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        Magic, Mayhem & Murder

      

      

      

      In the blink of an eye, Mallory Thorne’s world fell apart. She was fired from her job, found her boyfriend in bed with their neighbor, and, as if that wasn’t bad enough, a phone call from her estranged sister came next, telling her that their beloved grandmother was murdered.

      With a heavy heart, Mallory heads home to Tempest, Texas, the small hometown she never planned to revisit. Only, the moment she sets foot in town strange things start happening all around her and she realizes Tempest isn’t at all the place she thought she remembered. Vampires run the local bar, werewolves are on the police force and there are talking cats in the bookstore!

      Turns out, Tempest is a refuge for the supernatural and Mallory is descended from a powerful coven of witches. Her grandmother bound her magic and hid her memories before she left town but with Nana gone, it’s all coming back to her and nobody is more surprised than Mallory when she realizes those memories might be the key to solving her grandmother’s murder.

      It’ll take all of Mallory’s newfound magic, some seriously powerful old friends, and one high school crush turned handsome Sheriff, to discover the secrets hidden in her mind and navigate the dangers lurking just out of sight. Can Mallory confront the mysteries of her past and claim her true power, or will the killer claim another victim before she can stop them?

      Find out in this cozy paranormal mystery with a touch of romance, a dash of humor and enough intrigue to keep you guessing until the very end.
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      Some days life just decides to kick you in the crotch, repeatedly, and for Mallory Thorne today was one of those days.

      First she’d been called in to see her boss because some idiot had complained when she refused to redesign the marketing campaign she and her team had spent two months perfecting. Well, he hadn’t complained about just that. He’d also been upset because she might have implied that if she changed the marketing materials per his suggestion then he may as well shutter his business now and save a few months rent. And okay, maybe she had gone a smidge too far, but in her defense Mallory stood one hundred percent behind her team and the campaign they’d worked countless hours, nights and weekends to create. Her boss, on the other hand, hadn’t displayed that same loyalty, which was how Mallory had ended up on the street at 10am on a Thursday with a box full of her personal belongings and the pressing need to have a glass of wine… or five.

      Instead of heading straight to the nearest liquor store, she’d decided to swing by the apartment, drop off the box of office decor, change clothes and see if she could talk Glenn into helping her drown her sorrows over being fired from the company where she’d been working hard to climb the corporate ladder for years.

      Glenn, her boyfriend of fourteen months, was an aspiring screenwriter by day and bartender by night so she’d hoped he would be up to partake in the most ancient of author hobbies by day-drinking with her. He’d been asleep when she left for work that morning but she’d expected him to be at his desk typing away when she got back home. Instead she’d found him exactly where she’d left him, between the sheets, only much to her dismay he hadn’t been alone.

      Mallory had gotten an eyeful of Izzy, the annoying neighbor she and Glenn often joked was trying to poison them with her terrible baked goods. It seemed Izzy had abandoned the idea that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach and gone with the tried and true horizontal mambo instead. Seeing the woman in her bed, with her boyfriend, Mallory’s anger had gotten the better of her and she’d started throwing anything and everything she could get her hands on at the no-good cheating pair.

      As it turned out, Izzy’s basket of baked goods made for pretty good projectiles since they were as tough as baseball leather.

      The bodacious blonde had yelped in surprise when a hurled honey bun hit her squarely in the backside. As soon as she’d seen Mallory her eyes had gone wide and she’d grabbed for her clothes. She’d rushed past Mallory without so much as a word, leaving Glenn alone and naked, huddled in a ball to defend himself against the onslaught of breakfast pastries.

      By the time Mallory ran out of things to throw, her anger had abandoned her and a sense of inevitability had taken over. She should have seen it coming. She and Glenn had never been endgame and they both knew it. She wasn’t surprised that he had cheated, even if his choice of partner made her question his taste, both literally and figuratively.

      She hadn’t even cried as Glenn pulled himself together enough to remind her that it was his name on the lease, not hers. With a sigh of resignation, she’d done the only thing she could and started packing her bags. As she threw her things into a suitcase, Glenn offered up a half-hearted apology followed by a dozen excuses that all pinned the blame for his skeevy behavior on her.

      She worked too much. She didn’t give him enough attention. He’d always had the feeling she was keeping secrets from him.

      She’d ignored all of his excuses, ignored him, and walked away without looking back.

      And so, before the clock had even struck noon, Mallory found herself back on the sidewalk with as many of her belongings as she could fit into two large suitcases and the duffle bag thrown over her shoulder, wondering how this day could possibly get any worse.

      And then, as if she had tested fate by even thinking such a thing, her phone had started to ring.

      It had been so long since her younger sister had called her that at first Mallory had only stared at the name flashing on the screen. That had been the moment she knew the mythical they were right. Bad things always came in threes. Since Hope only ever called her on her birthday and holidays, and since it was neither, Mallory had picked up with more than a little trepidation.

      Her sister hadn’t minced words. She hadn’t sugar-coated it. She’d called to tell Mallory that their grandmother had been murdered and she needed to come home.

      Mallory had stood utterly still as the busy city continued to swirl around her. As she had listened to Hope explain what had happened, she’d known that despite all the times she’d said she would never return to her small hometown, that she had no other choice now. She had to return to her hometown.

      She’d told her sister she would be there as soon as she could, hung up the phone and hailed a cab to take her to the airport. She’d spent a large chunk of her savings account on a first class seat, the only opening on the next plane leaving for Texas. And then she’d waited, and waited, and waited some more, all the while thinking of her beloved Nana being gone from the world without her even having a chance to say goodbye.

      It was only once she was safely ensconced in her very expensive but very comfortable seat on the plane that she finally let herself truly feel the pain of her loss. Not the loss of her job. Not the loss of her boyfriend. Not the loss of the life she had dreamed of in the big city, the one she had worked so hard to make happen, the same life that had so recently crumbled beneath her feet.

      No, her heart ached only for the hole that losing Nana left inside of her.

      The woman who had raised her. The woman who had taught her to be strong and independent and to go after her dreams. The same woman who had told her that if she wanted to leave Tempest, Texas then she should go and never come back.

      Mallory had taken the words to heart and done just that. She’d left and she’d stayed gone, until now. What would Nana have thought if she’d known Mallory would return because of her?

      She’d probably have told her she was being silly because there was nothing to be gained from a dead woman. Certainly not the approval Mallory had always craved. But it didn’t matter anymore what Nana would have thought of her returning home with nothing to show for her life out in the real world because Nana was dead.

      Someone had killed her.

      Hope’s words didn’t make any sense to Mallory. They were from a small town, a safe town. Mallory didn’t remember people even locking their doors back when she’d been a kid. Everyone knew everyone in a place like Tempest and crime was mostly attributed to kids playing pranks or the occasional car accident, usually when one of the old ladies in Nana’s knitting circle decided to get behind the wheel even though they could barely see over the dash. There was no such thing as violent crime in the small town that Mallory had left behind and she couldn’t imagine things had changed so much that murder was somehow a regular occurrence these days.

      Even if it was, who would want to hurt Nana? She had been a sweet old lady with a sassy streak. She’d been beloved by all who had crossed her path. She volunteered for every town event and always won the Pumpkin Pie Baking Contest at the fair every fall. She’d been a prominent figure in their town, a business owner and a lifelong resident. Everyone knew her and everyone had loved her. Only, was it possible that had changed in Mallory’s absence?

      She didn’t have any answers, only questions heaped upon questions, but she made a promise to herself and to her memories of Nana right then and there. Since she was already breaking Nana’s rules by going back home, she wouldn’t fly in for the funeral and fly right back out again. She was going home to Tempest, Texas and this time she wasn’t leaving until she had the answers she so desperately needed.
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      Someone once said that the only constant in life is change but clearly that person never lived in a small town because absolutely nothing about Tempest, Texas had changed in the fifteen years since Mallory Thorne drove away without so much as a second glance in her rearview mirror.

      Over the years, whenever she had allowed herself to think of the place where she’d grown up, she had seen the picturesque park in town square, the narrow, one-way roads on either side built long before the invention of modern monster SUVs and the old red brick buildings that lined the streets with small boutiques and stores perfect for an afternoon stroll or a Saturday spent window shopping. She had remembered the way the Green Door Diner always smelled of sweet maple syrup no matter the time of day and the sound her sneakers made on the always sticky floor of the Twin Star Theater.  She had smiled at memories of stale popcorn fights in the bleachers at Friday night football games and warmed with thoughts of stolen moments with the captain of the team in the backseat of an old Chevy truck parked behind the gymnasium long after practice had ended and the moon hung heavy overhead.

      For so long, all she’d had of this place were her memories and somewhere along the way she’d gotten the idea into her head that she had romanticized her childhood, polishing it up until it was the stuff of tv sitcom perfection. But as the bus pulled away from the curb, leaving her on a street corner in the middle of Tempest, Texas, her heart ached at the familiarity of everything around her.

      The town was exactly the same as it had been when she had packed up her grandmother’s old VW Bug and sped out of town towards all the big dreams this little town couldn’t offer her.

      It had taken her four hours by plane, a twenty minute cab ride to the nearest bus station, another two hours on a Greyhound, three route changes and more stops and starts than she could count, but finally, she was home.

      Mallory took a deep breath of the fresh night air and was immediately hit with a splitting headache. She winced and rubbed at her eyes when her vision went fuzzy. It felt as if the whole world was tipping and she grabbed for the street lamp to keep herself upright. She closed her eyes and focused on taking short, shallow breaths until the bout of dizziness passed and when she opened her eyes again she blinked in confusion.

      The town in front of her now wasn’t the same one she’d seen when she stepped off the bus. It wasn’t the one from all her memories, or, rather, it was, but it was also different. The buildings, park and streets were the same. The structure of the place was intact but beneath her surface memories there was something else that flashed before her eyes now.

      Instead of a sign above the clinic across the street telling people to give blood, it now read that blood was available inside and on sale. Her eyes swung towards the park where she’d already thought it was strange for children to be playing after dark but now, instead of a little boy on the swings, she saw a ghostly specter hovering. Meanwhile the other kids she’d noticed sitting in the sandbox had transformed into hairy dog-like creatures that pawed at the sand, sending it flying into the air as they howled with laughter. Mallory squinted at the playground and the images realigned again, showing her a normal little boy on the swing-set and a set of twins, a boy and a girl digging in the sandbox with rakes and shovels. She glanced back at the clinic but the sign again just told visitors to come inside to give blood.

      She shook her head, trying to rid herself of the icy sensation that slithered down her spine. She put the back of her hand to her forehead, checking for fever, but this was Texas and she was sweating despite the cool breeze blowing through the dark night. She swallowed hard and grabbed hold of her suitcases, hitching her bag up higher on her back and deciding that she needed to get something to eat before she trekked over to her grandmother’s house.

      For some reason she had thought that her sister might actually be here, waiting for her when she arrived. She’d messaged Hope throughout the day to update her sister on her travels and ask if the police had caught the person responsible for their grandmother’s death. The only responses she’d gotten in return were short and succinct.

      Ok followed by No.

      Of course Hope hadn’t dropped everything to meet her at the bus stop. Her sister had probably forgotten all about her already. That was how it had been between them ever since Mallory left Tempest. Whenever she’d called to check on Hope, she’d felt like she was bothering her, taking her away from her real life. The times when Hope had called her, she’d gotten the impression their grandmother was standing over her, forcing the interaction.

      How could she have possibly thought that Hope would meet her with open arms and take her to dinner?

      She was an idiot. Her stomach growled and she fought off another dizzy spell. A hungry idiot.

      That explained the sudden sick feeling in her gut, she decided. She needed food. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten and it had been a long day. Had she even stopped for her usual muffin and coffee on her way into work that morning? She couldn’t be sure.

      It felt like a lifetime ago that she’d turned off her alarm clock and carefully slipped out of bed, making sure not to wake Glenn as she got ready for a big day at the office. The whole morning felt like it had happened to someone else but she supposed that was normal after the day she’d had. She’d been hit with loss after loss and now she was back in a place she’d sworn she would never return to, about to face a sister she was fairly certain didn’t like her all that much and a town full of people she’d left behind without sparing them so much as a backwards glance.

      Before she could do any of that though, she needed food and then sleep. She was certain she could find the strength to face everyone and everything else in the morning.

      Slowly, she pushed her luggage along in front of her as she made her way down the sidewalk. Most of the businesses on Main Street were dark and closed up for the night which didn’t surprise her. Tempest, despite its name, had always been the kind of small town that shut down early. Most people hurried home to have dinner with their families or to pick up kids from football practice and dance lessons.

      She noted that the pharmacy was still in the same spot and wished that it was open 24/7 like the ones in the city. She could really use some ibuprofen for her head. It was aching now and the dizziness kept coming and going.

      Spots of floating light drifted across the sidewalk in front of her but she blinked and they were gone again. Was the headache messing with her vision? Seeing spots was a symptom of a migraine, right? She told herself that’s all it was, a migraine brought on by lack of sustenance and stress, but the weird vision of the kids on the playground had unsettled her.

      Mallory rubbed at her eyes but continued towards the only building still lit up at this late hour. If memory served her, she thought it was probably Sylvie’s Saloon, which had been the only bar, pub, and dance hall in town back when she was in high school. During the day Sylvie had served up sandwiches and sodas to the younger crowd but Mallory had never been inside after dark, when legend said the alcohol flowed freely, the music was thumping and you could always find a reason for a good time.

      Mallory paused outside the big red doors and tilted her head in confusion. It was strange that she couldn’t hear so much as a note of music or conversation happening inside the bar. She momentarily wondered if the place had closed early and someone had forgotten to turn off all the lights before going home. She frowned but reached for the door handle, just to check if it was locked up, but as she did the door swung outwards and a blast of sound hit her so hard she swayed on her feet.

      Her ears rang with the sudden commotion and she grabbed for her head again as the world slipped and slid sideways. The couple that had pushed out the door stared at her and she flinched away from their red eyed gazes. The man’s mouth tilted into a sneer that might’ve been a smile on someone friendlier but Mallory caught a glimpse of sharp canines and her heart raced as fear pumped through her veins.

      Were those… fangs?

      The woman said something to her partner and he snorted with laughter before they continued on, leaving Mallory to catch the door on its backslide or get left outside alone with them. She snatched a hand forward and grabbed the door, rushing inside so fast in her panic that she ran directly into something that felt like a stone statue. She glanced up and whimpered when her vision tilted again.The man she’d slammed into flashed her a fang filled smile too.

      This wasn’t happening. It wasn’t. There was no way this was real.

      Was she losing her mind? Was it the stress of a long day finally catching up with her? Lack of food and water or was it something else? It wasn’t Halloween for another month but maybe there was some sort of costume contest going on or…

      “Hey, are you okay?” The big guy with fangs reached for her arm and his brows pulled together when she stumbled back from him.

      She ran into someone else behind her and spun around to apologize only to come face-to-face with a man with golden eyes and black horns protruding from his head. She stared in horror, noting the way they curled in on themselves like those of a ram. Mallory squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head, trying to dispel the panic that was trying to seize up inside her.

      When she opened her eyes again the man was only wearing a fedora and looking at her with worried brown eyes.

      “Ma’am?” He started to reach a hand out to her but she jolted away from him.

      What was happening to her? What was going on? Had she simply fallen asleep on the bus? Was this all a dream? A nightmare? Or was it something more sinister?

      Her mother had died young from a brain aneurysm. It was the reason Nana had raised Mallory and her sister. Was something like that hereditary? Why had she never looked that up or wondered about it?

      “Ma’am?” The man with horns was beside her again, reaching for her arm.

      “Miss? You okay?” The big guy with fangs was there too and they were closing in on her.

      “Stop it. Get away from me! Stay away!” she screamed, backpedaling towards the door, tripping over one of her suitcases and losing her balance.

      She was about to face-plant on the concrete floor when a strong arm wrapped itself around her waist, stopping her tumble to the ground and putting her back on her feet. On instinct she tried to jerk free of whoever had grabbed her, terrified it was one of the men with fangs or horns but a soft voice spoke near her ear and the familiarity of it broke through every ounce of her fear.

      “Easy now. Easy. Just take a deep breath for me and calm down. You’re okay. You’re safe. I’ve got you.”

      Mallory felt her bottom lip tremble and tears sprang to her eyes before she could blink them away. She hadn’t cried all day but this was somehow too much. Him, here, now, when nothing else made sense, completely undid her.

      Slowly, she did as he told her, taking deep breaths. She let him turn her around to face him. He kept his arm around her waist, holding her steady which was a good thing since her legs turned to jelly at the sight of him.

      “L-Luke?” She trembled, wiping at her face.

      She could see well enough through the tears to see the shock that widened his hazel, gold-flecked eyes. This Luke was older than the boy she remembered but then again, she was older too. In the place of the teenage heartthrob she’d crushed on hard was a grown man with crinkles at the corners of his eyes. A well-trimmed beard had replaced his clean-cut look and his hair was longer, falling over his forehead as if it was in need of a trim. But no matter how many years passed, she would know that face, and that voice, anywhere.

      “Mal?” He all but gasped and she gave a jerky nod. “My God… Mal.”

      She threw herself against his chest, burying her face in the coarse fabric of his shirt, so happy to finally find someone she knew, someone safe. Strong arms wrapped around her and she sank into his embrace. He smelled the same as she remembered, woodsy with a bite of something sharper that she’d never been able to name. She rubbed her face against his chest, trying to burrow into the familiarity of him as he stroked her back and spoke soft, soothing words of comfort.

      She had no idea how long they stood there like that. No clue how many tears she cried or how many times he promised her that it was all going to be okay. She wasn’t sure how many times he asked her what she was doing back or how many times she shook her head, unable to answer with words. But eventually it was another familiar voice amidst the crowd that caused her to raise her head.

      “Well hellmouths and hauntings, I should’ve known. Even fifteen years later, I go looking for Mal and there you are, big brother. The more things change the more they stay the same.”

      “Don’t start.” Luke growled at his sister, loosening his hold as Mallory looked up to find her oldest friend in the world standing in the doorway of the bar.

      “Ruby?” She started crying again at the sight of her childhood best friend, and then her gaze drifted to the woman standing next to her friend. Her sobs got stuck in her chest and she shuddered. “Hope?”

      It was her sister. All grown up. She had changed so much. They had all changed so much. In her head she’d been imagining her old friends as teenagers still but of course they weren’t any more ageless than she was.

      It had been fifteen years and how was that even possible? How had she never come home to visit in all that time? Never called and invited them to come see her in the city? She had missed them so much but she didn’t realize it until right at that moment.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Ruby frowned as Mallory cried harder thinking of all the years she’d missed out on with these people she had loved. “What did you do to her?”

      “I didn’t do anything. I found her like this. She was freaking out, screaming about monsters.”

      “Oh goddess…” Hope stepped forward quickly. “It’s Nana’s spell. It’s fading faster than I thought it would. She must be seeing the real Tempest through the veil Nana cast when she left town.”

      “Well, do something.” Luke snapped.

      “I don’t know if…”

      “She must think she’s losing her mind, Hope. You have to do something. You’re the only one here with magic.” Ruby insisted.

      Mallory had no idea what they were talking about.

      Veils? Spells? Magic? This had to be a dream. It just had to be. None of those things were real. She knew that much. Either her hallucinations had spread and her sister and oldest friends in the world were sharing them or it was all a dream so she decided it had to be the latter and that, at least, helped her to take another deep breath and force air into her lungs.

      Hope stepped forward and raised her hand, “I’m so sorry, Mal. I thought we’d have more time.”

      “You didn’t pick me up at the bus stop.” She accused through a round of tear-soaked hiccups.

      “Your bus was early but… never-mind that.” Hope stroked her hair off her face, a pity in her eyes that Mallory couldn’t understand. “I’ll explain everything later. Right now…. Sleep.”

      Her sister did something with her hand. Traced a symbol or a letter in the air. She touched Mallory’s forehead and just like that, the world around her began to fade.

      As the world started to slip away, Mallory marveled at the realization that her sister did have magic. Her sister was a witch. She’d just cast a spell on her. She’d put her to sleep just by saying the word and making a sign with her hand. Her little sister was powerful and that made Mallory proud.

      Proud and so very, very sleepy.

      Wait, did that mean she was a witch too? Her brain tried to fight against the darkness that was rapidly encroaching. She had so many more questions and needed so many more answers. But her mind lost the battle with the magic and a deep and comforting sleep overtook her.
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      Mallory slowly came awake, blinking at the harsh sunlight filtering in through the curtains and then blinking again as she tried to figure out where she was. This place, with its lace curtains and wood-paneled walls, definitely wasn’t her apartment in the city. Then, as if the thought had been a cattle-prod to her behind, she jerked upright as memories of the day before flooded through her.

      She didn’t have an apartment in the city anymore because she’d caught Glenn in bed with their neighbor. She didn’t have a job in the city because she’d been fired. And worst of all, she’d spent most of yesterday on planes and buses making her way home to Tempest, Texas for the first time in fifteen years because Hope had called to tell her that their grandmother had been murdered.

      Murdered! Nana was dead. Nana was gone and Mallory was back in Tempest, or what could be a parallel universe.

      This was the apartment over the garage at Nana’s house. Once upon a time, way back when, she’d gotten mad at Nana and said she was moving out here. It hadn’t lasted long because she couldn’t cook for herself back then but judging from the way the little apartment looked now, she could only assume this was where her sister had been living.

      Her vision swam with memories she couldn’t quite place and she swallowed down a roiling sense of nausea as her eyes settled on her sister. Hope was sitting on the edge of a coffee table, just in front of her and she looked fresh as a daisy which annoyed Mallory for all kinds of sisterly reasons she couldn’t quite put a finger on while her brain felt like it had been dropped in a blender and someone hit frappe.

      Hope’s pale blonde hair was braided into a thick strand that rested over her shoulder. She wore the lightest trace of makeup, a dab of lipstick and mascara, but her skin with its natural array of freckles over the bridge of her nose was as flawless as it had been the last time Mallory saw her before she left town. Almost thirty and nary a wrinkle in sight for her beautiful little sister.

      Figured.

      Hope had gotten all the good genes that skipped right over Mallory. Her hair was pale blonde while Mallory’s was a natural dirty blonde-brown mix when she didn’t have it professionally highlighted. Hope was thin as a willow while Mallory was all curves. Hope had also inherited their mother and grandmother’s beautiful bright blue eyes while Mallory’s were a jade green that nobody in the family had ever been able to place. She was tall and full figured while all the other women in her family were tiny, dainty little things and it had taken her a long time to come to terms with that and learn to love her body.

      Yet here she sat across from her little sister, comparing herself as if not a day had passed since they were teenagers.

      Hope wore a long burgundy skirt with a short black crop top that Mallory never could have pulled off and at least a dozen necklaces. She also wore gold hoops in her ears and Mallory was shocked to note a matching diamond stud in her nose. With her thin arms bare, Mallory gaped at the patchwork of tattoos that wound around her younger sister's arm starting at her wrist and ending at her collarbone.

      “You have tattoos?” She reached out to grab Hope’s wrist, “I can’t believe Nana let you get tattoos!”

      “Mal.” Hope laughed good-naturedly as she withdrew her hand from Mallory’s probing fingers, “I’m almost thirty. I didn’t exactly need Nana’s permission.”

      “Still, I’m surprised she had to be murdered. I’d have thought seeing those would’ve given her a stroke.”

      Hope winced at her lack of tact.

      “Sorry.” Mallory squeezed her eyes shut and grabbed for her head, “That was in poor taste. I’m just surprised and this whole thing has me knocked off kilter and feeling terrible.”

      “I know. Here, drink this.” Hope lifted a steaming mug from beside her on the table and handed it over, “It’ll help with the headache.”

      She took a drink as ordered and hissed, “It’s hot.”

      “Yeah, hence the steam.”

      Mallory jerked her head towards the sound of sarcasm and grinned when she caught sight of her oldest friend in the world sitting on the arm of a chair a few feet away. She hadn’t noticed Ruby when she woke up but just like with her sister, she felt a flare of annoyance that while she probably looked as bad as she felt, her friend looked completely refreshed and as gorgeous now at thirty-two as Mallory remembered her being at seventeen.

      Although, she considered thoughtfully, Ruby might actually be wearing the same clothes she’d worn when they were teenagers.

      She was dressed in an oversized t-shirt that dangled precariously off one shoulder, the front of which sported a faded skull and crossbones graphic. It contrasted perfectly with her skin-tight black leather pants which had strategically placed rips and sky-high black booties with dangerous looking silver spikes jutting out at the toes. Her hazel eyes were lined in coal that only made them brighter, her lips were as red as her namesake and her dark brown hair was cut into a bob so sharp it looked like it might classify as a deadly weapon.

      It said touch me and regret it and the look was so perfectly the Ruby Foster that she remembered from high school that her heart ached with old memories. She was so distracted by her friend that she almost missed what her sister had said. Slowly she turned back to face Hope, narrowing her eyes suspiciously.

      “Wait, how did you know I have a headache?”

      Her sister exchanged a look with Ruby that made the hair on the back of Mallory’s neck stand up. She didn’t like that. She didn’t like that at all. Ruby had always been her friend, her best friend. Hope had just been the annoying little sister that Nana forced them to let tag along sometimes. Yet now they exchanged wordless looks that conveyed entire conversations and it made her heart ache for an entirely different reason.

      She had missed so much. Fifteen years of their lives. She had left and she had never, not once, thought about coming back. Not until that phone call from Hope. Now that she was here, she couldn’t quite remember why she’d stayed away.

      “Mal.” Hope spoke first, “We need to talk.”

      She raised an eyebrow, “About what happened to Nana?”

      “Yes, well, that too of course but…” Hope looked at Ruby again before shaking her head, as if she didn’t want to say more but knew she had to. “There’s actually something more pressing we need to discuss first.”

      “More pressing than the murder of our grandmother?”

      Hope fidgeted uncomfortably, “Actually, yes. Because I can’t talk to you about Nana until I tell you the truth about us.”

      “Us?” Mallory rubbed at her eyes, “You mean, you and Ruby? Are you like… together?”

      Ruby laughed so hard she snorted, “For moons sake Mal, don’t be absurd. I might be sexually fluid but I’m not into your sister like that.”

      “Hey!” Hope huffed. “You could be into me. It’s not the craziest thing in the world, is it?”

      “Oh, here we go again. How many times do I have to tell you that you're just not my type? You’re not even into women so what difference would it make?” Ruby pointed a finger at Mallory, “This is your fault.”

      “My fault? You’re the ones acting weird and ambushing me the moment I wake up saying you have something important to talk to me about.”

      “Yeah, witchcraft, not some secret romance that’s been brewing between me and your sister.”

      “Ruby!” Hope snapped, eyes wide as Mallory snorted.

      “What? You literally asked me to be here when you told her.” Ruby shot back, kicking her feet to the floor with a thud.

      “Yeah. When I told her, not so you could blurt it out like we’re discussing the weather.”

      Mallory watched the two of them argue back and forth for a minute and then took another drink of the horrible tasting, steaming liquid. It did seem to help her head a little. She finished it off and put it on the side table before raising her voice to stop the fight currently unfolding in front of her.

      “Hey! Headache. Remember?” She cried out and they both snapped their mouths shut. “Can you two stop bickering like an old married couple and talk to me? Just tell me what’s going on!”

      They exchanged another glance and Hope rubbed a hand over her face, “Mal, I’m sorry. I really tried to think of the best way to talk to you about this, to tell you the truth, but…”

      When Hope hedged Ruby growled, “Enough. We don’t have time for this.”

      “Ruby, don’t…”

      “No. You wanted me here so I’m here and if you can’t say it, I will.” Ruby met Mallory’s inquisitive stare. “Look Mal. You’re a witch, a real life spell-casting, magic in your veins witch. So is Hope, so was your mom, and so was your grandmother. You’re descendants of a coven from Salem who came out west to escape persecution. Your family and several others founded Tempest as a sanctuary for any and all supernatural beings. Magic is real. It’s all around you and you used to know that but when you decided to leave town your grandmother thought it best to bind your powers and shroud your true memories. You said you wanted a normal life so she made you normal. But you’re not normal and now that your grandmother is gone, the spell she cast on you is fading so your real memories, the ones with magic in them, are starting to come back. You’ll be able to see the real Tempest again, the one that’s full of magical beings and supernatural creatures. Congrats on getting your magic back, oh and welcome home.”

      Mallory looked from her friend, who seemed strangely proud of herself, to her sister, who was all but gaping at Ruby with a horrified expression. She wanted to laugh. She really did. But they looked so serious that it sent a shiver of dread down her spine.

      “You’re not being serious?”

      “We are.” Hope looked apologetic.

      “There’s no way.”

      “Mallory, think back to last night. Do you remember arriving in Tempest? Where you went? What you did, and saw?” Hope reached out for her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze

      Her head still hurt and the more she tried to focus on last night the more it felt like it might split in two but Mallory forced herself to think. It had been dark by the time the bus dropped her off and she’d been annoyed Hope hadn’t been there to pick her up. She’d gone up the street to Sylvie’s to get something to eat because her eyes were playing tricks on her and she’d thought it was due to hunger. Only, once she was inside the old pub, she’d seen things that had made no sense and it had scared the bejesus out of her.

      It had been a heady combination of exhaustion and stress. It hadn’t been real. It couldn’t have been real. Could it?

      “It was very real, Mal.” Hope squeezed her hand again and Mallory jerked away.

      “Did you just… read my mind?”

      Her sister had the grace to look sheepish, “Sorry. It’s part of my gift. If I’m touching someone, sometimes I can see what they’re actively thinking about.”

      “You can read minds?” Mallory gaped.

      “Sometimes.”

      “Because you’re a witch?” She blinked as her sister nodded.

      “Yes.”

      “And so am I?”

      “Yes.” Hope sighed heavily, “I know this must come as a shock but as your memories return, you’ll remember the truth. Being back here, in Tempest, I think it should speed up the process because you’re surrounded by the world Nana hid from you.”

      Mallory wavered between disbelief and acceptance. She couldn’t deny what she’d seen any more than she could deny that her sister had just read her mind. Somewhere, deep down, a tiny voice inside of her whispered that it was true. She was a witch from a powerful bloodline and her grandmother had taken away what was hers by birthright, all because Mallory had wanted a life outside the city limits of Tempest.

      “So my whole life is a lie? Everything I remember? Everything I’ve done and built for myself? It’s all based on a lie?”

      Hope swallowed hard, “You wanted to leave and Nana believed that if normal was what you wanted then she should give it to you. If you’d had your magic out there, if you’d used it, you could have put all of us at risk of exposure so she did what she did. I truly believe Nana was trying to protect you.”

      “By hiding who I really am from me?” Mallory felt a deep sense of betrayal as she thought more about what her sister was telling her and realization truly set in. “Part of the spell was to make it where I never thought about coming home, wasn’t it? All these years I was gone, I never considered coming back, not for holidays or birthdays or anything. Not until you called and told me she was dead.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Hope spoke softly. “I hated what she did even if I agreed it was the only way to keep everyone safe. I hated that I couldn’t really talk to you. That I couldn’t risk going to visit you. I missed you so much, sis and I am so glad you're home now and that you know the truth.”

      Mallory nodded, absorbing blow after blow. It made so much more sense now. The reason her conversations with Hope had always felt so stiff and unnatural. Her sister hadn’t been able to speak freely and it had driven a wedge between them. One Mallory had felt even if she didn’t know exactly why it was there.

      “So, these splitting headaches? They’re part of the spell wearing off?” She frowned.

      “I think so.” Hope nodded. “I think it’s your brain struggling to merge the world Nana’s spell made you see with the real, magical one, but I’ve never dealt with anything as powerful as this so I can’t be sure. When did the headaches start?”

      “The minute I set foot back in Tempest.”

      “And you didn’t notice anything strange before then?”

      “You mean other than the fact I got fired and found my boyfriend in bed with our neighbor just before you called?” She shook her head and groaned. “No. Not really.”

      “New York is pretty weird all on its own though, maybe she just didn’t notice because she had no idea what to look for.” Ruby pointed out helpfully and Mallory shot a glare at her friend.

      “It’s possible.” Hope hummed thoughtfully. “There are supernaturals everywhere, not just Tempest, but if Nana’s spell is only slowing fading away it might have taken longer for you to see the magical world in a place like New York. In Tempest though, your brain knows what’s being hidden from you and is working overtime to piece your memories back together.”

      “So once I get my memories back, these headaches will go away right? The spell will keep fading now that Nana is…”

      “Yeah. It seems that way. And I think the longer you’re in Tempest, the faster it’ll happen. This place is built on magic and your memories here are too. The longer you’re in town, I think the faster your true memories will start to surface.” Hope bit her bottom lip, fidgeting again. “That is… if you even want to stay after everything I’ve told you. I know you have a life back in New York and I won’t try to stop you from going back to it if that’s what you want.”

      Mallory thought about her life in New York. The life she’d been so desperate for that she’d run from Tempest as soon as she had the chance. She’d set out for NYU with a goal to become someone her grandmother would be proud of but in doing so, she’d lost more than she had even known. And for what? A cheating boyfriend and a sixty-hour a week job that had turned its back on her the moment she faltered in playing by their rules? It wasn’t exactly the dream life she’d imagined for herself.

      Slowly she shook her head, “I’m not going back. There’s nothing left for me there. This is my home. You’re my family. And I have this feeling that I’m finally where I’m supposed to be.”

      “I think so too.” Hope wiped a stray tear away and even Ruby looked a little misty-eyed.

      “We could really use your help if you’re going to stay.” Her friend added.

      “My help? With funeral arrangements you mean?”

      Hope shook her head, “No. I can handle that. What Ruby means is, we want you to investigate Nana’s murder.”

      “Investigate?” Mallory’s eyebrows hit her hairline. “What do I know about investigating a murder?”

      Ruby laughed, “Well for starters, you used to be Tempest’s very own Nancy Drew.”

      Mallory eyed them suspiciously, “What?”

      “You solved two murders when you were in high school, Mal.” Hope’s lips twitched into a smile.

      “You’re joking. You must be. I would remember something like that.” She argued. “I remember growing up here. I remember lots of things. I just don’t remember magic being a part of it.”

      “Which is why you don’t remember solving the crimes.” Ruby shrugged.

      “Because you used your magic to solve them.” Hope supplied.

      “Oh…” Mallory blinked, surprised that the question hadn’t occurred to her in all of their talking. She was a witch. She had magic. She had powers, or at least one. “What, exactly, could I use my magic to do?

      Her sister smiled, “Before Nana bound your magic, you had the ability to touch certain objects and see their past.”

      “For real?” Her eyes went wide. “That’s awesome.”

      “It is. It’s how you solved those other crimes. You touched the evidence and were able to see who wielded the weapon or gain clues to why someone had wanted that person dead.” Hope told her.

      “Then we would get the whole Scooby gang together and follow up on your clues.” Ruby added. “Most fun I ever had doing good in this town.”

      “Okay. Okay. Hold on a second.” Mallory held up her hands, “Aren’t the cops investigating what happened to Nana?”

      “Well of course they are but…” Hope started and Ruby finished.

      “They’re not magic. Not like you. Tempest is small. We have one Sheriff and two deputies, one that works days and another that works nights. They could use all the help they can get.”

      “But I don’t remember how my power even worked.”

      “But you will. As your memories come back, you’ll remember. I’m sure it’s just like riding a bike.” Ruby grinned.

      “And it’s not like we can call for outside help. The last thing Tempest needs is the FBI or more outsiders running around sticking their collective noses into our private business.”

      Ruby cut in. “We need you, Mal. Will you help us?”

      “I don’t even know if I still have that power, if it’s still bound from Nana’s spell or if it’ll come back.” She hedged, not wanting them to get their hopes up for something she saw as a longshot.

      “There’s only one way to find out.” Ruby shrugged and Mallory glanced at her sister.

      “Look.” Hope met her gaze again, “I know you’re upset with Nana right now. After everything we’ve told you about what she did, I don’t blame you. But she’s still, Nana. She raised us after Mom died and she did her best for us. Someone killed her, Mal. Someone walked into her house and stabbed her and left her to die there, all alone. I didn’t know anything had even happened. Didn’t find her body until the next morning when I went down for breakfast and I…”

      “Hey. It’s not your fault.” Ruby put a hand on Hope’s shoulder when her voice cracked with pain.

      “I know, I just…” Her sister met her gaze again. “I want to find the person that did this and I want to make them pay.”

      “Okay.” Mallory nodded, though she still had her reservations. She owed Nana that much. “Okay, I’ll do it, or at least try to. Just, tell me everything you know and where we should start.”

      Ruby grinned again.

      Hope looked relieved.

      And Mallory, well, she was still holding onto a shred of hope this was all just a dream that she’d wake up from soon enough.
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      After a quick shower in her sister’s tiny garage apartment bathroom, Mallory felt a little more human. Her head still ached but with a dab of makeup, and a clean pair of clothes she felt more like herself.

      Since she’d stuffed everything she owned into her suitcases when she’d left Glenn, she considered herself lucky that she’d found an outfit that wasn’t too badly wrinkled and that also wouldn’t make her stick out in town like a city girl who was lost. Sure the ripped black leggings were designer, the Fleetwood Mac tee had come from a store instead of an epic concert and the jean jacket she tossed on over it probably cost more than the mortgage on Nana’s house but it was the best she could do in a time crunch. She checked herself in the small mirror above the sink, smoothing her slightly frizzy waves down as best she could and then closed her eyes to remind herself that she wasn’t that same self-conscious seventeen year old girl she’d been when she left Tempest.

      She was a grown woman. She had a college degree. She was a freaking witch and a powerful one at that if she believed what her sister said.

      Mallory opened her eyes and met her own gaze in the mirror. She was strong. She was independent. She was smart and capable and she could handle whatever came next. She wasn’t alone anymore. She had her little sister back, finally, and she had her best friend in the world at her side too.

      With a deep breath for courage, Mallory opened the bathroom door and stepped back out into the loft style apartment. Hope gave her an encouraging smile, standing from where she’d been perched on the arm of the couch. Mallory looked around and her brows pinched.

      “Where’d Ruby go?”

      “She had to take a call. She’s outside.” Hope turned for the door, “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

      Mallory followed her sister out of the apartment and down the rickety wooden stairs, “I like what you’ve done to the place.”

      “Oh. Thanks.” Hope shot a small smile over her shoulder. “I forget you haven’t seen it.”

      “When did you move out of the main house?”

      “Once I graduated high school, Nana surprised me with the keys to the garage apartment. She’d cleaned it up and moved my stuff without me even realizing. She said she knew I was technically an adult and could decide to live anywhere I wanted, even leave Tempest, but she hoped I’d want to stay close.”

      A pang of sadness filled Mallory and she had to blink to keep the tears that threatened at bay. Scars she hadn’t even been aware she was carrying seemed to crack open around her heart. Nana had wanted Hope to stay close, to stay with her, and had given her the space to grow into her independence while retaining her place within the family and community.

      It hurt more than Mallory could put into words to realize that Nana hadn’t offered her the same compromise. Or, maybe she had, a small voice in the back of Mallory’s mind chimed in. Maybe Nana had tried to talk her into staying and she’d been the one hell-bent on getting out of town. She didn’t know, couldn’t know, because of the spell that still lingered in her mind, hiding her own memories from her.

      She wanted, more than anything, as they opened the side door and stepped into the house, to talk to Nana. She had so many questions. She needed so many answers. But the yellow crime scene tape that blocked the entrance to the kitchen just off the back hallway was a stark reminder that Nana was no longer capable of telling her anything.

      Nana was gone. Dead. Murdered.

      Mallory would never get to talk to her again. She would never get to hug her or smell the sweet cinnamon scent she always associated with her grandmother. She would never get to argue with her the way they’d done a million times when she was a kid. She couldn’t get the answers to her questions about why Nana had done what she did but if her sister was right, Mallory might be the best way to get the answer of who had murdered their grandmother, and why.

      “I tried to clean up in here after the police took their photos and gathered evidence but…” Hope pushed aside the caution tape so Mallory could follow her into the familiar kitchen, “It’s been a hectic twenty-four hours to say the least.”

      Mallory swallowed hard as she stepped into the kitchen. Hope must have cleaned the room top to bottom but even her persistent little sister hadn’t been able to completely erase the evidence of their grandmother’s murder. Next to the island there was a dark spot that stained the hardwood floor and Mallory knew without asking that it was Nana’s blood that had soaked in so far that no amount of scrubbing in the world was likely to get the stain out.

      She looked away, moving around the island and smiled at the old wicker basket on the counter filled with muffins. Without thinking about it she snatched one up and took a bite. She immediately winced and tried not to gag. She moved to the trash can and spit it out before throwing the remainder in the garbage and looking up to find Hope watching her.

      “Seriously?” Her little sister frowned.

      “What?”

      “I show you the crime scene where our grandmother was murdered and your first thought is, oh look muffins?”

      Mallory wiped at her mouth, trying to rid it of the taste, “Nana always made the best muffins. It was like you could taste the love she put into them.” A thought came to her and she snorted, “And the magic, right? She baked them with magic?”

      “Yeah. She did.” Hope confirmed and Mallory snorted.

      “Figures.” She opened the fridge and found a bottle of water, opening it and taking a deep swig before the taste of the muffin faded. “Those don’t have magic though. They taste like cardboard.”

      “Well obviously they’ve been sitting out for at least two days so how about you cut a dead woman a break.” Hope was glaring at her so Mallory held her hands up in surrender.

      “Fine. Forgive me for wanting one last taste of Nana’s home baked goodness. It’s just, when I walked in here I had a flash of memory. She used to let us lick the tines on the mixer and then we’d dance around, singing, while she used her magic to clean everything up without so much as touching a rag.”

      Hope’s face softened, “You remember that?”

      Mallory nodded.

      “That’s good. It means your memories are coming back more and more.”

      “Yeah.” Mallory motioned to the kitchen around them, “But we didn’t come down here to take a walk down my memory lane. You want me to figure out what happened to Nana. Why don’t you start with what you already know because I’m guessing it’s more than you’ve told me so far.”

      “Well, here’s what I’ve managed to piece together along with the police.” Hope began and Mallory listened even as she turned to a cabinet that had held over the counter medicines for as long as she could remember. She was in luck. Not even that had changed. She found a bottle of ibuprofen and popped two, downing them with a swig of water as she listened to her sister walk her through the horrific details.

      Nana had been stabbed. In her own home, in her own kitchen. The knife that had been used had come from Nana’s own knife block sitting next to the stove only a few feet away. There had been no signs of forced entry. No broken windows or kicked in doors. The house had been locked up tight so whoever had done it had locked the door behind them when they left.

      The coroner had put the time of death sometime between 7 pm and 10 pm on Wednesday night. Hope had been the one to find the body the next morning at 8 am when she’d come in from the garage to have breakfast with their grandmother, a tradition they had started years ago and rarely skipped. Hope blamed herself for not stopping by to check on Nana before going upstairs that night but she’d been out late because it was Women’s Trivia Night at the pub and she’d had a little too much to drink while hanging with her best friends Gwen and Cora.

      Hope shook her head, “If only I hadn’t gone out with the girls, or if I’d come home earlier. If I’d just stopped to check on her…”

      “You can’t blame yourself.” Mallory frowned, “Besides, it’s completely possible whoever did this knew that you spent Wednesday nights down at the pub and that Nana would be home alone.”

      Hope blinked at her in confusion, “You think someone we know did this?”

      “Yeah, I do. The person that killed Nana had to be someone she knew and trusted enough to invite inside, right? You said so yourself, there was no forced entry.”

      “Well, yeah, but…”

      “And it wasn’t premeditated. They didn’t come here with the plan to kill Nana. If they had, they’d have brought their own weapon. Instead they grabbed the nearest one they could find, probably in the heat of the moment, maybe after an argument or a fight.”

      Hope was gaping at her when Mallory glanced back at her, “How do you know all that when you haven’t even tried to touch anything and use your magic?”

      “I listen to a lot of true crime podcasts.”

      “Hey, me too.” Laughter came from the doorway and the sisters glanced over to see that Ruby had returned from her call.

      “You do?” Mallory grinned back at her oldest friend, reminded of just how alike they had been even if they looked like complete opposites.

      “Absolutely. I’m basically a walking murderpedia at this point.”

      “That’s creepy.” Hope rolled her eyes, “I can’t believe you two both listen to that awful stuff. It’s so exploitative.”

      “It’s informative actually.” Mallory argued.

      “Yeah, in telling you how to murder people.”

      “Nah, that’s not it at all.” Ruby squished up her nose. “It’s more like, those podcasts help teach us what to be on the lookout for. Red flags. Strange occurrences. Patterns of criminals who might want to prey on us before it ever gets that far.”

      “Exactly.” Mallory agreed.

      “Except neither of you are the kind of women anyone would ever see as prey.” Hope pointed between them, “Powerful supernatural beings? Remember?”

      “Only I spent the last fifteen years without my magic because of Nana’s spell.” Mallory reminded her sister. “And even with all the magic she had at her disposal, Nana is still dead and the murderer is still out there.”

      “Until we catch him.” Ruby met her gaze and gave a reassuring nod. “Using some of our special powers, sure, but also some of what we’ve learned from all those murder podcasts.”

      “Right.” Mallory nodded and Ruby smiled again.

      “We’re basically detectives.”

      “Okay. Okay.” Hope sighed, holding her hands up to stop them. “Before you two start discussing opening a paranormal detective agency, how about we focus on finding Nana’s murderer first?”

      “Right. Yeah.” Ruby’s smile dampened a bit at the reminder. “Catching your grandmother’s killer is priority number one. So tell me, what did you two come up with while I was on the phone?”

      “Mal thinks the killer is someone that Nana knew and trusted.” Hope spoke up quickly.

      “Well that doesn’t really narrow it down.” Ruby huffed, “That means the whole town could be a suspect. Your grandmother knew everyone in Tempest. She was on the Town Council. She’d lived here her entire life.”

      “She has a point.” Hope turned her attention back to Mallory and she massaged her temples, already feeling another splitting headache approaching.

      “Okay, so, step two. You said I could see things when I touched objects in those other investigations I did, right?”

      “Yeah.” Ruby supplied. “You touched the murder weapon and saw the person who had been holding it.”

      Mallory turned to her sister, “And the cops recovered the knife?”

      Hope nodded though her face had gone pale, “They did, but they said there weren’t any fingerprints on it. The killer wiped their prints.”

      “Good thing I don’t need fingerprints then.” Mallory looked between them, “All I need is a way into the Sheriff’s office so I can get my hands on that knife and see if my magic, wow, that still feels really weird to say.” She shook her head, forcing herself to focus, “I need to touch it to see if my magic is still bound by Nana’s spell or if it can tell me or show me something that might help us figure out who wielded it.”

      “Okay. Yeah.” Hope nodded.

      “So, tell me, do we know anyone that works down at the station that might be willing to give me the benefit of the doubt and let me put my mitts on the murder weapon?”

      Ruby and Hope exchanged another of those looks and Mallory frowned. She really didn’t like the way they could have unspoken conversations that didn’t include her now. She glared at them when they turned back to her. It was really grating on her nerves that they were so close they could have unspoken conversations now. It had always been her and Ruby or her and Hope but in the years she’d been away they’d developed their own friendship and it hurt not being part of it.

      “Well?”

      “Yeah.” Ruby’s lips twisted into a grin, “Yeah, you know someone down there that I’d be willing to bet would let you put your mitts on just about anything you wanted.”

      Hope snorted with laughter, “Ruby!”

      “Who are you two talking about?” Mallory looked between them and her sister sighed.

      “Dark hair. Broody good looks. Kind eyes. A jawline that could cut glass and a soft spot for curvy blondes that throw themselves into his arms and cry on his shoulder even after fifteen years of radio silence?”

      More memories from last night chose that moment to repay through Mallory’s aching head. She hadn’t dreamed that part. He had really been there. He had caught her when she fell. He had held her while she cried. He had told her that everything was going to be okay and she had believed him because he had never lied to her.

      “Luke?” She gaped, eyes wide as she looked from her sister to his, “Luke is a cop?”

      “Not just a cop.” Ruby shook her head. “The cop.”

      “He was elected Sheriff of Tempest County about three years ago.” Hope added.

      “That is so….”

      “Weird?” Ruby filled in for her when Mallory trailed off and when she nodded her friend laughed. “Tell me about it.”

      “Some other time.” Hope shook her head. “Right now, we have one mission and one mission only.”

      “Finding Nana’s killer.” Mallory confirmed that they were on the same page.

      Hope was right. She couldn’t let Luke Foster distract her. Not right now.

      It didn’t matter that she’d had a crush on him since she was five years old. It didn’t matter if he was the first boy she’d ever kissed. Didn’t matter that he was the one person that could’ve kept her in Tempest all those years ago. She couldn’t let it matter because he hadn’t asked her to stay. And she certainly didn’t have the time or the energy to spend wondering how much of her memories were even true and how much was hidden behind the veil of Nana’s spell.

      Even though she knew both Ruby and Hope were watching her for some sort of reaction, Mallory locked down her emotions and tilted her chin up. She plastered an easy-going smile on her face and shrugged. She had no idea if they believed her nonchalance at the prospect of going to see Luke or not but she hoped at least that her eagerness to see him again wasn’t shining through when she motioned to the door.

      “Okay then, let’s go get this little reunion underway.”
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      Mallory and Ruby walked side by side in the direction of the police station. Hope had apologized that she couldn’t join them and told them to go on without her. With Nana gone, Hope had taken on the immense task of keeping the family business afloat. She was needed down at the shop to make sure things were running smoothly and Mallory was secretly thankful that her sister had given her some alone time with her oldest friend in the world.

      “So…” Mallory cleared her throat as they walked through the residential streets toward main. “Catch me up on your life. What’ve I missed?”

      Ruby raised an eyebrow, “It’s been fifteen years, Mal. You’ve missed a lot.”

      Her stomach twisted and she nodded, “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. I know that now. But I won’t act like it didn’t hurt that you left and never came back, never even called to check on us.” Ruby kicked a rock off the sidewalk.

      “You didn’t know about the spell? About what Nana did?”

      “Not at first.” Ruby shook her head. “The first few years I thought maybe you’d just gone off into the real world and didn’t have time for me anymore. It was probably five or six years in, when you’d never come back, not once, never called or texted, that I realized there had to be something else going on.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I cornered Hope and insisted she tell me the truth.” Ruby smirked a little. “Pretty sure I still scared the crap out of her back then. She folded like wet cardboard. Told me all about the binding spell your grandmother had used to take away your magic and about the veil she put in your mind to hide any memories you had that involved the supernatural. I wanted to go after you then, to tell you the truth and bring you home but Hope…”

      Mallory swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat, “Hope, what?”

      “She used a crystal orb to show me flashes of your life without us, without magic tying you to this place. You were flourishing. You were happy.”

      “So you left me out there, blind to who and what I was?”

      Ruby winced, “What was I supposed to do? Drag you away from the life you’d built for yourself? You’d wanted out of Tempest and you’d gotten it. So yeah, I let you go and resigned myself to the fact that my best friend in the entire world probably didn’t even remember me.”

      “I did remember you.” Mallory stopped them on the street corner by grabbing Ruby’s arm. “I do remember you. Even if my memories are skewed, even if I still can’t see the magic in them, I remember you. Of course I do. You were my best friend, Ruby. In so many ways, you still are.”

      “I love you like a sister, Mal. Always have. Always will.” Ruby nodded, moving forward to give her a hug, and Mallory accepted it with a grateful squeeze.

      They jerked apart only a second later when a loud voice boomed from across the street.

      “Red! What the devil do you think you’re doing?”

      Ruby stiffened and Mallory frowned at her friend's reaction. She followed Ruby’s gaze and her own eyes widened in surprise. She wasn’t entirely sure who the man crossing the street towards them was but considering he looked like a real life Disney prince, Ruby’s stormy expression confused her.

      “I think I’m doing whatever I want because I took the day off, Nathaniel.” Ruby all but snarled and Mallory glanced from her friend back to the gorgeous man.

      Nathaniel? She repeated the name in her head until it clicked. Was this Nathaniel Carrington? He’d always gone by Nate when they were kids and from the way his eyes narrowed at the use of his full name, Mallory got the feeling he still did and Ruby was only using the longer version to antagonize him.

      “You didn't tell me you were taking the day off.”

      “See, that’s the thing, I don't have to tell you because you’re not actually my boss.”

      His smile didn’t falter, “But I am the Mayor of our fine city now and that means you report to someone who reports to me so consequently, by matter of principle, I am your boss, Red.”

      “By matter of principle, you’re a jerkoff.” Ruby shot back.

      “You know I don’t approve of that kind of language.” He shook his head and then turned to where Mallory was standing watching the argument, “I do apologize for Ms. Foster’s crude tongue. I hope you’ll take my word for it that our little town is usually much more polite and welcoming.” He held out a hand, “Please, allow me to introduce myself. I’m Nate Carrington, Mayor of Tempest and you are…”

      Ruby smacked his hand away, “Not interested in your faux chivalry. This is Mallory. Mallory Thorne? We went to school together for moon’s sake.”

      “Oh…” He tilted his head, eyeing her openly now. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t recognize you.”

      “Why would you? She was just one of the mere peasants, like me, who you didn’t have time for back then.” Ruby snorted.

      “I assure you that wasn’t the case then and it isn’t the case now.” He pursed his lips before returning his attention to Mallory. “It’s a pleasure to see you back in town. I heard about your dear grandmother. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you.” Mallory fidgeted, unsure what else to say but luckily he spoke again before she had to.

      “I hate to ask but would you mind terribly if I borrowed your friend for a bit? We have some business to discuss that simply can’t wait until she returns to work on Monday.”

      “Not at all.” Mallory shrugged and Ruby glared at her.

      “Good. Good. Thank you so much.” He took Ruby by the elbow, “Come along now. I’ll return you to your friend soon.”

      “No, I…” Ruby tried but Mallory shook her off.

      “No worries. Catch up with me after.” She waved as the beautiful man led her friend back down the street towards town hall.

      The light changed and Mallory shook her head as she crossed the street towards the police station. She knew Ruby would be angry with her since she’d made it abundantly clear that she hadn’t wanted to deal with her boss but it would be worth it to run this errand alone. After all, despite the fact she’d run into Luke’s arms last night when she was in the throes of her terror-filled breakdown, she hadn’t truly seen him in a decade and a half. She’d much prefer to face him on her own, without his little sister tagging along to run interference, but she could never have told Ruby that outright.

      With a deep breath for courage, Mallory pulled open the door to the police station and walked inside. She had a vague memory of being caught teepeeing her Trig teacher’s house one Halloween as a teenager and being forced to sit against the wall outside the cells before Nana came to pick her up. That memory, though distant, was accurate as best she could tell because despite the decades since, not much had changed.

      Not much except for the man behind the desk who stood at the sight of her.

      Mallory’s heart took the opportunity to beat out a dangerously quick rhythm as Luke moved towards her. Her memories of the night before had been fuzzy at best but somehow she remembered Luke’s face perfectly. The dark beard set off his full lips in a way that made it hard to tear her gaze away from his mouth. When she did, she saw something that looked like humor sparkling in his gold-flecked eyes. He wasn’t wearing the standard issue ugly tan uniform the old sheriff had worn but instead a pair of faded blue jeans that clung to his long legs in all the right places, a white t-shirt and a navy blue and dark green plaid shirt over it. His only nod to his position was the gun belt around his hips that held an array of weaponry and the shiny shield pinned to the front of it.

      He looked good enough to lick but Mallory only swallowed the saliva that threatened to make her drool and tried for a smile.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey?” His handsome face broke into a grin. “Fifteen years and half a mental breakdown and all I get is, hey?” He chuckled, “I don’t think so. Come here.”

      Before she could protest, as if there was any possibility she would have, Luke pulled her into a hug and she did the only thing she could. She wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her face against his broad chest. Mallory closed her eyes and breathed him in, her body heating with a longing that nearly took her breath away.

      It took all of the willpower she had to pull back from Luke’s embrace. He smiled and she swore her heart melted into a puddle of useless jelly. It had been that way for her since even before she was old enough to know what attraction was. He sparked something inside of her that nobody else ever had and now, fifteen years after she’d left him behind, she had the dawning realization that nobody else ever could.

      “I’m sorry about Nana.” He released her and she nodded.

      “Thanks.”

      “It is good to see you though. It’s been too long.”

      She self consciously tugged at her t-shirt, well aware that she was not the same seventeen year old girl she had been the last time he saw her. She had lines around her mouth and crinkles at the corners of her eyes. She’d always been curvy but since she’d hit thirty it was harder to keep those stubborn extra ten pounds off and she’d pretty much stopped caring if they stayed or went.

      Meanwhile, Luke looked even more handsome now than he had as a teen.

      “It has and I’m sorry about that.” She forced herself to focus on his words and not his mouth. “I don’t know how much you know about what Nana did but…”

      “Ruby filled me in a while ago so I’m well aware that when you left, you weren’t exactly given an option to come back.” He frowned, “I know Nana meant well but…”

      He trailed off and Mallory nodded, “Yeah.”

      They stared at one another for a long moment and Mallory’s heart skipped a beat. She couldn’t help but wonder if he still felt that magnetic pull between them. She would have sworn he looked at her lips too but then he glanced away and cleared his throat.

      “Anyway, I have a feeling you didn’t come down here just to talk about the past.” He rocked back on his heels, “I’m guessing you’re here because you want to talk about Nana’s case.”

      “Not just talk.” She shook her head. “I want to be involved.”

      That made his eyebrows wing up and he shook his head, “No way. Not a chance. You’re a civilian, Mal.”

      “Actually, I’m a witch, a powerful one too, at least that’s what I’ve been told.”

      “Your powers are coming back?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” She shrugged. “I figured it couldn’t hurt to try.”

      “I don’t like that idea.”

      “Well, Ruby and Hope told me about the cases we all solved together when we were in high school. They said my gift was touching objects and seeing their past so I thought, maybe if you let me touch the knife that you found then maybe I’d be able to see who killed Nana and we could lock them up before they hurt anyone else.”

      His dark brows knit together and he was shaking his head before she even finished speaking, “That would be a huge breach in protocol.”

      “Oh come on, Luke. This isn’t a big city with the resources to call in a murder squad. It’s Tempest and the only help you’re likely to get in solving this is my magic.”

      “You don’t even know if your powers work after what Nana did. Hope mentioned last night that the spell was fading but you can’t have recovered that quickly. It’s been a long time since you used magic, Mal. Maybe you should just leave this investigation to the professionals.”

      She snorted, “How many murders have you solved, Mr. Professional? Because according to your own sister, I’ve solved at least two.”

      “That was a long time ago.” Luke sighed. “Look, Mal, I appreciate that you want to figure out who hurt Nana and why but I can’t let you be part of the investigation. You should just… go home.”

      “You mean back to the house with crime scene tape all over the kitchen? And do what? Wait?”

      “No. That’s not what I…” He tilted his head back, looking skyward as if someone up there would give him guidance, “I didn’t mean go to the house. I meant go home, to your home, in New York.”

      Her mouth dropped open but she snapped it back shut and pointed a finger at him, “Tempest is my home and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Mal. Please.” He was looking at her again and his voice had gone soft, “I’m just trying to protect you.”

      “From what? The truth?”

      “From a murderer who just might look at you being back in town and think you’d make the perfect target.”

      Mallory narrowed her eyes at him, “Why?”

      “Why, what?” He huffed, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Why would I be the next target?”

      “I don’t know. I just don’t want you to get hurt, or worse.”

      “Bull. You know something, or you think you do. So tell me, what is it?”

      Luke scrubbed his face with a hand and sighed, “You’re really not going to leave this alone are you?”

      “Nope.” She raised an eyebrow, waiting.

      “Fine.” He gave in with a weary groan, “It’s true we found the murder weapon but we sent it off to get DNA testing when we realized there were no prints on the handle. The killer wiped it clean. The weapon isn’t here for you to try using your ability on.”

      “But…” She pressed when he sighed.

      “But that wasn’t the only thing we found at the crime scene. There was also a business card.”

      “Hope didn’t say anything to me about a business card.”

      “That’s because she didn’t see it. We only found it once we moved your grandmother’s body. It was underneath her.”

      “And you didn’t tell Hope because?” Mallory prompted.

      “Because it’s a lead we’re looking into. Quietly.”

      “I want to see it.”

      “Mal…”

      “I want to see it.” She demanded. “Show me the card. Let me touch it and see if I get a vision. Maybe we can solve this thing together, Luke.”

      He blew out a rough breath, “They’d have my badge if they knew I let you see it, let alone touch it, but…”

      “But you’re going to give me a chance to use my gift to solve Nana’s murder.”

      He gave a jerky nod and turned around, going to his desk. Mallory followed. She watched as he used a set of keys to unlock a drawer at the bottom and then another lockbox he pulled out and put atop his desk. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he held out a small plastic baggie with a small slip of cardstock in it.

      Mallory snatched it from his hand and stared at it as if it held all the answers she was looking for but it only gave her one. The name on the business card wasn’t one she recognized. Cale Abernathy. It said he was in Property Management, whatever that meant and had an email, and phone number. When she glanced up again, Luke was watching her with an intense scowl on his face, clearly already rethinking his decision.

      “May I?” She moved to open the baggie and he nodded.

      “Go ahead. We did fingerprinting but the only ones that came back were your grandmother’s and Mr. Abernathy’s, which makes sense.”

      “Okay.” Mallory swallowed past the knot of fear and anticipation that clogged her throat, “Let’s see what they were up to.”

      Mallory closed her eyes, more to focus on something other than Luke’s handsome face watching her than because she thought it would help her magic. She reached into the baggie, trying not to think of the reddish hue that tinted the card and how it had most likely come from Nana’s blood. She pinched the card between her fingers and drew it out of the baggie, letting it rest in the palm of her hand and then… nothing.

      She opened her eyes and was about to tell Luke that it was pointless. Clearly her magic wasn’t working quite yet. But when her lids rose it wasn’t Luke’s face looking back at her and she wasn’t in the police station.

      She was standing in Nana’s kitchen, looking right at her grandmother who was very much alive and looking for all the world like she’d enjoy kicking the person talking to her in the shins. Mallory gasped as she watched a hand that wasn’t her own reach out, the card flicked between two fingers, pure white with gold embossed letters. Nana took it and tossed it on the counter without so much as a backward glance. The person, the man whose eyes Mallory was seeing through scoffed. He told Nana that if she was too stubborn to sell then maybe he’d just wait until she was out of the picture and see if Hope or Mallory was more amenable to the sizable offer. At the mention of her granddaughters Nana hissed at the man to get out of her house and Mallory was jolted out of the vision as if she’d been slapped.

      She blinked but Luke was still staring at her.

      “What happened? Did you see something?” His brows furrowed as he studied her face. “Your eyes were open but for a second there, they were completely vacant, like you weren’t here with me.”

      “Because I wasn’t. I was in a vision.”

      “What did you see?” He pressed.

      “Was this Abernathy guy trying to buy Nana’s house?”

      “I don’t know.” Luke admitted.

      “Well who would?”

      “Hope probably.”

      “Yeah. You’re right. She’s down at the store and that’s my next stop anyway so I’ll ask her about it.”

      “Whoa, hold on.” Luke grabbed her by the arm when she started to turn and leave. “You’re pale as a ghost. Sit down for a second and let me get you a bottle of water. Are you okay?”

      She let him guide her into his chair and shrugged, “I’m a little dizzy.”

      “I think using your magic after so long may have drained your energy. Here. Drink this.” He retrieved a bottle from a mini fridge nearby and handed it to her. Luke frowned, squatting in front of her and putting the back of his hand to her cheek. “The color is already coming back to your cheeks. That’s good.”

      She automatically leaned into his touch and he smiled softly, stroking her hair back. It was so easy, so natural. It felt so right to be near him, to have him touching her. When the bell over the door sounded and he jerked his hand away, she felt it like a crushing loss.

      Ruby stopped just inside the door, eyeing them with a knowing look, “Am I interrupting?”

      “Of course not.” Luke rose back to his feet.

      “I felt dizzy after getting a vision so Luke was making sure I’m okay.” Mallory explained.

      “You had a vision?” Ruby continued towards them. “What did you see?”

      “I’ll tell you about it on the way. Right now we need to head to the shop and talk to Hope.” Mallory stood and though Luke offered a hand to steady her she didn’t take it. “Thank you for your help.”

      “Just try to remember that whatever you saw, it doesn’t mean he’s the one we’re looking for.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s a lead.”

      He frowned, “Mal, I’m warning you.” He turned to give his sister a pointed look, “I’m warning both of you. Don’t interfere with my investigation. We’re following up on this lead. Leave the police work to us. Okay?”

      “Of course.” Mallory moved past him quickly.

      She took Ruby by the arm and they walked out the front door of the police station, back onto the sidewalk. Mallory turned and headed for Nana’s shop. Ruby nudged their shoulders together and smirked.

      “We’re not really going to leave it up to him, are we?”

      Mallory grinned. “Not a chance.”
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      The moment Mallory walked through the door of Sacred Grounds, the little cafe, bookstore and gift shop that had been Nana’s pride and joy, a splitting headache blurred her vision.

      In front of her, she saw the little display tables with perfectly positioned merchandise that ranged from branded t-shirts and candles, to jewelry and mugs. The coffee bar with the cute metal dining sets were in the corner so patrons could sit and look out the large window onto Main Street. And on the walls, there were shelves upon shelves of books.

      Everything was just as she remembered but then she squinted, looking more closely and she saw all the little details that Nana’s spell was still trying to hide from her.

      The books weren’t normal, everyday supermarket finds. There were a few shelves of new releases and popular series of course but when Mallory looked more closely she could see that the majority of the books were unique. There was a section marked spells and another marked potions, each containing multitudes of books bound in every color of leather and ranging in size from a pocket square to a textbook. There were also sections on herbs, medicine and something called green witchery. Still others bore words like vampyre, shifter, hauntings and lore in the titles.

      Mallory fingered one from the shelf that looked familiar and stared down in amazement when it fell open to the front page where an old school library card was tucked away inside a little pocket. She slid it out and traced the names downwards until she found what she was looking for. Her own name was there, written in blue ink. She had checked this book out once upon what felt like a lifetime ago. She put the card back in its pocket and closed the book, wondering just why she’d been researching shifter mating rituals.

      “Everything okay?” Ruby had paused at her side and Mallory tried to force a smile.

      “Yeah, just memories trying to break through Nana’s spell.” She motioned around them, “I remembered this place as a regular little bookshop and cafe. Not a place for supernatural beings to share knowledge and certainly not as a magical lending library.”

      “Another headache?”

      Mallory nodded.

      “Let me go grab you something that might help.” Ruby squeezed her shoulder before disappearing through the maze of tables and past a curtain into the back room.

      Mallory replaced the book on the shelf and hesitantly moved further into the shop. Next to the big window she noticed a beautiful black cat sleeping in a hammock that suctioned to the glass. Mallory gasped as the sunlight played through a string of crystals and rushed towards the animal.

      “Oh my God!” She squealed with delight as she scooped the kitty up and hugged it to her. “Poe! I can’t believe you’re still here. How old must you be, you little bugger? Oh, I’ve missed you.”

      She rubbed her face against the cat’s sleek black fur and smiled. Her heart ached with joy to have found Nana’s cat was still alive and well. Poe had been a fixture in Sacred Grounds for as long as Mallory could remember, with full run of the place. He climbed the shelves and slept on top of the books. He wound himself around the ankles of patrons as they sipped their coffee. He was a memory Mallory hadn’t forgotten and she couldn’t believe that after all this time he was still here and looked just the same as she remembered.

      “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that it’s rude to ask a cat their age?”

      Mallory turned at the sound of the masculine voice with a clipped accent she couldn’t quite place. She frowned when she realized there wasn’t anyone standing behind her. She turned back, thinking she’d been looking in the wrong direction but at the moment she was the only person in the shop.

      “Down here, Mallory, or are you still suffering the effects of your grandmother’s curse?”

      She held the cat out at arm’s length and gaped, “Wait… is that…”

      “Boo!”

      Mallory squealed and dropped the cat when it spoke to her again. She scrambled backwards, nearly knocking over a stack of books and incense. Poe landed with a thud and grunted with displeasure. The cat shook himself and then turned to glare up at her.

      “You’re lucky I always land on my feet.”

      “Y-you’re… talking.” She shook her head, trying to figure out if she was truly losing her mind or if this was really happening. “No. You can’t be. That would be crazy, even for this town.”

      “Of course I’m talking.” Poe leaped onto the bookshelf beside her, tilting his little cat head as he tip-toed over a box of tealight candles. “The crazy part is that you don’t seem to remember that I’m much more than just a talking cat. I thought your sister said the spell was fading?”

      “Mal?” Hope came darting out of the back room at the sound of her scream and Ruby was right on her heels. “What’s wrong?”

      “Poe can talk?” She squeaked, looking from her sister to the cat who was now sitting as normally as, well, as a cat, blinking at her.

      “Yeah.” Ruby snorted, “That’s never not going to be weird.”

      Poe hissed and Mallory glanced between her best friend and the cat when Ruby growled in return.

      “Don’t make me eat you.” Ruby pointed a finger at Poe and then sighed, “Looks like it’s your turn for explanations, Hope. I’m going to keep looking for that tonic.”

      Ruby disappeared back behind the curtain and Mallory turned to her sister. Hope sighed and ran a hand over her face. She looked tired and Mallory had only a moment to think about how much her little sister must be dealing with before the cat was talking again.

      “You said she was remembering.” Poe accused and Hope shook her head.

      “I said it’s coming back to her a little at a time.”

      “Forgive me for believing she’d have remembered me by now.” Poe harrumphed with a indignant flip of his tail.

      “Hope…” Mallory pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to stop the pounding behind her eyes. “Has our cat always been able to talk?”

      “Yes.” Hope looked apologetic as she moved around the tables, towards them.

      “And you didn’t think to warn me?”

      “A warning would have been nice.” Poe agreed.

      “It’s been a little crazy. I’m sorry.” Hope threw her hands up. “Poe, take the attitude down a notch. Can’t you sense that Mallory has a terrible headache?”

      “He can sense my headache too?” Mallory squinted.

      “Well, I am inside your head.” Poe all but rolled his eyes and Mallory gaped.

      “Wait… what?”

      “He’s not speaking out loud, Mal. He’s communicating telepathically with us. Kinda.” Hope looked mildly sheepish. “It’s magic, not science. Poe is tied to the Thorne family witches so he can communicate with us but only us. So he’s not really a talking cat so much as…”

      “A being trapped in a cat’s body for eternity?” Poe helpfully added as he stretched and gave a purr. “That about sums it up.”

      “This is so weird. Like, even given everything else I’m remembering… this is definitely the weirdest.” Mallory frowned. “So, Ruby can’t hear him?”

      “Nope.”

      “Because she’s not a Thorne witch.”

      “Uh, yeah.” Hope gave her a soft smile, “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t warn you. If I’d known you were coming to the shop, I might have thought to tell you. I thought you were going to talk to Luke down at the station?”

      Mallory glanced over to see that Poe had curled up on the shelf and was watching them, “Okay, so we’re just going to move right on from the telepathic talking cat then?”

      Hope shrugged, “Have you remembered anything to do with his magic from your past?”

      “No.” Mallory frowned, “Which is weird, right?”

      “I don’t know. Nana’s spell was… complex. I’m still trying to figure it all out but in the meantime…” She looked at Mallory expectantly so she gave in and let her sister change the subject.

      “Yeah, so, speaking of slipping your mind, did you conveniently forget to tell me that Nana was considering selling the house?” She crossed her arms over her chest but Hope’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

      “What? No, she wasn’t.”

      “Luke found a business card at the house and when I touched it, I saw a vision of Nana talking to a guy who was trying to buy either the store or the house or both? I don’t know. It was vague but he didn’t seem like a nice guy and he wasn’t very happy with Nana.”

      Hope looked thoughtful, “You must mean Cale Abernathy.”

      “Yes.” Mallory nodded, “That was the name on the business card. You know him?”

      “Not really. Just what Nana told me about him.” Hope frowned, “He came around trying to buy the shop a while back. Nana told him the place wasn’t for sale. That was about a year or so ago but then he set up a real estate office here in Tempest. He’d come by about once a month and then every couple weeks, always pretending he was looking for books or grabbing a coffee, but he never failed to mention he still wanted to buy the place.”

      “So Nana was thinking of selling?”

      “Not at all. Every time he walked out Nana would throw away the card he left with her and say the shop needed a good smudging.” Hope’s face softened at the memory. “She couldn’t stand the guy and the last time he was here Nana told him he’d get his hands on this shop over her…”

      Hope trailed off and Mallory winced.

      “Over her dead body?” She finished for her sister and Hope grimaced.

      “You don’t think?”

      “I absolutely think.” She scoffed. “For whatever reason, this guy seemed to want the store pretty badly from what you said and there was no way Nana was going to sell to him. In my vision he said something about how if she wouldn’t consider it then maybe you or I would. I think he was threatening her.”

      “I don’t know, Mal. Maybe he just meant he’d go around her to one of us?”

      “You always see the good in people and I love that about you.” Mallory sighed. “But what I see is a man who had a motive to get Nana out of the way.”

      Hope was frowning again, “What did Luke say about the business card? Where did he find it? I don’t remember seeing it but it was all so crazy, maybe I missed it?”

      Mallory could still envision the red tint to the thick cardstock. The stain of her grandmother’s blood on the paper. She didn’t think Hope needed to deal with that thought on top of everything else she’d taken on at the moment so she only focused on her sister’s first question.

      “Luke said he was checking into him but he didn’t know about all the stuff you just told me.” Mallory narrowed her eyes, “You said this Abernathy guy has a real estate office here in town? Where’s it at?”

      “Oh come on, Mal. You’re not going down there to confront him. If you think he’s the murderer, that’s a terrible idea!”

      “I think it’s a great idea.” Ruby came back through the curtain and grinned. “I couldn’t find that tonic I was looking for but I did find some more ibuprofen.”

      “Thanks.” Mallory took the pills gratefully and knocked them back, swallowing without waiting for a drink to wash them down with. “You know this Abernathy guy?”

      “Just from seeing him around town and what Autumn’s told me about him.”

      “Autumn?” Mallory raised an eyebrow. “Autumn Wildes?”

      “Yeah. She’s working part time as his receptionist, answering phones and making appointments, stuff like that just to make a little extra money.”

      “I never in a million years would have thought Autumn of all people would end up working in an office environment.” Mallory grinned at the thought of her old childhood friend. “She was always such a… free spirit.”

      “A hippie, you mean?” Ruby laughed and Hope grinned.

      “I think Nana used to call her a pot-smoking bad influence.”

      “She did.” Mallory confirmed, “God I loved that girl.”

      “Well, as much fun as a reunion with her is bound to be, I think if we head over to Abernathy’s office now, Autumn will be at the diner for her lunch hour.”

      “Oh..” Mallory frowned but Ruby only grinned the smile that always meant she was up to something.

      “Which is perfect because I know for a fact that Autumn leaves for lunch to get away from her boss for a little while since he always brings his lunch from home and eats there. We can pop in, surprise him while Autumn isn’t there for him to use as a buffer to keep us out of his office. What do you say?”

      “I say let’s go.”

      “Whoa, whoa, now hold on a second.” Hope stepped in front of them, hands on her hips, and Mallory had a flash of memory, their grandmother standing that same way whenever she was gearing up for a battle. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “Why not?” Mallory assumed the same position.

      “You’re not detectives.”

      “Not yet.” Ruby grinned and Hope glared at her.

      “You said Luke was going to look into it. Why don’t we give him some time to do his job before you go rushing down there to accuse a local businessman of murder?”

      “I’m not going to accuse him. I’m just going to ask him a few questions.” Mallory explained.

      “And touch some of his stuff.” Ruby added and she nodded.

      “Yeah, and touch his stuff to see if I get any visions.” Mallory turned back to her sister. “Isn’t that exactly what you asked me to do?”

      “I didn’t mean like this.”

      “Hope…”

      “No.” She stomped her foot, “I’m serious, Mal. I don’t want you to do this. If he really is the person who killed Nana the last thing I want is for you to put yourself in danger. I only just got you back. I don’t want to lose you again.” Tears pooled in Hope’s eyes and her voice broke, “I can’t lose you too.”

      “Hey.” Mallory soothed, moving forward to pull her sister into a hug, “Hey, it’s going to be okay.”

      “You don’t know that.” Hope hugged her back tightly and Mallory gave her a squeeze.

      “Trust me, okay? I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time now.” She pulled away and tipped her sister’s chin up, “And, if he tries anything, Ruby will be there to have my back.”

      “I know but…”

      “Hope, I’m going to do whatever it takes to bring Nana’s killer to justice. I promised you that and I’m not going to let you or Nana down, not again. I have to do this. Understand?”

      Hope stared at her for a long moment and then gave a shaky nod, “Okay, just be careful.”

      “Always.” Mallory winked and then turned to Ruby, “Come on. Let’s go before she changes her mind.”

      Ruby chuckled as they headed for the door, “In case I haven’t said it, Mal, I’m really glad you’re back.”

      “That’s good, because I have no plans to go anywhere again, anytime soon.” She grinned, “Except to interrogate a bad guy.”
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      “So…” Mallory nudged Ruby’s shoulder as they walked. “What was all that earlier with Nate Carrington?”

      “You mean, Mayor McJerkface?” Ruby growled and Mallory laughed.

      “I was thinking his face was quite nice, actually..”

      Ruby squished her nose up, “Ugh, not you too.”

      “What?”

      “I know you’re having memory problems but you must remember the way he acted when we were kids. He’s been a jerk all his life, Mal. A rich, snobby, entitled jerk who also happens to look like a freaking lost Hemsworth brother.”

      “That’s it!” Mallory snapped her fingers, “I was trying to figure out who he looked like but all I could come up with was Disney prince.”

      “Never ever say that where he can hear you.” Ruby deadpanned and Mallory snickered when her friend shook her head, “I’m serious. His ego is already so big I’m surprised even Texas can hold it.”

      “He didn’t seem that bad to me.”

      “The last thing that man needs is another woman in this town swooning over him.” Ruby scoffed. “I’d rather you go back to making goo-goo eyes at my brother than have you fall prey to the Carrington charm every other woman in this town has fallen for.”

      “Not every woman in town.” Mallory pointed out. “You seem pretty immune.”

      Ruby smirked, “That’s because I’ve made it my life’s mission to kick him in the shins whenever possible so he doesn’t forget about us little people.”

      “Oh, is that what the spiked boots are for? I thought they were just a fashion statement.” Mallory laughed.

      “They do make quite a statement, don’t they?”

      “Yeah, one that says, watch out or I’ll cut you.”

      “Then they were the perfect choice for today.” Ruby paused and pointed to a building across the street, “That’s Abernathy’s office.”

      Mallory scrunched her nose in distaste. The building that Ruby had pointed to stuck out like a sore thumb on the quiet street where every other structure was a variation of the classic two story paneled homes with wide front porches and cheerful, welcoming colored front doors.

      “Didn’t that used to be the Jones house?”

      “Yeah.” Ruby nodded.

      “What happened to it?”

      “Well, old man Jones passed and his kids had moved to Houston so they put the house on the market.” Ruby shrugged, “Abernathy bought it and gutted the place. He lives on the second floor and uses the first floor as his office.”

      Mallory stared at the sleek, modern, glass and concrete facade that completely demolished the classic beauty of the once majestic two story home. It wasn’t just that the updates were ugly, though they were. They didn’t fit here, not in Tempest. The house looked alien and unwelcoming. Mallory hated it on sight and she had the feeling that even if she hadn’t been operating under the impression that Cale Abernathy might be a murderer, she would feel the same way about him.

      “Come on.” Ruby motioned for her to follow as she crossed the street, “Let’s rattle his cage and see what falls out.”

      Mallory followed her friend and they exchanged a smile when Ruby opened the unlocked front door easily. She couldn’t be sure if Ruby had known it wouldn’t be locked or if it was still standard operating procedure in Tempest that nobody bothered locking up. As she let the door fall shut behind them she wondered if her memory of that was even true, or if it was just another small-town assumption she’d made based on the idyllic little town Nana’s spell had made her believe she’d grown up in. As far as she knew, all of the supernatural beings running around Tempest made locking your doors a must, well, except vampires because if rumors were to be believed they had to be invited in.

      Which, she also realized, meant she could cross that possibility off the list as she glanced at Ruby. She’d realized at some point this morning that she didn’t even know what sort of paranormal being her friend was. Ruby could be a normal human of course, but somehow Mallory doubted that, and she didn’t think she was a witch either since she remembered Ruby telling Hope that she was the only one with magic last night. She didn’t know how to broach the question though and since she had bigger fish to fry right now, she didn’t see the point in sticking her nose where it didn’t belong.

      Whatever Ruby was, magical or not, she was a good friend and that was what Mallory needed most right now.

      “Excuse me.” A man’s voice exclaimed and then he coughed and a chair slid back as Mallory waked into the doorway where Ruby had paused. “I didn’t hear you come in and my assistant is out to lunch. You actually just caught me grabbing a bite myself.”

      Mallory took in everything about the man from the top of his head with the wispy dark hair that was peppered with silver at the temples all the way down to the shoes that were so shiny she swore she could see her reflection in them. He was tall, very tall, and his height was only made more dramatic by the fact that he was as thin as a rail. He wore a crisp white button down with dark gray slacks and a black and gray pin-striped tie. He looked, Mallory couldn’t help but think, like a used car salesman that had been plucked off the dealership floor, polished to a shine and put behind a desk. He had the kind of dark, beady eyes that would have made him look oily even in the finest establishment.

      “Oh, that’s okay. We won’t take up too much of your time.” Ruby smiled sweetly, not waiting for an invite to move into the room and slide into one of the chairs opposite his desk.

      Mallory bit her lip to hide a smile at the frown lines that appeared between the man’s eyes before he smoothed his salesman’s smile back into place. She followed Ruby’s lead but didn’t take a seat, instead she slowly moved deeper into the room, pausing to run her hands over the bookshelves, the knick-knacks and then the wingback chair.

      Nothing. She was getting absolutely nothing. Not even a flash of the history of the items she fingered.

      “Ms. Foster.” He kept one eye on Mallory as he slid back down into his own chair, “This is a surprise. What can I help you and your friend with today?”

      “I wanted to introduce you two.” Ruby was still pouring on the charm. “This is Mallory Thorne. I believe you knew her grandmother.”

      “Oh…” His face visibly paled before he seemed to catch himself and he pasted on a mournful look, “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Ms. Thorne, even under such dire circumstances. I assume you’re in town for your grandmother’s funeral?”

      “And to help find her killer.” Mallory offered, continuing to run her hands over everything she could reach.

      He blanched, “Are you… an investigator?”

      “Something like that.” she lied smoothly, moving forward to trace a finger over the lip of his desk. Still getting absolutely nothing. “I was hoping to ask you a few questions about your relationship with my grandmother.”

      This time his face gave nothing away and his voice was calm and cold when he spoke, “I barely knew her so I’m not sure what answers you think I might have.”

      “You were in her house the night she was killed.”

      “How do you know that?” His eyes narrowed.

      “You’re not denying it then?”

      He didn’t answer and Mallory leaned over the desk.

      “You were there that night. You argued with her. You told her that if she wouldn’t see reason and sell to you then you’d wait until she was out of the way and deal with me or my sister instead.” Mallory raised an eyebrow, “So, did you?”

      Adam's apple bobbed, “I don’t think I appreciate what you’re implying.”

      “I’m not implying anything. I’m asking. Did you kill my grandmother because she wouldn’t sell you her store?”

      “No.” He glared at her.

      “Come on. Heat of the moment, in the middle of the argument, it would’ve been so easy for you to grab a knife and…”

      Abernathy shoved to his feet, his face red and angry, “I’d like you to leave. Now.”

      “And I’d like the truth.” Mallory shot back.

      “I will call the cops and have you escorted from the premises if need be.”

      “No need.” A familiar male voice came from the doorway and Mallory spun around so fast she felt dizzy and couldn’t be sure if it was from the rapid movement or the fact that Luke was standing there and his eyes burned a bright, unnatural gold as he seethed with anger. “I’ll escort them out, Mr. Abernathy.”

      To them, Luke glared, “Outside. Now.”

      Ruby harrumphed but did as her older brother said. Mallory didn’t but not because she was purposefully ignoring Luke’s order. She couldn’t move because as soon as she’d taken one look into those glowing gold orbs, memories had washed over her like a tidal wave and she could do nothing but stare as she pieced together parts of her past that had been missing.

      She hadn’t simply had a crush on Luke when she was a teenager. She’d been in love with him. Crazily, madly in love with him. So in love that she could remember talking to him about deferring her scholarship to NYC and staying here, in Tempest, with him. She could see them together, naked bodies entwined beneath the stars, just as she could see the way his body changed, morphing into something that both was and wasn’t Luke all at the same time.

      “Mal.” Luke snapped, taking her by the elbow and all but manhandling her towards the door, “I said, let’s go.”

      She let him pull her along until they were back on the street. Ruby was waiting for them there and immediately frowned when she saw the state Mallory was in. She rushed towards them, turning a glare on her brother.

      “For moon’s sake, Luke. What did you do to her?”

      “What? Nothing.” He glanced down at her then and his eyes widened. Eyes that Mallory could finally note were back to their normal warm hazel. A troubled expression crossed his face and his grip on her tightened, “Mal? Mal, are you okay?”

      “You… You’re…” She blinked, trying to force her vision and her mind fully back into the present. “You’re a… werewolf?”

      Ruby and Luke exchanged a glance. Mallory knew it was true even before her friend nodded. Luke was still frowning but he didn’t look as angry with her. His expression was almost more… hurt?

      “Yes. We’re wolf shifters, or what some people might call werewolves.” Ruby glanced from Mallory to her brother again before clearing her throat but Luke spoke before she could continue.

      “She made you forget… us?”

      He looked angry again as he released Mallory’s arm, turning away and tilting his head to the sky as if he was looking for something. Patience? Understanding? She couldn’t be sure but she had a feeling when he’d used that word, us, he hadn’t been talking about himself and Ruby, but about them.

      Because there had been a them. She knew that now. But so much of their connection was tied up in magic that when Nana had cast that spell on her it had taken most, but not all, of her memories of Luke along with it. Not even Nana’s powerful magic had been able to completely eradicate him from her mind but as the memories came back, she was hit with an undeniable anger that her grandmother could have done something so cruel to her.

      “Luke.” Ruby said his name in a warning voice. “Calm down.”

      Mallory glanced at him and barely withheld a gasp. His eyes were glowing gold again but it wasn’t just that. His hands, which he’d fisted at his sides, had grown and changed so that they looked more like paws with long, dangerous claws. Mallory could hardly believe her eyes and another splitting headache made her wince.

      “I’m trying.” Luke spit out through gritted teeth. “Don’t you think I’m trying to stay calm? From the moment she got back here that’s all I’ve been trying to do but this…” He shook his head, “This is too much. I swear if that old witch wasn’t already dead I might kill her myself for what she did.”

      “Luke!” Ruby gasped, her eyes flying to Mallory. “He doesn’t mean that.”

      “The hell I don’t.” Luke growled. “She took Mal from me and then she took her memories too so that she wouldn’t ever come back.”

      “It’s okay.” Mallory spoke softly. “You’re angry. So am I. There’s so much of my life I’m still trying to piece back together because of what Nana did. I’m mad too but that’s just another reason why we have to bring her killer to justice. So we can put this behind us.”

      Luke sucked in a deep gulp of air and Mallory watched as he seemed to get his emotions under control again. In a matter of seconds she was looking at the same Luke she’d always known… and loved. His hazel eyes were hard and his easy smile was gone but at least he looked fully human again.

      “Dammit, Mal.” He sighed. “Do you really think I’m not trying to solve this?”

      “Of course I think you’re trying but Abernathy was right there and you weren’t interrogating him so someone had to.” She tipped her chin up defiantly and Luke narrowed his gaze.

      “I told you I’d look into it! That’s what I’ve been doing since the moment we found his business card at the crime scene.”

      “But…”

      “No buts.” He growled. “If you’d done what I told you and waited for me to do my job then I could have told you that Abernathy’s alibi checks out before you went in there half-cocked with guns blazing screaming at the man about something he couldn’t have done. The timeline doesn’t work for him to be the killer, Mal. I’m sorry but he isn’t the man we’re looking for.”

      “He’s clearly hiding something!” She shook her head.

      “Yeah, he’s hiding the fact that he’s secretly buying up all the properties in the area because he plans to bring in one of those horrible shopping centers that’ll likely close all the family-owned small businesses. He’s a shady businessman. Sure. But he’s not a murderer.”

      Mallory’s indignation faded as Luke’s words sank in. Abernathy’s alibi had held up to scrutiny. The timeline didn’t fit. He wasn’t the murderer. She was the one to turn away this time. The gnawing sensation in her gut told her there was something off about the guy but if Luke could be believed that was just because Abernathy was trying to destroy their little town’s economy and really, she had every reason to believe Luke and not a one to doubt him.

      Still she found herself shrugging, “What if he paid someone to do it? Like a hit man? He still has the best motive and…”

      “Mallory.” Luke growled her full name and she took a step back when he pointed a finger at her. “That’s it. You have to stop. Stay out of my way or I’ll have you arrested for interfering with a police investigation.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Try me.” He snorted and then, without another word, turned and walked away.

      Mallory watched him go, alternately wanting to throw something at his broad back and enjoying the sight of his behind in those denim jeans. For more reasons than she could comprehend, the idea of Luke walking away from her threatened to make her cry again. She bit her lip and turned away but Ruby was there, looking worried.

      “Let me go talk to him, okay? He’s just upset because…”

      “Because I don’t remember us.”

      Ruby nodded, “I’m sorry, Mal. I didn’t realize just how little you truly remembered. I should have said something.”

      “It’s all just such a mess.” Mallory pushed her hair pack and tried to stand tall, “Go after your brother and make sure he’s okay. I would but I have a feeling I’d only rile him up more.”

      “Probably. You’ve always been good at that.” Ruby squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll check in with you later.”

      Mallory nodded and watched her friend jog to catch up with Luke. Mallory headed in the opposite direction, back towards Main Street. She wiped a stray tear from her cheek and pressed on towards Sacred Grounds before pausing outside the Green Door Diner.

      Her stomach grumbled and she decided to go inside and grab something to eat instead. She had a feeling she was going to need her strength because when she got back to the shop she’d have to confront Hope about telling Luke where she was and what she was up to. That was the only way he could’ve known. And if she was going to wade into another battle today, she needed a greasy homemade style cheeseburger first, and some time to think about just who else might have wanted Nana dead.
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      As soon as Mallory stepped inside the little diner and glanced up at the menu boards overhead, another splitting headache rocked her. Her vision swam as two disjointed images fought for supremacy in her brain. She closed her eyes and forced a few deep, calming breaths, and then, once she felt a little steadier on her feet, she opened them and looked at the menu again.

      She marveled at what she saw.

      The menu she’d been expecting was there of course. The one that touted the Green Door Diner’s bacon cheeseburger as award-winning and promised fresh baked pies no matter the time of day was front and center. But on either side of it, instead of lists of fries, tots and onion rings or shakes, ice creams and sodas, like she’d remembered, was a very specialized kind of menu that threatened to completely shut down her brain once and for all.

      Personally, she thought she’d been taking the magical revelations about her life pretty well. She was adjusting to the knowledge that she was a witch with certain gifts. She was dealing with the fact that her childhood best friend and the love of her life were, apparently, both werewolves. She’d even accepted that there were cute, fuzzy little cats that could telepathically talk to her inside her own head.

      She hadn’t broken down. She hadn’t screamed or run away. She had tried her best to take all of it in stride but this… this was too weird even for her.

      One section of the menu was simply a list of blood types. She supposed that must be for the vampires. Did they have personal preferences? Were the higher prices next to some because they were rare? And just where was the Green Door Diner getting human blood from regularly enough that they could sell it like water?

      Her head spun and her eyes moved to the next section.

      There was a heading called “catch of the day” but her stomach turned as she read the scribbled script beneath. It didn’t have anything to do with fish. Today’s catch was apparently wild rabbit, skinned but uncooked, and she guessed, served as is. Raw meat? Really? Who could possibly be interested in that? But then she remembered that two of the people she cared about most in this crazy town were werewolves and she started to wonder if their animal sides craved the kind of game they would have hunted down themselves in the past.

      She thought she might be sick. She glanced away and her head pounded a little less. For the first time since she returned to Tempest she was glad when her vision cleared and the menu boards went back to showing her only their old, fake, diner items.

      “Mal?” A feminine voice drew her attention and she blinked as the brunette waitress rushed around the counter towards her. It took Mallory a precious second to place her because the last time she’d seen the woman, she’d only been a kid. Cora Green was all grown up now and apparently working at the family business. “Oh my goddess! Hope told me you were coming back but I didn’t believe her. It’s so nice to see you, even if it is under such terrible circumstances. I was so sorry to hear about your Nana.”

      “Thanks Cora.” Mallory hugged the younger girl who had been close friends with her sister all their lives. “I appreciate that.”

      “Let me get you one of our famous bacon cheeseburgers going, on the house of course. If I remember right you take it with mustard and tots but sans the pickles.”

      “Thank you for the offer, but I can pay for…”

      “Put it on my tab.” A male voice cut in over her and she turned to look down the counter at the man who had been sitting alone on a green leather stool when she came in. “And I’ll take a strawberry shake too while we catch up.”

      He stood up and Mallory’s stomach twisted as another wave of recognition hit her.

      “Billy?”

      The smile that curled up his face was one that she would have known anywhere. She’d seen it so many times and in so many ways. When it was a happy smile, it tipped a little bit sideways. She knew, maybe better than most, that the same smile could take on a hard edge with nothing but a perceived sleight, turning into a sneer, just as it had when she’d broken up with him junior year. She didn’t trust that smile, or the man who wore it, but she decided as he moved towards her and opened his arms for a hug that since all of her other memories were veiled in shadows and lies that maybe the ones about him were too and she should give him a chance.

      After all, high school had ended fifteen years ago and he certainly didn’t look like the boy she remembered.

      The teenage version of Billy Shoal had been the epitome of an All-American, Texas boy with his broad shoulders, hard-worn muscles and a throwing arm that meant a full ride to his choice of colleges. He had been the big man on campus in a small town. He hadn’t always been the brightest bulb in the chandelier but he’d had the looks and athletic prowess to go far. Only the current version of him, clearly hadn’t.

      Billy was still here, or back here, in Tempest and he certainly didn’t look like an elite athlete anymore. His muscles had gone soft and he had a slight paunch to his belly, perhaps from too many of Greenie’s burgers and shakes. He walked with a limp, favoring one leg, and when he saw her notice he chuckled.

      “Helmet to the kneecap in my fifth game at A&M. Dislocated the thing and it’s never quite sat right since. Ended my career before it ever got good and started.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It was a long time ago.” He brushed off her pity, “Speaking of, been a long time since I saw you around these parts. Mind if I join you for lunch and catch up on what you’ve been doing with your life?”

      Though it was phrased as a question, Billy was already sliding into a nearby booth and motioning for her to take the other side. She supposed she’d dealt with weirder things since returning to Tempest. Sharing a meal with her ex high school sweetheart might be the most normal thing she’d done all day so she slid into the booth opposite Billy.

      “I heard through the grapevine you were out on the east coast for a while?” Billy prompted when she only smiled and awkwardly tried to adjust herself in the worn booth.

      “Yeah, New York. I went to NYU and then I just sort of stayed there after graduation.”

      “I’ve never made it up that way but I’m sure it was very cool getting to see the Statue of Liberty and Times Square in person right?”

      She laughed, “I actually never went to either. The tourist spots are always slammed and the locals avoid it all as much as possible.”

      “Oh come on now, you must’ve played tourist at least once or twice.” Billy grinned back at her and for the first time since she’d been back in Tempest, Mallory felt like she was having a regular conversation with someone.

      “Here’s that shake, Billy.” Cora breezed up to their table, sliding the concoction in front of him and then placing a can of Diet Dr Pepper and a glass of ice in front of Mallory. “If I remember right, this was your drink of choice back in the day.”

      “Your memory is fantastic.” Mallory smiled, “Thank you.”

      “No problem. Your burger will be up shortly and if you need anything else, just holler.”

      Cora rolled a finger wave as she left them to it and went to check on her other tables. Mallory shook her head in amazement. She barely remembered anything real about this place but it sure seemed to remember her.

      “She’s a good kid.” Billy spoke as Mallory poured the soda over the ice.

      “Not much of a kid anymore, though.” She sighed, “Seeing Hope and Cora all grown up makes me feel ancient.”

      “Time flies when you’re cursed to leave home and never return, huh?”

      Mallory paused with the glass halfway to her lips, “You know about that?”

      Billy snorted, “That your grandma used her magic to bind your powers and hide your memories from you? Yeah, I know about that and let me just say, that woman had no right to mess with your memories. I know better than to talk bad about the dead but she was a real piece of work doing that kind of thing to her own granddaughter.”

      His vehemence made Mallory sit back in the booth a little. He seemed angry. On her behalf? She couldn’t tell.

      “Do you mind if I ask, how did you find out about the spell?”

      “Heard it through the small town gossip mill of course. Nothing stays secret for long in this place. Surely you remember that much.”

      Mallory frowned, “All this time I was out there living my life completely blind to the truth, imagining nobody here even remembered me and instead I come back and find out I’ve been the topic of conversation for fifteen years. It’s mind boggling.”

      “Nah, not fifteen.” Billy assured her. “I only heard the rumor about a year ago. Before that we all pretty much figured you got out in the real world and decided you were better off there than stuck in a dead end town with all of us.”

      Mallory stirred her straw in her drink and frowned, “I didn’t. Not at all. I just didn’t remember what I was missing.”

      “And now that you do?”

      “Now that I do… what?” Mallory pushed the drink away and refocused on the man across from her.

      Billy offered an indulgent smile, “Now that you remember what you were missing, do you think you’ll stay in Tempest or head back to New York?”

      “Oh… I don’t know.” She shrugged, uncomfortable with the question that not even her sister had thought to ask her. “I’ve only been back a day and I’m still trying to get my bearings. Plus there’s a lot to deal with as far as Nana’s murder investigation and the house and… arrangements. I’ll be around for a while longer at the very least.”

      “It probably doesn’t account for much but, I think you should stay.”

      “Oh yeah?” She laughed, “Why’s that?”

      “This is your home. It’s where you were meant to be. You’re not some normie and it wasn’t fair what your grandma did making you forget about magic and what you’re capable of. I think once you remember who you really are, you won’t want to be anywhere else.”

      It was a nice sentiment but something about the way he stared at her as he said it made the hairs on the back of Mallory’s neck stand up. She didn’t remember Billy being so… intense. She glanced away, picking up her drink to take another sip before she spoke.

      “I guess we’ll both just have to wait and see how things go.”

      “Sure. Sure.” Billy eased back, and his face softened. “I know you probably aren’t thinking that far ahead right now, not when your grandma’s killer is still out there somewhere.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Has there been any news on that front? Do the police have any suspects?”

      Billy was leaning back in the booth now, looking to all the world like a man that couldn’t care less about her answer, and yet, she got the feeling he was waiting with baited breath for any juicy gossip she might divulge. Not only that but the diner was oddly quiet, as if the people at the other tables were listening in too. She wasn’t about to start a gossip wildfire with her suspicions, not after the way Luke had threatened to arrest her if she didn’t stay out of his investigation, so she only shrugged.

      “They’re working on some leads but that’s all I really know.”

      “What kind of leads? Did they find the weapon or DNA at the crime scene?”

      Mallory shook her head, “I really don’t know what they’re working with but I’ve been assured by the Sheriff that they’re doing everything they can to find the person responsible.”

      Billy scoffed and motioned towards the window, “Yeah, it certainly looks like our illustrious Sheriff is working real hard right now.”

      Mallory tried not to make a face at the way he drew out the words to sound like an innuendo but she couldn’t stop herself from turning to follow his gaze. Her throat tightened as soon as she saw what Billy was talking about. Luke was standing about half a block away on the sidewalk. He was casually leaning against one of the classic lamp posts and he was laughing at whatever the woman he was talking to had said.

      The woman who, Mallory could tell even from this distance, was at least a decade younger than her. She also wore nothing but a hot pink sports bra, black skin-tight biker shorts and tennis shoes. Her ponytail bobbed as she spoke animatedly and when she reached out and put a hand on Luke’s arm, Mallory ground her teeth together.

      Logically she knew that she had no right to be jealous. It had been fifteen years for heaven’s sake. Obviously Luke hadn’t been sitting around waiting for her to come home all this time. But now that her memories of them were coming back, seeing him with another woman, laughing and smiling after he had yelled at her and stormed away earlier, carved a deep slice right through her chest.

      Was that woman really Luke’s type now? Tiny little girls without an ounce of extra cushion to their bodies? Without a curve in sight?

      Mallory knew she was judging the woman unfairly. She didn’t know a thing about her except that she liked to go running half-naked in the middle of the day and had the ability to make Luke laugh. She could very well be smart and kind and perfect in every way… but Mallory still hated her on sight. That was her right, she told herself, as the ex-girlfriend.

      Her own ex was sitting across the booth from her and he cleared his throat. Mallory forced her gaze off the scene Luke and the girl were making on the street and looked back to Billy. He only smiled that lazy, crooked smile that almost managed to make her smile in return.

      “Sorry, did you say something?”

      “I was just saying that I better get back to work before my boss realizes how long I’ve been gone.” Billy looked at his wrist, though there wasn’t a watch there and Mallory nodded.

      “Yeah. Of course. Don’t let me keep you.”

      “I hate to run out when I said that I’d eat with you but…”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Mallory waved off his apology. “I’m sure I’ll see you around again. It’s a small town after all.”

      “Well, we could make sure we see each other again.” Billy grinned. “How about I take you to dinner tonight to make up for skipping out on lunch early?”

      “I…” Mallory opened her mouth to tell him that she wasn’t sure it was a good idea but a streak of pink caught her eye outside the window and the green eyed monster flared inside of her. Luke was supposed to be out there finding Nana’s killer and instead he was flirting with pretty young things on the street. Why shouldn’t she have dinner with Billy and catch up on more of the town gossip tonight?

      “Yeah?” Billy prompted when she trailed off and Mallory nodded.

      “Yeah. Sure. That sounds great. I’d love to catch up some more.”

      “Perfect.” Billy beamed. “I’ll meet you back here at seven. It’s a date.”

      He winked and slid out of the booth before she could argue that it wasn’t a date. If anything, it was part of her investigation. She would have dinner with Billy as an old friend, prod him for information on what the town was saying about Nana’s death, and gather some more intel on her suspect.

      She left the Green Door Diner half an hour later with a full stomach, a plan and a renewed determination to find Nana’s killer before the police could. Luke had told her to stay out of his way, and she fully intended to do just that. She wouldn’t be in the way if she was so far ahead of him that he was playing catch-up.
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      Somehow, when the clock rolled to five past seven and Mallory was still sitting in an empty booth at the diner, she wasn’t even surprised. She should have known better than to be early. She might not remember everything about her past perfectly but she did know that Billy Shoal wouldn’t be on time even for his own funeral. She smiled apologetically as the waitress working the night shift came by for the third time to ask if she wanted to wait to order.

      “I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”

      “Okay, hon. Let me get you a refill on your soda.”

      Mallory grit her teeth and stared out the window, ignoring the pitying look the waitress gave her. The woman clearly thought Mallory had been stood up and that was fine. Mallory still knew Billy well enough to know that he would come sliding in fifteen minutes late, apologizing incessantly with an outlandish excuse like all the clocks in his house had fallen behind or there was a squirrel in his truck that he had to chase out with a broom before he could drive over.

      Both of those were actual excuses he’d used when they’d been together in high school but now that she was thinking about it, she couldn’t help but wonder if there hadn’t been a bit of magic at play. Nana had never liked Billy, not for her. Was it possible Nana had been casting spells hoping to keep them apart? The thought made her smile and she was still smiling as the bell above the door jingled and she turned, preparing herself for a harried Billy.

      Instead, her heart beat out an unsteady rhythm as Luke walked through the door. He looked just as good now as he had walking away from her earlier in the day. His gaze found her and a smile spread across his face.

      “I’ll have your order up in two minutes, Sheriff.” The waitress told him as she hustled past, dropping a new drink in front of Mallory and then continuing on to another table of customers.

      “No rush, Chrissy.” Luke ambled towards her, “Hey.”

      “Hey.” She offered back hesitantly.

      “Are you eating alone?”

      “Nah, just waiting for a friend.” She was purposefully vague but if Luke noticed he didn’t call her on it. “You?”

      “Picking up an order for the guys at the station before I call it a night.”

      “That’s nice.”

      Luke nodded, looking thoughtful, and then he sighed, “Mal, I’m glad you’re here. I’ve been thinking of you all day and I figured I’d swing by your sister’s place and see if you were around after I got off work so we could talk but…”

      “But?” She prompted when he paused.

      “But you’re here and I’ve never been any good at waiting when it comes to you so, here goes.” Luke glanced around and then lowered his voice, “I’m sorry for the way I handled things earlier. I never should have said what I did about your grandmother. I’m mad as hell about what she did but that’s no excuse for what I said and I promise you, I am going to find who killed her and make them pay for it.”

      Mallory softened, “You were angry and I know you didn’t mean what you said about Nana. You’re a good man, Luke Foster. I never forgot that much.”

      His smile was weak, “Thank you.”

      “And for what it’s worth,” she glanced up at him from beneath her lashes. “I remember more about you than I do anyone else in this town.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not.” He chuckled half-heartedly.

      “It’s definitely a…”

      Mallory was interrupted but the sound of the bell over the door dinging again and she cringed as Billy came rushing into the restaurant. His slight limp was more pronounced with the added pace to his step but when he saw Luke standing at the edge of the table he visibly slowed down, pressing his shoulders back and raising his chin. Luke glanced from the other man, to Mallory, and she bit her lip to stifle a groan when he snorted.

      “Hey Mal. Sorry to keep you waiting.” Billy grinned, turning his attention from her. “Luke.”

      “Billy.” Luke greeted him with the barest hint of civility.

      “Thanks for keeping her company but I can take it from here.” Billy smacked Luke in the arm and then slid into the booth opposite her.

      Mallory tried not to wince at the whole encounter but wasn’t sure she managed when Luke chuckled and shook his head, “Well, it was good to see you again, Mal. I’ll leave you to dinner with your friend.”

      She smirked, unable to keep the expression hidden after the way Luke emphasized that last word. Friend.

      “I’ll see you around, Luke. Enjoy your dinner and let me know if you hear anything new about Nana's case.”

      Luke dipped his chin in acknowledgement and then turned and headed to the register without so much as another glance in Billy’s direction. Mallory watched him go, hating that once again she was forced to watch his very fine backside retreat from her and couldn’t go after him.

      “What did he want?” Billy’s voice pulled her gaze away from Luke and she tried for a smile.

      “Just saying hello because he saw me sitting alone.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that. I was working and lost track of the time.” Billy actually looked apologetic and his excuse wasn’t outlandish so she gave him a pass.

      She picked up her drink and took a sip, “What do you do for work these days?”

      “Well, technically I work for my dad down at the lumberyard but my real passion is my podcast.”

      “You have a podcast?”

      “Sure do.”

      “That’s really cool.”

      “Thanks.” Billy looked pleased with himself.

      “Is it available on all the usual podcast apps? Apple? Stitcher? I’ll look it up when I get home tonight and save it to my favorites.”

      “Oh, well.. Um…” Billy’s smile instantly fell. “Not yet. It’s sort of just getting up and going right now. It’s on my website but I haven’t made the leap to the big times yet.”

      It took a second for Mallory to realize what he meant. Billy didn’t have a podcast. Not really. He probably had a microphone and a production board that he’d spent all his money on. He wanted to be a podcaster, likely because he’d heard it was the next big thing and Billy had always wanted to make a name for himself, but he hadn’t quite figured out how it actually worked yet.

      And somehow, she wasn’t surprised by that either.

      “Oh, okay.” Mallory breathed a sigh of relief when their waitress swooped in and saved her from needing to say anything else.

      “You kids know what you want to eat?”

      Mallory ignored the fact that she was in no way a kid anymore and nodded, “I’ll have the chicken tender basket this time.”

      “That sounds good. Me too.” Billy nodded his agreement, “And throw on a strawberry shake for me too, Chrissy.”

      “You got it.” The older woman winked at him and hurried off to put their order in.

      Mallory fully expected Billy to bring up his podcast again once the waitress was gone but he surprised her when he changed the subject.

      “So… Has Luke found anything new in your grandmother’s case?”

      “What?” she asked, startled by the question that seemed to come out of nowhere.

      Billy shrugged, “You two were talking when I came in and I thought maybe he had a new lead or uncovered some evidence or something.”

      “If he did, he didn’t tell me. Like I said, he just came over to say hello when he saw me sitting alone.”

      “Well I’d have hoped that by now he’d have something on the killer.” Billy leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “I mean, Tempest is a small town. He must have some idea of who could be responsible, after all, it’s his job to keep the people of this town safe.”

      “I’m certain Luke’s doing everything he can.” She bristled a little as she defended him.

      “But the first 48 hours are critical. Every tv show, podcast, true crime novel, they all say the same thing. Those first forty-eight are the best chance the authorities have of catching a killer.”

      “Luke has a few leads. He’s working on it. He’s committed to solving this and I trust him.”

      “Has he even questioned anyone?” Billy pushed and when Mallory didn’t answer he raised an eyebrow. “You know, the most logical suspect is Hope, right? Has he even spoken to your sister?”

      Mallory sat back as if he’d physically shoved her, “What? No! Hope could never have done this!”

      “I know that.” Billy leaned forward again, voice low. “Of course I know that. I’m just saying, the police should be questioning everyone close to your grandmother, even Hope, even you. If he isn’t doing that then he isn’t doing his job.”

      “First off,” Mallory narrowed her gaze on him. “I don’t appreciate the implication that my sister of all people could have murdered our grandmother. That kind of statement is exactly what this town would love to overhear so they can turn it into gossip and speculate. I won’t have it, Billy. You so much as say Hope’s name again and I will make you regret it.”

      He sat back, hands up in a placating gesture, “I’m sorry. Okay. I’m sorry, Mal. I was just trying to make a point that…”

      “I know what point you were trying to make. You don’t think Luke is doing his job. You wanted me to question whether he was capable of finding Nana’s killer and why? Because you’re still jealous fifteen years later that I chose him over you?”

      Billy’s frown turned into a scowl, “That’s not true.”

      “Oh, no. I know that. I’m just making a point.” She tossed his words back at him. “You know what? I think I should just go.”

      “No. Please.” Billy darted an arm across the table to grab her wrist and she glared at him so fiercely he immediately removed it. “Mallory, I’m sorry. Please, don’t go. Our food should be out soon and we don’t have to talk about your grandmother if you don’t want to.”

      She huffed, “It’s not that I don’t want to talk about her. I just don’t appreciate your implications.”

      “Even if they’re valid?”

      “Billy…” She warned, reaching for her purse.

      “Has he even mentioned your grandmother’s boyfriend?” Billy rushed the question out so fast that Mallory wasn’t sure she heard him correctly at first.

      “What?”

      Billy started to say more but Chrissy came back with a tray and her chipper attitude. She doled out their baskets of chicken and french fries. She topped off Mallory’s soda and did a little flourish as she produced two straws for the strawberry milkshake, as if she expected them to share it. Mallory ignored her, taking the ketchup bottle and squeezing some onto her fries, refusing to even look up until Chrissy had finished fawning over Billy and walked away.

      As soon as she was certain the other woman was out of earshot, Mallory looked up and pinned Billy with a hard stare, “Repeat what you said just before she interrupted us.”

      “Which part?” Billy paused in reaching for the ketchup bottle she’d put between them. “Oh, about your grandmother's boyfriend?”

      “Yes. That. What do you mean boyfriend?”

      Billy’s eyebrows nearly hit his thinning hairline, “Oh wow. You didn’t know? They didn’t tell you? I guess that answers the question on whether Luke’s considering him a suspect since he hasn’t even told you about the guy.”

      “Tell me what you know.”

      He put a french fry in his mouth and chewed through a smile, “Well, your sister really should be the one to…”

      “Billy.” She took the ketchup bottle from his hand and slammed it down on the table.

      “Okay. Okay. Jeez, I forgot about your temper.”

      Mallory glared at him and that was finally enough to make him start talking.

      “Your grandmother had a boyfriend. They’d been seeing one another for a couple of  years. They spent all their time together. Rumor was he was itching to tie the knot and make it official. I’m really surprised you haven’t heard anything about their relationship, haven’t seen or spoken to him. That’s interesting.”

      “Why is that interesting?” She frowned at Billy when he slurped at his shake.

      “Because it makes me think he’s lying low which, if you ask me, is what the killer would be doing right about now.”

      “You think Nana’s boyfriend is the killer?” Mallory asked.

      “Maybe.” Billy paused with a piece of chicken halfway to his mouth. “Why? Do you have another suspect in mind?”

      “No.” Mallory said, probably too fast, because Billy only raised his eyebrows. She paused and took a steadying breath. “I’m not at liberty to discuss that but yes, I had another suspect but I was told their alibi was airtight.”

      “Interesting.” Billy leaned forward. “Tell me more.”

      “I just told you, I can’t.” Mallory rolled her eyes. “Besides, right now I’m more interested in what you can tell me about this boyfriend of Nana’s that nobody has mentioned to me.”

      “Well, I don’t know much more than what I’ve told you. They’d been together for a long while so I just find it strange your sister hasn’t mentioned him or he hasn’t come around to meet you.”

      “It is strange.” Mallory agreed. “What’s his name?”

      “Gary.” Billy told her before taking another long drink from his shake. “Gary Faraday.”

      “That name sounds vaguely familiar.”

      “Probably because his granddaughter, Siobhan, was a year behind us in school.”

      “Oh yeah, I do remember her. Brilliant girl. Didn’t she plan to go work for NASA or something?”

      “No clue, she wasn’t my type.” Billy shrugged.

      Mallory rolled her eyes as she dug into her food. Her mind was racing with all kinds of new theories and questions. She needed to know why Hope hadn’t mentioned Gary Faraday to her. She needed to ask Luke if he’d questioned the elusive boyfriend. And she needed to find out if the man her grandmother might have loved was capable of killing her.

      After eating for a few minutes in relative silence, with only occasional breaks to comment on how good the food was, she wiped her mouth with her napkin and put it aside. Billy noticed the action and put down the strawberry shake he had just about finished off. He wiped his own mouth and smiled at her.

      “Dessert?”

      “I don’t think so, Billy. Sorry to be the one to cut and run this time but…”

      “But I told you about your grandmother’s boyfriend and you’ve been distracted ever since.” He chuckled.

      “Sorry.”

      “Nah, don’t be. You have a lot going on right now. I get that.”

      “Thank you, both for understanding and for the information.” She reached out to touch his hand, to give him a friendly squeeze but he surprised her by turning his hand over and taking hers in his. “Um… Billy?”

      “Too fast?” He smiled and she slowly drew her hand away.

      “Look, Billy…”

      “Dang. Nothing good ever comes after those two words.” He smirked and she winced.

      “I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong idea about tonight being a date. I just got out of a relationship and I’m dealing with Nana’s death and finding out my memories are only half-truths. I’m in no position to be starting anything up with anyone right now.”

      “I understand. And don’t you worry about it at all. We have all the time in the world to reconnect now that you’re back home where you belong.”

      Mallory wasn’t entirely sure why those words sent a shiver through her but she shook it off.

      “I really hope we do get a chance to reconnect and be friends, Billy.” She stressed the word friend, hoping he would take the hint but he only continued to smile.

      “Oh, go on. Go talk to your sister. I’ll pay for dinner. My treat since it was my idea.”

      “Thank you.” She grabbed her purse and slid to the end of the booth. Billy did the same but she waved him off. “Don’t get up on my account.”

      “Already up.” Billy grunted as he hefted himself to his feet and then without any hesitation he threw his arms around her and hugged her tight.

      Mallory tried not to go stiff or shove him off her. It was just a hug, she told herself. Friends were allowed to hug and at least he hadn’t tried to kiss her. He pulled back looking awfully proud of himself.

      “I’ll see you around, Mal.”

      As Mallory waved goodbye and left the diner, she couldn’t help but glance back. Billy was still standing at the edge of the table, watching her go. His smile had faltered but he pasted it back on when he saw her looking. She shivered and rushed around the corner, out of his line of sight.

      The whole walk back to Nana’s house, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off about Billy’s behavior. He seemed happy to see her for sure but the only thing he’d wanted to talk about at both lunch and dinner was Nana’s death. She supposed a murder in a small town like Tempest was going to be a hot topic for a while but still, something niggled at the back of her mind.

      It was only as Nana’s house came into sight that she realized what it was. The house right next to Nana’s was dark except for a porch light left on. It was the house that Billy had grown up in. They’d been next door neighbors their entire childhood. She didn’t know if his parents still lived there, but she had a sinking suspicion that he did.

      And with that knowledge, his parting comment about seeing her around took on an ominous tone that she was certain he hadn’t meant to give, even if now all she could hear in those words, was a threat.
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      Mallory all but ran up the stairs and barged into Hope’s apartment without knocking. Hope was sitting on the couch with knitting needles in her hands as she worked with a dark red thread. She held the sharp objects up towards Mallory, her eyes flashing.

      “Good goddess, Mal! Could you not scare the daylights out of me?”

      “Sorry.” Mallory shut the door behind her.

      “There’s a killer on the loose out there so maybe knock next time.” Hope put a hand to her chest.

      “Exactly. There’s a killer out there and your door wasn’t even locked. Maybe flip the deadbolt next time.” Mallory shot back.

      Hope narrowed her eyes at the remark but went back to her knitting, “Where’ve you been?”

      “Dinner at the diner.” She tossed her purse on the table and moved into the sitting area so she could stand directly above her little sister. “Why didn’t you tell me that Nana had a boyfriend?”

      Hope’s hands stilled, “Who told you that?”

      “Does it matter? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “First off, stop looming over me with your hands on your hips like that. You look like Nana.” Hope ordered and Mallory scowled but did as she was told.

      She moved to the desk in the corner and threw herself down in the chair, “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me Nana had a boyfriend. You don’t even have to listen to true crime podcasts to know that it’s always the husband, or in this case the boyfriend.”

      “And that’s why I didn’t tell you. Right there.” Hope snorted. “I knew you’d make him out to be a suspect.”

      “He should be a suspect which is why I’m googling him right now!!”

      “Gary wouldn’t hurt a fly. He’s a sweet old man who adored Nana.”

      Mallory rolled her eyes as she typed his name into the search engine on the laptop, “That’s what everyone on Dateline says right before they find out the guy killed his wife!”

      “Mal, you’re being ridiculous.”

      “I’m being ridiculous?” Her voice rose, “You’re the one who asked me to help solve Nana’s murder and then kept a perfectly logical suspect from me.”

      “Gary is a good guy.”

      “How can you be so sure of that?”

      “Because I’ve been here, Mal! I saw them together. I know him. You don’t.”

      “I wasn’t exactly given a choice in that though, now was I?” Mallory shot back.

      “You can’t just…”

      The door to the apartment opened slowly and Ruby stepped in with a worried expression, “Hey! I could hear you two yelling at each other from the sidewalk. What’s going on?”

      Hope huffed and picked her knitting back up, “Nothing.”

      “Mal?” Ruby raised an eyebrow.

      “Nothing.” She shot her sister a look and then sighed, “It’s fine.”

      “Well it didn’t sound fine. It sounded like you were fighting.”

      “Arguing about a potential suspect, actually.”

      Ruby looked between them, “Who?”

      “Gary Faraday.” Mallory said at the same time Hope said, “Nana’s boyfriend.”

      “Oh..”

      Mallory glared at her friend, “You knew about him too?”

      “I mean, yeah. Everyone knew they were a couple.” Ruby winced when Mallory snorted and went back to scrolling on the laptop. “I didn’t realize Hope hadn’t told you about him.”

      “She seems to think he couldn’t possibly be responsible because he adored Nana.” Mallory hit a button and the printer buzzed to life next to her on the desk.

      “What’re you doing? What are you printing off?”

      “Photos of our suspects. Information for the investigation. Duh.”

      Ruby came further into the room, “Planning to make a murder board?”

      “Well I wasn’t, but I am now.” Mallory grinned.

      “Here. Let me make some room for us to work.” Ruby started to pull push pins out of the cork board on the wall behind the desk where Hope had flyers and photos pinned up.

      “Yeah, sure, don’t mind my stuff. Make a murder board in my living room. That’s totally normal.” Hope frowned.

      “Aren’t you the one that told me that we aren’t normal?” Mallory shot back but when she saw Hope’s worried expression she softened. “We're going to find Nana’s killer and then I’ll put everything back where it goes for you. Okay?”

      Hope was silent so Mallory gave Ruby the go ahead nod. Working in tandem they put Hope’s things neatly in a drawer of the desk. Next, they began to pin the papers Mallory had printed to the board.

      First was a photo of Nana, smiling as she held up her prize winning pumpkin pie at last year’s fall fair. Mallory’s heart ached with the knowledge that she’d never see that smile again, never taste another of those famous pies, but she pushed away the sentiment and kept going. If she was going to do right by Nana then she needed to find her killer.

      Next came the photo of Cale Abernathy that she’d found on his website. Beneath it she tacked a plain sheet of paper and then wrote in what they knew about his possible motive and opportunity. He’d wanted to buy Nana’s store and she’d said no. He’d been at the house the night she died and they’d argued. Under that she put up a sticky note that just said Alibi with a question mark. Luke had told her Abernathy had one but not what it was. She’d need to find out and double check it herself.

      The next photo she put up featured a smiling man with deep laugh lines and thick white hair. She risked a glance at Hope and found her little sister scowling again. Her knitting was all but forgotten in her lap as she shook her head.

      “You’re really going to put Gary on your suspect list without even talking to him?”

      “I’d love to talk to him.” Mallory shot back. “But since I only just found out about him I haven’t had that chance yet.”

      “What’s his motive?” Ruby asked, staring thoughtfully at the board.

      “The usual one. Passion.” Mallory shrugged.

      “You think he loved her so much he killed her?” Hope rolled her eyes.

      “Word on the street is that he was looking to get married. Maybe he asked and Nana turned him down. They had an argument and he grabbed the knife in the heat of the moment.”

      Ruby nodded slowly, “It’s plausible.”

      “Plausible doesn’t mean probable.” Hope frowned. “If that’s all you need to make someone a suspect then you could make up a motive for just about anyone in this town.”

      Mallory put her hands on her hips. “You’ve got a lot of input for someone who wanted no part of this.”

      “I’m just pointing out that you have nothing to suggest that scenario actually happened. If you’re going to make wild conjectures that Nana argued with someone and they grabbed the weapon, well, it could just as easily be you or me on that board.”

      Mallory raised an eyebrow and her sister shot to her feet instantly, pointing the knitting needles at her.

      “Don’t you dare, Mallory Jane Thorne.”

      “What?” She smirked innocently.

      “You try to put me on that board and I just might use this knitting needle on you while you’re sleeping tonight.”

      Mallory chuckled at the threat, “Did you hear that motive, Ruby? She’s knocking the Thorne women off one by one so she can have the inheritance all to herself.”

      “Better sleep with one eye open.” Ruby giggled.

      “You two together have always been incorrigible.” Hope glared at them. “And for the record, I have an alibi. I was with Cora and Gwen. Dozens of people saw me out Wednesday night. Can you say the same?”

      “I was in New York with no idea Nana had cursed me so…” Mallory shrugged and when the sisters looked to Ruby she held her hands up.

      “Don’t look at me. Wednesday was a full moon so I was wolfed out until sunrise.”

      “Interesting.” Mallory picked up a pen again, “Does that mean Gary isn’t a wolf shifter?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “He’s human.” Hope supplied and when Mallory raised her eyebrows her sister shrugged. “There are normal humans who live in Tempest too. Well, maybe not entirely normal. Humans that know about the supernatural and magic through past experiences or who were brought up with the knowledge through family history. That kind of thing.”

      “Interesting.” Mallory said again, adding the word human to her information sheet on Nana’s boyfriend before turning back to her first suspect. “What about Abernathy? What’s he?”

      “Other than a giant jerkface?” Ruby shrugged. “No idea.”

      Hope shrugged when Mallory turned to her.

      “Is it normal for people to keep their… identity… a secret?”

      “Some do. It’s not unheard of.” Hope told her.

      “We’ll need to figure that out too. Maybe it has something to do with his plans for the town and Nana’s store.” Mallory put another question mark beside his picture and then stepped back.

      Ruby frowned, “Two suspects? One with a supposed airtight alibi and another an old man with no supernatural powers? Is that all we have?”

      “Not quite.” Mallory pulled the last piece of paper she’d printed off the machine and handed it to her friend. “Look at this.”

      Ruby’s eyes darted over the page and her mouth fell open, “No way.”

      “Yes way.” Mallory countered.

      “What?” Hope rushed towards them, “What is it?”

      Ruby handed the sheet of paper over and Mallory watched as her sister read through it. She didn’t exactly feel vindicated when Hope covered her mouth in shock but she also didn’t feel bad about it. Hope shook her head but before she could say a word Mallory snatched the paper back and pinned it to her suspect board.

      “This is what I was talking about, Hope. You don’t know what you don’t know.” She turned back to her sister. “I found this in one Google search. Imagine what else he could be hiding.”

      “I just…” Hope frowned. “I didn’t even know he’d been married before.”

      “Married to a woman who up and vanished one day never to be seen or heard from again.” Ruby added, “That’s seriously suspicious if you ask me.”

      “I didn’t.” Hope snapped before turning back to Mallory, “There’s nothing in that news article to suggest he harmed his wife.”

      “There’s not much to suggest he didn’t either though.” Mallory shrugged, “It says foul play was suspected and that he was the last person to see his wife before she went missing.”

      “It also says he was ruled out as a suspect.” Hope argued.

      “Maybe but I can’t rule him out as one in Nana’s murder. Not yet.”

      Ruby spoke before the sisters could start another argument, ”Hope, the man has a missing wife. Now he has a dead girlfriend. If there’s even one more suspicious event in his past, that would make a pretty terrifying pattern.”

      “I need to go and talk to Luke. See if he’s interviewed Gary Faraday and if not, why.”

      Hope rubbed her temples, “You don’t need to do that.”

      “I know you don’t think he could’ve done this but…”

      “You don’t need to talk to Luke about him when you could just talk to him directly.” Hope cut her sister off with a scowl.

      Mallory raised her eyebrows in surprise, “You know where he is?”

      “Of course I know where he is. Gary never misses the Friday night dart tournament down at Sylvie’s.”

      “Why are you helping all of a sudden?” Mallory asked suspiciously.

      “Because I’m certain Gary couldn’t have hurt Nana and I know if you talk to him you’ll come to the same conclusion.”

      Mallory exchanged a glance with Ruby who only shrugged before turning back to her sister, “And you really think he’ll be at the bar, playing darts, two days after the woman he loved and supposedly wanted to marry, was murdered?”

      “I think that he’d probably prefer to sit at home and wallow in his grief but he has a nice group of friends who wouldn’t let him be alone at a time like this, so yes. He’ll be there.” Hope said defensively.

      “Well, that’s great then. We can talk to him tonight.” Ruby motioned to Mallory’s outfit, “Go change into something more appropriate for a Friday night at the bar.”

      Mallory rolled her eyes, “I’ll see what I can put together that you would approve of. Give me fifteen minutes.”

      Hope sighed, “Me too.”

      “You’re coming with us?” Ruby grinned.

      “Only to make sure you don’t intimidate Gary. He’ll need a friendly face going up against you two when you’re in crime solver mode.”

      Ruby smirked, turning back to Mallory, “Looks like we’re having an old fashioned girls night out.”
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      Sylvie’s was even busier than it had been when Mallory stumbled in the night before with no idea what she’d been walking into. The music was banging. The dance floor was packed. There wasn’t an empty stool to be found at the bar and it was standing room only in the area off to the side where the dart boards and pool tables were located.

      Mallory paused as they entered and her eyes took in the sight of all the different kinds of creatures and people mingling about. She recognized the red-eyed couple that had walked past her the night before dancing close together. There was a group of young, rowdy twenty-something men chanting as several of their friends downed pitchers of beer and she would have thought they were human if not for the glint of gold in their eyes when they finished chugging and roared with pride. Vampires and werewolves, she knew now but there were other creatures too. There was a tall guy with a red tint to his skin and horns that protruded from his otherwise bald head. A curvy woman perched on a barstool licked salt from the back of her hand before taking a shot, revealing a long, black, double-pronged and snake-like tongue. As Mallory registered the vast and varied types of supernatural beings, she tensed, bracing for the headache she was beginning to expect whenever she was confronted with the magical world.

      “You okay?” Hope touched her arm, a worried expression softening her eyes.

      “Yeah. Actually,” Mallory forced her shoulders to relax and nodded, “I am.”

      “No splitting headache?”

      “More of a dull ache.” She confided and Hope squeezed her arm.

      “That’s good, Mal. That’s really good. It means Nana’s spell is weakening faster than I expected.”

      “You mean I’ll start getting my memories back without something jolting me like a cattle prod to the brain?”

      “Fingers crossed.”

      “Hey, you two.” Ruby circled back from where she’d walked ahead before realizing they weren’t with her. “What’re you doing? You’re blocking the door.”

      “Sorry.” Mallory said at the same time Hope spoke excitedly, “She didn’t get a headache just walking into this place!”

      “That’s awesome.” Ruby gave a quick thumbs up, “Now, come on. I saw Gary at a table near the dartboards.”

      “Lead the way.” Mallory squeezed in behind her slight friend as she pushed and maneuvered their way through the maze of people.

      As if it was the most natural thing in the world, the three of them linked hands to stay together amid the crowd and Mallory’s heart squeezed with love. She may have come home under the worst of circumstances but it was nice to be with the people who knew her best in the world. Right now they knew her even better than she knew herself. She might not remember everything about her life in Tempest but she knew without a doubt that she could trust her sister and her best friend to help her rediscover not just who she had been but who she was meant to be.

      Ruby pulled up short and Mallory ran into her.

      “Hey.”

      “That’s him.” Ruby nudged her chin towards a man sitting at a small pub table alone, staring sadly into a mug of beer.

      He looked like the photo Mallory had found online, but he also didn’t. The smile was gone. The lines of his face seemed deeper. Even the way he held himself, hunched over as if he was carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders, aged him from the grinning man Mallory had seen online.

      “Okay, I…” She started but Hope broke free from them first and moved towards him.

      “Gary. Hey.” Hope smiled softly and the man glanced up, his features lightening just a bit when he saw her.

      “Hope. Hi.” He moved to get up but Hope waved him off.

      “Don’t stand just for me.” She reached around and gave the old man a solid hug before holding him at arm's length, her brow furrowing. “How’re you holding up?”

      “I’m just focusing on getting through each minute but I think you already know that.” His lips flickered into a sad smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I didn’t expect to see you out tonight.”

      “I wasn’t planning to come out that’s for sure but, I have someone who wanted to meet you and I figured the guys wouldn’t let you get away with staying home alone.” Hope turned slightly, motioning for Mallory to join them, “Gary, this is my sister, Mallory.”

      “Oh wow.” Gary’s eyes widened as Mallory approached. “Mallory. Of course. It’s nice to meet you. I came by the store today when I heard you were in town but you weren’t there. I wish we’d been able to meet under better circumstances but…”

      His voice broke and he shook his head, clearly upset. Hope shot Mallory a pointed look and she glared back at her sister. Just because the old man was sad didn’t mean that he hadn’t killed Nana in the heat of the moment. It could be regret clogging his voice as easily as it could be grief.

      “Me too.” She offered her hand, wondering if her gift worked on humans the same way it did certain objects but when Gary squeezed her palm with his own, she didn’t get a vision, only the uncomfortable feeling that she was about to ruin this man’s night with her questions.

      Still, she pressed forward.

      “Gary, I hope you don’t mind, but I have some questions about your relationship with Nana.”

      He tilted his head slightly, glancing from her to Hope. Whatever he saw on Hope’s face made his decision because when he looked back to Mallory, he nodded. He seemed surprised but he shrugged and motioned to the chairs opposite him.

      “Sure. Sure. Have a seat.”

      “I’m going to get some drinks.” Ruby spoke up from where she’d been lurking behind them and Mallory gave her friend a grateful smile before she disappeared back into the crowd.

      Hope took the chair across from Gary when Mallory didn’t move to sit. Instead she only stiffened her spine and moved to stand closer to the table so she didn’t have to raise her voice over the music and conversations buzzing all around them.

      “What can you tell me about your relationship with Nana?”

      Gary offered another small, sad smile, “We were friends, good friends, for a very long time. I went into Sacred Grounds for coffee every morning and we talked. It became the best part of my days.”

      “But you were more than friends, right?”

      “Well. yes. Eventually I worked up the courage to ask her to dinner and for reasons I’ll never really understand, your grandmother said yes. That was two, no, three years ago. We were dating.”

      “And would you say you loved her?”

      Gary’s eyes flickered with an emotion so deep his voice shook a bit when he nodded, “Very much.”

      “So much that you wanted to marry her?”

      “I did. Yes.” Gary chuckled, swiping under his eye to catch the tear that escaped.

      Hope reached out and took his other hand and Mallory frowned at the gesture. She knew Hope didn’t believe this man was capable of harming their grandmother but Mallory still had to ask the tough questions. She had to know for sure, to see his reaction for herself, so she continued.

      “What would you say if I told you that I think you wanted to marry Nana and she said no, so you killed her?”

      Gary jerked as if she’d slapped him and his gaze winged to Hope, “That’s ridiculous.”

      “I know that but…” Hope started but Mallory cut her sister off.

      “Is it?”

      “Of course it is.” Gary was frowning when he turned his attention back to her. “I love her.”

      “Loved her.” Mallory corrected but he shook his head.

      “No, child. Love. I love your grandmother. I’ll love her and miss her for the rest of my life.” He sighed, “And your theory that I could have hurt her because she declined my proposal is absurd. I’d been asking her to marry me for over a year and she turned me down seven dozen different ways. It was a game to her, to both of us. She didn’t think a marriage certificate was worth the piece of paper it was printed on but I knew the real reason she wouldn’t marry me.”

      “And what was that?” Mallory arched a suspicious eyebrow.

      “Because of you.” he said bluntly and this time it was Mallory who reeled as though she’d been smacked.

      “What does that mean?”

      “You and Hope are… were… the only family she had left and she loved you girls more than anything. She wouldn’t have gotten married unless you could both be there with her and she knew that wasn't possible, not after what she’d done.”

      Mallory swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat, “She told you that?”

      “She didn’t have to. That’s part of loving someone. Knowing their deepest regrets without them needing to speak it aloud.” Gary surprised her when he reached out with his free hand and put it atop Mallory’s where she was white-knuckling the table ledge. “She regretted sending you away and casting that spell so you wouldn’t come back. At the time, she thought it was the right thing to do for you, and for the safety of everyone in this town, but she was wrong and she knew that before she died. I think she’d have wanted you to know that she was sorry for the choices she made back then.”

      Mallory blinked as a fresh set of tears pricked behind her eyes. She wanted to scream at this poor, heartbroken old man. She wanted to shout that if Nana had known what she did was wrong then she could have undone it at any time but she didn’t. She held the words inside her because Hope had been right. This man had loved their grandmother and his pain was clear even to her through all her skepticism and anger.

      Gary squeezed her hand when she remained quiet, “Look, I know that you don’t know me but I hope now that you’re back in Tempest that we can change that. I think when you get to know me you’ll realize that I could never hurt anyone, least of all the woman I love.”

      “What about your first wife?” Mallory blurted out the last piece of her theory that might still hold weight.

      “My… what about her?” Gary removed his hand from Mallory’s and frowned again.

      “She disappeared under mysterious circumstances. Suspicious circumstances even. Her body was never found but she’s presumed dead.” Mallory rushed on even when Hope glared at her. “That’s odd don’t you think? That your wife disappeared and now your girlfriend was murdered?”

      “Oh, Mallory.” Gary said her name like she was a silly but entertaining child. “You’re just as hard headed as your grandmother. She told me that’s why you two were always at odds. Too much alike.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “Mal.” Hope hissed, “Stop it.” And then to Gary she softened, “You don’t have to answer her.”

      “It’s fine, honey.” Gary patted Hope’s hand again. “Your grandmother knew the truth and if it will put your minds at ease, I’ll tell you as well.”

      “Tell us what, exactly?” Mallory pressed.

      “The reason they never found Mary’s body is because she isn’t dead. She’s very much alive and as far as I know, doing well for herself. Last time I spoke to her she was living in California and had decided to give being an actress a try, after all, she’s been pretending her whole life.”

      “What?” Hope was finally the one to look confused but Gary only smiled.

      “I believe you might know her by her latest alias, Mariana Halliday?”

      Mallory snorted, “The actress? Mariana Halliday? You really expect me to believe she’s your ex-wife? She’s younger than me. What? Twenty-five?”

      “That’s the thing about Mary.” Gary shrugged. “She can look any age she wants to.”

      Hope gaped, “She’s a shapeshifter?”

      “Yes.” Gary beamed at her like a proud teacher. “Exactly.”

      “That’s how you learned about the supernatural world, even though you’re human.” Hope continued, clearly putting the pieces together faster than Mallory could.

      “Correct again.” Gary nodded. “I met Mary when I was in my twenties. She looked exactly the same as she looks now and I think you can tell from my appearance that my twenties were a very long time ago.”

      “So you aged and she didn’t? That’s how you figured it out?”

      “No. Actually, she shifted her appearance just enough over the years to age right along beside me. We fell in love, got married, and tried for kids. She told me she had gone to the doctor and wouldn’t be able to conceive. It was a different time. I didn’t ask questions. I loved her and so, we built a life together anyway, even though I’d wanted a family of my own.”

      Hope glanced at Mallory and must have seen her confusion because she spoke up, “Shapeshifters don’t have reproductive organs. It’s one of the many ways their natural anatomy is different from humans. Most research claims it’s a side effect of their ability to manipulate themselves and their gender but it’s hard to know since their true forms are so rarely revealed.”

      “Shapeshifters.” Mallory spoke the words aloud, hardly believing there wasn’t some hidden camera still lurking, waiting to catch her off guard and yell gotcha. “There are shapeshifters that can look like anyone they want?”

      “Yeah.” Hope nodded. “But they’re rare. Like, super rare. I’ve only ever seen one.”

      “Or that’s what they want you to think.” Mallory shook her head in amazement and caught Gary smiling at her. “What?”

      “Nothing. Sorry. That was my reaction when I learned the truth too.” He shrugged. “Anyway, to make a long story short, Mary eventually got tired of our life together. She wanted something different, something more than being a middle-aged woman living in the suburbs with her teacher husband and his abysmal salary.”

      “So she just disappeared on you?” Mallory scowled.

      “No. She’d loved me once, at least enough to tell me the truth. She showed me what she was and we talked about it. We tried moving around so she could change her appearance without being noticed but after a while, it just got to be too much for her. She didn’t want to be saddled with an old man so she came up with a plan to disappear and reinvent herself. She’d been doing it every couple years before anyway so she knew how to make it believable. We said our goodbyes and then we went our separate ways.”

      “But you still keep in touch?” Hope asked.

      “She calls every year on our anniversary and my birthday, to say hi and catch up.” He gave a wistful smile, “I think she likes that there’s someone out there that knows her truth, even if she must know that one of these days, I won’t be there to answer anymore.”

      Mallory thought about that, about what it must have taken for this man to accept that the woman he loved had lied to him. He had learned that she wasn’t even human and stayed with her. She had faked her own death and left him and still, he picked up the phone when she called because he knew she needed that link to her past self. She took in everything he’d told her, his openness and his honesty, and she knew that her theory that this man had been the one to murder Nana was just as ridiculous as Hope had said it was.

      Which was good, she tried to tell herself.

      It was good that the man Nana had been in a relationship with hadn’t turned on her. It was good that he had loved her so much. It was good that Nana had known that kind of amazing, wholehearted love before her life had been so cruelly taken from her.

      But it also meant that Mallory was right back at square one, with only one suspect.

      Cale Abernathy, who had an airtight alibi, and who she couldn’t go anywhere near now that Luke had warned her to stay out of his case.

      “Mal?”

      “Sorry, what?” She realized Hope had said her name.

      “I asked if you’re done interrogating Gary.” Hope seemed far too self-satisfied but Mallory nodded anyway.

      “I’m sorry Gary. I shouldn’t have grilled you like that about your past and…”

      “No. No.” He waved off her apology, “I’m glad you’re back in Tempest and that you want to figure out who took your grandmother from us. I hope you find him, Mallory, and when you do, I’d like a few minutes alone with him in a dark alley.”

      “Who are we meeting in a dark alley?” Ruby reemerged from the crowd with three glasses carefully balanced in her hands and Mallory laughed at her friend's impeccable timing.

      “Whoever hurt Nana.” She took one of the glasses Ruby offered and gave a sheepish smile. “Because it wasn’t Gary.”

      “Dang. Does that mean we’re done here?” Ruby harrumphed but nudged the old man playfully, “Nice to hear you’ve been cleared though.”

      “Thanks.” He chuckled good-naturedly, “You know, you girls have actually been the bright spot of my night. Why don’t you pull up some chairs and enjoy your drinks while I regale you with some of my best stories of my time with your grandmother?”

      Hope looked to Mallory, “What do you say?”

      “Sure.” She nodded. “I’d like that very much.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Mallory couldn’t be sure how much time had passed but from all the empty glasses on the table she figured it was getting late. After her interrogation, they’d sat with Gary for a while and she’d found herself relaxing enough with him to laugh as he related stories of some of his wildest times out with Nana. Maybe it had been the sweet, lemon-flavored drinks that Ruby brought her swirling into her bloodstream but some of the resentment that had been brewing inside of her ever since she learned of Nana’s cursed spell had started to slip away. Now, everything was warm and a little fuzzy at the edges, just enough to make her feel better but also not so much that she could ignore the voice in the back of her mind that told her if she had another drink she’d be hungover tomorrow.

      The bar had gotten louder and rowdier as the night went on and Gary had said his goodbyes what felt like hours ago. Hope had gone with him, promising his friends that she would walk him home. When Mallory had said she wanted to stay out with Ruby a while longer her sister had slipped her a key and told her she’d make up the couch for her which was sweet but also not the promise of a good night’s sleep that made her want to wrap things up and call it a night.

      She’d noticed a few people glancing at her throughout the evening and remembered enough about her small hometown to know they were likely gossiping about her. They probably thought she should be home, crying over the loss of her grandmother but she consoled herself with the knowledge that these people didn’t know her and didn’t get to judge how she dealt with her grief.

      It wasn’t as if any of them were battling the conflicting emotions that came with rediscovering who they were only because the woman that had raised them had been brutally murdered therefore triggering the curse that had hidden their past from them to start fading away.

      She deserved a drink, or three or five. She wasn’t entirely sure how many of the empty glasses were hers at this point. She’d lost her grandmother but she’d also lost her grip on what she’d thought was reality. Her world had turned upside down and she was dealing with it the best way she could and anyone that didn’t agree with how she did that better keep their opinions to themselves.

      Ruby sighed, “So then I told him that if he wanted an assistant that kissed the ground he walked on that he’d have to fire me because the only way I’m going to my knees in front of him is to dodge a bullet and hope it hits him instead.”

      Mallory snorted with laughter even though she wasn’t entirely sure what her friend was talking about. Ruby had been railing on about her boss, Mayor McJerkface, for a while and Mallory had zoned out. It was clear, at least to her, that Ruby needed to quit her job but her friend seemed determined to make the man fire her instead.

      She glanced around the bar and winced when a familiar figure caught her attention, “Ah crap! Hide me.”

      “What? From who?” Ruby instantly perked up, glancing around as Mallory let her hair fall over her face.

      “Billy.”

      Ruby snorted, “Billy Shoal? Your ex-boyfriend from high school? That Billy?”

      “Yes, that Billy.” She hissed. “I can’t do another run in with him today.”

      “Another?”

      She groaned, “I ran into him at the diner when I stopped in for lunch. Then, he asked me to have dinner with him.”

      “Oh, Mal. Tell me you didn’t.” Ruby laughed.

      “I figured it might jog my memory so I went but all he wanted to talk about was Nana’s murder and the fact that I should stay in town instead of going back to New York.”

      “Intense.”

      “Yeah, and weird, right? Plus, now he shows up here, when I’m here. Is he following me or something?”

      Ruby smirked, “It’s a small town and this is the only bar, Mal. I doubt he followed you here.”

      “Fine, but you have to admit there’s something off about him now. I mean, sure, he’s always been a little slow on the uptake but he’s full on strange now.”

      “I don’t know. That’s just Billy. He’s been sorta weird ever since that football game in high school when he got that concussion that sent him to the hospital. You remember that, right?” Ruby laughed and then put a hand over her mouth, “Oops, sorry. Of course you don’t.”

      Mallory tossed a napkin at her friend, “Brat.”

      “No. No. Not because of the spell. I meant because you weren’t there.”

      “I wasn’t?”

      “No. You’d broken up with him already and you’d ditched the game to do homework.” Ruby rolled her eyes, “Which I found out later actually meant you were somewhere doing an in-depth study of my brother’s tonsils.”

      “Gross.” Mallory snorted.

      “You’re telling me.”

      “Oh shut up.” She threw another napkin and then glanced through her hair, checking to make sure Billy wasn’t coming towards them. “What do you think? Should we add Billy to our suspects list?”

      “Seriously? What’s his motive?”

      “I don’t know. Me?”

      “I’m so glad you’re not one of those people that’s totally full of themselves.” Ruby cackled and Mallory stuck her tongue out playfully.

      “Speaking of full though, I need a bathroom break. I’ll be right back.”

      “Sure. Sure. I’ll settle our tab with Sylvie. We should probably call it a night before you go adding anyone else to the suspect list just because you think they’re weird, after all this town is full of weirdos.”

      Mallory flipped her friend off as she slid off the stool. Her legs felt a little wobbly after sitting for so long and the alcohol she’d consumed  but luckily she didn’t fall so she collected herself and headed towards the large red sign that pointed towards the bathrooms. She realized as she went that the bar had cleared out quite a bit in the time since Gary and Hope had left and she wondered again just how late it really was.

      

      She ducked into the bathroom and quickly used the facilities, which she was impressed to see were immaculately clean. How was that possible? The place looked as if nobody had used it all night. She could only assume that it had to be some sort of spell and she wondered, as she washed her hands, if that meant Sylvie was a witch too.

      She really either needed to get all of her memories back or convince Hope to put together some sort of guide so that Mallory knew what kind of magic the people around her were wielding.

      After washing her hands, she stared at her reflection in the mirror for a long moment. She looked exactly the same, a little tired perhaps with the beginnings of some dark circles beneath her eyes, but otherwise the same as always. Only, even without all of her memories of this place she knew that the woman looking back at her wasn’t the same one who had thought her life in New York was perfect mere days ago. The woman looking back at her now was a powerful witch from a long line of magic and she had roots that went deep, roots that, now that she’d rediscovered them, meant she couldn’t fly away again as easily as she might have once could.

      With a heavy sigh, and a reminder that she needed to go get some sleep and stop philosophizing about her life in the bathroom of a bar, Mallory ran her fingers under her eyes to clear the dark rings of smeared eyeliner and mascara and then pushed out of the bathroom. She planned to head towards the bar since Ruby had said she would pay their tab but Mallory pulled up short as soon as she reemerged from the bathroom. A tall figure leaned against the wall not far from the entrance to the back hallway and it was a silhouette she would have known even in a dark alley.

      She knew it wasn’t’t actually possible that Luke had grown even more handsome since she saw him earlier in the day and yet, just the sight of him and that dark, stubbled jaw line of five o’clock shadow, made her breath catch.

      She wished for a split second that she’d dabbed on some fresh lipstick and perfume while she was in the bathroom but she pushed that thought out of her mind as quickly as it sprouted. Luke had known her when she had braces and acne. He wasn’t’t going to be impressed by red lipstick at this point.

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were stalking me.” She pitched her voice up over the music and watched as his head turned towards her.

      His gaze raked over her from top to bottom but there wasn’t’t surprise in his gaze. She moved closer to him. He’d known she was in the bathroom, she realized. He’d been waiting for her out here. Her heart beat out a quick tap-dance when his dark brow quirked.

      “Who says I’m not?”

      She grinned, “Something I can do for you, Sheriff?”

      “Actually, yeah.” He pushed up from where he’d been leaning against the wall and faced her fully, “You can do what I told you and stay out of my investigation.”

      Mallory’s smile faltered but she tried to play it cool, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “So you haven’t been running all over town accusing people of murdering your grandmother then?”

      “Of course not.” She huffed, crossing her arms over her chest defiantly. “Who told you that?”

      He smirked and she groaned.

      “Hope. Again. She’s always been such a little tattletale.”

      “She’s trying to look out for you, Mal.” His tone softened, “And for the record, so am I. The person that killed your grandmother is still out there and I can’t say for certain that you and your sister are safe until I find them and put them behind bars.”

      “I know that.”

      “Then why can’t you do what I tell you and stay out of it?” He pressed.

      “Because I think figuring this out might help me remember who I was.” Mallory admitted, “And who I’m supposed to be.”

      “Mal…” He sighed and started to reach for her before seeming to rethink it.

      When his hand dropped back to his side she felt the loss and grumbled, “I need to figure out who killed Nana and why. It’s just something I have to do, Luke. Please. Can you try to understand that?”

      He scrubbed a hand over his face and groaned, “Fine.”

      “Really?” She blinked in surprise at his easy acceptance.

      “Yes, really. If you’re going to insist on being part of this investigation then I’d much prefer to have you by my side where I can keep an eye on you rather than hearing second-hand that you’re accusing a nice old man of murdering the woman he loved.”

      Mallory narrowed her gaze, “Hope really did tattle on me, didn’t she? Little brat.”

      “Gary isn’t a suspect.”

      “I know that now that I’ve talked to him.”

      “If you’d talked to me first…”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Okay, I get it.” Mallory held her hands up in defeat, “I interrogated him like he was a murderer without any real evidence. I apologized to Gary already. I don’t see why I have to apologize to you too.”

      “You don’t.” Luke’s lips twitched as if he wanted to smile, “Just, don’t go off half-cocked accusing anyone else, okay?”

      “And you’ll involve me in the investigation?”

      “If you come by the department tomorrow, I’ll show you all the information we have on our main suspect.”

      Mallory’s eyes went wide, “You mean Abernathy, don’t you?”

      Luke glanced around before nodding.

      “I thought you said he had an alibi?” She hissed.

      “He does but something about it doesn’t sit right with me and I still think he was involved.”

      “So do I.” Mallory admitted with a relieved sigh. “It’s nice to know we’re on the same page.”

      Luke’s lips curled up at the corners, “We always were. I guess some things don’t change no matter how much time passes.”

      Mallory’s heart skittered wildly when he looked at her from beneath his dark lashes. They were standing so close she could feel the heat of his body, smell the musk of his cologne, and had to fight the urge to move even closer. She swallowed hard and looked away, the intensity of the connection that sparked between them making her feel itchy inside her own skin.

      Luke sighed a long, drawn out breath before he spoke again, “Are we going to talk about it?”

      “Talk about what?” She blinked up at him, playing dumb, but from the way he snorted she knew he didn’t believe her.

      “Us.” he said simply.

      “It’s been fifteen years, Luke.” She hedged.

      “Yeah, and it’s still there. I felt it the moment I saw you again and I know you feel it too.”

      “I feel a lot of things Luke, but…”

      “You still don’t remember us.” He frowned.

      “It’s all coming back but in bits and pieces. I’m still trying to make sense of it and even if I do, I’m not sure where that leaves me.” She shrugged. “I’m not the same teenage girl you remember and we barely know each other now.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      She couldn’t help it. She smiled at his easy response. She might not remember everything about their relationship but she did remember that was one of the things she’d always liked about Luke Foster. He was as open and as honest as anyone she’d ever met.

      “Everything?”

      “We can definitely make that happen but how about for tonight, we start with the basics?” He grinned back at her. “I’m single. How about you?”

      “Definitely single.” She chose not to confide the story of finding her boyfriend in bed with their neighbor the same day she’d lost her job and learned her grandmother had been murdered. “Ever been married?”

      “Once.” Luke gave a curt nod and Mallory was shocked at just how deep the slice of hurt she felt by that one word answer went. Luke must have caught the look on her face because he elaborated, “It was a couple years after you left and I realized you weren’t’t coming back. I thought it was time to move on with my life, do the settling down thing and have a family but, it didn’t work out.”

      Her throat felt tight but she pushed out the question, “Do you have kids?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “It didn’t last long enough for that.”

      “Oh.” Mallory chewed her lip, remembering the book in the shop that had her name on the library card, the one about mating rituals, “Was she a shifter, like you?”

      “Yeah. She was part of the pack and I thought…” Luke blew out a rough breath. “It doesn’t matter. I wanted a wife and kids and the whole family thing but she figured out pretty quickly that she wasn’t’t the one I wanted it with.”

      Mallory tried not to let her face show the longing that pierced her right through the chest. He had wanted those things with her, hadn’t he? And she’d wanted them too. She could feel it, the memory of it, somewhere deep inside her brain, hidden behind the veil that Nana’s spell was still using to hide her past from her.

      “Luke, I…” She started but the sound of someone saying her name cut her off.

      “Mallory. Hey! Fancy seeing you here.”

      She turned to find Billy had all but snuck up on her. He was grinning but the look didn’t quite meet his eyes. He glanced between her and Luke and he didn’t look pleased by their proximity at all but he hid it beneath another of those false smiles.

      “What do you say? How about a dance for old times’ sake?” He offered his hand and she had to fight the urge to back away.

      There was something off about him. She was sure of it. She might not remember everything but she remembered enough about Billy Shoal to know that look. He was quietly seething but he was doing a good job of pretending this was all casual and good-natured.

      “Sorry boys.” Another voice cut in before Mallory could think of an excuse to turn Billy down and Ruby came gliding into their little group like a dark haired angle decked in leather. “Hate to break up the party but if I don’t get this one home before midnight, she’ll turn into a pumpkin.”

      Luke rolled his eyes at his sister, “It’s ten after already.”

      “Exactly.” Ruby made a wild, exaggerated expression. “We should get going.”

      Mallory held back a laugh as her friend grabbed her hand and pulled her away. She waved over her shoulder at the two men. One that she didn’t want to leave and the other that she couldn’t get away from fast enough. They both watched her go but her eyes were only on Luke.

      “I’ll be by tomorrow, like we talked about.”

      He gave an answering nod and Mallory let Ruby pull her out of the bar and onto the street.

      “Wow.” Ruby hissed when they found their footing on the sidewalk. “Maybe you were right about Billy.”

      “You think?” Mallory fell into step with her friend as they headed down the street towards Nana’s house and Hope’s apartment.

      “Yeah.” Ruby frowned. “I was at the bar when you came out of the bathroom and I saw you get distracted by my brother. I figured I’d give you two a couple minutes to talk after the scene this morning but I noticed I wasn’t’t the only one watching you. Billy was too and when he made his move to interrupt I figured it was time to get you out of there.”

      “I told you there was something off about him. I’m adding him to the murder board.”

      Ruby snorted, “I said you might be right about him stalking you, Mal, not that I thought he murdered your grandmother. Maybe take your suspicions of literally everyone in this town down a notch.”

      “You’re right.” She sighed. “If talking to Gary proved anything it’s that my instincts are good but I need to focus on actual evidence if I hope to solve Nana’s murder.”

      “That’s my girl.” Ruby nudged their shoulders together as they walked home. “Tomorrow’s a new day and we’ll come up with a new suspect then. Tonight, let’s regroup and get some rest.”

      Mallory agreed but she kept what Luke had told her to herself. She wasn’t’t so sure she needed another new suspect. Not if Luke hadn’t completely dismissed Abernathy as his main suspect. She’d talk to him about it more tomorrow and if there was something to it, she’d bring Ruby in on it then.

      Her friend was right. Again. She needed to rest and regroup. Tomorrow was another day.
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      After a very unproductive morning at the police station looking over witness statements and interview transcripts with Luke, Mallory let herself back into the apartment above the garage with the key Hope had given her. She’d really hoped that meeting with Luke and talking through their theories about Abernathy would lead to some sort of revelation but in the end they’d only kept circling back to one undeniable truth.

      Abernathy had been at the Green Door Diner having dinner when Nana had been murdered. People had seen him. The waitress that night had confirmed his order and even given the police a copy of his receipt. Mallory found it odd that he’d spent the entire night at the diner, ordering his meal then desert, and then coffee and another dessert, but when she’d asked Luke about it he said the waitress explained he brought files with him and it wasn’t unusual for him to hang around and do his work while he nursed coffee in the evenings. Weird didn’t equate to murderer and with that little slip of paper there seemed to be no way Abernathy could have been the one to kill Nana unless the coroner had gotten her time of death wrong by a margin of at least several hours.

      Which put them back at square one, with no suspects and no idea why anyone else would have wanted to kill Nana in the first place.

      Despite the fact the morning had been a bust on the investigation, Mallory had enjoyed getting to spend more time with Luke. She’d shared more about the last fifteen years of her life with him and he’d told her about how he’d come to be Sheriff. He’d been right when he said the spark between them was still there and as much as Mallory wanted to fan the flame and see just how hot it burned, she knew that she needed to have a clear mind when she made that decision.

      That meant solving Nana’s murder and getting Nana’s memory blocking curse out of her head once and for all. Since she couldn’t do anything else about the first today, she’d said her goodbyes and headed to the bookshop to talk to Hope about the second. Only, Hope hadn’t been there and the girl working behind the counter at the coffee shop said that she had taken the day off, which was why she’d come back to the apartment to see what her sister was up to.

      Her eyes widened as soon as she stepped into the apartment. Hope might be a hippie little witch with a bohemian, free spirit style but her living space had always been neat and tidy. When Mallory had left for the police station that morning, she’d folded up the spare blankets and sheets and put them in a small stack at the end of the couch. They’d been the only thing out of place in the neatly decorated apartment but now it looked as if a bomb had gone off.

      “What the…” She trailed off as she kicked the door shut behind her and raised her voice. “Hope? Are you here? Have you been burgled?”

      “What?” Her sister came around the corner, coming out of her bedroom with a load of boxes in her arms. She dumped them onto the chair in the living area before turning back to Mallory. “Oh, no. This wasn’t’t a burglary. I’m just trying to sort through some of Nana’s old things before the funeral.”

      “Before the…” Mallory dropped her purse and frowned at her sister. “Back up and let’s try this again. Hope, what’s going on?”

      “Oh.” Hope scratched her forehead which Mallory was surprised to see had a streak of dirt marring it. “Sorry. I forgot to text you, didn’t I? The coroner released Nana’s body so we can go ahead with the funeral. I took the day off to get as much of the planning done as I can.”

      Mallory tried and failed not to gape at her younger sister. She opened her mouth, fully prepared to berate Hope for not telling her or involving her in the planning but she stopped herself short as she took in the mess all around them. Of course Hope had tackled all of this on her own because for over a decade and a half, she had been the only one here with Nana to make any sort of decisions. Mallory couldn’t blame her for not thinking to include her when there had been no way to include her in anything for years.

      Instead of yelling about the unfairness of the whole situation, she swallowed down the resentment that still festered anytime she thought about Nana’s curse and focused on the present. She couldn’t do anything to change the past. All she could do now was be here for her sister and help however she could.

      “Okay. I can see you’ve been busy and I’m sorry I wasn’t’t here this morning but tell me what you need me to do now.”

      “Honestly, it’s not as bad as it looks. I’ve taken care of most of the funeral arrangements already.”

      “I’m sorry you had to do that by yourself.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Hope waved her off, “Organizing is basically one of my superpowers.”

      Mallory raised an eyebrow, “For real?”

      “What?” Hope looked mildly offended. “No. Of course not. It’s just a turn of phrase. Goddess help me, do you really not remember that I told you what my power was just yesterday?”

      “No. I mean, yes. Yes, I remember what you told me, I just… wasn’t’t sure if you were joking about the organizational thing or not.”

      Hope huffed, “Thank goddess. I thought for a second there that Nana’s spell was actively working to make you forget about magic again.”

      “That would be bad.” Mallory frowned. “Is that possible?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” Hope collapsed into the one free chair at her table. “I came home last night and read through an entire grimoire trying to find the spell Nana used but I didn’t come up with anything that might explain how she managed such a complex and enduring cast.”

      “I’m guessing you didn’t find a way to undo it either then?”

      “No. Sorry.” Hope shook her head.

      “So we just keep waiting and hoping that with time my memories continue to come back?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “Great.” Mallory deadpanned. “Waiting and hoping are two of my favorite things.”

      Hope laughed a little, “Well, while you’re waiting, if you want to help, I was going through these old photo albums. I want to do a tribute video and I need photos of Nana from throughout her life to make it.”

      “Sure. I’d be happy to help. Which box should I start with?”

      “Any of the ones in the living room. I’ve only pulled out and looked at the ones on the desk so far so the rest are up for grabs.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Mallory kicked off her shoes and sank to the living room floor. She sat cross-legged and pulled a box towards her. It seemed to be filled with a random assortment of items but she focused on the old photo albums, pulling one out onto her lap and beginning to flip through it. She smiled at the large picture that took up the entirety of the front page because it was of her and Hope as kids.

      In it, they were dressed in matching red, white and blue striped dresses, their hair in braids. Hope held a sparkler and Mallory had a red popsicle that had stained her lips and teeth, making her look even more ridiculous next to her beautiful little sister. She thought she had been about eight in the picture. It had been taken at one of the Fourth of July celebrations the town always hosted and the memory filled her with the hope she’d been so badly needing.

      Maybe a walk down memory lane was exactly what she needed to remind her of all the good times she’d had as a kid because of Nana. Maybe that would help her put her anger about the curse aside. And maybe, if she was lucky, it would jar loose a few more of those forgotten memories along the way.

      Flipping slowly through the album, Mallory let herself get so lost in the past that when she felt something warm and soft rub against her arm she shrieked in surprise. Poe hissed at her and leaped away, landing gracefully on all fours on the edge of the couch beside her head. Mallory put a hand to her chest and glared at her sister when Hope laughed at her.

      “Are you going to scream every time you see Poe?”

      “He surprised me.” She whined.

      “I was trying not to surprise you which is why I didn’t just randomly start speaking to you before announcing my presence.” The clipped and accented voice that she was still trying to reconcile as coming from her cat chided her and she turned her glare on him instead.

      “What’re you even doing here? I thought you lived in the bookshop?”

      Poe made a noise that sounded very much like a harrumph, “I’m not a house cat, Mallory. I’m not confined to one space. I prefer the bookshop but I also spend time here with Hope and, before your grandmother’s passing, at the house with her. You might not remember it but I used to sleep in your room when you were a child because you said it made you feel better to have a friend close by.”

      Mallory only shrugged, “You’re right. I don’t remember that.”

      “You will.” Hope said softly, a furrow between her brow. “No headaches today?”

      “Nothing brain-splitting, more of a dull ache.”

      “Even with Poe communicating?” Hope raised an eyebrow and when Mallory nodded her sister smiled. “Good. I’m taking that as a good sign.”

      “Me too.” She reached out and scratched Poe’s head, “Maybe I’ll remember everything soon.”

      The cat hissed and jumped off the couch and out of her reach, “Not a housecat.”

      “Sorry. Sorry. Jeez.” She pulled her hand back, slightly offended.

      The cat pranced away from her without another word and Mallory went back to the photo album in her hand. She would remember that magical cat soon enough and then maybe she’d stopped making him angry. She made a mental note not to pick him up or to pet him which just seemed silly to her since he was, in fact, a cat despite his argument to the contrary.

      Mallory flipped through another couple of pages in the photo album, finding one good shot of her and Hope with Nana at the July 4th celebration. She assumed Nana had been behind the camera in the other photos that summer. Most of them were random shots captured as she or Hope or both of them were playing.

      The outfits and hairstyles changed as she flipped through the album and watched a long forgotten summer pass through the captured moments. A picture of Hope holding a slice of watermelon up like it was a smile. A photo of her waving from the top of the slide in the park. A posed shot of them smiling over a birthday cake burning with candles. There were even a couple photos of them playing with Ruby or Cora and one picture of Luke posing defiantly with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face as the girls all stuck their tongues out at the camera. It was all vaguely familiar and made Mallory nostalgic for a childhood she couldn’t fully remember.

      Then she turned another page and came up short when she saw a photo of three little girls instead of two.

      The girl stood between Hope and Mallory in the photo and it was clear from their appearance that she was related. She had the same blonde hair and blue eyes as Hope did but she was taller and curvier like Mallory. In the photo she looked about the same age as Mallory, maybe a year older, or two? She wracked her brain but for the life of her she couldn’t place the girl.

      “Hey, Hope?” Mallory peeled the old photo carefully from the page and held it up. “Who is this?”

      Hope stood from her chair across the room and moved closer to get a better look, “Oh wow. I haven’t seen a photo of the three of us in years. That’s Dori.”

      “Dori?”

      “Our cousin.” Hope frowned. “You don’t remember Dori?”

      “Not even a little bit.”

      Hope shook her head, “That’s weird but I guess maybe she was another memory sacrificed when Nana cast that spell.”

      Mallory didn’t like the hesitation in her sister’s voice, “Why would that be weirder than any of the rest of what I’ve forgotten?”

      “Well, because Nana’s spell seemed to only cloak your memories of magic but Dori doesn’t have magic.”

      “She’s our cousin. How does she not have magic?”

      “I…” Hope groaned and swiped a hand over her face, “Of course you don’t remember how that works either. Our magic is powerful and it’s passed down through the generations but only the women in our family become witches.”

      “Okay…” Mallory drawled the word, because in the photo, their cousin was clearly female.

      “Dori didn’t inherit magic. Her father was Mom’s brother. He had no magic so he had none to pass down to her.”

      “Mom’s brother.” Mallory tried to think hard about the man who would be her uncle but she had only the vague memory of even hearing his name as a kid. “Isaac? His name was Isaac?”

      “Yeah. Uncle Isaac.” Hope nodded reassuringly. “He left Tempest and moved to Dallas. He didn’t come back much but during the summers, his daughter, Dori, would come and stay with us and visit Nana for a week or two every year.”

      Mallory harrumphed, “Oh, so he got to leave and keep his memories then?”

      Her tone must have been as resentful as she felt because Hope winced “He didn’t have magic of his own so he couldn’t expose us.”

      “Yeah. Whatever.”

      Hope reached down and squeezed her shoulder, “Mal…”

      She shook off the touch, “I’m fine. I’ll keep looking for photos. There’s one here of all three of us with Nana.”

      “Thanks.” Hope took the other photo that Mallory pulled from the book and offered to her. “I’m sure Dori would like to see this too.”

      “Are they coming to the funeral?”

      “They?” Hope glanced up and blinked. “Oh. No. Sorry. Uncle Isaac passed away when we were teenagers. A car accident.”

      The news softened something inside Mallory and she sighed, “So Nana lost both of her children too soon.”

      “Yeah.” Hope bit her lip, seeming to contemplate her next words before she spoke. “Uncle Isaac’s accident was right before you graduated high school. I think…”

      Mallory raised an eyebrow when her sister trailed off, “What?”

      “I think that’s part of the reason Nana did what she did. She was scared for you as much as she was worried about Tempest and the rest of us. She’d lost two children already. I think, maybe she thought, in some way, that she was protecting you because if you’d used your magic in the outside world… goddess only knows what would have happened.”

      Mallory sighed, “I just wish I’d been able to talk to her about it but, now I’ll never get that chance.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.” Hope squeezed her shoulder again and this time Mallory didn’t pull away.

      “If it helps at all, she was proud of the life you made for yourself. Whenever we spoke to you on the phone, as soon as we hung up, she always said how proud she was of you.”

      “It would have been nice if she’d told me that once in a while.”

      “She was hard-headed.” Hope gave a weak smile. “Kinda like someone else I know.”

      Mallory snorted, “At least we know I came by it honest.”

      “I know there’s a lot that she would have liked to do differently and I know we both wish things were different and her death wasn’t the thing that brought you home.” Hope offered. “But for what it’s worth, I’m just glad you’re here now. It’s nice to have you home, Mal.”

      “It’s nice to be home.” She squeezed her sister’s hand in return and realized that she meant it.

      This was home. No matter what parts of her past had been taken from her. No matter how many years she’d spent in New York. Tempest was home and the more time she spent here the more certain she was that this was exactly where she was supposed to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      In Mallory’s opinion, the sun was being highly disrespectful. Funerals were supposed to be solemn affairs held on gray, blustery days. In the movies, it always rained or looked like it was about to but as she and a good portion of Tempest’s citizens gathered to offer their final respects to Nana the sun above shone warm and bright.

      There wasn’t even a cloud in the clear blue sky.

      Mallory shifted uneasily, the heels of her patent leather pumps sinking into the grass of the cemetery. She pulled at the neck of her black sheath dress and prayed that she wasn’t sweating through the expensive dry-clean only material. She’d ended up in Tempest with a lot of her own belongings but her wardrobe had been custom built for New York, not Texas and its unseasonably warm fall.

      She tried not to glare at her sister as Hope eulogized their grandmother. Mallory had thought her sister was the one dressed inappropriately when they’d left the house. In true Hope fashion, she’d worn a long halter dress with sandals that tied around her ankles. The outfit had seemed too casual to Mallory but given the fact they were surrounded by the good people of Tempest and most of them were wearing something similar to Hope or jeans, khakis and polo shirts, she knew that she was the one that looked out of place as per usual.

      Her sister had offered to loan her something to wear but Mallory had refused. Her wardrobe wasn’t just the last remnant of her life in New York. It had also always served as a last line of defense. She did not look welcoming or approachable in the oversized black hat that covered her head and today she needed people to keep their distance from her.

      For the past two days, she and Hope had done their best to plan a ceremony they thought their grandmother would have appreciated. They’d booked the church and picked out a casket. They poured over song choices and handpicked every photo that went into the tribute video. Mallory had written the obituary and Hope had gone down to The Tempest Telegraph office to make sure they included it in their next issue. Mallory had been flabbergasted that the old newspaper was still up and running and appalled it was still the best way to disseminate news to the town. They had spent so much time making decisions about the funeral that Mallory hadn’t truly stopped to consider just how hard the actual ceremony was going to be.

      This was her last chance to say goodbye to Nana. She’d never gotten to talk to her. They’d never had a chance to make things right. Nana had never apologized and Mallory couldn’t honestly be sure she ever would have but it stung that the opportunity had been taken from them. Nana was really and truly gone and to make matters worse, her killer was still out there walking the streets as a free man.

      As Hope spoke, Mallory glanced around the large crowd gathered at the graveside. Gary was there of course. He was with a small group of men that Mallory recognized from their night at Sylvie’s. His friends had come out to show their support for him which warmed her heart. He wasn’t a suspect and Mallory honestly felt bad for ever having considered him one, especially when he broke down in tears and had to bury his face in his friend’s shoulder to stifle his sobs.

      Mallory had to look away or risk her own carefully contained emotions bubbling to the service.

      As her gaze darted over the crowd she caught sight of Billy standing at the edge of the gathering, looking awkward and uncomfortable. He was wearing a pair of khaki pants and a button down that looked like it was half a size too small. He had his hands shoved into his pockets but his gaze was moving over the crowd as if he was cataloging everyone and taking mental notes. When his gaze met hers, Mallory quickly jerked her head away.

      She still hadn’t completely dismissed Billy from her list of possible suspects no matter what Ruby and Hope had to say about it. He was weird. He seemed to always be lurking around. He kept trying to talk to her about the case even though she’d told him time and again that she couldn’t reveal any details and it was creeping her out. She’d pointed out to her friends that oftentimes the killer tried to insert themselves into the case but Hope and Ruby had only exchanged eye rolls and ignored her.

      She was keeping an eye on him no matter what they said but the next person to catch her eye pushed all thoughts of Billy right out of her head.

      Luke was standing on the other side of the casket and he offered a soft smile when their eyes locked. Mallory’s heart gave an erratic burst and something warm and comforting uncurled inside of her. It was as easy as that with Luke. He smiled at her and all the tension she’d been carrying for days began to ease.

      She hadn’t seen him since the morning she’d gone by the police station to look over the Abernathy file and she realized with a pang of longing, that she’d missed him. She’d been too busy to really think about it before but now all she wanted to do was move closer to him. She had a feeling if she tucked herself into his side that she would fit there perfectly and that the weight of his arm as it settled around her shoulder would be just what she needed to hold it all together.

      He looked so good too. He’d gotten a haircut and shaved for the funeral, not that she’d minded the scruffy look on him either. He was one of the few men that had donned actual black slacks and the green and black plaid button down he’d paired with it brought out the color of his eyes and showed off his broad shoulders. Shoulders she knew were great for crying onto since she’d done just that her first night back in Tempest.

      She’d been in his arms that night. She so rarely cried in front of anyone but Luke wasn’t just anyone. She’d been falling apart and he had caught her, just as he always had.

      A flash of memory hit her, a scene of them together as teenagers. He hugged her tight to his chest and she cried into his shoulder about how unfair Nana was being just because she’d found that book from the store about mating rituals under Mallory’s pillow. Nana had forbidden her from seeing Luke but Mallory had snuck out of the house the first chance she got because nothing could keep her away from him back then. He’d brushed her hair back and held her face in his hands and when their eyes had met he’d told her that he loved her and nothing would keep them apart. She’d kissed him then with all the emotions a teenage girl possessed and she’d known that she loved him too, more than anyone or anything and she could remember the promise they’d made, that no matter what Nana might try to keep them apart, that they’d fight it and they’d win, because love always won.

      Mallory jerked back out of the vision that had been a memory, blinking out of a daze as she realized that people were milling around now. Hope had finished her speech and apparently dismissed the crowd. Some were placing flowers atop Nana’s casket. Others were headed to their cars. Still more had broken off into groups and were chatting amongst themselves and all the while Mallory had been frozen in her spot, stuck in a memory that she’d forgotten completely due to Nana’s spell.

      A memory so intense it had felt like she was back there, in the past, but she didn’t have a headache at all. She didn’t feel sick from the rush of magic. She felt good, better than good even, and as she glanced around the cemetery, looking for her sister, she realized why.

      Her magic was back. All of it. She could feel it pulsing in her veins. She knew it was a part of her, a sense as strong as any of the other basic five. She’d been able to touch it before when she focused hard but now it was simply there, bubbling beneath the surface. She had her magic back, finally.

      And with it, she realized, she had her memories back too.

      That’s what the vision of her with Luke had been. Her memory had come back. That night had been pivotal in Nana’s decision to do what she did. It had been hidden from her memory because of it but it was back now and so were dozens and dozens of other memories that involved her magic or the beings that lived in Tempest.

      It was fitting, she thought, that as they lay Nana to rest, her spell finally broke. Just as it was perfect that the first major memory that returned to her was of Luke and what they’d been to one another. She remembered everything and it was a wild, overwhelming jumble that threatened to make her burst into tears right then and there.

      A hand on her arm made her jump and she turned, expecting Luke to have found his way to her. He must have seen the change in her, felt it. Surely, he had. He must know that with her memories all of her old feelings had rushed back in too but when he turned it wasn’t the handsome boy she’d loved or even the sexy Sheriff at her side.

      Hope tilted her head, her eyes raking over Mallory from top to bottom, “Mal, are you okay?”

      “I… yeah.” She nodded quickly. “Yeah, I think I…”

      Her words froze in her throat as she registered that Hope wasn’t alone. There was another woman standing just behind her sister’s shoulder. A blonde woman with a face that Mallory would know anywhere. She blinked, certain her mind was playing tricks on her but the woman’s appearance didn’t change. Mallory glanced back at her sister, wariness and doubt creeping in through her burst of happiness at remembering her life.

      “What in the holy book of grimoires is she doing here?”

      “What do you mean?” Hope furrowed her brow, glancing between them. “Mal, this is…”

      “Izzy.” Mallory sneered at the woman’s name.

      “No.” Hope looked even more confused, “This is Dori. Our cousin, Dori. We talked about her, remember?”

      “No.” Mallory argued, “My other memories may have been fuzzy but finding my next door neighbor in bed with my boyfriend the same morning I got the call my grandmother had been murdered is one of those things that sticks with a girl.”

      “Mal?” A male voice spoke up and she turned to see that Luke had walked up on the other side of her and he looked as confused and worried as Hope did. “Is everything okay here?”

      “I don’t know.” Mallory spun back around. “Why don’t you tell us what, exactly, you’re up to, Izzy.”

      The curvy blonde had the grace to look embarrassed and her voice was low and soft when she finally spoke, “I think we should probably go somewhere a little more private to speak.”

      “Dori?” Hope’s eyes had gone wide and the other woman winced.

      “I don’t go by that name anymore. Sorry. That silly kids movie about the fish sort of ruined it for me. My full name was always Isadora, after Nana, so when I moved and started over I switched my nickname around. Instead of Dori, I started going by Izzy.”

      “Oh goddess.” Hope put a hand to her mouth and looked from her cousin to her sister and back again. “You’re that Izzy?”

      “Like I said, I think we should speak somewhere private.”

      “Yeah.” Hope nodded, glancing around at the crowd of people who had all stopped what they were doing to watch the confrontation. “Yeah. Okay. Let’s go back to my place and you can explain what in the world is going on.”

      Hope turned and started to walk away, clearly shell shocked. Izzy, or Dori, or whatever her name was, followed after her. But Mallory stayed rooted to the spot, shocked and angry and too confused to move.

      Luke cleared his throat beside her, “You okay?”

      “Not really. She turned her head to look at him again and when he saw the deep concern in his eyes she sighed. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Do you want me to come with you for…” He glanced after the other two women and his brow furrowed, “Moral support or… something?”

      “That’s very sweet.” Mallory reached out and squeezed his arm, “But I’ve handled that woman before and I’ll handle her again if need be.”

      “Okay.” He nodded, though his eyes stayed fixed on her face. “If you need anything though, anything at all…”

      “You’ll be there for me.” Mallory smiled softly. “I know.”

      Luke’s eyes flashed with a question but Mallory shook him off before he could ask it. He could read her better than anyone. He always could. If she stuck around, they’d end up needing to have a whole conversation themselves and she didn’t have time for it.

      Not right now.

      “I’ll find you later, okay? We need to talk too but…”

      “Go.” He surprised her by leaning over and kissing her cheek gently. “Deal with your family. I’ll be around whenever you’re ready.”

      She smiled, knowing just how much he meant those words. They were an echo from their past but also a promise of a possible future. It was one that she ached to explore but she knew that would have to wait.

      She had a lying, conniving, not so long-lost cousin to deal with first and goddess help her, she didn’t want that boyfriend stealing hussy anywhere near Luke because she cared for him in a way that she’d never cared about Glenn. She trusted Luke. They might not be together but she knew he’d never fall for whatever twisted game Izzy was playing. But the sooner she dealt with Izzy, the sooner she could be rid of her, and then she could get back to focusing on finding Nana’s murderer and making Tempest her home again.
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      Mallory followed the woman in the flouncy black and white polka dot dress up the stairs to Hope’s apartment with more than a little wariness. She didn’t trust Izzy or Dori or whatever her name might be. And if Mallory disliked her just a little bit more for bearing their grandmother’s name, then that was neither here nor there.

      Under normal circumstances, Mallory liked to think she would have welcomed this new family member. After all, for as long as she could remember it had only been her, Hope and Nana. She would have liked to meet more of her family, to reconnect with this cousin from her childhood that she could now remember playing with in the sprinklers and sharing ice cream with on hot summer days. But nothing about this was normal.

      “Oh, you have a lovely home.”

      “Thank you.” Hope motioned to the living area, “Have a seat. Can I get you something to drink? Water? Tea?”

      “How about whiskey?” Mallory kicked the door shut behind her and with one hand reached out simultaneously to flip the peg board with all her investigative research around so that the intruder in their midst couldn’t see it. “I have a feeling I’m going to need a stiff drink to listen to whatever she has to say.”

      “Mal…” Hope gave her a pleading look but she was cut off by Izzy.

      “It’s okay. I understand that she’s upset.”

      “Oh, you do, do you?” Mallory scoffed, moving past her sister and into the kitchen.

      Hope pursed her lips but stayed quiet as she watched Mallory open the cabinet next to the sink where she kept a couple bottles of liquor. Mallory had never actually seen her sister drink from them, and she believed Hope when her sister said they were for spells and special occasions. But if this occasion didn’t call for a drink, she didn’t know what would.

      She popped the cork on a bottle of bourbon and poured generously into a glass tumbler before turning back to the others, “Well… you wanted somewhere private to speak. Get to talking.”

      “I knew you’d be upset when I showed up here, but I couldn’t miss Nana’s funeral. Not after everything she did for me.” Izzy met Mallory’s glare, “I loved her, and I would have done anything for her, which, actually, is how I ended up in New York, as your neighbor.”

      “What do you mean?” Hope perched on the edge of the chair, opposite where Izzy had sat on the couch, hands gripped tightly in her lap.

      “As I’m sure you’re well aware since she raised you, Nana had very strict ideas about magic and an even more intense ideals of what family meant.” Izzy glanced down at her hands, fidgeting with her dress. “I wasn’t born with magic, but I wanted to be part of the family, to be helpful, so when Nana asked me to do something for her, I did it.”

      “I don’t understand.” Hope shook her head. “What did Nana ask you to do?”

      Mallory tipped the bourbon to her lips and took a large swallow as the pieces of the puzzle she hadn’t been able to place began to make sense. The alcohol burned her throat and she welcomed the sting that matched the one in her chest. Betrayal clawed at her insides and it took every ounce of willpower she had not to throw the glass just to watch it shatter the same way the small amount of understanding she’d managed to cultivate for Nana’s actions did.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” She sneered. “Nana asked her to keep an eye on me.”

      Hope gasped, her hand flying to her mouth, “What? No. Surely…”

      “Yes.” Izzy nodded slowly. “Nana asked me to stay close to Mallory after she left Tempest.”

      “But, why would she do that?” Hope glanced at her sister, but Mallory continued to glare straight at Izzy.

      “The spell that she cast to veil Mallory’s memories was the strongest she’d ever used and she worried about the effects, namely how long it would last.” She glanced up at Mallory from beneath her lashes, “Nana couldn’t be sure it wouldn’t wear off, so she asked me to check in on you. She’d worked me into the spell so that you wouldn’t remember me either so all it really took was for me to bump into you or walk past you and so long as you didn’t recognize me then we knew the barrier on your mind was still holding.”

      “You did a lot more than just bump into me.” Mallory accused.

      “Not at first. I swear.” Izzy blinked her wide blue eyes, “I followed you to NYU like Nana asked but I only checked up on you every few months, running into you on campus or at the bar you liked to frequent with your friends. You never recognized me so I told Nana you were doing fine, and I thought she’d tell me I could go back to my own life but…”

      “She didn’t. Of course, she didn’t.” Mallory shook her head wryly as she poured more of the bourbon into her glass.

      “She kept pressing me for more updates, more information about your life. It was like she wanted to know everything about how you were surviving without your magic, all the things she couldn’t ask you herself because of the spell.”

      “So you’ve been lurking on the edges of my life for the last fifteen years?”

      Izzy had the grace to look back down at her hands, “Nana insisted and I…”

      “And you couldn’t stand up to her. Clearly.”

      “That’s not fair. You don’t know me.” Izzy’s head snapped back up and anger reddened her face.

      “You’re right. I don’t. But you apparently know all about me.”

      “Mal.” Hope, ever the peacemaker spoke softly, trying to cut into the argument, “She was only doing what Nana asked her to do.”

      “Yeah? So did Nana also tell you to sleep with my boyfriend?” Mallory scoffed.

      “No.” Izzy frowned. “And I’m sorry that happened.”

      “Apology not accepted.”

      “He caught me in your apartment, okay? I was looking for signs that your memories were coming back or that you’d been using magic and he caught me. I had to think on my feet.”

      “You mean on your back.”

      “Mallory!” Hope gave her a warning look but Izzy was already pushing to her feet.

      “I should go. I know this is hard to hear, but I was only doing what I thought was best, what Nana thought was best, but I can see now you need some time to come to terms with  that.” Izzy tilted her chin up, “I’ve booked a room at the B&B for the night. I always wanted to be part of this family and now that everything is in the open, I hope you’ll give me a chance to make things right.”

      “Dori… Izzy…” Hope frowned. “Don’t go.”

      “It was a pleasure seeing you again, Hope.” She turned her attention, “And Mallory, I truly am sorry for everything that Nana put you through.”

      Mallory watched her go, cradling her second glass of bourbon to her chest. Hope followed Izzy to the door and shut it behind her. She gave a heavy sigh as she turned the lock and then glanced out the window, watching Izzy descend the stairs. When she finally turned back to face Mallory, she was waiting.

      “Did you know?”

      Hope drew up short, “What?”

      “Tell me you didn’t know.” Mallory insisted and Hope’s face twisted with hurt.

      “Of course I didn’t know.”

      Mallory took another gulp of her drink, knowing that her sister was telling her the truth. Hope wasn’t a good liar. She never had been. Her anguish at Mallory’s accusation was real and though she felt bad for even thinking it was possible that Hope could have been part of the elaborate ruse, she’d come to realize that there had clearly been no line that Nana wasn’t willing to cross.

      “How often has she been here?”

      “Who? Dori? I mean… Izzy?” Hope ran a hand through her hair. “She’s never been to this apartment before today.”

      “Tempest, Hope. How often has she been visiting Nana in Tempest?”

      “I…” Hope paused, seeming to consider the question before answering. “Two, maybe three times a year? She usually visits once during the summer and then again during the fall festival and for Christmas or Nana’s birthday.”

      “Could she have been visiting Nana more often in secret?”

      Hope stared at her, “What? I don’t know. Maybe? But why would she?”

      “Supposedly Nana had her spying on me but if that’s true, don’t you think she’d be checking in with her more than twice a year?”

      Hope picked up the bottle of bourbon, “They could’ve just talked on the phone.”

      “You knew Nana better than anyone.” Mallory smirked when her sister took a long swig straight from the bottle. “You clearly know Izzy better than I do too so answer me this. Do you really think that woman would agree to upend her entire life, follow me to college, move into the same building and keep tabs on me just because Nana asked her to or do you think it’s more likely that Nana offered her something she wanted in return?”

      Hope’s eyebrows winged up, “What are you getting at, Mal?”

      “I don’t know exactly but there’s something off about that woman, about her story. I don’t like it.”

      “Mal, honey, she slept with your boyfriend. I know you don’t like her but…”

      “It’s not that. It’s what she said about wanting to be part of the family, that she was willing to do anything for it. It makes me wonder just how far she would go to get what she wants.”

      Hope stared at her for a long moment and Mallory didn’t look away. She gripped the glass of warm, amber liquid but she didn’t finish it off. Hope used her nails to peel at the label and when she finally spoke, her voice was soft and wary.

      “Mal…” She cleared her throat and then tried again, “Are you saying you think Izzy had something to do with Nana’s murder?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      Hope groaned, “I love you. You know that. But I think this whole ordeal has really messed with your head. Not everyone is a suspect.”

      “Sure, yeah, I was wrong about Gary and you’re right. Not everyone is a suspect. But a family member who suddenly shows up the day of the funeral wanting to stick around and be part of the legacy Nana left behind? That’s suspicious and I want to look into her.”

      “Mal…” Hope tried again but she cut her off.

      “She’s using at least two different names! Who does that?”

      “People who don’t like their childhood nicknames?”

      “There’s something off about her story. I can’t put my finger on it but I know there’s something I’m missing.”

      Hope put the bottle on the coffee table and sank deeper into the chair, “It’s been a really long day, Mal. It’s been a long week. We’re both tired and stressed out and emotional. Let’s just put this thing with Izzy on the back-burner for today and look at what we know again tomorrow after we’ve had time to rest.”

      Mallory frowned but took in her sister’s appearance. There were dark circles under Hope’s pretty blue eyes and lines that she was sure hadn’t been there before creased between her brows. Her eyes were red from the tears she’d cried during the service and bloodshot from lack of sleep. She looked tired and Mallory’s heart gave a painful squeeze that she hadn’t realized how stressed her sister was before now.

      Hope had taken care of almost all of the funeral arrangements. She had been the one handling Nana’s estate, the lawyers, liaising between the morgue and funeral home. She had been doing all of that and also taking on the extra burden of running Sacred Grounds full time by herself.

      And what had Mallory been doing all week while her sister shouldered the burden of being the ever responsible one? She’d been running all over town accusing people of murdering their grandmother, making googly eyes at the town Sheriff, getting drunk with her best friend and just all around acting as if the fact that she’d been cursed and her memories weren’t coming back as quickly as she’d have liked was the worst thing to ever happen to anyone.

      “I’m sorry.” She put the glass down and moved to sit beside her sister.

      “Hey!” Hope complained when Mallory squeezed in tight and wrapped her in a hug.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Okay.” Hope snorted, “For what?”

      “Being the same selfish brat at thirty-two that I was at eighteen.”

      “You’re not selfish.” Hope rolled her eyes.

      “I am actually. But I know I am so that has to count for something right?” Mallory grinned when Hope elbowed her in the ribs. “Today is supposed to be about Nana. Her knitting circle set up that nice meal for all of us for after the funeral and I’m sure they’re wondering where we ran off to. Let me get changed and then we can go over to the rec center and share good memories of Nana and worry about the rest of this stuff later.”

      Hope glanced up at her, “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      “You don’t have to change. Everyone else probably went straight over from the funeral.”

      “Oh. I definitely have to change.” Mallory snorted, pulling herself up out of the chair, “I think I can see the sweat through this dress already and if Nana wasn’t already dead she’d die of embarrassment if I showed up to her wake with pit stains.”

      Hope hid a chuckle of laughter behind her hand as she shook her head, “Go. Change. Just hurry up. You’re right. The whole town is probably wondering where we went.”

      “Luke saw our conversation with Izzy. I’m sure he covered for us and is keeping the gossip mongers at bay the best he can.”

      “You know how fast word gets around this town though…” Hope started and then paused mid-sentence.

      Mallory had been in the middle of pulling a stick of deodorant out of her bag but she paused to look at her sister. Hope’s brows were furrowed again. Whatever small bit of levity she’d managed to cling to for a few minutes was gone now. Mallory stood back up and frowned.

      “What?”

      “It’s just… it’s probably nothing.”

      “Hope.” Mallory insisted, a warning in her voice. “Tell me.”

      “It just occurred to me, when we were talking about town gossip.”

      “What about it?”

      Hope was chewing her bottom lip when she glanced up and met Mallory’s gaze, “How did Izzy know about Nana’s funeral?”

      “What do you mean? I assumed you called and told her.”

      “I didn’t.” Hope shook her head. “I was so caught up in contacting you and then dealing with the curse and the shop and everything else…. I never called her.”

      Mallory’s eyes widened and she couldn’t contain an, “I knew it. I knew there was something off about her. I told you!”

      “It doesn’t have to mean what you think it means though.” Hope winced. “Does it?”

      “I don’t know. But you can bet I’m going to find out.”

      “Mal.”

      “Don’t tell me to drop this. Not now. Not after telling me that.”

      Hope held up a hand, “I wasn’t going to. I swear. I was only going to tell you to be careful and to talk to Luke. Bring him in on this, please. He didn’t want you digging around in the case on your own and neither do I, not because we don’t think you can figure it out but because it could be dangerous. If I didn’t tell her about Nana, someone else in Tempest did, which means she has friends here that I don’t know about.”

      For the first time since she’d started looking into the case, Mallory looked at her sister and saw true fear, “You believe me this time, don’t you? You’re worried Izzy might actually have had something to do with what happened to Nana.”

      “I don’t know. Honestly, I don’t think I know her well enough to even guess her motives but I do know one thing. I couldn’t read her, Mal. For a person with no magic, she didn’t radiate her intentions and her inner monologue wasn’t blasting wide open for me to dial in to.”

      “You tried to read her?” Mallory asked, surprised her sister had even attempted it as much as she was that Hope was only just now telling her this.

      “At the graveside, when you confronted her, it was instinct on my part to try and get a read on her but…” Hope shook her head. “It was like running into a brick wall. She has defenses in place to block magic but if she doesn’t have powers of her own, I don’t know how that could be possible?”

      “Unless Nana was teaching her.” Mallory spoke slowly. “Unless that was the payoff for doing Nana’s spying for her.”

      “I don’t know.” Hope said again. “Just promise me you’ll be careful around her.”

      “You too.”

      “Promise.” Hope nodded and Mallory felt the tightness in her chest ease just a bit.

      She was onto something. She knew she was. All this time they hadn’t been able to track down a true lead but maybe that was because the murderer hadn’t been in town at all. But that line of thinking only gave her more questions, ones that she knew her sister was too tired and emotionally drained to play devil’s advocate with her.

      But Luke had specifically told her to leave the case to him. He was the investigator. He would be able to get answers that maybe she couldn’t. She just had to convince him that she wasn’t chasing another dead end lead and before she could do that she had to go make nice with the rest of the people of Tempest over potato salad and green bean casserole.

      It really had been a very long day and she had so much more to do before she could rest.
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      Mallory knocked on the door of apartment 3B and listened intently for the sound of someone moving around inside. She’d had no idea that the second floor above the shops on Main Street had been converted into apartments but it seemed like prime real estate. She’d had trouble even finding the back entrance that led up a stairwell but when she’d emerged on the landing in a hallway with a row of doors she'd been pleasantly surprised at how nice it seemed. She was curious about the apartments that lay beyond the doors but none more so than the one that swung open to reveal a slightly rumpled and ridiculously sexy lawman.

      He’d changed since she saw him at the funeral and she wasn’t sure if she liked him in this relaxed look less, or far more than his usual jeans and button downs. He wore a faded gray t-shirt that clung to his biceps like it was pleased for the opportunity and she noted with amusement that the graphic was their high school mascot. The sweatpants were a different color of gray that didn’t match the shirt but somehow still managed to make her mouth water.

      His hair was sticking up as if he’d been running his hands through it and her own itched to do the same.

      This was a new Luke in front of her, softer than the one she’d seen over the last week that strolled through town with his badge and weapons knowing that he was in charge and she liked it, a lot.

      Mallory realized then that she’d been staring for far too long and forced a smile, “Hey.”

      Luke stared back at her with a dumbfounded expression, “Mallory?”

      “The one and only.” She grinned as he scratched his head.

      “What’re you doing here?”

      “You said you wanted me to bring anything about the case straight to you so that’s what I’m doing.” She moved into the doorway until he had to take a step back, “Are you going to invite me in?”

      “Um… sure.” He moved aside to let her pass and then shut the door behind her. “How did you know where I live?”

      “Ruby told me.” Mallory told him, her gaze soaking in everything about Luke’s personal space.

      “Of course she did.” He sighed. “Well, welcome.”

      Mallory noted that the apartment was larger than she’d imagined. The floors were hardwood and exposed wooden beams broke up the space. Windows lined the wall that looked out over Main Street and in front of them there was a long dining table with six chairs. Only one of them was pulled back from its spot and instead of a place setting there were files and paperwork scattered in front of it. Clearly Luke used it as a desk and when he caught her looking he rushed over and scooped the papers up, sticking them in a file.

      “I was doing some work.” He made the words sound like an apology but Mallory only turned her attention to the rest of the apartment.

      The living area was set up with a massive television and a leather sectional sofa and armchair. There was a threadbare rug beneath a coffee table but it matched the throw pillows and the framed art that hung on the wall. She wondered if Luke had chosen it all himself or if Ruby or their mother had helped to give it that homey touch.

      Or maybe it had been the ex-wife that he’d mentioned.

      Mallory refused to follow that line of thinking because if she did she knew she’d never be able to let it go. Now that she remembered her history with Luke, remembered their plans for a future that had been stolen from them, the very idea of him marrying someone else rankled. She hadn’t been thrilled at the idea of him with someone else before but now it threatened to send her temper into overdrive and would undoubtedly cause her mouth to say things it shouldn’t.

      Instead of letting herself get distracted she turned back to Luke, “I think Izzy had something to do with Nana’s murder.”

      Luke groaned, “Mal, I know you’re dealing with a lot right now with your grandmother’s murder and finding out about magic and your memories but running around accusing everyone of being in on it isn’t helping anything.”

      “I’m not running around accusing everyone.”

      “Abernathy. Gary. Now Izzy.” He ticked the names off on his fingers and then frowned, “And who is this Izzy person anyways?”

      “The woman from the funeral.” She huffed and when he only raised a dark eyebrow she rolled her eyes. “My cousin, Dori?”

      “Oh, yeah, right.” He made a disbelieving face, “Now you’re accusing your own family members.”

      “Luke…”

      “I’m going to grab a beer. You want one?” He turned and headed for the kitchen without waiting for her answer.

      Mallory followed him, “You probably remember her as Dori because she used to come and spend summers with us when we were kids but her name is actually Isadora.”

      “Like your grandmother.”

      “Yes, like Nana, but she goes by Izzy now. That’s what I know her as, because, get this… Nana’s had her keeping an eye on me for the last fifteen years!”

      Luke pulled two bottles of beer from the fridge and grabbed an opener from a drawer, “What do you mean, keeping an eye on you?”

      “As part of the curse that took my memories, Nana somehow included Izzy in them. Then she had her follow me to NYU and keep tabs on me. She would purposefully cross paths with me just to see if I remembered her. Nana was worried the spell wouldn’t hold I guess and Izzy was her failsafe.”

      “Like if you recognized her then they’d know the spell was waning and could redo it?” Luke popped the tops and slid one across the kitchen island towards her.

      “Apparently.”

      “Wow.”

      “You’re telling me.” Mallory lifted the beer to her lips.

      Luke did the same, “Just when I think I can't get angrier with your grandmother she goes and outdoes herself.”

      Mallory nodded, her heart warming with the knowledge that she and Luke were on the same page. She was still angry with Nana for what she’d done but she’d been trying not to focus on it. She knew she’d been pouring her energy into investigating Nana’s death to distract her from her own anger at what Nana had taken from her but now she wondered if she wasn’t the only one.

      “Nana could be a real piece of work but I try to remind myself she thought she was doing the right thing.” She admitted. “But Izzy on the other hand, I don’t think she had such altruistic motives.”

      Luke sighed, “Come on. Sit down and tell me what’s going on in that head of yours.”

      “Thank you.”

      She followed him back to the living room and though she really wanted to cuddle up beside him she tried not to be annoyed when he sat in the chair and pointed to the sofa for her. She sat on the edge and put the beer on a coaster beside her. Luke held onto his bottle and motioned for her to start.

      “Tell me about Izzy.”

      “Okay, well, the reason I recognized her at the funeral was because while I didn’t realize she’d been stalking me for fifteen years, she’d been living next door to me in New York for the last year and the same day that Hope called to tell me about Nana I found her in bed with my boyfriend.”

      “She slept with your boyfriend?” Luke paused while lifting the bottle to his lips.

      “Yeah, well, ex-boyfriend now, clearly, but she said it was because he caught her in our apartment looking for signs I was getting my memories back but after fifteen years I find it hard to believe she really thought they were going to magically come back one day out of the blue.”

      “Seems like a stretch to me.”

      “Right! Plus I saw her so much more the past few months. Not only was she living next door but she would randomly pop over with the godawful baked goods that she was constantly making and forcing on us.” Mallory paused as a memory clicked into place for her, “Awful baked goods.”

      “You don’t like the woman’s baking. I heard you.” Luke chuckled but Mallory shook her head.

      “No. I mean, yes. They’re truly inedible but that reminded me.” She popped up off the couch, pacing excitedly as the pieces fell into place. “The morning after I got to town, Hope asked me to look over Nana’s kitchen and try to use my ability to figure out what had happened. There was a bowl of muffins on the counter and I grabbed one but it was like eating sawdust and gravel. Hope said it was probably just because they were old and had been left out but I don’t think that’s true. I think Izzy made them and that’s why they were so bad. Izzy was there. She was in Tempest, in Nana’s kitchen. It’s proof she was there.”

      “Now, hold on a minute.” Luke frowned, “Bad bread doesn’t prove anything.”

      “Of course it does. It proves Izzy was here.”

      He shook his head, “You don’t have any evidence of that.”

      “But the muffins…”

      “Could’ve just been old, like Hope said.” He shrugged. “Or, someone else could have made them and brought them over to the house. There’s nothing definitive that proves it was Izzy who made them. She isn’t the only bad baker in the world, Mal, and even if she was, you still haven’t given me a motive for why she would have wanted your grandmother dead.”

      “I don’t know.” She admitted, stopping in her pacing to throw her hands in the air. “Maybe she was sick of Nana bossing her around, making her spend years trailing me instead of living her own life? Maybe they fought about it or about magic. Izzy says she doesn’t have magic but from what she said when Hope and I talked to her, it’s clear she wishes she did. What are normal people’s motives? Money? Inheritance? Take your pick.”

      “That’s a lot of maybes and what-ifs.”

      “I know, but there’s something off with that woman, Luke. I don’t like her and I don’t trust her.”

      “She slept with your boyfriend so I can’t say I blame you but that doesn’t make her a murderer.”

      “It doesn’t not make her one either though.” She shot back and Luke hid a smile behind his beer bottle.

      “You’re serious about this? You think your cousin killed your grandmother?”

      Mallory winced because when he put it like that it sounded crazy. They were family and family didn’t go around murdering one another, did they? But then she remembered all the true crime podcasts she listened to and dismissed that thought entirely because yes, yes they did based on everything she knew.

      “Maybe.” She hedged.

      Luke stared at her for a long moment and she pleaded with him to understand where she was coming from on this without saying a word. He understood her. He had to. If he didn’t get it, then nobody would. Finally he put the beer aside and leaned forward in his chair.

      “You’re going to keep investigating this even though I’ve told you a dozen times to leave it to me, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      He sighed, “If I agree to look into Izzy, will you at least give me some time to run her name and do some digging before you go off half-cocked and start accusing her of this?”

      “I’m not letting it go, Luke.”

      “I know.” He met her eyes and the warmth there made her stomach dip. “You wouldn’t be the Mallory I remember if you were any good at letting things go.”

      Her heart gave a painful squeeze and she bit her lip, “You know, for the record, I wasn’t planning to let you go. I wasn’t going to leave. I was going to stay with you, in Tempest, only before I could tell you that, Nana cast her curse and took my memories of us away along with everything else.”

      Luke’s eyes widened, “You remember?”

      “I remember everything.”

      “How? When?”

      “Earlier today, at the funeral.” She shook her head. “I don’t know if it’s just been long enough since Nana’s death that the spell finally broke or if laying her to rest was part of it, but one second I was looking at you across the graveside and the next I was in a memory of us as teenagers, promising one another that we wouldn't let Nana keep us apart.”

      Luke gaped at her, his mouth opening and closing twice before he dropped his head into his hands and gave it a hard shake. She let him take a moment to digest what she’d told him. It was a lot and it had been so long coming. She didn’t know how she expected him to react but when he glanced back up at her with fire in his beautiful green eyes, she realized she hadn’t expected anger.

      “You remembered us hours ago and you’re just now telling me?” He all but growled.

      “I mean, I was…”

      He cut her off as he pushed to his feet, “You remember what we meant to each other? Remember how much I loved you? How much you loved me? You remembered that we were planning on doing the mating ceremony and making it official because we’re soulmates and instead of telling me any of that you come here and you spend twenty minutes telling me about your cousin’s baking and how you think that’s a clue to your grandmother’s murder?”

      “I… Well, yes?” She winced as he advanced on her slowly. “It was important information.”

      “And telling me you remember our relationship wasn’t?” His eyes narrowed dangerously.

      “Of course it was. It is.” She shuddered when he moved close enough she could feel the heat from his body but she didn’t back up because she wasn’t scared of him, not even when he was angry and his eyes were flashing with the wolf just beneath his skin. “I just, I wasn't sure how you’d react or what it would change for you. It’s been fifteen years, Luke. You moved on. You married someone else. I didn’t know if…”

      “I married and divorced someone else because I never moved on, Mallory. Never.” He reached up and cupped her cheeks between his hands. “I’ve loved you every day of my life, woman. If you can remember us, you should know that what we had couldn’t have just gone away no matter how much time your grandmother stole from us.”

      Mallory’s heart was hammering and she licked her lips nervously, “You still love me?”

      “Always.” His voice was rough with emotion and Mallory trembled when he moved even closer still. “Do you still love me?”

      “Forever.” She answered with the same response she’d always given him when he questioned what they had.

      He made a sound, low in his throat, that sounded like a mix between a whine and a growl and then his lips were on hers. Luke kissed her and Mallory gave in to the exquisite feeling of being right where she was always meant to be. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him back, trying to make up for all the years that they’d missed.

      This was what coming home was supposed to feel like. Love. Acceptance. Peace. It was everything she’d been looking for out in the big, wide world but all the time it had been back here in Tempest, waiting for her. She just hadn’t been able to see it because of the spell that had blocked her history with this man from her mind.

      After a long while, when Mallory was running out of air and feeling dizzy, Luke broke the kiss. He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her close. Mallory hugged him tight, never wanting to let go now that she’d found her way back to him.

      “I missed you.” he whispered against her hair and tears pricked the back of her eyes.

      “I’m so sorry, Luke.”

      “Shhh. It wasn’t your fault.” he soothed. “You’re here now. You’re back. And I’m not letting you go again.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Good. That’s really good.” He pulled back slowly, kissing her temple. “Because we have a lot of time to make up for and I want to start right now.”

      Her eyebrows winged up, “Like, right now, right now?”

      He chuckled, “Not the way you’re thinking but yes, right now. I want you to stay with me tonight.”

      “But not in the way I’m thinking?” She smirked.

      “How about, for tonight, we curl up on that couch and fall asleep watching Dateline like the old married couple we should be by now?”

      Mallory grinned, “That sounds like the best offer I’ve had in a long time.”

      “You like that?” He winked. “Just wait until I make you watch the ten o’clock news with me.”

      She giggled, feeling happier than she could remember being in a very, very long time. Luke kissed her again softly, quickly this time, and then took her hand in his. He led her to the couch and pulled her down beside him. She happily snuggled into his side and when he wrapped his arm around her so she could rest her head on his chest, she knew that he was right.

      This was what they should have been doing for the last fifteen years and she would give anything, everything to do it for the next fifteen to fifty. There was just one thing that kept her from completely relaxing. The same thing that had brought her here tonight to start with. But Luke must have sensed her hesitation because he nuzzled the top of her head.

      “I’ll run background checks on your cousin first thing in the morning and we’ll figure out if she was in Tempest when your grandmother was killed. If it turns out she was involved, I’ll arrest her myself. I won’t let her or anyone else hurt you. I promise.”

      “You always know just what to say to make me feel safe.” She nuzzled her face against his chest and he tightened his arm around her.

      “That’s because you are safe with me, Mal.”

      “I know.” she said, and meant every word.
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      Mallory stretched and yawned as she blinked herself awake and took in yet another unfamiliar room. She wasn’t in her apartment in the city. She wasn’t in Hope’s loft above the garage and she definitely wasn’t in Ruby’s house with its blackout curtains and expensive satin sheets. It took her brain a moment to remember what she’d done the night before and her lips curled into a smile as she realized where she was.

      She’d gone to Luke’s apartment. She’d fallen asleep in Luke’s arms on his couch. She sat up and glanced around the space, biting her lip to keep a manic smile from splitting her face. He must have carried her to bed and she’d been so exhausted she hadn’t even noticed because she was in Luke’s bedroom. She was in Luke’s bed, and the only downside to that realization was that he wasn’t in the bed beside her.

      The door to the room was shut but she could hear the muted sound of the television from the other side. Luke must have woken up early and left her here to rest. She hugged the pillow to her chest and breathed in the familiar scent of him, allowing herself to imagine for just a moment what their life together would have looked like if Nana hadn’t stolen the past fifteen years from them.

      They would have been married, mated too, as was the custom for wolf shifters. They’d probably have a house instead of an apartment because Luke would have insisted on room for their kids to run and play. And there would have been kids, two, maybe three, so that Mallory was constantly rushing between after school activities and the book shop where she’d have been the one learning to take over the family business from Nana.

      She opened her eyes and the vision of the future that never was disappeared. That wasn’t her life and no matter how she wished things were different, she couldn’t undo the damage that Nana had done. The best she could manage was to help find the person that had taken Nana from her before they had a chance to make things right. She thought that if she could find Nana’s killer and bring them to justice then she might also find a way to forgive her grandmother for what she’d done.

      With a sigh, Mallory pulled herself out of Luke’s bed. They had a case to solve after all. She paused in front of the mirror above his dresser and finger combed her hair as best she could. There was mascara smeared under her eyes and she dabbed at the messy makeup remnants, trying to make herself presentable before giving up all hope that Luke might see her looking like the hot mess she truly was and sweep her back into his bed.

      She mustered as much confidence as she could before swinging the door open and peeking her head into the rest of the apartment. Everything looked exactly as it had last night. The television was on a morning news station playing what amounted to background noise. The smell of coffee permeated the air and her nose twitched as her body yearned for a sweet hit of caffeine. She turned her attention to the dining area and gave a hesitant smile when she caught Luke staring at her, a sweet smile on his face.

      “Hey.” She bit her lip and watched his smile grow.

      “Hey yourself.” He pushed his chair back from the table and stood, moving towards her. “For the record, you still sleep like the dead. I swear I had to check to see if you were still breathing once or twice last night.”

      “I was tired.”

      “I know.” He reached out and slid an arm around her waist, surprising her when he drew her up against his body. “You’ve been putting too much stress on yourself since you got back. Trying to remember the past. Trying to figure out your magic. Trying to solve your grandmother’s murder. You needed the rest which is why I let you sleep.” His eyes stroked slowly over her face and the corners of his lips twitched, “It might also have had something to do with just how much my wolf enjoyed seeing you in my bed.”

      Mallory felt her cheeks flush at the easy admission and made one of her own, “I liked waking up there, but I wish you’d been in the bed with me.”

      “Mmm, another day.” Luke brushed her hair behind her ear and surprised her again when he pressed a kiss to her forehead and then pulled away, “I woke up early and figured you’d prefer I get a head start on running that background check you asked about last night so I’ve been working while you slept the day away. Want to know what I found?”

      “Yes, but first…” She started but he was already turning away with a knowing grin.

      “Coffee. Of course. I made a fresh pot just a bit ago.” He moved into the kitchen and Mallory watched him, marveling at the strangeness of how something they had never done together before could seem so familiar and easy. He pulled a coffee mug from a shelf and poured as he spoke. “All I had was the Southern Pecan flavor from your grandmother’s shop. I hope that’s okay.”

      “It’s caffeine. I’d take a liquid IV of the stuff. The flavor doesn’t matter all that much.”

      “I wasn’t sure if maybe after all those years in the big city your coffee order might sound like an ingredient list for a cake instead of the basic stuff I have to offer.”

      He didn’t look at her as he said it and Mallory’s heart gave a painful squeeze. Something told her that he wasn’t only talking about the coffee and she refused to let him question what she wanted for even a second longer than the time it took her to move towards him. She crossed the space and slid her arms around him from behind, hugging him as she nuzzled her cheek against his broad back. Luke’s muscles were tense beneath her touch but he seemed to sag with relief when she shook her head.

      “There’s nothing basic about Nana’s special Southern Pecan blend or you, Luke Foster, and I’d choose you both over some overpriced and frilly city blend any day of the week. This, you and me, waking up together, having coffee together, it’s what we should’ve been doing for the last fifteen years and finally getting this chance with you, it’s perfect.”

      Luke gave her hand a squeeze where it rested on his stomach and she kissed the spot between his shoulder-blades before pulling back. He replaced the coffee pot in its cradle and turned to her. The mug he held was steaming but it was still nowhere near as scorching as the look of desire that blazed in his eyes.

      “Mal..” His voice was rough at the edges and her heart rate kicked up a notch.

      “Yeah?”

      “You have no idea what it’s taking for me to hold back with you right now. I want to sweep you into my arms and carry you back to bed. I want to relearn every inch of your body and finally claim you as my mate.” He closed his eyes and pushed a long breath out his nose before opening them again, “But as much as I want to get lost in you, to reconnect and make you mine again, we have work to do first.”

      “Work?” She swallowed past the lump in her throat that his admission had caused. He wanted her. Badly. It was written in every line of his body. But he was holding back and he was doing it for her. Her body had heated under his gaze and the need to be with him was so powerful it took her brain a moment to kick back on and wrest back control from her raging hormones. When it did, she raised her eyebrows, “Did you find something on Izzy?”

      Luke handed her the mug, “I did and I didn’t. Come here. I’ll show you.”

      Mallory shoved her libido back into a dark corner and followed Luke to the dining room table where he had his laptop set up and papers strewn everywhere again. He pulled one of the chairs up next to his own for her and she took it as she sipped on the steaming hot liquid her brain needed to focus. Luke took his own seat, pushing the laptop aside and reaching for a notepad where he’d clearly been scribbling down notes.

      “So, here’s the thing.” He pointed to the top line, just beneath where he’d written Isadora Thorne. “I found a birth certificate for your cousin which gave me a starting point and things seemed normal. She had a pretty uneventful life growing up. There were some newspaper articles about her winning a spelling bee, a track meet, and being valedictorian of her graduating class. She got a driver's license at sixteen and a voter registration card at eighteen but there wasn’t anything unusual that would’ve made her stand out more than any other kid.”

      “Well, that’s not surprising. She doesn’t have magic. She was just a normal kid.” Mallory pointed out.

      “Exactly.” Luke nodded, “Which is why when she completely disappeared off the face of the planet it was so abnormal.”

      “What do you mean disappeared?”

      “I mean, as of fifteen years ago, all records for Isadora Thorne just… stop. There’s no employment information on where she was working. There’s no apartment leases or mortgages to say where she lived. She didn’t even renew her driver’s license. It’s like she stopped existing.”

      Mallory’s gut tightened, “And that happened fifteen years ago?”

      “Yeah.”

      “The same time Nana cast her curse on me.” She huffed. “Which, if Izzy is to be believed, is also when Nana tasked her with being my watcher and keeping tabs on me.”

      “You think your grandmother cast another spell, one that helped keep Izzy hidden so that she could do her bidding?”

      “I honestly have no idea what to think when it comes to Nana anymore but I wouldn’t put it past her.” She put her coffee mug on the table. “If Izzy was following me around NYC then she wouldn’t have really needed the driver’s license but she would have had to rent a place to live. Maybe she used an alias? I mean, she went by Dori as a kid and now it’s Izzy so maybe there are other names we don’t know about.”

      “It’s possible, I suppose.” Luke looked thoughtful, “But that’s not the strangest part.”

      “It’s not?”

      “No. See, here…” He pointed to the paper, “All of a sudden, Isadora Thorne pops back up on the radar about six months ago. She rented an apartment in New York. She’s on the payroll for a bar not too far from where she was living. She got a Metro card and a gym membership. It’s like she reappeared out of thin air.”

      Mallory read what Luke had written and furrowed her brow, “This wasn’t random though. That’s my apartment building. That’s the bar where Gary, my ex, works. She didn't just reappear. She inserted herself into my life as my neighbor, as Gary’s co-worker, which they both conveniently forgot to mention, and she even joined the gym I went to.”

      “She was stalking you.”

      “Watching me for Nana according to her but yeah, I call it stalking.”

      “So the question is, if she’d been keeping tabs on you for fifteen years but remained hidden, what changed? Why did she either have to start using her real name again six months ago or why did your grandmother’s spell to keep her hidden stop working?”

      “I don’t know.” Mallory picked her mug back up, “But those are definitely questions I want answers to.”

      “Me too.” Luke leaned over and squeezed her thigh. “I’ll help you find out whatever you can about her but I have to tell you now, I don’t think she’s a suspect in your grandmother’s murder.”

      Mallory flinched, “What?”

      “There’s no record of Izzy flying, driving, or renting a car anytime before yesterday when she showed up for the funeral. As best as I can tell, she was in New York when your grandmother was attacked.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Is it?” Luke gave her an apologetic look. “You said yourself that she was in your apartment the morning Hope called to tell you about the murder. How could she have gotten here, done the deed and gotten back all without a paper trail?”

      “Magic.”

      “You said she doesn’t have magic.”

      “Stop using my own words against me.” She huffed. “I know I said she doesn’t have magic but what I meant is that she wasn’t born with magic, not like me and Hope. It’s possible that Nana was teaching her though.”

      “Mal, babe, possible and probable aren’t the same thing.” He reached out and touched her leg again, “I’m sorry. I really don’t think it could have been her.”

      Mallory rubbed her eyes, trying to keep back a sudden flash flood of tears. She was trying so hard to solve this, to figure out who had murdered Nana, but no matter what she did she kept coming up empty. She felt like she was no closer to finding the killer than she had been the morning Hope asked her to help look into the case. Every suspect she came up with had an alibi and her gut instinct wasn’t enough to prove anything.

      “Hey. Hey.” Luke pulled her chair closer, wrapping his arms around her, “It’s going to be okay. I’m going to figure this out. I promise you that we will catch the person responsible. You just have to give me some time to go through all the evidence. We’ll find something.”

      “Luke…” She sniffed, shaking her head but he cut her off.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “You know I do.” She admitted softly.

      “Then believe me when I tell you that I’ll find the person who took your grandmother from you if it's the last thing I do.”

      Mallory gave in to the feel of his strong arms wrapped around her and leaned her head on his shoulder. Luke held her for a long time, stroking her back. The urge to cry faded and she steeled herself to keep going, to keep fighting, because Nana hadn’t raised a quitter. She knew Luke wanted her to give up her own investigation and let him handle it but she couldn’t do that either. She did trust him but this was personal and she couldn’t let it go, not when everything inside of her said that Izzy was somehow involved, paper trail or not.

      She’d managed to disappear off the radar for almost fifteen years. In that time she’d followed Mallory all over the place and never left a trail. There was nothing to prove she hadn’t somehow done the same thing the night Nana was killed and if anything, Mallory thought the fact that Izzy had shown up the next morning in her apartment, getting caught sleeping with Mallory’s boyfriend, made for a great alibi.

      She slowly pulled away from Luke with a heavy sigh, “Thank you for doing all this work looking into Izzy for me.”

      “Of course.” He brushed her hair back gently, “And I’ll keep trying to figure out what aliases she was using those years she was following you. They might give us something. I’m not giving up.”

      “I know.” She leaned into his touch, “Thank you for believing me enough to look into her and thank you for letting me crash here last night.”

      “Anytime.” He smiled.

      “Careful, Sheriff. I might get the idea you like having me around.” She teased and Luke chuckled.

      “Good. Because I do.” He leaned forward and brushed his lips over hers. “And if I didn’t think it would freak you out I’d ask you to move in with me to prove it.”

      Her heart gave a wallop of what might have been panic but was almost definitely hope, and she smiled against his lips, “Save that thought for after we make the streets of Tempest safe again. Right now I need to get back to the house and check on Hope. She’s probably wondering where I am.”

      “Sure.” He released her, sitting back in his chair. “Want me to walk you?”

      “Nah, I can manage the walk of shame on my own.” She winked as she stood. “But I’ll see you later,  yeah?”

      “Definitely.”

      Luke grinned and Mallory couldn’t help but grin right back at him. She felt like a teenager again. Drunk on love, lust, and hope for the future. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt like this but she knew it must have been when she was a teenager, before Nana’s curse had torn her away from Luke.

      She liked the feeling, liked it so much that she thought if Luke really did ask her to stay in Tempest, with him, that this time, she would.
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      Mallory was all but floating, dreaming about the life she might be able to have if she did stay in Tempest, when she caught sight of a familiar figure across the street. He was leaning against the brick building with his phone out and his head down so he hadn’t seen her yet but she knew instinctively that he was waiting for her. Her good mood deflated quicker than a balloon from the five and dime and she clenched her jaw as she crossed the street and just as she’d suspected, the moment she stepped onto the sidewalk his head came up and he gave that boyish, aw shucks grin that had been disarming once upon a time but only set her on edge now.

      “Mal! Hey. Fancy seeing you here.” Billy pushed up from the wall, back to his full height and she raised a skeptical eyebrow.

      “Really? Is it? Because I have a feeling you know exactly where I’ve been.”

      Billy’s eyes widened in surprise, “What? No. I…”

      “Everywhere I turn lately, you seem to be there, Billy, so tell me, why have you been following me?”

      “I… I haven’t. I… don’t know what you mean.” Billy fumbled slightly, his eyes darting everywhere to keep from meeting hers.

      “I think you do.” She crossed her arms and waited.

      Technically, she knew that if Billy was responsible for killing her grandmother that she shouldn’t confront him like this, but even if she had put his face on her murder board, she didn’t truly believe her ex-boyfriend from high school was capable of cold-blooded murder. He was acting weird, that much was true. Plus, he had definitely been following her around and finding reasons to talk to her, but Billy wasn’t a murderer and if he was, he definitely wasn’t smart enough to get away with it like whoever had killed Nana.

      The silence between them stretched on uncomfortably but Mallory didn’t waver and finally Billy groaned, “Okay. Fine. You caught me. I’ve been following you.”

      “I already knew that. Tell me why.” She demanded.

      “I thought, maybe…” He stared down at his feet, his shoulders sagging, “I guess I thought maybe you’d give me a second chance if you were back in town but clearly I’m not the one you’re looking to start things back up with.”

      Mallory snorted, “Oh come on, Billy. You don’t expect me to really buy that, do you? You’ve been stalking me because you thought we might get back together after all this time?”

      He scowled, “It’s not that far-fetched.”

      “Tell me the truth. Now.”

      “Okay, fine, geez.” he groused, “Sure, a second chance with you would have been nice but I was hoping if we could become friends again that you might agree to come on my podcast.”

      “On your… what?” She blinked, confusion making her words come out harsher than she’d intended.

      “I told you, I have my own podcast and I want you to come on it.”

      “Why?” She shook her head. “What do I know about football?”

      “Football?” Billy was the one that stared at her in confusion now. “What does this have to do with football? It’s a murder podcast, Mal. About your grandmother’s murder.”

      She opened her mouth and then shut it again as shock and horror flooded through her. She tried to think back to their conversation that day in the diner. Had he ever actually told her what the podcast was about? She realized he hadn’t. She’d just assumed it was about football because that was the only thing she really associated with Billy that he knew a lot about. Never in a million years would she have guessed he was trying to make a true crime podcast about the horrific murder of her own grandmother when the case wasn’t even solved yet!

      “It would be really great to get your story on the record. I can tell my audience in my own words but imagine the power behind hearing from you? That’s really how you connect with people and...” Billy continued until she held up a hand.

      “You’re making a podcast about what happened to Nana?”

      “Yeah.” He smiled, he actually smiled and it took everything in her not to slap that stupid grin right off his face. “Podcasts are so big right now. I was already thinking of doing one about old crimes here in Texas, but then your grandmother died and I thought, this is what people want to hear about. The new stuff that’s fresh and exciting. I’ve been recording some background information but…”

      “No.” She snapped and Billy took a step back in surprise at her vehemence. “No, you will not make a podcast about my grandmother’s murder. No, you will not exploit her gruesome death just to find some shred of the fame you’ve wanted all your life. And no, I will not be part of it because if I hear that you’re going ahead with this idea, I will make your life a living hell, Billy Shoal. Do you understand me?”

      His expression morphed into one of a kicked puppy, “But I just want to tell her story.”

      “It’s not your story to tell.” Mallory growled. “The person who murdered Nana is still out there. Someone in this town murdered her and they think they’ve gotten away with it. They haven’t. I’m going to find them and I’m going to make them pay.”

      “I want that. Absolutely I do.” Billy backpedaled. “I was thinking that a podcast might give the case more attention and…”

      “No. You were thinking you might get some attention from it but that’s not going to happen.”

      Billy’s face had turned a bright red but he tipped his chin up defiantly, “I don’t need your permission, Mallory.”

      “Maybe you don’t but you do, obviously, need a reminder about who we are and where we live.” She pointed a finger at his chest. “Tell me, how, exactly, are you going to make a podcast about Nana, about this town, and not talk about the magic and the supernatural beings that live here, huh? Because I’m pretty sure you can’t, just like I’m pretty sure that if certain people in this town found out you were even considering it, they would not be pleased at the idea of you outing the existence of magic to the general public.”

      “I… well…” Billy frowned, “I hadn’t thought about that but…”

      “Of course you hadn’t, because you don’t think, Billy.” She stepped past him with a dismissive huff. “Stop whatever piece of crap podcast you’ve half-assed your way to putting together and stop following me or the next time I see you, I won’t be even half this nice.”

      Mallory walked away, knowing that there was steam practically pouring out of her ears.

      She couldn’t believe the gall of that man. He wanted to exploit her family’s tragedy for his own gain. It was despicable. She headed towards the house, her anger propelling her forward, but as she walked the mostly empty streets of Tempest, her fury began to wane and her brain reminded her of all of those many, many true crime podcasts that she listened to.

      Weren’t they about someone else’s family, someone else’s tragedy? Hadn’t she listened with horror and fascination to their stories of loss and pain? She shook away the thought. That was different. Wasn’t it? Or was she simply making excuses for herself because she’d never given much thought to the families of the victims on the other side of those stories she listened to while going about her mundane life?

      Mallory stomped up the steps to Hope’s apartment, her dark mood only growing darker. She had woken up happy. She had felt safe and hopeful for the future. She had thought it might actually be a good day after she’d kissed Luke goodbye and she’d been looking forward to talking to her sister about her night. Billy had ruined her good mood and when she slammed through the door into Hope’s apartment and saw the person waiting inside, she all but growled with annoyance.

      Because of course this day was only going to get worse.

      “What are you doing here?” She narrowed her eyes on the curvy blonde woman standing next to Hope’s desk.

      Izzy didn’t so much as blink at the vitriol in Mallory’s voice. She looked perfectly calm and put together. She was dressed the complete opposite of the sleek, city girl she’d presented herself as at the funeral. Today she was wearing a long, flowing skirt with gladiator sandals, a colorful tie-dye tee tied up at one side and enough bracelets and rings to start her own secondhand jewelry store. Even her hair was different, down around her shoulders in soft, natural looking waves that gave Mallory pause as she tried to figure out the strange shift in the woman’s style.

      “Mal!” Hope chastised, “That is not how we were raised to greet a guest.”

      Mallory turned and found her sister standing in the little kitchenette. Her brain whirled as she looked from Hope to the intruder and back again. That was it, she realized. At the funeral, Izzy had been dressed in something that Mallory would have worn, a style fit for the busy businesswoman that she had been. But today she wasn’t mimicking Mallory, she was clearly trying to win over Hope instead for some reason, and must have thought dressing more like her would help.

      The hippie, bohemian, free spirit look that was pure Hope looked out of place on Izzy and though she wanted to call her out on it, her sister’s piercing stare told her that now wasn’t the time.

      “Sorry.” She spoke more to Hope than to Izzy, “Just surprised to see her here again and so early in the morning.”

      “She just dropped in.” Hope had a smile plastered to her face but it didn’t look real and Mallory wondered if Izzy could tell that she wasn’t really welcome.

      “I wanted to come by and let you both know that I’m going to be staying in Tempest for a while longer.” Izzy gave a serene smile, “I’ve always loved this little town and being here makes me feel more connected to Nana. Family was so important to her and I want to be here for her and for you both during your time of grief.”

      “You’re staying… for her?” Mallory narrowed her eyes.

      “Yes. I think Nana would have wanted the three of us to band together at a time like this. I mean, clearly you’re dealing with your pain in your own way but…” Izzy made a sweeping motion with her hand and Mallory belatedly realized that the murder board she and Ruby had put together was on full display for their interloper. “I hardly think this is the best use of your time.”

      Mallory’s jaw hurt from grinding her teeth together so hard. She’d been careful to make sure Izzy didn’t see the board when she was here after the funeral but she hadn’t expected the woman to return so she hadn’t hidden it again before she left last night. She also hadn’t intended on spending the night at Luke’s apartment. If she’d been here she would have covered the board before letting Izzy through the door, or, more likely, she wouldn’t have let her in at all.

      “I think Nana would appreciate that I’m doing everything I can to find her murderer.” She countered.

      “Hope was just telling me that you’ve been busy running all over town trying to figure out who hurt our precious Nana but don’t you think that’s a job for the police?”

      “Hurt? You mean murdered. Nana was murdered.”

      “Yes, of course, I just meant…” Izzy blew out a breath, as if she was the one annoyed, and shook her head. “Do you really think one of these men is responsible?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” Mallory raised an eyebrow. “Do you happen to know any of them?”

      “Hmm.” Izzy moved closer to the board, looking intently at each picture.

      Mallory could practically feel her sister trying to burn holes into her with her laser-like glare but she didn’t take her gaze off Izzy. She tried to telepathically send a message to Hope that said to trust her. If her sister could read her unguarded mind with a touch, maybe she could also pick up on what Mallory was telling her if she screamed it loud enough inside her own head.

      “I believe Gary was Nana’s boyfriend, though it’s been a while since I saw him. I recognize the name Billy on this one because he was your high school boyfriend for a while though I don’t think I’ve ever met him myself.” Izzy pointed to the next photo, her brows pulling together, “This one looks familiar but I can’t place him. Cale Abernathy. Who is he?”

      “You don’t know him?” Mallory pressed. “Are you sure?”

      “Maybe I do but…” Izzy shrugged, “I don’t get the chance to come back here often so I can’t be sure.”

      “When was the last time you were in Tempest? Before Nana was killed I mean.”

      “Oh, it’s been ages.” Izzy turned back to Hope. “I was here last fall, for the festival. I think that was the last time, don’t you think?”

      “Probably.” Hope chewed her lip, clearly uncomfortable with Izzy’s reminder that she had been here when Mallory couldn’t be. Hope cleared her throat, “I’m going to be late opening the shop if I don’t get going soon.”

      “Oh, of course. And you’re sure there’s nothing I can do to help you down there?”

      “No. No. It’s a well oiled machine.” Hope waved Izzy off. “I appreciate the offer but I have everything under control.”

      “I’m sure you do.” Izzy looked momentarily annoyed but the smile returned so fast Mallory knew she would have missed it if she wasn’t watching the woman like a hawk. “I’ll be around if you need anything and really, I do hope that you’ll take me up on my offer to help sort through Nana’s things, whenever you’re ready.”

      “Sure.” Hope twisted the lid onto her travel mug, “But I really have to go now.”

      “I’ll get out of your hair. Have a nice day, Hope.” Izzy turned back to her, the pleasant smile stuck on her face again, “It was nice to see you again, Mallory, and I wish you the best of luck on your mission to track down Nana’s killer.”

      She turned and left the room but neither Hope nor Mallory spoke until the sound of her footsteps on the stairs disappeared. Hope’s eyes were wide as she rushed towards Mallory. She was shaking as she reached out and took her older sister by the shoulders.

      “Goddess help me, what in the world was that all about?” She yelped.

      “You tell me! She was here when I got back, remember?”

      “Not her. You! Did you really just send me a message telepathically?”

      Mallory’s brows flew up, “It worked?”

      “Yes it worked. You were so loud inside my brain I thought my head was going to explode.” Hope shook her gently, “How did you do that?”

      “I don’t know. I just thought about what I wanted to tell you really loudly.” Mallory snorted. “I can’t believe it actually worked.”

      “No, you don’t get it. It shouldn’t have worked. My power isn’t that… well, powerful. I have to be touching someone to be able to read them. I’ve never been able to hear someone’s thoughts from across a room, Mal. I didn’t even know it was possible.”

      Mallory winced, “It didn’t really hurt you, did it?”

      “No. But I’m kinda freaked out because I don’t know if your powers have somehow grown or if mine just did.”

      “I don’t know the answer to that one. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Hope softened her grip on Mallory’s arms, “I’m glad you got the message to me because I was going to shut you down and get rid of her before your voice invaded my head. Tell me what you were up to with her though, did you and Luke find something suspicious?”

      “We found some sketchy information for sure but I’m more interested in what I just learned.” Mallory admitted.

      “What’s that?” Hope raised her eyebrows as Mallory turned and pulled a photo off the murder board.

      “She admitted to knowing Gary and not knowing Billy which makes sense but this one, she spent way too long looking at this one before she tried that whole ‘maybe I know him, maybe I don’t’ routine.”

      “Abernathy.” Hope frowned and Mallory nodded.

      “Abernathy.”

      “You think there’s a connection between them?”

      “I don’t know but he’s been our prime suspect from the start and if that shifty cousin of ours is acquainted with him, I want to know how.”

      “And why she would lie about it?” Hope added.

      “Exactly.” Mallory pinned the photo of Abernathy back on the board and then took down the pictures of the others “Because right now, he’s back to being our only suspect.”
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      “So you’re really thinking of staying in Tempest for good?”

      Mallory’s heart ached at the kind of pure hope that defined her little sister by name, “Yeah. I’m really thinking about it.”

      After she’d showered and changed, she’d gone down to Sacred Grounds to talk to Hope while she worked. She knew that her sister didn’t need her help in the store any more than she needed Izzy’s but Hope had welcomed her and given her a case of books to restock on the shelves. It had been nice to spend a little time with her sister without the stress of trying to solve a crime. It felt a lot like old times, back when they’d been teenagers and they would spend their evenings helping Nana to clean up and restock the store, gossiping in hissed whispers and bursts of laughter as they worked.

      And Mallory was so happy and so relieved that she could finally, truly, remember those conversations.

      With Nana’s spell in her head, blocking everything related to magic, she’d felt disconnected from Hope. Even her memories of them had been dull and lifeless but now that the spell had finally broken she could see the truth. Hope shone with so much magic that Nana’s curse had been forced to subdue more memories of her sister than she ever could have imagined.

      It hadn’t just been memories of Luke that had bombarded her when she could finally remember her childhood. So much of her relationship with Hope had resurfaced as well, right along with everything about the bookstore that wasn’t just a bookstore and coffee shop but a library of magical information. She had memories of Poe too, so many that she felt guilty for forgetting him, even if it hadn’t been her fault. He had been a part of her family for her entire life and she had spent the past fifteen years not thinking of him at all unless she saw a black cat that reminded her of the animal she’d kept close as a child. There were so many other memories too, of Ruby, Autumn, Cora, and people in this weird, magical little town that she hadn’t even realized she knew. It was a lot to take in, to process, but each time a memory flickered into her mind, she smiled because another piece of her real life and the woman she was supposed to be felt like it was sliding into place.

      Being here, in Tempest, with her family, felt right in a way that she never could have imagined before the curse broke. It felt like home, like she was exactly where she was supposed to be. Thinking about New York, about the life that she’d left behind, she knew now that even if she hadn’t been fired, even if she hadn’t caught her boyfriend cheating on her, even if she hadn’t basically been homeless at the moment Hope called to tell her about Nana, that she wouldn’t want to go back to that life. Because even if she’d been living it for the past fifteen years, it had been a lie. It wasn’t who she truly was and she could only be the real her, the real Mallory Thorne, the woman with magic in her blood and a sister who loved her and a man that wanted a second chance at happily ever after, here, in Tempest.

      “You have no idea how happy that makes me.” Hope reached over and squeezed her hand.

      “I might not be the mind reader in the family but, I think I have some idea.” Mallory teased and Hope giggled.

      “Yeah, well, it doesn’t take a mind reader to see that curse or no curse, as soon as you and Luke found yourselves in the same room again, it was only a matter of time until you came around to the idea of calling Tempest home again.”

      Mallory snorted, “I’m not only staying for him. You know that, right?”

      “I do.” Hope nodded more seriously, “I know you only stayed at first because I asked you to investigate Nana’s case but if I’m honest, I knew that if I could get you to spend time here that the curse would break for good eventually and you’d remember that this town is full of people that you love and care about.”

      “My little sister.” Mallory leaned her head on Hope’s shoulder, “So smart she has everyone here believing she’s just the sweet girl next door when in reality she’s an evil mastermind.”

      “Evil?” Hope shoved her off with an indignant harrumph and Mallory laughed.

      “You’re right. You don’t have an evil cell in your body. But you are conniving.”

      “I prefer to think of myself as cunning, thank you very much.”

      Mallory laughed as Hope’s faux haughtiness as the bell above the door dinged. They both turned to see the customer come inside. It wasn’t someone that Mallory recognized but Hope clearly did because she grinned and called him by name when she told him she’d be right with him. A small sting burned in Mallory’s chest because of all the time she’d lost due to Nana’s curse. If she had stayed, would she be the one running Sacred Grounds and calling customers by name? She couldn’t be sure about that but she was certain that Hope was better at it than she ever could have been.

      “I’ll be back. Keep putting these books up.” Hope nudged her out of the way and went to help the customer.

      Mallory watched her sister as she hurried to the coffee bar and slipped into an apron. All the while she smiled and made small talk with the man. There was no way Mallory had ever been that chipper and welcoming in her life. She was still watching Hope and smiling to herself, wondering what in the world a recently unemployed advertising executive would even do in Tempest, Texas if she stayed, when a fluffy black ball of fur leaped up onto the bookcase beside her.

      “You already have a job to do.” The slightly accented voice that sounded inside her head didn’t make her jump out of her skin this time and she was a little bit proud of herself for that when she turned to find the cat swishing his tail and staring at her.

      “And what job is that?”

      “Finding your grandmother’s killer.” He reminded sharply and she rolled her eyes.

      “That’s not a real job though, I was thinking more about what I’ll do after I figure that out.”

      “One thing at a time, darling.” Poe purred. “You mentioned I should keep an eye out for anyone lingering about or asking questions, yes?”

      “Yes. Of course.” She nodded quickly though she’d all but forgotten about telling Hope to relay that message to the cat.

      “You should know then, that the idiot boy you were enamored with as a child has been hanging around both the shop and the house.”

      “Billy?” She grinned at the way Poe spoke about him. “Yeah, I actually already figured out what he’s up to though.”

      “And what, prey tell, would that be?”

      “He wants to make a true crime podcast about Nana’s murder.” She shook her head.

      “How vulgar.” Poe shuddered and his little cat body shook from one end to the other.

      “Yeah, I shut him down. He’s an idiot, like you said, but he isn’t a threat.”

      “I’m sooo glad you didn’t stay with him, in case you were wondering.”

      “Me too.” Mallory laughed but then remembered that if Poe had been keeping an eye out, maybe he’d seen someone else she was far more suspicious of than Billy. “Hey, when was the last time Izzy was here?”

      “That’s a strange question.” Poe sat up straighter, his tiny ears twitching. “She visited the shop yesterday of course.”

      “No. I mean, before Nana… when was the last time you saw Izzy in town?”

      Poe made a noise that on a normal cat might have been a purr but in Mallory’s head came across as more of a hum, as though he was thinking. She waited impatiently for his answer but tried not to get her hopes up. Her gut instinct wasn’t magic after all and she could be wrong.

      “Perhaps a couple of weeks ago?” Poe’s crisp voice finally echoed into her head again and Mallory’s eyebrows shot up. “It had to be last month because I remember it was quite warm and I thought it was strange that she was simply sitting on the bench in the park instead of coming inside to enjoy the air conditioning.”

      “I knew it!” Mallory exclaimed loud enough that the customer at the coffee bar turned to glance at her and Hope gave her a stern expression.

      “Sorry.” She mouthed, turning her back to them completely since she wasn’t entirely sure if the man in the store knew she was having a conversation with a cat or if he believed she was just crazy, and wow, had her life changed if she considered that a normal thought. She lowered her voice and repeated herself. “I knew she was lying.”

      “Explain.” Poe demanded in a haughty tone that was oddly befitting of his cat form.

      “She told me she hadn’t been in Tempest in ages, since at least last fall.”

      “That’s absurd. Of course she’s been here since then. She visited your grandmother once a month, like clockwork.” Poe tilted his little cat head and she would have sworn he sighed. “You don’t know about those of course. Your grandmother swore me to secrecy about the meetings she had with your cousin but considering she’s passed on now, my loyalty lies with you and your sister.”

      Mallory frowned, “Hope didn’t know about these secret meetings either?”

      “Not at all. Your grandmother was very good at keeping secrets.”

      “Apparently so are you though, since this is the first I’m hearing of any secret meetings.”

      “You didn’t ask me about Izzy until now.” Poe probably would have shrugged if he had the ability and Mallory scoffed.

      “So what were these meetings about?”

      “Unfortunately I was not made privy to that information. Whenever Izzy came around I was shooed from the shop so they could talk in private. Truth be told, I’ve never much liked the way that girl would show up here and expect your grandmother to drop everything for her.”

      “Yeah, well, truth be told, I don’t like her at all and I definitely don’t trust her.”

      “That makes two of us then.” Poe stretched languidly.

      “Does she know about you? I mean, since she doesn’t have magic? Does she know you’re more than just a bookshop cat?”

      “Yes. She’s aware, though I’ve never connected with her the way I can to communicate with you and Hope.”

      “Dang. I was hoping you could keep an eye on her while she’s here in town and let me know if you saw her doing anything suspicious but if she knows you’re more than just a cat she might get nervous if she sees you following her.”

      Poe hissed, “You think I can’t go unseen if I need to? I’ve been in this form for a very long time, my dear. I know how to slip into the shadows and avoid detection.”

      “So you’ll do it?”

      “Of course I will. I’m here to serve the head of the Thorne line of magic and that means you, whether you realize it or not.”

      Mallory made a face, “I think that’s definitely a job for Hope.”

      “We can discuss the line of succession once we figure out what your cousin is up to.” Poe conceded. “I’ll find you once I have more information.”

      “Thanks, Poe.”

      He meowed as he leaped from the shelf back onto the floor, landing gracefully on all fours and then trotting to the door. Business had picked up as the morning rush filed in for their dose of coffee before work and when the next person opened the door, Poe slipped soundlessly out and disappeared from sight. Mallory started to head for the coffee counter to see if Hope needed her help but a figure walking past the window caught her attention.

      Cale Abernathy was so tall he towered over the customer that nearly ran into him leaving the shop. He was dressed in another suit and tie and his hair was slicked back. He scowled at the woman that had nearly spilled her coffee on him but he didn’t stop or acknowledge her apology and Mallory realized in the split second before she hurriedly continued on and disappeared out of sight that he had a phone pressed to his ear.

      She made the impulsive decision to follow him and rushed to the door. She ducked out onto the street without waiting for Hope to look up from her customer. She wasn’t certain her sister would even notice she was gone and she couldn’t miss out on this chance to eavesdrop on her prime suspect.

      Mallory weaved around a couple people on the street and easily slipped in behind her target as he continued down Main Street. He had his shoulders hunched in on himself and was speaking fast and in a near hiss. His attention was completely on the call and Mallory got as close as she dared hoping to hear something incriminating before he hung up.

      “I told you already, it’s a bad idea.”

      Mallory couldn’t hear the response on the other end of the phone but she strained to make out what Abernathy was saying over the street noise as people bustled to work and ran errands.

      “No. It never should have gone this far. This wasn’t what I wanted.” There was a short pause and then he blew out a rough breath, clearly frustrated with the person on the other end of the phone, “Fine. I’ll meet you tonight. Seven at the usual spot. Don’t be late.”

      Abernathy pulled the phone from his ear and went to tuck the phone into his pocket. He must have glanced into the windows of the storefront he was passing as he did because he stopped in his tracks and whirled to face Mallory. His face was pale but a red tint heated his cheeks and she didn’t know him well enough to determine if it was embarrassment or anger. She didn’t have to wait long to find out because his eyes narrowed and he all but hissed at her.

      “So you’ve stooped to eavesdropping now, Ms. Thorne?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” Mallory smiled innocently. “I was just out for a stroll. If you don’t want people to overhear your conversations, maybe you shouldn’t have them in public.”

      The red of his cheeks flushed near crimson, “Don’t make me contact the Sheriff and tell him that you’re harassing me now.”

      “Why don’t you give me your phone?” Mallory held out her hand, “I’ll call him myself.”

      Just as she’d imagined, he jerked the phone closer to his body as if to protect it from her. He opened his jacket and slid it into the inside breast pocket where there was no way she could get to it but that was okay. His reaction was all the confirmation she needed that he was hiding something, namely the person on the other end of that call.

      If Mallory could get her hands on the phone she might have been able to use her magic to pull a memory from the object but since she couldn’t do that with it safely tucked away she decided to try taunting him into showing her what she wanted to see instead.

      “You know…” She stepped closer to him and he stepped backwards, making her smile widen. “I’m a Thorne witch, and I’m pretty sure you know what that means. So how about you hand over the phone before I use my power to take it from you by any means necessary.”

      Mallory reached a hand out, hoping he’d grab her wrist to stop her and the connection might spark a memory but he surprised her when he deftly curled his body back, out of her reach, and in a split second, his face changed. She blinked but the image before her stayed the same. A sharp set of teeth snapped at her hand and she reeled back to keep from being bitten. He growled at her and while she stood there in shock, he turned and scurried around the side of the building, disappearing from sight.

      She gaped at the spot where he had been, trying to figure out what she’d just seen. One moment he’d looked as normal as anyone else in this town and in the next his facial features had completely changed. He had shifted but he hadn’t been a wolf. No, he’d been something else, something with reddish fur and razor sharp teeth, whiskers and an elongated nose that made the piercing gold eyes look as panicked as she now felt.

      She had been wondering what sort of supernatural being Abernathy was. Ruby hadn’t known. Neither had Hope. But it occurred to her that she knew someone that might, and it felt vital that she find out now that she’d seen Abernathy’s other face. Because if he was the kind of animal she thought he was, he was likely even more devious than she’d realized.
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      When Mallory returned to Sacred Grounds the rush had subsided a bit but Hope was still behind the coffee counter helping customers. Feeling bad that she’d run out when the store was at its busiest, she grabbed the second apron on the hook, intending to toss it on and help out for a bit. But, when she glanced down at the dark green fabric, she caught sight of the name embroidered across it and went still.

      It had been her grandmother’s apron and though it had been what seemed like a lifetime since calling on her power had felt like second nature, she closed her eyes and let the memories the item held wash over her. This time she could feel the swell of magic around her, and knew the signals her body and mind had once forgotten. When she opened her eyes she was still in the store but she innately knew that she was looking out at it from Nana’s eyes.

      In the memory, Nana’s reflection in the glass display case was younger than Mallory remembered her being. She was grinning as she placed a tray of cookies on a shelf below the counter and her laughter rang in Mallory’s head when she caught sight of three blonde heads peering back at her through the glass front of the case. The three little girls were familiar and Mallory easily recognized herself and Hope, which by process of elimination made the other girl in the memory Izzy. Nana chided them about ruining their dinner but they whined and promised to eat all their veggies and eventually she winked, pulling a cookie from the tray, splitting it into thirds and then telling them to go across the street to the park to play with their friends.

      Mallory could feel the love inside the memory. She felt wrapped up in it. Safe and cared for in a way that, as a teen, had felt suffocating but now, with Nana gone and the feeling out of reach, she longed for more than her next breath.

      “You’re spoiling them.”

      When Mallory blinked, she expected the vision to end so she gasped when a voice she hadn’t heard in nearly thirty years had Nana’s attention turning from the window where the children had gone outside towards the back of the store. A tall figure with short blond hair tied beneath a bandana and familiar ocean blue eyes stepped into view and Mallory’s heart gave a painful squeeze of recognition. The woman speaking to Nana in the memory was Mallory’s mother.

      “I spoiled you too and you turned out just fine.” Nana admonished, a hint of laughter in her own voice when she smiled, “Mostly.”

      “Don’t start, Mom.”

      “I didn’t say a word.” Nana turned defensive and Mallory tried to figure out what they were discussing and what she’d missed in her wonderment.

      “I’ll tell them in a few weeks. Let them enjoy the rest of their summer first. They’re young. They aren’t going to understand what cancer truly means anyway.”

      Nana’s hands were busy refilling sugar canisters now but she paused and pointed to something Mallory hadn’t noticed before, “Is the amulet helping?”

      “It’s definitely made me stronger. Not just my magic either. My whole body feels stronger since you gave it to me. Do I even want to know where you found such a powerful relic?” Mallory watched as her mother clasped the large disc-shaped pendant on the end of a chain around her neck and wished she could move Nana’s feet so that she could get closer, to see the necklace for herself, because it looked familiar.

      “A mother does what she needs to do in order to protect her child.” Nana only harrumphed.

      Mallory’s mom moved behind the counter, sliding up next to Nana and pulling her into a hug and it took everything she had not to cry out at the sensation of being held in her mother’s arms. It had been so long, so very long, and even if her mind knew it wasn’t real her heart ached. In the vision, Nana hugged her daughter back for a long moment and then shooed her away as well, wiping at her cheeks.

      “Go and enjoy some time in the fresh air with the girls. I can handle the shop on my own.”

      “Love you too, Mom.” The younger woman smiled, stealing a cookie of her own before turning to follow after the children.

      Someone touched Mallory’s arm and she was jerked out of the memory and back into the present so fast that the air whooshed from her lungs. She felt light-headed and when she blinked her vision was blurry. She reached up to rub her eyes and realized that her face was wet and tears clung to her lashes because she’d been crying too.

      “Mal? It’s okay. You’re back. You’re okay.” Hope was speaking to her gently and Mallory tried to get her bearings.

      She glanced around the shop, noting all the changes that confirmed she was in the present again. Hope looked worried and Mallory forced herself to take a few deep, calming breaths. She realized the shop had emptied out and wondered just how long she'd been in the vision or if Hope had gotten rid of the crowd when she zoned out and started sobbing.

      “Hey. You’re okay.” Hope was searching her face now looking for reassurance and Mallory managed a nod.

      “I’m okay.”

      “You were in a vision?”

      Mallory knew it wasn’t really a question but she nodded again anyway, “Nana’s apron.”

      Hope seemed to notice the garment clutched tightly in Mallory’s fist now and her face softened, “What did you see? A memory of Nana?”

      “Yeah but…” Mallory felt her bottom lip tremble but pushed on, “Mom was there too.”

      “Mom?” Hope’s eyes went wide and she put her hand to her gaping mouth. “You saw Mom?”

      Mallory gave a jerky nod.

      “What was she doing? What happened in the vision? You were crying. Was it after she got sick or…?” Hope shot rapid fire questions at her but Mallory didn’t answer and she finally trailed off.

      Hope had been so young when they lost their mother. Sure, Mallory had been young too but she’d had time with their mother that Hope never did. And, now that she let herself think about it, she knew that she’d used her visions in the past to see her mother when she needed her most. She’d kept her mother’s hairbrush hidden in her vanity and taken it out when she was alone and needed the comfort of her mother but Hope didn’t have the ability to see visions from the past so of course she would want to know everything about what Mallory had seen.

      Slowly, Mallory walked her sister through the vision she’d just experienced. She explained as much as she could, every detail. From the smell of the cookies Nana had baked to the color of the bandana that their mother had been wearing, she left nothing out and soon Hope’s cheeks were damp with tears too. Mallory hugged her sister to her side and let Hope wrap her arms around her in return.

      “She knew she was dying even then.” Hope finally spoke though her voice was barely a whisper.

      Mallory nodded, “She held off on telling us so we could enjoy one last summer of just being kids.”

      They fell quiet again for a long moment and Mallory rested her chin against the top of Hope’s head as they clung to one another. She knew why her sister was so focused on the memories of their mother but her own brain was whirling, trying to make sense of the entire vision. She knew there was something more to it, something she was missing.

      Hope finally began to untangle herself and wiped at her cheeks, “I wonder why your magic decided to show you that memory out of all the other possibilities associated with that apron.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” Mallory smiled when she realized they were on the same page. “There was something about it. It felt important, like my magic was trying to show me something specific.”

      “That makes sense. That’s how your magic always worked in the past. Your visions were very rarely random. If they were, you’d get them nonstop whenever you touched anything.” Hope frowned, “What stuck out to you most about this particular memory?”

      “Other than Mom?” Mallory shook her head and then matched Hope’s frown. “It wasn’t just Mom. It was the necklace. The amulet she was wearing. I think that’s what the magic wanted me to see.”

      “The necklace you said Nana had given her to help fight the cancer?”

      “Yeah. In the memory, Mom said it made her feel stronger. It made her magic stronger. Maybe I’m supposed to find it?”

      “What did it look like?” Hope grabbed a small notepad and pen from beside the register, “Do you think you could draw it?”

      Mallory took the items and leaned over the counter, sketching out the pendant. It had been on a long gold chain but she didn’t bother drawing that. She quickly sketched out the centerpiece. It had been a stone, though she couldn’t place what kind. It was framed in metal that had been flattened to look like a disc but there had been intricate designs that could have been writing or any other number of things. She did her best but ultimately gave up and tossed down the pen.

      “I don’t know, Hope. I wasn’t close enough to really get a good look at it but it was an amber colored stone surrounded by a disc shape with writing or maybe a drawing etched into it. I can’t be sure.”

      Hope frowned at the vague drawing, “If it was as powerful as Mom said it was in your vision, it would have been a relic. A one of a kind object infused with magic of its own. Those kinds of items are hard to come by and expensive too. If Nana had one she would have kept it even after Mom was gone but I’ve been through all her jewelry and I don’t remember ever seeing something like that.”

      “But it looks familiar to me, even if I can’t place why or how.”

      “You think it’s a clue about the case?”

      “I don’t know.” Mallory admitted, “But I think I should go and fill Luke in on the vision and the run in I had with Abernathy on the sidewalk earlier. I didn’t have a chance to tell you but I’m more certain than ever that he’s hiding something. Besides, Luke asked me to keep him in the loop if anything happened and it’s been an eventful morning to say the least.”

      Hope smirked, “You spend one night with your ex and suddenly you’re looping him in on your investigation instead of ignoring his orders to leave things alone? It must’ve been a very eventful night too.”

      “Oh hush.” Mallory felt her cheeks heat at the implication and playfully shoved her sister. “We only slept. Literally.”

      “Sure, if you say so.” Hope teased and Mallory breathed a little easier as the tension from her vision and their conversation about their dead mother and grandmother eased a bit. “It’s fine. Go see Luke. I can handle the shop and now that the morning rush is over I can spend some time in the back digging through Nana’s records. Maybe I can find something about the amulet you mentioned.”

      “Thanks sis.”

      “Be safe.” Hope squeezed her arm.

      “You too.”

      “I’ll be in the store all day. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      Mallory squeezed her hand in return, “I’m the big sister. Worrying is in my job description.”

      They exchanged a smile that warmed Mallory’s heart and then she handed Nana’s apron over and left her sister behind to do her research while she went to do some of her own. After her run-in with Abernathy on the sidewalk, she’d wanted to go and talk to Luke about it. She’d gotten distracted when she returned to Sacred Grounds but the vision had put her back on course. She needed to know what kind of shifter Cale Abernathy was and she had a feeling that if anyone in Tempest knew, it would be the illustrious Sheriff of their little town.

      As luck would have it, she didn’t have to go far to find the man she was looking for because less than half a block away, she caught sight of Luke talking to someone with their back to her. Her heart did the always familiar skip at the sight of him despite the fact she’d left him only a few hours ago. She was thinking that she could spend the rest of her life experiencing that rush of desire and happiness when he glanced up and a smile split his handsome face.

      He said something to the man he’d been speaking to and then clapped him on the shoulder as he moved past him. She grinned back at Luke as he strolled towards her but as he got closer his smile faltered. His brows drew together and he was frowning by the time he reached her.

      “Have you been crying?” he demanded, voice rough and Mallory felt her cheeks heat at the concern in his gaze.

      “Oh. Yeah.” She wiped beneath her eyes again, having forgotten that she probably had mascara stains there.

      “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing.” She shook her head and then sighed, “Well, yeah, it is something but, that’s not the reason I was crying.”

      Luke pinned her with his intense gaze, “Try explaining in English this time.”

      Mallory smirked, “I was in the shop with Hope and when I touched Nana’s apron I had a vision.”

      “About the case?”

      “No. No. Well, maybe.” She sighed, “In the vision I was young and Mom was there. It was… emotional. Hope and I had a bit of a cry.”

      “And I’m asking again, are you okay?” Luke reached out and swiped his thumb over her cheek, the touch so gentle that Mallory felt another swell of emotion.

      “I’m okay. Really.” She added when he looked doubtful. “I think the vision was trying to tell me something but I have Hope working on that. I was actually coming to see you about a different incident that happened this morning.”

      “Incident?”

      “I had a run in with Abernathy.”

      Luke’s expression darkened again, “Mal, what have I told you…”

      “I know. I know you told me to leave him alone but he was walking right past the store and looking super shady so I followed him and I overheard him on the phone with someone. It sounded like they were making plans to meet.”

      “There’s nothing illegal about that.”

      “Maybe not, but his reaction when he realized I was behind him definitely convinced me this wasn’t a normal business call.”

      “Mal, what did you do?”

      She scowled when Luke looked annoyed with her, “I didn’t do anything! He did. He shifted right there on Main Street and tried to bite me! I jerked my hand back and he ran off but I need to know, what kind of supernatural is he? I figured if anyone would know it would be you.”

      Luke scrubbed a hand over his eyes, “Why can’t you just leave the guy alone like I asked you to?”

      “That’s your question? Seriously? I tell you he was acting all shifty and tried to bite me and that’s your reaction?”

      “You’re lucky he didn’t bite you if you were invading his personal space.” Luke sighed. “Fox shifters are very private and you showing up at his office, asking questions and accusing him definitely oversteps his boundaries.”

      “A fox shifter?” Mallory’s eyebrows flew up. “He’s a… fox? I didn't even know that was an option.”

      “They’re rare, especially compared to wolves, but we could just think that because they’re so secretive.”

      “Tell me more about them?”

      Luke gave her a hard look, “You’re not going to drop this, are you?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Fine.” He sighed. “I’m on the clock. Walk with me.”

      “Sure.” She fell into step beside him. “I want to know everything you know about fox shifters.”

      “It’s not much. Like I said. They’re rare and they’re extremely private.” Luke lowered his voice as they passed a group of shoppers on the sidewalk, “Everything I know I learned after Abernathy showed up here in Tempest because I got the same feeling you have about him, that he’s hiding something.”

      “And?”

      “And it didn’t take me long to figure out that’s just a fox shifter trait. They’re sneaky creatures. Devious. Underhanded. Untrustworthy. They’re cunning and they’ll use every trick in their arsenal to get what they want.”

      “Abernathy wanted Nana’s store. You just said they’d do anything to get what they want. Does that include murder?”

      Luke frowned, “The thing is, most foxes are pretty timid. Unlike wolves, they’re not pack animals so a fox is used to being on its own and smart enough to run from a fight rather than start one. Like any animal though, if backed into a corner, they’ll come out with claws and teeth to protect themselves, which I’m guessing is what you got a glimpse of this morning.”

      “You didn’t answer my question. Do you think he could have murdered Nana to get her shop?”

      “Mal, I told you already. He has a solid alibi.”

      “Again, you’re avoiding the question.” She huffed.

      “And again, you’re ignoring the facts of the case because you want it to fit the narrative you decided on day one.” Luke shot back at her.

      “You’re a pain. You know that?”

      “Back at ya, sweetheart.” He smiled though and Mallory knew he was at least mostly kidding. “Hey, what’re you doing right now?”

      “Um… talking to you?” She blinked at the sudden change of topic.

      “Want to grab lunch with me?”

      Her smile widened, “I’d love to.”

      “Good.” Luke grinned, “Because I’m supposed to be meeting Ruby at the diner like, now.”

      Mallory tilted her head, “You’re having lunch with Ruby?”

      “Yeah. It’s a thing we do once a week.”

      “That’s sweet.” Mallory knocked her shoulder into his as they crossed the road towards the diner.

      “We get busy sometimes with work and life. It’s an easy way for us to catch up.” He shrugged, “And, if you go with me today you can distract her with your theories and conspiracies so I might not have to spend the next hour listening to her complain about her job.”

      Mallory giggled, “Now who’s being devious?”

      Luke only grinned and held the door open for her. Mallory smiled as she slipped past him into the diner. Ruby waved from a booth near the back and they headed in her direction. Luke surprised her when he reached out and took her hand but when she glanced back up Ruby was grinning at them knowingly and Mallory couldn’t help but grin back.

      It felt a little like old times, the three of them grabbing a burger together, but it also felt like the start of something brand new.
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      After lunch, Luke insisted he had to get back to work and despite the fact Mallory tried to convince him to spend the afternoon with her, he only called her a bad influence, gave her a quick kiss and left her with his sister. Technically Ruby had to get back to work too but when she’d noticed her best friend’s forlorn expression she’d invited her to come back to Town Hall with her. Mallory knew she could have simply gone back to Sacred Grounds and helped Hope in the store but her sister had made it clear she didn’t actually need help and she felt strangely out of sorts knowing everyone had jobs to do except for her.

      She had worked her whole life. First in the bookstore for Nana and then, once she went to college, she’d been everything from a barista to a bartender in her undergrad days. She’d been working nonstop since graduation too, rarely even taking the time for a yearly vacation. Being fired would have upended her life all on its own but then she’d come back to Tempest and her time here had been the longest she’d ever gone without a job.

      If she was truly going to consider staying in Tempest then she would have to figure out what she would do for work. She had savings and living with her sister made life cheap but she couldn’t keep couch-surfing from Hope’s to Ruby’s to Luke’s indefinitely. She’d need to come up with a plan but every time she let herself think about the possibility of a future, here in Tempest, the little voice in the back of her head reminded her that first she had to solve Nana’s murder.

      The problem was, she didn’t know what else to do at this point. She had narrowed it down to two suspects. Abernathy and Izzy were the two people she was most suspicious of but they both seemed to have airtight alibis. There had been multiple witnesses to confirm that Abernathy had been at the diner during the time when Nana was murdered and Izzy hadn’t even been in town. She had no other leads and despite Luke’s promise to loop her in on any new information they hadn’t been able to get much off the weapon or other samples sent to the crime lab.

      She was at a loss so when Ruby told her to come back to the office and they could talk about their next moves she’d jumped on the offer just to have something to do.

      Now she looked around the building in the middle of town that had served as Town Hall for Tempest’s government body for as long as she could remember and cringed. Despite the impressive architecture of the building that gave it an air of importance and history from the outside, the inside looked as though it hadn’t been updated in at least thirty years. The walls were painted a weird greige color that was neither gray nor beige and large bulletin boards covered most of the lobby. The posters pinned to them were mostly government issued reminders of worker’s rights with the occasional self-printed notices of local events. The woman behind the reception desk didn’t even look up as Ruby used a badge she’d pulled from her pocket to scan them through the inner door to where the offices were located.

      Mallory raised an eyebrow once the door shut behind them, “Was that Mrs. Bondeson?”

      “Yep.” Ruby grinned.

      “She looks exactly the same as she did when we came here on our fourth grade field trip.”

      “Well, since she’s a vampire that makes sense.”

      “Wait… what?” Mallory furrowed her brow as she followed Ruby towards a large, open area with a big desk in the middle of the room. “I thought I remembered her being a witch?”

      “Oh, you did. She was a witch.” Ruby confirmed, tossing her purse under the desk and collapsing into the chair behind it. “But she fell in love with this wanderer that showed up in town about a decade ago. When she found out he was a vamp, she decided she wanted to live forever with him and had him turn her.”

      “Wow. Good for her, I guess?” Mallory slipped into a chair next to Ruby’s desk as her friend snorted.

      “Not so much. Turns out he wasn’t as ready to settle down as she was. He left town one night about six months after he bit her and nobody ever heard from him again.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.” Ruby shook her head. “She’s been about as forlorn as a banshee ever since.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “Love.” Ruby kicked her booted feet up on the desk, “Isn't it always?”

      “Oh come on, you don’t mean that.” Mallory frowned at her friend’s laid-back cynicism.

      “Don’t I? It’s not like I’ve seen it work out for a whole slew of people. I mean, look at what happened to you and Luke.”

      That made Mallory wince, “That’s a bad example. Magic kept us apart. And besides, we found our way back to each other.”

      “So you’re not going to break my brother’s heart again?” Ruby smiled but after a lifetime of friendship Mallory could hear the worry behind her friend’s seemingly playful question.

      “Not if I can help it.” She promised.

      “Does that mean you’ve decided to…”

      A booming voice cut Ruby’s question off, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Mallory jumped a little but Ruby didn’t so much as budge from her relaxed position with her feet propped on her desk. Mallory turned to see that the handsome mayor had come in behind them. He looked as impeccably put together and just as irritated with Ruby when Mallory had seen him last. And, just like the last time, Ruby didn’t seem the least bit fazed that her boss was upset.

      “What’s it look like I’m doing?”

      “Not working, that’s for sure.” He deadpanned.

      “And here I always thought you were as dumb as you looked.” Ruby batted her lashes coquettishly and offered him her most winning smile.

      “My office. Now.” He huffed, turning on his heel and disappearing into the room to the left of where they sat.

      Ruby groaned as she put her feet back on the floor, “He isn’t even supposed to be here this afternoon. He had shaking babies and kissing butts on his agenda.”

      “Red!” He growled and Mallory winced.

      “He seems really mad. Maybe I should go?”

      “Don’t you dare. I'll deal with Nate and be right back.”

      Mallory watched her friend disappear into the mayor’s office. Ruby didn’t shut the door and their raised voices drifted out to her. She shook her head, wondering if this was a daily occurrence between the two of them and if it was, why Ruby continued to work at Town Hall was beyond her.

      Before she could eavesdrop on exactly what their fight entailed today, she felt her phone buzz and pulled it out of her pocket. Her brows furrowed. It was a local number for Tempest based on the area code but it wasn’t someone she had saved in her contacts. Still, she pushed the button to answer it and raised it to her ear.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, is this Mallory Thorne?” A woman’s voice came through from the other end, cool and reserved.

      “Yes it is. Who is this?”

      “I’m calling from the hospital. Your sister, Hope Thorne, was just brought in via ambulance and you were listed as her secondary emergency contact. Can you please get to the hospital as quickly as you can?”

      Mallory’s heart stopped. It just… stopped. An icy cold slither of fear moved through her and she could hear the tremor in her own voice when she spoke again.

      “What happened? Is she okay?”

      “She’s unconscious.”

      “Unconscious?” Her voice went up an octave as her heart restarted, hammering in her chest now as she pushed to her feet, desperation making her antsy. “What happened? Tell me what happened!”

      “Mal?” Ruby was at her side again in the blink of an eye, “What’s happening?”

      Mallory shook her head, unable to find her voice to explain. Her hands were shaking and she nearly dropped the phone. Ruby was there though. She caught the cell phone and put it to her own ear, demanding the person on the other end repeat herself but Mallory didn’t need to hear any more to know that something horrible had happened.

      Hope was in the hospital. She was unconscious. And it was all Mallory’s fault.

      Her legs felt like they’d turned to rubber and she thought she might faint. She tilted unsteadily but strong arms caught her and held her upright. She looked up into a pair of worried blue eyes and realized that Nate had come out of the office with Ruby and that he had caught her before she fell.

      “It’s okay. I got you.” He tried to soothe her with his deep, calming voice, but Mallory shook her head as tears formed in her eyes.

      “It’s not. It’s not okay.” she wailed even as she leaned into him, letting him support her weight because at that moment the whole world felt too heavy.

      “Ruby, what is it? What happened?” Nate turned his attention from her to Ruby who had hung up the phone and looked nearly close to tears herself.

      “It’s Hope. There was an accident at Sacred Grounds. She wasn’t returning Cora’s messages so she stopped by to check in on her after the lunch rush and she found Hope on the floor.” Ruby winced when Nate only waited for more information. “It looks like a bookshelf must have fallen over on her. She was unconscious. Cora called an ambulance and Hope’s at the hospital now but she hasn’t regained consciousness yet.”

      “It’s my fault.” Mallory cried, “It’s all my fault.”

      “Hey now, that’s not true.” Nate gave her a reassuring squeeze. “It was an accident.”

      “Except I don’t think it was.” She wiped at her cheeks, “Luke said we might be the next targets after what happened to Nana and I didn’t listen to him. I didn’t keep an eye on Hope. I left her at the store alone and now she’s lying unconscious in a hospital bed. It’s my fault. I didn’t catch Nana’s killer in time and now I might lose Hope too.”

      “I think you’re assuming the worst.” Nate tried again. “It sounds like it was just an unfortunate accident. Right, Ruby?”

      But Ruby was chewing on her bottom lip and she had gone ghostly pale. She shook her head and Mallory knew that Ruby was thinking the same thing she was. Nobody knew that store better than Hope. She never would have made a mistake that caused a whole bookshelf to topple over. Those things were massive and it would have taken someone with better than average strength to push one over.

      “I’ll call Luke but we need to get to the hospital. Now.” Ruby finally said. “Come on, Mal.”

      “Not a chance.” Nate turned them slightly, keeping Ruby from taking her out of his arms. “I’m not letting you two walk to the hospital alone, especially not if you think there’s some sort of foul play happening. I’ll come with you.”

      “I wasn’t going to walk. I have my car parked out back.” Ruby bristled.

      “You’re clearly upset and in no condition to drive.” Nate argued, “I’ll take you. Come on.”

      He didn’t wait to see if Ruby would argue some more. Instead he kept an arm around Mallory’s waist and turned them towards the door. She let him hold her up since her legs still felt wobbly. Her mind was racing but she was still coherent enough to hear Ruby sigh before her friend fell into step beside them without a fight.

      “It’s going to be okay.” Ruby reached out and took Mallory’s hand. “Hope’s strong and she’s going to be okay. You’ll see.”

      Mallory nodded because she knew if she tried to speak again that she’d just start sobbing harder. Hope was strong and she would make it through this. It was going to be okay. It was all going to be okay, because it had to be. Mallory had only just found her way back home. She’d already lost Nana. Hope was the only family she had left and she wasn’t going to lose her too.

      Hope was going to be okay and Mallory was going to find the person responsible for hurting her family and then she was going to make them pay.
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      By the time they reached the hospital Mallory had found the well of strength deep inside of her and managed to pull herself together. She thanked Nate for the ride and he kindly told her that he would stay with Cora, who had jumped up to hug her as soon as they came in the door, and Ruby in the waiting room. Ruby was still pale and she’d wrapped her arms around herself as though she needed an extra layer of defense so Mallory wasn’t even surprised when she didn’t try to argue with him.

      Mallory pulled her best friend into a hug and promised her that she’d be back soon to update them on Hope’s status. Ruby nodded and looked away but not before Mallory noted the sheen of tears in her eyes. She thought about all the years she had been gone and how Hope and Ruby had weathered her absence together, becoming friends themselves. She’d known they were close but Ruby’s reaction to Hope’s injury was just as intense and pain filled as Mallory’s own. She had always thought of Ruby like a sister and it made her heart ache to realize that Ruby and Hope shared that same bond now too.

      With a deep breath for courage, Mallory followed the nurse through the sliding doors into the Emergency Department. It was a small hospital, because really, most people in Tempest were powerful enough in their own right not to need medical intervention, and the ED turned out to only be four small rooms in the back of the building. The nurse pointed to the second door on the right and told Mallory that the doctor would be back soon to fill her in on Hope’s condition.

      She took another slow breath, preparing herself for the worst before turning the corner into the room, but Mallory pulled up short immediately. The sight before her made her blink in confusion and then anger sparked deep in her belly. She stomped into the room and glared at the woman sitting vigil beside her sister’s bed.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she snarled, dropping her phone and her bag onto the little cart at the end of Hope’s bed.

      Izzy was perched on the edge of the only chair in the room, which she’d pulled up right next to Hope’s bed. She was holding Hope’s hand between both of hers and when Mallory had walked in her eyes had been closed and it had looked as if she was chanting something so softly that the words didn’t carry. Now she sat backwards with a jolt, blinking as if Mallory was the intruder, but as she watched Izzy’s face quickly settled back into the bland, pleasant expression she’d always associated with her but with just a hint of worry at the corners of her eyes.

      Worry about what Mallory had seen, she wondered? About what she might have overheard? Or worry for Hope? It was hard to tell and Mallory was far too suspicious of the cousin who had spent the better part of her life stalking her to believe it was the latter.

      “I was just saying a prayer to the goddess for Hope.” Izzy’s voice was calm when she spoke.

      “I meant, what are you even doing back here?” Mallory grit her teeth. “The nurses said only family could be back here.”

      Izzy’s head tilted slightly, “But I am family.”

      Mallory narrowed her eyes instead of responding to that, “How did you even know Hope was here?”

      “I was on my way to the house to see if you and Hope might have changed your mind about having dinner with me. I saw the ambulance at Sacred Grounds and I knew something terrible must have happened so I followed it and came straight here.” Izzy shrugged innocently, “I didn’t want her to be alone.”

      “She’s not alone. I’m here now and I’d like some space to be with my sister. You can wait in the lobby if you’d like and I’ll update you after the doctor comes by.”

      Izzy’s lips pursed and she glanced from Mallory to Hope and back again before she gave a small nod, “Okay, if that’s what you want.”

      “It’s what I want.”

      “Please keep me updated. I’m so worried for her.” Izzy stood, picking up her purse and phone from the little table before sliding past Mallory and out the door.

      Only once she was gone did Mallory move around the bed to take the chair that she had vacated and really look at her sister. Tears immediately blurred her vision again and she reached for Hope’s hand, squeezing tight as if she could hold onto her and keep her from slipping away. She had known from that phone call that it was bad but seeing Hope for herself made it more real and far scarier.

      Her sister lay in the hospital bed, unmoving except for the rise and fall of her chest. There was a plaster cast already in place on her right wrist and lower arm which Mallory assumed meant there was at least one broken bone beneath. Hope’s head was wrapped in bandages and gauze. There was a smaller bandage on her cheek and it was showing red from beneath, where she’d likely been cut by something that fell on her. She was pale in contrast, nearly fading right into the bedsheets that were pulled up to her chest and the stillness of her was deeply unsettling.

      Mallory realized in that moment that she had always seen her younger sister as a blur of motion. She was never still. She was always doing something. She had never been good at sitting still, not as a kid or a teenager or even as an adult. She was always moving, always working on something or fixing something or helping someone. Seeing her lying here, powerless and still, sent an equal shot of helplessness through Mallory.

      Powerless. The word seemed to catch in her head though and an idea struck her. She wasn’t powerless. Not anymore. And neither was Hope. They were powerful witches from an ancient line of magic and if Mallory could tap into it then she might be able to reach Hope, even like this.

      Mallory swiped the tears from her cheeks and then cupped Hope’s good hand between her own. She closed her eyes and focused on her sister. She tried to reach out with her mind, to find Hope’s thoughts or brain waves or whatever it was that allowed her sister to look into other people’s heads and read their thoughts. She didn’t find some magical wavelength where she could telepathically communicate with her sister but since that wasn’t her power she hadn’t truly expected to so instead she changed her tactic.

      Instead of trying to reach Hope’s mind she simply focused on her own thoughts and screamed them as loudly as she could inside her own head. It had worked before, when she’d been trying to tell Hope something without saying it out loud. Maybe it would work now too.

      She mentally screamed for Hope to wake up. She told her sister how much she loved her and how much she respected her. She apologized for not coming back to the store because if she had just stayed maybe this wouldn’t have happened. She reminded Hope that she was the strongest of them, that despite being the younger sister that Mallory had always looked up to her and that she needed her little sister.

      Still, Hope’s eyes stayed closed and her lashes didn’t even flutter. Mallory wanted to scream for real but she swallowed the urge. Now wasn’t the time or the place to completely lose her head. If she couldn’t get Hope to wake up using their sisterly connection and Hope’s own telepathic powers then she’d just have to find another way.

      Sacred Grounds was full of books on magic. She’d seen the grimoires and reference guides. She would just have to go to the store and do some research. She was certain there was a spell to wake someone up from a coma. She just had to find it.

      And, while she was at it, she was also going to find Poe and figure out where exactly he had been when things had gone sideways at the store. He was supposed to be the magical protector for all Thorne witches wasn’t he? Why hadn’t he been able to stop whatever, or whoever, had caused that bookshelf to fall on Hope? That cat had some serious explaining to do and he’d be lucky if Mallory didn’t decide he’d look better stuffed.

      “I’m going to find a way to wake you up, sis. I promise.” She gave Hope’s hand one more squeeze before releasing her and reaching for her phone.

      She knew that she would need help to find just the right spell, especially in a magical bookshop with hundreds of books and thousands of possibilities. With Cora’s and Ruby’s help the process would go faster but she also needed to make sure that Hope was protected while she was out looking for a solution. She couldn’t, and wouldn’t, leave her little sister unprotected again.

      Ruby had called Luke to tell him what was happening while Nate rushed them to the hospital so she knew he was already on his way but she still wanted to call him herself. She needed to hear his voice and have him tell her that it was all going to be okay. More than that, she wanted to ask him to put a deputy at the door of Hope’s room to make sure that nobody got in to see her that wasn't supposed to.

      Her hand closed around her phone but even as she lifted it she felt the tingle of something in her veins. One look at the lock screen told her what the problem was. This wasn’t her phone at all. She had put hers on the table when she walked in but there had been a second phone and purse there as well. When she’d all but kicked Izzy out of the room, her cousin had grabbed her things in a huff before retreating and in her annoyance she must have picked up the wrong phone by mistake since they were the same model.

      The idea of going through Izzy’s phone sent a bolt of excitement through Mallory but before she could so much as attempt to crack the security code, she felt all of the air being sucked out of the room. She gasped, closing her eyes as a burst of heat expanded in her chest, and then, when her eyelids fluttered open again she was no longer sitting in the ED beside an unconscious Hope.

      She was standing in an alley, a familiar alley, with red brick buildings on either side of her. She had the phone to her ear and she was pacing and speaking fast. Only it wasn’t her voice or her words because it wasn’t her eyes she was seeing this vision through, it was Izzy.

      It was Izzy dressed in the same clothes she’d been in when Mallory found her in Hope’s hospital room. She knew because Izzy kept looking down at the ground as she paced and Mallory could see the red ballet flats that were eerily similar to a pair she had owned back in New York. She could also see something else, something that caught her attention because it had been tickling the back of her mind all day. It was the ring that Izzy wore on her right hand, the one with the amber colored stone.

      Mallory was still trying to take in every detail of the vision, to catalog and store it in her memory so she wouldn’t forget a single second of what she had seen or heard, whens he felt two strong hands grip her biceps. She was jolted out of the vision and a cry of pain escaped her as reality intruded back into her mind, wiping away what she had been seeing. Her brain recoiled at the swift change, throbbing as a headache threatened to split her in two. She doubled over, afraid she was going to be sick, and it took a couple of precious gulps of air for her vision to finally clear and her hearing to return.

      “Mal? Mal, are you okay?”

      She blinked as she glanced up and found Luke kneeling in front of her, his hands gripping each of her arms, a worried expression on his handsome face. She threw her arms around him instinctively and he caught her. He wrapped her in a tight hug and stroked her back.

      “There you are. It’s okay. I’m here.” He whispered softly against her hair. “You scared me for a second there. I came in and your face was blank and no matter how many times I said your name you didn’t respond.”

      “I’m sorry.” She  pulled back slightly from his hug so she could look him in the eye. “I was in a vision.”

      “I figured as much but, Mal, I’ve been in the room nearly ten minutes. You were under a long time.”

      “Ten minutes?” She blinked in surprise when he nodded, still looking at her like she might break. “It didn’t feel that long, I…”

      She trailed off as her head throbbed. That explained the massive headache. She knew enough about her own magic now to know that the longer a vision the more coming back to reality was going to hurt.

      “What did you see?” Luke asked, breaking into her pounding thoughts.

      Despite the pain, Mallory managed a small smile, “Exactly what I needed to see.”

      “Cryptic.” Luke snorted. “Care to elaborate?”

      “Was Izzy in the waiting room when you came in?” she asked instead of answering him.

      “No. Why? Was she supposed to be?”

      “She must have realized I had her phone and what that might mean considering how my gift works.”

      “Mal, babe, maybe you should start at the beginning and tell me what you’re thinking?” Luke touched her cheek softly, trying to regain her attention.

      She nodded, “Go and get Ruby. Cora and Nate too if they’re still waiting around. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

      “For what?” Luke demanded, still frowning at her but she smiled despite the fact she could see that Hope still lay motionless in the bed.

      She would fix that. She would fix all of it. Because she finally had something to back up her gut instinct.

      She met Luke’s worried gaze and shrugged, “To catch Nana’s killer of course.”
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      When the doctor came in and saw the five of them sitting, standing and generally taking up every bit of free space in Hope’s hospital room, he frowned, “I believe our policy clearly states that only family can visit patients in the emergency room.”

      “We are family.” Ruby narrowed her eyes at him, not budging from her spot on the windowsill.

      “I asked them to be here.” Mallory rose from her chair and held out a hand, “I’m Mallory Thorne, Hope’s sister. Please, tell me that she’s going to be okay.”

      “Dr. Gonzales.” He gave her hand a firm shake before glancing around the room again, “Are you certain you don’t want to speak with me alone?”

      “Is it bad?” she asked instead of answering, grateful when she felt Luke move up beside her to put a hand on her back.

      The doctor sighed but seemed to accept that this wasn’t a normal situation, “When Ms. Thorne was brought in, she was unconscious but she came to shortly after. She was experiencing some confusion and a lot of pain so I ordered a sedative so she could rest and recover. We can’t be sure exactly how long she was trapped under that bookcase before her friend found her but what we do know is that she suffered a blow to the head in addition to a broken arm and bruised ribs. We conducted a CT, which, in layman’s terms, takes a series of sophisticated x-rays that allows us to check for internal damage. Your sister doesn’t appear to have a brain bleed which is good news but there is some swelling that we need to keep an eye on. We’ll do another scan in the morning and if the swelling has gone down like I imagine it should, I believe I can safely say your sister will make a full recovery. She’s a very lucky lady.”

      Mallory blinked at the man in the white lab coat, “Wait… she’s unconscious right now because you gave her a sedative not because of the blow to the head?”

      “Correct.”

      “Wow, Doc.” Ruby scowled, “Maybe lead with that next time.”

      “I’m sorry. I told the young woman who was here with her earlier.” He looked around the room and frowned again, “Did she not relay that information to you?”

      “Izzy.” Mallory growled.

      “It’s okay.” Luke spoke soothingly, stroking her back, “Thank you doctor.”

      The man turned and all but fled the room and Mallory couldn’t say she blamed him. She was seething with anger and he probably thought it was directed at him. It wasn’t. Every cell in her body was practically vibrating with the need to find Izzy and shake her until the truth of what she was up to came tumbling out.

      “Come on.” Luke pulled her closer, “That was good news. Hope’s going to be okay. She’ll probably sleep off the sedative tonight and wake up tomorrow sore but otherwise fine.”

      “And maybe she’ll be able to tell us what happened.” Cora offered gently.

      “Or if she saw who did it to her.” Ruby spoke more sharply.

      Mallory turned to face her friends, “I have a pretty good idea who did it actually.”

      Ruby raised an eyebrow and looked from Mallory to Cora to Nate and then back, “Maybe we should talk about this later? When we’re alone?”

      “No.” Mallory shook her head. “I asked you all to come back here because I had a vision and I think I’ve finally figured out what’s been going on but to prove it, I’m going to need everyone’s help.”

      “Whatever you need. Of course.” Cora nodded. “You know I’d do anything for Hope.”

      “Thank you.” Mallory turned her attention to Nate, who had crossed his arms over his chest, “What about you, Mr. Mayor? You want to lend your skills to the cause?”

      His eyes narrowed, “I’d like to know the cause before I commit but since I assume Ruby and Luke will be involved in whatever you’re planning and they’re part of my pack, I feel it’s my duty to help them and you.”

      Ruby all but snarled at him, “It isn’t your pack, Nathaniel. Your father might have given you the Mayorship but he’s still Pack Alpha. Not you.”

      “Not yet. But I am the heir.” Nate drilled Ruby with his steady gaze, “You’d do well to remember that, Red.”

      “Enough.” Luke snapped, “You two have been at each other’s throats since you were pups but now isn’t the time. This is serious. Hope is in the hospital and Mallory had a vision that might help us catch the person responsible. We need to focus and if you can’t put aside your petty arguments against one another then you can both leave.”

      Mallory’s heart swelled for the man she loved. She offered him a small smile, thankful he was there to back her up. Ruby and Nate both looked thoroughly chastised but she raised an eyebrow at each of them, waiting for them to snipe at one another again. When they didn’t, she breathed deep and Luke moved to sit on the windowsill next to his sister.

      “Okay then, let’s start at the top.” He prompted her, “When I walked in, Mallory, you were deep in a vision. Why don’t you tell us what you saw?”

      She nodded and turned to her friends, “When I arrived, Izzy was here with Hope. I asked her to leave because I don’t trust her. She grabbed her things and stormed out of the room but in her haste she must have confused our cell phones, which were both lying on this table. They’re the same model. I didn’t realize until I picked mine up to call Luke and see if he was close that it wasn’t mine. She took my phone and accidentally left hers which wouldn’t be a big deal except that my main power is the ability to touch inanimate objects and see their history. When I picked up Izzy’s phone I was thrown into a vision of her talking on it earlier today. She was in the alleyway just behind the bookstore, wearing the same clothes she had on here and she was pacing, angry, talking to someone on the other end of the line.”

      “You think she was in the alley because she was about to sneak in and push that bookcase over on Hope?” Ruby frowned.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “But why would she do that?” Nate interjected. “Isn’t she your cousin? Why don’t you trust her?”

      “I have a lot of reasons not to trust her but we don’t have the time to get into all of them right now. The point is she was there, in the right spot at the right time, and I know for a fact that she used to visit Nana at the shop so she would know that the doggie door, or in this case the kitty door, is always open for Poe to come and go as he pleases.”

      “You think she snuck in through the cat door?” Cora looked at her quizzically.

      “Yes.”

      “No offense babe but I don’t think she’d fit.” Luke shook his head.

      Mallory rolled her eyes, “I don’t think she shimmied through it like a literal cat burglar. I think she used magic.”

      “But she doesn’t have magic… Does she?” Ruby looked perplexed now too and Mallory groaned.

      “Okay, so here’s the thing. I can’t prove it but I think that Izzy has magic.” She huffed when Luke groaned, rushing on before any of them could object again, “Please, hear me out. This isn’t a wild hunch this time. I think Izzy has magic. I’ve been wondering about it for a while but in that vision I had, I recognized an amulet that used to belong to Nana. She gave it to Mom when she was fighting cancer. It amplifies magic. It makes the person wearing it stronger. I didn’t recognize it before now because Mom wore it as a necklace and Izzy is wearing it as a ring but trust me, it’s the same relic.”

      “So your grandmother gave one of her grandkids a relic. You’re a magical family. That’s not exactly breaking news.” Nate was twisting the band he wore on his own finger and didn’t see the way Mallory glared at him.

      “It wouldn’t be news if she’d given it to me or Hope, you’re right, but Izzy? Izzy wasn’t born from a Thorne witch. She’s not supposed to have magic so why would Nana have given it to her?”

      “Because she was teaching her magic.” Ruby supplied and Mallory gave her best friend a smile for catching on.

      “Yes, but more than that, despite everything we’ve ever been taught about being Thorne witches, I think Izzy does have magic of her own. Maybe since it isn’t passed down through the males of our line she only got a tiny bit, not enough to even really be noticed in the normal world, but what if Nana knew and she was helping Izzy learn to hone it. What if she gave her the relic because it would help amplify the little bit of magic Izzy already had, giving her the extra strength to truly be a witch.”

      Luke was shaking his head again, “Mal, you’re not going to like this but…”

      “You don’t believe me.” She scoffed.

      “It’s not that I don’t believe you, babe. It’s just… everything you just told us was littered with maybe this and maybe that. It’s a lot of maybes.”

      “And what ifs.” Nate agreed and Mallory scowled when the two men exchanged a glance.

      She had expected Luke to be hesitant. She’d already gone to him multiple times with ideas he deemed wild or improbable. The thing was, this was Tempest and improbable and impossible weren't the same thing. She would prove that to him.

      “Fine. How about something a little more concrete?” She picked Izzy’s phone back up and held it aloft, “The person that Izzy was talking to in my vision was Cale Abernathy.”

      Nate tilted his head, “How can you possibly know that?”

      “Because I overheard his side of the conversation this morning on the street.” She looked right at Luke. “I told you I had a run in with him. Remember? He was saying that things had gone too far and this wasn’t what he wanted. Izzy’s side of the conversation went more along the lines of, I did it for us and I’m still doing all of this for us.”

      “Us?” Ruby’s eyebrows winged up in surprise and Mallory gave a confident nod.

      “They’re a couple. That’s why we haven’t been able to nail down one of them or the other even though they’re our top two suspects in Nana’s murder. Neither of them fits everything we know because they weren’t acting alone. They were in on it together.”

      The room was silent for a moment and Mallory forced herself to give them time to process what she’d just said. She wanted to rush forward with her ideas of what they could do next. She wanted to go racing after Izzy and make sure she paid for everything she had done. But she held herself as still as she could and waited.

      Luke, of course, being the always calm and logical one, broke the silence, “We still don't have any hard proof though, Mal. Abernathy has a solid alibi for the time of your grandmother’s murder and we already looked into your cousin. There was no record of her traveling from New York to Texas that day.”

      “I know, but I think that’s just further proof she has magic. Poe told me she’s been coming to town to meet with Nana in secret for years. I’d be willing to bet there’s no record of those trips either but she’s been here, which means she could have been here the night Nana was murdered and she came back to New York and let me catch her in my apartment to solidify her alibi.”

      “She has been here before.” Ruby supplied, “I saw her in Sacred Grounds a couple of months ago.”

      “And I’ve seen her around too. She’s come into the diner a few times. I only remember because she always ate alone.” Cora looked on the verge of tears, “Until about eight months ago when she started having dinner with Cale Abernathy.”

      “Seriously?” Mallory gaped at the new information and Cora nodded, covering her face with her hands.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know it was important or that you didn’t know they were seeing each other. I would have said something sooner if I’d thought it…”

      “Hey.” Mallory reached out and squeezed the younger girl’s shoulder, “Don’t cry. It’s not your fault. You didn’t know. You couldn’t have known.”

      Cora leaned into Mallory and she hugged her the same as she would have hugged Hope if her little sister had been upset. She looked back at Luke from over the top of Cora’s head but he had his gaze cast down. From the way his face was twisted, it was clear he was deep in thought so she let him think it through and comforted her sister’s best friend.

      “Well,” Ruby finally broke the moment. “What are we going to do about this?”

      Luke looked up slowly, not glancing towards his sister, but instead focusing on Mallory, “We need evidence. Actual evidence of wrongdoing. Everything we have so far is just conjecture.”

      “Then we get some evidence.” Mallory released Cora with a last pat on the back and stood to her full height.

      Nate looked around at all of them and frowned, “Why do I get the feeling you already have a plan for how to make that happen?”

      “Because I do.” She tilted her chin up, “I was just waiting to make sure you were all on board before telling you what part you have in it.

      “Let’s hear it then.” Luke prompted, giving her the nod that was a go ahead.

      Mallory felt a rush of pride and determination. She’d been right all along. Abernathy and Izzy were both at fault and now, she was finally going to make good on the promise she had made to Nana. She was going to catch her killers and she was going to make them pay.
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      The phone in Mallory’s hand vibrated with a text message and as she read it, she smiled.

      She’d borrowed Hope’s phone for this little mission since she didn’t have her own. She’d left Cora at Hope’s bedside to be with her in case she woke up and the girl had promised to call if that happened but this message wasn’t from Cora, it was from Nate.

      He’s here. You’re good to go.

      Nate’s part in her plan was key and she was thankful he’d gone along with it. He hadn’t seemed thrilled about calling up Cale Abernathy and asking him to come by Town Hall to talk about development ideas for downtown Tempest but he’d done it because it was vital to Mallory’s plan to catch a killer. She needed Izzy to think that Aberathy had stood her up and since Izzy’s own phone was tucked into Mallory’s back pocket with Abernathy’s text that he needed to reschedule seeing her still on the lock screen, she had exactly what she needed.

      She gave the wire that Luke had gently taped between her breasts a little tug and sent up a silent prayer to the old gods and the new that the thing would pick up every word of the confession she intended to get out of Izzy.

      Luke hadn’t been happy about the plan either, certainly not the part where she went in alone, but he’d reluctantly agreed that it was the only way. Izzy wasn’t going to incriminate herself with the Sheriff in the room but one on one with Mallory she just might. Luke was currently listening in from his truck, parked around the block, but she had no doubt if he heard anything he didn’t like or even sensed that she was in danger he would come running.

      Ruby, meanwhile, had circled around the back of the building and was hiding in the alley. It was the only other exit besides the one that Mallory would be blocking once she stepped inside. If Izzy tried to make a break for it, Ruby would be there to stop her.

      She was surrounded. She just didn’t know it yet. And before she picked up on it, Mallory needed to get her talking.

      Trying not to look down at her boobs, she spoke softly and just to Luke, “I love you and I’ll see you on the other side of this.”

      Then, with her head up and her eyes forward, she purposely walked past Sacred Grounds to the empty storefront next to it. The windows were boarded up and dusty. It was clear whatever business had been housed there had left ages ago and anyone passing by would assume the double glass doors were locked up tight. Only Mallory knew better because she had received a video fifteen minutes ago from Ruby showing Izzy silently slipping into the empty store. Now, she did the same, following her cousin into the dim, oversized storefront.

      The moment the door clicked shut behind her a small light flickered on and Mallory blinked in surprise.

      Izzy stood at an old countertop across the room. Her face was set into an indecipherable expression but her eyes were cold and wary. She removed her hand from the lantern she’d turned on and Mallory caught a glimmer of the powerful amulet ring on her finger.

      “What are you doing here?” Izzy demanded.

      Mallory feigned innocence, “I could ask you the same thing. I saw you come in here so I followed you.”

      “No kidding.” Izzy’s lips twisted into a snarl, “You think I wasn’t aware you were following me? Please. Why do you think I slipped in here if not to wait on you and see what you were up to?”

      Mallory pursed her lips into a thin line to keep from smiling at the obvious lie. Izzy hadn’t come in here to wait for Mallory and they both knew it. She didn’t buy for a second that Izzy had sensed she was being followed either. First, because it had been Ruby, not Mallory on her tail and nobody was as sneaky as Ruby could be and second, because if she’d known she was being followed Mallory had a feeling she would have run rather than face a confrontation.

      “Oh, I assumed you were waiting for your boyfriend. Weirdly tall guy, kinda slimy like a used car salesman? I hate to break it to you but he’s not coming.” Mallory took Izzy’s phone out of her pocket and tossed it across the space between them.

      Izzy caught it and frowned as she looked at the screen. Her hand shook slightly but her face gave nothing away when she looked back up. If anything, she held herself taller and Mallory had to give it to her that she really was a decent actress.

      “You switched our phones at the hospital.”

      Mallory shook her head, “No, you just picked up the wrong one. Big mistake, Izzy.”

      “Not really.” Her cousin sniffed dismissively, “So, you figured out I’m dating Cale. It’s not like I was planning to keep that a secret forever.”

      “I figured out a lot more than that.” Mallory moved closer in deceptively slow steps, “Which is why your boyfriend bailed on you. See, he’s having a little talk with my boyfriend right now.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, haven’t you heard? Luke and I are back together. You’ve met Luke right? He’s the Sheriff.”

      Izzy fidgeted with the phone, “Why would Cale be talking to the Sheriff?”

      “I think you know why.” Mallory paused but when her cousin didn’t speak up she sighed, realizing she was going to have to do more than just hint around to get Izzy talking. “He’s had enough of you. Trying to take out Hope today was the last straw.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the fact that you murdered Nana so your boyfriend could get his hands on our property. Only, he didn’t take the news quite as well as you thought he would, did he? He told you that you’d gone too far but instead of backing off you went after Hope to get her out of the way too. She survived, luckily, but he knew you would try again which is why he went to the cops. He’s telling Luke everything, Izzy. It’s over.”

      “That’s a lie.” Her voice shook now too and Mallory glanced at her hands to see she’d balled them so tightly into fists that her knuckles were white.

      Mallory took another step closer, “Which part? That you murdered our grandmother, tried to kill Hope and likely planned to come for me next, or that your boyfriend is currently singing like a canary?”

      “All of it.”

      “You do remember I have my powers back now, right? What do you think I saw when I picked up your phone at the hospital earlier? You’re the liar here, Izzy. Not me. I know what you did just like I know that your boyfriend is turning on you as we speak.”

      Izzy shook with rage, “He wouldn’t do that.”

      “Why? Because he loves you?” Mallory felt a shiver race down her spine, moving another step closer when Izzy didn’t deny what she’d done. “He doesn’t love you. Don’t you see that? He was just using you to get what he wanted. He thought he could charm his way into the family using you, that’s all.”

      “That’s not true.” she hissed.

      “He’s going to let you take the fall, Izzy. He’s making a deal with Luke right now so he can be sure he’s safe in all this and you’re going to be the one that goes to prison for the rest of your life for what you did. If he loved you, he’d be here, don’t you think? Instead he’s turning you in and…”

      Izzy screamed. It was a loud, guttural sound that echoed in the empty storefront. Anger and frustration poured out of her as if the noise had been dredged from the deepest, darkest hole inside of her. It surprised Mallory enough that she blinked, glancing quickly down to make sure the little microphone was still in place between her breasts.

      It was a mistake, one that she paid for instantly.

      She took her eyes off Izzy for a split second and in a blink of an eye, Izzy was in front of her and reaching for her throat. Mallory stumbled backwards, tripping and falling. Izzy followed her down to the floor, hands still clasped around her throat as Mallory's head bounced against the hard concrete.

      “You stupid, stupid girl.” she seethed, eyes wild as her facade broke, “You think you’re so smart but you’re not. What kind of person gives up a life full of magic to live a normal, boring mundane one? I would have killed for the life that you threw away!”

      Mallory grabbed at the hands around her throat, digging her nails into Izzy’s pale wrists. She managed to tug one away from her throat and sucked in a breath. She tried to roll them, elbowing Izzy hard in the cheek but her cousin was stronger than she looked. She wrenched her wrist free and slapped Mallory hard across the face and while her head rolled from the force of the hit Izzy slammed her into the ground again.

      “Is that why you did it?” She was gasping for air but she forced out the words, knowing she needed to get Izzy on tape saying it. “You killed Nana because she wouldn't give you my magic, my life?”

      “I didn’t need your magic.” Izzy spit back at her. “I have magic in my blood, just like you. I’m a Thorne witch, just like you and Hope. I only needed guidance and a bit of a boost. Nana gave me that after you left but she never accepted me as one of you, not really.”

      “So you killed her?” Mallory used all her strength to buck her body, trying to jostle Izzy off of her but her head was starting to become foggy and when Izzy screeched again and slammed her into the concrete she saw stars.

      “It was an accident! She wouldn’t listen to me about the store, about Cale and what we could build together. She said I was nothing without the magic she’d given me and she tried to take the ring back because she said I’d betrayed her by being with him. I love him and she only saw it as a betrayal!”

      Mallory’s head was spinning but she forced out the words, “I know how that must have felt. I know how she could be. She wanted to keep us all together and she saw anyone else we loved as a threat. It’s why she took my memories from me, took my magic and sent me out into the world. I didn’t choose it. I chose Luke and she took him from me.”

      Izzy’s grip on her loosened a bit, “You understand then! You know how awful she could be. She said I had to choose. Either my family and magic or the man I love.”

      “And you couldn’t choose.” Mallory sucked in heaving breaths of air as Izzy began to cry.

      “I didn’t mean to kill her but I couldn’t choose and she was going to take my ring. I couldn’t go back to being powerless and the knife was right there. I picked it up before I even realized what I meant to do with it. I didn’t want Nana to die but she had to, it was the only way.” Izzy sniffled, “And now you and Hope have to die too. You know too much. You might understand but you’ll never accept me.”

      The hands at her throat tightened again and Mallory swung her fist. She connected with Izzy’s chin and the force of her punch knocked her cousin sideways. She rolled to her side and coughed as she pushed up to her hands and knees. Izzy was strong, too strong, and Mallory had underestimated her but she had what she needed now.

      She had the confession that would allow Luke to put Izzy in prison for the rest of her life.

      As she got her feet under her she wobbled and then a scream tore from her throat as a hand fisted in her hair. Izzy was back up already too and on her. Tears blurred Mallory’s vision from the pain but as if she’d conjured him from her thoughts, the sound of Luke’s voice echoed through the room.

      “Hands up. Let her go.”

      “Luke!” Mallory cried out when her vision cleared enough that she could see him standing just inside the doorway with his gun drawn.

      The room seemed to blur again as she was dragged backwards. Izzy’s arm was around her throat and Mallory could feel the cool metal of the ring cutting into her skin. She blinked again, surprised to see just how much space Izzy had managed to put between them and Luke. His face was set in a stony, determined expression but his eyes blazed with gold and his wolf’s anger.

      “I said, let her go.” he yelled again.

      Izzy only tightened her grip on Mallory’s throat, “Put down the gun or I’ll kill her.”

      Luke didn’t so much as blink. Izzy didn’t move. Mallory’s brain whirled trying to think of a way out of this situation that she’d put them in. Her head ached and she felt dizzy and nauseated. The only thing that managed to keep her in the moment was the cold press of that ring against her skin and she held tight to it like a lifeline.

      “The ring.” She swallowed, her voice raw and throat aching from the abuse. “Nana gave you the relic because it has the power to boost magic and make you stronger. She gave it to you because she believed in you, because she knew you were a Thorne witch, just like us.”

      Izzy snarled, “No, she didn’t. When was she ever that altruistic? She only gave me the ring once she figured out what power was hiding in my blood because she wanted to use it for herself.”

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, the answer came to her and Mallory winced, “Teleportation.”

      “Exactly. The ancestors blessed me with a better power than yours but did Nana care about that? No. She just wanted me to use it to move back and forth between the world she’d sent you out into and hers so she could keep tabs on you. If I wanted magic I had to spy on you and report back to her. She used me. Controlled me. Just like she tried to do with you and with Hope. You should be thanking me for getting rid of her. If she was still alive you’d be in New York still, oblivious to who and what you really are, with no memory of the man you love!”

      Mallory tasted tears on her lips when she licked them and realized she was crying too. She wasn’t entirely sure why. Was it simply because she’d nearly had the life choked out of her or was it because some part of her could understand why Izzy had done what she did? Because she did understand, in a way. Nana had pushed them all but she had pushed Izzy too far and she’d snapped. All the girl had wanted was to be accepted as part of the family but instead Nana had withheld her love and used magic as a bargaining chip to control her granddaughter. She hadn’t deserved to die, not the way she had, but Mallory could see how it had come to be because of Nana’s own choices and demands.

      Mallory had loved her grandmother but in so many ways, she had resented her too. What she felt was mirrored in Izzy and magnified. She didn’t and couldn’t forgive Izzy, but she could understand how she had come to feel so trapped that she’d lashed out and done the unthinkable.

      “Come on, Izzy. Let her go.” Luke spoke up and Mallory realized he’d been quietly moving towards them. He still had his gun trained just over Mallory’s shoulder where Izzy was standing behind her, using her as a shield. “There’s no way out of here.”

      “Haven’t you figured it out yet?” Izzy laughed a little too maniacally, “I can go anywhere I want, whenever I want. You can’t keep me here.”

      “Izzy…” Luke shifted the gun as she swayed side to side and Mallory saw the realization of what she was saying hit him at the same time Izzy tightened her grip on her.

      “In fact, I think now would be a great time to get out of here. What do you think, cousin? Should we leave this place and start over somewhere new? We’re family. I can take you with me. I think. I’ve never really tried it but I’m sure I can…” Izzy’s grip had loosened a bit during her rambling and Mallory took the only opportunity she was likely to get.

      She knocked her head backwards into Izzy’s face with a quick jerk. Izzy screamed and released Mallory as she instinctively moved to grab for her likely broken nose. Mallory could have run towards Luke right then and there but she knew as soon as she did that Izzy would use her magic to teleport herself away and they would lose their chance at justice.

      Instead, she spun and grabbed Izzy’s hand. She dug her fingers into the flesh of Izzy’s ring finger and tried to pry the ring loose but Izzy was still too strong. She slapped Mallory with her free hand and they stumbled together into a wall that gave way under their weight. They fell through in a cloud of dust and debris and somewhere behind her Mallory heard Luke yell for her but she couldn't focus on him right now.

      As they tumbled to the floor she did the only thing she could think of. She pulled Izzy’s hand to her mouth and bit down, hard. Her fist unclenched as she screamed in pain and Mallory tasted copper a moment before she felt the slip of the metal sliding free of Izzy’s finger.

      The ring fell into Mallory’s waiting hand and she rolled away. She expected Izzy to leap on her again but her cousin only cried out, a long, forlorn howl of despair. Mallory found her balance and turned to see that Izzy was on her knees on the floor, holding her bleeding hand to her chest and shaking her head.

      “No. No. Give it back. Give it back it’s mine.” Her lips quivered. “My power. I can feel it. It’s receding. Give it back, I need that ring.”

      Luke slipped through the hole they’d made in the wall, gun still pointing at Izzy even as he moved towards Mallory. He held the gun on the sobbing woman on the ground as he leaned over and helped pull Mallory to her feet. She leaned against his side, thankful for his strength when her own felt depleted.

      “I’m powerless without it. Please, Mallory. Please give it back.” Izzy begged but she only shook her head.

      “No. You deserve to feel powerless, exactly how Nana must have felt when you attacked her, exactly how Hope must have felt trapped under that bookcase. You don’t deserve the power this ring holds. Not anymore.”

      Izzy collapsed into another round of sobs and Mallory leaned her head against Luke’s shoulder. He hugged her tight with his free arm. She felt him kiss her forehead and closed her eyes to simply breathe in the fact that they had won.

      “I had the shot, when you broke free, I could have taken the shot.” His voice was hoarse with emotion when he spoke.

      “I know.” she whispered back. “But this way is better. This way she has to pay for what she’s done. She doesn’t get to escape it. She has to live the rest of her life with what she’s done to our family.”

      “You crazy woman.” He kissed the top of her forehead affectionately. “I love you but don’t you ever put yourself in danger like that again. When you went through that wall all I could imagine was that it was you lying unconscious in that hospital bed next to Hope.”

      “Hope.” She pulled away from him enough to look up. “I have to take this ring to Hope. It’s a relic with the power to make our magic stronger. She needs it. I think it will help her heal.”

      “I have to get Izzy down to the station. I can’t go to the hospital with you but…”

      “I’ll take her.”

      They looked up to see that Ruby had come in through the back door.

      “I know you said to wait outside and not interfere but once the yelling stopped I had to come and see you were both okay.” She stepped around where Izzy had curled in on herself on the ground and was rocking back and forth, crying into her knees.

      “Thank you.” Mallory tried to manage a smile for her friend but it must’ve been as shaky as it felt because Ruby didn’t grin back, instead only moving to prop her up from the other side as Luke untangled himself from them.

      “Yes, thank you.” He nodded. “My truck is out front. Take her to the hospital. Get her checked out. I’ll be over as soon as I get this one locked up.”

      “Come on.” Ruby urged her, but Mallory paused and glanced back.

      “Izzy?”

      The sobbing woman glanced up at the sound of her name and Mallory made sure to meet her gaze head on as she said what she needed to say.

      “You said earlier that I should thank you for what you did because otherwise I’d still be in New York with no idea who I really was. I’m not going to thank you for murdering our grandmother. You killed the woman that helped raise me. She wasn’t perfect. She made a lot of mistakes but she didn’t deserve what you did to her.” She shook her head when Izzy started to open her mouth to respond. “What I will say, is that I wish you’d told me the truth sooner. If you’d come to me all those years ago when she first tasked you with spying on me, we could have been friends. We could have truly been family. You could have given me my life back but instead you chose power over doing what was right and you chose it again when you picked up that knife and took Nana from us. I hope you think about that every day for the rest of your life because you could have had the family you say you wanted, but now, you’re alone again. Forever.”

      Izzy didn’t say anything. She just lay her head back on her knees and started to rock again. Mallory sighed and gave Luke a last nod before he began to read Izzy her rights.

      “Okay.  Let’s go home.”

      Ruby raised an eyebrow, “You mean to the hospital.”

      Mallory snorted, “I was being poetic.”

      “And I was wondering just how hard you hit your head.” Ruby teased.

      Mallory smiled despite the way it made her busted lip ache. She leaned on Ruby as her friend helped her limp her way out of the empty storefront. She left Izzy behind for Luke to deal with, knowing she was in good hands and that without the ring that he would be safe. He would do what he said because he was Luke Foster and he always did what he said he would. He would take Izzy to the station and get her locked up and then he would come to the hospital to check on her and Hope.

      They would all be together, just the way they were supposed to be, because they were family. They had chosen one another. They loved one another. And that was what truly made a family, not the blood or the magic running in their veins.

      It had been a long time since Mallory had felt like she had a family or a home and now that she’d found it again, she knew she would never let anyone take it away from her again.
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      “To Nana.” Mallory raised her glass and the others did the same.

      “To Nana.” They chorused, clinking glasses and taking long drinks from their various tumblers.

      It had been nearly two weeks since Izzy had been arrested. She’d broken down during the interrogation, certain that Abernathy had already given her up, even though, in reality, he’d left his meeting with Nate, slipped his guards and disappeared from town without anyone seeing a thing. Nobody was quite sure where he’d gone but Luke wasn’t making finding him a priority either since Izzy had admitted that he knew nothing about Nana’s murder until it had already happened. He might be a sleazy businessman with questionable taste in women but he wasn’t a murderer apparently.

      Izzy, meanwhile, had been committed to the psych ward at the hospital for now until they could find a longer term facility for her. Without the ring, she didn’t have enough magic to be considered a supernatural but she also couldn’t be put in a regular prison with normals when she was ranting about witches and grimoires and her blood being anciently powerful. At least in the psych ward she was just regarded as crazy and so long as she was locked up, Mallory was happy.

      Still, it had been a long and emotional few weeks as they learned more and more about Nana’s deal with Izzy to teach her magic in exchange for keeping an eye on Mallory and how, in not valuing her granddaughter as a person but only as a tool, Nana had ultimately only earned Izzy’s ire which had led to her death.

      Luke had found Poe locked in a cage in Izzy’s room at the motel outside of town and the cat had not been happy that nobody in the family had come looking for him. Izzy had apparently noticed him trailing her and decided to take him off the board before he could spill any of her secrets, either that or she was really just so desperate for a link to the family that even the cat seemed like a good place to start. Whatever her reasoning, Poe had been unusually affectionate since his return home and Mallory decided that might be one of the nicest outcomes of the whole ordeal.

      With everything going on, they’d all been busy cleaning up the mess that Izzy had left in her wake and this was the first time they’d all been together since it happened.

      Hope had mostly been at home, healing. When Mallory had slipped the ring onto her sister’s finger that night at the hospital, she’d awakened within minutes. But Hope being Hope, she’d refused to wear it, concerned she would become addicted to the extra power after hearing the way Izzy had clung to it. They’d decided to lock the ring up in Nana’s jewelry box for now and in the meantime Hope had been taking it easy as she recovered from her concussion and broken arm.

      Since Hope was down a hand, Mallory had offered to fill in at Sacred Grounds which had been taking up most of her days and evenings. Luke had been spending long hours at the police station dealing with the mountains of paperwork that went along with solving a murder and ensuring that Izzy was brought to justice. Even Ruby had been too busy to do much more than drop in to check on everyone and then race back to work because the Mayor was running for reelection and it seemed to hinge on assuring the townspeople that Tempest was back to being as safe as it had always been.

      Mallory didn’t really understand why Ruby was helping him considering how often and how loudly she claimed to despise the guy but she’d kept her questions, and opinions on the matter, to herself.

      The only reason the four of them had put their busy schedules on hold to be together tonight was because Mallory had demanded they all meet her at Sylvie’s so she could share some important news.

      Hope was the first one to put her drink back down on the table, “So, are you going to tell us what this big news is or what?”

      “Straight to the point as always. Thank you, sis.” Mallory smiled. “As the people I love most in this world, I wanted you to be the first to know that I’ve decided I’m staying in Tempest indefinitely.”

      “Really?” Hope grinned.

      “I knew it!” Ruby squealed.

      Luke put his arm around her waist and kissed her temple, “Doesn’t it feel good to finally get that off your chest?”

      “It does, but like I told you, I wanted to get a few things straightened out before I told them.”

      “Wait, if you’re staying, what are you planning to do for work? You said yourself it’s not like there’s much need for an advertising executive in a town that prides itself on flying under the radar. And where are you going to live?”

      “I told you.” Mallory shot a look at Luke when he chuckled. “My practical little sister needs me to have a plan.”

      “Well, do you?” Hope pressed. “Because as much as I love you, and as much as I want you to stay, you can’t keep living with me. My apartment over the garage is tiny and your stuff takes up so much space. Plus you use all the hot water, leave your cups in the sink and haven’t done your own laundry since you got here. If we keep living together, I’m likely to kill you myself and then Tempest would get a reputation.”

      Ruby laughed, “She has a point.”

      “I’ve actually made other living arrangements.” Mallory exchanged a look with Luke, who practically beamed with happiness.

      “She’s moving in with me.” he announced proudly.

      “Wow.” Hope blinked, “Don’t you think that’s a little fast?”

      “More like fifteen years late.” Ruby smacked Hope’s arm playfully, “It’s about time.”

      “You’re really okay with it? With us being together I mean?” Mallory bit her lip but Ruby only rolled her eyes.

      “I’m not sixteen anymore, Mal. I’m not going to get jealous that you want to spend time with my brother instead of me. Besides, I was here for the last fifteen years. I saw the way your absence affected him and I’d have to be blind not to see how much happier he’s been since you came back.” Ruby reached out and squeezed her hand, “You two were meant for each other and I’m happy for you. I promise.”

      “That means a lot to me.” Mallory squeezed her best friend’s hand in return, “Thank you.”

      “Plus, now we can team up against him at family dinners.” Ruby smirked at her brother but not even the idea of arguing with the both of them could keep the smile off his face.

      “And, speaking of teaming up…” Mallory added, “As my sister pointed out, I’m going to need a job if I plan on staying in Tempest.”

      “Mal, I…” Hope started but she held up a hand to halt the offer she knew was coming.

      “I’m not taking a job at Sacred Grounds.” She smiled softly when Hope frowned. “I appreciate that you would let me come and work with you but I think we’re all well aware that you can handle the bookstore and the cafe without my help. You don’t need me there.”

      “But it’s the family business.”

      “It’s your business.” Mallory corrected her sister. “You’ve poured your heart and soul into that place since you were a teenager. You helped Nana and she taught you everything you needed to know to take over for her. It’s yours and I’m not taking a single penny from you for it.”

      “What are you going to do then?” Hope was still frowning. “It’s not like Tempest needs a marketing agency.”

      “No. It definitely doesn’t.” Mallory agreed. “But luckily, since I’ve been back, I learned I have some other useful skills.”

      Ruby cringed, “Please don’t say cooking because Mal, we love you, but we lied about you becoming some great chef.”

      “You’re such a brat.” Mallory laughed, “Will you please shut it and let me speak? I was going to ask you to be part of my new business venture but if you keep heckling me I’ll do it on my own and you can keep working at Town Hall since you love it so much.”

      “Ugh. Fine. I’ll help you open a restaurant. Anything to get out of Town Hall.” Ruby giggled when Mallory rolled her eyes. “Okay, seriously though, I’m listening.”

      “We never talked about it seriously but, we joked about it and the more I thought about it, the more I realized I don’t think it’s a joke at all. I think it’s a great idea.”

      “What’s a great idea?” Hope looked confused.

      “I want to open a private investigation agency.” Mallory grinned when Ruby’s mouth fell open.

      “In Tempest?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m in. I am one hundred percent in.” Ruby jumped up from her barstool and flung her arms around Mallory, causing them both to laugh, “We’re going to solve crimes!”

      “Okay, wait.” Hope shook her head, “What do you mean you’re going to solve crimes in Tempest? It’s Tempest. Not New York City.”

      “True, but if the last few weeks have proven anything it’s that there are a lot of shady things that go on out of sight in this town. Nana’s murder was front page news but Abernathy’s sneaky attempt to buy up the town would have gone totally unnoticed otherwise. People here have secrets and bad things happen even if nobody likes to think about it. I want to use my magic to help people and I think becoming an investigator is a good way to do that.”

      “I think it’s really great that you want to help people, Mal. But won’t you be in direct competition with Luke and the Sheriff’s office if you start taking cases and trying to solve crimes?”

      “Trust me, we’ve talked about that.” Luke smirked and Mallory nudged him playfully.

      “We’ve overcome a lot to be together. I think we can handle a little bit of a professional rivalry. Besides, at the end of the day, we both want the same thing, to make this town, our town, safe for all of us.”

      “Okay.” Hope nodded slowly, “As long as you’ve really thought about it and this is what you want, I support you.”

      “Thanks sis.” Mallory turned back to Ruby and sighed, “Am I really boring you so much that you had to start texting other people in the middle of my pitch to start a business together?”

      Ruby looked up from her phone and grinned, “Oh, I’m not texting just anyone. I’m texting Nate to let him know that I quit.”

      “Oh good goddess.” Mallory laughed, “You could at least wait until we get up and running. There’s so much we’ll have to do first. Find a storefront, get our licenses…”

      “Come up with a name.” Luke supplied.

      “Oh that’s true.” Ruby grinned at her brother and put down her phone, sufficiently distracted from quitting her job on the spot, “We need a name.”

      “Actually, I sort of already thought of one.” Mallory admitted hesitantly. “It’s based on something Nana told me once. If you go looking for omens, you’ll find them.”

      “Sorry, I don’t get it. What’s that mean?” Ruby tilted her head curiously.

      “It means, Bad Omen Investigations is what I want to call our new venture, because when something bad happens, we’ll be the ones that go searching.”

      Ruby grinned. Hope smiled. Luke leaned over and kissed her softly.

      “Bad Omen Investigations.” Ruby nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

      “Sounds perfect.” Luke corrected.

      “Sounds like the start of something really special.” Hope added. “Nana would be proud of you.”

      Mallory’s heart warmed at the compliment. She wasn’t so sure but she liked to think Hope was right. She hadn’t done much to make Nana proud when she was young. They’d butted heads over anything and everything. But she wished that they’d had a chance to make things right before Nana was taken from this world. Where she was now, Mallory hoped that Nana was happy for her, because even if this wasn’t the life Nana had wanted for her, it was the one Mallory had chosen and fought for and fighting for what you wanted, for what was right, was something she’d learned from Nana in the first place. She smiled as she glanced around at the people she loved most in the world.

      “I think she’d be proud of all of us.”
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      Ruby Foster had worked many jobs in her thirty plus years. She’d tried her hand at selling everything from candles and clothes to Range Rovers and real estate. She’d been a waitress, a barista, and a checkout girl. There had even been that one summer she drove a school bus. But never would she be happier to quit a job than the day she got to tell Mayor McJerkface she was leaving town hall.

      Mallory was home, finally. She was back where she belonged. And yeah, that included the arms of Ruby’s older brother, Luke, but more important than the two of them reigniting their old flame, Mallory had asked Ruby to to start a private investigation business with her.

      Bad Omen Investigations was their baby. They had spent months working to make it a reality. They’d poured their blood, sweat, and tears into turning the abandoned storefront into a proper office. They’d also poured most of their money into the business because online classes to get an official Private Investigator license weren’t cheap and neither was office furniture, equipment, and supplies, or the rent and utilities on the place. And that was all without mentioning the new signage, the business cards, the flyers and the ads to promote the new business. Bad Omen Investigations was close to finally opening its doors so they could start taking paying clients and yet Ruby still hadn’t quit her job at Town Hall because she needed the paycheck to cover the savings she had plundered for this new venture.

      It was a real catch-22.

      She had finally found her calling but she couldn’t afford to quit the job she hated, not yet, which was why she was waiting in line at Green Door Diner for a status update lunch that Mayor McJerkface insisted they have once a week. He was deep into planning his reelection campaign and as his not quite eager assistant that meant her workload had tripled, and all without a pay raise. She really needed to quit, and soon.

      “Thanks Cora.” She managed a smile for the girl behind the counter as she passed over the strawberry milkshake that Ruby had been ordering since she was a child.

      “We’ll get your food out to you soon.” Cora promised before turning her attention to the next person in line.

      Ruby glanced over at the familiar voice as he gave his order to Cora in a thick drawl, and then quickly looked away. The last thing she needed to add to this day was a run in with Billy Shoal. He and Ruby had never been close, not even back in high school when he’d dated Mallory, but for some reason he always tried to trap her in conversation. As quickly as she could, trying to gain unnoticed, Ruby grabbed her shake off the counter and spun to head towards the back of the cafe.

      Only the moment she turned around she ran smack into a broad chest. Her cup crumpled, smashed between her hand and the rock solid body she’d crashed into. She yelped as cold ice cream spilled all over her and she dropped the mess on instinct, causing it to splatter when it hit the floor, adding to the giant mess.

      She cringed even before she heard the voice because without looking up she knew exactly who she’d run into. She knew those shiny black shoes that he probably polished every night to keep them gleaming. She knew the crisp gray slacks that hung from his trim waist as though they’d been specially tailored, because they probably had. And despite the fact she would deny it to her dying breath, she knew those broad shoulders and thick biceps because they’d appeared in her dreams, or what she preferred to think of as nightmares, on more than one occasion.

      “Seriously, Red?” he growled and she jerked her gaze off his strawberry stained white dress shirt to glare at him. “Maybe try watching where you’re going!”

      “Maybe don’t sneak up behind a woman like some kind of creep, Nathanial.” She shot back.

      Nate Carrington was a menace and it was ridiculous that she was the only one that seemed to realize it. The man was entitled, snobby and bossy. He needed to be taken down a peg and Ruby had decided a long time ago that it was her duty, as the only woman in Tempest not charmed by his dimpled smile, to do it.

      “I wasn’t sneaking up on you. I was about to tap you on the shoulder to tell you I was here.”

      “Right, sure, because why would you simply wait for me to turn around and find you amid the crowd?” she snorted, “Sorry, I forgot. You’re Mr. Big Shot. You don’t wait for anyone or anything.”

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “Oh, Ruby, honey.” Cora’s sweet voice cut in through their argument. “Take some napkins and clean yourself up. Don’t worry about the mess on the floor. I’ll get one of the guys to bring the mop out.”

      “Thank you.” Nate instantly turned his megawatt smile back to full wattage as he took the pile of napkins Cora offered over the counter which only made Ruby angrier for some reason.

      “Give me those.” She jerked a stack out of his hand and began wiping at her dripping hand and then the sleeve of her shirt. She looked up long enough to hit him with another glare. “And you’re buying me another shake.”

      He snorted, “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. Ridiculous. You ran into me, not the other way around.”

      “You can afford it, Mr. Big Shot.”

      “It’s Mr. Mayor actually.” he corrected and she could hear the smile in his voice even without looking at him.

      “For the record, I didn’t vote for you last time and I don’t plan to this time either.”

      “And yet here you are, to help me with my campaign.”

      “Because it’s my job.” she huffed as she swiped at her chest, trying to get as much of the strawberry ice cream off her as she could.

      “Exactly.”

      Ruby glanced up at his smug, too handsome face, and wanted to damage it, irrevocably, “Remind me to give you my resignation letter when we get back to the office.”

      “Funny.” He rolled his eyes.

      “Do I look like I’m laughing?” She tweaked an eyebrow and watched with pleasure as his brows drew together in confusion.

      “Red, don’t even think…”

      But before he could finish his sentence the doors of Green Door Diner flew open and the sound of a shotgun blast cut through the air. People screamed and scrambled out of the way. Particles from the ceiling rained down around them amid the chaos. Four masked men carrying guns spread out around the door and Ruby blinked trying to make the strange sight make sense.

      A big hand closed around her arm and jerked her backwards. She found herself pinned behind Nate’s big body and the counter. She wanted to snap and snarl at him that she didn’t need protecting but something about the way he kept a tight grip on her, ensuring she was safely behind him, made her bite her tongue.

      “This is a robbery!” The man who had shot into the ceiling announced loudly. “Don’t do anything stupid and nobody will get hurt.”

      “A robbery?” Ruby hissed in a whisper. “In Tempest?”

      Nate turned his head enough to shoot her a look and she expected him to tell her to hush but he didn’t. He looked as confused as she did and of course, why wouldn’t he be. Nobody in Tempest was dumb enough to try and rob Green Door Diner, especially during the lunch hour rush, not when nearly every single patron in the place was some kind of supernatural being. Guns or no guns, they didn’t have the upper hand only they didn’t seem to know that.

      Ruby raised a brow and almost smiled when Nate gave a small nod of his chin. His grip on her loosened but she didn’t immediately pull away. Her wolf had sensed the danger and was already lurking just beneath her skin but when Nate’s wolf also rose up, it took every ounce of willpower Ruby had to keep her wolf from rubbing against him.

      Power radiated off of him as his eyes turned gold, his wolf lunging for the surface and a growl tore out of his throat so menacing that the hairs on Ruby’s arms stood on end. Her heart raced and she let go of the tether she used to rein in her own wolf. Her wolf clawed to the surface, desperate to follow Nate’s wolf into battle.

      It had been a long time since they’d changed together. Longer still since they’d fought together. But side by side, they couldn’t lose.
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      Despite what her google search history might suggest, Tessa Bryant is an author, not a serial killer. She enjoys true crime content in all its many forms and came to writing her own fictional version after years of publishing in the romance genre. Tessa loves books, black cats and Buffy the Vampire Slayer. She's combined these interests by creating the supernatural world of Tempest, Texas, a small town with more secrets than Marge Simpson's hair could ever hold. She hopes you fall in love with her magical, murderous, cozy mysteries so she can quit her day job but in the meantime, she'll be writing and researching late into the night and hoping a handsome werewolf or vampire shows up on her doorstep to claim she's his long-awaited mate.
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