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Chapter One

Tilly woke up feeling groggy and in need of caffeine. She stumbled into the kitchen, where her two tabby cat familiars, Isis and Edrid, were waiting for their breakfast.
 
“Good morning, guys,” she said, scratching their ears. “How about some tuna today?”
 
The cats meowed in approval and rubbed against her legs.
 
Tilly opened a can of tuna and divided it into two bowls. She placed them on the floor and watched as Isis and Edrid dug in.
 
She smiled and turned to the coffee maker. She had recently discovered that she had magical powers, and she was eager to practice them whenever she could.
 
She decided to try making a cup of coffee with magic instead of using the machine.
 
Tilly grabbed a mug from the cabinet and held it in her hand. She filled it with water and then closed her eyes and concentrated on heating the liquid.
 
A surge of energy flowed through her body and into the mug. She opened her eyes and saw steam rising from it.
 
“Success!” she exclaimed.
 
Then she reached for a jar of instant coffee and opened it. She scooped some powder with a spoon and held it over the mug.
 
Her eyes closed again, and she tried to levitate the spoon with magic. She imagined it gently tipping over and dropping the coffee into the water.
 
Another surge of magical energy came, but this time something went wrong. The spoon flew out of her hand with great force and hit the wall behind her.
 
The jar of coffee followed suit, smashing against the wall and spilling its contents everywhere. Tilly gasped and opened her eyes. She saw brown stains on the wall, floor, counter, cabinets, ceiling...
 
She looked at her mug. It was still full of hot water, but now there were bits of glass floating in it. “Oh, no,” she huffed.
 
Isis and Edrid stopped eating their tuna and looked at Tilly with amusement. They snickered quietly behind their whiskers.
 
Tilly sighed and put down her mug. She grabbed a sponge and some cleaner from under the sink.
 
She started to wipe off the mess on the wall. “Maybe I should stick to using machines for now,” she said.
 
Tilly finished cleaning up the kitchen and checked the time. She had an hour before she had to meet her friends, Emmy and Jade, at Jade's art store, Andale Arts Center.
 
She decided to take a quick shower and change into something nice. With a towel in hand, she headed to the bathroom.
 
The door was slightly open so she could hear if the familiars needed anything. She was alone in the house other than the cats, so in her mind, there wasn't any reason to close and lock it.
 
She turned on the water and stepped into the shower. She felt the warm spray wash away her tiredness and relax her muscles. As she shampooed her hair and lathered her body with soap, she hummed a tune. Once she rinsed off and turned off the water, she wrapped herself in a towel and dried her hair with another one.
 
When she pushed the bathroom door fully open, Tilly saw Isis and Edrid sitting on her bed, watching her curiously. “Hey, guys,” she said. “I'm going out for lunch with Emmy and Jade. Do you want me to bring you anything?”
 
Edrid perked up his ears. “A cheeseburger with no bun?” he asked hopefully.
 
Isis rolled her eyes. “Don't be greedy,” she scolded him. “You just had tuna.”
 
Edrid pouted. “But I like cheeseburgers.”
 
Isis sighed. “Fine, fine. But only one.”
 
Tilly smiled. “Okay, okay. One cheeseburger with no bun for Edrid.”
 
She looked at Isis. “And what about you? Do you want anything?”
 
Isis thought for a moment. “Pie?” she suggested.
 
Tilly raised an eyebrow. “Pie? What kind of pie?”
 
Isis shrugged. “Any kind of pie.”
 
Tilly chuckled. “All right then. One piece of pie for Isis.”
 
She opened the doors of her closet and ran her fingers along the fabric of several dresses before selecting a soft, blue sundress with white floral pattern. She pulled it over her head and spun around to admire herself in the mirror. She added some delicate turquoise earrings and a silver necklace to give the outfit an extra touch. Finally, she grabbed her purse and phone from the nightstand and checked her reflection one last time before heading out. “Okay, I'm ready,” she announced.
 
Isis and Edrid jumped off the bed and followed her to the door. They rubbed against her legs affectionately to say goodbye.
 
“Have fun,” Isis said.
 
“And don't forget our cheeseburger and pie,” Edrid added.
 
Tilly laughed. “I won't forget.”
 
She kissed them both on their heads. “Be good while I'm gone,” she said.
 
“We will,” they promised in unison.
 
Tilly straightened her dress and twisted the key in the deadbolt to secure the house. The last thing she needed was someone else breaking in and dying in her new home. She shook off those thoughts the second they floated into her mind. There was no reason to dwell on such things as it was a new day.
 
A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she stepped out and looked up at the sky. She dug her car keys out of her purse, and as she walked to her car, she thought of Emmy and Jade and couldn't wait to see them again.
 
She drove to the Andale Arts Center and parked down the block. It was a quick walk to the arts center, and she made it in record time.
 
Tilly remembered the time she had come here before, when she'd first moved to town and she’d had no idea what to expect. Back then, she was just stepping into the unknown. Now, standing in front of Jade's Art Center, she could feel the familiarity and warmth of the place. It was almost like coming home, and the thought made her smile.
 
Emmy squeezed her shoulder and smiled too, her blue eyes sparkling as she beamed a charming, toothy grin. “Are you ready to go in?”
 
Tilly nodded, her smile briefly fading as she remembered Emmy’s suggestion that they should visit June’s Diner afterwards. She didn't want to go. The memory of the two days she had worked there still made her cringe.
 
Tilly shuddered as she recalled her brief stint as a waitress. It was supposed to be a step toward finding herself and her passion in life. Plus, she was filling in for the head waitress whose butt was in jail for murder. Unfortunately, the experience turned out to be a nightmare of epic proportions.
 
She had never been good at balancing trays or dealing with customers. She was also terrible at remembering orders, but good at dropping her order pad into the soak sink.
 
On her first day, she spilled a strawberry milkshake on a couple who were celebrating their anniversary, staining their clothes and ruining their mood. They demanded a refund and left without tipping her.
 
Then she dropped a chocolate cake on the floor and stepped on it, creating a sticky mess that took her an hour to clean up. She also mixed up the orders of two tables and caused a fight between them. One table had ordered vegan dishes, and the other had ordered meat dishes. When they realized they had been served the wrong food, they accused each other of stealing and started throwing forks and knives at each other. Tilly had to call June to calm them down and offer them free desserts.
 
On her second day, she forgot to bring someone their change and got accused of stealing. The customer was an old man who claimed he had given her a hundred-dollar bill for his ten-dollar meal. He threatened to call the police if she didn’t return his money.
 
Tilly tried to explain that he had only given her a ten-dollar bill, but he wouldn’t listen. She had to show him the security camera footage to prove her innocence. He finally apologized and left without tipping her either. She also accidentally knocked over a vase when she tried to arrange some flowers for a birthday party. The vase shattered on the floor and water splashed everywhere, soaking some of the guests’ shoes and bags.
 
But the worst disaster happened at lunchtime on her second day, when she had to serve the assistant mayor who came in for lunch with his staff. She was so nervous that she bumped into another waitress and dumped a salad dressed with green goddess dressing on his head, making him look like he had green hair. He glared at her and stormed off, while everyone else laughed. June rushed over and apologized profusely, then fired Tilly on the spot.
 
Tilly ran out of the diner near tears, vowing never to set foot in there again. She wanted to forget those two days of humiliation.
 
She glanced at Emmy, who was still beaming, as if completely unaware of the inner turmoil that was bubbling inside of Tilly. With a deep breath, she reminded herself that she had a friend to enjoy this moment with, and that was enough.
 
“Let’s go,” she said, her smile returning.
 
The two of them stepped inside, and Tilly allowed her eyes to wander to take in the charming little place. The walls were covered with colorful artwork, some of which were framed and hung on the walls, while others were scattered on the tables. Everywhere she looked, she could see something new and interesting. There were also plenty of art supplies for sale in the tidy aisles, and of course, Jade's cabinet of beloved crystals.
 
As they made their way inside, a few people around them gave them strange looks. Tilly could feel the tension in the air, and the thought of being judged made her want to run away. But then she felt Emmy's reassuring hand on her shoulder, and she reminded herself that she was with a friend. Someday she wouldn't be the new kid in town. And someday, she wouldn't be the weirdo murder house lady either... At least she hoped.
 
“Ah!” a voice called out from behind the counter. “Tilly and Emmy, welcome! I'm so glad you two could make it!”
 
Tilly turned around to see a woman walking out from behind the counter. She wore a bright pink dress and had a cheerful smile on her face. Her eyes lit up when she saw them.
 
Jade pulled each of her guests into an embrace, her smile wide and apologetic. “I know I'm running late,” she said as she released them. “But I'm expecting Thandie, the reporter from the Andale Gazette, and she's running late too. She's supposed to take pictures of the Egyptian exhibit I'm co-hosting with Roland and the Andale Historical Society.”
 
“I don't know much about the Andale Historical Society, and I don't think I've met Roland,” Tilly said.
 
“It's a group of history enthusiasts,” Jade explained. “They used to meet at each other's homes, but that all changed when Roland joined a couple of years ago. He's really brought a new level of excitement to the society.”
 
“How so?” Tilly asked, intrigued.
 
“Roland started bringing in actual artifacts to display at their meetings,” Jade continued. “And he's even arranged for the arts center to host a fundraiser. The goal is to raise enough money to purchase an old building on Main Street that needs some renovation.”
 
“That's really cool,” Tilly responded.
 
“You should tell her about Efrem,” Emmy prodded.
 
“I'll let you take that part, Emmy.” Jade gave a half eye roll.
 
Emmy smiled at Tilly and began to explain. “Tilly, let me tell you about Efrem. He's a rival historian and collector who's been causing trouble for Roland ever since Efrem was voted out as president of the historical society. It all started about six months after Roland moved to town and joined the society.”
 
Tilly's eyes widened in interest. “What's their issue with each other?” she asked.
 
“Efrem has been trying to one-up Roland in the world of ancient artifacts,” Emmy said. “He's got deep pockets and some pretty powerful connections, which has made it even more difficult for Roland. Efrem has already purchased several highly sought-after pieces from renowned collections around the world, so it will be a tough competition for Roland.”
 
“Wow,” Tilly said. “I had no idea the world of historical societies could be so cutthroat.”
 
Jade nodded. “It's been tough on Roland, but he's holding his own,” she said. She gestured to the back of the store, where several tubs filled with paint and canvases were stored. “Come take a look around while we wait for Thandie.”
 
Tilly and Emmy followed Jade to the back of the store, taking in all the wondrous items they could find. The walls were lined with old paintings that had been restored, along with statues that varied in shape and size, each unique in its own right. On one wall was a large tapestry of a goddess surrounded by colorful fabric roses and acorns. Emmy touched her fingertips to it in amazement as Tilly took out her phone to snap a few photos for later.
 
Tilly's eyes widened as she took in the colorful array of paints and canvases, brushes and glitters scattered across the wooden table in the corner. She felt a tug of desire as her fingers caressed an emerald green tube of paint, which seemed to shimmer even without any glitter added. She forced herself to put it back down and not say anything about how badly she wanted it. Clearing her throat, she then asked if there was anything else they needed to see before Thandie arrived.
 
Jade said, “Look around and see what inspires you!”
 
Emmy asked, “Do you need more paints, Tilly?”
 
Tilly shook her head but didn't want to admit to her friends how badly her new painting hobby was going.
 
The clock ticked as the seconds flew by. Finally, Thandie walked into the shop, a purse slung over one shoulder, a notebook and pen in hand. The group of three was ready to embark on their behind-the-scenes tour for the PR article for the paper.
 
The Egyptian exhibit was set up in two rooms to mimic an antechamber and a tomb. The outside antechamber of the ancient Egyptian artifact display was designed to give visitors a glimpse into the world of the pharaohs. The room was dimly lit, with flickering torches on the walls casting shadows on the various artifacts that were on display.
 
The first thing that caught Tilly’s and Emmy's eye was the large, intricately carved statue of Anubis, the god of funerary rites and mummification. It stood proud and tall in the center of the room, casting an imposing presence.
 
As they looked around the room, they noticed a number of smaller statues, each depicting different gods and goddesses from ancient Egyptian mythology. These were placed on pedestals throughout the room and added to the sense of grandeur and importance of the exhibit.
 
In addition to the statues, there were also several displays of ancient Egyptian jewelry, including necklaces, bracelets, and earrings. These were made of gold, silver, and precious gems and were exquisite examples of the craftsmanship of the time.
 
As they continued to look around, Tilly and Emmy noticed that a couple of items had been knocked over. Jade quickly righted them so that Thandie, who was there to take pictures for a PR article, could capture the artifacts in their full glory.
 
Tilly and Emmy followed Jade and Thandie into the next room of the ancient Egyptian artifact display, eager to see what was in store. As they entered the “tomb” room, they were immediately struck by its décor. The walls were adorned with more complex hieroglyphics painted on canvas. Along one wall, a display of carved scarabs caught their eye, each one intricate and unique.
 
Tilly paused, her eyes darting to the corners of the room as she thought she heard a faint whisper in the air. She raised her head to listen, but heard nothing and soon dismissed it as her imagination.
 
In the center of the room stood a large sarcophagus, its lid partially open to reveal the mummy inside. The sarcophagus was intricately carved with images of gods and goddesses and was surrounded by smaller artifacts, including pottery, jewelry, and statues. A canopic jar display stood nearby, adding to the atmosphere of the ancient tomb.
 
As they inched closer to the sarcophagus, the size of the coffin seemed to increase. When they peered inside, they had to cover their mouths in shock. There was a second body in the stone box with the mummy. The man who lay in the coffin was Roland, the historian who had arranged the exhibit. He looked like a dried fig, his skin wrinkled and discolored, his eyes sunken and closed. No matter that he was frozen in time, it was obvious that he was dead.
 
Thandie grabbed her camera and fumbled with the buttons, frantically trying to capture the shock of the scene. Jade's face contorted with fear as she waved her arms and ushered everyone out of the room before dialing the sheriff's office, her hands trembling as she waited for Shane to pick up.
 




Chapter Two

Tilly couldn't shake the feeling that she was being called back to the tomb room. Tilly's eyes darted around the room, her gaze lingering on the closed door of the tomb. She shifted in her seat and cleared her throat. “Sorry,” she said, pushing back her chair and standing up. “I just remembered, I didn’t use the restroom when we were in there. I need to…” Her voice trailed off and she scurried out of the room before anyone could protest.
 
Tilly crept down the corridor and listened for a sound as she entered the tomb room. The voice echoed in her head, guiding her towards a statue of a cat with gold and lapis lazuli eyes. Its tail curved around its body in an ornate loop. She knew deep down that this was Bastet, the goddess of protection and fertility, and that this statue was meant for her to take. With trembling hands, she lifted it up.
 
Tilly’s heart thumped in her chest as she held the statue. She could feel sweat forming on her forehead and instinctively looked over her shoulder to make sure no one was watching. In one swift motion, she snatched it up and shoved it into her large handbag. She turned quickly, expecting to bump into someone, but the room was thankfully empty. As she re-entered the main room, she heard the door open, and Shane entered with his deputy Nancy in tow.
 
Tilly felt a sinking feeling in her stomach as she tried to appear casual, hoping that no one noticed what she had done. Her eyes darted around the room, trying to avoid making direct contact with anyone. She'd taking a risk and she didn't even know why.
 
Deputy Nancy sat down with Tilly, Jade, and Emmy to interview them about their discovery of Roland's body in the sarcophagus. She began by asking them to describe what happened when they entered the room.
 
“So, can you tell me what happened when you entered the tomb room?” Nancy asked, taking notes on her notepad.
 
“Well, we were just about to move into the next room when we found Roland's body in the open sarcophagus,” Jade replied, her voice shaking.
 
“Can you describe what you saw when you entered the room?” Nancy asked.
 
“The room was dimly lit, with flickering torches illuminating the artifacts on display,” Emmy said. “When we saw the sarcophagus, we noticed that the lid was open and that's when we saw Roland's body inside.”
 
“Did you notice anything unusual when you entered the room?” Nancy asked, looking between the three of them.
 
“No, everything seemed normal at first,” Tilly said. “But then we saw Roland in the sarcophagus and we were all shocked.”
 
“Did you hear or see anything that could have led to his death?” Nancy asked, focusing on Tilly.
 
“No, we didn't hear or see anything,” Tilly replied. “It was just a normal exhibit until we found Roland.”
 
“That'll be all, thank you for your time,” Nancy said, the words coming out cold and crisp. She snapped her notebook shut and stood up, then wheeled around with a finger pointed at Tilly, Jade, and Emmy. “Now, you three wait here until I get clearance from Shane.”
 
Tilly and the others fidgeted uneasily as Shane paced around the area, giving orders to the deputies and crime scene technicians. His eyes darting back and forth across the scene, he paused occasionally to pick up an object or study something only he could see.
 
Shane hunched over the sarcophagus, a magnifying lens in hand, painstakingly going over every millimeter of the artifact. Out in the main area of the store, the crime scene techs dusted for fingerprints, snapping pictures of any smudges and jotting down notes for further examination. Meanwhile, uniformed deputies questioned nearby bystanders, asking them if they had seen anything out of the ordinary when Roland died.
 
Tilly couldn't help but feel nervous as she watched the investigation unfold. She knew that Shane was a meticulous and intelligent man and trusted that he would get to the bottom of what had happened.
 
Shane's face was weary as he checked his watch for the fourth time in the last fifteen minutes. He glanced up at Tilly, Jade, and Emmy, and gave a small nod. “You're free to go now,” he said softly. “Thank you for your time and assistance. I'll be sure to keep you all informed with any new information I find.”
 
As Thandie was leaving the arts center, Shane approached her and asked for copies of the pictures she had taken at the exhibit. Tilly overheard the exchange and expected Thandie to protest under the principle of journalistic freedom, but to her surprise, Thandie quickly agreed.
 
“Sure thing, Shane,” Thandie said. “I'll make sure to get you copies of everything as soon as I can.”
 
“Thank you, ma'am,” Shane said. “I just need to make sure that I have everything I need for the investigation.”
 
Tilly watched the exchange, surprised by Thandie's cooperation. She had always assumed that journalists would fight for their rights, but Thandie seemed more concerned with helping the police.
 
“Do you mind if I use some of the pictures for my article?” Thandie asked, clearly eager to get back to work.
 
“Just make sure to clear it with me first,” Shane replied. “I need to make sure that the investigation isn't compromised in any way.”
 
“Okay, well then, we'll touch base soon.”
 
“I appreciate it,” Shane said again.
 
“Glad I could help.”
 
Tilly, Emmy, Thandie, and Jade all stood in the lobby of the Arts Center in silence, feeling shaken by what had just happened. Jade glanced at her friends, saw the fear and uncertainty in their eyes, and knew that something had to be done. She smiled weakly and suggested that they go back to her apartment for tea.
 
When they arrived at her home, Jade bustled around the kitchen boiling hot water for tea. She brought out a pot of chamomile tea and set out four mismatched mugs, filling each one and watching as the calming aroma filled the room. Her friends took a sip of the steaming beverage and slowly began to relax.
 
The steam from the teacup rose in front of Tilly’s face, but she barely noticed it. She held the cup with a tight grip, as if it could anchor her to reality. Her friends chatted around her, but their voices sounded distant and dull. She tried to focus on their words, but another voice kept intruding. A voice that only she could hear. The voice that had beckoned her from the tomb room. It was faint and garbled, like a radio signal breaking up.
 
Tilly sat at the worn kitchen table and hoped the tea would kick in soon. Actually, she wished she had a whiskey instead. She tried to concentrate on what her friends were saying, but the nagging voice in her head wouldn't be silenced. She took another small sip of tea and cleared her throat, but the conversation continued on without her. As the women's voices rose and fell in unison, Tilly could tell that they had already made up their minds.
 
“It's clear that if Roland didn't die from something natural, then Efrem must have had something to do with it,” Emmy said, her voice firm.
 
“Roland caused so many problems for Efrem in the historical community,” Thandie added. “It wouldn't surprise me if Efrem wanted to get back at him.”
 
Jade nodded in agreement. “Efrem has connections. It's possible that he used those resources to get rid of Roland.”
 
Tilly listened as her friends discussed the possibility of foul play, and she couldn't help but feel uneasy. She still had the pilfered statue in her bag, and she didn't want her friends to find out what she'd done. While she wanted more than anything to be able to return it to the arts center, Tilly knew that wasn't going to happen. The second-best thing was to get it home and away from prying eyes.
 
The women slowly began to disperse, exchanging hugs and solemn goodbyes. No one had mentioned lunch since the events at the arts center had taken place, and they all felt a gloominess that made it impossible to think of food. The tea “party” was over, and the women walked away in pitiable moods.
 
Tilly stopped by the store to pick up provisions for her cats, Isis and Edrid. As she wandered through the aisles, she found herself spacing out and forgetting what she had come for. Despite her best efforts, she kept getting sidetracked and losing her focus.
 
Tilly ambled down the aisle, squinting at labels on the canned goods. She bent down to grab two cans of tuna and chicken breast, the familiar brands her cats loved so much. A can of oysters with its shiny black label caught her eye and she paused. With a slight grin, she added it to her basket, humming as she continued on her shopping trip.
 
By the time Tilly made it home, she was feeling more settled and was looking forward to spending the evening with her furry friends. She couldn't help but smile as she thought about the antics her cats would get up to with their new treats.
 
Tilly hadn't even managed to close the front door before she was swarmed by her two cats, Isis and Edrid. They jumped and mewled, scurrying around her legs to get near her bag. Purrs billowed out of them. Their eyes were wide and their tails twitched in anticipation.
 
“What's gotten into you guys?” Tilly asked, laughing as she set her bag down.
 
Edrid's tail twitched as he peered into Tilly's canvas bag with anticipation. His meows grew louder and his green eyes shone brighter as he scented something even more enticing than his catnip toys.
 
She made the cats give her some space and reached into her bag to take out the Bastet statue. Both cats were immediately fascinated by it, sniffing and pawing at it. Tilly picked up the statue and held it out for the cats to see.
 
“This is Bastet,” Tilly explained. “She was the goddess of fertility, home, and childbirth.”
 
Isis and Edrid seemed to be listening intently, their eyes never leaving the statue. The voice in Tilly's head was almost humming to her, and she couldn't ignore it any longer. She turned to the cats and asked if they could hear anything.
 
“Can you hear that?” Tilly asked, her voice filled with curiosity.
 
Both cats meowed softly, their ears twitching. They seemed to be drawn to whatever it was. “We can hear it, but it's so faint,” Isis said.
 
“I don't know what it's saying,” Edrid answered.
 
Tilly didn't know much about the voice or the statue, but she felt a strong urge to protect it. She decided that the safest place to keep it was in Hestia's spell room.
 
She carefully placed the statue on the shelf, surrounded by other mysterious and enchanting objects. She took a step back, admiring the way the light shone off the golden surface. The voice in her head had quieted down, but Tilly could still feel its presence.
 
Tilly watched as the cats seemed ready to camp out in front of the statue. They were entranced by the artifact, and Tilly couldn't help but feel a little worried about them.
 
“Do you want some tuna?” Tilly asked, trying to distract her familiars.
 
Isis and Edrid finally stirred themselves and followed Tilly to the kitchen. They eagerly devoured their treats, but within an hour, they had returned to their post outside the tapestry that led to the spell room. They seemed determined to keep watch over the sculpture.
 
Tilly grew more and more concerned about the cats and the statue. She was determined to get rid of it as quickly as possible, but she still didn't know why she had taken it in the first place.
 




Chapter Three

That night, Tilly had a lucid dream. She found herself standing in a grand temple, its walls and columns gilded with gold and silver. In the middle of the chamber, an ancient Egyptian priestess knelt before an altar of Bastet, her head bowed and her hands pressed together in prayer. On her skin were intricate tattoos of the goddess, and she wore an elaborate robe of saffron and ivory embroidered with symbols of the sun and moon.
 
The priestess was in the middle of a ritual when she heard a low thud coming from outside, followed by the sound of shuffling. Tilly watched in horror as the priestess' eyes widened in fear and her hands began to shake, her knuckles turning white as she clutched the ceremonial knife in her hands. But before anything else could happen, Tilly woke up with a start.
 
Tilly awoke suddenly, her heart pounding in her chest. The dream with its strange voice and mysterious statue lingered in her mind, and she couldn't shake the feeling that it was more than just a dream. Rubbing her eyes, she tried to process what had just happened and whether it had been a warning or something else entirely.
 
Tilly lay in bed, anxiety tingling up her spine, the blankets a twisted mess around her. With a deep sigh, she threw the covers off and padded across the cold wood floor in her house shoes. She headed to the kitchen for a glass of water and hoped that cleared her head.
 
Her tired gaze fell on Edrid, who sat cross-legged in front of the tapestry that hung in front of the spell room. She knelt down beside him, eyes filled with concern.
 
“Have you been here since yesterday evening?” Tilly asked, surprised.
 
Edrid nodded in response to Tilly's question. “I've been keeping an eye on it since then,” he said. “Isis will take over in an hour, so I can take a break.”.
 
Tilly stared in wonder at the cat, who appeared to be standing guard over the statue outside of the spell room.
 
“Why are you so compelled to stay near the statue?” she asked Edrid, who merely flicked his tail in response.
 
“It's like you feel an urge to protect it,” Tilly mused, to which Edrid nods slowly, unable to explain the strange forces that seemed to compel the cats' behavior.
 
Tilly's concerns only grew as she observed the cats' behavior. The more she saw their unwavering attention towards the statue, the more determined she became to remove it from her home. Despite her lack of understanding as to why the cats were so captivated by the artifact, Tilly was unwilling to take any chances with their safety.
 
Because of the cats' strange behavior, she knew she wouldn't be able to go back to sleep. So she decided to keep herself busy by cleaning the house. Tilly began her cleaning spree in the kitchen, wiping down the counters and washing the dishes from the previous night's dinner. She swept and mopped the floors, making sure to get into every nook and cranny. She then moved on to the living room, dusting the shelves and straightening the furniture. The sound of her cleaning activities echoed through the quiet house, filling the air with a sense of purpose and order.
 
Next, she tackled the bathroom, scrubbing the sink and toilet, and wiping down the mirror. She even took the time to clean the grout in the shower, something she had been putting off for weeks. The smell of cleaning solution filled the air, and Tilly took a deep breath, feeling a sense of satisfaction at the sparkling clean space.
 
Finally, she made her way to her bedroom, making the bed and straightening up the clothes that were strewn about. She even took a moment to fluff the pillows and rearrange the decorations on her nightstand.
 
Tilly had been scrubbing and dusting all morning, but the cats were unconcerned with her efforts and remained focused on the room at the top of the stairs. She tossed them their favorite catnip mice, opened a can of tuna, and even busted out a laser pointer - all to no avail. The cats were determined to keep watch in front of the elaborate tapestry that concealed the door to the spell room.
 
A clock on the wall ticked softly in the stillness of the night as the stars began to fade in the lightening sky. Tilly moved from the living room to her office and booted up her laptop. Her fingers flew over the keys as she searched for directions to the historical society. She quickly jotted down notes on a notepad, committing each turn and street name to memory. As she reviewed her plan, she imagined what she would even say when she arrived.
 
She pulled her car in front of a large Victorian house and double-checked the address on her phone. A wrought-iron fence surrounded the property, and a large oak tree cast a shadow over the porch. Thinking this was an odd place for a historical society, she stepped out of her car and walked up to the door, feeling a bit apprehensive. Taking a deep breath, she rang the bell and waited.
 
The door opened and a young man with dark hair and glasses greeted her. He smiled and said, “Hi, can I help you?”
 
“Hello,” Tilly said and cleared her throat. “I was hoping to talk to someone in the historical society about... an artifact.”
 
“I’m Carlos, Roland’s assistant. Come in, please.”
 
She followed him inside and looked around. The house was filled with antiques and artifacts from different cultures and eras. She saw paintings, sculptures, books, maps, weapons, jewelry and more.
 
“Wow,” she said. “This is amazing.”
 
“Thank you,” Carlos said. “Roland was a collector and a historian. He loved to share his passion with others. That’s why he wanted to lead the historical society.”
 
He led her to a cozy living room with a fireplace and offered her a seat on the sofa. “Can I get you something to drink?” he asked.
 
“No, thank you,” she said. “I’m here to ask you some questions about the Egyptian exhibit.”
 
Carlos nodded solemnly. “I know,” he said. “It’s such a tragedy. He was like a father to me.” He sat down on an armchair across from her and clasped his hands.
 
“How long have you worked for him?” she asked.
 
“About two years,” Carlos said. “He hired me as his assistant when I graduated from college with a degree in history. He taught me so much about Ancient Egypt.”
 
She took out her phone and opened an app.
 
“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” she said. “The Egyptian exhibit where Roland’s body was found.”
 
Carlos shuddered. “It was horrible,” he said. “We were so excited about that exhibit. We had been working on it for months.”
 
“There were so many amazing artifacts,” Tilly said. “How did you keep track of it all?”
 
He reached for a folder on the coffee table and handed it to her. “Here,” he said. “This is the list of items we were featuring in the exhibit. Which one did you have questions about?”
 
She opened the folder and scanned the list.
 
“There are some rare and valuable pieces here,” she said.
 
“Yes,” Carlos said. “Roland had acquired them from various sources over the years, auctions, dealers, private collectors… He had contacts all over the world.”
 
She looked at him curiously.
 
“Did he ever tell you specifically where he got them from?” she asked.
 
Carlos shook his head. “No,” he said. “He was very secretive about that part of his business. He always said it was better not to ask too many questions in this line of work.”
 
She raised an eyebrow.
 
“Why is that?” she asked.
 
Carlos shrugged nervously. “Well… You know… Some of these items may have dubious origins or histories… They may have been looted or smuggled or cursed…” He trailed off as he saw her expression change from curiosity to interest.
 
Tilly could see Carlos's body language change. His arms were crossed and his voice had gone cold. She had pushed him too far. She quickly changed her approach and softened her tone. “How long had Roland been ill for?” she asked casually.
 
Carlos shifted in his seat, the color rising to his cheeks. His eyes darted away from Tilly's, and he briefly brought a hand up to his face before taking the coffee cup between them and rolling it around in his palms. He muttered something too quietly for Tilly to hear, and she leaned forward, her voice softening. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that.”
 
Carlos’s gaze dropped to the floor. He cleared his throat before reluctantly meeting her eyes, his expression a mixture of shame and embarrassment. “He said… he said he thought he was cursed.”
 
Tilly raised her eyebrows. “Cursed? By what?”
 
Carlos shrugged. “By one of the artifacts. He was obsessed with them, you know. He said they had some kind of power, some kind of magical history. He said one of them had put a hex on him.”
 
Tilly tried not to show her disbelief. She didn’t think Roland was delusional. But how could she know? She asked Carlos in a calm voice, “And what did you think of that?”
 
Carlos snorted. “I thought it was crazy, of course. Who believes in curses these days? I told him to see a doctor, to get some help. But he wouldn’t listen. He said no one could help him.”
 
Tilly nodded her head and her brow furrowed. She looked at Carlos, her gaze full of concern. “Do you think Roland was really unwell?” she asked cautiously. “As in, physically sick?”
 
Carlos shifted in his seat, his eyes searching Tilly's for understanding. He hesitated for a moment before answering, “No…not until he picked up some of the artifacts for the collection a couple of weeks ago.”
 
“Oh, is there anything in particular that stands out about that day?” Tilly nudged.
 
Carlos nodded his head. “Yeah, actually. That was when Oliver Renard came for tea around the time Roland started to get sick.”
 
Tilly's ears perked up as Carlos relayed the conversation between Roland and Oliver. He went silent as the two exchanged heated words, rising in volume with each sentence. Carlos was taken aback by the ferocity of their tones, but he knew to stay quiet and not interrupt. Their voices gradually built up together until Roland's face had gone pallid and his lips quivered. Carlos still wasn't sure what the argument was about, but he felt his suspicions growing when Roland's health deteriorated quickly after Oliver had left. “I know it sounds farfetched,” Carlos said, “but I can't help but wonder if Oliver had anything to do with Roland's death. Of course, Roland could have just passed away from natural causes. I guess I'll never know.”
 
Since she'd come to ask about the Bastet statue, Tilly flipped through the pages of the inventory. But she couldn't find any mention of the statue. She decided not to bring it up with Carlos. Instead, she thanked Carlos for his time and help, making sure to be cordial and polite. “Thank you so much, Carlos,” Tilly said, closing the folder. “You've been a great help.”
 
“Of course, anything for Roland,” Carlos replied, a sadness creeping into his voice as he thought about his mentor. “If you need anything else, don't hesitate to ask.”
 
Tilly said her goodbyes and left Roland's house, no closer to getting rid of the statue. But she did have an idea of who might have killed Roland. Did she dare investigate?
 
Tilly's eyes darted across her phone screen as she frantically tapped to search for information on Oliver Renard. She found some interesting details, such as the fact that he owned an antiques shop near the building the historical society wanted to purchase. Intrigued, she decided to pay him a visit.
 
As she walked towards the shop, she mentally prepared herself for the conversation ahead. When she arrived, she pushed open the door and stepped inside. The bell above the door chimed, announcing her arrival.
 




Chapter Four

As Tilly entered the antiques shop, a woman approached her with a warm smile. “Hi there, I'm Eve,” she introduced herself. Tilly noticed the curious gleam in Eve's eye and saw an opportunity to gather information. She struck up a conversation with Eve, feigning interest in the various antiques and artifacts on display. With each question Tilly asked, she could see Eve becoming more engaged, eager to share her knowledge and opinions.
 
Tilly's conversation with Eve took an interesting turn as the woman kept giving her curious glances. Eve's eyes would occasionally flick to Tilly, as if she was trying to gauge her reactions. Then, in a hushed tone, Eve said, “People are saying that you're the new Keeper of the Ruby.” Tilly didn't confirm or deny the rumors, instead choosing to steer the conversation in a different direction.
 
Tilly's curiosity was piqued, and she decided to probe further. She asked Eve if she was a witch. Eve nodded, her eyes sparkling with excitement. But before she could elaborate, Oliver's voice cut through the conversation.
 
“Good morning,” he said, his eyes shifting between Tilly and Eve. “Is there anything I can help you with?”
 
Tilly decided to be direct with Oliver and Eve. “Roland is dead,” she announced.
 
They both looked at her with a flash of surprise, but quickly recovered. “Yes, we've heard. It's a small town after all,” Eve said.
 
Tilly noticed that neither of them seemed particularly shaken up by the news, and she mentioned it. “I would have thought that his death would have affected you more,” she said.
 
Oliver sighed. “Roland and I used to be good friends. I was even the vice president of the historical society,” he admitted. “But things changed between us. We had a falling out, and I left the society.”
 
As Tilly conversed with Oliver and Eve, she couldn't help but notice a hint of tension between them. Deciding to get straight to the point, she inquired about their relationship with Roland. “Why weren't you friends anymore?” she asked, looking directly at Oliver.
 
Oliver glanced at Eve, who gave him a nod of approval. He then began to explain, “You see, Roland was always on the lookout for interesting artifacts and antiques to bring to me. I would pay him a finder's fee for bringing them to me, and then a commission for any sales. The last time he brought me some items, Eve had a feeling that something was off about them.”
 
Eve took over, her voice filled with concern. “I just couldn't put my finger on what was wrong, but I knew that something was off. I was getting ready to display the items in the shop, but Oliver agreed with me and decided not to put them on display.”
 
Rather than risk it, Oliver and Eve investigated the items to make sure they were authentic. But their research seemed to be fruitless. There was no official record of the objects or the people who had supposedly provided them. They couldn't even trace their origin using any of the usual channels.
 
Oliver began his investigation by tracing the channels that Roland claimed to have used to find the artifacts, but he soon realized that the names and companies were not legitimate. When he confronted Roland about it, Roland vehemently denied any wrongdoing and dismissed Eve's concerns as craziness. Since Oliver didn't want to reveal Eve's magic, he informed Roland that he was having the artifacts independently dated by the university to get to the bottom of the situation.
 
Roland was furious and accused Oliver of harassing him. A heated argument ensued and the two parted ways on bad terms, with Roland accusing Oliver of trying to ruin his reputation. They hadn't talked since, and their interactions had been icy from then on.
 
Tilly asked, “Were you mad enough to do something about Roland's dishonesty?”
 
Eve cut in quickly. “Don't say anything, Oliver.” She gave Tilly a pointed look. It was clear that she didn't want him to say any more.
 
He stayed silent, but nodded in agreement with Eve.
 
Tilly pressed further. “Did you see Roland before his death?” she asked, looking from Eve to Oliver.
 
Eve's face paled, and she hesitated for a moment before nodding. “Yes,” she said softly. “We saw him at June's Diner, four days before he died.”
 
“What happened?” Tilly asked softly.
 
Eve hesitated before answering. “Roland felt...tainted. Like there was something not right about him.”
 
Tilly furrowed her brows upon realizing the significance of Eve's words. Before her brush with magic, she might have dismissed Eve's feelings, but now she didn't so easily dismiss such things.
 
“Well, thank you for all your help.” Tilly was ready to move on.
 
Tilly bid farewell to Oliver and Eve and stepped out of the antique shop. As she made her way to the sheriff’s station, her mind raced with thoughts of Roland's death and the ongoing investigation. She was determined to uncover more information, but she was uncertain of what she would learn from Shane.
 
In the past, Shane had made it clear that he didn't want her to get involved in cases, and Tilly was prepared for another confrontation. However, as she entered the sheriff’s station, she was met with a different attitude from Shane. Instead of warning her off the investigation, he was polite and amicable, a stark contrast from their previous interactions.
 
Shane's face softened. “Please, take a seat,” he said, with a welcoming gesture towards the chair. “Would you like some coffee?” His eyes twinkled as he handed her a mug, and she smiled in response as she accepted his kind offer.
 
Tilly couldn't help but wonder why Shane was being so hospitable towards her. Had he learned something new about the case that he wanted to share? She sipped her coffee and waited for him to speak, her curiosity piqued.
 
“So, what can I do for you?” Shane asked, leaning back in his chair as he observed her.
 
Tilly cleared her throat and set her mug down on the table. “I was wondering if you had any updates on Roland's murder investigation.” She held her breath as she waited for his response.
 
Shane sighed and shook his head slowly. “No,” he said kindly, but firmly. “I'm afraid I don't have too much to share with you at the moment. You know how these things go. They take time. I can tell you that the coroner determined his heart probably stopped, and he's been transferred to the funeral home due to space issues. We may not know anything for sure until toxicology comes back.” He gave her an apologetic smile before continuing, “Rest assured that we are doing everything we can to get to the bottom of this case. But I'm glad you dropped by for coffee.”
 
Just as Shane finished his sentence, Tilly heard a knock at the door. She turned and saw Thandie in the doorway, carrying a packet of photos. “I thought you'd want to see these,” Thandie said with a smile as she handed them to Shane.
 
Shane thanked her and began flipping through the pictures one by one, inspecting each detail carefully.
 
Tilly stared in awe at the photographs spread out before her. “Wow! I haven't seen printed photos in ages. Why did you bother printing them out? You could have just emailed them.”
 
Thandie chuckled. “Ah, there's something to be said for the old ways. We still have a darkroom at the paper and we do things the old way there as the first step.”
 
Tilly nodded in understanding. It seemed like they were doing everything they could to get justice for Roland's case.
 
Thandie said her goodbyes and left the sheriff’s station, with Tilly following soon after. She rose from her seat and gave Shane a polite nod. “Thank you for your time, Sheriff. I hope the investigation goes well for you.”
 
Shane smiled at her and stood up as well. “I appreciate your kind words, Tilly. If you hear anything more about this case, don't hesitate to come back and see me.”
 




Chapter Five

Tilly made her way back home, her thoughts focused on Roland's death and her desire to uncover the truth. She remembered Eve's ability to sense something strange about Roland while he was still alive and thought that maybe she could do the same even though he was dead. She decided to look for a spell that would help her detect any magical interference surrounding Roland's death.
 
As she entered her home, she was greeted by the sight of her cats, who were still guarding the tapestry. “I've got something else to do besides stare at the wall,” Tilly said as she pushed the tapestry aside.
 
Tilly spent a couple of hours in the spell room, surrounded by the cats and the dusty smell of old books. She flipped through the pages of Hestia's spell book, searching for the right incantation to help her uncover any magical harm that may have befallen Roland.
 
After searching, she finally found the spell hidden within the pages of the ancient, leatherbound book. She examined the words and symbols carefully, her finger tracing each line with the utmost precision before painstakingly copying them onto a piece of parchment.
 
Tilly ran her finger over the arcane symbols of the spell she had just found. If this spell worked, she stood a chance of learning the mystery behind Roland's death. All she had to do was find a way into the funeral home to perform the spell without anyone detecting her presence.
 
Tilly paced around the room, clutching the spell book to her chest, pondering her two choices. She could sneak in or use her connections in the community to gain access. The first one was risky but easier; the second one was safer but she really didn't have that kind of clout in Andale. She glanced at the clock and felt a surge of anxiety. At least she had some time to decide. She couldn't even consider sneaking in until the sun went down.
 
As Tilly gathered her things and made her way to the door, she noticed the cats were not following close behind her. She paused, looking down at the felines with a gentle smile. She couldn't bear the thought of leaving them trapped inside the spell room, so she bent down and gently nudged them towards the door. The cats, as if understanding her unspoken request, meandered out of the room, where they resumed their watchful stance over the tapestry.
 
As Tilly walked away, she suddenly heard a voice speaking softly, though she couldn't make out the words. At the same time, she felt a sudden gust of wind blow through her hair, as if a ghostly hand had brushed past her. The sensation was fleeting, and it passed as quickly as it had come.
 
She felt a chill run down her spine, and she was momentarily creeped out by the strange experience. But she quickly regained her focus and reminded herself why she had to do. She was determined to see Roland's body and use her magic to uncover any signs of foul play.
 
She scoured the internet for hours, hoping to uncover more about Roland’s life and background. But her search yielded only a few scraps of information. He had been a professor of history at a prestigious university in Boston, but he had retired two years ago and moved to Andale.
 
Tilly typed his name into various search engines, social media platforms and academic databases. She clicked on every link that seemed remotely relevant, hoping to find a photo, a biography, a publication or a personal detail. But most of the results were either outdated or unrelated. She tried different combinations of keywords and filters, but nothing new came up. She wondered if he had deliberately erased his digital footprint or if he had simply lived a very private life.
 
Tilly dialed the number to the Charles River University, her heart racing with a nerves. She didn't know why phone calls gave her so much anxiety, but they did. She waited for someone to pick up. Instead, she heard a robotic voice saying:
 
“Welcome to Charles River University. Please listen carefully as our menu options have changed. For admissions, press 1. For financial aid, press 2. For academic affairs, press 3. For human resources, press 4. To speak to an operator, press 0.”
 
She pressed 4 and hoped to get through to a real person.
 
“Thank you for calling human resources. If you know the extension of the person you wish to speak with, please enter it now. Otherwise, please stay on the line and someone will assist you shortly.”
 
She didn’t know any extension numbers, so she stayed on the line.
 
“Your call is important to us. Please hold while we connect you to the next available representative.”
 
She heard some generic music playing in the background.
 
“Did you know that Charles River University offers a variety of online courses and programs? Whether you want to advance your career, learn a new skill or pursue your passion, we have something for everyone. Visit our website for more information and enroll today.”
 
She rolled her eyes and checked her watch.
 
“Are you looking for a rewarding and challenging job opportunity? Charles River University is hiring! We are looking for qualified candidates in various fields and departments. To view our current openings and apply online, please visit our careers page.”
 
She sighed and wondered how long this would take.
 
“Thank you for your patience. All of our representatives are currently busy assisting other callers. Please continue to hold and we will be with you as soon as possible.”
 
She groaned and tapped her fingers on the table.
 
Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, she heard a click and a human voice.
 
“Hello, this is human resources. How may I help you?”
 
She perked up and cleared her throat.
 
“Hello, this is Tilly Parsons. I'm calling about a former professor of yours, Roland Back, and I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions?” Tilly asked, trying to sound as professional as possible.
 
The HR representative hesitated for a moment before responding. “I'm sorry, but we do not provide any information about current or former employees to third parties. Is there anything else I can assist you with?”
 
Tilly frowned, but she wasn't about to give up that easily. “I understand. I was just hoping to get some more information about Roland's time at the college. And also, I was hoping to get in touch with a co-chair of the department, Marietta Khan. Do you know how I could reach her?”
 
There was a pause on the other end of the line before the HR representative spoke again. “I'm sorry, but I cannot provide any information about current or former employees, including Marietta Khan. Is there anything else I can assist you with?”
 
“Can you transfer me to Marietta Khan or someone who can transfer me to her office?”
 
The woman huffed and Tilly could hear her faintly typing in the back ground. “I don't have an extension for anyone by that name. Unless you have an extension number or can dial her direct, then I'm afraid I don't have any more information for you.”
 
“But Roland might have been murdered, and I...”
 
“Let me cut you off there, ma'am. If that's the case, then I really cannot talk to you. Is there anything else I can help you with today?” the woman responded in a very recognizable fake-polite customer service voice.
 
Tilly pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes before releasing a long sigh. She thanked the HR representative for her time and ended the call, her voice holding a tinge of frustration.
 
Tilly made her way back to the spell room to check on the cats. As she approached, she saw that they were still in their same positions, stationed in front of the tapestry that covered the entrance to the room. She could see the determination in their eyes, and she felt a pang of concern for their well-being. She knelt down to pet them, and they both meowed softly in greeting.
 
As she stood back up, she realized that she would need to find a way to break the spell that was holding them there. She made a mental note to research a spell that would free them from their guard duties when she returned. With a final pat on their heads, she turned and made her way out of the room, determined to uncover any secrets that might be hidden at Ridman's Mortuary.
 




Chapter Six

Tilly crept along the dark alley behind the mortuary, hoping no one would notice her. She reached the back side of the building and spotted a door with a sign that read “Staff Only.” She tried the handle and was surprised to find it unlocked. She opened it slowly and slipped inside.
 
She found herself in a narrow corridor with several doors on both sides. She guessed they were the preparation rooms where they cleaned and embalmed the bodies before burial or cremation. She shuddered at the thought of what they might do to Roland and then pushed those thoughts out of her mind.
 
Tilly walked along the corridor, looking for his name on the erasable door sign. She hoped they hadn't started on him yet. There were just things she did not want to see.
 
She finally found his door and opened it cautiously. The room was dimly lit by a single light overhead. She found the switches and flicked on another set of overhead lights.
 
Harsh fluorescent illumination flooded her eyes, and Tilly took in the room around her. There were shelves with jars of chemicals and tools on one wall, and a metal sink and faucet on another. In the center of the room was a gurney with a sheet covering a body. The room was colder than the walk-in at the diner, and she wished she'd worn a coat.
 
Tilly approached the gurney and lifted the sheet gently. It was Roland. He looked pale and thin, but peaceful. His eyes were closed and his mouth slightly open.
 
She took out a small pouch from her pocket and opened it. Inside were some herbs and crystals that she had gathered for her spell. She had the incantation she'd copied from Hestia's grimoire, but she wasn't sure if it would work.
 
She sprinkled some of the herbs over Roland's body and placed some of the crystals around him on the table. She closed her eyes and recited some words from memory.
 
Tilly felt a faint pulse of energy from her hands to his body, then nothing more. She opened her eyes and looked at him again.
 
Nothing seemed to have changed, except for one thing. There were dark spots on his skin that hadn't been there before. They looked like bruises or burns, but they were irregular in shape and size. They covered his chest, his arms, his legs, even his face. The marks looked like something had been infecting him and slowly eating away at him from inside.
 
She chewed her lip, deep in thought. She was a relatively new witch, not confident enough in her own abilities to be certain that the enchantments she was seeing were a result of a curse and not simply some other mundane ailment. She quickly cleaned up her herbs and crystals and then pulled out her phone to search for information.
 
Tilly was deep in thought, scrolling through pages of information in the hopes of figuring out if it was a disease or magical curse when she heard the door down the hall open. She quickly looked around the room, but there was nowhere to hide. In a moment of instinct, she called upon her magic and made herself invisible.
 
The bright overhead lights cast a harsh glare on the metal table and made the room seem colder. Kelly, the other owner, moved with a precise, practiced grace as she readied the body, her golden hair shining in the unforgiving illumination. Tilly felt trapped in a silent, surreal dream, standing motionless while Kelly went about her duties, completely unaware of Tilly's presence.
 
After starting the embalming process, Kelly left the room, leaving Tilly alone with Roland's body. As Kelly walked away, Tilly gave a deep sigh of relief and allowed her body to become visible. Every muscle in her body wanted to flee, so she quickly moved towards the door, careful not to make a sound. Every step felt like it was being undertaken in slow motion and with every inch closer to freedom, her heart raced a little faster. Once she made it through the door, Tilly bolted down the corridor, her feet scarcely touching the floor as she raced for safety.
 
Tilly rushed down the alley, her mind focused on getting home and replenishing her energy with the ruby. She stumbled into her car, feeling weaker by the minute, but she was determined to make it back to her house. She started the engine and began the drive, her hands gripping the wheel tightly as she struggled to stay awake. Despite the fatigue that threatened to pull her under, she managed to keep her eyes open, focusing on the road ahead and getting home as quickly as possible.
 
Tilly was barely inside and had just closed the door when she heard a knock. She opened the door to see Shane standing on her porch. He had a serious look on his face and was holding a stack of photos in his hand. Tilly wasn't feeling well, but she knew she had to let him in. She stepped aside and gestured for him to come in, and he stepped inside, following her to the kitchen table. With a wispy thud, he dropped the photos onto the table, and Tilly's heart sank as she looked at the graphic images of the crime scene.
 
Tilly sat at the kitchen table, looking over the photos Shane had brought with him. “What do you make of these pictures, Tilly?” Shane asked, gesturing to the photos taken by Thandie and those taken by the state crime technicians. Tilly's eyes immediately went to the statue in the room, and she noticed that it was missing in the second set of photos. She didn't want to reveal anything to Shane, so she feigned indifference. “Nothing outstanding jumps out,” she said. “I don't see anything out of the ordinary.”
 
Shane narrowed his gaze, challenging her. “Don't try to fool me. I know a bit of magic myself and I can tell you're not telling me the entire truth.”
 
Tilly felt suddenly exhausted again. Her eyelids started to droop from the strain of the conversation. “Just...hold on,” she murmured, before her head lolled forward in fatigue.
 
Shane followed as Tilly made her way to the spell room and shooed the cats out of the way. Isis and Edrid, who were previously guarding the tapestry, obediently retreated out of the way while she opened the magical door. As Tilly entered the spell room, the cats followed close behind, their tails twitching with excitement. Once they were inside, they immediately made a beeline for the statue, sitting down in front of it and staring intently.
 
Tilly walked to the ruby. She picked it up and held it in her hands for a few minutes, feeling its energy flow into her. As Tilly held it, she could feel her strength returning and the exhaustion from her earlier activities beginning to fade. She closed her eyes and focused on the sensation, letting the ruby's energy replenish her. After a few minutes, she placed the ruby back in its place and turned to face Shane
 
He'd pulled out gloves and a plastic evidence bag. His face was stern and his eyes were cold.
 
“Shane, what are you doing with those?” she asked nervously.
 
“I’m going to take the statue into evidence,” he said curtly. “It’s part of an ongoing investigation.”
 
He walked towards her and reached for the statue, but Tilly blocked his way. She clutched the ruby in her hand and felt a warm pulse.
 
“No, you can’t take it!” she exclaimed.
 
“What do you mean I can’t take it? It’s evidence of a crime. A murder, Tilly. Don’t you care about that?”
 
“Of course I do, but this statue is special. It’s…it’s mine.”
 
“Yours? How? How do you figure it's yours?”
 
“I…I can’t tell you.”
 
Tilly nervously glanced around the room, unable to meet his gaze. She'd never felt so conflicted. The statue had to stay in her spell room, it was the only place she could protect it, but how could she explain that to him? She could feel the tension building between them, and she was preparing to fight for it.
 
Shane frowned and tried to push past her, but Tilly stood firm.
 
“Tilly, move out of my way. You’re making a mistake.”
 
“No, Shane, please. Trust me. You can’t take it away from me.”
 
She raised her voice and felt a surge of energy from the ruby. Suddenly, a shimmering figure appeared behind her. It was the woman from her visions. She wore a white dress and a golden headdress. Her body was covered with the same mysterious tattoos.
 
Tilly gasped and squealed. The cats jumped around and yowled in delight.
 
Shane stared at the apparition in shock and disbelief.
 
“What the heck is that?” he shouted.
 
Tilly put the ruby back on the pedestal and backed away from the apparition.
 
“It’s…it’s her,” she stammered.
 
“Her who?”
 
“The woman from my dream.”
 
“Dreams? What are you talking about?”
 
Shane looked at Tilly with confusion and concern. He wondered if she had lost her mind or if he was hallucinating.
 




Chapter Seven

As the room quieted down, the ghostly figure stepped forward and introduced herself. “I am Satet, and I am bound to this statue until it is returned to its rightful place in Egypt. Please,” she said, her voice echoing through the room. “I beg of you, help me return the statue to its rightful place. I have been trapped here for far too long, and I long to be free.”
 
Tilly and Shane exchanged a look of disbelief, unsure of what to do or say. The idea of a ghost being bound to an object was completely foreign to them.
 
“How can we help?” Tilly asked, her voice trembling with a mixture of fear and excitement. Her brain was having trouble taking in the things the ghost had said.
 
Satet smiled patiently, and her eyes seemed to light up with hope. “You must take the statue back to Egypt and return it to its rightful place. Only then will I be free from my bondage and able to rest at last.”
 
Shane nodded, still looking bewildered. “We'll do what we can,” he said. “But I'm not sure how we'll get the statue out of the country, let alone all the way to Egypt.”
 
“We'll find a way,” Tilly said, determination in her voice. She wanted to help the ghost, but she also looked forward to Isis and Edrid being released from the statue's thrall.
 
Tilly stood in front of Shane, her eyes pleading as she spoke. “Please, Shane. Let it stay in the spell room.”
 
“The statue doesn't seem to be on the inventory log and there's nothing to connect it to the crime scene.” Shane sighed, running a hand through his hair. He knew Tilly was right, but he was still hesitant. “Fine,” he relented. “But keep a close eye on it.”
 
Tilly's face lit up with relief. “Thank you, Shane.”
 
As they both turned to the statue, Tilly couldn't help but ask, “Why are the cats so drawn to it?”
 
Satet, who had been observing the conversation, stepped forward. “I was a loyal servant to the cat goddess in my lifetime,” she revealed. “Cats are always drawn to the statue and can sometimes even see me.”
 
Tilly glanced to her side and saw her cats entranced by the statue. Wide eyes were locked on the figure and their whiskers twitched as they studied its every detail. “Hey! Guys!” Tilly exclaimed, her voice carrying an amused edge. “Do you think you could take a break from the staring contest?”
 
The cats looked up at Tilly, then back at the statue, and finally nodded in agreement. “We'll try,” they meowed in unison.
 
Tilly walked Shane to the front door, feeling a mix of surprise and confusion as he apologized for his grumpiness when he came to confront her about the missing item. “I'm sorry for being so short with you earlier,” Shane said. “I just had to make sure. I checked with Emmy and Jade first to see if they knew anything about it before I came to you.”
 
“I understand,” Tilly replied. “But I didn't steal it. I was compelled to take it.”
 
Shane raised an eyebrow. “Compelled? What do you mean?”
 
“I mean that I felt a strange force drawing me towards it, like I had no choice in the matter,” Tilly explained. “And now I know why. It was the influence of Satet, the ghost that was bound to the statue.”
 
Shane nodded, understanding dawning in his eyes. “So, it's not your fault.”
 
“Exactly,” Tilly said, relieved that he finally understood.
 
As Shane was about to leave, he paused and looked back at her. “Hey, would you like to have dinner with me at Lester's Italian tomorrow night?” he asked impulsively.
 
Tilly felt a flutter in her stomach. “Yes, I would love to,” she replied with a smile.
 
As Shane walked away, Tilly couldn't help but feel a strange sense of anticipation. She wasn't sure if she was ready for a date, but she'd already said yes... so why not...
 
Tilly stepped inside the house, and her attention was immediately drawn to the ghostly figure of Satet waiting in the hallway. The cats were at her feet, meowing in excitement.
 
“Tilly, I must speak with you,” Satet said. “But I must be near the statue for our conversation to take place.”
 
Tilly nodded, picking up the statue and carrying it with her to the kitchen. She set it down on the counter and began to prepare dinner for herself and the cats, oysters for the cats and a grilled cheese for herself. Normally, she'd at least have a salad or some broccoli, but after the day she'd had, it felt like a “just carbs and cheese, please” kind of night.
 
As she worked, she couldn't help but feel a sense of unease in Satet's presence. Despite the ghost's friendly demeanor, Tilly couldn't shake the feeling that she was in over her head.
 
Tilly stood at the stove waiting to flip her grilled cheese sandwich over, staring at the statue of Satet that was now in her possession. The ghostly apparition of the ancient Egyptian priestess was floating near the table, looking just as solid as Tilly herself. As Tilly prepared dinner for herself and the cats, Satet told her story.
 
“I was once a loyal servant of the cat goddess, Bastet,” Satet said. “I served in her temple for many years, but my life was cut short by temple raiders.”
 
“Tell me about your life,” she asked, as Tilly had always been fascinated by Ancient Egypt.
 
“What do you want to know?”
 
“Tell me what your life was like. What were your days like? Tell me all of it. It's actually an honor to be able to have a first-person account of life in your time.”
 
“I will tell you everything that I can remember,” Satet said softly. “I will tell you what my days were like before I was killed.”
 
“Please,” Tilly encouraged.
 
“I woke up before dawn, as I always did, and prepared for the day ahead. I splashed my face and hands with water from the basin, slipped into my white linen dress and sandals, and braided my long black hair, adorning it with beads and flowers. I applied kohl to my eyes and henna to my nails before putting on my necklace of gold and turquoise, featuring a pendant of Bastet's head. Are these too many little details?”
 
“No, keep going,” Tilly said as she got her grilled cheese out of the pan and put it on a plate.
 
“I stepped out of my small room in the temple complex and headed towards the main sanctuary. The air was warm and fresh, and the birds sang their morning songs in the palm trees. I greeted the other priestesses as they made their way to the temple, all of us devoted to Bastet, the goddess of cats, fertility, protection, and joy.
 
“We entered the temple through a large pylon gate, decorated with reliefs of Bastet as a lioness-headed woman holding a sistrum, a musical instrument that tinkled when shaken. The temple had been built by one of the Ptolemaic kings who ruled Egypt after Alexander's conquest. It was made of limestone blocks and featured a colonnaded courtyard, a hypostyle hall, and an inner sanctum where Bastet's statue was kept.
 
“As we passed through the courtyard, cats roamed freely. They were sacred animals to Bastet, and we treated them with the respect and care due to living goddesses for they were revered as such. Some of them followed us into the hall where we performed our morning rituals, lighting incense sticks and placing them before statues of gods associated with Bastet, Ra, her father, Isis, her mother, Ptah, her consort, and Maahes, her son. We sang hymns and prayers to praise Bastet's power and benevolence.
 
“We then entered the inner sanctum, accessible only to us priestesses. There stood a magnificent statue of Bastet made of wood covered in gold leaf. She had a cat's head and a woman's body, dressed in fine clothes and jewelry, holding a sistrum in one hand and an ankh in the other. Her eyes sparkled with lapis lazuli in the dim light.
 
“We knelt before her statue and offered her food, wine, milk, honey, flowers, and perfume. We stroked her statue gently, as if she were alive, and whispered our wishes and secrets into her ears. Her presence filled us with warmth and peace.
 
“We remained with her until sunrise, when the sound of trumpets announced the arrival of pilgrims from far and wide to visit Bastet's temple. We left her sanctum reluctantly but respectfully, knowing she would always be with us in our hearts.
 
“We went out to greet the pilgrims, who brought gifts for Bastet. They brought more cats, jewelry, statues, amulets, and incense offerings. We helped them purify themselves with water before entering the temple, guiding them through the hall to see the statues of other gods, and taking them to see Bastet's statue, viewed from behind a screen that separated us from them. They bowed their heads in reverence and awe.
 
“Most of the day was spent attending to their needs. We answered their questions about Bastet's myths, interpreting their dreams or omens sent by Bastet, giving advice or blessings on her behalf, and performing healing rituals or spells for those sick or troubled by evil spirits.
 
“We also had some time for ourselves, playing games or music with each other and our cats, reading ancient scrolls or writing new ones, studying astrology or medicine, learning new skills or crafts, and enjoying nature and art. Oh, and dance. That was my favorite.
 
“We loved our lives as priestesses of Bastet.”
 
“What happened to you? I mean, how did you die? If it's okay for me to ask...”
 
“Our peace was shattered by a loud crash one day before dawn. The temple was being raided by temple raiders. They broke into the inner sanctum and started killing us priestesses. I tried to escape, but I was too slow. I was struck by a sword and fell to the ground, bleeding. I saw the rest of my sisters fighting or fleeing, but I couldn't move anymore. I lay there, watching the raiders take the statue of Bastet and the other treasures of the temple. I saw them step over my body as if I were nothing. I saw the last light fade from my eyes, and I felt my spirit leaving my body.
 
“I saw my sisters gather around me, mourning my loss. I saw them embrace each other and comfort each other. I saw them vow to avenge me and protect Bastet's temple. I saw them purify my body and prepare it for the afterlife. I saw them whisper prayers to Bastet to guide me to her realm. I saw them kiss my forehead and close my eyes.
 
“I felt their love for me and for Bastet. I felt their strength and courage. I felt their sadness and anger.”
 
Tilly listened intently, fascinated by the story of the ancient priestess. “I'm sorry that happened to you. Your life sounded like it was beautiful before it ended.”
 
Satet waves it off. “It was a long time ago. There's another paradise waiting for me once I'm free, and then I'll be with my sisters again.”
 
“I hope I can help you,” Tilly said.
 
“I know you can. But how can I help you?” Satet asked. “If you're going to help me get home, then perhaps I can help you first.”
 
Tilly thought about it for a moment, and then realized that perhaps Satet had seen who killed Roland. The statue was in the room where they found his body. “Did you see anything unusual in the tomb room where the sarcophagus was on display? Did you see what happened to Roland?”
 
“I did not see the murder of Roland, but I did see him fall over into the sarcophagus,” Satet said. “Efrem was there earlier that morning, but he seemed to just be checking on the exhibit. I do not know what happened to cause Roland's death.”
 
Tilly nodded, feeling a sense of disappointment that Satet had not seen anything useful. She asked if Satet had seen anything else in the exhibition that could help shed light on Roland's murder.
 
“I saw nothing else of significance,” Satet said. “But I am bound to this statue, and I will remain here until it is returned to Egypt. So, please help me.”
 




Chapter Eight

Tilly approached the front door of Roland's house; she hoped that someone at the historical society could help her find Efrem. As she pushed open the door, she could hear the sounds of an argument coming from the living room. She followed the noise and found Efrem and Carlos locked in a heated discussion.
 
Efrem was surrounded by a number of artifacts, including pieces from the Andale Historical Society's collection. Carlos was fluttering nearby, trying to keep Efrem from handling the artifacts. “You have no authority here, Efrem,” Carlos was saying. “These items were sent to the historical society for safekeeping after the crime scene techs went through everything.”
 
But Efrem was having none of it. “I was the president of the Andale Historical Society for seventeen years, Carlos,” he countered. “I know what's in our collection and what should be in this room.”
 
Tilly paused at the entrance of the room, uncertain of how to confront the situation. She took a deep breath, steeling herself for what she was about to say. “Efrem,” she began, her voice slightly trembling. “You used to be president of the Andale Historical Society. Until you were...voted out.”
 
Efrem's expression changed as soon as Tilly mentioned this, and it was clear that he was angry and humiliated by the reminder. He turned to Tilly, his eyes narrowing. “That was a mistake,” he said through gritted teeth. “For some unexplainable reason, people were captivated by Roland and disregarded the fact that almost all of what he found was worthless trash.”
 
Tilly could feel the tension in the room, and she wondered if she had made a mistake by bringing up Efrem's past. But she decided to push on, figuring it was the only way to get answers. “Can you prove that?”
 
Efrem nodded. “I borrowed a baroque clock from Roland's house once to have it appraised. The appraiser told me it was a knockoff.”
 
Tilly's eyes widened in shock. “Was Roland trying to pass it off as original?”
 
Efrem hesitated for a moment. “No, he just had it out for decoration, but it was implied it was real by being on display.”
 
Tilly sighed, shaking her head. She didn't feel like the conversation was getting her anywhere so she said, “Do you think you would have killed to get your position back as the president of the historical society?” Tilly asked.
 
Efrem's face shifted, his eyes squinting and his lips pressing together until they were a tight line. His nostrils flared and his jaw clenched, showing his displeasure with the suggestion.
 
“Of course not,” he said, his voice tight with anger. “I'll naturally resume my place now that the imposter is gone. I have no need to resort to such tactics.”
 
Tilly watched as Efrem banged his fist against the doorframe, his face bright red with anger. His muttered curses echoed around the room and his body trembled with rage. Tilly's words had obviously pushed Efrem too far and he stormed out, the room feeling eerily quiet in his absence. Carlos, who had been hovering close by, slowly approached Tilly, looking concerned.
 
“You really got under his skin,” Carlos said with a shake of his head.
 
Tilly sighed. “I just wanted to get some answers. I didn't mean to upset him.”
 
“Well, you certainly did,” Carlos said, the slightest hint of amusement in his voice. “But I think you got more out of him than anyone else has been able to.”
 
Tilly raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
 
“Efrem claims that he's here to prepare for the exhibition, as a tribute to Roland,” Carlos explained. “But I don't believe it. He was going through the boxes like he was looking for something.”
 
Tilly frowned. “What do you think he was looking for?”
 
Carlos shrugged. “Who knows? But I have a feeling that Efrem is up to something.”
 
Tilly asked, “Will you keep an eye on Efrem if he returns? I'm just not sure I trust him.”
 
“Yeah, I'm probably going to have to do that,” Carlos replied.
 
“Do you think the historical society will invite Efrem back as president?” Tilly asked. “There's an opening after all, and he seemed pretty confident he'd be in charge again.”
 
“They will probably invite him back, despite his insufferable personality. He's incredibly knowledgeable about history, after all.”
 
“What do you think about running for president yourself?” Tilly asked.
 
“Me?” Carlos chuckled nervously. “I don't know enough to take on such an important role. I'm just a graduate student. I'll stick to helping out where I can.”
 
Tilly smiled at Carlos. “Thanks for everything today, Carlos. I really appreciate it.”
 
“No problem, Tilly,” Carlos smiled back. “Glad I could help.”
 
Tilly walked towards the door. “See you later, Carlos. I'll let you know if I have any more questions.”
 
“Sounds good. Stay safe, Tilly,” Carlos said as she stepped outside.
 
Tilly paused on her way out to her car, and dug in her pocket for her keys. Once in the driver's seat, she was about to insert the key in the ignition when Efrem suddenly appeared at her window and pounded hard on the glass. She jumped and quickly rolled down the window a couple of inches, peering out warily.
 
“What the heck do you think you're doing, coming in here and making accusations about me?” Efrem demanded, his face red with anger.
 
Tilly remained calm, meeting his gaze. “I'm just trying to figure out what happened to Roland,” she said.
 
“Well, you can stop trying to pin it on me,” Efrem spat. “I had nothing to do with it.”
 
Tilly raised an eyebrow. “Really? Then what were you looking for when you were going through all of the artifacts at Roland's?”
 
Efrem's expression turned pale, and he hesitated before stammering, “I... I was just making sure everything was in order for the exhibition.”
 
Tilly didn't look convinced. “Is that all?”
 
Efrem clenched his fists and jaw, then spun on his heel and stomped to his car without looking back. Tilly's eyes followed his taillights until they vanished around a bend in the road.
 




Chapter Nine

Tilly pulled into her driveway, keys jingling in her hand. She hurried up the walkway and into her house. She quickly strode to the kitchen table, where the inventory list lay waiting in its folder. She scanned it, but just as she remembered, the statue was not on the list.
 
Feeling frustrated, she turned to the ghost of Satet, who had been silently observing her. “Satet, do you know how Roland got possession of the statue?” Tilly asked.
 
The ghost of Satet floated towards her, her translucent form shimmering in the low light. “Yes, I saw him sneak into the archives and steal the statue,” Satet said. “He stuffed it into a crate of items he was borrowing, trying to be discreet.”
 
Tilly's eyebrows furrowed as she processed this new information. “Why didn't you say anything before now?” she asked.
 
Satet shrugged her ghostly shoulders. “I assumed you knew.”
 
Tilly eyed Satet suspiciously, sensing that the ghost was hiding something. “What aren't you telling me, Satet?” she asked.
 
Satet's form shifted and flickered, her body wavering between visibility and invisibility. She glanced around and shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her movements betraying her nervousness. “Well,” she began softly, “it's possible that a curse would be activated if someone were to steal the statue.” Her voice trembled with uncertainty.
 
Tilly leaned forward, intrigued. “A curse? What kind of curse?”
 
Satet shrugged. “I'm not sure. It's just a rumor I heard. But it's possible that whoever stole the statue would be punished for their wrongdoing.”
 
Tilly glanced out the window and thoughtfully chewed her lower lip. Could a curse have killed Roland? Though it seemed like a leap of logic, she knew from experience that the world was full of wonders and oddities. She wouldn't be satisfied until she had concrete proof. For the time being, she'd have to keep searching for answers.
 
Tilly decided her next step should be a visit to the university's museum. She checked her watch, calculating the time it would take to get there before the museum closed for the day. She determined she could make it if she drove quickly. She grabbed her purse, slipped on her shoes, and quickly left her house, the statue safely tucked away in a large tote bag.
 
As she drove to the museum, Tilly's mind was racing with thoughts about the statue and what information she might be able to uncover. She pushed the accelerator down a bit more, hoping to make it to the museum before it closed for the day.
 
The drive felt like it took forever, with Tilly's heart pounding in her chest the entire time. She kept checking the clock on the dashboard, counting down the minutes until she would arrive at the museum. Finally, she pulled into the parking lot, breathed a sigh of relief. “Once we get inside, I'll need you to guide me to the archives,” Tilly said before getting out of the car.
 
“Yes, I can do that, I think,” Satet responded.
 
Tilly stepped onto the ivy-covered cobblestone path that wound its way around the university. The sun was setting, and the sky was a deep violet. A gentle breeze stirred, and Tilly glanced to her side to see Satet drifting ahead. Once inside the university, Tilly followed Satet's ghost as the priestess guided them to the museum.
 
Satet steered them through the winding hallways until they came to a stop outside an open door, where a woman with dark hair was standing inside. She stood tall and proud, her gaze alert and intense as she talked with a man whose back was to them. She was dressed in a sharp gray suit, her black almond-shaped eyes reflecting the overhead fluorescent lights. “That’s Indra,” Satet said, nodding to the woman as she pointed. “You should talk to her. I’ve seen her with Roland many times.”
 
Tilly brushed invisible lint off her pants with one hand and extended the other to the woman Satet had indicated. “I’m Tilly Parsons,” she said, smiling brightly. “I’m here representing the Andale Historical Society as a temporary assistant.”
 
“Hello, Tilly,” she said, extending her hand. “I'm Indra, and I'm the head of the Egyptian wing of the university museum. How can I help you?”
 
Tilly pulled the list of items Carlos had given her from her bag and handed it to Indra. “I was wondering if the president of the society filled out all the proper paperwork and had permission to borrow the items on this list.”
 
Indra took the list from Tilly and looked it over. “Yes, everything seems to be in order here. The president filled out the proper forms and had the necessary permissions to borrow these items for the society's upcoming exhibition.”
 
Tilly was taken aback by this information. She had been under the impression that Roland had taken the items without permission. “Was anything else missing from the archives?”
 
Indra shook her head. “Of course not. We keep a close eye on all of our artifacts here.”
 
Satet, who was floating nearby, interjected with a suggestion. “Ask her if she's accounted for everything in the archives.”
 
Tilly hesitated for a moment before gathering her courage and speaking up. “Excuse me, Indra,” she said. “Have you accounted for everything in the archives recently?”
 
Indra raised an eyebrow. “Of course,” she replied coolly. “I make sure to keep a close eye on all of the artifacts in my care.” Indra looked away from Tilly, and she shifted her weight on her feet. She began picking at her cuticles. Tilly knew that Indra was growing increasingly uncomfortable with the topic of conversation. “I denied Roland's request to dig through the archives. And I won't allow anyone else from the Andale Historical Society to dig through them either. Most of the items in there haven't been documented or authenticated yet,” Indra explained.
 
“You know what, that's probably a good idea,” Tilly said, trying to hide her eagerness. “Do you mind if I take a quick peek at the archives? I'm just so curious about them.”
 
Indra sighed, clearly impatient. “Fine, but make it quick,” she said, leading Tilly to the archives.
 
With Indra watching her every move, Tilly made her way over to the section where the stolen statue was kept. As she approached, she felt Satet's ghostly presence close by, pointing to the empty spot where the statue once was. Tilly tried to hide her disappointment. The sight of the empty shelf didn't bring her any closer to solving the mystery of Roland's death.
 
“Well, I suppose that's all I needed to see,” Tilly said, trying to mask her frustration. “Thank you for your time, Indra.” As they made their way out of the museum, Tilly couldn't help but bring up the topic of curses. “Do you believe in curses, Indra?” she asked, trying to gauge the woman's reaction.
 
Indra snorted and shook her head, but her eyes darted nervously and her mouth twitched as if she wanted to say something different. “That's ridiculous,” she said, her voice giving away her doubt. “Curses are absurd,” she said, but her tone was guarded, and her eyes hinted at a deeper understanding. It was clear that over the years, Indra had seen things that made her at least consider the idea, even if she wouldn't admit it outright.
 




Chapter Ten

Tilly was deep in thought as she drove back to Andale, with the statue still sitting in the passenger seat. She was talking to the ghost of Satet, trying to piece together what had happened to Roland. “Satet, do you remember anything else from the day of Roland's death?” Tilly asked.
 
Satet closed her eyes and concentrated, her brows knitted in deep contemplation. “I remember now,” she said slowly, her voice faint as recollection began to resurface. “A couple of days before he passed, I saw a woman visiting him. She had long dark hair, olive skin and the most captivating eyes. They were a mix of hazel and golden brown. And she always wore bright-colored flowing garments.”
 
As Satet described the woman who visited Roland a couple of mornings before his death, Tilly's mind raced. The woman was tall with olive skin and long, dark hair, dressed in a bright sari. Tilly couldn't help but think of Marietta Khan, Roland's former co-chair who she'd seen previously in a photo. The more she thought about it, the more she realized Marietta fit the description perfectly. Could she be the one who visited Roland before his death?
 
Tilly pulled into the driveway and quickly got out of her car. She grabbed the tote bag with the statue in it from the passenger seat, making sure to hold it securely. She stepped into the house and was greeted by a chorus of meows from the cats. They both crowded around Satet but paid Tilly no mind.
 
With a heavy sigh, she shuffled to her laptop and opened it. Her mouse clicked and Tilly hummed as the desktop background slowly loaded. She navigated to the page of university staff photos and gazed at an almost forgotten image of Marietta Khan, standing next to the other co-chairs.
 
Turning to Satet, Tilly asked, “Satet, could this be the woman you saw?”
 
Satet studied the photo and nodded. “Yes, I believe so. The last time I saw them, he was angry. Their voices were raised.”
 
Tilly pressed further. “What was Roland angry about? Why were they arguing?”
 
Satet thought for a moment before answering, “He was angry with Maxine for being too slow and wanting to stop something. But I don't know what she wanted to stop.”
 
“Maxine?”
 
“Yes, that’s what he called her.”
 
Tilly made herself a cup of coffee, the rich aroma filling the kitchen as she waited for it to cool. She leaned against the counter, taking in the quiet of her home before heading to the kitchen table. She settled into her chair, the familiar creak of the wooden legs echoing in the room. Taking a sip of her coffee, she looked at Satet, who was floating across from her. “I think it's time I do some research on Marietta,” Tilly said. “We need to find out what she was up to before Roland's death.”
 
Satet nodded, her ghostly form shimmering. “That's a good idea.”
 
As Tilly sat at the kitchen table, lost in thought and typing away on her laptop, Satet, the ghost, amused herself by playing with Iris and Edrid, the two resident cats. Satet would dart around the room, causing the cats to chase after her, their tails twitching with excitement. Tilly paid little attention to the ghostly play, too focused on her research. But every so often, she would catch a glimpse of the ghostly form out of the corner of her eye and smile.
 
She sipped on her coffee as she tried to find any information on Marietta Khan. She started with a simple Google search, but quickly realized that the woman had practically disappeared a few months after retiring. Tilly tried a few different search terms, but the results were always the same: there was no information on Marietta Khan's whereabouts.
 
Frustrated, Tilly leaned back in her chair and took another sip of her coffee. She needed to find another way to track down Marietta. She jotted down a few notes on a pad of paper, trying to think of any other ways she could find Marietta.
 
Tilly decided to move onto a search for a woman named Maxine. She started by searching the YellowPagesOnline and quickly found several Maxines listed in Andale and a couple of nearby towns. She jotted down their names and addresses in a notebook.
 
She carefully cradled the Bastet statue with both hands and settled it into the deep alcove of the spell room. She ran her fingers lightly over its smooth curves, admiring its intricate detail and feeling an almost maternal care for its preservation. She gently closed the door, and when she turned, she found Satet, flanked by the cats, standing in the hallway just outside.
 
“I'm going to go out and do some research on Maxine,” Tilly explained to Satet. “I want to see if I can find out what she wanted to stop.”
 
Satet nodded in agreement. “I'll stay here and keep an eye on things,” she said.
 
Tilly smiled at her and then turned to the cats. “You guys be good while I'm gone, okay?” she said, reaching down to give them each a pat on the head.
 
With a final goodbye, Tilly grabbed her keys and headed out the door to start her search for Maxine.
 
Tilly drove to the first address on her list. She hoped this would be the Maxine she was looking for. When she arrived, she approached the door and rang the doorbell. A woman answered, her eyes curious.
 
“Yes?” the woman asked.
 
“Hi, I'm sorry to bother you,” Tilly said. “I'm looking for a Maxine. Would you happen to be her?”
 
“Yes, I'm Maxine,” the woman answered.
 
Tilly's heart sank as she took in the woman's appearance. The woman was nothing like Marietta Khan, with a completely different hair color and body type. Tilly realized that this was not the Maxine she was looking for.
 
Feeling a bit embarrassed, Tilly stumbled over her words as she tried to come up with a suitable excuse for her visit. Finally, she just blurted one out. “Oh, I'm sorry. I was actually looking for a Maxine who sells potatoes door-to-door. I must have the wrong address,” she said with an awkward chuckle. The woman looked at her quizzically, and Tilly quickly made her exit.
 
Tilly drove to the next address on her list, feeling a little more hesitant this time. When she reached the small stucco house, she slowly stepped out and walked up to the door, hesitating before ringing the bell. A tall man with a receding hairline answered, and Tilly cleared her throat before asking for Maxine. He looked at her quizzically and replied, “I'm Maxine,” rubbing his neck hesitantly.
 
Her eyes widened in surprise and she stammered, “Oh, I'm sorry, I must have the wrong address. I was looking for a woman named Maxine.” The man snickered and told her not to worry about it, and Tilly quickly made her escape, feeling sheepish.
 
Tilly arrived at the next address, her hopes high. However, her excitement was short-lived. An elderly woman slowly opened the door, squinting in the light of her own porch light. Tilly had to raise her voice to make sure the woman could hear her name, but it only served to confuse the elderly woman further.
 
“Maxine?” Tilly asked, trying to keep her voice loud and clear.
 
The woman squinted her eyes, trying to make out what Tilly was saying. “Who's there?” she asked.
 
“Maxine?” Tilly repeated, this time even louder.
 
The woman's confusion only seemed to grow, and Tilly quickly realized she wasn't the right person. Despite this, the woman seemed eager to chat, and Tilly found herself stuck in the conversation, trying to explain who she was and why she was there.
 
“I'm sorry, I think I have the wrong person,” Tilly said eventually, trying to extricate herself from the situation.
 
“Oh, that's all right, dear,” the woman said, still looking a little confused. “Have a nice day.”
 
Tilly breathed a sigh of relief as she made her way back to her car, but she was disappointed that she still hadn't found the right Maxine.
 
She decided to try one more address before giving up for the day. Tilly stuck to the main road, passing through the small towns of Silverhill and then Rockdale. As she crossed the town square, her gaze wandered to a small wooden sign that read “Maxine Chen Artworks.”
 
Tilly steered the car in its direction and pulled into the parking lot, stepped out and walked towards the entrance. As she opened the door, an array of vibrant colors greeted her. The walls were adorned with sculptures, paintings and various other artworks, each one captivating her in its own way.
 
In the corner of the room, Tilly spotted a woman with an air of sophistication about her that seemed to be radiating from her. She had delicate features and dark hair that framed her face. She was Marietta Khan, the professor in the photo Tilly had seen earlier. The woman was in her own world, focused on the artwork she was creating with various tools and materials set around her.
 
She wanted to approach Maxine and ask her about Bastet, but the store was crowded with customers selecting and admiring art pieces. She resisted the urge to push them out of the way and instead admired the intricate sculptures of animals, some of which were clearly inspired by ancient Egyptian gods, but none of them like Bastet.
 
The gallery was slowly emptying and soon it was only her and Maxine. She hesitated before slowly making her way over to her, her shoes tapping quietly against the hardwood floor. Maxine looked up from the sculpture she had been focused on and gave her a warm smile.
 
“Hello,” she said. “Can I help you?”
 
“Hi,” she said nervously. “I’m sorry to interrupt you, but I was wondering if you do commissions.”
 
Maxine nodded. “I do sometimes, depending on what you want.”
 
She took a deep breath and explained her request. “I’m looking for a replica of a Bastet statue I saw recently,” she said.
 
Maxine's face suddenly changed, and her posture became rigid as her eyes darkened. “I’m sorry, I don’t do that kind of work anymore,” she said quickly and stood up as if to leave. Before she could respond, Maxine cut her off and said with finality, “No, I can't help you. You should get out now.” Maxine continued to hustle Tilly out of the store, locking the door behind her as she flipped the closed sign.
 
Tilly went to her car and waited until she saw Maxine coming out a few hours later. She seemed to be loading things into her van behind the store that looked suspiciously like antiques.
 
Tilly got out of her car and quickly approached Maxine before she had a chance to get away. With a wary smile, Tilly spoke in a gentle but firm voice. “Is there anything wrong? Did something happen to change your mind about doing the commission for me?”
 
Maxine was in the middle of loading another statue into her van when she was startled by Tilly's sudden appearance. The statue slipped from her grip, and Tilly quickly reached out to catch it, preventing it from crashing to the ground. She handed it back to Maxine with a smile, but the woman's expression was anything but grateful.
 
“Thank you,” Maxine said, her tone wary. “But please, just leave me alone.”
 
Tilly could tell that Maxine was on edge, and she didn't want to make the situation any worse. But she couldn't resist the opportunity to ask a few questions. “I'm sorry to bother you, Maxine. I was hoping I could ask you a few questions about Roland.”
 
Maxine's eyes widened with fear, and she took a step back. “I don't know anything about Roland,” she said, her voice trembling.
 
Tilly could see that Maxine was lying, and she pressed on. “Please, Maxine. I think you know more than you're letting on. Roland was murdered, and I'm trying to figure out what happened.”
 
Maxine's eyes were wide with fear and guilt as she shook her head frantically. “I can't tell you,” she whispered. “The curse is on me now. I worked with Roland. He was my partner. We did something terrible, and now he's dead and I'm next.”
 
For the first time, Tilly saw that Maxine did look thin and gaunt. She had dark circles under her eyes, and it almost looked like she'd pulled out a few clumps of her hair. Tilly hadn't noticed Maxine's state before. Probably because Maxine had looked so much more relaxed and happy back in the store. Back before Tilly approached her.
 
She was intrigued by Maxine's words, but before she could ask any more questions, Maxine panicked and pushed past her. She got into her van and started the engine, leaving Tilly behind with more questions than answers. Tilly chased after her, but it was too late. Maxine had already driven away, leaving Tilly to ponder the mysterious curse and Maxine's involvement with Roland's death.
 




Chapter Eleven

Tilly pulled her car into the driveway, feeling frustrated with her lack of progress. Shane was waiting for her on the porch, tapping his foot impatiently. She stepped out of the car and approached him, apologizing for being late.
 
“I'm sorry, I completely forgot about our plans,” she said, trying to smooth things over. “Can I just have a few minutes to get ready? Why don’t you go ahead, and I’ll meet you?”
 
Shane sighed and nodded, his frustration dissipating. “Sure, I guess Lester's isn't a reservation kind of place anyway.”
 
Tilly rushed into her room and quickly scanned her closet for the perfect dress. She settled on a simple black dress that accentuated her curves and made her feel confident. She brushed her hair and styled it in a chic chignon, securing it with a few bobby pins. She took a moment to apply just the right amount of makeup, accentuating her eyes and cheeks, giving herself a natural and glowing appearance.
 
She grabbed her purse and headed out determined not to make Shane wait too long. After a few minutes, the restaurant came into view. It was bustling, and Tilly could understand Shane's impatience. People milled around outside and grabbed a table inside.
 
Shane was waiting for her outside of his car. His face lit up a little when he saw her. “Hey there,” he said and offered Tilly his arm. They pushed their way through the throng to a corner table where they sat down.
 
Shane glanced at Tilly from the corner of his eye while they waited for their drinks. His gaze lingered on her, taking in her sleek black dress, the way her hair was perfectly styled, and her makeup highlighting her features. He leaned in close and whispered, “You look beautiful tonight, Tilly.”
 
When Tilly locked eyes with Shane, a flush of pink crept up her neck and cheeks, and she smiled shyly. He had on a starched white button-up shirt and black tailored slacks, his hair was perfectly styled, and he smelled like a mix of cedarwood and citrus. “Thank you, Shane. You're looking pretty handsome yourself,” she said, not trying to hide the admiration in her voice.
 
Shane took a slow, deliberate sip from his glass, the ice clinking against the sides. His eyes fixed on her, he asked, “So, what do you like to do in your free time?”
 
Tilly smiled as the waiter handed her a menu and said, “I love reading and doing research, but there's nothing quite like spending an afternoon with my cats, soaking up the sun and exploring the countryside.”
 
Shane nodded, impressed. “That's great. I'm a bit of an outdoorsman myself. I love to work with my hands, go hiking, and kayaking.”
 
Tilly smiled, intrigued. “Really? That sounds like so much fun. I've never gone kayaking before, but I'd love to try it sometime.”
 
Shane's eyes lit up. “You should! It's an incredible experience. The scenery and the feeling of being out on the water is just amazing.”
 
Tilly felt a spark of electricity between them as they talked. His eyes, sparkling with wonder and intelligence, locked with hers as they shared stories of their lives and dreams. His kind, strong hands moved in graceful arcs as he described his adventures and she suddenly realized he was more than just his good looks and charm. He was fierce and passionate, and Tilly knew she wanted to get to know him better. She couldn't help but smile as she shifted closer to him. Their date was going well... Tilly couldn't help herself...
 
“So, I went to the university museum and had a conversation with a woman named Indra. She let me have a look at their archives, but it didn't get me any closer to finding Roland's killer.”
 
Shane's expression became serious as he spoke. “Tilly, you're putting yourself in danger by getting involved in this investigation. We've got a department for this kind of thing. You're undermining their work by getting involved.”
 
Tilly's shoulders drooped as she sighed, and her hands fidgeted in her lap. She glanced at Shane and saw the slight shake of his head, but she still felt she had to speak. “I just want to help, Shane. I feel like I have a connection to this case and can't just sit back and do nothing.”
 
“I understand that,” Shane said, reaching across the table to take her hand. “But it's important that you let us handle it. We have the resources and experience to get to the bottom of this, even if it's a magical investigation.”
 
Tilly sighed and took a sip of her drink, trying to calm herself down. She knew Shane was only trying to protect her, but she couldn't help but feel frustrated. “I know you're trying to protect me, Shane, but I just want to help. I have a connection to this case that you don't, and I can't ignore it.”
 
He put his hand on hers and looked at her with concern. “I understand that, Tilly, but you need to be careful.”
 
“I know,” Tilly said. “But I can't just sit back and do nothing. I have to do something to help.” She knew she was repeating herself, but Tilly felt like Shane wasn't hearing her.
 
Shane sighed and leaned back in his chair. “All right, I'll try to keep you updated on what we find, but you need to promise me you'll be careful. Deal?”
 
Tilly smiled and squeezed his hand. “Deal.”
 
Shane's tone became more relaxed. He looked at Tilly with concern and spoke softly, “I'm worried about you, Tilly. You insist on putting yourself in dangerous situations. But as far as Roland's death goes, the medical examiner's report says it was heart failure. There's no evidence to suggest it was a murder.”
 
“His death was suspicious. There's just too much evidence to ignore,” Tilly insisted.
 
Shane shook his head and sighed. “Tilly, I understand you're passionate about this, but you're getting carried away. When I first left the academy, I was gung-ho to see crime everywhere. I don't want you to make the same mistake.”
 
Tilly's expression darkened. “What do you mean by that?”
 
“I mean, this is a byproduct of you solving that last murder accidently. It's gone to your head,” Shane said, trying to be gentle.
 
Tilly's eyes flared with anger. “Excuse me? I really solved that case. And I'm not getting carried away. I have evidence that suggests Roland's death wasn't just heart failure.”
 
Shane leaned back in his chair, looking at Tilly intently. “What evidence?”
 
Tilly told him about her conversation with Indra and the information she'd uncovered about Roland's business dealings. She could see the skepticism in Shane's eyes, but she was determined to make him see her point.
 
Shane listened patiently, but when Tilly was done speaking, he shook his head. “I don't think this is a good idea, Tilly. You're putting yourself at risk and undermining my department. We can handle an investigation, even a magical one.” Shane repeated himself as if she hadn't heard him say it the first time. That alone got under hers skin.
 
As their meal came to an end, so did their conversation. Neither of them made any effort to prolong the dinner. Tilly could see the worry in Shane’s eyes, yet he hadn’t uttered a single word about his hesitancy. No goodbye kiss. No hug. All he said was a goodbye that lacked warmth as if his body refused to show any sign of affection. It was clear Shane wanted her to back off from her investigation, though he had never said it in words.
 
Tilly walked out the restaurant and made her way to the parking lot. The chill of the night air hit her face, but she kept walking until she reached her car. She unlocked it and opened the door, feeling a bit disheartened by how things had ended between them. Putting everything aside, she sat in the driver's seat and leaned back. The debate about whether to call or text him and apologize raged in her mind. With a heavy sigh, Tilly started her car and made her way home.
 
The drive seemed to last longer than usual, as Tilly was lost in thought the entire time. Was Shane right? Was she getting carried away? She had been so sure of herself when talking to him, yet now doubt crept into her mind. The more she thought about it, the more questions popped up in her head: Did she have enough evidence for this investigation to be worth it? What would happen if her hunch turned out to be wrong? And most importantly, would Shane forgive her for going against his wishes?
 
In her driveway, she had the same debate with herself before ultimately deciding that going against her gut feeling would only make things worse. Taking a deep breath and turning off the ignition, Tilly got out of the car and went into her house.
 
Tilly sighed as she made her way over to the couch where Satet and the cats were relaxing. She plopped down beside them, the cushions sinking beneath her weight. Leaning back against the armrest, she let out a deep sigh. “Well, that was a disaster,” she said, shaking her head in frustration. The ghost and the cats perked up, listening intently as she recounted out the details of her date with Shane. Tilly filled them in on every moment, from the awkward small talk to the heated argument over her involvement in Roland's case.
 
Tilly was sitting on the couch, surrounded by the cats and Satet, when her phone rang. She picked it up and saw that it was Wes. “Hey, kiddo,” she answered, smiling.
 
“Hey, Mom,” he said, sounding cheerful. “How's it going?”
 
“It's been a long day,” Tilly replied. “How about you? How's school going?”
 
Wes brightened at the question. “It's going great! I'm getting all As and I even learned how to cook spaghetti without burning anything!”
 
Tilly laughed at the proud tone in his voice. “That's fantastic, Wes! I'm so proud of you. For the school and your new culinary skills.”
 
Wes was beaming when he said, “Thanks, Mom! I hope you had a good day too.”
 
Tilly hesitated for a moment before answering. She hadn't told him about the date yet and wasn't sure how he would react. Taking a deep breath, she finally spoke. “Actually, I went on a date tonight,” she said softly.
 
There was silence on the other end of the line until Wes finally spoke up. “Oh,” he said, his voice slightly unsteady. “Who did you go with?”
 
Tilly could sense his unease and immediately felt guilty for not telling him sooner. But before she could apologize, Wes spoke again in an almost matter-of-fact tone.
 
“Did you have fun?”
 
Tilly thought back to the dinner and sighed heavily before answering. “No...not really,” she said with a sad laugh. “It was kind of miserable.”
 
The line went quiet again and Tilly felt her heart sink lower than ever before as she anticipated Wes's response. But instead of scolding her or being mad at her for going out with someone, all he said was, “Well, don't be afraid to try again! I'm sure it'll get better.”
 
Tilly was taken aback by his compassion and optimism. She smiled to herself, feeling a wave of love wash over her. “Thanks, Wes,” she said softly. “I'll keep that in mind.”
 
After that, the conversation changed topics and Tilly felt relieved. Wes said he'd get used to his mom dating and she joked she wouldn't before they hung up. As soon as the call ended, Tilly sighed in relief and leaned back against the couch cushions.
 
She had expected Wes to be upset and angry but instead he was supportive and encouraging. Even though things hadn't gone as planned with Shane, Tilly couldn't help but feel grateful for having such an understanding son. He'd been an amazing kid, and he'd grown into an exceptional young man.
 




Chapter Twelve

The next morning, when Tilly was just beginning to wake up, her phone rang again. Thinking it might be Wes checking in on her after their conversation the previous night, she quickly picked it up.
 
But instead of Wes's voice on the other end of the line, it was Emmy's.
 
“Hey! I had breakfast at June's this morning,” Emmy said excitedly. “And guess what? I overheard a woman and her friend talking about Roland.”
 
Tilly sat up straighter in surprise. She'd almost forgotten all about their mission to get to the bottom of Roland's story. “Really? What did they say?”
 
Emmy gave her a brief rundown of the conversation she'd heard, from the awkward small talk to their complaints about Roland. At one point during the discussion, she heard one of them mention Alice Jones, and Tilly immediately pulled out her laptop to see if she could find anything out about her.
 
Turned out that Alice owned a local porta-potty service. Curious, Tilly hung up the phone and quickly got dressed. She knew it was a long shot, but maybe this Alice Jones could give her a lead about Roland. With that thought in mind, she drove over to Alice's office.
 
Tilly stepped into the office of Alice Jones' local porta-potty service and was pleasantly surprised by what she saw. The reception area had an old-fashioned wooden desk, a petite bureau with a marble top, and a heavily ornate armchair upholstered in faded velvet. In one corner, a large sideboard held knick-knacks and a collection of aged books. Despite the trucks and porta-johns surrounding the building, the inside of the office exuded an unexpected refinement.
 
Tilly stood in front of the imposing reception desk. She looked around the grand lobby, took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. With renewed courage, she stepped up to the receptionist and cleared her throat. “I would like to speak to Alice about an opportunity,” she said. The receptionist paused before slowly raising an eyebrow and pressing a button on the phone. To Tilly’s relief, Alice agreed to see her.
 
Tilly was guided to a roomy office, where Alice was seated behind a vast mahogany desk, illuminated by the morning sunlight pouring through the windows. She had an inviting expression on her face as she beamed up at Tilly. “Good morning,” Alice said in a placid tone. “How can I help you today?”
 
Tilly felt the heat of embarrassment rise in her cheeks. Her words got stuck in her throat as she frantically searched for an answer. She turned her eyes around the room, taking in the cherry mahogany armoire, an ornate grandfather clock, and a Persian rug spread across the floor.
 
Alice's foot thumped a steady rhythm against the floor, her patience wearing thin. She clasped her hands together tightly, her knuckles turning white. “What do you want?” she said, a noticeable bite to her voice now.
 
Tilly took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the atmosphere in the room as she looked around. Intricate mosaics decorated the walls, and elaborate statues were placed on pedestals throughout. She noticed that many of the antiques were Egyptian artifacts, and she felt a growing awkwardness in her stomach. She had hoped to ease into the conversation and find out more information about Roland and his business dealings, but the discovery of these items gave her an idea.
 
Tilly took a deep breath and decided to take a chance. “Excuse me, Alice. I couldn't help but notice your collection of Egyptian artifacts. I actually have a statue of Bastet that I was hoping to sell. Would you be interested in taking a look?”
 
Alice's eyes widened in surprise. “What do you mean, sell it to me?” she asked, clearly taken aback. “Are you in business with that shyster, Roland?”
 
Tilly hesitated, not sure how to respond. “Roland is actually dead,” she said softly. “He died a few days ago.”
 
Alice's expression changed from surprise to shock. “What do you mean he's dead?” she asked, her voice shaking. “I didn't kill him, if that's what you're thinking. I swear, I had nothing to do with it.”
 
Tilly raised her hands in a calming gesture. “I didn't come here to accuse you of anything,” she said. “I just wanted to ask you some questions about Roland. I heard you weren't very fond of him.”
 
Alice snorted. “Not fond of him? That's an understatement. Roland was a con artist and a thief. I wouldn't be surprised if he had made some enemies.” She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “What do you want to know?”
 
“Why don't you tell me why you disliked him so much?” Tilly suggested.
 
Alice sat back in her chair, her mouth downturned in a scowl as she relayed the deceitful transaction with Roland. Her fingers traced the armrests of the chair as she recounted the story. “He showed up with a carved wooden box, something like a jewelry box. Inside was the most stunning gold cartouche necklace I had ever seen. It was simple, with lines as delicate and as sharp as if they had been cut from the wind and sand of Ancient Egypt itself. He said it had once belonged to a pharaoh and I was so excited.” Her eyes lit up in memory. “I paid him a fortune for it, but when I had it appraised by my special guy, it turned out to be a cheap fake.” She balled her hands into fists and shook them in disgust. “I can't believe I fell for that scam.”
 
“That tracks with the things I've heard,” Tilly acknowledges.
 
Alice continued her story for Tilly, telling her about the confrontation she had with Roland over the fake necklace. “I mean, can you believe it? That guy thought he could pull one over on me,” Alice said, her annoyance evident in her voice. “I went straight to his house and demanded my money back. At first, he tried to resist, but I wasn't having it. I threatened to ruin him by exposing his fraud at the exhibition. He quickly refunded my money, but I was still ticked. I mean, who does he think he is?”
 
Tilly listened intently, taking in every detail of Alice's story. She could tell that Alice was a woman who wasn't to be trifled with. “Did you ever see or hear from him again after that?” Tilly asked.
 
“No, I never did. I was done with him and his scams. I figured he learned his lesson, but I guess not,” Alice said with a shrug.
 
“So, what can you tell me about this statue?” Alice asked, her eyes gleaming with interest. “Roland contacted me about it a few weeks ago,” Alice said, her brow furrowed. “Can you tell me more?”
 
“Yes, I found the statue among Roland's things,” Tilly replied, trying to keep her tone even. “Your name was also mentioned.”
 
Alice's eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Really? And what do you think of the statue?” she asked, leaning forward in her chair.
 
Tilly hesitated for a moment before answering. “To be honest, I have my doubts about its authenticity,” she said. “I heard some things that have made me question its legitimacy.”
 
Alice's expression turned stony. “I see,” she said coolly. “Well, I appreciate you coming to see me, but I think it's best if we leave it at that.”
 
Tilly nodded and stood up, feeling relieved to be leaving the awkward conversation behind. “Of course, I'm sorry for taking up your time,” she said, before making a quick exit.
 
As Tilly made her way to her car, a construction foreman approached her. “Excuse me, ma'am, but you're going to need a hard hat if you're on the site,” he said.
 
Tilly explained that she had just finished a meeting with Alice. The foreman's eyes lit up at the mention of her name. “Oh, Alice. She's built up her father's business from just one location in our county to locations in three states,” he gushed. “She's a true business powerhouse,” he said with admiration. “Alice knows what she wants and isn't afraid to go after it. She's a force to be reckoned with, and she doesn't let anyone stand in her way.” The foreman continued to rave about Alice's tough, no-nonsense approach to business and how she'd made her company one of the most successful in the region.
 
Tilly listened intently as the foreman spoke, piecing together a picture of Alice as the kind of woman who wouldn't take kindly to being humiliated, even if she did eventually get her money back from Roland. The foreman's admiration for Alice was clear, but Tilly couldn't help but wonder if Alice's reputation for being tough extended to seeking revenge against those who wronged her.
 




Chapter Thirteen

Tilly drove home after her meeting with Alice, her thoughts racing about the new information she’d uncovered. She had been deep in thought, lost in the events of the day, when she heard the sound of a revving engine behind her. Suddenly, a car was swerving wildly, trying to force her off the road. Tilly was no stranger to danger, but she felt a surge of fear as she saw the edge of a drop-off approaching.
 
With a burst of adrenaline, she reached for her magic, calling on the elements to keep her car on the road. The wind and earth answered her call, steadying her vehicle as she fought to keep it from plunging over the edge. She could feel the magic draining from her, but she pushed through, determined to make it home safely.
 
Finally, she was able to pull over to the side of the road, her hands shaking as she tried to catch her breath. She had never been so scared in her life. She could only wonder who would want to hurt her, and why. Despite the successful evasion, Tilly felt drained as she finally pulled into her driveway.
 
As Tilly made her way to the spell room, her mind was filled with thoughts of the strange events that had transpired. She had used magic to keep herself safe during a dangerous drive home and was now in desperate need of recharging her energy. It was then that she noticed something was amiss. The ruby that she had been counting on to replenish her strength was nowhere to be found. Her heart sank as she realized that the statue of Bastet was also missing.
 
Tilly frantically searched the house, turning over furniture and digging through piles of books, but the objects were nowhere to be found. Panic began to set in as she considered the possible implications of their disappearance. If someone had stolen them, it could mean that the curse was real and had been activated. She shuddered at the thought of what that could mean for her and those she loved.
 
As she continued her search, Tilly couldn't shake the feeling that she was being watched. Every creak and groan of the old house sent shivers down her spine. She was determined to find the missing items, but the fear of what else she might find was slowly overcoming her.
 
Tilly staggered into the spell room, her feet dragging on the floor as she tried to stay upright. Her tired body hit the cold floor with a thud, her vision slowly fading into darkness.
 
Just as she was about to drift off into oblivion, a soothing warmth spread through her limbs, jolting her awake. Through blurry eyes, she saw the faint outlines of Isis and Edrid, her two familiars, who were emitting a gentle blue light. Behind them was the wispy figure of Satet, her face lit up with a compassionate smile.
 
As she gazed upon the altar, she noticed that the ruby and the statue of Bastet were back in their place. She felt a strange sensation in her body, almost like an electric current, and realized that the ruby was trying to communicate with her. She reached out and picked up the ruby, feeling a surge of power flow through her body.
 
Tilly stared at the ruby, the stone glowing with a supernatural intensity. Its brilliant red light seemed to echo in her mind, providing her with a clue to the secret of the statue. She realized the ruby was communicating with her, warning her of the impending danger, and protecting it and the statue from anyone who might try to take them away.
 
“Satet, did you notice the statue of Bastet becoming invisible?” Tilly asked, her voice filled with urgency.
 
Satet shook her head, a confused look on her face. “No, I didn't.”
 
“What about the ruby?”
 
Satet scanned the room, confusion written on her face. “I cannot see it,” she replied.
 
Tilly's lips pursed in a tight line, as though the ruby was communicating something unspoken. As if it didn't trust Satet.
 
Her thoughts raced as she gazed upon the ghostly figure of Satet. Was there more to her than Tilly had previously thought?
 
“May I inquire about the ruby you mentioned?”
 
Tilly glanced over at the ghost. “Oh, it's just an old family heirloom. Nothing too special. Has some sentimental value but not much else.”
 
“I see,” Satet said, her brow furrowed slightly. “I seem to be unable to see it, would you mind describing it to me?”
 
Tilly thought for a moment. “It's a small red gem, kind of worn out and not worth much, to be honest.”
 
Isis and Edrid, who were curled up near the statue, pricked up their ears and blinked at Tilly’s words. Their eyes locked in silent conversation, each trying to sense what the other was thinking. But, after a few moments, the two cats remained quiet, not giving away the secret of the ruby’s hidden worth to Satet.
 
Tilly walked out of the spell room, leaving the statue and Satet behind. The ruby had communicated to her that it was safe and could protect itself, even in the presence of the ghost.
 
As she made her way down the hall, the two cats, Isis and Edrid, followed close behind her, their tails twitching with curiosity.
 
“Guys, you won't believe what just happened,” Tilly whispered to the cats as she made her way to the kitchen. “The ruby actually communicated with me.”
 
As she opened a can of cat food and began spooning it into their bowls, she recounted the details of her experience, how she felt the surge of power and how she understood the ruby's message. Isis and Edrid listened intently, their eyes following her every move, their tails twitching with excitement.
 
“I never would have guessed the ruby had such power and protection instincts,” Tilly said, shaking her head in amazement. “But it does concern me that the ruby doesn't trust her. There's got to be more to that, and I think I need to figure it out before something bad happens.”
 
Tilly sat at the kitchen table, but she couldn't shake the feeling of unease that had settled within her. She broached the topic of the ruby incident and her concerns about Satet's true nature with the felines.
 
“Do you two think Satet is who she says she is?” Tilly asked, looking at Isis and Edrid.
 
The cats looked at each other before turning their attention back to Tilly. “We do,” Isis purred. “She's always been kind to us and we haven't sensed any ill intent from her.”
 
Edrid nodded in agreement. “But we'll keep an eye on her and see if we can learn anything more. We're good judges of character, after all.”
 
Tilly smiled, grateful for their support. “Thanks, guys. I just can't shake the feeling that something isn't right. The ruby incident was just too strange.”
 
The cats cuddled up next to her, offering comfort as she continued to ponder the strange events of the day.
 




Chapter Fourteen

The next morning, a light knock echoed from Tilly's front door. She opened it to find Shane standing on her doorstep, a light smile playing on his lips. She welcomed him in and ushered him to the kitchen, where she filled a mug with freshly brewed coffee and set it in front of him.
 
“I wanted to come by and apologize for the other night,” Shane said. “I was upset and I didn't handle it well.”
 
“It's okay,” Tilly replied. “I understand. I'm sorry too.”
 
“I was hoping we could have lunch together today,” Shane continued.
 
Tilly hesitated. “I actually have plans with Emmy today. We're having lunch.”
 
“Oh, okay. That's fine,” Shane said, accepting her response gracefully.
 
“So, how's work been?” Tilly asked, trying to steer the conversation away from the awkwardness of turning down Shane's lunch invitation.
 
“It's been busy, as usual,” Shane replied. “How about you, have you been keeping busy?”
 
“Yeah, I've been trying to catch up on some reading and spending time with the cats,” Tilly said, smiling.
 
They chatted about the weather and current events for a few more minutes, before Shane brought up their earlier conversation.
 
“I just wanted to say, I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable by asking you to lunch,” he said.
 
“It's okay, Shane,” Tilly replied. “I just have a lot going on right now, and I need some space.”
 
“I understand,” Shane said, nodding. “If you ever change your mind, just let me know.”
 
The two of them continued to make small talk for a few more minutes before Shane finished his coffee and stood up from the table. “Well, I should get going. I have a meeting to attend.”
 
“Okay, it was good to see you, Shane,” Tilly said, walking him to the door.
 
“You too, Tilly. Take care,” Shane said, giving her a friendly smile before walking out the door.
 
After he left, Tilly realized she had to make good on her lie and called Emmy. “Hey, Emmy, I was wondering if you wanted to have had lunch today?”
 
“Oh, yeah. Maybe we could go to June's Diner,” Emmy says.
 
Tilly groaned inwardly, not wanting to return to the diner where she’d had such an embarrassing time working as a waitress. “Okay, sounds good. See you there at noon?”
 
“See you then,” Emmy confirmed before hanging up.
 
***
 
Tilly and Emmy slid into the booth, their eyes shifting from the vinyl seat to June, the diner’s owner. Her weathered face seemed to scrunch up even further when she recognized Tilly. “You again,” she croaked. Her eyes narrowed as she snatched the menus out of their hands. She clicked her pen, and scribbled down their order. Without another word, she trudged off to the kitchen.
 
As they sipped their coffee and caught up, Emmy brought up Shane and his recent questioning about the statue. “Did he happen to talk to you about it?” Emmy asked Tilly.
 
“A statue? No, what's that about?” Tilly replied, pretending to be unaware of the situation.
 
“Shane has been asking around about it,” Emmy said, her tone growing irritated. “Can you believe he would think I would take something from a crime scene?”
 
“That's ridiculous,” Tilly said, trying to calm Emmy down.
 
“Exactly! I can't believe he would even consider it. I mean, really, Tilly, who does he think I am?” Emmy huffed.
 
When their lunch was over, Tilly hugged Emmy goodbye and sat back down in the booth. She pulled out her phone after it starting ringing. Carlos' name flashed on the screen. “What can I do for you, Carlos?” she asked.
 
His voice quivered as he replied, “I need your help.” Tilly's heart sank for him.
 
Tilly rushed over to Roland's house, her stomach doing somersaults. As she drove up, her heart sank at the sight of a large moving truck parked in the driveway. She took it as a sign that someone was already going through his things, settling his estate.
 
She saw Carlos standing on the porch, his expression a mixture of fear and frustration. His eyes darted around the yard and he kept sighing even though none of the movers were paying him any mind. “Tilly, I'm so glad you're here,” Carlos exclaimed as she approached Roland's house. “Efrem is insisting on moving all the loaned artifacts from the historical society to his home for safekeeping and I'm at a loss. I'm afraid the movement and exposure will be bad for the artifacts, but I don't know who to call.”
 
Tilly took a deep breath and placed a hand on Carlos' shoulder. “Don't worry, I'll see what I can do. You call the rest of the Andale Historical Society members, I'm going to find Indra's phone number and track her down.”
 
Carlos nodded in relief. “Thank you, Tilly. I really appreciate it.”
 
Tilly walked into Roland's house, taking in the boxes and furniture being loaded into the moving truck. She pulled out her phone and started searching for Indra's number, determined to find a solution for the preservation of the valuable artifacts.
 
Tilly dialed Indra's number, and after a few rings the museum curator answered.
 
“Indra, it's Tilly Parsons. We met the other day when I came to see you about artifacts borrowed by the Andale Historical Society. I'm sorry to be bother you at work again, but I need your help with something.”
 
“It's all right,” Indra said. “What was it you wanted to talk about?”
 
“Well, it's about the artifacts,” Tilly said. “I need to know more about the agreement between the historical society and the museum.”
 
Indra went on to explain the details of the agreement between the museum and the historical society president. When she revealed that the president was solely responsible for the artifacts, Tilly was stunned.
 
“What happens if something were to happen to him?” she asked.
 
“The agreement stipulates that a new representative must be approved by the museum,” Indra replied. “Otherwise, the items would have to be returned.”
 
“I need to see a copy of that agreement,” Tilly requested. “Please.”
 
“I'll email you a copy,” Indra agreed. “Give me one minute.”
 
When it arrived, Tilly eagerly opened the email and quickly scanned the document. When she came across the clause about the president's responsibility, she couldn't believe her eyes.
 
“Indra, this says you performed a background check before you approved the request. Can you also send that to me?” Tilly asked.
 
There was a pause on the other end of the line before Indra responded. “I can, but it's confidential. Are you sure you need it?”
 
“Yes, I'm sure,” Tilly replied firmly.
 
Tilly eagerly opened the email from Indra, eager to see the results of the background check she had requested. As she read through the report, her heart sank. The person assigned to borrow the collection was not Roland, as she had assumed, but Efrem. Tilly realized that during her conversation with Indra, she had never used Roland's name and had simply referred to him as the president of the historical society.
 
She realized that Roland must have thought his own credentials wouldn't pass the background check. She rejoined Carlos and broke the news to him. “Efrem's name is on the report, not Roland's,” Tilly explained, feeling deflated. “There's nothing we can do. You'll have to return the artifacts to the museum.”
 
Carlos sighed heavily. “I guess that's that then.”
 




Chapter Fifteen

Tilly drove up the road to the sheriff's station. She parked the car and took a deep breath before walking inside. Her eyes darted around the room, her heart beating faster as she searched for any sign of Shane. She approached the receptionist and asked to see the sheriff. The receptionist gave a short nod, telling her to take a seat in the dingy waiting area. She took a seat in one of the plastic chairs and nervously tapped her foot, willing the time to pass.
 
Tilly plopped down on the bench and anxiously tapped her fingers against her thigh. She rehearsed her words, her arguments, and her points over and over again in her head, trying to figure out how to approach Shane when he arrived. Her entire body felt tight with nerves, and she was afraid at the idea of having him blow her off again. Or at worst, he'd scold her for continuing with the investigation.
 
After what seemed like an eternity, Shane appeared, a look of surprise on his face as he saw her. “Tilly, what brings you here today?” he asked.
 
“I need to talk to you about something important,” she replied.
 
Shane motioned her to follow him, his footsteps echoing in the hallway as they moved past cubicles and closed doors. He opened the door to his office, letting her enter first. Tilly took a deep breath as she crossed the threshold and the door closed with a thud behind her. She sat down in the chair across from his desk, her back straight as she prepared for their difficult discussion.
 
Tilly nervously tapped her foot and ran her hands along the armrests of the chair. She cleared her throat and shifted her gaze to Shane. “I sent you an email earlier with some information that I really need you to take a look at,” she said. She pressed her lips together as she waited for his response.
 
Shane raised an eyebrow in surprise and quickly opened his laptop to access his inbox. “What kind of information?” he asked, as he scanned through his emails.
 
“It's a copy of the agreement the museum had with Roland, along with a background check they ran on him. As you can see, he did not use his name when he entered the agreement. Nor is the background check on Roland. He used Efrem's information,” Tilly replied. “I had to dig deep into Roland's background because of the artifacts, and the chaos his death is causing with the historical society. And I also found some concerning information about his co-chair at the university, Marietta Khan. She pretty much disappeared after her retirement, and she's now going by the name Maxine Chen. I tracked her down over in Rockdale.”
 
Shane nodded as he read through the emails, his expression becoming more serious with each passing moment. “I see what you mean,” he said, looking up at Tilly. “This is definitely something I need to follow up on. I'll look into it and get back to you as soon as I can.”
 
Tilly let out a sigh of relief, grateful for Shane's cooperation. “Thank you, Shane. I really appreciate it.”
 
“Of course,” Shane said, giving her a reassuring smile. “I'll let you know what I find.”
 
As Tilly sat across from Shane in his office, she felt a knot form in her stomach. She had something else important to tell him, and she wasn't sure how he was going to react. “Shane,” she started, “there's something else I need to tell you.”
 
Shane leaned forward, his gaze fixed intently on Tilly. “What is it?” he asked.
 
“Last night, someone tried to run me off the road,” Tilly said, watching as Shane's expression changed from concern to alarm.
 
“Why didn't you tell me earlier?” Shane asked, his voice tight.
 
“I didn't want to worry you, and I thought you'd be angry with me for still investigating Roland's death,” Tilly admitted.
 
Shane sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I am upset about it, but I'm starting to realize that you're not going to let this go.”
 
Tilly nodded. “I can't, not when there's still so much that doesn't make sense.”
 
“Okay,” Shane said, “tell me anything you remember about the incident.”
 
“It happened so quickly,” Tilly said, “but I'm pretty sure it was a van that tried to run me off the road.”
 
Tilly and Shane exchanged polite farewells, and she rose from her chair. The air seemed lighter as she stepped away from the mahogany desk and made her way out of the courthouse.
 
As she stepped out into the warm sunlight, she glanced at her phone and realized she was late for her next appointment, a meeting with the Figg 'Brothers' in less than fifteen minutes. She picked up her pace, almost breaking into a trot as she made her way to her car.
 
Tilly couldn't shake the thought of her meeting with Shane from her mind. Despite his politeness, she couldn't help but think about the dynamics of their failing courtship. Just as she was about to be consumed by her thoughts, the Figgs showed up at her doorstep, ready to tackle the next renovation project. They were there to redo the ceiling in one of the spare bedrooms. Since she'd hired them, a large moldy spot had emerged. Since it appeared to be the dangerous kind of mold, and it was just gross, she moved the ceiling work to the top of the reno list.
 
One of the brothers, Miles, couldn't help but notice the canvas in the room that Tilly had forgotten to dispose of. “Wow, Tilly, your grasp of abstract art is amazing,” he complimented. Tilly was taken aback, as she was far from a talented artist. She had meant to paint a sunset, but it had turned into a mess of colors and shapes.
 
Tilly blushed as she scrambled to clean up the mess of palette knives, brushes, and tubes of paint that had been strewn around the room. In haste, she gathered the supplies, not wanting the Figgs to see her artistic experiment gone wrong. She felt foolish as she tucked the supplies away, vowing that painting was not the hobby for her and deciding to stick to other pastimes in the future.
 




Chapter Sixteen

As Tilly sipped her tea and scrolled through the pages of telescopes on her laptop, she couldn't shake the feeling of excitement that had been building inside her ever since she had a dream about stars and the explosive birth of the universe. It had left her with a sense of wonder and a yearning to explore the night sky. Deciding she needed a new hobby, Tilly settled on astronomy and began researching the different types of telescopes available. She was lost in thought when suddenly her phone rang, pulling her out of her daydream. It was Shane.
 
“Tilly, I have some information for you,” he said, sounding serious.
 
“What is it?” she asked, her heart racing with anticipation.
 
“I had to get a warrant and have a local detective deliver it, but I was finally able to get the real university records,” Shane explained. “I can't show them to you, but I can tell you what they say.”
 
Tilly listened intently as Shane summarized the contents of the records. “Roland and Marietta were caught trying to import illegal artifacts and were forced to resign. They were basically ruined. Roland came here, and Marietta disappeared.”
 
Tilly already knew that there was something shady going on, and Shane's information confirmed her suspicions. “Thanks for doing this, Shane,” she said, grateful for his help. “What were they trying to import?” Tilly asked, her curiosity piqued.
 
“In Roland's records, he insisted to the university that if they looked the other way, he had a benefactor who would pay handsomely for the Bastet statue. He promised to donate all the money to the university,” Shane explained.
 
“But the university refused?” Tilly asked, her voice rising in surprise.
 
“Yes,” Shane confirmed. “And Roland never revealed who his supposed buyer was. It's clear that Roland and Marietta were up to their old tricks again,” Shane said, referring to the connection he uncovered between Marietta and Maxine. “Marietta vanished just as Maxine appeared. They must have continued their partnership here in Andale to deceive people.”
 
Tilly listened intently, nodding as she took in the information. “What's your next step?” she asked.
 
“I'll keep searching for the buyer,” Shane replied.
 
“On a whim,” Tilly interjected, “I was thinking maybe you should look into Alice Jones. It's just a hunch, but it might lead somewhere.”
 
***
 
Tilly was jolted awake by the sound of someone pounding on her front door. She fumbled for her phone, fear creeping up her spine as she wondered who could be visiting her in the middle of the night. She dialed Shane's number, her fingers shaking as she hovered over the “send” button, and made her way to the front door. Just as she was about to make the call, she heard a voice on the other side of the door, begging for help.
 
“Maxine?” Tilly whispered, her hand hovering over the doorknob.
 
“Please, Tilly. I need your help,” Maxine's voice was filled with desperation.
 
Tilly hesitated. She didn't trust Maxine, but she also couldn't ignore someone who was in trouble. “Wait one minute,” Tilly called out through the door.
 
She quickly made her way to the spell room, needing to recharge herself with the ruby before she faced whatever was waiting for her on the other side of the door.
 
With the ruby's energy coursing through her, Tilly felt more confident as she approached the door. She cautiously opened it, allowing Maxine to stumble inside. The woman's eyes were red and puffy, her hair disheveled. Tilly took a step back, still wary of Maxine's intentions.
 




Chapter Seventeen

As Tilly led Maxine to the couch, she couldn't help but notice the woman's appearance. Her face was pale, her eyes sunken, and dark circles surrounded them. Her hair was disheveled and looked as if it hadn't been washed in days. Maxine's clothes hung off her frame, as if she had lost weight rapidly. Tilly couldn't help but feel a pang of concern for the woman's well-being. Maxine was in a terrible state, and Tilly couldn't ignore the urgency in her voice as she begged for help.
 
“Please, you have to help me,” Maxine said, her voice raspy and weak. “I'm cursed. I need to be freed from it.”
 
Tilly squinted her eyes at Maxine, unable to make sense of what the woman was saying. “Wait here and please relax.” She motioned for Maxine to sit on the couch and turned to the cats. “You stay here and watch her, okay?” Tilly said to the cats as she opened the door to leave. “I’ll be back soon.” The cats kept their eyes on Maxine as Tilly went into the spell room.
 
Tilly hurried to the spell room. She asked the ghost Satet about the curse, hoping to find a way to help Maxine. “Satet, can you tell me about this curse Maxine is talking about?” Tilly asked, her voice trembling with worry. “Is there a way to break it?”
 
She waited for a response from the ghost, hoping to find a way to help the desperate woman who had come to her for assistance.
 
Tilly listened intently as Satet spoke, her voice echoing off the walls of the spell room. “It was my mistake,” Satet confessed, her ancient eyes searching Tilly's. “I cast the spell in a fit of anger, with my dying breath, never realizing that it would have such a lasting impact on the people who would come into contact with it for thousands of years to come. I was just so angry at the injustice,” Satet confessed. “I never thought it would bind me, and others, to it for so long.” With a heavy heart, Satet speculated that the curse might have even been responsible for Roland's death. “It's happened a few times over the years,” she said, her voice filled with regret.
 
Tilly was stunned by the revelation, grappling with the weight of the curse and its far-reaching consequences. The bombshell was a lot to take in after being woken in the middle of the night.
 
“Tilly, may I see this woman Maxine? I must get close to her to determine if she is cursed.”
 
Tilly cautiously brought the statue of Satet as close to the living room as she dared, without Maxine noticing. She placed it on a table in the hallway, allowing the ghost to get a closer look at the woman who had begged for her help.
 
“She isn't cursed,” Satet declared after studying Maxine for a moment.
 
Tilly felt a mixture of relief and confusion. “What do you mean?” she asked, unsure of what to make of the situation.
 
“Just what I said,” Satet replied simply. “She isn't under any kind of curse or spell.”
 
Tilly couldn't help but feel a little let down. All of this had led to nothing. She had hoped for some kind of resolution, but it seemed that Maxine's distress was not related to the ancient curse after all.
 
Tilly reentered the living room, her face solemn as she approached Maxine. The woman's eyes were filled with fear, and she clutched at Tilly's hand as she approached. “Maxine,” Tilly began, her voice steady and calm, “you're not cursed. You're just stressing yourself into this state, perhaps from guilt.”
 
Maxine's demeanor crumbled, and she buried her face in her hands as she began to sob. “I'm so sorry,” she cried. “I had no other choice. Roland needed my help. He was creating antiques and an occasional fake relic to make money, and I helped him. I was desperate, and I had no other options.”
 
Maxine sighed heavily and shifted her weight in her chair as she recounted her story to Tilly. She glanced out the window and then back at Tilly. Her eyes were glassy, and her voice was strained. “I didn't want to help him, but he was so obsessed with the statue he was trying to find. I couldn't understand why he was so persistent, but I wanted to help him, so I went along with it. And then things started to get weirder. He became more insistent and wouldn't take no for an answer. One day, he suddenly wouldn't return my calls and then he told me he'd 'found' the statue. He said he was going to deliver it to some unknown person.” Maxine's face was solemn, and her hands trembled as she spoke. “I know now that I should have stayed away from him, but I just wanted to do something for my friend. I was so naive.”
 
Tilly asked her next question as gently as possible. “Maxine, I need to ask you something,” she said softly. “Did you try to run me off the road the other night?”
 
Maxine's body shook with sobs as she confessed to Tilly. “I thought if I destroyed the statue, it would break the curse,” she said, tears streaming down her face. “When I saw you, I acted on panic and thought the statue might be with you. But then I realized how foolish and dangerous it was. I'm truly sorry.”
 
Tilly shuffled into the kitchen, her slippered feet making barely a sound on the hardwood floor. She put the teakettle on the stove, and it soon began to whistle, wisps of steam curling from its spout.
 
She poured two mugs of chamomile tea, adding honey to one, and carried it out to the living room. Maxine lay on the sofa, her body still, and Tilly realized she was sleeping. She draped a soft blanket over Maxine and tucked it around her shoulders. She switched off the lamp and left the room, the peaceful sound of Maxine's snores wafting through the quiet house as she made her way back to bed.
 
Tilly noticed that the cats followed her into her bedroom instead of maintaining their vigil at the tapestry in the hall. They jumped onto the bed and made biscuits for a few minutes before settling in on either side of her legs. She wondered if it was because they wanted to be near her again, or if they sensed some sort of danger.
 
And if she was in danger, was it from a human or a ghost?
 




Chapter Eighteen

Tilly sat on the edge of her bed, the phone clutched in her hand. She took a deep breath before dialing Shane's number. As soon as he answered, she launched into the story of Maxine's confession from the night before.
 
“She tried to run me off the road, Shane,” Tilly said, her voice shaking. “She thought if she destroyed the statue, it would break the curse.”
 
Shane's response was swift and decisive. “I'll need to arrest her for that, Tilly. I'll send someone over to pick her up.”
 
Tilly hesitated, then she got up and walked quietly down the hall to the doorway into the living room. She glanced over at Maxine, who was sitting quietly on the couch, her eyes downcast and looking like she hadn't slept much. “I'll bring her in later today,” Tilly said, her voice lowered.
 
“Maxine, I just talked to Shane,” Tilly began. “You're going to need to turn yourself in for trying to run me off the road.”
 
Maxine nodded, tears welling in her eyes. “I know,” she whispered. “I'm ready.”
 
Tilly looked at her, surprised by her resignation. “Are you sure you're okay with this?” she asked.
 
Maxine nodded again. “I have to face the consequences of my actions,” she said. “I'm just glad you're okay.”
 
“Me too,” was the only thing Tilly could think to say.
 
Maxine sat across from Tilly, her eyes downcast as she revealed a crucial piece of information she had been hiding. “There's one more thing I need to tell you,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. Tilly leaned forward, her interest piqued.
 
“I heard Roland speaking with a woman about the statue a few times over the past couple of years,” Maxine continued. “Once, I heard the woman offer an enormous amount of money if he could find it.” Maxine's eyes flickered up to meet Tilly's, and she saw the understanding dawning on Tilly's face. “That seemed to make Roland more determined than ever to find the statue. He thought he could buy his way back to respectability with enough money.”
 
Tilly made them a quick breakfast of eggs and toast, and the two women ate in silence, with the cats perched on the counter and watching Maxine intently. The guilt and regret were written all over her face, and Tilly knew that Maxine was dreading the inevitable encounter with Shane and the consequences of her actions.
 
“I know Roland could never buy his way back into academia,” she said. “We both violated what it stands for. We ruined everything.” The guilt of violating the principles of academia weighed heavily on her, causing her to spiral into a state of self-pity.
 
However, Tilly quickly noticed the woman’s distress and took action to snap her out of it. “Maxine, you can't wallow in this. You need to get out of Andale today, before Shane finds you,” Tilly warned. “If I don't bring you in, he'll start looking. You need to be gone before that happens.”
 
Maxine nodded, her eyes downcast again. She was clearly remorseful for her actions and knew that she would have to start over from scratch. Tilly figured that was punishment enough.
 
“I know I messed up,” Maxine said, her voice quiet. “I just wanted to help Roland, but it all got out of hand.”
 
Tilly reached across the table and placed her hand over Maxine's. “It's okay. You're going to do things right the next time. And that's the most important thing.”
 
Maxine nodded, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. She finished her breakfast and thanked Tilly for her kindness before gathering her belongings and leaving within the hour. The cats watched her go, their tails twitching. Tilly let out a sigh and cleaned up the dishes, knowing that a new chapter was beginning for Maxine and hoping that she would stay out of trouble in her next life.
 
Tilly dialed Shane's number and waited for him to pick up. When he answered, she got straight to the point.
 
“Shane, it's Tilly. I have some news for you,” she said.
 
“What is it?” Shane asked, sounding curious.
 
“Maxine's gone. I went to take a shower, and when I came out, she was gone,” Tilly explained.
 
“Really?” Shane said, sounding skeptical. “You left her unguarded?”
 
“I didn't think she was a danger to me,” Tilly replied, feeling a little defensive.
 
“All right, all right. I'll take a look into it,” Shane said, his tone softening. “Did she leave any clues behind?”
 
“No, nothing. But I did tell you about her confession, right?” Tilly asked.
 
“Yeah, you did. And it's certainly something to consider. But I need to be able to find her first,” Shane replied.
 
Tilly was more focused on getting to the bottom of things, and she had a hunch that the mystery woman who had been offering Roland so much money for the Bastet statue might hold the key. “What did you find out about Alice James?” she asked, eager for any new information.
 
“Nothing really stood out,” Shane replied. “But I'll keep looking.”
 
Tilly was not satisfied. She felt there was more to this story, and she was determined to uncover it. So, she jumped into her car and headed straight for Efrem's house. It was time for a little detective work of her own.
 
Tilly arrived at Efrem's house, and he wasn't pleased to see her. She stepped inside, and Efrem asked, “What brings you here, Tilly?”
 
“I need your expertise,” Tilly replied, trying to flatter him. “I was wondering if you could tell me anything about Alice James. I hear she's quite the go-getter.”
 
Efrem raised an eyebrow and leaned against the wall. “Yes, Alice has a reputation for going after what she wants, no matter the cost or who it might hurt.”
 
Tilly asked, “Has she mentioned anything about a statue? I heard she might be looking for one.”
 
Efrem's expression turned guarded. “I haven't heard anything about that.”
 
Tilly wasn't sure if she trusted him. He seemed evasive. “By the way, did you get those artifacts from Roland's house settled at your place?”
 
“No,” Efrem replied. “I decided to send them back to the museum. It's the right thing to do. So, the exhibition had to be postponed.”
 
As Tilly left Efrem's house, she couldn't shake the feeling that something was off. She had come to Efrem for answers about Alice James, but it seemed like he was holding back information. She’d thanked him for his time and left, but as she drove away, she couldn't resist the urge to investigate further. She parked her car down the street and watched Efrem's house, waiting for any signs of suspicious behavior.
 
Tilly sat in her car, observing the house, but everything seemed quiet. She was about to start the engine and drive away when she saw a figure slip out of the front door and around the house. A minute later, a rented moving van pulled out of the driveway. Tilly's heart raced as she recognized Efrem behind the wheel, and she quickly started her car, following him from a safe distance.
 
As she trailed Efrem through the streets, Tilly couldn't help but wonder what he was up to. Was he involved in Roland's schemes, or was he simply hiding something from her? She was determined to find out, and she followed him until he finally pulled into a storage facility. Tilly watched as he got out of his car and disappeared into a nearby building.
 
Tilly's mind was racing as she approached the building. She had to know what Efrem was up to, but she was also cautious. She didn't want to get caught, so she approached the building slowly, staying in the shadows. She peered through the windows, but the blinds were closed, and she couldn't see anything. She was about to give up when she heard a faint voice coming from inside. It was Efrem, and he was speaking to someone. Tilly pressed her ear to the door, trying to make out what they were saying, but their voices were too low. She was going to have to find a different way to get to the bottom of this.
 




Chapter Nineteen

She cracked open her tattered notebook and ran her fingers across the pages, flipping to the section where she had jotted down a few spells she had been experimenting with. Her eyes scanned the page until they settled on a spell to amplify sound. She had never attempted this particular spell before, but something compelled her to give it a try.
 
Tilly closed her eyes and focused her mind, whispering the words of the spell. She could feel a slight tingling in her extremities as the energy of the spell coursed through her. At first, she could only hear muffled whispers coming from inside the storage facility, but as the spell took hold, the voices grew clearer and clearer, until she could make out distinct words.
 
It was Alice and the foreman, who Alice called Greg. They were discussing the search for the statue, and Efrem was there to let them search all the artifacts. Tilly was horrified as she listened to the conversation. Efrem was selling Alice everything inside his house, and he needed enough money to disappear and start over completely.
 
“It's Alice,” Tilly whispered to herself as she listened in on their conversation. Efrem's selling her everything, she thought in disbelief.
 
“Efrem, I need that statue,” Alice said, her voice firm.
 
“I understand,” Efrem replied, “but I need enough money to disappear and start over completely.” Efrem's anger bubbled to the surface as he spoke of Roland's treachery. The once respected professor had double-crossed him, taking over at the Andale Historical Society and becoming its president. All thanks to Efrem's assistance in helping Roland start a new life in Andale with a clean slate. But now, Efrem couldn't contain his fury as he revealed Roland's latest scheme... to sell the coveted statue to Alice and disappear without a trace.
 
“Do you know what that man did to me?” Efrem seethed. “I gave him a chance to start over, to escape his past and make a new life for himself. And this is how he repays me? By selling our most valuable artifact and skipping town?”
 
Tilly watched as Efrem's outrage reached its boiling point. She couldn't help but feel a twinge of sympathy for the man.
 
Alice sighed, not caring about the squabbles between Efrem and Roland. “All that matters right now is finding the statue,” she murmured. She motioned for Greg to investigate the truck, and after rummaging through the artifacts in the back, he confirmed they were all genuine. However, when he tried to summon the statue, it didn't appear. Greg reported back to Alice, “It isn't here.”
 
Alice stood with her arms crossed, a look of annoyance etched on her face as she faced Efrem. “You failed,” she said firmly, “And now it's time for you to leave.”
 
Efrem opened his mouth to protest, but Alice held up her hand to silence him. “I don't want any of this stuff,” she said, gesturing to the crates and boxes filled with artifacts. “You should either do the exhibit or return the artifacts to the museum to preserve your reputation.”
 
Tilly watched as Alice spoke, noticing a flicker of something in Greg's eyes as he listened. He looked almost touched by her efforts to look out for Efrem, despite her otherwise cold demeanor.
 
“I genuinely don't care what you do,” Alice continued, “but you need to get out of here and clean up your mess.”
 
Efrem, defeated, slunk away, leaving Alice and Greg alone in the dimly lit room. Tilly hoped that he would choose to do the right thing and return the artifacts, but she wasn't in a position to follow him and find out.
 
As Alice and Greg made their way out of the storage facility, Greg couldn't help but express his admiration for her. “You're a wonderful woman,” he said, a hint of awe in his voice.
 
Alice smiled, basking in the praise. “Thank you, Greg,” she said, her voice dripping with honey. She leaned in and planted a kiss on his cheek, causing him to blush.
 
But as quickly as she had given him attention, she turned her focus back to the task at hand. “Unfortunately, we're going to have to look elsewhere for the statue,” she said, her expression turning serious. “But I have an idea where it might be.”
 
Greg nodded, eager to follow her lead. Despite her obvious manipulation of him, he was still drawn to her charisma and cunning.
 




Chapter Twenty

Tilly's foot pushed the accelerator to the floor. Her mind raced as she sped towards home, breathing heavily with fear and urgency. She had to act fast to protect herself and the statue. With trembling hands, she fumbled for her phone and dialed Shane's number, her voice shaky as she quickly explained the situation.
 
“Shane, I think Alice is coming after me. She knows I have the statue,” Tilly said, her voice filled with worry. “And Efrem just left the storage facility on Norman Street. He's in a moving van full of artifacts from the museum. He just tried to sell them, and I think he might try again. He said he needs the money to skip town.”
 
“I'll send Nancy to intercept Efrem and make sure the artifacts are returned properly. I'll be at your place in minutes,” Shane replied, his tone professional and reassuring.
 
As Tilly pulled up to her home, she could see Shane's car already parked outside. She quickly made her way inside, with Shane following at her heels.
 
“Shane, you need to hide,” Tilly urged as soon as she saw him. “I think it would be better if Alice didn't know you were here. If she does, she might leave without doing what I think she's about to do.”
 
Shane shook his head, his expression serious. “I'd rather face the threat head on, Tilly. I don't like the idea of hiding.”
 
Tilly could understand his reluctance, but she was determined to put an end to the whole ordeal. “Please, Shane. Just until we can catch her in the act of committing a crime. Then you can make an arrest and be done with this whole thing.”
 
Shane sighed, running a hand through his hair. “All right, Tilly. I'll hide. But I don't like it.”
 
“Thank you,” Tilly said. “I appreciate that you're trusting me with this.”
 
Shane apologized for being overbearing. “I'm sorry for pushing you so much,” he said. “I mean... when we go out. Well, just in general. I really want to get it right, but I think I've been messing up.”
 
Tilly replied, “I'm sorry too. I shouldn't have shut down every time things got awkward between us.”
 
Shane nodded. “I just want us to be able to talk openly and honestly with each other.”
 
Tilly agreed, “Me too. I don't want there to be any secrets or misunderstandings between us.”
 
Shane reached over and took her hand. “I want to make this work, Tilly. I really care about you.”
 
Tilly smiled at him. “I care about you too, Shane. Let's just take things slow and see where it takes us.”
 
Shane and Tilly watched headlights approach her house. Shane darted into the coat closet, ready to hide until the threat arrived. Tilly, meanwhile, pretended to be absorbed in her book, though she knew there was no chance anyone would politely knock on her door. She heard the car door slam and heavy steps approach the house. Tilly steeled herself for what came next.
 
As she pretended to read, Tilly heard a sudden explosion, and a burst of power shook half the room. She heard a groan and a thud, and she knew Shane had been knocked unconscious. The night was not going according to plan.
 
Tilly's pulse pounded in her temples as she saw three men burst into her home. She felt magical energy radiate from them, threatening to overpower her. Panic set in as she realized she was no match for their strength. The men advanced toward her, and Tilly knew she had to act fast. She made a split-second decision and sprinted towards the spell room, desperation fueling her every step.
 
She was cornered before she could reach the spell room. The attackers demanded the statue, but she tried to warn them of its curse. “It killed Roland.”
 
“Give it to us, or you're next to die,” one of the men snarled.
 
“The statue is cursed,” she repeated, her eyes darting back and forth between Greg and his companions. “Roland was killed because of it. I swear.”
 
“Cursed?” one of the men sneered. “That's just a myth.”
 
“Is it?” Tilly countered, determination in her voice. “A temple priestess's ghost cast the curse with her dying breath. Anyone who steals the statue will wither away and die.”
 
Greg's expression was unreadable, but a hint of unease flickered in his eyes. “Alice would have told me if the statue was cursed,” he said, but there was a note of uncertainty in his voice.
 
Tilly's eyes widened as she felt the ghostly presence behind her. She turns to face Satet, who hovered in the air. The two men with Greg remain unconcerned about the ghostly apparition.
 
“Satet,” Tilly whispered. “You're here.”
 
“You left the statue on the hallway table.”
 
Tilly nodded and tried to incorporate that information into her plan. Not that it was much of a plan. She turned to the men, who were looking at her expectantly. “I'll give you the statue,” she said, “But you have to let me get it.”
 
The men exchanged a look, and then nodded. “All right,” said Greg, “But we're coming with you.”
 
Tilly cautiously approached the table, her gaze fixed on the ruby. As she got closer, she thought she saw the statue materialize beside the gemstone. She reached for the statue, but it felt no different from a regular statue. Tilly assumed it was just an illusion created by the ruby.
 
Tilly spun around with supernatural grace and whipped the statue at the two bulky men. It collided with the one on the left, sending him careening back against the wall. The other one tried to reach for the ruby, but Tilly was too fast. She tapped into its power to paralyze the two thugs in their tracks, but Greg managed to evade her attack.
 
Greg roared in anger and shot a blast of energy at Tilly. She raised a hand, creating a shield of magic to protect herself. The energy hit the shield, creating a loud explosion that rocked the room. Tilly countered with a blast of her own, sending Greg flying backwards once again.
 
The two of them continued to trade blows, neither one gaining the upper hand. The room shook with each exchange of magic, the walls and floor rumbling beneath their feet. Tilly could feel herself growing more and more powerful with each passing moment, her magic fueled by the ruby.
 
Greg, however, was not to be underestimated. He was a seasoned fighter and a master of magic. He fought back with equal ferocity, his blasts of energy slamming into Tilly's shield with relentless force.
 
The two of them battled for what felt like hours, neither one willing to back down. Tilly was determined to protect herself and Shane, while Greg was determined to take the statue and leave Tilly for dead.
 
Just as Tilly was starting to flag, Shane appeared at her side, lending her his strength. “Need a hand?”
 
Together, they fought off Greg, their combined magic proving too much for him to handle. With a final burst of energy, they sent Greg flying backwards, sending him crashing to the floor.
 
The room was still for a moment, the only sound the heavy breathing of Tilly and Shane as they stood victorious. As the dust settled from the intense magical battle between Tilly and Greg, the room filled with the sounds of moans and groans from the defeated attackers. Shane rushed over to Tilly, checking to make sure she was unharmed.
 
“Are you okay?” Shane asked, his voice filled with concern.
 
Tilly nodded, still catching her breath from the fight. “I'm fine, but what about you?”
 
“I'll live,” Shane said with a grin. “Now let's get these guys out of here.”
 
They secured the attackers and called the deputies to come and help take all three of them into custody. As they waited, Shane approached the men and asked them who had sent them to attack Tilly. The two goons immediately implicated Alice, though Greg remained silent.
 
“What about you, Greg?” Shane asked, turning his attention to the foreman. “Who sent you here?”
 
Greg simply glared at Shane, his lips pressed firmly together.
 
“Looks like we'll have to get our answers from Alice,” Shane said, looking over at Tilly. “But for now, let's just focus on getting these guys locked up.”
 
***
 
A few days after the intense magical battle, the repercussions of the events began to take shape. The two goons, Greg, and Alice were all behind bars, their criminal activities finally catching up with them. Meanwhile, the artifacts that had caused so much trouble were back in the safekeeping of Indra at the museum. Even Efrem, who had attempted to sell the artifacts for his own gain, was now facing the consequences of his actions and had been arrested. The town of Andale was finally at peace again, with justice having been served to those who tried to exploit history and culture for financial gain.
 
Tilly and Shane met at Lester's Italian for lunch, eager to catch up and enjoy each other's company. As they were seated, Tilly's eyes lit up as she caught a glimpse of the menu. “Wow, that chicken Alfredo sounds amazing. Want to share a plate?” she suggested, with a playful smile.
 
Shane chuckled. “Sure, I can go for that. And let's add a Caesar salad, too. I'm starving,” he replied.
 
As they waited for their food, the conversation flowed easily between bites of bread and sips of water. Tilly asked about Shane's recent cases, and he regaled her with tales of his adventures as a detective.
 
“You know, I've been thinking,” Shane said, taking a break from his story. “We should do this more often. Just the two of us, enjoying each other's company.”
 
Tilly smiled, feeling a warm flush spread across her cheeks. “I'd like that,” she said. “It's always nice to see you.”
 
Their food arrived, and they dove into the delicious plates with relish. They chatted about their favorite movies and books, and Tilly shared some of the latest spells she'd been working on.
 
“Seeing the things you can do with magic is pretty amazing.”
 
“Thanks,” Tilly said, blushing at the compliment. “It takes a lot of practice, but it's worth it.”
 
As they finished their meal, Shane leaned back in his chair and grinned at Tilly. “This was great. We should do it again soon.”
 
Tilly nodded, smiling. “Definitely. And next time, I'll even let you pick the restaurant.”
 
They left the restaurant, already making plans for their next lunch date, and the easy, flirty banter between them left no doubt that their connection was only growing stronger.
 
After lunch, Tilly made her way to Roland's place, where the movers were in full swing, packing up the remaining belongings. Carlos was overseeing the process, making sure everything was being handled properly. Tilly approached Carlos and took him aside.
 
“Carlos, I need to talk to you about something important,” Tilly said. “The statue of Bastet, it needs to be returned to Egypt.”
 
Carlos looked at her, confusion etched on his face. Tilly continued, “I have a plane ticket and some money for you. You'll be traveling to Egypt, where you'll meet a professor who will take the statue and return it to its proper place.”
 
She handed Carlos the ticket and the money, along with a referral from Indra to a professor in Egypt who might offer Carlos a job if he impressed him enough. Carlos took the box containing the statue and looked at Tilly, a mixture of excitement and nervousness in his eyes.
 
“I'll make sure the statue gets home, I promise,” Carlos said, determination in his voice.
 
Tilly smiled and waved goodbye to Satet as the ghost floated away with Carlos. She was relieved to know that the statue would finally be returned to its rightful place and that Satet could finally find peace in her afterlife.
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