceremony for you.”
“But…,” I protested, only to be shushed again.
The back screen door flung open. Pixie, Flora, Charmary, and Glinda walked through the back door in a single file line. Each of them had a leather handled oversized cloth bag with a zipper across the top. Pixie stood four feet tall and four feet wide. I was never sure of her hair color because she kept it in a buzz cut so close to her head, it shimmered different colors depending on the light. 
Flora stood five feet, five inches, but five-foot-seven if you included her hair that was long, brown and uncombed. It was how she always wore her hair, so I assumed it was her style. She was average and if I saw her on the streets, I’d probably think she was homeless. 
Charmary was altogether different. She was a little freakier than the rest. She was six feet tall and very thin. Like two-dimensional thin. She had grey hair, a long face, and wrinkly neck. Her arms were longer than the average woman and her hands were built like a man. She was kind and nice, but out of all of Auntie’s friends, she scared me a little. 
Lastly, there was Glinda. She was the grandmother type of the group. She had the middle age spread, caring eyes, and kept her hair cut nice and neat above her shoulders. She kept it parted down the middle and every time I saw her I wondered what it would look like if she parted it to the side. 
All of them had on long black cloaks, pointy laced-up boots, and a pointy hat. They were, after all, witches that didn’t live in the mortal world. They still lived in covens. Auntie rounded out the Spell Circle of five. 
“Maggie,” Pixie spoke in a soft tone. “We have a very bad feeling about this man and the positions we feel you are going to be in if you choose him as your mate.”
“But I. . .” For a second I was about to come clean, but then there was a knock on the door. 
All of us turned.
“Blondie,” my stomach dropped. Not because I’d forgotten she was coming over to meet the fam, but because she was as white as a ghost, mouth nearly scraping the floor, eyes blank as she took in the Spell Circle in their full regalia. 
“Who shall you be?” Charmary flung a finger at Sherry. 
I jumped up and pushed her hand to the ground. A collective gasp filled the room. No one touched the Spell Circle women, including me. 
“Sherry,” I ignored the major boo-boo. “Everyone,” I grabbed Sherry by the shoulders. Her appearance still a shell of who she really was. “This is my friend Sherry. She is going to be taking my job at The Brew starting tomorrow because I have a new job at Churchill Downs.”
Auntie Meme levitated above the chair. She lifted her arms. 
“Oh, shit.” I hung my head in fear of what was going to happen. I took my hands off of Sherry’s shoulders and let my arms fall to my side. 
“Virook, dremdee, jinxiel.” Auntie chanted as the sparks left her fingers. “Virook, dremdee, jinxiel,” her voice accelerated to rise above the thunderclap. The Spell Circle turned and they all chanted, “Virook, dremdee, jinxiel.” 
Sherry’s body lifted into the air. Her eyes closed and her arms hung down along with her hair as she floated out of the kitchen and down the hall. 
“Let’s eat. I’m starving.” Auntie floated down to the chair and brushed her hands over the table, magically creating more food. 
“This looks delish.” Glinda took the seat next to mine. 
“I’m starving too,” Flora scurried to the open chair across the table from Glinda. “Fae, I love the fall decorations.”
“You are so talented when it comes to decorating.” Pixie scooped two helpings of casserole on her plate. “I wish I was as creative as you.”
“Can you pass me a piece of the bread?” Charmary asked. 
“Wait!” I walked over to the table, my finger pointing toward the hall where Sherry had floated down. “What just happened?”
“Dear,” Mom said in her sweet southern voice, “we don’t have time for tom-foolery.”
“Who is Tom Fullery?” Glinda asked in her sweet voice. “I thought she was Sherry.”
“Tom-foolery is an expression.” Auntie reached across the table and patted Glinda’s hand. “It means we don’t have time for Maggie’s fun and games.”
“Oh, it’s not fun and games.” I stalked over to the table and stood over Auntie Meme. A bold move, but somehow I’d mustered up enough courage to do it. I flinched when she looked up at me. “I am not going to be able to work at the diner in the morning. I’ve taken a part-time job at Churchill Downs and tomorrow I have to go for orientation. I invited my friend over for supper so you could meet her. She has work experience in diners and you are looking for someone to hire.”
The silence spread over the room like a heavy fog. 
“Enough!” Mom smacked the table and in an instant all the food was gone along with all the plates. 
“I was hungry,” Pixie squeaked. She looked at the piece of bread in her hand. Mom snapped and the bread was gone.
Charmary gulped and stuffed the piece of bread she had in her hands into her mouth. She looked like a chipmunk.
“It’s worse than we thought.” Mom talked as if I wasn’t even in the room. “There is no time to spare. You can eat on your own time.”
The basement door flew open and everyone stood. There was a purple haze oozing up from the basement steps. Everyone got in a line, prepared to go down the steps, leaving me and Lilith last.
“You’ve done it this time.” Lilith’s brown eyes haunted me. “I don’t know what you are up to, but you need to figure it out.” She dragged her hand down her shoulder-length black hair and drew it down to the floor. Just like that, she had on her black cape and witch’s hat with our family crest on it. 
“It’s my life’s journey,” I whispered, swiping my hand down my body, changing into my black cape and witch’s hat with the same family crest. 
“Then you need to convince them of that,” she whispered in my ear as she walked down the steps behind me. 
“How do I convince them that I’m supposed to work with SKUL as an undercover agent?” I asked over my shoulder.
The sound of Lilith’s pointy toe boots stopped. I looked back. Something had come up behind her eyes that I didn’t recognize from her. Scared. Fearful. And fright held deep within, an emotion I didn’t know Lilith had. 
“Boom, cha, ka, la, ka. Boom, cha, ka, la, ka.” Auntie Meme, Mom, and the Spell Circle chanted as they took each step down into the basement. “Boom, cha, ka, la, ka.”
Mom glanced over her shoulder when she realized Lilith and I weren’t chanting. She glowered at us and turned back around. 
“Boom, cha, ka, la, ka.” Lilith and I joined in. The twinkling lights lit up the staircase and it reminded me of the sparkling nighttime stars. 
Miss Kitty flapped her wings, creating a wind as she flew down the steps landing on Auntie’s shoulder. Riule slid past our feet as he scurried next to Mom. Gilbert squawked signaling Lilith to put out her forearm for him to land. Then there was me, with no animal familiar to comfort me. Everything was different about me.
My insides knotted. Not with the excitement I’d had the last time I’d come down, but with a gurgling of uneasiness. The last time I’d come down to the sacred basement was when my two worlds had collided and my Witchy Hour was upon me and my life’s journey was about to be revealed. 
At the time I had no idea that my life’s journey included my little hiccup spell with Mick Jasper and SKUL and truly wasn’t certain of it until just now. A terrifying realization washed over me, stopping me in my tracks. 
There was nothing wrong with me. What I had just said to Lilith was the truth. My life’s journey was to help SKUL with investigations. I might not have been a trained spy or know how to use self-defense the way the SKUL academy had taught Mick, but I did have a mean finger that could trump any of those moves. And my familiar was direct proof of it. I needed Vinnie to get me around, keep me safe, and spit out all the information about the investigations I would be on. Vinnie was a perfect familiar for my life’s journey.
At the end of the steps, we stopped at the cobblestone walkway. The basement wasn’t just any old basement; it was a portal that held all the secrets of our coven and our family. We walked in a single-file line with Auntie Meme leading the way. Once we started to walk down the cobblestone walk, the twinkling lights disappeared and gas-lit sconces that were spaced three feet apart on the wall showed us the way.
The chant gonged in my ears making me dizzy as my inner thoughts took over. Everything romantically I’d been feeling about Mick was just a façade that my mind had created to cover my life’s journey. Obviously I was trying to cover up the gut feeling that my life’s journey was to be put in dangerous situations. But the thought of working for SKUL didn’t bother me one bit. Romantic thoughts of Mick sent my entire world into a tizzy. 
“My life’s journey is to work for SKUL!” I blurted out just as everyone had stopped at the big wooden door with black hardware. A muted light flowed through the circular stained glass window causing the three-star design to glow. The designs matched the designs on Mom’s, Lilith’s, Auntie’s, and my hats. The stars were our family crest. 
The first star represented family. The second star represented honor to the coven. The third star represented honor to thyself. 
“I’m honoring myself, the family, and the Coven by accepting my life’s journey,” my voice echoed loud and clear as it bounced off the corridor walls.
No one turned around to face me.
I squeezed my eyes tight when I saw Mom’s arm lift into the air and her hand curl into a fist, anticipating a spell to be flung on me. I might be an adult, but she still scared the heck out of me.
I opened them when I heard her give the secret knock on the door. Two short knocks and one long, I watched her hand draw down the wood and the door open. If anyone did discover our secret basement, they couldn’t get into the sacred circle unless they had the knock. 
Everyone walked into the room as if they hadn’t heard what I’d said. They formed a circle around the circular area rug with the family coven crest, the large gold chandelier dangled above the large black cauldron that was in the middle of the rug. The walls were red and the one hundred lit candles in the chandelier were also red. 
The cauldron bubbled a green frothy mix and it was like my witchy sense took over. As Mom stepped up to take the oar sticking out of the cauldron, so did I. She looked at me with hard eyes, then as if something clicked, her eyes softened and she took a step back. 
I placed both of my hands on the oar and stirred the large pot in a counter-clockwise motion. A part that I never knew existed in me took over. 
“I have accepted with my glittery eyes my life’s journey.” The words tumbled out of my mouth. “My powers are being used for good and not evil keeping the promise I made when my Witchy Hour was upon me.” 
The mix in the cauldron turned orange and then brown. Puffs of smoke floated out of the top of the pot and formed in the shapes of horses before they burst into little fireworks displays.
Auntie Meme stepped up next to me. She placed her hands on top of mine as the oar came back around. I was no longer stirring as the power of my life’s journey plunged deep within me. 
“Abrado, abrada.” The lights flickered as Auntie Meme chanted, gripping my hands as the oar swirled faster and faster. “As Guardian of Maggie, I accept her life’s journey and feel the need to carry her through. Ha!”
Auntie Meme hands flew off of the oar. The oar stopped and let go of my hands. My arms dropped as the cauldron went dark as one puff of smoke hovered over top. The cloud formed the exact image of Mick Jasper along with a skull and crossbones. 
A collective gasp broke the silence. 



Chapter Five
 
“I sure haven’t seen anything like that before,” Flora said, shaking her head as she walked out the kitchen door.
“I’ve been around three hundred and fifty years with many ceremonies under my cloak and I sure haven’t either.” Pixie waddled out behind her.
“This is when I think a father could come in handy,” Charmary said as she referred to the lack of father figure I’d had in my life. “I knew the Parks were unconventional, but this just takes the broom.”
“Mmm, hmmm.” Glinda hummed. “Poor Meme. She’s such a good witch too. What a shame.”
The back door slammed behind them. 
My family sat around the table with their heads hung, not saying a word as if I’d just told them that our family secret had been let out to the world.
“If this don’t just boil my cauldron.” Mom jumped to her feet. Her clothes instantly changed back to what she was wearing before dinner. 
With my hand palm flat over my hat, I made a circular gesture, transforming back into my clothes. 
“What do you want me to do?” I asked. “I was given this life’s journey. It wasn’t like I went out looking for it. And Vinnie!” I pointed to the garage out back. “We all knew it was strange that I had a car as my familiar. And he’s perfect for my life’s journey.”
“I should’ve known as your Guardian when you told me your spells were off when you met that man.” Auntie Meme said “that man” as if she’d just eaten a bad rat. 
After my dare spell had gone wrong a few months ago when I met Mick at The Derby, I’d thought my hand and spell technique was broken. No matter what spell I shot at Mick, none of them worked. It was as if he had a spell repellent shield around him. That was when the Witchy Hour came because when the two worlds collide, your magic didn’t work. Only my family didn’t know that Mick was the reason for the Witchy Hour, which did make sense to me now that I knew being undercover with SKUL was my life’s journey. And I couldn’t help but think that it also meant that I was supposed to be Mick’s partner.
“I knew it had something to do with Mick and I wasn’t sure what it was. I felt like the first time I helped them, it was a fluke. But now that they need me to work undercover at Churchill Downs, it tells me a lot.” I paced back and forth before I suddenly remembered Sherry. “God! Sherry!’
We all ran down the hall and into the family room where Sherry was still levitating above the couch. 
“What’s her deal?” Mom asked. We stood over her looking down as she slept.
“Well, she’s Mick SKUL partner, but the last time and now this time, she’s not been able to help and that’s when they call me in,” I said.
“So maybe certain investigations can’t be solved unless your powers help them out?” Lilith turned the observation into a great question that struck me inside.
“That must be it.” My eyes widened. “This is why I can’t date Abram. I am not meant to be his wife. I am meant to use my powers for good and save the world when the authorities need me.”
“Cool.” Lilith nodded. “You are like a real life superhero.”
“Oh, maybe I can wear a unitard.” I wiggled my brows up and down. 
“This is not funny.” Mom’s face contorted back to angry. “What on Earth is the coven thinking? Are they punishing me for leaving your father?” she questioned with hate in her tone as she looked up to the ceiling. “My daughter will not be put in danger!” she screamed.
There was a loud knock at the door. All of us turned at the exact same time as Sherry’s body dropped on the couch. 
Auntie Meme clapped her hands and all the lights in the house turned on and any sign of witching went back to all the signs of a normal mortal home. 
“What is going on?” Sherry sat up and rubbed her head. Everyone went back to staring at her as if they’d never seen a mortal before. 
“I’ll be right back.” I held a finger up and rushed over to the door. When I opened it, Susie Brown, the Belgravia Court President, stood on the other side with Mrs. Hubbard of all people. “Good evening, ladies.” I held the door close to my face. “How can I help you?”
“Is your mother home?” Susie asked with a stern look. 
“She is busy at the moment. I’ll have her call you.” I smiled and started to shut the door until I felt a push back. 
“I don’t have later.” Susie was a little testy. She curled up on her tippy toes and tried to see in my house over my head. “Not only has Mrs. Hubbard filed a complaint about your family having an owl as a pet, she also claims she saw a woman with long blond hair floating in the air through your front window.”
“Mrs. Hubbard,” I tsked, “have you been nipping some of that moonshine I saw you purchase at the park the other day?”
I knew when I saw her purchasing the moonshine out of the car of the local bootlegger that it’d come in handy.
Mrs. Hubbard drew back, she lifted her hand to her pearl necklace, and muttered, “Well, I never.”
“Did you or did you not buy moonshine? Or were my eyes deceiving me like yours were when you thought you saw someone floating in my house?” My eyes narrowed as I looked at her. 
“I must’ve been mistaken like you were.” She tilted her chin to the side and looked at me sideways. “But…” she shook a finger. “You do have an owl. I saw it with my own eyes.”
“Again,” I shook my head and lifted my shoulders, lowering them as I exhaled a big sigh, “are you sure you haven’t been drinking that moonshine?”
“Regardless, I still need to talk to your mom,” Susie insisted. 
“Mom,” I called out over my shoulder leaving a moment of weakness for Susie Brown and Mrs. Hubbard to push their way into our entryway. 
“We have company.” Mom walked out of the family room with her hands clasped in delight. “Come in and have a nice cup of warm sweet tea.”
Mom showed them into the family room where Sherry was sitting on the couch next to Lilith. Auntie Meme’s back was turned to us. When she turned around she was carrying a serving tray shaped like a leaf with pumpkin-shaped tea cups filled with steaming hot tea.
I lifted a brow, but didn’t say anything. 
Auntie Meme handed Mrs. Hubbard a specific cup and smiled the entire time as she watched Mrs. Hubbard take a first sip. 
“I’m here to settle a dispute from this morning.” Susie eased down on the couch next to Sherry, who still seemed to be a little woozy. “It’s my understanding that Meme has accused our long-time, honorable, up-standing citizen of theft.” She looked at Auntie Meme. “Is that correct?”
“It is most certainly correct that I was told by Shay Hannagan that she saw Gladys leave my house with a package. A package that was left by the US Postal Service.” Auntie Meme pulled the yellow piece of paper the deliveryman had left taped to the door.
“You received some mail?” Susie was more interested in the fact that we’d had a delivery. Auntie was right. They did notice everything about our family, even down to the mail. 
“Do you find that shocking?” Mom asked, bringing the steaming cup of tea to her lips. She sat on the edge of one of the chairs, her ankles crossed with a straight posture. 
“I’ve never seen a mailbox,” Susie made no attempts to cover her nosiness. “But I guess I was wrong.”
“I guess.” Mom shrugged, taking another drink, her pinky lifted in the air.
“Gladys?” Susie turned her attention to Mrs. Hubbard. “Did the mailman deliver a package to your home to give to Meme?”
“He most certainly did not.” She stated emphatically.
“Are you sure?” Auntie Meme’s lashes drew down and created a shadow before she sent a little wink toward Mrs. Hubbard. 
“I’m positive.”  Mrs. Hubbard’s stomach growled. Her chest heaved a couple of times before she clamped her hand over her mouth. She jumped up and without a word ran out of our house faster than a witch on a broomstick. 
We all looked out the front window where Mrs. Hubbard was puking into her plastic flower garden. 
“Yuck,” Susie’s nose curled. “I’m not sure she’ll be on the Historical Home Tour.”
“Which reminds me.” Mom stood up. “I’ve got to get my house in order and ready since I filled out the application for the tour. I’d love to open up my home to the wonderful Old Louisville community.”
“I can’t guarantee your home will be picked.” Susie placed the tea cup on the coffee table and stood up. She looked over at Sherry who still looked confused. “I guess I’ll be going since Mrs. Hubbard can’t produce any proof to her claim.”
Mom walked Susie to the door while we turned our attention back to Sherry. 
“Here dear, have some tea.” Auntie Meme ran her finger around the edge of the tea cup and tapped it twice with the pad of her finger before she handed it to Sherry. “I’m thrilled you will be joining my staff at The Brew.”
Auntie Meme slid her eyes up to me; they were filled with amusement.  I shook my head knowing Sherry had just drunk one of Auntie’s spells. I wasn’t sure what Auntie had put in Sherry’s tea, I only knew that as Guardian of my life’s journey, she was going to do whatever was in her power to protect me. Even if it was from Blondie. 



Chapter Six
 
“Good morning.” I chirped to Vinnie when I got in the next morning. 
“What has got you in such a chipper mood, Maggie?” Vinnie asked as his circuits lit up. The read out on the screen didn’t say our usual morning stop The Brew, it had Mick’s address. “Oh no.” Vinnie’s pistons were in a bundle. “There has been a shift in your universe.”
“I’m glad you noticed.” I tapped the circuit screen. “As you can see, we are going to pick up Mick Jasper at his home.”
“Whatever you say, Maggie, though I’m not happy with it.” Vinnie shifted into gear and pulled out of the garage and rolled down the alley. 
“I figured out exactly why I have you as my familiar and I also know exactly what my life’s journey is.” I gripped the wheel. “I haven’t slept this good since I was a baby.”
I was so excited ever since I had woken up. It was a much different feeling than I had felt everyday I’d gotten up to go to work at The Brew. It was the feeling of happiness knowing I was going to go do my life’s work. Mom had once told me that when we figure out our true life’s journey that there was a fire ignited inside us. She was right. Nothing was going to stop me now. Not even an old snarky car like Vinnie. 
“I am glad you slept well.” Vinnie’s voice was distant. 
I rubbed my hand along the dash. 
“Listen, I love you, Vinnie. You have saved me countless times and most of those times weren’t life or death.” I was doing my best to sweet talk him. His engine purred as he proceeded to drive on the interstate toward the address I had for Mick. “You are a 1965 AC Cobra. Not just a regular old familiar. You and I both knew that I was destined to do more than just work at The Brew, pour coffee, and clean up after people or else the coven would’ve given me a regular old familiar like a dog or cat or something not fun like you.” I patted my hand on the seat. “Don’t you want some excitement? Some fun? Be able to use that fancy exhaust system under that handsome hood of yours?”
“When you put it that way.” Vinnie sped up as his ego swelled. “I do think that you would make a wonderful spy. It is the partner that has been chosen for you that has my new chrome wheels spinning.” 
I couldn’t help but smile. The last time I was in a pickle and needed his assistance, I  promised Vinnie a new pair of chrome wheels. I made good on my promise and he sure did look mighty fine. 
“Mick is not someone you need to be jealous of.” I did my best to smooth over the situation before we pulled up in front of Mick’s apartment building. His beat-up maroon Caprice was parked in front.
“He can’t even park his car right.” There was disgust in Vinnie’s voice. “Look. Half on the curb, half off.” 
If Vinnie had eyes, I could just see them rolling. 
“See, how could I really be into a guy who doesn’t take care of his car?” I asked and rubbed my palm over Vinnie’s steering wheel. 
“He thinks he is protecting you.” Vinnie wasn’t going to let it go. 
“That’s because he is a trained spy where I am new and he is my partner. We are supposed to look after each other.” I glanced out the window when I heard a loud whistle.
Mick was hanging out the open window on the top floor of the four-story building. His fingers positioned in his mouth as he blew another whistle with them. When our eyes met, he waved me up.
“And now he wants to take you into the depths of his cave.” Vinnie shut his engine off. 
“He’s not a caveman, he’s late.” I opened the door and got out. As I walked up to the front of Mick’s building, Vinnie clicked his horn twice, letting me know he locked himself. 
The front glass door’s security system was buzzing when I walked up. Mick must’ve pushed the button to let me in. I ran my finger along the thirteen metal mailbox slots and read the names until I got to his. 
“Apartment 4.” It was strange because floors one through three had apartment a-d on each floor, but not floor four. 
I walked over to the elevator. The doors opened on their own. I got in and pushed the button for level four. The elevator stopped, dinged and I got out greeted by the open door of apartment four. 
“Come on in. I’m running a little late.” Mick’s voice came from inside the apartment. “Make yourself a cup of coffee. There are mugs in the cabinet.”
The apartment was very masculine with the metal work, exposed ceiling, leather furniture and the open floor plan with the open kitchen. It was more of a loft feel than an apartment. The view of downtown Louisville was really pretty and I could only imagine what it looked like in the dark. I wisped myself over to the crack in the bedroom door and noticed Mick didn’t have on the cowboy outfit anymore so my outfit of jeans, cowboy boots and plaid shirt wasn’t going to cut it. 
He wore a pair of seersucker blue striped pants, a white button down shirt with a blue and white polka dot tie and a pair of brown loafers with no socks. He was putting the finishing touch of gel in his hair. 
I waved my hand over top my head and around my body, changing into a Lily Pulitzer flower dress, a flower in my hair, a monogrammed gold necklace and a pair of wedged heels along with a white cardigan neatly tied around my shoulders. 
“Did you get a cup of coffee?” Mick appeared at the bedroom door. His eyes drew down my body and then back up. The double meaning of his gaze was not that of just a partner. 
“I am going to get one now.” I quickly broke the uneasiness and walked to the cabinet. 
“You are good. When I go into someone’s kitchen to find a plate or something, I end up opening all of them until I find what I need.” He paused. “But you aren’t like everyone else. You know things and I don’t know how.”
“It looks like rain is coming.” I poured a cup of coffee from his fancy stainless steel carafe. “So you better grab your umbrella.”
“It looks like blue skies to me.” He looked out the wall of glass. “Unless you do know something.” He eyed me suspiciously. 
I rubbed my elbow. “It’s in the ache.” I lied. I’d heard about people’s bones aching when rain was a coming. 
“Huh.” His brows dipped. “Ready?”
“Ready.” I didn’t bother finishing my coffee. I glanced back out the wall of glass before we walked out. The sky might’ve been crystal clear blue, but there was a storm brewing. 
“We will take your car if that’s okay,” he said and held the door of the elevator. “It’s much nicer than my car and we are supposed to be playing some rich couple.”
“Sure.” There was an older woman waiting for the elevator when it opened on the bottom floor. She and Mick exchanged glances. I couldn’t pull my eye away from the long hair that jutted out from her chin. She wore a blue house dress with rolled down, knee-high, flesh-colored hose and a pair of thick-soled white shoes that were worn by nurses in the old days.
“Mr. Jasper.” Her gazed moved to me. With a cocked bushy brow she nodded at me. A thin smile crossed my lips. 
“Mrs. Cartmell.” He acknowledged her back. “Have a good day.” He held the front door open for me and I stepped out. “That’s the landlord. She lives in one of the apartments on the first floor. She is always nosy and watching my every move.”
“Do you give her a reason?” I asked.
“She thinks I’m shady because I rent the entire top floor, drive the junker and come and go at all hours. She’s always trying to get me to tell her about my day, my job. And now she’s going to ask me about you.” He laughed. 
“Nice parking job.” I pointed to his car once we got to the street and I pretended to click the key fob so Vinnie would beep open. 
“What can I say?” He put his hand on Vinnie’s door handle to open the door. “I got in late.” He winked, his teeth sparkled underneath his smile. “Yuck!” The grin changed into a snarl. He shook his hand as if he was trying to thump a booger off of it or something. 
“What?” I gripped the driver’s side door handle letting Vinnie know that I was on to him. 
“Bird crap on the back side of the handle.” He bent down and rubbed his hand across the grass. “That’s one talented bird with good aim.”
“That was good aim.” I slammed the door when I got in and clenched the steering wheel. “Stop it now,” I whispered. “You are going to have to get over it.”
“Over what?” Mick had jumped into the passenger seat before I could shut my mouth. “What did you say?”
“I. . .a. . .” I turned the key in the ignition and tapped the circuit screen. “Hey, Vinnie. Please give me directions to Churchill Downs,” I said like he was the voice-activated navigation app like the one on phones. 
“I would love to give you directions to Churchill Downs, Maggie,” Vinnie quipped back in more of a computer voice.
Mick shook his head. “Abram must really know his cars.” 
During our last investigation Abram and Mick had a couple encounters where Abram thought Mick was my boyfriend and Mick thought I was on a date with Abram. It was a big mess in my heart, but only one of them really cared. Abram. I made a mental note that I needed to go see him and explain why I hadn’t shown up for the date my family had set up. 
Since he knew I had helped SKUL, he’d understand. At least, I think he would. 
“You aren’t getting off that easy by ignoring me.” Mick adjusted the seat belt and gripped the door handle once Vinnie got on the interstate and took off. “What did you mean by getting over it?”
“I thought you might’ve forgotten about that when you started talking about Abram.” I kept my hands on the wheel, pretending to drive. 
“I’m a spy. I rarely forget anything.” He put his hand on the dash in front of him. His legs extended. “Whoa. Slow down.”
“You know what, I’m upset that you called me sloppy in front of Burt and Sherry yesterday.” That word had rolled around my head when he said that while I was at SKUL headquarters. 
“Oh, Maggie.” His gentle yet nervous laugh rippled through the air. “You can’t tell me that you got lucky on a lot of what you did last time. I mean, you just so happened to get the package out of the bin at Central Park? And you just so happened to be hiding in the Mystic Couture warehouse when I got shot?”
“That was saving your ass, not being sloppy.” I drummed my fingers on the wheel. Vinnie took the exit off the interstate and turned right toward Churchill Downs. “Not to mention that I took you to the hospital after you got shot and saved your life.”
“You mean that you mysteriously got me in your car, even though I’m much bigger than you.” He glanced over. I was aware that his eyes were on me. “And you dumped me at the emergency room doors. You didn’t even go in with me.”
“And? I took you.” Vinnie pulled to a stop once we were in the parking lot. The two white steeples that were the iconic images of the racetrack pointed up to a very dark sky. I rested my hand on the gearshift. 
“We need to head over to the stables.” Mick put his hand on top of mine. I inhaled sharply at the contact. My gut dropped. I’d hoped the tingling feelings that I got when I was near him had to do with my life’s journey, but I was starting to think it was more than that. “Thank you for saving my life. I’m not going to lie. When Burt suggested that you replace Sherry, I was a little leery.”
I gulped. I dragged my hand from underneath his. 
“SKUL agents go through many years of vigorous training and it takes years to even get to the level to even become a spy for SKUL.” He shook his head and glanced out the window. “It’s just so unlike Burt to go against SKUL policy and let a layperson join only because she can blend in. It’s a little hard to take in and swallow.”
A clap of thunder roared overhead, it was like the sky could feel my insides and was reacting. I understood how he felt, but he didn’t realize that I too had been on a lifelong mission to find out my life’s journey. It didn’t just happen overnight. 
Both of us looked out the window. 
“You’re silent. Does that mean you are mad?” He adjusted himself in the seat to face me. 
“No. I understand, but I’m much smarter than you give me credit for. And you if need me to go through some sort of training, I’m more than happy to do that.” I bit the edges of my lip hoping he’d say no.
“I think that’s a great idea,” he spoke eagerly. “Even if you just take the citizen’s class that’s offered by the police department.”
“Fine. I’ll ask Burt about it.” I would ask Burt about it, but I wasn’t too happy with it. “I told you it was going to rain.” I rubbed my elbow for good measure.
“This isn’t good.” He looked out the windshield. The rain was really coming down in buckets. “They cancelled on me last week when it rained, which happened to be good because that’s the same day we found out that some of these people know Sherry.”
“That was luck,” I lied. Everything happened for a reason in my world and I couldn’t help but think the coven was setting things in motion for me to take my position. “So if you know who is involved, then why didn’t you bring him in for questioning?” I eased my hand in the air and twirled my wrist, braks, dem, sei, braks, I repeated twice in my head as Mick talked. A little go away rain spell never hurt anyone.
As I repeated the chant, I vaguely heard Mick mention something that Sherry’s childhood friend was only a bystander and the agency couldn’t risk any sort of notion that Sherry was an agent if the bystander knew her job. He was right. Louisville was big enough for our family to stay hidden, but small enough for us to be in the community. It was a perfect size for our cover and the same would hold true for Sherry. 
I’m sure her family, unlike mine, was thrilled that she’d become an agent and let it slip to their friends who told others and the chain went on.
“Huh,” Mick observed the sudden change in the weather. “The rain stopped.” He slid his eyes over to me. “Now that was strange.”
“You know Mother Nature in Kentucky.” I shrugged and put Vinnie in gear. “You never know from one minute to the next if it’s going to rain, sleet, shine, or snow.”
“That’s the truth.” Mick pointed the way for Vinnie to go. 
I had to say that I was proud of Vinnie for taking orders from Mick and was going to let the bird poop things slide. I had to take the good with the bad as long as the bad didn’t give our cover away. 
“Did you read the file Burt gave you?” Mick asked. His eyes were focused on one of the barns where there was a group of people standing in a circle. 
“I did, but it was late.” Crap! I’d totally forgotten about the file. I was so focused on Sherry, Mrs. Hubbard, the Spell Circle and all the other goings-on that I had completely forgotten to look over the file. “Why don’t you tell me in your opinion. You know paperwork doesn’t really explain what is really going on.”
“Good observation.” Mick put my heart in agony every time he looked at me with those big blue eyes. And that widow’s peak that every once in a while showed itself from underneath his hair part teased me. 
I loved a man with a good widow’s peak. It was a sign of a strong man. Mick was definitely strong in all areas. 
“There are two main players in the sale of horses. The auctioneer and the seller.” He gestured to the barn. “This is a private auction that is invite only with the wealthiest of people in the horse industry. The bald guy over there.” He pointed out the window to a stocky man in a suit with Rayban reflective-lensed sunglasses. Someone I wouldn’t want to get in a rumble with for sure. “That’s Ranger Esposito.”
Ranger Esposito looked like he could put the hammer down and I wouldn’t want to be on his receiving end because I wasn’t sure if my spells could outwit him. 
“He is security for these auctions and would know every single person invited. He does all the background checks and even a police check. They also do a check that alerted us to why we needed to investigate. They do an extensive check to see if anyone here has had any relationship working for any government agency. We have an inside informant that said someone in this group of elite horse owners is doping,” he said.
“Doping?” I asked. 
“No different from any athlete that uses enhancing drugs to perform better in their sport.” The tension reached his jaw. “If someone is doping one of their horses now in the fall season, they can run these fall races making them favorites by the time the spring meet comes around.”
“And the Derby,” I gasped. The Derby winner was a big deal around these parts. “It not only affects the Derby, but the entire Triple-Crown.”
“You got it. That’s why it’s important that we find out if it’s starting right here on our own soil.” He kept his eyes on the other couples filing in. “Other SKUL agents are on the ground in New York and Maryland.”
“Wow.” I had no idea this was such a serious thing. 
“Horse racing is a serious sport and it’s no different than human sports.” He eased back into the seat and placed his hands on his thighs. His eyes looked forward. “Please don’t put yourself in harm.”
“I won’t,” I whispered. 
“I’m serious. This is a big case and someone in that crowd is dangerous.” Mick was trying to protect me. My pendant warmed. It was Vinnie. He wanted to let me know that he was the only one to protect me. “If you ever think you are in danger, or you hear anything that makes you stop and think that it doesn’t sound right, don’t hesitate to come to me.”
“I bet he’s dangerous.” I pointed to Ranger. He was looking over the crowd. The lit cigar was nestled in the corner of his mouth. When he spoke to the person who’d walked up to him, he didn’t bother removing it from his lips, he bit down on the end and seemed to talk through his gritted teeth.
“He could be. We don’t know, so that’s why your assignment is to mingle with the wives and try to get us invited to some of these cocktail parties. The only way we’ll really figure out what is going on is to get inside.”
“I can do that.” I knew I could do that. 
The Triple-Crown was a prestigious award that started with the Kentucky Derby winner. The winning horse was automatically entered into the Preakness, another popular horse race in Maryland, and if the horse won there, they went on to race at the Belmont Stakes in New York. If the horse won all these races, it was named the Triple-Crown winner. Not only did the winner get a big old trophy, they got a big payday and the horse was put out to stud where his offspring would bring millions. 
“That’s Forest and Riley Tucker. Riley Kirkpatrick is her maiden name.” He pointed to the couple. That name sounded familiar. “He is how I got an invitation in.”
I grabbed my red pendant necklace that was dangling on the gearshift and put it on. I rubbed the pad of my finger on it and felt it warm against my chest. Instantly Vinnie started to tell me about the Kirkpatrick family.
“They are the wealthiest horse family in Kentucky. But legitimate.” There didn’t seem to be anything illegal in the search Vinnie did and transported to me.
“Good, you did do some homework last night,” Mick noted. “But the Kirkpatrick family didn’t want Riley to marry Forest because he came from the streets of Louisville, was a troubled teen, but when he met her, he straightened up.”
“He saw a meal ticket.” I watched at Forest took a glass of champagne off the tray from the young woman who was walking around the group of people. 
 “I think that Forest has told her they are going to win and he’s involved somehow with the deaths of the other horses, fixing the races.” His eyes lowered. “They are letting the bookies know about their long shot and that’s where they are making their millions.”
“I see.” I watched as Riley ran her long slender hand down the side of a tan horse. She patted its butt before she turned around and I got a good look at her. 
There was an inherent strength in her face. Her face was bronzed and I wasn’t sure if it was left over from the summer or if she kept up with her looks by having procedures done. She looked to be around thirty-five and her ginger hair hung below the big hat she was wearing. She had on a modest white sweater that fit her lean body and a pair of brown trouser pants and held brown shoes that were the same brown shade as her pants. Her gold necklace was chunky and matched the bracelet around her wrist. But her diamond ring was modest, which made we wonder if it was from when she got married to Forest and it was all they could afford. 
He on the other hand stood around six feet tall. His profile was sharp and confident. When he turned around I could see that his square jaw was visibly tensed and his eyes were focused. There was tension on his face that told me he was stressed about this morning’s situation. He wore a round hat and I was unable to make out his hair or his eyes due to the shadow. 
“They finally approved our application a few weeks ago after I had been laying the ground work with Forest over the past three months.” He held up three fingers. He leaned to the side and stuck his hand in his pocket. He held a very large yellow diamond ring in between his fingers. “You are going to have to keep this on at all times during the investigation.”
A gasp escaped me. A smile jelled into my expression of shock.
Even if it was pretend, I got excited. The giddiness shook me to my core. My mouth dried as I tried to swallow Mom’s and Auntie’s words about my feelings about Mick might be more about him and not SKUL. Maybe my life’s journey was more than SKUL. There was a tickling in my mind that my life’s journey was also about Mick. 
Mick laughed. 
“We don’t leave any stone unturned.” He grabbed my finger and slipped the ring on. 
Little displays of fireworks popped around his head. My smile broadened in approval as my heart sang with delight. It was as if I was having déjà vu and this had happened to me before. I felt a warm glow flow through me before it was rudely interrupted by Vinnie’s circuit screen going nuts with flashing lights and beeping noises. 
“Darn car.” I tapped the screen with my finger. Vinnie was not happy. “What can I say, it’s an old car.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard you say that a few times.” His jaw clenched, his eyes slightly narrowed. “Anyways, we’ve been married for five years. We met at Bellarmine University where you went to school to be a nurse and I went to school to be a teacher. We were tired of the old humdrum life and got into betting on the ponies. We got lucky and ended up making millions from it. SKUL fixed all the records to prove it and overnight they changed all the paperwork and photos to yours.” He also pulled a photo out of his pants pocket. He handed it to me.
It was a picture from last night. It was the exact moment when Sherry had walked into the house and seen the Spell Circle. The photo was from Sherry’s angle and a panoramic view of our kitchen. The Spell Circle in their full regalia, Mom and Lilith’s mouths were gaped open because I was sure this was taken when I informed them that I was no longer going to work at The Brew, and Auntie Meme was levitating in her chair. Then there was me. I was facing Sherry with an anxious look on my face. 
My mind searched for a plausible explanation, but I had none. There was no sense in wasting a spell on the photo because Mick was immune to my spells. 
“I had Sherry wear a body camera to get a quick picture of you and this is what was transmitted back to me.” 
“Auntie Meme’s book club is reading Harry Potter.” A tremor touched my lying lips. “You know. . .”
“Like last time they were reading a Halloween book in the summer and dressed the characters’ parts.” He rubbed his chin. “Or the time they were reading Gone With The Wind and dressed in the period clothing?”
“Exactly.” I took the photo from him and shoved it between the seat, giving Vinnie the go ahead to destroy it when we got out of the car. 
“If that’s what you’re going with,” Mick said his standard reply when he questioned the weird things that happened around me that seemed to have odd explanations. Those happenings were always tied to my witchy heritage. 
But like Auntie Meme said, I couldn’t tell Mick about my family. First off, he’d never believe it. Second, we’d be run out of town if anyone found out. A good old-fashioned witch hunt. At least, that’s what Auntie called it. I recalled her telling me stories about how she’d been on the receiving end of a few of those and it didn’t sound like any fun to me. 
“We don’t have children because we travel extensively and don’t have any pets either. We live in a modest home like most of these people do because it’s a good cover for the illegal betting we do and now we are going to get into this.” He pointed as a few more couples had gathered around. Most of them had steel cases. 
“What’s in the cases?” I asked.
“Money. At least a million. That’s the first installment to be let into the betting arena. I’ve already met with Forest and given him the money. We’ve sort of become friends and as a couple we are going to go out to dinner with them tonight.” Mick sucked in a big inhale.
“Tonight?” I asked. “But I have to go to a meeting to help clear my mom’s name with the historical society because she planted bushes along the walk in front of the house.” Tonight was the night they were going to discuss Mom’s bushes. 
“Not tonight you aren’t. Your mom is a big girl. She can take up for herself.” He opened the door and got out before I could protest.
He waved a hand when Forest called out his name. He walked over and helped me out of the driver’s seat. 
“Your little lady doesn’t let you drive this fancy car?” Forest had high-tailed it over to us before we could shut the driver’s door. 
Mick put his arm around me and snugged me tight. In a normal situation it might’ve felt good, but this just felt all sorts of ick in my bones. 
“She likes it fast.” Mick winked. “Just like we like our horses and money.”
“Whooo weeee.” Forest high-fived Mick, nearly making me nauseous. “Gorgeous horses and fast women are exactly what we like in Kentucky.” He patted Mick on the back. “Where are my manners?” he asked himself. “I’m Forest Tucker and that there is my wife Riley.” He waved her over. 
She tilted her head in the air and lifted her chin in acknowledgment. She plucked another flute of champagne off the tray and was now double fisted. 
“You must be Maggie.” She handed me the flute. “I’ve heard so much about you and Mitch.”
“Mick.” I corrected her. 
“Mick.” Her eyes lowered and salivated over my ring. “Cheers.” She smiled. 
“Cheers.” I held the flute to the side and let the clink of the glasses chime before taking a sip. As it touched my lips, the champagne changed to apple cider. It was way too early in the morning for me to be drinking and I wasn’t much of a champagne person. Give me my bourbon any day, but not any hour. 
“Shall we?” Forest gestured for us to walk ahead of him. 
I looked over my shoulder when I felt the pendant warm to my skin. Forest was taking his leisurely time taking a walk around Vinnie. 
Maggie, Vinnie’s voice popped in my head. I don’t like this guy or his wife. You stay on high alert. And you have to go to the meeting tonight.
I ran my finger along the stone to let Vinnie know that I had gotten his message loud and clear and that I too had a bad feeling about this whole situation, which frightened me and excited me at the same time.
It was upon me and I knew it. My two worlds had fully collided and my life’s journey had been revealed. 
“I, Maggie Park, take the oath of my life’s journey and keep my witchy powers a secret for all good,” I whispered out into the air. “For the love of family, coven and thyself.”



Chapter Seven
 
The auction was nothing like I had expected. I was expecting us to go into a fancy room where they paraded the horse in front of us and we held up paddles as the auctioneer rattled off the amounts like they did at the Keeneland horse sales up in Lexington. 
After we’d introduced ourselves to a few people, Ranger ushered everyone into the barn. As we walked past him, he handed me a clipboard. The piece of paper had a stall number, the horse’s name along with all of the stats, which were: breed, farm, lineage and any sort of awards associated with the stud from which the horse had come from. I noticed all the horses where male.
The smell of old leather saddles, manure and hay sprinkled the air. There were three stalls on each side. Mick and I worked in sync. I followed what the women were doing as he mimicked what the men were doing. The men went up to the stall first. They walked in, walked to each side of the horse before starting the ritual all over, this time running a hand along each side. Each man whispered something to his wife and she not only held onto the clipboard, but she wrote something down on it. 
Mick and I followed suit. It was intriguing to watch Mick at work. He was certainly good at playing the part. 
“These rich people are ridiculous,” he whispered. I smiled and pretended to write down what he was saying. “Do you think your aunt has fired Sherry yet?”
“Who knows.” After I dropped Mick off back at his apartment, I’d planned on stopping by The Brew to see how Sherry’s first day had gone. 
“I bet she’s fit to be tied.” Mick ran his hand down along the horse’s mane. “I’m done here,” he said loud enough for the next couple waiting for us to leave to enter the stall. 
We moseyed down to the next stall where Riley and Forest had just walked out of. The paper said the horse’s name was Rails and Nails. That was a cute name. 
The horse brayed and stared at me as soon as I walked up. I had to be careful not to make too much eye contact with animals or children. Both had very sensitive intuitions and somehow they knew strange things. . .like me being a witch. 
“I sure did think it was going to rain all afternoon.” Riley Tucker sounded sweet as apple pie. “You must’ve had a leg up on the weather.” She dragged her finger up and down my body. “You look adorable.” She tsked. “I wish I had nice long hair like yours. And that flower adds just the right pop of color to your black hair.”
“Thank you.” I tried to keep it short and simple, straight to the point as we waited in line behind them. 
“Forest tells me that he met your Mick at the bar right inside the Downs.” She referred to one of the bars in the racetrack. “I think it’s so fun how all of us have met.”
I simply nodded. 
“Those are the Byrds. Amber and Joel.” She rolled her eyes so hard, I thought they were going to roll right out of her sockets. They were coming out of a stall across from us. “Not a fan.” She waved her hand in front of her face. “She thinks she’s better than everybody.” She leaned over a little more and whispered, “Little does she know that we are all in the same boat.” She grinned and walked inside Rails and Nails’s stall with Forest.
“Did she say anything to you about a cocktail party this week at their house?” Mick pretended to kiss me on the cheek, but only his breath touched my skin, making my flesh prick. 
“Not yet.” I smiled and ran a loving hand down his arm. The muscles underneath sent me into orbit. “I’m just getting to know her.”
I looked into the stall and Riley was fiercely writing away as Forest dug his face into her ear. 
“Bid on this one,” Forest said to Riley. 
“Why?” she asked. “This one isn’t nearly as strong as stall number six.”
“Forget number six. I want to take number four and this one. Got it?” His whisper wasn’t as sweet. 
“I’ve got it,” she sighed. 
They broke apart from each other and straightened up. She turned around. She had a chin of iron determination. We made eye contact and smiled in earnest. She and Forest walked out of the stall without saying a word and headed to the next stall.
Mick and I walked in. The horse brayed more, batting his head toward me. His nose brushed up against my dress.
“This horse really likes you.” Mick was entertained by the horse’s actions. “I haven’t seen any of the other horses react this way.”
“I guess I have the magic touch.” I shrugged and ran my hand down the horse’s long nose. His big brown eyes stared at me and deep into my soul as if it were trying to tell me something. I touched my pendant to see if Vinnie could get a read on him, but nothing. This was when I wished I had my mom’s Mother Nature instincts. I wasn’t good with animal communication. 
After Mick did the final routine of walking around he stepped close to me to pretend to tell me something I needed to write down. I pulled back and quickly wrote: This is the horse the Tuckers want.

Mick read it and his eyes shifted up to mine. He lowered them as if he needed more explanation. I scribbled: When they were in here, Forest said that he wanted her to bet on this horse and the horse in stall four. 
His gaze slid past my shoulder and across the stalls to number four.
“How do you know?” he asked in my ear and I scribbled away like I was supposed to, writing down what he was saying. Only I scribbled: I overheard them when they were in here.
He quirked his brow questioningly. Forest and Riley were already in a different stall and number four stall didn’t seem to be busy. 
Mick walked over there and I followed behind. 
“Bet The Farm,” I smiled when I said the name of the horse inside. 
I stood next to the horse and noticed a visible difference in the shape of the muscles compared to Rails and Nails. This horse didn’t have the back thigh muscles, but according to Mick, the doping would help with that.
“Testing. 1, 2, 3. Testing.” The auctioneer patted the live mic to get everyone’s attention.
Mick and I walked out of the stall and made our way back toward the entrance of the barn as one member of each couple approached Ranger. He had them sign something and gave them a paddle with a number on it. The last person to get a paddle was Amber Byrd and it just so happened to be thirteen, which meant there were fourteen couples here, counting me and Mick.
Riley was standing in the front. Her steely gaze assessed the crowd before it landed on me. This time there was no smile. She simply eased her head to face the front. 
“Lots going on today.” Forest smacked Mick on the back in the good ol’ boy way. 
“Yeah.” Mick nodded. “Thanks man, for letting me get in on it. Now that I know how all this works, I’m in for next month’s auction.” 
“Alright.” Forest nodded with a significant lifting of his brows. “I knew you’d get it.” He leaned around Mick. “Maggie, are you enjoying yourself?” he asked.
I ran my finger under my nose, giving Forest a little spell. 
“I am.” I smiled, staring deep into his eyes.
“Mick, you sure are one lucky man.” Forest winked at me. “I’d love for the two of you to join me and,” he stuttered. 
“Riley?” My lips curled into a flirtatious smile. 
“Riley,” he whispered, his eyes on my lips. “Right.” He snapped out of it. He looked at Mick. “Riley and I are having a cocktail party in a few nights and would love for the two of you to join us.”
“So dinner is still on tonight?” I asked. 
“Of course.” He smiled back.
Mick shot me a look. 
“We’d love to come to your home for the party. Maggie can get your address from your wife.” Mick’s emphasis on wife caught my attention. “Isn’t that right, honey?”  He ripped out the words impatiently. He clenched his mouth tighter.
“Um, hum.” I dropped my eyes from Forest and stared straight ahead. 
 “First up on the block is a two-year-old Thoroughbred, Rails and Nails, from stall number one,” the auctioneer rattled off the exact same stats that were on the piece of paper on the clipboard. The breed, stud and mare from which the horse came, the farm as well as a few stats that I didn’t understand or care to understand. 
“It’s humid in here.” Mick changed the subject. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead and his upper lip. He unbuttoned the sleeves on his white shirt and rolled it up to his elbow. 
At the same time, Forest walked up front and helped Riley bid on the horses. 
“What was that about?” Mick was irked. “I said get an invite to the cocktail party, not his bedroom.”
“Why Mick Jasper.” I snorted. “I never figured you for the jealous type.”
“My God, Maggie. SKUL has asked you to play the part of my wife. Loyal wife. Not a wife looking for an affair.” He gave me a black, layered look.
“I did what you asked me to do. I got an invitation so be happy with that,” my voice harsh with frustration, though I did find it cute that he was a bit jealous. 
“Fine. Cut out the flirty shit. Got it?” His lips puckered with annoyance. 
“Fine,” I replied, mocking his tone. 
I watched as Amber Byrd put her paddle in the air as the auctioneer called for the last bid on Rails and Nails. 
“One million!” Amber screamed and flung her paddle in the air.
The auctioneer yelled, “We have one mil, here.” He pointed his gavel at Amber, and then swept it in front of him in a fluid motion, pointing it at Riley.
Riley shook her head. She looked over at Amber. Her eyes were dark. I paused for a moment. I hid the thick swallow in my throat and turned as soon as she looked back at me. 
“Going once, twice, sold to number 13!” The auctioneer hit his gavel on the stand and pointed to Amber.
She squealed with glee.
When the bid for stall number four came up, my senses went on high alert because it was the horse Forest also wanted. 
They weren’t about to let the horse get sold out from underneath them. They started their bid out at five hundred thousand dollars, which seemed to please the auctioneer to no end. No one else bid against them, which was probably because it didn’t seem to be a strong horse. Though the doping could change that. 
After Riley and Forest filled out the necessary paperwork, they walked over to us.
“How do you like it?” Riley asked Mick and scrunched her nose in a playful way at him and shook her hips. I glared. 
“It’s great!” Mick’s voice was a little too chipper for me. 
Riley and Forest whispered something among themselves. 
“Are you getting in good with Riley?” Mick stood behind me and wrapped his arms around me. His warm breath grazed my ear, sending goose bumps along my shoulders and down my arms. 
“You two lovebirds.” Riley giggled. 
“Mmm, hmmmm.” I snuggled up close, taking advantage of feeling his nice warm muscles against me. 
“Ouch.” Mick jerked his arms away from me. “What burned me?” He held his arm out. There was a small red mark in the exact shape of the pendant around my neck. 
“Oh, baby.” Riley grabbed his arm. She tugged on him. “We’ve got some ointment that will fix you right on up.” She looked at me. “We’ll be right back.” 
They left me standing there by myself as everyone filed out of the barn, passing me by.
“I’ve never won anything in my life,” the southern voice was sweet to the ear. Amber’s grin showed her accomplishment. “And I was afraid paddle number thirteen was going to be unlucky.”
“Actually you didn’t win.” I hated to break the news to her. “You paid one millions dollars for Rails and Nails.”
“Still.” She lifted and lowered her shoulders. “I still won against the other bidders.”
She had a mass of auburn hair piled on top of her head. There was a trail of freckles that dotted along her nose. She had rosy cheeks and pale skin. She was cute.
“You know what.” I decided to get to know her and not listen to Riley. I glanced over Amber’s shoulder to see where Mick had gone. “You are right. You did win. And Rails and Nails looks like a mighty fine horse. And I’ll let you in on a little secret.”
“What’s that?” Her eyes popped open curiously.
“The number thirteen gets a bad rap. It’s actually very lucky.” It was true. Poor thirteen. It was always a good number for me. 
“I sure do hope so. We’ve been saving up a long time. Unlike most of these people.” Amber’s voice got lost under the roar of the auctioneer as another horse was brought out. 
“Good luck with Rails and Nails.” Ranger walked over and spoke directly to Amber. I don’t think he noticed that I was there. “He’s a very special horse.”
He stalked off.
“He’s creepy.” Amber’s eyes swiveled upward.
“If you’ll excuse me. I need to go find my husband,” I said. “It was nice meeting you, Amber.”
“Did I tell you my name?” Her brows furrowed. Nervously, she shoved her fingers in her hair. “Because I don’t think I did.”
“Come on,” Joel Byrd, Amber’s husband, came over and jerked on her arm. He didn’t pay any attention to me either. He simply dragged Amber out of the barn but not without me hearing him say, “I told you that they said you aren’t supposed to make friends with these people. What are you thinking?”
“I swear on Mama; I didn’t tell that woman my name.” Amber looked at me over her shoulder, her eyes strangely veiled. 



Chapter Eight
 
“Where in the world could he be?” I tapped on the steering wheel and looked out Vinnie’s windows. 
Everyone in the barn had left and the horses had been sold. They’d even backed in the horse trailers and packed the horses in them. When I waved to Amber, who sat in the front seat of the big Chevy Dually while Joel loaded up Rails and Nails, she only gave me a slight smile before she started to play on her cell phone. 
“I told you Maggie, I do not like this.” Vinnie didn’t like anything. “The whole thing not only stinks of hay, dirt, and manure, but evil. None of this is good for my exterior paint job.”
“And that is why I’m here.” I tossed my hands up in the air when I saw Mick walk out of another stable shooting the breeze with Forest, not realizing my anger shot out of my fingers creating a big thunderclap as the blue skies opened up into a pounding rain. 
Mick ran as fast as his fancy loafer shoes would take him and jerked on the handle. 
“Open up!” He banged on the window. I clicked the unlock button. He jerked again. It was still locked. “Open up! I’m getting soaked.”
“I’m trying!” I yelled back and bit back the fit of laughter because of the struggle Vinnie and I were having. I’d unlock them and he’d lock them right back. I hit the unlock again. 
“Seriously,” a look of disbelief settled on Mick’s face as the rain streamed down his face. His fancy gelled hair was pasted to his head and covered that adorable widow’s peak. “Please open the door. I’m sorry I left you alone.”
Magically the doors unlocked. 
“See,” I let out a big sigh. “All you had to do was apologize.”
“You won’t believe what all they have in these barns.” He rubbed his forearm. 
“Riley has a hankering for you and she did nothing to fix your wound.” I gripped the wheel and let Vinnie go as fast as he wanted to go. I didn’t care what was in the barns. 
“You sound like a wife, nagging me. Do I need to remind you that we are undercover?” Mick grabbed the door handle as Vinnie skidded onto the interstate. “And it’s pouring rain. You are hydroplaning.”
“Nagging you?” My mouth flung open, my nose snarled, and I rolled my eyes. “You left me standing there in the middle of an auction, not knowing a soul or even giving me a clue on what to do.”
“You aren’t supposed to do anything. You are to blend in like a layperson and play nice with the wives while I, the spy, go do all the work.” Mick bit back, leaving no room for argument. He was right and I was simply there to assist. 
“I did my job and got us an invite to the cocktail party.” I felt restless and irritable. 
The silence between us was deafening. There wasn’t even a little bit of a spark in me that wanted to be with Mick at this moment. 
“Listen, Maggie,” he reached over and put a hand on my forearm. My muscles tensed by his touch. Vinnie was going faster and faster. By his zipping in and out of lunchtime traffic, I could tell he was in a hurry to get Mick out of the car. “I’m sorry I hurt your feelings. I am. But I got some good time with them that will get us really on the inside.  And I got us invited to the Byrds’ cocktail party tomorrow night.”
“You know what,” I shifted in my seat once Vinnie had pulled up to Mick’s apartment and put it in park. “We are partners that is all. I’m playing a part. You are playing a part. I will do my job. There is no need to scold me. I’ve got this covered.”
“Alright. Plan on staying for my specialty after-dinner drink so we can discuss everything we’ve got so far.” He jerked the handle open. He got out of the car, bent down and asked, “Pick me up at seven?” 
Before I could answer, Vinnie slammed the passenger door closed. 
Mick stared at me, baffled. 
“It’s an old car.” I shrugged before Vinnie squealed his tires and zoomed off.
 



Chapter Nine
 
“You didn’t have to be so rude.” I let Vinnie know my displeasure of how he nearly chopped off Mick’s head. “Plus it would’ve been a waste of a cute head if you did behead him.”
Vinnie’s engine roared in delight. 
“I didn’t like the way he put his arms around you in the barn. He seemed to take more pleasure out of it than business.” Vinnie’s circuits were flashing with anger. “Nor did I like how you felt inside when he left you standing there alone for that half hour.”
“It’s business. He was in the other barn doing his spy gig.” I reminded him and snapped my fingers to get back into the old clothes I’d had on earlier. I was much more comfortable in the jeans, plaid shirt and cowboy boots than the dress. “I’m so glad I have you to keep me safe.” I rubbed my hand across the dash. 
Vinnie chirped his horn. 
Within a few minutes, he pulled onto Fourth Street and parked in front of The Brew. I was starving and it was right after the lunch crowd had cleared out so it was perfect timing to check on Sherry.
The bell above the door signaled my arrival. 
I scooted up to the counter next to Joe Farmer, the owner of Farmer’s Dry Cleaners. He was in love with Auntie Meme and always laundered the towels, rugs, and aprons for The Brew. Obviously, Auntie could clean them with a swipe of her hand, but she insisted no magic, except in the kitchen because of her life’s journey. 
“How’s it going, Joe?” I asked. 
“You know. Fair to middlin’.” He kept his eyes focused on the pass-through just in case he could get a glimpse at Auntie. “I’d be much better if Meme would accept my proposal.”
Auntie looked out and into the dining area. When she saw me, she shot me a reproachful look before she disappeared back into the kitchen. She never liked for me to discuss Joe’s feelings. 
“Hey, good lookin’!” Joe hollered with delight when he saw her. “What‘cha got cookin’?” he sang and smiled. 
“Mercy sakes, Joe,” I said and maneuvered myself up to standing when I saw Sherry venture out of the swinging door with a plateful of today’s special on it. “That’s no way to court my auntie.”
“Aw, shucks.” He cackled. “She’ll give in one day.”
I raised a brow, but didn’t say anything. I’d leave it to him to figure it out. 
“How’s it going?” I asked Sherry after she put the four-topper’s food on their table and scurried over to clean up the two-top by the window.
“Great!” There was a little too much excitement in her voice for me to believe. “I forgot how much I love the food industry. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love my job, but this is a great break from it.” She lifted her shoulders to her ears as the corners of her mouth lifted. “If you’ll excuse me. I’ve got another group of four right over there.”
As I watched her walk over and talk to the customers with a delightful, cheery disposition, I experienced a gamut of perplexing emotions until I figured out exactly what was going on.
“Auntie Meme,” I whispered lightly fingering a loose tendril of hair on my cheek. 
I strolled back to the kitchen, nodding at a few of the regular customers that were generally here during their lunch hours before I disappeared into the kitchen. 
Auntie Meme’s pots were boiling on the stove with a ladle in each going around and around with no one stirring them. 
“How was your new job?” she asked without turning around to see it was me. She used her witchy senses. 
“It was fine.” I walked over to the pot and looked down. “What spell did you put on her?”
“Huh?” She turned on her pointy-heeled boots to face me. Her eyebrows dipped in a frown. There was a ball of dough in her hands. 
“You know what I’m talking about.” I couldn’t believe she was going to play dumb with me.
“Oh.” She curled her wrist, the ball turned into a tray of small petite fours just as Sherry pushed her way in the door. 
“How do you know these things?” Sherry questioned taking the tray from Auntie. “Table twelve just ordered these.” She drew the tray up to her nose and took a nice long whiff. “They smell so good.”
She scurried back out to the diner. 
“First off, she’s never that chirper, nice or smiles.” I crossed my arms across my chest and waited. 
“There is nothing wrong with a little happiness spell.” Auntie Meme snapped her fingers. The ladles in the pots stopped their circular dance and the contents plated themselves into different sandwiches, soups, and salads the customers had ordered. They also had the special ingredient Auntie made specifically for them. “It wasn’t like she was unhappy to be here. She said it was for the good of the team that she be here for you. She seemed to be a little complainer and I didn’t want to hear it. Voila. You see what I came up with. A productive, happy employee.” 
Auntie Meme beamed with pride.
“Now tell me about your day? Because as your Guardian, I’m extremely curious.” She motioned for me to sit down at the small table in the kitchen before she waved her hand through the air, putting a bowl of bean soup and cornbread in front of me. 
While I ate, I told her about how I was playing Mick’s wife. Her eyes nearly popped out of her head when I showed her the yellow diamond ring. I also told her how Mick got a little jealous when Forest had hit on me. I shared how I thought it was so funny how Mick invited me for an after-dinner drink so we could discuss everything we’d discovered and how I didn’t understand why we wouldn’t go over everything with Burt at the office. By the look on her face, she did not think it was funny but stayed curious to hear about the rest of my day.
“I’m not sure how I’m going to be in two places at once tonight.” I leaned back in the chair, suppressing a sigh. 
“Your mother will send you back to the coven if you miss that meeting tonight.” Auntie Meme didn’t tell me something I didn’t already know, though Mom really wouldn’t send me back to the coven. She’d make it hard for me to live under her roof, that was for sure. “You better figure something out and fast. Because it’s going to be six-thirty before you know it.”
“I wonder what Mick’s special after-dinner drink is?” I couldn’t deny the evidence any longer. I was happier than a tornado in a trailer park to get to spend some time alone with Mick. Even if it was discussing business. 
“Hmmm.” Lines creased on Auntie’s forehead as her brows dipped. “I wonder,” she said in a sarcastic tone that made my insides cringe. 



Chapter Ten
 
Before I left the diner, I wanted to make sure that I’d eased Auntie Meme’s uneasiness about Mick and by doing that I got her all riled up about Mrs. Hubbard. She still insisted that Mrs. Hubbard had lied and that she took the special vase Auntie had ordered online. 
Vinnie didn’t bother pulling back down the alley behind the house after we got home from the diner. Since I was going to have to make a quick getaway to meet up with Mick later, he parked on the curb on St. James Street on the side of Belgravia Court, which he hardly ever did. 
Actually, Belgravia Court ran perpendicular to St. James Street, Sixth Street, and Fourth Street, with St. James in the middle. Most tourists came down to St. James Street because there was a beautiful clay angel fountain that had two levels of flowing water. St. James also dead-ended into Central Park, a very happening place for tourists as well. There was always something going on like Shakespeare in the Park, St. James Art Festival, walking tours, and many more.
The entrance to Belgravia Court off of St. James was spectacular. The garden committee really did keep up the tiled entrance with the large potted ferns flanking each side and kept the wrought iron fencing in perfect shape. 
Vinnie wasn’t fond of sitting on St. James due to the tourists who sometimes couldn’t keep their hands off of him. Vinnie kept himself in mint condition. Even though he’d been in the pouring rain and in a gravel lot next to some stinky barns, you’d never know it. He kept himself spit shined and cleaned. 
Our house was the first one on the right as soon as you entered the court off of St. James. And Mrs. Hubbard’s was right across the green. The trees lined St. James Street and I noticed Miss Kitty perched on a branch in the tallest tree on the side of Mrs. Hubbard’s house.
“Miss Kitty,” I whistled into the air. “What are you doing?”
She fixed her gaze on me, batting her long lashes and went back to staring at Mrs. Hubbard’s house as if she were looking down into it. 
I meandered over to her house and stood there as if I were admiring her plastic flower garden and trying to decide if I should knock or not. Before I could even make up my mind, the door flew open and King burst out the door, yipping his little Yorkie head off.
“Oh, King.” My finger pointed to him in a fluid motion, sending him back to his mom, whimpering and with his tail tucked. “You are a silly dog.” I shook a finger at him, sending a spell for him to instantly like me. “It’s only me. Your friend Maggie.”
“Don’t you listen to her,” Mrs. Hubbard spat and bent down to try to pick him up right before he darted back down the steps and jumped straight into my arms. She ran her fingers along her pearl necklace. “See, I told you that Maggie is the good one.”
“I am.” I spoke in my best baby voice to win over Mrs. Hubbard. When I made kissy lips and smacking noises, I held King up in front of me with Mrs. Hubbard in the background and blew kisses his way, only the air from my lips blew an inviting spell past King and right into Mrs. Hubbard’s heart.
“You know,” Mrs. Hubbard looked a little caught off guard by what she was about to say, “Why don’t you come in and join us for a late afternoon tea.” She walked down the steps and took King from me. “It’s his supper time and with the meeting being at my supper time, I made some late afternoon tea and cakes.” She scooted up the steps and looked back at me. “Well? What are you waiting for? A written invitation?”
I snickered under my breath and proceeded to follow her before the spell wore off and she changed her mind. I was careful about doing anything other than small spells on anyone in Belgravia Court. These spells wore off in minutes and generally got me what I needed in a fast response. If the spells were a little bigger, it could change the fate of everyone involved and that was not going to be on my hands. 
Mrs. Hubbard’s home had the white gingerbread lattice around all the steps and gutters. Her windows were rounded at the top and had different masonry work to go along with the curves. The details in all the homes on Belgravia Court were vastly different and elegant. I’d say Mrs. Hubbard’s home was probably the biggest. 
Just like our house only bigger, Mrs. Hubbard’s front door opened up into a foyer that was big enough to be its own room. To the right she had a family room bigger than ours and to the left she had a sitting room where a fresh pot of tea steamed from a serving tray on a small table between two chairs. There was a turret room off to the side and the rounded walls were so charming with the windows in a curve. The only thing she had in there was a small orange vase with a white plastic daisy. Other than that, the room was practically empty for its size and I wondered why. It wouldn’t have been for lack of money because it was rumored that Mrs. Hubbard was the wealthiest woman on Belgravia Court. If I considered the source, then maybe the idle gossip was wrong. Regardless, I didn’t see anything that would have been considered something from our coven that would’ve been delivered. Maybe Mrs. Hubbard didn’t take the package and Shay didn’t necessarily see what she thought she saw. Especially since she wore those tiny purple cat-eye glasses that always seemed to be smudged up. 
“In here, Maggie.” Her voice trickled out of a room off the hallway. King yipped from the doorway. When I sauntered into the kitchen, Mrs. Hubbard was bent over the stove taking single cakes off the baking sheet and onto a cooling rack. 
The kitchen was larger than ours and I could only see Auntie in here creating so many new daily specials for The Brew. She was always complaining to Mom how much she needed a bigger experimental space. Mom told her to do it at the diner, but Auntie Meme was terrified that someone was going to see the magic, exactly why she didn’t let me flip my wrist to get everything done quicker.
Mrs. Hubbard’s white cabinets curled around the white tiled walls. There was a huge center island with a black top. 
“Your kitchen is beautiful.” I ran my hand along the top and kept my eyes peeled out for anything that might resemble a witchy vase that Auntie had ordered. “Auntie Meme would kill for this kitchen.”
“Interesting you’d say kill and Meme in the same breath.” She whisked together some powdered sugar and a few other ingredients before she cut in a couple of eggs. “As sure as shinola, she’s lost her mind.”
She spread the concoction over the small cakes and plated two: one for me, one for her. I followed her back into the room where the tea had steeped long enough and was ready. 
I eased down into one of the chairs and looked out the window that had a perfect view of the front of our house. 
“You sit in here a lot?” I asked and picked up the cup of tea, but not without noticing a pair of binoculars underneath her chair. King sat down in front of me. His little round black eyes stared.
“This is our favorite room, right King.” King jumped to his little feet and wagged his tail. He sat down at my feet and kept his eyes on me. “We sit here all day long. In fact, you are in King’s chair.”
I’m telling you that I’m going to get my vase back one way or another, Auntie Meme’s voice twirled in my head. 
“Are you sure you didn’t see the mailman drop off a package?” I asked and took a bite of the small cake. My mouth watered and I craved another bite. It was the most delicious and moist cake I’d ever tasted. “Mmm.” I pointed to it. “Carrot?”
Out of the corner of my eye and out the turret window, I saw Miss Kitty land on top of Vinnie as a group of tourists were walking around him. Miss Kitty flapped her wings. The tourists were taking photos of Vinnie and Miss Kitty. I ran my hand over the pendant. Vinnie revved his engine and peeled out of the parking space on the curb and I sent him a message to go park in our garage in the alley behind our house and take Miss Kitty with him. 
“I didn’t see any person deliver anything to your house. And I’m taken aback a bit that you’d come in my home and accuse me of it.” Her eyes narrowed. “Is that why you came in here being all nice? You might be the most normal of that family, but you certainly aren’t normal like the rest of us and I am going to prove it.”
She flung her hand up to the side and pointed toward the door. King jumped to his feet and began his yipping and snipping at my feet. The spells had obviously worn off. 
“I mean, you do have the perfect view of our porch if you sit here all day.” I got up since my welcome was no longer. “So, did you see anyone who might’ve taken it?”
Suddenly she became wide awake.
“You know, I might’ve seen someone, but I’m not sure.” She thought about it for a second. “Let me think on it and I’ll get back to you.”
I could sense she was lying and trying to come up with something good, but her old mind wasn’t letting her.
“Like someone off the street?” I asked, baiting her. 
“Yeah, yeah. You know there are always tourists around here snooping.” She fingered her pearls. “I’ll see you tonight.”
“Thanks for the tea,” I waved. “Even though you didn’t let me finish it,” I mumbled on my way out of the door.
I didn’t look back as I made it across the green to my house because I was sure she was looking out that window. Auntie Meme was right. Mrs. Hubbard watched everything we did. No wonder she saw Sherry levitating in the family room last night. Not only did we have to watch our magic at The Brew, now I knew we had to watch it in the privacy of our own home. 
“You traitor!” Auntie Meme flung a finger toward me. I ducked just in time as a glass of magic water flew past me and spilled all over the door. 
“I did no such thing.” I ducked again when she tried to fling more water on me. “Stop it! I went over there to see if I could find your package.” My face nearly missed the flying, slimy frog she pulled out of the air. 
“You did?” She curled her arms around her body as the cape flung out from behind her. “And?”  She turned to go back down the hall and into the kitchen where she was coming up with the next day’s specials for The Brew. 
“Nothing.” I sat down at the kitchen table and drummed my fingers. “It was the strangest thing. She has nothing in her house. I mean no pictures, not much furniture, but she has the best kitchen. You’d love it.”
“I don’t think so,” Auntie Meme grabbed the bottle of Cassie off of the forbidden herb shelf that no one was allowed to use but her. She took the lid off and didn’t use the usual dash; she used a couple tablespoons. My mind reeled with what on Earth she could possibly be making for tomorrow’s special since Cassie was mainly used in the sexuality department. 
Thank goodness I wasn’t going to be there to find out since I had to go shopping for the perfect cocktail dress, which reminded me to ask Lilith as she walked in.
“What’s going on?” she asked. Gilbert flew in and landed on her shoulder. Lilith brushed back her bangs and kissed Gilbert’s little beak. 
“We were just talking about that thief across the way.” Auntie Meme stirred the pot and turned on the oven. She was making some sort of special dessert. 
This usually took place every night while they watched the evening news, but tonight was special so she must’ve been doing it early. She and Mom made potions for their “special” which covered the entire Louisville metro area. Their potions made people happier, worry less, take more time with their family because they said the news was filled with terrible things. 
Once people came to eat at The Brew, they got a good fix of happy in some awesome homemade food and left feeling good and wanting to do good in the community. Auntie Meme was determined to make the world a happy place one stomach at a time. 
Most of our customers were repeats and brought people with them. The Brew was getting to be well known around town and our wait line was also getting longer. Auntie Meme felt like her movement was working. Who was I to question what she put in her cakes? 
“Maggie decided to go over and make friends with her.” I silently fumed as Auntie Meme kept talking. If she could only understand that it was for her. “Maggie claims that old, rich Mrs. Hubbard lives a pretty frugal life and didn’t see my package.”
Lilith looked at me with a wry grin on her face. I rolled my eyes.
“But she did invite me in and made the most delicious little cakes I’ve ever tasted.” I completely lost my marbles and let my mouth take over, forgetting I was talking about good food and Mrs. Hubbard in the same sentence, both things Auntie Meme took seriously.
The pot on the stove exploded and the contents smacked the ceiling and dripped down over me. Gilbert flapped his wings and flew off. Riule barely lifted his head from his big pillow next to the door—his usual spot where he waited patiently for Mom to get home from wherever it was she had gone. 
Lilith cocked her body sideways in the chair, giggling. Her eyes had a glint telling me that I’d screwed up now.
“Thanks.” I shook my head, letting whatever it was shake off me like a dog after a bath. 
Auntie Meme cursed the air, cleaning up the entire room and myself in a single curse word. 
“I’m sorry.” I jumped up and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and decided to leave her alone while I was still alive. “Listen,” I turned my attention to Lilith, “I have to go to this fancy cocktail party tomorrow night and I was wondering if you could go with me in the morning to find a dress?”
“Why not,” she snapped her hand in the air and changed her clothes into a cute little red dress with a Peter Pan collar. She ran her lean hand over the collar. “These are very popular now.”
“I’d like something that I can get at a store so when someone asks, I can say the store name, not I made it.” Which was my general response to all the cute outfits I snapped on myself.
“Sure.” Lilith shrugged. “Can you come by the office around ten and get me? I have a meeting with Tessa first thing in the morning.”
“Sounds good.” I noticed how Auntie had tuned us out and started all over on her daily special. “Auntie, where is Mom?” I asked.
“She had to go to the cellar.” She meant that Mom had to get more herbs from the coven room in the basement. Anytime we needed special ingredients we were out of, the coven room in the basement was where she used the cauldron to connect to that world. “I wish she’d hurry too because I need that last ingredient.”
“Tell me about your day.” Lilith’s eyes were filled with a curious deep longing. “And how it went with Mr. Hunky Spy.” She wiggled her brows up and down and did a little shimmy shake of her shoulders in an oh-la-la way.
“Ouch!” Auntie Meme jerked her hand back. It was no surprise she lost all of her caution when Mick’s name was brought up. Her apparent distaste was becoming increasingly unavoidable. 
“Did you just burn yourself?” Lilith rose to her feet and swept across the room to check on Auntie Meme. She held Auntie’s hand in hers.
“Only because you brought up Mick.” I stood up and sighed, signaling my time to get out of there before Auntie Meme blew up the entire house. 
“I’m telling you that he’s not your life’s journey and he only puts you in danger,” Auntie Meme hollered at my back as I was walking out. “I can feel it from my warty toes to my witch’s nose! He’s got you in danger!”



Chapter Eleven
 
“Danger she says.” I threw my hands up in the air and took the first step on the first flight of stairs. My room was on the third floor and I just didn’t have the energy to walk up. I planted my finger on the side of my nose and with a quick nod, I was in my room. “Of course he has danger around him when I’m with him. I’m only with him when I’m undercover.” I slammed the door behind me.
My cell phone chirped from my pocket. When I pulled it out and saw Mick’s name scroll across I smiled. It wasn’t as if he and I were going to be a real couple like the one we were pretending to be. But I was a young woman and there was nothing wrong with looking.
“I know.” I answered the phone. “Don’t be late.”
“Actually, I was calling to tell you that the Tuckers cancelled dinner.” There was disappointment in his voice.
“Do you know why?” At least I wasn’t going to have to pull a fast one on Mom so I could be in two places at once. 
The door to my bedroom opened and the pads of little paws trotted across my room. Riule jumped on my bed. No doubt he was sent there as another pair of ears from Mom. 
“I’ve got my suspicions that I don’t want to discuss over the phone. Would you still like to come over and go to dinner?” he asked.
I paused, wondering if he was asking to work on the investigation or as a date.
Riule swiped a paw at me. I stared into his green eyes. The specks of gold glittered as the evening sun drifted through the window. His ears perked.
“I’m going to pass on dinner, but if drinks are still on, I’d love to have one of those special cocktails you talked about earlier.” I winked at Riule knowing he was going to run and tattle.
He darted out the door and didn’t bother shutting the door behind him. I walked over to the window and looked out. Mrs. Hubbard and King looked like they were already heading to the meeting. 
Even though I couldn’t meet him for dinner later and go to the meeting for Mom, I had a sneaky suspicion they would have sent Abram to the restaurant like they’d done before. This way, they knew I was going to be with him, regardless of how innocent it was. Little did they know it was all about business. 
“Yeah. Sure. Let’s say around eight pm.” We agreed on the time and I was sure the six-thirty meeting would be over by then since I could guarantee the meeting was all about Mom and her bushes.
“That sounds good. I’ll see you then.” I hung up and turned back around. Mom was standing in the door. I slipped the phone back in my pocket.
“Did you use magic to get up those stairs, young lady?” Mom had gotten what I liked to call all mortaled up.
 Her hair was neatly combed to the side and pulled into a long, low ponytail. She had on a pair of khaki pants and a cable knit sweater that would help keep the nip of the fall air off of her. 
“Mom, Auntie Meme is getting ridiculous. I’m a woman. We all know that my life’s journey is to help out SKUL. It’s not a life I chose, but the life that chose me.” I walked over to my closet and opened the door. Empty, like it’d always been. 
I snapped my fingers and decided on a pair of dark skinny jeans tucked into a pair of black, tall, wedged boots and a hot pink sweater that fit my form. I let my hair hang down and put on minimal makeup. 
Mom stood at the door for the first time without saying anything. She was actually listening to me. 
“She refuses to understand any of it.” I pulled the pendant from underneath the sweater and laid it on top. “And I always wear my necklace.”
Mom swept across the room and picked up the brush on my dresser. She stood behind me. Both of us stared at the other in the mirror. It was like she transformed me back into the little girl who would stand in the exact same place every night after witch school and she’d brush my hair one hundred times. When she couldn’t do it, she had the magic brush do it. 
She began to run the brush down my hair.
“You will always be our little Maggie. The Maggie who is always in trouble. The Maggie who we had to listen to every word she said because she had a slip of the tongue. The Maggie who saved the neighbor cat more than the nine lives he was already generously given. The Maggie who had gotten a car as a familiar that we had to accept. The Maggie who still plays games with her sister and thinks most mortal men are hot.” Mom simply continued to brush.
She was right. I wasn’t the typical witch. 
“I know I was a handful, but this is what they, the coven, had planned for me. I’m a grown woman and it is time for me to either melt or fly.” It was a saying among witches about when a child left the comforts of her coven. You either melted or made it. “Y’all are going to have to let me spread my wings and trust I know what I’m doing.”
“We do trust you in these situations. It’s the mortal man that we can’t trust.” Mom didn’t look at me when she talked about Mick.
“Mom, he’s been nothing but protective. Vinnie is so jealous that he gets steam under his engine every time Mick is in the car.” I continued to look at her to see if she was going to look back.
“It’s not him. It’s you.” She reached around with her hand. Her dark eyes drew up to mine. A chill slid along my neck and down my spine. “In here.” She tapped my chest right above the cavity where my heart beat. “The mortal man might be a nice man. And certainly a good-looking one, but he doesn’t know you. You know everything about him and you know your heart. You might seem to think he knows you, but he doesn’t. He knows the Maggie that he works with. The Maggie who loves her family so much that she put her life on hold to work at the family diner for her much older auntie. The Maggie that has a cool, crazy car and who has a heart of gold and would love to help out SKUL in any way she can.” Her tone turned chilly and stone cold, “But what happens when he finds out about the Maggie who is a witch? That uses white magic and can never leave her heritage behind? Then what?”
“I don’t plan on him ever finding out.” My mom’s words hurt me more than I let her believe. 
“I don’t know, Maggie. Sometimes our hearts do things that we don’t plan on doing. That is where your auntie and I are concerned.” Mom put the brush down and slid back to the door. “We will be downstairs waiting in the foyer for you. I’d like all of us to go the meeting together.”
I bit back the tears as Mom’s words infiltrated my brain and my heart. Why was I getting so upset? Mick didn’t want me. He only got in touch with me a couple of days ago because Burt had sent him. No matter how much he stroked my ego and told me how he wanted me to be safe and was glad I was on the case, it was still work. Nothing personal. I knew that and had to keep saying it to myself. 
I got myself together and almost took the easy way down the stairs with a little nod, but quickly decided against it. I took the steps like Mom wanted me to. True to her word, she along with Auntie Meme and Lilith were waiting by the door, each had on their shawl. Mom handed me mine. On inside right of the shawl, the family coven crest, the three stars, were embroidered. 
First in line was Auntie, next was Mom, after her Lilith and then me. Miss Kitty was perched on Auntie’s shoulder. Riule was sitting next to Mom’s feet. Gilbert was standing on Lilith’s forearm. The two faint toots from behind us that were muted from outside, was Vinnie letting me know that he hadn’t forsaken me.
Auntie Meme held her arm in the air with her two fingers together. Each of us followed. We brought our hands across our chests and right over the three stars, we tapped once for each word spoken. 
“Coven, family, thyself,” our voices came together in a harmonious way that was music to our ears. The familiars disbursed and the front door flew open. I curled the shawl around me as the night breeze whipped in and around my feet, swirling up to my head. 
Something told me that I was in for a long night.



Chapter Twelve
 
The meeting had the usual suspects with Susie, Shay and Mrs. Hubbard up front and center. They made up the executives of the Belgravia Court Historical Society with the rest of the residents on Belgravia Court as voting members.
“As the president of the Society, I regret to inform you that the necessary paperwork was not filed in order for you to plant the several bushes along the sidewalk leading up to your house.” Susie had called Mom to the front of the meeting and decided not to even let Mom speak.
Lilith and I stole a glance between us and sighed deeply. 
“I’m going to have to ask you to look again.” Mom pointed to the file Susie had in front of her before a slight breeze slid the file in front of Mrs. Hubbard. It was so subtle that the sudden change in the slight breeze was all that alerted me to the little bit of magic Mom had performed. 
Susie didn’t argue. There was a smug look on her face as she glanced up and shook her head. Her lips thinned and she shrugged. 
“Could it have possibly been misplaced?” Mom asked.
“This is the second time today this family has accused me of something impossible.” Mrs. Hubbard smacked her hand on the table where they were sitting. She hit it so hard, it echoed into the night air. 
“Calm down, Gladys.” Shay put a hand on Mrs. Hubbard. She looked between our family and Mrs. Hubbard. Glaring at us, but giving Mrs. Hubbard a sympathetic eye. 
“I’m sorry if you feel like we are accusing you of anything.” Mom spoke in a reasonable tone and kept her cool. “I’m just saying that I know I did the necessary paperwork and I even got a response.” Mom turned around. “Maggie, the paper.” She wigged her fingers at me. “In your clutch.”
“Yes.” I opened my clutch and pulled out a folded piece of paper that Mom had just put in there. I stood up and walked it over to her. She took it up to Susie, who handed it to Shay. Shay pushed her cat-eye glasses up on her nose. 
“I. . .” Shay stumbled. “I don’t recall signing this, but it is my signature.”
“I’m telling you, the Parks have strange things going on over on their side of the court.” Mrs. Hubbard stood up. Her eyes glazed the crowd. She flattened out her hand in front of her. “I saw a woman with blond hair floating in their family room last night.”
“Coo, coo,” Auntie Meme whistled and circled her finger around her ear. There were a few laughs from the others behind us. 
Lilith and I bit our lips.
“Gladys, please look through the other files and see if it was misplaced,” Susie asked Mrs. Hubbard. 
Mrs. Hubbard spit and cursed under her breath before she gave in and sat back down. The first file she opened, Mom’s application magically appeared. 
“I have no idea how that got in there.” Mrs. Hubbard glared. “I know. They did it somehow.”
“Oh yeah.” Auntie taunted and wiggled all ten of her fingers in front of her. “We did magic. Ooooooo. . .” Auntie’s mouth formed an O. 
“Enough you two,” Susie warned. “We have been neighbors for a long time. I don’t know what’s happened between the two of you, both accusing each other of some absurd activity.
Shay grabbed the paperwork out of Mrs. Hubbard’s hands and flipped through the paperwork. 
She and Susie leaned over a contrary Mrs. Hubbard and whispered between them. 
“Our ruling is that Fae Park can keep her bushes since we did approve it a few weeks ago. I’m going to say that I was not opposed to the bushes but when I saw them, I thought they were a little big and boxy.” Susie wasn’t going to look like a fool in front of the residents. 
It was too late. Whispers about how she’d been very forgetful lately started to trickle off the lips of the gossipers in the crowd.
“What about the owl?” Mrs. Hubbard tapped her finger on the table.
“Gladys, we need to drop this right now,” Susie said through her gritted teeth. 
“Before we go,” Mom gestured to me and our family sitting in the front row. “Can you please let me know if I’m on the Historical Homes Christmas Tour?” 
“We are still going over the applications.” Susie put Mom’s bush paperwork in the file and scribbled something on it. “We will let everyone know in a couple of days.”
“Thank you.” Mom lifted her chin in the air and turned on the balls of her feet. 
Auntie Meme stood up and Mom walked behind her, then Lilith, and then me. The Park women walked down the center aisle of the outdoor meeting space and quietly walked home.
“That was wonderful, Fae,” Auntie Meme’s voice escalated. 
“What happened to no magic?” I asked and watched as a bottle of champagne twirled in the air along with four flutes. 
“Sometimes we have to use our power to fight the evil.” Mom smacked her hands, the cork popped out of the bottle and exploded into silver and gold flecks of fireworks before the bottle poured four full glasses. 
The glasses floated to each of our hands. 
“Coven, family, thyself.” Mom lifted her glasses. Everyone followed suit. 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
“Maggie.” The voice in the dark caught me off guard after I hit the electric garage door button to get Vinnie. 
“Abram,” I gasped and threw my hand to my chest. “What on Earth are you doing?”
“I wanted to know why you didn’t meet me for our date. Was it him?” He made a dismissing gesture.
“Abram,” I didn’t like the vibe I was getting from him. I ran my finger over my pendant. “I have to go. You and I both know that we are very good friends. Not the dating type.”
“But your mom and Meme think differently.” He softened a bit. 
“My mom and auntie don’t know how we are like siblings either.” I ran my hand down his arm to give him some sympathy. He shuffled his feet and took a step back.
“You know that I’m here and that I have your back. No matter what kind of trouble you get into with that guy, I’m here.” His nostrils flared and his lips thinned.
My pendant didn’t warm, so I knew he was harmless, but his actions still set me on alert. I waited a few minutes after he left the garage before I got in Vinnie.
“That was weird.” I gripped the wheel.
“He is only worried like all of us.” Vinnie revved his engine and rolled out of the garage and down the alley. “I’m assuming we are still going to Mick’s home.”
“Yes we are.” I glanced in the rear-view mirror before Vinnie took a right on Sixth Street. 
In the shadow of one of the gas carriage lights, Abram Callahan’s flat, unspeaking eyes prolonged the moment. I shivered, but quickly forgot once Vinnie’s wheels spun and zoomed off in the direction of Mick Jasper’s home.
“You stay here and be good.” I warned Vinnie when I got out of the car. He was unusually quiet. I rubbed his dash. “I love you, Vinnie.”
“I love you too, Maggie.” Vinnie shut his lights and engine off. My door opened and I stepped out. 
On my way up to the Mick’s apartment building, I looked up at his fourth floor spread and saw the lights on. I looked back at Vinnie and he seemed to be all tucked in for a couple of hours. 
“Good evening,” Mrs. Cartmell croaked from the step of the small concrete stoop outside of the building. She lifted a cigarette to her lips and took a long draw. “I guess you are the soup du jour of the month.”
“Excuse me?” I asked and looked down on her.
“Mr. Jasper.” The words tumbled out in a stream of smoke. She cocked a brow. “Many women come in and out of his apartment.”
“Is that right?” I asked and pressed my lips together. 
“Mmm, hmmm.” She hummed under another long inhale. “You are number two just today.” 
“He is a very popular man.” I smiled and stepped up on the step, walking past her. The door to the building was propped open with a rock so I didn’t bother hitting the button for his apartment to let me in.
The elevator was already resting on the first floor. I got in and pressed the button to Mick’s apartment.
The elevator dinged, signaling my arrival and I stepped out. The sweet sounds of Ella Fitzgerald sang out of Mick’s open door. 
“Come on in!” Mick yelled over the trumpet solo. The smell of wine, garlic, and sage. 
Cautiously I walked in and saw Mick hovering over a chrome pan pouring some red wine into the sizzling garlic butter, steam billowing in the space between him and the burner. He had on a pair of jeans and a grey V-neck shirt that wasn’t tight but wasn’t loose and showed off a couple of his abs and biceps when he twisted in just the right way. His hair wasn’t parted on the side, but slicked back, exposing that adorable widow’s peak. He was barefooted. Normally I hated bare feet, but on Mick it was sexy. 
“I thought I’d make some sautéed mushrooms.” He put the wine bottle up to his lips and tipped it back, taking a sip. He held it out. “You have to try this one. It’s from local winery and so good.”
It might seem strange that Kentucky, home of bourbon, would have vineyards, but they were becoming increasingly popular and popping up all over the state. 
“No thank you.” I wasn’t much of a wine girl. 
“That’s right!” He smacked his hands together and rushed around the island. “You are a bourbon gal.” He whisked past me and headed over to the glass wall of windows and pushed a button that raised the curtains. 
My eyes drew past him and out into the beautiful starry sky and the faint lights of downtown. It was an even more magnificent view than I had imagined. 
“So I’m not the first girl up here today?” I teased, but really wanted to know who the other woman was. Not that it was my business. We were just partners, right?
“ Sherry dropped by.” His voice was flat. “She had some paperwork about another case.”
“Oh.” Suddenly I was by surprise at the jealousy I felt. “Why didn’t she wait until she saw you at the office?”
“Why Maggie Park,” He slow and steady smile crept across his lips and up to his eyes. “I never figured you for the jealous type.”
“I’m not jealous” I pish-poshed the idea, but I wasn’t going to lie to myself, I did have a sudden urge to throw an ugly spell Sherry’s way. A zit or two wouldn’t hurt her too much. 
“I figured you for the type to have plenty of gals up here.”
“Well, you figured right. You’re here,” He joked and went back to stirring the mushrooms. 
“Do you have that specialty drink?” I asked hoping it would calm my nerves and change the subject
“I do.” He walked back over to the kitchen and turned the mushrooms on low before he reached into the refrigerator. He pulled out a glass cooler with a handle and a spout. 
“It’s my secret fall cocktail.” He smiled and offered me a glass. 
I took a sip, surprised at the fruity taste and how much it didn’t taste at all like liquor. 
“What’s in it?” I asked wondering if Buck at The Derby had ever made it. 
“Some Jamaican rum, spiced tea, orange liqueur, grapefruit juice and some fresh cut oranges with the peel still on it.” He held it up to the light. “Looks pretty too.”
A knock at the door stopped Mick. He brought his finger to his lips and mouthed, “I’m not expecting anyone and not many people know where I live.”
Slowly he walked over to the counter and pulled one of the drawers open. He pulled out a pistol and put his hand up. He walked sideways to the door with his arms extended, hands brought together by the gun that was pointed to the ground. Before he put his hand on the door, he motioned for me to move across the room so when the door swung open, I was out of view. 
I grabbed my drink and gulped down the contents, hoping for a little bit of liquid courage because I knew using magic would be out of the question. I tiptoed across the room while running my finger over my pendant. It didn’t warm to the touch, which was Vinnie’s way of telling me there was no present danger. 
I cowered behind a chair in the far left corner with my eyes peeping over the back. 
When the person on the other side knocked again, Mick flung the door open.
“Freeze!” he screamed.
On the other side of the door stood Auntie Meme and her Spell Circle in full witch regalia. 
And I was worried they were going to send Abram…



Chapter Fourteen
 
“My, oh, my,” Pixie chirped from under her full witch’s costume. “I can see why our Maggie is so smitten with you.” Her eyes slid past Mick’s pistol and up to his bicep. “You sure do have some big guns.” She winked. 
“Auntie?” I jumped up from behind the chair and rushed over to the door. “What are you doing here?”
Mick positioned his gun in the waist of his jeans.
She passed me and moseyed on up to Mick. His biceps didn’t seem to impress her in the slightest bit. 
She curled up on her toes in her pointy, black, heeled boots and came nose-to-nose with him, her pointy hat making her taller. 
“I’ve come for that special cocktail you told my niece about.” She jabbed her sharp fingernail into his chest. “So where is it?” 
“Auntie.” I flung my arm down to the ground. “This is embarrassing.”
“Well, sunny boy, where is the special cocktail?” Charmary shot a reproachful look over Auntie Meme’s shoulder. My stomach began to feel a little queasy.
“Are you okay, Maggie?” Flora scurried over to me. I shooed her away.
“I’m fine. I think I have a case of the embarrassments.” I threw a scolding look at each one of them.
“Where is that special cocktail?” Auntie Meme insisted and pushed her way into the depths of the apartment. 
Mick turned around, facing the wall of glass, and his eyes brushed past Auntie and at the window. 
His eyes drew big and his mouth opened and then closed. He closed his eyes and did a quick shake of his head before he opened them again.
“Is that an. . .” His arm slowly lifted and he pointed his finger to the window. Miss Kitty was hovering outside of his window with her wings fully extended. 
“Oh, dear.” Glinda rubbed her hands together.  She continued to blow on her palm that was focused on Mick. “This is her life’s journey.” She shook her hands to her side. “My spells aren’t working.”
“Oh, Auntie.” I stumbled over to the window and hit the button I saw Mick push earlier and let the curtains draw to a close. 
Mick’s head tilted to the side and continued to do so until the shade was closed and he could no longer see Miss Kitty. 
“This is ridiculous.” I glared. “I told you that I’d help you find out about your package later. Not tonight.”
“Package?” Mick asked.
“Auntie here had a package delivered to the house and. . .” I stumbled for words but tried to cover up by going and embracing my aunt in a big hug. “She believes our neighbor stole it. Tonight her book club members had this wonderful idea that they’d go over and pretend to be witches.”
“’Tis the season,” Pixie giggled and tipped her hat. 
“And I told her that I’d help her later.” I smiled hoping he’d take the bait. 
Auntie, Glinda, Flora and Charmary didn’t find it funny in the slightest bit. 
“About that cocktail.” Auntie Meme seethed. 
“Sure.” Mick went to shut the door of his apartment. Mrs. Cartmell was standing in the elevator with the door popped open with the toe of her shoe. “Good night, Mrs. Cartmell.”
“Thank you!” Pixie chirped and gave a finger wave before Mick slammed the door.
When he walked over to the kitchen and got a few glasses out of the cabinet, I took the opportunity to fuss at her.
“How could you?” My voice cracked with a sardonic weariness.
“Here you go.” Mick pushed five cocktails across the island and a refresher for me. 
Auntie Meme and the Spell Circle swept across the room in a fluid motion, making me let out an exhausted sigh. 
“That’s Maggie’s.” Mick pointed out when Auntie put her finger in my glass and stirred it before she dragged it across her tongue. “Tell me about this package.”
I grabbed my drink and eased down onto one of his couches knowing that he’d just opened the door to Auntie’s hate-fueled rant on Mrs. Hubbard. 
“You know, you can go to the post office and request the receipt where the person signed to get the package.” Mick was full of information that perked up Auntie. 
“A signature was required?” Auntie’s lips curled like a snake uncurling. Her eyes twinkled. She and the Spell Circle whispered something between them.
“How old is your Auntie?” Mick came over and asked me. 
“Don’t ask,” I muttered knowing that telling him she was over two hundred years old wasn’t going to go over too well and I’d look as crazy as she and her Spell Circle did. 
“Okay. Thank you for the special cocktail. They Spell. . .um. . .” Auntie’s brows pinched. She pulled a small bottle out of the pocket of her cloak. She grabbed Mick’s arm and poured some of the contents on the burn the pendant had sizzled into his forearm earlier in the day. “You are going to have to stop hurting yourself.” 
His jaw dropped.
“The book club girls and I must be going. We are discussing Jane Eyre’s Pride and Prejudice.” Auntie Meme gathered the girls.
Neither Mick nor I encouraged them to stay. We’d yet to talk about the case.
“Be home soon, Maggie dear.” Auntie twiddled her fingers at me once she got the Spell Circle out into the hallway. I waved back and Mick shut the door.
“Meme is a very interesting woman. How did she know about my arm?” He looked at the burn and it was practically gone. He rubbed his finger over it.
“She’s old. She’s lived through a lot.” I smiled and looked away from him.
Mick glanced back over to the window. “Did you see that owl? I think it was one of those rare ones from like the jungle I saw on Animal Planet.”
“I didn’t see anything.” I shrugged and walked back over to the island and sat down on the stool.
“What did you think about the auction?” he asked. He stirred the mushrooms before he removed it from the flame and placed the entire pan on the counter with two forks. He forked one and stuck it in his mouth.
“I’m not really sure. I just can’t wrap my head around a crime that hasn’t happened or we don’t know if it happened.” It was an observation. I took another sip of the cocktail. “Riley didn’t have many good things to say about the Byrds. I thought they were nice.”
“The Byrds bid and won against them on Rails and Nails. That is fighting terms.” Every time he looked at me, my heart did a flip flop. 
This time I took a gulp instead of a sip, hoping the alcohol would take care of the flip flop.
“Why would they get so mad?” I couldn’t wrap my head around his thinking. 
“Money. Greed.” He slid up next to me and scooted out a stool to sit. 
He sat down next to me. He put his hands around the glass and juggled it. The ice clinked back and forth. With each shake of his glass, he let out an unforgettable natural smell that was only a mix of musk and woodsy cologne. Had he put that on for me? I didn’t recall him smelling so good before.
“Rails and Nails seemed to be the most favorable to win the Derby from that auction. The Byrds will spend a lot of money to get Rails and Nails prepared to be picked as the favorite from the collective. Then if Rails and Nails is chosen, everyone puts in the pot and that’s where the doping is supposed to happen.” What he said made a lot of sense, but what stopped me in my tracks was that this was a long-term investigation.
“That could take months,” I tried to cover up the excitement that was rumbling inside of my gut. Or maybe it was the cocktail. I gulped the rest of it down. 
“It could take months since we are in the fall season and the Derby is in the spring.” He broke into a leisurely smile. His eyes smoldered. He leaned a little closer to me. 
I felt a little dizzy, but tried to focus. 
“That means we have to pretend to be married.” He leaned in a little more. “Smitten? You’re smitten with me?”
“Pixie. . .she’s. . .” I stopped talking as he got closer and closer and I got dizzier.
This is happening, my head spun, my heartbeat quickened, my stomach knotted. Was this how he was going to kiss me? Oh, no. I rolled my lips together right before I threw up down his shirt.



Chapter Fifteen
 
“I’m assuming you aren’t coming,” Lilith asked when I answered my phone.
The clock marking time on my wall broke the silence in my room. I squinted and looked at it. It was past noon. 
“You must’ve had a good time last night.” Lilith choked out a laugh. “I figured when you got home so late that I wouldn’t see you this morning.”
“I’m so sorry. I. . .” I had a momentary recollection of me throwing up on Mick. “It was awful. I threw up on him.”
Lilith snorted. “You what?”
“You heard me,” I whispered and sat up in the bed. My head throbbed. “I don’t know why either. I only had one drink. Auntie Meme had more than that.”
“Wait. Auntie Meme was there?” Lilith questioned. 
“Not just her. She brought the whole damn Spell Circle in their full regalia.” I rubbed my free hand over my head and used my nails to scratch my scalp, hoping it’d get rid of my headache. 
“No wonder she was doing the Cassie spell. It was for you.” Lilith remembered that strange spell Auntie was concocting last night before the meeting.
“Gawd,” I groaned and lay back down with my hand covering my eyes. “How could I be so stupid? She did put her finger in my drink and acted like she thought it was hers.”
“You’ve got to be smarter than your Guardian,” Lilith said in a silky voice. “Don’t worry. I figured something happened, so I got you a really cute dress from one of the boutiques down here by the docks. You are going to love it. I’ll have Gilbert bring it over straightaway.”
“Thanks, Lilith. You are a lifesaver.” I hit the end button. 
I spent the rest of the day nursing the hangover and thinking about Mick. I hadn’t heard from him so I was sure he was completely put off by the puke. Lilith was right. The red wrap dress that had the perfect v-neck and hem line that hit right above my knee was the perfect cocktail dress. I even liked how the red made my dark features stand out. 
Mom had been down in the basement for most of the day and Riule was with her. It was only me and Vinnie, who stayed in the garage all day. Abram hadn’t even stopped by. 
Before I knew it, it was time to get ready and go to the party the Byrds had invited us to. 
“Vinnie, I made a complete jerk out of myself last night.” I laid my head on the headrest and didn’t bother watching Vinnie drive to Mick’s. 
“Maggie, you did not. You were a complete lady. It was his fault for serving you all those mixed liquors.” Vinnie always found it to be Mick’s fault. 
“So you are telling me,” I rubbed my finger over the pendant that just so happened to match the dress perfectly, “that you don’t think Auntie Meme played any part with her little finger spell making me throw up.”
“I would have loved to see Agent Jasper’s face,” Vinnie’s voice was vague. He wasn’t going to say anything against Auntie Meme. 
“I bet you would’ve,” I grumbled when I noticed we were already at the curb at Mick’s. “Just beep your horn. I’m already embarrassed enough.”
Vinnie didn’t just beep, he laid on the horn.
“Seriously?” I let out an exaggerated sigh but it didn’t faze him. He followed it up by a few toots. 
“I want to make sure he can hear me all the way up there on the fancy floor.” Vinnie was taking too much pleasure in my pain. “Uh, oh. We got a live one.”
I glanced out the passenger window and Mrs. Cartmell waddled her way down the front walk of the apartment building with a newspaper rolled up under her armpit. She thrust her finger down to the ground wanting me to roll down the window. 
“What do you want me to do?” Vinnie asked. 
“Roll down the window.” I craned my neck to see if Mick was on his way, but I saw nothing. 
“You stop all this ruckus!” She raised a bushy brow. The long hair on her chin twitched as the frown crept up on her lips. “I’m not going to have any witchcraft in my apartment. Do you hear me! Now, you go on and get out of here.” 
“Whoa!” Mick scooted up behind her. “Mrs. Cartmell, I’ve done told you that there was no witchcraft going on in the building. Maggie’s aunt was simply going to a costume party and they stopped by since they were in the area.”
“I saw it with my own eyes. They had on real looking outfits, that big creature flapping around the building, and then her.” She took the paper from under her arm and shook it at me.  “She started hacking her guts up.”
“I think your imagination has gotten to you,” I simply replied. 
“Has it really?” She snarled and grabbed the edges of the paper with both hands. She snapped open the paper and stuck the front page in my face through the window. “And this was my imagination as I snapped all sorts of pictures.”
She pulled the paper out of the car and shoved it in Mick’s face. He shifted in an uneasy manner.
“I thought I saw something like a big owl,” he confirmed, I flinched at his tone.
Shock momentarily halted me until I ran my hand over the paper. “That’s not even the back drop of the city.” I pointed behind her to the background of downtown verses the background on the paper that I’d just slightly changed. 
She looked at it and pulled it closer to her eyes. 
“What on Earth?” Her eyes widened with alarm. “That is not the picture I took and sent in to the paper. My name was even in the tiny print underneath.”
She jabbed the photo and handed it to Mick. 
“Photo credit to the Associated Press,” Mick read.
Mrs. Castell jerked the paper out of his hands and scurried back to the building cursing under her breath the entire way.
Mick got in and put the seat belt on. Jokingly, he gripped the door handle. “I’m ready now. You can drive.”
I snickered and put Vinnie in gear. 
“The address is. . .” Mick swiped his finger across his phone.
“I have it.” I pointed to Vinnie’s circuit screen, which popped up the directions to the Byrds’ home on the outskirts of town in the Jefferson County area. 
“Wow, you have done your homework.” His muscles stood out when he clenched his jaw. 
The air was thick with tension and nothing made Vinnie any happier. His engine purred with delight as he took his leisurely time around the curves of the country roads. 
“The trees sure are pretty this time of the year.” Mick attempted small talk. 
My gut told me he was avoiding the hot topic of vomit. 
“So are we going to just talk about the red and orange leaves, that are beautiful. Or are we going to discuss my puking episode from last night?” I asked.
I wanted so badly to tell him that Auntie Meme wasn’t very fond of him and that I was a witch and she was a witch and she put a silly little spell on me causing me to throw up and make me unappealing to him. Then everything would be peachy. 
“I was going to avoid that all together. But you do look like you feel better.” He smiled and relaxed a little more. 
“So this.” I drew my finger up and down his frame. “Isn’t all tense because I threw up on you?”
“No, I’m tense because I’ve been in so many strange and compromising situations. I’ve always taken pride in how I can figure things out and solve crimes in a pretty timely manner. I’ve always been able to meet someone and figure them out.” He peered at me intently. “But Maggie Park seems to have stumped me.”
My mouth dried. I kept my hands on the wheel and eyes straight. Vinnie turned down a gravel driveway and I could see a two-story, adorable log cabin at the end. 
“This car is unusual and acts strange. Your aunt comes around at inopportune times. You know things that you shouldn’t, including intelligence. You pretend not to see things, like that big ass owl flapping outside my window last night. And I know I have excellent eyesight because I just went in for my yearly checkup at SKUL last month. So I know that I saw Mrs. Cartmell’s name credited on the front of that newspaper.” He reached over and his hand gripped my forearm.
Vinnie jerked the car to a halt. Mick flung forward and smacked his head on the windshield. Not enough to hurt him or make a red spot, but just enough that Vinnie gave him a good crack and a threat to keep his hands off of me.
“And that.” Mick rubbed his head. 
“Maggie!” I never thought I’d be so ever grateful to see Riley Tucker jogging up to Vinnie in her high heels. “Maggie!”
Mick sucked in a deep inhale and blew out an even deeper exhale. He jerked the door open. He got out and slammed it shut.
“I’m so glad we get to walk in together.” Riley’s face crunched in disapproval. “This is not a house. It’s a pile of stacked up wood.” She wrapped her hand around my arm. “I adore this dress. You look great in red. I don’t look so good in red. It’s the only color I don’t look good in.”
Mick and I stole a glance before Forest got all of his attention. There was an unspoken look that I knew we were okay and he was just trying to figure me out. If he couldn’t understand who I was, I could understand that he couldn’t trust me to have his back when it came down to it.
I was going to have to be more careful and not use so much sleight of hand and get Auntie Meme off my back. 
“Seriously, who lives like this?” Riley gripped me so tight. 
“We aren’t going into a haunted house,” I joked even though it was that time of the year where every corner in town was fixed up like a haunted house and every person as a member of my coven. Mortals were fascinated with the paranormal. 
“Good evening, ladies. Welcome to our Frank Lloyd Wright Adirondack home.” Amber Byrd stood beaming with pride in a lovely black turtleneck jumpsuit. “Maggie, your necklace matches your dress perfectly. It’s so pretty. Ruby?”
If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear I saw Riley’s eyes slide down Amber’s body with an envy and jealousy in her bones. 
“It is.” I smiled knowing the real power the necklace had and eased into my pretend role as Mrs. Mick Jasper. 
“I noticed it yesterday.” Amber’s sweet smile traveled to her eyes. “It is a gorgeous piece of jewelry.”
“Really? A Wright home?” Riley dropped me like three-day old bologna and budged her way past me to get Amber’s attention.
“Oh yes. The finest in timber and framing alone nearly broke us.” Amber gushed when we walked into the great room with the fireplace and vaulted ceilings exposing the exquisite architectural detail. 
Amber took us throughout the 4580-square-foot home that boosted three bedrooms and a private and luxurious master suite. Amber’s gourmet kitchen had designer custom cabinets, stainless steel appliances, granite and concrete countertops and five-burner gas cooktop that would send Auntie Meme into witch heaven. Off the kitchen was the dining room with a butler’s pantry and wine cooler where there really was a butler pouring some of the fancy wine in glasses before he carried them out on a tray for the party-goers.
“The view.” Riley gasped. She hadn’t paid attention to me since we heard Mr. Wright’s name come out of Amber’s mouth. 
“You haven’t seen anything yet.” Amber gestured for us to follow her down the steps. 
“You have a movie theatre?” Riley’s jealousy was not only showing, she was flaunting it around. 
The home theatre, wine cellar, exercise room, and recreation room with wet bar and a fireplace was just a little whip cream on Amber’s slice of paradise. Her home was nestled in a nicely wooded area with three beautiful decks and a covered deck overlooking the koi pond with waterfall. There was a babbling brook below.
“This is amazing.” I managed to get in a sentence between Riley’s gasps and groans. 
“It’s not uncommon for the deer and the turkey to take a stroll along the creek each day and it provides excellent opportunities for canoeing and kayaking as well as fishing for catfish, smallies, bass, perch, crappie and bluegill, which is where Joel spends all his free time.” She winked. “He says he’s going to produce us a houseful of boys and teach them the lay of the land.”
“Oh not us.” Riley’s eyes popped open. “I want someone to raise mine for me. Hell,” she sucked down her glass of wine, “he can have an affair and let her have the kids for all I care. Just as long as I can shop.” She giggled.
Amber glared at her and when she noticed that I saw her, she smiled and giggled to cover it up.  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
“This house is something,” Mick said after he opened the door to the back deck. He walked up next to me and leaned over, resting his forearms on the deck railing.
The bright moon made a clear-cut line of his profile right before a cloud reached out and grappled with the moon for possession of light.
“It is magnificent.” I remained uncomfortably still with my hands still gripping the railing.
Mick reached over and laid his hand on mine.
“I’m sorry I said all of those things before we walked in. I know better.” A group of crickets sang like power lines in the darkness of the night. The trickle of the koi pond added to the musical number of Mother Nature’s nighttime orchestra. “You are my partner and it’s hard not to know every single thing about you. I know the heart you have and the love you have for your family. I have seen you take your job seriously and for that I’m sorry. I don’t need to know everything about you,” his voice trailed away. He’d said enough.
“Is that the barn over there?” I pointed to the only man-made light—a faint glow around the simple bulb that hung over top of a barn door.
“I think so.” He straightened up and rubbed his hand down my back. “Everyone is keeping a close eye on us. The men have been called to the theater room in the basement to talk about Rails and Nails and the Byrds’ role with him as the Derby contender for the spring.”
My heart flipped again and again. It was proving to be a staggering challenge being so near to him and very hard for me to concentrate on his words.
“You mean they’ve already picked him?” I was a little taken aback. “You said they had a couple of auctions to go.”
“I guess Rails and Nails was the guy.” He shrugged. “I’m curious to see how much stake all of us get to claim versus how much the Byrds get. I’m more curious to see what the training schedule is going to be. That’s where we are going to see him getting stronger and when the doping will probably take place.”
I nodded my head. He brought his face toward me and put his nose up to my ear. I found him disturbingly attractive and it was hard to concentrate on my job. 
“They are watching our every move,” his voice seductively passed through my ear and oozed into my veins. 
“I know they are.” I turned my head toward him. Our lips inches apart.
His lips thinned. His eyes probed my soul.
“Mick, dude. Can’t the two of you keep your hands off of each other for a couple of hours?” Forest had popped his head out of the door. “It’s time to head downstairs.”
Mick laughed. He gave me one last knowing look before he headed on inside and I followed him.
Like the good wife role I was playing, I went into the kitchen where the women had gathered. Different conversations were going on at once and it was hard for me to clear my head and eavesdrop as I was being paid to do. 
It was easy to pick out the voices of Amber and Riley since my ear had already been trained on them. They were tucked in the butler’s pantry away from the other women. 
Riley seemed to be a little distressed.
“Why did you invite her?” Riley sounded as if she were in tears. 
“Joel said it would be good for the society papers if we rubbed elbows with them.” Amber tried to reason with a very upset Riley.
“They’ve never come to our group parties before and she doesn’t fit in.” Riley had suddenly found her voice. “She’s not fitting in very well.”
Were they talking about me? My ears perked up. 
“I don’t know what to tell you. If the shoe were on the other foot and Forest told you to invite them, you’d have been all over it,” Amber whispered and she stuck her head out of the pantry.
Her eyes drew to mine. She smiled.
“There you are.” She stepped out of the pantry with Riley following her. There wasn’t a smile on Riley’s face. She stole away into the powder room off the pantry. “Where did you go?”
“I was checking out the amazing moon from your deck.” I generated a smile even though I knew she’d just been talking about me. 
How on Earth was I going to explain to Mick that we weren’t invited to something because Riley didn’t like me. That would definitely blow our cover. 
Amber’s attention was hailed down by an older woman with a short blond bob hairstyle that was asymmetrical hitting at her chin line. She dripped in jewels.  She smelled just like money. I had to figure out just how I was going to get back in Riley’s good graces now that she seemed to have picked Amber as her best friend after seeing Amber’s house. 
I grabbed a glass of bourbon on my way out of the kitchen and went back outside on the deck hoping the fresh night air would swirl around me, bringing me fresh ideas. 
The rustle of leaves and a shadowy figure caught my attention as soon as I made my way over to the edge of the deck. I glanced through the wooded area as the sound of light footsteps made off in the distance. The light from the bulb above the barn skewed as the door swept over its light. 
I pushed my hair back and glanced over my shoulder to see if anyone was looking at me or if they were just watching Mick, after all, he did say they were watching us and using a little witchy magic probably wasn’t the best thing. I set my glass down on the deck railing. 
Before I did anything that wasn’t of the mortal world, I ran my finger over my pendant and it didn’t warm. Vinnie hadn’t responded with it warming, making me feel a little better investigating what was going on down at the barn. 
I sucked in a deep breath and let the clean, crisp fall air fill my lungs before I puffed out my checks to make a streamlined breeze that transported me to the side of the barn. 
The lights of the house flickered through the bare tree limbs. That same cloud eased by the moon, shielding any small amount of light that showed my way. I put my hand up to my pendant and nothing. Even though my mind told me everything was fine and proceed to check out the barn, my gut told me danger lay ahead. 
With the barn door slightly ajar, I took a peek inside. There were only two stalls that ran along each side of the barn. The one on the right was empty and the one on the left was occupied by Rails and Nails.
He brayed as he sent his head over the stall door and turned to stare at me. He stared at me before lifting his nose in the air, braying and shaking his head back to its normal position. There was another door on the far side of the barn that was cracked and I couldn’t help but wonder if the shadowy figure I saw walked into the barn and through that door. 
Rails and Nails was batting the stall door with his hoof. I stepped inside. My heart drummed against my chest from the uncertainty of who I might find in here. I wasn’t supposed to be in there and how would I explain it if I got caught. 
Rails and Nails seemed to beckon me like he had his own agenda or spell for me. Puffs of dry dirt clouded around my feet as I walked inside. Slowly I opened the stall door. Rails and Nails backed up, letting me know it was safe to come inside. 
I shut the door behind me. The horse stepped up as if he were in high heels. The new shiny horseshoes sparkled underneath his muscled legs. I ran my hand along his side up toward his face and rested on the bridle that smelled of new leather. The brass nameplate proudly had Rails and Nails stamped into it. 
His nose continued to bat at my chest as if he were trying to tell me something. This was the second time I’d wished my mom were here to see what he was trying to tell me. Again, I put my hand up to my pendant and nothing happened.
“Everything is fine.” I ran my hand along his nose. “I think Amber and Joel are good people.”
I did. I hadn’t gotten any bad vibes about them and I wondered if Amber even knew the extent of the group they’d joined. I heard the sound of a car door slam. The sound of a metal ramp clinked as if someone was resting on the ground. A bright light shined through the crack of the back door. 
Rails and Nails began to prance around the large stall in a nervous rage. His head bucking, his nose flaring as puffs of air expelled into the cold air around us. He drew his front legs up and pawed at the dirt. 
“I think the faster the better.” The voice caught me off guard. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up when I heard the door creak open and footsteps walked across the barn’s dirt floor. Two headlights glittered through the dust inside the barn.
I scurried around the stall. Rails and Nails raised all sort of ruckus allowing me to take shelter under a stack of horse blankets that were stacked in the corner.
I put my ears on high alert to see if I recognized the voices. There were two sets as well as two sets of footsteps. One was heavier than the other. 
“I think you are right.” The other voice was a woman’s that I didn’t recognize. I touched the pendant to let it record the conversation. 
“We need to get a move on now.” The male’s voice was vaguely familiar. The stall door opened. “Here, boy.”
I peeked out the blanket. Rails and Nails looked back at me. Our eyes met. The sound of metal clipping onto something brought my eyes up to his bridle. The male was stocky and bald. 
My heart sank. My eyes focused on the man that had turned around. It was Ranger Esposito. 
“Come on, big guy.” Ranger clicked his tongue in his mouth to get Rails and Nails to move. 
Where was he going? Where was he taking Rails and Nails? 
There was no time to run back up to the house. There was no time to see if anyone was watching. I simply nodded my head and put myself in the stairway of the Byrds’ basement stairs next to the theater. I had to get Mick’s attention.
My pendant didn’t go off, but my internal witchy senses told me something bad was about to happen. 
The voices of the men were talking over one another as one spouted off what was best for Rails and Nails’s training schedule. 
“Psst,” I called when I peeked my head around the corner of the doorway. I was glad to see Mick was standing up against the wall, facing me. He lifted off using his back muscles when he saw me. I waved him over.
His eyes shifted around the room and made sure it was clear to move. With ease, he walked over to the bowl of nuts that was sitting on the bar and grabbed a handful before he nonchalantly moseyed over to the doorway and propped himself up on the wall.
“Something is wrong,” I whispered. “They are taking Rails and Nails. I saw it.”
Mick rolled his body toward the door and curled around the corner. 
“What?” His eyes searched mine.
“I went to the barn and was petting Rails and Nails. Ranger, the bald guy from the auction came in and took him. I swear they were loading him up in a horse trailer.” It dawned on me that the sound of the metal ramp had to be a horse trailer. 
Mick jutted up the stairs and I followed closely behind. The moon had been completely covered by the cloud by the time we’d made it out and rushed down the three decks. Using the light bulb over the barn door, Mick weaved in and out of the wooded brush as I let my legs float in the air and glided behind him without him knowing. Running really wasn’t my thing. 
As soon as we made it to the clearing, the flash of a horse trailer’s taillights glowed in the distance before disappearing around the curve of the country road. 
“Oh no.” A flicker of apprehension coursed through me. The sound of a zipper rang in my ears. I grabbed Mick and threw him out of the way. We sailed through the air right as the roof of the barn exploded into thousands of pieces lighting up the night sky.



Chapter Seventeen
 
“Tell me exactly what happened last night.” Burt sat on the edge of his desk with Sherry next to him. His arms crossed over his chest. Mick sat in the chair next to me. 
Burt had called us to come in at five o’clock in the morning. Vinnie and I drove with our eyes closed. I was getting used to not waking up so early like I had to when I worked at the diner.
“I told you.” I started my story over for the umpteenth time. “The women were in the kitchen discussing their clothes and I happened to be outside enjoying the night air when I noticed a shadowy figure heading out to the barn. I was bored and figured I’d go check it out.”
“I told you she couldn’t just play the part.” Sherry cocked a brow. “She doesn’t just want to blend in anymore.”
“You talk about me as if I’m not here.” I shot back at her.
“Maggie, please. Just tell the story.” Burt was much better than I was at ignoring Sherry’s underhanded comments. 
I continued to tell him the exact same story as if he thought I was going to change it or have any more clues. 
An agent knocked on the door of the office and Burt waved him in.
“Sir, the fire chief ruled the explosion as arson.” The agent handed Burt a file and a large blue zip bag. “We have the scene cleaned up. Unfortunately, the bag contains what little remains of Rails and Nails that was recovered from the stall and also Agent Esposito’s remains.” The agent went back to the door and before he walked out he said, “Sir, the Natural Preserve of Wildlife is outside. They are here to discuss evidence of an very rare and powerful owl that has been seen in two separate parts of Louisville.”
Mick looked at me with a sly eye. I gulped. Then it registered what the young agent just said about Ranger.
“Agent Esposito as in Ranger?” My lashes flew up my cheeks as the shock of discovering that Ranger was an undercover agent hit me full force. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“You only need to know your role in the investigation. That role is to play Mick’s wife so you can rub elbows with the women and get him into the men’s circle.” Burt looked through the bag. He pulled out a bag that had EVIDENCE printed in bold lettering across it. “It might be a good thing that you didn’t stay put because now we have an agent killer on our hands. You might’ve seen more than you know.”
“No.” I shook my head. “I told you everything I know.” I continued to replay the memory. “I didn’t see the woman and when I left the women in the house, all the wives were accounted for.”
“This means there is an outside couple that didn’t come.” Sherry noted. She picked up the phone. “I need you to get me the list of everyone who was invited to the Byrds’ party and we can compare it to the list that is going to the Tuckers’ shindig.”
“Shindig?” I asked.
“Your next assignment for the case.” Burt dragged a file off his desk with his empty hand. When he handed it to me, I noticed the horse bridle in his other hand in the bag. The brass tag was pushed up against it and it read Rails and Nails.
“Wait.” My eyes narrowed on the bag. “Rails and Nails?” The words stabbed me in the gut to even think the horse had died too.
“I’m afraid the only remains found in the stall was this and the shoes.” He took another evidence bag out of the big blue bag. 
My heart sank. Rails and Nails was trying to tell me something and I wasn’t listening. I was too busy trying to play detective that I let down my life’s journey.
“Are you okay?” Mick leaned over as Burt and Sherry dismissed themselves and went over the evidence. 
“I’m fine.” I shook my head. I glanced up at Sherry. “It’s early and if she’s not at The Brew, then I need to go and help Auntie Meme out today.”
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” Mick’s voice was sympathetic. “You’ve been through a lot for someone who isn’t used to this line of work. We lost a good agent last night.”
“Why would someone do this? An innocent horse?” I couldn’t fathom it. “An innocent man.”
“Think about it, Maggie. Rails and Nails was picked out of all of their horses to back as the Derby go-to. Everyone in the group would’ve made money, but the win would’ve put the Byrds at the top of the game.” His eyes told me more than he wanted to.
“So you are thinking the Tuckers had something to do with it?” I questioned. 
“Let’s just say that last night before you came to get me, the group had just voted that if something happened to Rails and Nails, Bet the Farm was to take his place.”
“Bet the Farm?” I questioned. 
“The stall number four horse that the Tuckers won at the auction.” His words tugged at my witchy senses. 
“That means I need to make sure I get in Riley’s tight circle.” My eyes narrowed and I knew exactly what I needed to do. 
Unfortunately, my little investigation was going to have to be put on hold until my double shift at The Brew was over.
The bell above the door signaled my arrival. Auntie Meme stuck her head through the kitchen window. 
“Thank goodness it’s you today.” Her jaw tensed visibly. “My spell on Sherry has worn off. She’s just nasty with the customers and flings food down. I swear there’s more food on the ground than there was on the plates.” 
“I don’t need to do anything today.” The less I told her the better. “I was meaning to tell you that I know you put that Cassie spell on me. I also know that you originally tried to put it on Mick, but that’s when you got burned.” 
Whenever we tried to cast spells and they backfired, the spell couldn’t be used on that person.
“Then you thought that you’d just throw it on me. And the little oops, I thought that was my glass trick where you put your finger in my glass, was a nice way to transfer the spell.” I reminded her of the night she showed up to Mick’s apartment with the Spell Circle. “Nice way to get Miss Kitty noticed because Mick’s landlady took a great photo of her flapping outside of Mick’s window as well as him seeing her.” Intently I stared at her. “You know that I can’t use any spell on Mick since he is part of my life’s journey.”
That was how we all knew my two worlds had collided. When I first met Mick, I put a couple of spells on him, including a mind erase spell that simply bounced off him. Spells didn’t work with mortals who were meant to be in your life’s journey.
“The Spell Circle was a nice touch too.” I walked behind the counter and grabbed the condiments caddy. I moseyed around to each of the tables and refilled the items that need to be filled. 
Auntie Meme didn’t try to protest what I’d accused her of. 
“I went to the post office to check on that signature.” She chattered from the kitchen. 
I scurried through the swinging door. “Was it Mrs. Hubbard?”
Auntie Meme was standing over the pots watching them stir themselves as she put a little dash of this and that in them. 
“No.” She looked over her shoulder at me. Her brows drew in an agonizing expression.
“Then who?” I asked with anticipation. 
“Abram Callahan.” She said his name with somber curiosity. 
“What?” My jaw dropped and I threw my fingers over top of my necklace. “Vinnie,” I gasped and had to sit down in the chair at the tiny table. 
“Vinnie?” Auntie’s eyes were hollow. She buried her head in her hands and slumped her shoulders. 
“Last night I was in a little bit of a situation that probably warranted a warning from Vinnie. I continued to touch my pendant to get a reading from him but nothing. I figured I was safe but I wasn’t. There was an awful explosion that almost killed me and Mick.” I choked back the words. “Do you think Abram unhooked the pendant circuit?”
“I think it’s very likely.” She drew in a deep breath and brought her trembling hands down to her side. “It’s time for a little family gathering with Abram Callahan.”
“I’ll call him.” I got up and stopped shy of the door. “Don’t forget to erase any trace of Miss Kitty. From what I’ve been hearing the wildlife association is looking for her and has even gone to see SKUL.”
Auntie Meme stood still, staring at her pots. 
The diner’s breakfast crowd was light and it was nice not to rush around since I’d gotten up so early to go into SKUL. The lunch crowd was another story. I hustled and bustled up until one in the afternoon and had not a moment off my feet.
Just as I sat down to have a fountain Diet Coke at the bar before I began to clean up for the day, the bell jingled over the door. 
“Two please!” the voice shouted. 
“Sit anywhere.” I tapped my toes on the floor to swing the stool around. 
“Maggie?” Riley laughed. She stood in the door of The Brew with Amber. Their arms filled with packages. “What are you doing here?” The snobbery in her voice chimed throughout the diner.
Auntie Meme smacked the bell that sat on the pass-through and shouted, “Order up!”
There was no order to be up, so I looked back at her. Her eyes were focused on the two women. 
“We will just sit over there.” Amber pointed to a two-top in the back corner of the diner. 
They maneuvered their packages as they weaved in and out of the tables and used the empty four-top table to hold their packages. 
“Maggie,” Auntie Meme had a mild, interested voice. “Do you mind telling me who those two snobs are?”
“It’s very important that you do me a favor.” I was probably going to regret it, but I had to do it. “I need you to make me a special spell for them. I need you to make them each want me to become their best friend.”
A slow, secret smile crept up on Auntie Meme’s face like she understood. She disappeared back into the kitchen. The clinking sounds of pots and pans floated in the air. 
“Hey girls.” I walked over. “Y’all’ve been shopping.”
“Yes. But more importantly, why are you here?” Amber asked. 
“My family owns the diner and we were a little shorthanded today. Of course I love to come in and meet new people. Tell them about all the great horse racing that might be coming our way.” I winked. “Do you know what you want?”
They both glanced up at the chalkboard above the counter where the daily specials were written. 
Both of them ordered the special. BLTs on rye and chips. 
Auntie Meme already had their food prepared and spelled up before I even turned in their ticket. 
She winked and smiled as I took the tray from her. Riley and Amber weren’t interested in talking to me once I delivered their food. I watched them from afar to see if the spell had taken effect. It wasn’t until the last drop of water was drank from their frosty cups that they signaled me to come over.
“I wanted to invite you over for a get together with all the couples tomorrow night.” Riley scribbled her address down on a napkin. 
“But you can ride over in our limo with us,” Amber chimed in.
“No,” Riley scrunched her nose. “I’ll send our limo over to pick you and Mick up.”
“That’s okay.” I called a truce between them. “Mick and I like to have our car. We will see you at seven tomorrow night.” I tucked the napkin into my apron pocket and walked off with a big smile on my face. 
I pretended to busy myself behind the counter instead of watching them leave. The bell over the door chimed their departure. Auntie Meme stuck her head in the kitchen window.
I grabbed the condiments caddy under the counter to start cleaning up and refilling the tables. 
“Go ahead and use a little magic to clean up.” Auntie’s grin overtook her features. “You deserve a mortal day off.”



Chapter Eighteen
 
“Vinnie, I don’t know what Abram did to you but he’s going to regret it.” I rubbed my familiar’s dashboard. His circuits weren’t lighting up like they normally did. 
I flipped the switch to manual and drove myself home. When I got there, I pulled Vinnie into the garage and put down the door.
Mom was in the garden behind our house, bent over her fish pond, the newest feature to her award winning garden. Mom was proud that she’d won the blue ribbon of the garden club tour. Lilith was asleep on a float in our play pool. It was an actual swimming pool that was only four feet deep and just enough for us to enjoy the Kentucky warm summer days. It was a tad too chilly for me to get in, but Lilith had warmed the pool to bath temperature. 
The vibrant colors of the flower garden along with special herbs made the yard pop with fall colors. 
“How was your day spying?” Mom bent down and picked up one of her koi fish and pet it like a dog before she kissed his perched lips and put him back in the pond. 
“It was a bad night.” I sat down next to her and picked up her clippers and helped clip some of the herbs. “I really wanted you to come and check out a horse for me. I’m not sure, but I think there has been some things going on that the horse can let you in on.”
“Oh,” she rubbed her hands together. “I love horses. But it’s going to have to wait until after we do a little number on our good friend.”
“Abram.” Lilith had awoken and floated out of the pool. She was fully dressed in her coven outfit. “Mom has tied him up in the basement.”
“Mom,” I gasped. “He’s awake?”
“Traitor will feel the wrath.” She drew her hand in the air and a clap of thunder echoed above our heads. 
“Oh no.” I scurried inside the house and once in the depths of the kitchen, I swiveled my hand around me to get into my coven’s outfit as quickly as possible. “Coven, family, thyself,” I chanted before I descended down into the depths of the basement.
“So much for a mortal day off,” I grunted and stomped down the steps. 
The gaslights flickered as I took steps down the cobblestone walk. My own shadow crept up on the walls making my skin prick seeing the larger-than-life pointy hat. The clicking sounds of my pointy boots bounced off the walls and echoed down the hallow hallway. The beam of light trickled out the stained glass window of the heavy wooden door. 
I could picture Abram Callahan now, sitting on the other side, his hands and legs bound with a frightened look on his face. Not that he didn’t deserve what he got. He did. But maybe not on such a grand scale as putting him in the coven room.
I fisted my hand up to the door. In a fluid motion I knocked two short and one long, meaning I dragged my knuckles down the door on the last knock. The door opened. The one-hundred-candle chandelier provided a warm glow around the red room. 
“Mmmaagggmmmm,” The chair legs danced back and forth as Abram thrashed side-to-side. The chair had a life of its own. It twirled and swirled him around, even did a back flip with him in it. Another one of Mom’s or Auntie’s spells that was really fun to play with as a child, but not so much with a mortal in it. 
I drew my hand up in the air with my palm facing out. Abruptly the chair stopped, cocked on two legs. One front and one back. 
“Down.” I swept my palm facing down. The chair settled on all four legs. “Abram, I’m going to pull the gag off.” I took a step forward. “You can’t scream or say a word or I’ll make a special mouse treat out of you.”
His eyes popped open and his chin raised up and down so fast I thought his head was going to hinge right off his shoulders. I eased up and lifted my hand to his face, but pulled back. 
“I’m not kidding. No screaming,” I warned. 
Profusely he shook his head. 
I tugged on the edges of the gag and pulled it down over his chin, causing it to fall around his neck.
“What on Earth is going on down here?” His eyes darted back and forth. “You are some sort of crazy witch that is bad. Real bad.”
“Nooooo,” My mouth formed an O as I slid my head back and forth, keeping my eyes on him. “We are good people. I even saved your cat way more than nine times. Not to mention that I trusted you.” The hurt was apparent in my voice.
His chest rose up and down in a rapid movement. The air pushed in and out of his lungs through his nose. His nostrils flared. 
“You repay me by stealing Auntie’s package and turning Vinnie’s circuits off?” My brows dipped along with my heart. 
I wasn’t in love with Abram. I loved Abram. He was my only mortal friend that knew there was something special about us. An unspoken bond that he had now broken and in turn had ended our friendship. 
I twirled around, my cape flew in a wide circle around me and sparks zipped out from underneath my feet.
“Help! Help!” he screamed.
A flash of red shot past me, knocking Abram to the ground and in the shape of a snake. 
“He must die.” Auntie Meme stood at the door with Mom and Lilith peering over her shoulder. “We can’t have a narc in our group.”
“He is not a narc.” I bent down and let Abram curl around my arm. His beady eyes stared back at me and his head darted back and forth. His tongue jutted in and out. “Don’t you dare try to bite me or you’ll never be turned back into human form,” I warned. 
“What do you suggest?” Lilith waltzed beside me and dragged her fingernail down Abram’s scaly head. 
“I suggest we turn him into dirt for the flower garden.” Mom’s brows cocked, her lashes drew down as she focused on him. Her lips pursed. Her nose curled. 
“We can’t do that either.” I sucked in a deep breath. “How did he get here?”
“I called him and told him that I needed him to look at Vinnie.” Mom didn’t take her eyes off of him. 
“Did he come to the front door or back?” I asked. 
“The front.” Mom let out a heavy sigh. She threw her hand up in frustration. “Does it matter, Maggie?”
“Yes it does.” I stomped. “Mrs. Hubbard has two chairs and a small table in the front room of her house. There is a pair of binoculars under her chair. She’s watching our every move and if Abram Callahan goes missing. . .” I shook my head. 
“That filthy rat.” Auntie Meme’s cheeks reddened as deep as her hair. “I wondered how she spent her day and now I know.”
“Then,” Mom drew a finger down Abram’s snake body, “I guess we need to erase his mind.”
“Not his entire mind.” Lilith shrugged. “Just his love for Maggie, his knowledge of her saving that cat.” Her lips twerked. “And how he knows there are strange and special things.”
“What about my vase?” Auntie Meme questioned. 
“We will put a little spell on him that will have him bring it back,” I suggested and held my arm out. “Turn him back into human form.”
With the swipe of her hand, she instantly turned him back into the snake he’d become, only he was cradled in my arms. I dropped him and he thudded on the floor. 
He got to his hands and knees and scurried to the corner, settling in a fetal position with his arms curled around his head. 
“Oh get up.” I rolled my eyes. “I want to know why you had to ruin everything. I was in a very serious situation last night where I could’ve been blown up because you disabled Vinnie’s circuit connected to my necklace.”
“Whaaaaa. . .” he stuttered, “what is Vinnie? Was he a person like me and then. .  .?” He gulped. 
“Vinnie is my familiar. He is programmed with all the circuits to be on alert for danger.” I went on to explain to Abram—not that it would matter because his brain was about to be erased of all knowledge—how the circuit he had disabled was the one that helped me communicate with Vinnie. “So when I didn’t get a signal of danger the other night, I proceeded. Did you know that barn blew up? Pow!” I smacked my hands and the actual footage of the barn exploding played like a video in the air above my hands. 
“I’m so sorry, Maggie. I love you!” He jumped to his feet and placed his hands together, falling on his knees in front of me. “I love you and I only wanted him to not work so you called me. I took the package because it had your name on it and I wanted to peek inside to see what types of things you ordered and liked so I could buy you a present for your birthday.”
“We don’t celebrate birthdays.” Mom’s chin drew down, her brows hawked. 
“Please don’t erase my memory,” he begged and walked on his knees up to my legs. 
My eyes filled with water as I looked down on him. My heart dipped.
“Casta tue casta mue, erase the memory and turn to gooey!” Auntie thrust both arms in front of her, her fingers spread apart. Ten lightning bolts shot out and hit Abram, flinging his body into the bubbling cauldron. The candles in the chandelier flickered until they all blew out. 



Chapter Nineteen
 
All night long I had tossed and turned. The darkness and silence only helped my mind play through the situation that’d happened with Abram. It was a shame that I wasn’t in love with him. It was also a shame that Mom and Auntie Meme really liked him and wanted me to love him. Ultimately, it was his actions that changed his course. If he wouldn’t have tampered with Vinnie and my life, I was sure we would’ve overlooked the package.
After Auntie had thrown him into the bubbling cauldron and we made it back upstairs, we were having a cup of tea and some homemade cookies Auntie had whipped up because we’d worked up an appetite. Shortly after we sat down, there was a knock at the door. It was Abram. He had the package in his hand.
This time we simply thanked him for picking it up off the porch and kept the door between us. My heart felt a little loss when I looked at him. The eyes he normally looked at me through were dull and not sparkling anymore. Even Boomer was with him. He looked old and feeble, which broke my heart knowing earlier he looked just like the kitten he was years ago. Abram also brought the invitation for Mom for the Historical Homes Christmas Tour on Belgravia Court. He said he saw Susie walking down the courtyard and exchanged words. He told her he was bringing the package over and would also give Mom the invite. 
Life as a witch was hard. But Abram was a liability that had to be contained to keep us safe.
Coven, family, thyself.
I rolled out of bed and walked over to the window, peeling back the curtain. The morning sun was bright on this crystal clear fall morning. The universe seemed to agree with the decision we’d made about Abram. The mums in the front yard frilled themselves in the warm sun. Even Mrs. Hubbard’s plastic petals glittered. The sun bathed the entire area with a dazzling light.
I inhaled a deep breath of happy and let it seep into my soul. Even though there was nothing on the day’s plan for SKUL, other than the party tonight at the Tuckers, and I had to work at The Brew, I woke up in a pretty good mood.
I brushed my hands around me and decided on wearing my hair in a high ponytail, a pair of jeans cuffed at the bottom with a long-sleeved grey shirt and my pink pair of Chuck Taylor high tops. It seemed like the perfect outfit to work in at the diner. I put my red pendant around my neck and ran my finger over it, letting Vinnie know I was up and almost ready to go.
“Good morning,” Mom chirped from over the sink where she was clipping and washing some herbs from the herb garden she kept on the windowsill. “I know that we haven’t celebrated our favorite time of the year, but I have to get things going for the decorations for the home tour.”
“Mom, it’s a couple of months away.” I reminded her, “And you can just snap and make it beautiful.”
“Do I need to remind you of the binoculars?” Mom questioned. “I need to bring things into the house so the neighbors see. With Abram, I know we have to keep a low profile.”
“And we have.” I smiled and grabbed a muffin off the stove. “Mmm.” I looked at the hole in the muffin where I’d taken a big bite. “Cranberry nut?”
“Yes. The cranberries this time of the year are so plump.” Mom snipped at her herbs. A piece of mint flew across the room. Riule batted it around. 
“See you later.” I grabbed my clutch and the fresh herbs Mom had put in a mason jar for me to take to the diner for Auntie Meme’s daily special. 
I keyed in the code for the garage and greeted Vinnie by dragging my hand down his hood and curled my hand down around the door handle. 
Vinnie’s lights flickered in delight.
“Good morning, Maggie. I’m feeling much more like myself today.” His engine started and he pulled out of the garage, putting the door down behind him. 
“I’m so glad. I guess you know we had to get rid of Abram?” I asked and took my phone out of my clutch. 
I got a little excited when I saw a text message from Amber. 
“He was pulling and probing so many things the other night and I couldn’t help you. I could feel you needed me.” Vinnie recalled how I had touched the pendant. 
“Well, you don’t have to worry about that now.” It wasn’t like we needed Abram to fix Vinnie. It was in Mom’s head that we had to blend in and with an old 1965 car, there had to be maintenance to keep it up. Not to mention it kept Ronald Lowell out of Mom’s hair.
I dragged the pad of my finger across my phone screen and tapped on the text messaging. 
“Hhhmmm.” Amusement lurked in my eyes as I read her message asking me if I wanted to go shopping for an outfit to wear to the Tuckers’ party tonight because she’d loved my dress at her party. 
Riley had even texted me asking my opinion on what she should wear as well as what cocktails she should have.
It looked like Auntie’s spell on them was working and it pleased me to no end. 
“Vinnie, call Mick.” I held the phone to my ear and waited for him to answer.
“Good morning, Maggie.” His voice had depth and authority. “What do I owe this wakeup call?”
For a minute I let my mind wander to the sliver of his bedroom I’d seen through the crack of the door the first time I was there. I pictured him lying in his bed, looking out into the beautiful morning with his arms up over his head, his biceps outlined. 
Vinnie reeved his engine, bringing me out of the ridiculous fantasy. 
“Hi!” I cringed at how cheerful I was this morning. “I wanted to let you know that Amber and Riley came into the diner yesterday. I woke up this morning to a text from both of them.” 
“Really?” He perked up with interest. 
“Yes. Amber asked me to go shopping with her this afternoon for an outfit for tonight, which I’m going to do, especially to see what she’s heard or knows about the barn.” I thought it was a good idea. “Riley asked me my opinion on what she should wear as well as what cocktails she should serve.”
“This is interesting.” His husky morning voice dripped through the phone. “You go from being the ugly duckling to the most popular.”
“Just like high school.” I laughed. “I’ve got to go. I just pulled up to the diner.”
“Pick me up at six?” He referred to the party the Tuckers had invited us to. “It should be interesting.”
“Yes it should.” Inwardly I smiled as we ended the call knowing I was going to get to see him. 
“Maggie,” Vinnie didn’t unlock the door after he turned off his engine. “Your emotions are starting to cloud your life’s journey.”
“Oh, I’m just having fun.” I brushed off the tickle that had started in the bottom of my toes and trickled up into my heart. “Let me out.”
“Have a good day,” Vinnie quipped, unlocking the door and driving off after I’d gotten out.
Auntie Meme hummed and sang throughout the morning and early afternoon as she worked on her daily specials and served them up. There was a steady stream of customers and not a single complaint, which made the day go by smoother and quicker. I was able to text Amber back and we were going to meet on Bardstown Road where there were several clothing boutiques to shop. 
“You don’t mind if I do a little?” I didn’t finish my sentence; I simply snapped my fingers, refilling all the condiments on the table. The broom swooshed back and forth as it swept up the crumbs. Auntie drew her eyes down her nose as she looked at me. “Yesterday you gave me a day off, but it ended badly.”
I still couldn’t get Abram and what happened out of my mind. I felt a great loss as he was a friend I’d had for a long time. He was the only mortal that really did know there was some magic, but accepted me. I didn’t have to pretend to not be me when I was around him.
“Go.” Auntie Meme flicked her hand in the air. “Go on. I know you have to work.”
“Work.” That was a word I didn’t think of when I thought of SKUL. So far it was filled with excitement, a little bit of mystery, but now there was a death of an agent that put all the agents on high alert. I squeezed Auntie and headed on out the door.
Vinnie didn’t ask questions and he didn’t seem to be upset. Why should he? He had to be thrilled I wasn’t meeting Mick. There was a spot on the street with a meter, which was between all the shops so it was a perfect spot to park. I could keep my eye on him and him on me. 
I ran my finger over my pendant to make sure it was synced up. After what had happened with Abram, I was still a little leery. Vinnie let it warm to the touch to put me at ease. 
“I don’t think I’m going to need you, but you are here just in case.” I patted his dash and got out of the car. 
The coffee shop for an afternoon treat was where Amber and I planned to meet. She was sitting at a table next to the gas fireplace. She waved me over.
Her auburn hair was hanging down and she’d braided the pieces around her hair line to resemble a head band. She wore a pair of black jeans and a green turtleneck with a pair of black flats. 
“I took the liberty to go ahead and order a coffee for you and picked out a treat.” She got up and gave me a hug. 
It was normal for people in Kentucky to greet each other with touches. It was strange to my family and took us a while to get used to that type of greeting, but we did. 
“This looks delicious.” A couple of bite-sized cupcakes did look so good. I picked up a chocolate one and stuffed it in my mouth. It was a little bigger than I anticipated. 
“Amber.” The grey-haired woman from her party the other day walked up to us. She had on a pair of white pants, white cardigan, yellow flats and several gold bracelets jingled up her wrist. 
“Joan.” Amber stood up and hugged Joan. They did the greeting ritual. 
“Giles and I are so sorry about Rails and Nails.” The sadness appeared in the corners of her eyes. Joan searched Amber’s face. 
“I know.” Amber bit her lip as though she were biting back tears. “Joel and I were so shocked.”
“Do the police know what happened?” Joan asked with a concerned look on her face.
“They aren’t saying anything right now. The investigators are still there and they have it roped off.” Amber looked between me and Joan. “Where are my manners? Joan, did you get to meet Maggie the other night?”
“I didn’t, but I did see you across the room.” The edges of her lips curved up. She put her jeweled hand out for me to shake. “It was such a lovely party.”
“It was.” I nodded and tried to swallow down the leftover cupcake in my mouth. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“I’m sure we’ll see each other soon.” She tilted her head. Her smile widened. 
“Tonight?” I asked. “Are you going to the Tuckers’ party?”
“No.” Her tone was matter-of-fact. “It was nice to see you, Amber. Let me know if you need anything.” She crossed her hand across her chest. “I’m so sorry about what happened.”
“Thank you.” Amber waved her off. 
“Doesn’t she know it’s fall and she shouldn’t be wearing white?” I thought I made a funny joke.
“Joan Kirkpatrick can wear what she wants, when she wants.” Amber’s brow lifted. 
“Kirkpatrick?” I recalled Vinnie pulling up stats on the Kirkpatricks a few days ago. “As in the horse people?” I tried to remember how I knew them.
“As in Riley Kirkpatrick, Riley Kirkpatrick Tucker.” The words sent caution, causing my insides to tremble. “Riley about died when she saw her mother at my home. Her father refused to come, but Joan has always been very fond of Joel. They went to the same country club when Joel and Riley were growing up.”
“So Joel knew Riley?” I asked. 
It made me sick how Riley saw people with money as better than everyone else. She was going to write Amber off when she saw their house was just a log cabin. Without the Wright name, it was still just a log cabin. 
“Not only did they grow up together, they dated.” Her eyes bore into me. “In fact, he told me that Riley went crazy when he broke up with her. She sort of stalked him and he even had to file a restraining order against her. Though her parents used their pull to get it taken care of, if you know what I mean.”
“But you and her are,” I started to say.
“Chummy?” She finished my sentence. “Keep your enemies closer. Haven’t you ever heard that?”
“Yes, but what about Joel?” I wondered how he felt about having Riley in his home.
“He couldn’t care less. If he can make some money on the horses, he’s going to let anyone in our house.” She continued to drink her coffee. 
“Did Riley say anything to you about her mom being at your house?” I asked.
“She dragged me into the bathroom and was so upset.” Amber reminded me of the conversation I had overheard, well eavesdropped on, when I was at her house. “I told the police that I wouldn’t doubt it if Riley was the one who set my barn on fire.”
“Why would she do such a thing?” I asked.
“Didn’t you see how jealous she was of my house? She also was the only one who had bid against me during the auction for Rails and Nails when it was already decided upon by Forest and Joel that we would bid on the horse before the auction. Then she was beside herself when she saw Joan at my house. The next day she calls me to go shopping. Coincidence?” She dragged her head side-to-side. “I think not.” She cocked a brow.
All of this made sense and was good information for me to tell Mick. 
“I’m going to go to the bathroom and then we can shop ’til we drop.” I excused myself. 
I locked the bathroom door behind me and took out my phone from my clutch. 
“Twice in one day?” Mick asked. 
“Listen, I think you need to look into Riley and Forest Tucker for the barn explosion.” I quickly told him what Amber had told me, feeling pretty good about what I’d found out. 
“That’s great, but that’s not what we’re investigating. We’re only looking into the doping which will come pretty soon. Right now we are just getting more involved so they trust us.” Mick made my mood take a dive. “But, I’ll pass along the information to the right authorities.”
“Fine. I’ll see you at six.” I hit the end button and threw the phone back into my clutch.
When I got back to the table, Amber was gone. There was a handwritten note on a napkin underneath my cup of coffee from her saying she’d had an unexpected call and had to get going. She’d take a rain check on shopping with me and she’d see me tonight.



Chapter Twenty
 
When Vinnie turned down St. James Street, I noticed Auntie Meme stalking over to Mrs. Hubbard’s house across the green.
“Pull over!” I demanded and Vinnie jerked to a stop. 
I jumped out of the car and scurried up the entrance of Belgravia Court.
“Auntie Meme! Whoohoo!!” I flailed my arms in the air above my head. 
The wind carried my voice and stopped her. She turned and looked at me. She curled the edges of her cape around her neck to ward off the sudden change in temperature. 
“What are you doing?” I asked after I caught up with her. 
“I’m going to eat crow.” She held out a plate of her special brownies. 
“When you say you are going to eat crow, you really don’t eat crow.” I couldn’t help but pinch off a piece of Auntie Meme’s crow brownies. Who knew crow tasted so good? It was one of my favorite desserts she made. 
“It makes me feel better. She won’t know it’s the crow that’s been sitting in her plastic garden either.” Auntie Meme beamed with pride. 
“I have to say that you’ve surprised me. You would never have been over here apologizing before.” Maybe her happy disposition this morning was because she was turning over a new leaf.
“Well, I am.” She stomped up the steps of Mrs. Hubbard’s home and gave a loud knock on the door.
“I’m coming!” Mrs. Hubbard waddled to the door. King yipping behind her. His tail tucked. “I’m calling the law!”
“I’ve come with a peace offering.” Auntie held the plate of brownies out in front of her. “My best brownie recipe. I’m come to eat crow.”
“I’m glad to see that you can see that you faulted me and can come clean by apologizing.” Mrs. Hubbard’s eyes focused on the brownies. They were moist and looked delicious. She licked her lips. “I guess I can offer you some tea.”
“I’d like that.” Auntie nodded and sat down in one of Mrs. Hubbard’s chairs on the front porch. 
“I’ve got some fresh on the stove. I’ll be right back.” Mrs. Hubbard shut the screen door behind her. 
“Get in there and get those binoculars,” Auntie jumped to her feet. She gripped the brownies. “Now that you are here, I don’t have to go in there and make nice. Get them binoculars right now.”
“And I thought you changed.” I glowered but did what she said. 
Mrs. Hubbard was in the kitchen beating and banging around, talking to King like he was a person. I was in and out, maybe with a little magic.
“Got them.” I knew it was too good to be true. Auntie Meme was too old to change her ways. “Can’t teach an old dog new tricks.” 
“Get on home and throw those in my room.” Auntie Meme was back in the chair, relaxed as if she were up to nothing, and chowing down on a crow brownie. 
At least she didn’t lie about that, she was eating crow. 
A couple of times I had glanced out my bedroom window to see if the two old bats were playing nice. It was good to see them laughing and at one point, Auntie was holding King. I couldn’t promise she wasn’t sizing him up for a spell or a recipe, but at least she was touching him and he wasn’t gnashing his teeth at her. 
“Isn’t it nice that Auntie is finally making friends?” Mom came into my room. 
I’d just finished picking out a cute denim dress that was perfect for the sudden temperature change and my tall riding boots that fit with the horse theme of the group we were investigating. 
“I guess.” I didn’t have the heart to tell Mom the truth behind the brownies or the fact I’d stolen Mrs. Hubbard’s binoculars. 
“You look nice.” Mom picked up the brush and started to comb through my hair. “What time did you want me to meet you to talk to the horse?”
“About that.” I’d forgotten to tell Mom about the horse. “You know the explosion from the other night?” 
I looked at her in the mirror as she stood behind me. She peered back at my image from over my shoulder. 
“The horse I wanted you to talk to was in the barn.” I bit back the tears as I thought of Rails and Nails in there. “I swear I thought the people who were in there were going to take him, but they didn’t.”
“Oh, honey.” Mom squeezed my shoulders. “The mortal world is so cruel. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s fine.” The faint sounds of Vinnie’s horn trickled through my window. “I’ve got to go or I’m going to be late for work.”
“If you need me, let me know.” Mom clasped her hands in front of her. “I’d love to help.”
I ran down the hall. Briefly I stopped to see if Mom was looking or had left my room. When I saw the coast was clear, I put my finger on my nose and blinked myself into the front seat of Vinnie and drove over to pick up Mick. 
“You’re late.” Mick tapped his watch when he got into the car. “But I guess you looking so good is a great excuse we can make.”
“Mick Jasper,” I smiled. “Are you complimenting me?”
“I might be.” He winked, sending me all a flutter. “That ring looks good on your hand.”
I held it up in front of my face. I hadn’t taken it off since he’d given it to me. 
“It does, doesn’t it.” I ran my other hand over it. 
“Whoa!” He hollered and grabbed the steering wheel. “Hands on the wheel.”
“Oops,” I said sheepishly, completely forgetting he didn’t know about Vinnie. I gripped the wheel. 
He had a file with him and he read from it. 
“Let’s go over the report again about the barn explosion. I told Burt what you’d told me about the history Amber had told you about. He asked me to read the fire chief’s report to you and make sure there wasn’t something else you remembered so they can start looking into pressing charges against whoever did this.” He took out a piece of paper.
“Sure.” I had told them everything I knew. There was no harm in listening. 
“Rails and Nails was in the stall when you got in there. You heard the voices saying that the quicker the better before they came in and took the horse.” Mick looked at me and I nodded in approval. “Did they say anything else?”
“Nothing. I ran back to the house.” I lied. I’d done magic and transported myself into the basement where I had gotten his attention. 
“Why did they switch stalls?” he asked. 
“Huh?” My brows dipped. 
“According to your report, you were in the left stall with Rails and Nails. Ranger came in and took him out. Why did they put him back in the right stall?” His eyes narrowed as he stared at the paper.
“Right stall?” I questioned. 
“The bridle and remains were found in the stall on the right.” What he was saying didn’t make sense. 
“I thought they loaded him up in the trailer that I’d seen speeding away.” I vividly remember hearing them lower the gate and seeing the lights of the trailer in the darkness. 
“No.” He shook his head and put the file away when we pulled into the large circular drive of the massive concrete home. 
“I didn’t expect any less,” I simply stated and looked over at the pasture. “The barn is almost nicer than the house.”
“They are filthy rich.”
“Riley sure doesn’t need her parents.” I noted before I parked Vinnie in the circular drive and got out. 
“Keep up your good work at getting in with those women. It’s working.” He put his arm around me and we walked up the marble staircase. 
The home was tucked away on a hill that overlooked the Kentucky River. It was a semi circle. Marble pillars stood like soldiers next to the leaded glass door that was three times the size of the one in our little house on Belgravia Court. 
The sounds of chatter and good spirits were coming from inside. A butler opened the door that led into an entrance hall that I swear could’ve fit my entire house. There was practically an entire orchestra playing in the middle. A chandelier similar to the one-hundred-candle chandelier in our basement hung in the middle. Straight through the entryway at the far end of the house, there was a large wall of open glass doors that let the cool breeze in leading out to a balcony that overlooked the river. 
There was a rock band on the far end of the balcony. It was so far away from the entry hall where the orchestra played that one couldn’t hear the other. 
“There you are.” Amber curled up to me. “I would’ve never thought to wear denim. You make it look so elegant and fun.” She tapped my pendant. “That necklace is to die for. Did you get that cute outfit this afternoon?”
I nodded. 
“About that, I’m so sorry. Joel needed me and I needed to go to him.” She waved as someone passed. “I’ll be right back.” She patted me and walked off to talk to someone else.
“Are you okay?” Mick asked. 
“I forgot to tell you something.” I curled up on my toes and whispered into his ear. 
His smell swirled around me and made me tip into him as I lost my balance. He caught me and held me to him. I couldn’t tell if it was for show, but it sure did feel good. 
“Amber said that she didn’t know why Riley bid against her at the auction because Joel and Forest had already agreed that they would buy the horse.” I took another whiff of him before I pushed myself off of him.
“Interesting.” He looked deep in thought as though he was trying to process and put all the pieces together. “Excuse me.”
I walked down the balcony and took notice that it wrapped all the way around the back of the home. Being up so high, the wind whipped with a bite, but people were so warm from all the alcohol that no one seemed to notice. 
“I’ve always told you to keep your enemies closer.” The voice I’d heard from the barn that I didn’t recognize came through the double-doors that were barely cracked. It was the higher pitch that sounded like a woman. 
“It’s hard to do that.” The other person in the conversation did sound familiar. I tapped the pendant and taped the voices as they talked. 
I peeked into the small crack and noticed the grey-headed woman instantly.
Joan Kirkpatrick. 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
I hurried back around the balcony and got caught up in the crowd that’d gathered near the band. They were dancing and jumping, spilling their drinks all over the place. I skimmed the tops of their heads to see if I saw Mick.
We had to get out of there. Our cover was blown and we didn’t need to be in any danger. I walked back in the house and touched my pendant. Vinnie told me to go to the barn. 
I walked out the front door and saw a shadow go into the barn. The marble steps were firm under my feet as I ran down them and through the yard to the pasture. I tiptoed around the barn and looked through one of the barn windows. 
“Mom?” I saw my mom standing in the stall with Bet The Farm. She was rubbing her hand down his nose. 
I knocked on the window and she waved me in. Without trying to find my way into the barn, I blinked and witched my way next to her. 
“What a lovely horse.” Mom’s voice carried love to the horse’s ears. “He’s so sad that his friend was switched and died because of him. He’s so scared of those needles.”
“It’s okay Bet The Farm.” I ran my hand down his back. “How did you know to come?”
“I had a feeling.” She smiled. “He loves seeing you again.” 
He brayed and nudged me with his nose.
“You are a good boy, Bet The Farm.” I ran another hand along his nose. 
“Why do you keep calling him by his friend’s name?” Mom questioned. 
“Friend’s name?” I asked. 
Mom and the horse came nose-to-nose. 
“Oh,” she nodded her head. “I’ll tell her.” Mom drew back, pulled her shoulders straight. “Honey, this isn’t Bet The Farm. This is Rails and Nails.”
“No, Mom.” I corrected her. “Rails and Nails died in the barn explosion I’ve been talking about.”
“No, dear. The bald man led Rails and Nails out of the stall. When they walked him out of the barn, Bet The Farm was standing outside waiting there. They brayed and greeted one another before the bald man loaded him up in the trailer. The last thing he saw was the bald man walking Bet The Farm back into the barn. When the other person with them drove off with him in the trailer, the barn exploded behind them.” Mom let out a happy sigh. “This is Rails and Nails.” 
I grabbed the bridle and it read: Bet The Farm.
“Oh my god.” I walked around Rails and Nails and talked out loud. “So whoever the other person was, is a woman because the voice was so much higher. It could only be Riley. She wanted to bid against Amber but Forest had told her not to. Then she wanted to win the Derby and knew the stats for Rails and Nails would be the best bet, so she switched the horses and the bridles. Somehow she tricked Ranger into helping her, but found out he was with SKUL somehow, then boom! She exploded the building with the horse and Ranger inside, sending her little secret up in flames.”
“Bravo.” The high-pitched voice along with clapping pierced the silence in the barn. “You almost have it right.”
I glanced around. Mom had disappeared.
Joel stood at the stall door with Riley next to him. He had a gun pointing straight at me and she had her arm wrapped around him.
“You?” I asked Joel. “Your voice.” I realized I’d never really heard him talk. I’ve only heard Amber talk over him. “It’s a little high-pitched.”
“You are a smart cookie, you and that fake husband of yours. I told Forest that I couldn’t trust you, but he insisted on letting you in and that is why we have to kill you.” Riley’s words were filled with hate.
Joel pulled out a piece of paper. The piece of paper that I’d written on during the auction to tell Mick about the conversations I was listening to. “I watched you throw this away in the trash, so I knew to watch you. Ranger asked a lot of questions so we simply wired the barn to a cell phone and boom.” He let his cheeks puff out when he made an explosion sound by letting air out of his lungs.
Joan Kirkpatrick walked in.
Riley glanced between me and her mom and Joel. She let out an exhausted sigh. “Mom, you were right, keep your enemies closer.” She rolled her eyes. “Just kill her, Joel. And while you’re at it, can you kill Forest? He’s so drunk that he’s going to want me to sleep with him and that’s a chore.”
Out of nowhere the outside wall of the stall busted wide open and Vinnie came barreling through missing Rails and Nails, but knocking Joel, Riley, and Joan on the dirt floor. 
“What in the world?” Mick stood at the barn door with a group of agents standing behind him with their weapons drawn. 
I shrugged as heat crept up my cheeks. I could feel I was red faced. 
They swept the place and handcuffed Riley Tucker, Joel Byrd, but not Joan Kirkpatrick.
“Mom?” Riley’s jaw dropped before she narrowed her eyes. “You ratted out your own daughter?”
“I just couldn’t go along with you trying to fix the biggest sport in Kentucky and then after you pulled it off, watch you leave your husband or worse, kill him or anyone else in your way.” 
“So, she’s the secret informant?” I asked Mick. He nodded. Joan had gone to SKUL when she’d found out what her daughter was up to.
“How did you know I was in here?” I asked Mick. I’d yet to catch my breath from the gun being pointed at me. Regardless, I probably could’ve gotten myself out of the situation.
“I had a hunch that I needed to look at the trailer because in the report, there was a mold of a specific trailer tire taken from the tracks left behind the barn at the Byrds’. The trailer here had the same tires and I came inside to get us out of here so I could call Burt to get back up. I looked everywhere for you and from the balcony, I saw you peeking in the window.” He looked down at me. I held my breath because I knew what was coming. “You want to tell me how your car just so happened to drive itself into the wall of the barn and save you?”
“It’s an old car.” I smiled and shuffled my feet. 
“And that’s what—” he started to say.
“What I’m going with?” I finished his sentence and nodded. “Yeah.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
The house smelled like pumpkin pie and pumpkin bread. ’Tis the season even though Mom had started to make our house look and feel just like Christmas. Nearly every inch of the house was decked out in green or red: real holly in Christmas green, poinsettia plants in vibrant reds, and real pine trees that were decked out in twinkling white lights. She’s even gone as far as switching out some of the paintings on the wall to Santa paintings as well as snowy landscapes. It was something to see. 
Auntie Meme walked into the kitchen dressed in an elf outfit, complete with pointy elf shoes. 
“What are you doing?” I spread a pat of butter on the warm slice of pumpkin bread and watched as it disappeared into the nooks and crannies. My mouth watered. 
“You never can tell what is lurking.” She rolled her wrists in front of her. “The Spell Circle is coming by to make sure there is all positive energy around the house tour and as mortals come in and out of our home, they enjoy the decorations but not look past the decorations. If you know what I mean.”
“I do.” I shook my head.
“You will be back at the diner in the morning?” she asked.
“I will and am looking forward to it.” It was nice to be able to do my life’s journey in helping SKUL, but it was really great to get back to the diner and hang out with Auntie Meme. As much as she drove me nuts, I did miss her and working near her.
“Me too. That Sherry, she’s not cut out to do any sort of labor.” Auntie was a good sport. “Since I’m your Guardian, I was pleased to help out.”
“Thank you.” I walked over and gave her a big hug. 
The knock at the door interrupted our embrace. 
“I’m going up to my room to take a nap, I’ll let them in,” I called over my shoulder on my way down the hall to the front door. Working with SKUL wore me out and I still hadn’t recovered from nearly getting blown up or having a gun pointed at me. “Abracadabra,” I joked and swung the door open. “Mick!” 
Mick Jasper was standing on the other side of the door, not the Spell Circle. Surprise flashed across my face, excitement built in my gut. 
“What are you doing here?” I asked with the door pulled close to my body. There was no way I was going to be able to let him in and see that Christmas had thrown up all over our house. . .in October. 
“I told Burt I’d drop off your check for your services.” He held out an envelope.
“That was kind of you,” I reached out to grab it, but pulled back when Pixie pushed her way between us and knocked open the door.
Flora, Charmary and Glinda were on her heels. 
“What the?” Mick pointed to each of them. Pixie, Flora and Glinda had on the elf outfit like Auntie Meme, but Charmary was dressed in a Santa outfit, complete with a real white beard. His eyes passed across my shoulder. His mouth opened, closed, opened, and then closed as if the words were wedged in his throat.
“Book club.” I shrugged. 
“Let me guess.” He sucked in a deep breath. “They are reading The Night Before Christmas.”
“Something like that.” The twinkle of the moonlight caught in his eyes as he looked at me. My heart fluttered. I couldn’t help but wonder where my life’s journey with SKUL was next going to be, but I did have a gut feeling that Mick Jasper was going to be involved. “Something like that,” I repeated.
“That’s what you’re going with?” He couldn’t contain his smile any longer. He beamed. 
THE END
Keep reading for an excerpt of Spies and Spells and how Mick and Maggie became crime fighting partners.



Chapter One excerpt of Spies and Spells
 
Rowl! The soft, pink paw tapped my nose a couple of times before the old cat gave me the ole one-two punch. His midnight fur helped him blend in with the unlit room. 
“Stop, Riule,” I groaned, batting my mom’s familiar feline away from me and jerked the pillow over my head. “Tell her I’m up.” My voice muffled from underneath the pillow.
Rowl! The damn cat took a couple of more swipes at my hands gripping the pillow across my face. 
I took the pillow off my face and sucked in a deep breath when I heard the paws of Riule’s feet dance across my bedroom hardwood floors and out the door. Outside, the early morning breeze caused the leaves on the tree beyond my window to move around, directing the sun’s rays to trickle through my blinds and dancing along my ceiling. It was a habitual morning dance between the two, which let me know I was going to be late for work if I didn’t get my lazy hinny out of bed. 
Same shit. Day in, day out. I got up, got ready, went to work, came home, ate dinner, and went to bed. Sometimes that routine included a social visit with Lilith, my sister, but definitely not a regular basis, as she too had the same schedule as me. Only she got up a couple hours earlier to go to work. Lilith worked the early shift at The Brew, our family diner that was only open for breakfast and lunch.
At twenty-eight, I still hadn’t found my life’s journey. No. We, my family, did not call it our ambition in life. In fact, we didn’t grow up like mortal children, going to school and figuring out that we wanted to be: a teacher, doctor, lawyer or whatever. We had what was called the Witchy Hour. It was the hour on which we stumbled into our life’s journey. 
There wasn’t much I could say about the Witchy Hour, because I had not had mine, therefore, I got up every morning and worked at the diner. Clearing dishes, taking orders and delivering food could not be my journey. I knew it in my soul. 
My family was witches. Modern day, every day, normal looking kind of people. Only witches. Witches who made sure we blended into the area where we lived. 
Historic Old Louisville, Kentucky, on Belgravia Court to be exact. The area was a very artsy area where a lot of hipsters hung out in the local eateries and bars.
The city was not too big or too small, allowing us to more easily fit in. And so, at age twenty-eight, I worked in our family’s dinner, The Brew, until I was hit with my life’s journey. 
I had heard, as well as seen, witches in their journey. Take my mother, for instance, who Lilith and I still lived with along with my Great Auntie Meme along with all of our familiars. Yes, witches did have familiars. Only mine happened to be my car, Vinnie. Riule, the ornery cat, happens to be my mother’s, who, by the way, was doing her dirty work this morning. Gilbert, the macaw, was Lilith’s familiar and Ms. Kitty, an owl, was Auntie’s.
I was the only one with a non-animal familiar, which spoke volumes to how I had led my life. I had been on a mission to find my life’s journey. My job. And get out from underneath my family’s home. 
At times I had even wondered if Mom or Auntie Meme had put a spell on me so I would not find my journey, and so they’d have to keep me here. On Belgravia Court. 
I pushed back my long black hair away from my eyes, peeling a few strands away from my cheek where it had been glued from nighttime drool, something I wasn’t proud of, and pushed the quilt off me. If I didn’t make some sort of movement, the one-hundred-year-old historic home wouldn’t creak from under my feet and Riule would be sent back up to see what I was up to. Then smugly running back downstairs to Mom, giving her the lowdown on my laziness. They didn’t realize that if I had my life’s journey, I would be happy to get up every morning and go do it, just like Mom and Auntie Meme. 
“What to wear?” I asked. 
Growls and barks were coming from outside my front bedroom window. I made my way over and pulled back the curtain to see what all of the ruckus was about, hoping Riule hadn’t gotten Mrs. Hubbard’s yappy dog all stirred up.
Mrs. Hubbard was the old lady who lived in the house across from us. She bent over her flower boxes that were sitting on the brick ledge of her front porch fussing with her plastic Patagonia flower she had wired together with bread ties. She had one end of the plastic bouquet while King, the yappy Yorkie, had the other end in his mouth. King looked like he was playing. Mrs. Hubbard looked like she was not. The two played tug-of-war until King won out, rushing off the porch and under her row of hedges that lined the front of her home.
Mrs. Hubbard stood five foot with grey hair that hung down past her ears, parted to the left side, with side bangs. Mrs. Hubbard was never without her pearl earrings, pearl necklace and a cardigan. She must’ve had stock in pleated black slacks because it was the only color, or style, of pants she ever wore. Today her choice of cardigan happened to be hot pink, making her crazy stand out even more.
As though she knew I was watching her, she looked up and gave a slight wave. I waved back, but not quick enough to pull back and avoid her gesture to have me open my window. 
“Good morning, Mrs. Hubbard.” I tried to be as pleasant as I could at seven in the morning. I pushed a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “How are you?”
Ruf, ruf, ruf. King had emerged from the hedges and went from attacking the flowers to attacking the air and space between the two of us. I glared at the scrawny, wiry spit fire wondering if I could just send him up in flames, right there in front of Mrs. Hubbard. No one on Belgravia Court liked the yappy dog.
“Fair to middlin’. Fair to middlin’,” she repeated shaking her head and pointing at the fake garden. “I’m trying to bring home the blue.” Her eyes slid over to the front of our home where Mom took a lot of pride in her landscape and gardening.
The blue Mrs. Hubbard referred to was the annual Historic Old Louisville Hidden Treasure Garden Tour that was taken very seriously by the residents on Belgravia Court. Mrs. Hubbard being one of them. Little did they know Mom was a witch and her specialty was all things earth. She was kind of like Mother Nature, only in witch form and she also grew the best herbs for potions, which Auntie Meme liked to use on customers at The Brew. 
“I need another bread tie. It looks like the coons got my flowers. I’m going to give those coons a knuckle sandwich,” Mrs. Hubbard said in a silvery tone. She shook her thin fist in the air. 
I smiled. Mrs. Hubbard was the queen of what I called southernisms. Most of the time I didn’t even understand what she was talking about. I wanted to tell her she wasn’t going to bring home the blue with plastic flowers but there was no telling her that unless I wanted a good cussing. 
“You know.” She squinted up at my window. “I’ve never seen y’all have any sort of rodents over there.” Her brows furrowed. “What’s your secret?”
And there she went.
Mrs. Hubbard was nosy and she and Auntie Meme had had a few words right there in the courtyard in front of everyone. Auntie Meme told her to mind her own business, only her exact words were my business isn’t your business and unless you’re my panties don’t be up my ass. 
Mrs. Hubbard was as mad as a wet hen but it didn’t stop her from still being nosy.
“There’s no secret.” There was. Auntie Meme put a rodent spell on Mrs. Hubbard’s house sending every rodent on Belgravia Court over there. The Orkin man was a fixture over there. 
Susie Brown, our other neighbor and Belgravia Court’s neighborhood watch president, even started a rumor that Mrs. Hubbard and the Orkin man were having a fling. Only we knew the truth and we never gave into gossip. In fact, the women loved to meet up in the courtyard on Saturday nights with their fancy cocktails and catch up on the gossip on Belgravia Court. The Park family—my family—were always a topic of interest because we spent much of our time to ourselves. Well, not Auntie Meme. She spent a lot of time looking out the front window wondering what type of spell she could send Mrs. Hubbard’s way. When she’d get down to the nitty-gritty of a spell, Mom wouldn’t let her send it. Auntie Meme fussed that Mom let her make the spell, why not let her send it. Mom let Auntie Meme concoct the spells so she wouldn’t have to entertain my feisty auntie. 
Still, the neighbors loved to gossip about us. Much was speculation, but still, they lived on speculation.  
“I’m getting ready to go to work. I’ll see if we have any bread ties.” I politely waved, pushing the window back down. I pulled the cord of the blinds, zipping them up to the top of the window to let the sunlight fully in. 
I stomped over to my closet for good measure in case Mom was listening and opened the dark wood door. Everything in the house was dark and old. It was one of the things that drew Mom and Auntie to the Historic Old Louisville. The small suburb within the city held many secrets, like our family. It was old, like our family, and held comfort for Mom. 
From what Mom had told me and I had gathered, when we moved to Kentucky before I was born, the family started to become more and more engrained with mortals. We were a dying breed and it was fine with me since they never let me use the magic I held inside. 
Don’t put a spell on that. Clean the dishes, not with a swipe of your finger. Use the laundry machines, not a wave of your hand. 
But today I was going to be late and a wave of my hand might be what saved me from doing the dishes, the mortal way, in the diner. 
Just like that, I raised my arm, twirling my wrist three times ending in a snap. And just like that, I was dressed in a black long-sleeved turtleneck, black skinny jeans, and a pair of cheetah print loafers. My long black hair neatly slicked back into a ponytail and minimal makeup was perfect for the home-cooked meals I’d be serving. 
“Good morning.” I greeted my mom who was standing at the kitchen sink window picking some basil off the potted plant. I put my hands on both of her arms, giving her a little squeeze. “Thank you for sending in Riule,” my tone was sarcastic.
Riule was sitting underneath the kitchen table with his leg thrown up in the air looking like the cover model on Cat Fancy magazine, his tongue stopped in mid-lick as his eyes bore into mine stopping for a second and then returning to cleaning himself.
“It won’t be a good morning, good afternoon, or good night if you don’t get to work.” Mom’s eyes drew down on me. Her beautiful good looks caught me off guard. Her hair was long and black like mine. We had the same almond-shaped black eyes and oval face. She had high cheekbones like Lilith, while I had round ones that made me look younger than I really was. “Auntie Meme will work on a spell for you instead of Mrs. Hubbard.”
Many times Mom and I had been in public when people had mistaken her for my sister. 
“And,” her eyes slid down to my toes and up to my head. Her eyes stared at me. She had crow’s feet—the only facial sign she was older than me. “It seems like you got ready awfully fast.” Her cool tone was filled with I know you used magic.
“Do we have any bread ties?” I grabbed the piece of wheat toast Mom had sitting on the counter. I closed my eyes and savored the first bite. She made the best buttered toast. There wasn’t a single grain left unbuttered. Mom made sure she spread the pat of butter to the edges, letting it seep in the warm toast. 
“Mrs. Hubbard?” Mom picked a few more leaves from the window garden and bundled them with a piece of cord she had already precut. 
“Yes,” I mumbled, stuffing the rest of the toast in my mouth.
“In the drawer.” Mom waved her hand in a circular motion before uncurling her long lean finger toward the junk drawer.  
“In the drawer huh?” I questioned, pulling the junk drawer open knowing it was stuffed with pens, coupon circulars, and everything but bread ties. “Talk about magic.” I swiveled my eyes Mom’s way, questioning her little bit of magic. “And you accuse me of using magic.”
I grabbed a fistful of ties, kissed my mom on the cheek and headed out of the kitchen toward the front of the house.
“I’ll be right back,” I called over my shoulder and walked down the hallway, opening up the heavy wooden door to the courtyard. 
Belgravia Court was an odd place to live. There were two rows of houses opposite each other with a grassy courtyard down the middle. The front of the houses faced the courtyard. Each side had its own sidewalk with gas carriage lanterns lighting the way. Along the backs of our homes was an alley with each home having a detached garage.  
The houses were so close together, I couldn’t spit out my side bedroom window without hitting the neighbor’s house. 
Belgravia Court was a close-knit community with everyone in everyone else’s business. Not the Parks. We tried to stay on the down-low as much as possible. Given our heritage and all. 
“I found some.” I waved my fistful of bread ties in the air toward Mrs. Hubbard.
I glanced up at the sky. It was unseasonably cool for a June day in Kentucky.
Ruff, ruff, ruff. King charged me. I flicked my hand, sending a little jolt of don’t screw with me at him. Enough for him to feel it, but not enough to hurt him. I had to keep the ankle biter from sinking his sharp little daggers in me. 
King yelped, running back under the bushes. 
“He has that same reaction with your crazy aunt.” Mrs. Hubbard eased down her front steps and bent down to get her dog from the hedges. Her butt stuck straight up in the air, she dug her arms deeper into the bushes until she came out with a shaking King. “Oh stop that.” She snuggled him against her. “Maggie isn’t anything like the rest of ’em.”
“They aren’t so bad.” I glared at the dog, holding the ties out for her to take.
“Thank you, honey.” Mrs. Hubbard nodded her head to put them down on the step, glancing sideways at me.  She walked back up her steps and put King in the house. She turned and said, “Tell me.” She went back to the fake flowers, quickly tying some together before sticking them back in the planter boxes. “What was your mom doing up there on the balcony?”
I looked over at my house. The red three-story home was beautiful with the double porches on the front of the left side of the house. On the right were two large windows on each level. But the porches were really the charming feature. The first one was considered the front porch. Two dark grey pillars were built on the brick wall to the open porch leading up to the large wooden door with long skinny decorative windows on each side. Above the door was a stained glass window Auntie Meme had created herself. If you were to look closely, you’d see little images of our heritage. 
Above the porch was another open porch with wrought iron railing. The doors leading into the house from the second porch were all glass. The room off the second porch was Mom’s room. Then the third floor was where Lilith and my rooms were located. We had the whole Jack and Jill bathroom thing going. It was cute when we were kids, not so much now.
“She was doing her morning yoga.” I smiled, lying. 
Mom used the morning sun to welcome the day, sending a little prayer of protection for the family every morning. Normally she was careful of watchful eyes at four-thirty in the morning, and normally Mrs. Hubbard wasn’t up that early. Something told me today was going to be anything but normal. 
Mrs. Hubbard harrumphed, not fully satisfied with my answer, but she didn’t balk at it either. 
“I don’t have a horse in that race. But it seems to me she’d go to one of them fancy yoga studios.” Mrs. Hubbard eyed me, setting her jaw. We stood there for a second before she waved it off. She bent down and picked up a bouquet of plastic flowers. “No horse in that race.”
“It was good to see you.” I turned to go back to the house and grab my clutch and keys. “I’ve got to work.”
“Still working for Meme?” Mrs. Hubbard asked, shaking the bouquet at me.
“Yes, ma’am. It’s a family business.” I strolled closer to my house, making more distance between me and Mrs. Hubbard. If I didn’t, she’d start asking questions I didn’t want to answer. 
“You tell that mom of yours that I’m going to give her a run for her money on the Hidden Treasure Tour,” she warned.
“I’ll do that.” I ran up the front stairs and slammed the front door when I got safely inside. “Mom!” I yelled down the hall. “You better step up your garden game.” I laughed and grabbed my keys and clutch off the counter. Mom had put the bundle of herbs next to them so I wouldn’t forget to take them to The Brew. “Mrs. Hubbard is going to give you a run for your money.”
Mom stopped plucking the herbs and looked at me. There wasn’t a bit of amusement in her eyes. She took her life’s journey very seriously.
I put my arms up in the air with my hands stuffed. “Her words not mine.” I winked and headed out the back door. “Hey, do you think I could take more of an active role in cooking at the diner?”
Mom’s head snapped back, she took me in. 
“I’m so tired of not having a purpose.” I objected to her stare. “I know the Witchy Hour and stuff, but I’m twenty-eight years old and I’d like to get on with my life.”
“When you have your Witchy Hour, your life will get on,” she said and went back to plucking. 
“Mom.” I cried, getting her attention. “All I’m asking is for you to talk to Auntie Meme and tell her you agree to let me have a more active role in the kitchen.”
“Maybe.” She shrugged, pointing to the door for me to get going.
Mom had really done an amazing job in our back yard. We had a play pool; it was only four feet deep and not very long, but it was big enough for the four of us to get in and enjoy on a hot Kentucky summer day. Plus the vibrant colors of the flower garden Mom had grown along with special herbs made the yard pop with colors. The fountain that drained into a curvy pond where koi fish lived was a new feature. Mrs. Hubbard hadn’t seen it and was going to probably die right there while the tour was going on. That wasn’t my concern. I had to get to work before Auntie Meme had her own heart attack.
I used the keypad to open the electric garage door. 
“Good morning, Vinnie,” I said to my 1965 red AC Cobra familiar. 
His lights blinked off and on, the driver door swung open, and the engine started. 
“Good morning, Maggie. I hope you find the temperature to your liking this cool morning,” Vinnie said, as he always aimed to please me. 
I got in and put the herbs down on the passenger seat along with my purse. 
“I see your mom has been busy this morning.” 
“She has.” I shut the door and put my hands on the wheel. “What’s the weather today?”
“A cold front is coming through and will be here for the next couple of days.” Vinnie pulled out, taking a right down the alley.
At the end, he took another right on Sixth Street and then a left on Hill Street.
“I imagine you will be busy today.” Vinnie was good at making small talk.
He hadn’t had to get me out of too many bad situations. And I wasn’t sure what he could do as my familiar to keep me safe. But I never questioned. He was a cool car and he had become more of a friend than a car. Sounded strange, but it was true. 
“I hope so,” I groaned. “You know,” I sighed. “I’m twenty-eight and I don’t want to be stuck in a diner all my life.” I bit my lip wondering if I was going to have to create my own destiny and not worry about what my heritage said my life’s journey was. “Or maybe we have become so engrained in the mortal world, we don’t have a life’s journey anymore.”
“You mean like an evolution type of theory?” Vinnie asked pulling up to the curb on Fourth Street where the diner was located. 
“Yeah. Something like that. Something has got to give or I’m going to find my own journey. Create my own Witchy Hour.” I sucked in a deep breath and looked through The Brew’s front windows. 
It was already busy. Many of the regulars were already bellied up to the counter. 
“You leave well enough alone. Your Witchy Hour will be here soon enough.” Vinnie didn’t like me messing with the spirits. “You are messing with your future and that is not up to you.”
Contrary to what mortals lived by, you can be anything you want to be, not me. I had to be what I was destined to be and I knew in my gut The Brew wasn’t my destiny.
I grabbed the bundle of herbs and my clutch and opened the door to get out. Once I got out, I glanced around to make sure no one saw me talking to my car. I bent down into the driver’s side and said, “I’ll see you in a few hours.”
I shut the door and watched Vinnie zoom down Fourth before I stepped up onto the sidewalk in front of the diner. 
The Brew, our family-owned retro style diner, was a great cover for my family’s little secret in Louisville, Kentucky. The residents here loved Kentucky basketball and fast horses, not a family full of witches. I’m not sure how or why my mom and Auntie Meme came to live in Kentucky, but it’s been home to me all my life. 
We fit in. Mom made sure of it. While growing up, during the day Lilith and I went to an all girls school and at night we went to witchery school. Witchery school was taught by Auntie Meme and Mom in our living room. 
We had the latest and greatest clothes. With a flick of my hand, I could make an old rag look like a runway dress. Lilith was the true stylist. In fact, Lilith went to real cosmetology school at a local mortal school after high school. Auntie Meme thought it was great. Mom, on the other hand, thought it was disastrous. Lilith was a sloppy witch and Mom knew it. If Lilith messed up a client’s hair or nails, she’d whip her hand in the air fixing it with magic. If the client knew it, Lilith would wipe their memory and a whole new set of problems would occur. Me, I stayed on the straight and narrow. 
Sure I did my fair share of what we called fun spells, like the whole dare thing Lilith  and I played with each other, but other than those, I was on the str aight path. My own words tumbled around in my head. Was I destined to take over The Brew?
 
 



 
 
About the Author
 
For years, USA Today bestselling author Tonya Kappes has been self-publishing her numerous mystery and romance titles with unprecedented success. She is famous not only for her hilarious plotlines and quirky characters, but her tremendous marketing efforts that have earned her thousands of followers and a devoted street team of fans. Be sure to check out Tonya’s website for upcoming events and news and to sign up for her newsletter! Tonyakappes.com
 
Visit Tonya:
Facebook at Author Tonya Kappes
Kappes Krew Street Team
Webpage
E-mail
Goodreads
Twitter

Pinterest
 



 
Also by Tonya Kappes
 
Olivia Davis Paranormal Mystery Series
SPLITSVILLE.COM
COLOR ME LOVE (novella)
COLOR ME A CRIME
 
Magical Cures Mystery Series
A CHARMING CRIME
A CHARMING CURE
A CHARMING POTION (novella)
A CHARMING WISH
A CHARMING SPELL
A CHARMING MAGIC
A CHARMING SECRET
A CHARMING CHRISTMAS (novella)
A CHARMING FATALITY
A CHARMING GHOST
A CHARMING HEX
A CHARMING VOODOO

 
Spies and Spells Series
Spies and Spells
Betting Off Dead
Get Witch or Die Trying
 
Grandberry Falls Series
THE LADYBUG JINX
HAPPY NEW LIFE
A SUPERSTITIOUS CHRISTMAS (novella)
NEVER TELL YOUR DREAMS
 
A Laurel London Mystery Series
CHECKERED CRIME
CHECKERED PAST
CHECKERED THIEF
 
A Divorced Diva Beading Mystery Series
A BREAD OF DOUBT SHORT STORY
STRUNG OUT TO DIE
CRIMPED TO DEATH
 
Bluegrass Romance Series 
GROOMING MR. RIGHT
TAMING MR. RIGHT
 
Women’s Fiction
CARPE BREAD ’EM
 
Young Adult
TAG YOU'RE IT
 
A Ghostly Southern Mystery Series
A GHOSTLY UNDERTAKING
A GHOSTLY GRAVE
A GHOSTLY DEMISE
A GHOSTLY MURDER
A GHOSTLY REUNION

A GHOSTLY MORTALITY

 
 



Table of Contents
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter One excerpt of Spies and Spells
About the Author
Also by Tonya Kappes


cover.jpeg
USA Today Bestsell





