
        
            
                
            
        

    Charmed Ever After
By Rose Pressey



 
Things have changed for Halloween LaVeau now that she’s no longer the leader of the Underworld. Her witchcraft skills are seriously lacking and she’s been kicked out of LaVeau Manor. Plus, now that the groom is missing the wedding plans have come to a screeching halt. 
The new leader has big plans for the Underworld, but none of them involve Hallie. Will the bride and groom make it to the altar to say I do? Has Hallie lost everything she holds dear? Will the Underworld survive without her leadership? She’ll have to use every ounce of power she can find if she wants to be charmed ever after.  
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Chapter 1
 
 
Soon it would be the anniversary of when I’d inherited LaVeau Manor from my great-aunt Maddy. More importantly, it was almost the one-year anniversary of when I’d been named leader of the Underworld. Well, I supposed I hadn’t been named leader so much as I’d just obtained the position by default. I guessed you could say I’d lucked into it… or was that un-lucked into it? That depended on what my mood was when someone asked. 
Bridal and wedding magazines littered the kitchen counter. My mother’s big brown eyes were even wider than usual. She buzzed around the room like a hummingbird. I’d never seen her this excited. 
She’d been planning this event in her mind since my birth. When she’d realized I had zero witchcraft skills, she’d moved on to hoping I found a dream husband. Actually, it was her ideal husband and not necessarily what I was looking for in a spouse. Honestly, I’d given little thought to getting married. Not that I was against it, but I’d been in no hurry. 
Now my witchcraft had improved, but that wasn’t enough to get her to stop thinking about the upcoming wedding. Nicolas Marcos had asked me to marry him and my mother was in full wedding-planning mode. My best friend Annabelle Preston was just as involved with Operation Hallie’s Wedding. 
We’d been sipping tea and munching on cookies while we sat in the kitchen—one of my favorite spots in the manor. The kitchen was all white—walls and cabinets. There were so many jars lining the walls that I had lost count.  A large black cauldron sat in the giant stone fireplace against the far wall. An island cabinet was in the middle of the space with stools around it. That was where I usually sat to work on my spells. 
My mother and Annabelle were currently arguing about what colors should be used for the wedding. Annabelle insisted on pink and my mother wanted lavender. Neither of them bothered to ask what color I wanted, which was a pretty turquoise, by the way. Tiffany blue, to be exact. 
Nicolas had thundered into my life like a storm in the night. When he’d asked me to marry him, I wouldn’t deny that I hadn’t doubted my answer just a bit. I truly loved Nicolas though, so I pushed that negativity to the back of my mind. It was fine to question something. We should make this type of decision wisely and not just jump into it. 
Maybe rushing a decision wasn’t the only reason for my hesitation. No, I’d thought about it long and hard, but Nicolas had a brother. Well, they were half-brothers, both part-witch and part-vampire. Liam Rankin had asked me to marry him as well. See my dilemma? Though he had taken the proposal back and claimed that it was a spell gone wrong,that I had skewed his judgment and made him ask. I believed him because a spell had been placed on him at the time, but part of me wondered if he’d told the truth.

My mother and Annabelle were now fighting over what type of flowers should be used in the boutique. Annabelle wanted roses and my mother wanted lilies. I wanted peonies. With the same blonde hair that reached down past our shoulders, Annabelle and I were often mistaken for sisters. Our eyes matched with the identical shade of blue too. Though Annabelle was a few inches taller than me at five foot five inches. Today Annabelle wore jeans and a pink sweater. That was her favorite color. 
My mother wore a long black dress with black leopard print five inch Christian Louboutin heels. She was a stylish witch. I liked fashion, but I saved the heels for special occasions, preferring my white sneakers for every day wear. 
My mother wanted to be fashionable and rarely left home without her heels. She had an eclectic mix though. She wore her hair up in a twist with little tendrils falling around her round face and gold bangles covered both of her wrists. 
When the doorbell rang, they immediately stopped bickering and looked at me as if to say, Who the heck is that? In the past when the doorbell rang it usually brought bad news. 
Finally, my mother waved her hand and marched toward the door. “Oh, that must be the wedding planner.” 
I jumped up and headed after her. “You hired a wedding planner? But you enjoy arguing about planning the wedding so much, why would you have someone else do it?” 
Annabelle was trailing behind us. “So she can have someone else to argue with, of course.” 
“I heard that,” my mother snapped. 
“I meant for her to,” Annabelle whispered. 
“And I heard that too,” my mother added. 
We reached the giant wooden door of LaVeau Manor. When I first moved in, I’d never thought I would get used to the size of this place—or the creepiness, for that matter. The rumor was that the bones of an ancestor were hidden in the walls. But I believed it was just that… rumor. Sure, the place was a little haunted, but what old house wasn’t? There was a graveyard right out back. Sometimes my spells had gone slightly wrong (okay, a lot wrong) and I’d brought the dead back to life. That was neither here nor there now though. 
I was pretty sure the screwed-up witchcraft was all behind me now. As a matter of fact, my spells were so fantastic now that everyone asked me for advice. Me? I could hardly believe it. Not that I was bragging or anything. Okay, maybe just a little, but it was okay to toot your own horn occasionally, right? Just as long as I didn’t get an inflated ego about it. 
My mother grabbed the giant antique brass doorknob and yanked the massive door open. The smartly dressed woman outside wore a black pencil skirt and matching jacket. A crisp white blouse peeked out from underneath. Her auburn hair fell in loose waves to her shoulders. She had a leather binder in her hands. Apparently she meant business and was ready to start work immediately. This wedding planner had no idea what she was getting herself into. 
The woman flashed a bright white smile. “You must be Sylvia. I’m Monique, the wedding planner.” 
My mother grabbed Monique by the arm and practically yanked her inside. “Yes, yes, come in. We need your help.” 
We didn’t need her help at all. My mother acted as if the wedding was tomorrow. 
I pried my mother’s hand off of the woman’s arm. “Mom, look at me. Look in my eyes.” I wiggled my fingers in front of her face. “Calm down. It’s a wedding. The day will come and go and everything will be fine. Take a deep breath.” 
My mother quirked her one eyebrow at me. And yes, I had said one eyebrow. I’d scorched the other one off years ago in a minor spell accident when I was fourteen. Who knew the thing would never grow back? That was behind us now. I knew my mother wasn’t happy with me. 
“Follow us into the kitchen. We can sit down and go over everything. Would you like something to drink? Iced tea or coffee?” I motioned for Monique to follow me. 
“Tea would be great,” Monique said as she followed me.
Once in the kitchen, I motioned toward the stools around the island. “Please take a seat.”
“I’ll get you a glass of tea,” my mother said as she headed toward the refrigerator.
Something didn’t seem right about this woman as she took a seat at the island and started going through her binder. Though everyone said I was way too paranoid. How could I not be paranoid when there was someone always trying to do something to me? When I’d discovered the Book of Mystics, I’d instantly become the leader of the Underworld, but that meant other people wanted to be the leader too. And some of those people would stop at nothing to get that book. Maybe if they knew all the headaches that went into the job they wouldn’t really want to do it after all. 
The spellbook was a massive leather tome. The pages were a fine cream linen with beautifully scripted font in black ink. The borders of the pages had a fanciful scroll pattern. The outside had the words Book of Mystics with intricate gold symbols and scroll patterns.  
“Halloween, are you listening to us?” My mother waved her hand in front of my face.
“Oh, yeah, the wedding cake… I was thinking instead of a cake we could make cupcakes. It could be a three-tiered stand of cupcakes and it would look like a cake.” 
My mother, Annabelle, and Monique stared at me with wide eyes and open mouths, as if I had just asked for a nude wedding with clowns and a broccoli-flavored cake. 
“Well, that’s something we can do…” the wedding planner said. 
She didn’t sound convinced, but I thought it sounded like a fantastic idea. 
“Or we could go with my idea.” My mother pulled out her giant white binder. 
Across the front was written HALLOWEEN’S WEDDING—FINALLY! Were the all caps really necessary? My mother turned to the page that displayed a photo of a ginormous cake shaped like the Eiffel Tower. 
“That’s wonderful,” the wedding planner said breathlessly, as if it was the best thing she’d ever seen. 
I looked at Annabelle, thinking that surely she would help me out of this. 
“It’s really cute,” Annabelle said in a chipper voice. 
How could she betray me like this? Okay, had someone placed a spell on the women to make them love the worst wedding cake ever? Sure, there were worse things than having a cake designed like the most famous monument in France, but this was only the beginning of their crazy plans. Maybe they would like the naked wedding idea after all. I shuddered at the thought. 
“Oh, I almost forgot.” Monique grabbed her tote bag. “I have a veil for you to try on. Your mother asked me to bring it.” She kept pulling fabric from the bag. It was like a magician pulling out an endless amount of scarves. 
My mother clapped her hands together. “It’s stunning.”
“Breathtaking,” Annabelle added. 
Was this one of those hidden camera shows? I looked around for the concealed equipment. 
Finally, the veil ended and Monique stood from the stool and walked over to me. “Oh, you may want to remove the necklace, because the lace might catch.”
“The thing actually has to go over my face?” I asked. 
She nodded. “You’ll love it, trust me.” 
I was always nervous about removing my necklace. The keys to my room and the safe that contained the spellbook was hanging from the chain and they were always with me. But I supposed since it wouldn’t be out of my sight it would be fine. I slipped the necklace off. 
“I’ll hold it for you.” Monique stretched her hand out toward me. 
I hesitated. My mother motioned for me to hand over the necklace. Finally, I gave it to Monique. We made the exchange and now I had this hideous veil. 
“Put it on,” my mother said. 
I positioned it over my head and, just as I’d expected, the women gasped with delight. How long would I let this nonsense continue? I didn’t want to hurt my mother’s feelings.
“It’s perfect,” my mother said.
“Stunning,” Monique said.
“I love it,” Annabelle added. 
Maybe I was the one with bad taste since they all loved it. 
I pulled it from my head and shoved it back at Monique. “I can’t breathe under there.” 
Monique handed me the necklace back. “Here you go.”
I draped it over my head and around my neck again. It felt as if part of me was missing when I didn’t have that chain with the keys around my neck. 
“Okay, we can work on all of this later. Right now, I just need you to sign the contract so we can get this under way.” Monique opened up her leather folder again and then shoved the paper toward me. 
I knew my mother would be devastated if I didn’t sign. Reluctantly, I grasped the pen and signed on the dotted line. Maybe I should have looked at what I’d signed first, but with my mother giving me that expectant stare and Monique hovering over my shoulder, I didn’t even bother. What was the worst that could happen? 
After I returned it to Monique, she examined it quickly. “Great. We’ll get started right away. Do you have any questions for me?”
“No, I think I’m good,” I said.
“Do you mind if I use the powder room?” Monique asked. 
“Sure, it’s just around the corner and then down the hallway.” I pointed. 
“I hope I don’t get lost in this big old house.” She laughed. 
“If you get lost we’ll come find you,” my mother said. 
Before leaving, Monique took the contract and veil and stuffed them back into her folder. “Thanks,” she said and then walked away. 
When I thought she was out of earshot, I said, “Do you really think we need her?” 
My mother placed her hands on her hips. “Well, it’s a little too late for that now, isn’t it? You already signed the contract.” 
Annabelle nodded as she nibbled on a cracker. “You did sign already. Too late now, Hallie.” 
“Why did you let me do it then?” I asked. 
“I thought that was what you wanted,” my mother said.
“I only did it because you brought her here,” I mumbled. 
“What did you say?” my mother asked.
“Love you, Mom. That’s what I said.” I forced a smile. 
Quite a while had passed and the wedding planner still hadn’t returned. 
“What’s taking her so long?” I whispered. 
“Maybe she really did get lost,” Annabelle said. 
Monique had laughed about it, but I supposed it was possible. The place was big, but now that strange feeling came back over me. There had been an odd vibe in the air as soon as Monique had set foot in LaVeau Manor. Now I was really starting to worry. 
I pushed to my feet. “I’m going to find her.” 
My mother and Annabelle followed behind me. “We’re coming with you.” 
The three of us moved down the hallway. I had a sick feeling in the bottom of my stomach. I wasn’t quite sure what I thought I’d find, but I just knew that it wouldn’t be good. When we reached the bathroom door it was closed. 
I tapped on the door. “Is everything okay in there?” 
There was no answer. That didn’t surprise me. I’d had a feeling that would happen. Now I just had to find out what was wrong. I hoped the door wasn’t locked. 
“This is starting to freak me out,” Annabelle said. 
“You and me both,” I whispered. I wrapped my hand around the knob. “We’re opening the door now.” 
My stomach twisted into a knot. “I hope she’s okay,” I said as I pushed the door open slightly. 
On first glance, I didn’t see her, so I opened the door further. Still there was nothing. Now I opened it all the way and stepped into the small bathroom. 
“She’s not here,” I said. 
“Where is she?” my mother asked, looking around.
It wasn’t like Monique could hide under the sink. There was no shower or tub in this half-bath. There was no place for her to hide. 
“I bet she’s already back in the kitchen waiting for us,” Annabelle said in a cheery voice. 
I wanted to believe that, but I still wasn’t convinced. We hurried back down the hallway and to the kitchen. Just as I suspected, Monique wasn’t there. This wasn’t good. 
“We should check the rest of the house,” I said. 
“We can split up,” my mother said. “I’ll check down here and you and Annabelle can check the second and third floors.” 
We agreed and then went our separate ways. I hated the idea of this woman just roaming through the house. Why was she doing this? I supposed she could just want to take the tour, but she could have asked me first. Most people just didn’t walk around others’ homes without asking. 
I was on the third floor when I heard voices downstairs. It sounded like Nicolas. 
She’s not on the second floor. Annabelle sent a text. 
She’s not here either, I responded. 
Unless my mother had found her, then Monique wasn’t in the manor. I supposed she had left. Had something spooked her? Why else would she not say goodbye before taking off? I’d have to call her and ask what had happened. I hoped she was more reliable when it came to planning the wedding. 
I made my way down the winding staircase. I got plenty of cardio workouts with all these stairs. The staircase was made with a deep rich wood with cravings in the banister. The top of the stairs at each landing had stained glass windows with a prism of colors. The floors were the same dark wood color as the staircase and the trim. The manor was opulent to say the least. I’d polished every inch of this place until it gleamed. I took pride in knowing I had made every inch of the manor even more beautiful than when I’d inherited it.
When I reached the bottom of the stairs, Nicolas was waiting for me. Nicolas had thick dark hair that I loved running my fingers through. His chiseled features and muscular body made me swoon. His piercing blue eyes were mesmerizing. Today he wore tan trousers and a black button down shirt that I’d bought him for his birthday. I smiled every time he wore it.   
He wrapped me in his arms and planted a kiss on me. “Am I ever glad to see you.” 
I looked up at his gorgeous blue eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
He laughed. “You’ve got to get out of the habit of doing that. There’s nothing wrong. Can’t a guy be happy to see his fiancé?” 
“A guy had better be glad to see his fiancé.” I laughed and kissed him again. 
My mother waved her arms. “Okay, enough of that, you two. What about the missing wedding planner?” 
Nicolas frowned. “There’s a missing wedding planner? What does it look like?”
“A wedding planner is a ‘she,’ not an ‘it.’”
Nicolas pinched his brow together. “You mean the wedding planner isn’t a book?”
“Not a book. She went to the bathroom, but now she’s gone. I got a strange vibe from her.”
“Hallie gets a strange vibe from everyone,” Annabelle said. 
“Well, not everyone,” I said. 
“Is there anything missing?” Nicolas asked. 
I blew the hair out of my eyes and looked around. “My purse is right there.” I hurried over and pulled out my phone and wallet. My credit cards were all intact. “Looks like everything is here. What about you all?” I asked. 
My mother and Annabelle nodded. “We have our belongings. I wouldn’t hire a criminal to come in here, Halloween. You know that.” 
“I know, Mom. It’s not your fault.”
“Where did you find her?” Nicolas asked. 
“She had an ad placed in the newspaper,” my mother said.
“Did you check any of her references?” Annabelle asked. 
“Of course I did,” my mother said, sounding a bit offended. “She had a business card and everything.” 



Chapter 2
 
 
“We just need to sit back and relax. Maybe have some dinner,” my mother said. 
I thought about maybe more of a romantic dinner alone with Nicolas, but I couldn’t tell my mother to go away. 
“Why don’t you whip up something delicious?” she said. 
She was addicted to my newfound cooking skills thanks to my improved witchcraft. So of course I agreed to make the glazed chicken and rice that she loved so much. 
“Who knew that Halle would be such a gourmet chef now?” Annabelle said. 
My mother waved a hand. “Halloween always had it in her, it just took a while to show up. She always had a special skill.” 
“No, Mom, the special skill comes from the book.” I touched the keys around my neck. 
She flipped a lock of hair from her shoulder. “Oh, pish-posh, if that’s what you believe.” 
Nicolas just laughed at her response. I went through the motions of the spell, reciting the words. The energy level seemed different still. The light show that usually appeared for my spells was diminished too. Once the spell was complete, instead of a delicious-looking meal, a big plume of smoke popped up from the oven. 
My mother and Annabelle coughed and waved their arms, trying to fight back the smoke that was now taking over every inch of the kitchen. Panic took over. This was not supposed to happen. Was something wrong with the oven? When I looked over at my mother, her one remaining eyebrow was gone. I was speechless. Annabelle noticed that I was staring and quickly switched her attention to my mother as well. That was when Nicolas caught on to what had happened. 
My mother met my gaze. “You’re looking at my eyebrow. There’s something wrong, isn’t there?” 
I moved back a couple steps. “Okay, well, don’t panic, but your other eyebrow is now missing.” 
“Don’t panic?” she screeched. “I have no eyebrows now. I’m going to look weird.” She waved her hand at me. “And don’t you dare say I already look weird.” 
“You can just draw it on with that pencil thing like you do the other one,” Nicolas said, gesturing toward her face.
I shook my head and motioned for Nicolas to stop talking. My mother glared at him. He wasn’t so much dream husband material at the moment. 
“Okay, clearly you’re upset, but we have more important things to worry about… like why my spell didn’t work. What happened?” I picked up the blackened chicken and tossed it in the trash.
“Maybe it was a fluke.” Annabelle picked up a biscuit and tapped it on the counter. It sounded like she’d just hit the counter with a rock. 
“My spell was terrible. This doesn’t happen now, remember?” 
“I can’t believe the other one is missing,” my mother said as she pulled out a mirror from her purse and inspected her missing eyebrow. 
What other spell could I do? Everyone stood around in silence, as if they didn’t know what to say or do. I tapped my fingers against the counter. 
“I know, I can try my famous cupcake spell!” I pulled a bowl from the cabinet. “Then we’ll see that all of this was just a fluke. It’ll be over and my magic will be just as good as before. Plus, we’ll have delicious cupcakes to enjoy.” 
They looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. 
“Even before dinner?” my mother asked. 
I knew what she was really thinking and I didn’t care if I didn’t fit into the wedding dress. After calling to the elements of air, fire, water, and earth, I waved my arms through the air. Blue and red lights swirled and popped from my fingertips. It was odd though… the energy seemed less than usual. I recited the words. “Batter and frosting, sprinkles and flavor. Make the pastry delight appear.” Another loud pop and then…
The cupcakes appeared. Buttercream frosting whipped to perfection with multicolored sprinkles. It seemed promising. Thank goodness all was back to normal. I released a big, deep breath and handed a cupcake to my mother and then to Annabelle. 
When I turned to Nicolas, he didn’t move. He didn’t reach out to grab the cupcake. I didn’t even see him blink. 
“Nicolas, what’s wrong?” I asked. 
He didn’t answer and he didn’t look at me. He still didn’t blink. I reached out and touched him. His body felt hard as stone. I gasped and jumped back. 
“What happened?” my mother asked.
Annabelle rushed over beside Nicolas. “He’s frozen just like a stone statue.” Annabelle poked him. 
My mother coughed and spat the cupcake into the sink. 
“Why are you eating cupcakes when Nicolas is a statue?” I asked. 
“Sorry, but you know they’re my favorite and I felt like I was having a low sugar attack. Well, they used to be my favorite, but now they’re the worst things I’ve ever tasted. They’re the worst on the planet. Actually, I’d say that they’re disgusting.” 
“Why, thank you, Mother, for the words of encouragement in my time of need.” 
She blinked rapidly and said, “I’m sorry.” 
She frowned when she turned her attention to Nicolas, which looked kind of funny considering she had no eyebrows. My mother poked Nicolas in the stomach. “Try not to panic. Everything will be fine.” 
“Everything is not fine. Nicolas is now a statue standing in my kitchen and I can’t do magic anymore.” My screeching voice chased the cat out of the room. 
My mother grabbed me by the arms and shook me. “Get a hold of yourself.” 
I glared at her. “You almost shook the filling out of my tooth.” 
“You were on the verge of having a nervous breakdown. I had to snap you out of it.” 
“I am not having a nervous breakdown and I’m perfectly calm.” 
“Actually, your voice has that squawking pitch to it now, so I’m pretty sure you’re losing your sh—er, marbles.” Annabelle glanced over at my mother. 
My mother frowned at Annabelle, knowing she’d almost used “salty language,” as my mother called it.
I had no idea what to do next. Truthfully, the first thought that came to mind was to call Liam. He’d always been there for me when I needed him. He wasn’t the leader of the underworld though. I was, and it was solely my responsibility to figure this out. Maybe there was something in the spellbook that would help me get out of this mess. It was hard to think that would be the case when I didn’t even know how I’d gotten into this. 
I picked up the phone. 
“Who are you calling?” my mother asked. 
“Liam,” I said, avoiding eye contact with her.



Chapter 3
 
 
Liam had said there was something he needed to tell me, but it was best if it wasn’t over the phone. Of course this made me even more nervous. It had to be bad news and I wasn’t sure if I could handle more bad news at the moment. I hadn’t told him what exactly was going on since he said he was on his way here anyway. I supposed we could break the bad news to each other at the same time.   
“Stay here with Nicolas. I’m going up to get the spellbook,” I said.
My mother and Annabelle nodded, while keeping their attention focused on Nicolas. The whole time I ran through the house I was praying that there would be something in the book that would help me reverse this spell. Was it a spell? I didn’t know for sure, but what else could have happened? 
Lately, I hadn’t even needed to use the book. Maybe I had been a little too confident, but still, I’d never expected anything this terrible to happen. The muscles in my legs were burning by the time I reached the top of the stairs. I thought my right lung was ready to collapse. Okay, maybe it wasn’t that bad, but still… 
I kept the book locked away in my bedroom in a fireproof safe, with a combination lock and then another keyed lock. The keys I kept around my neck was for that lock. Plus, I always kept my bedroom door locked. 
I raced down the hallway and came to my bedroom door, then froze. My bedroom door was wide open. What was going on now? I never left the door open. For a moment, I doubted myself, but I remembered locking it this morning. A sick feeling settled in my stomach. My pulse thumped loudly in my ears. 
As I rushed into the room, a million thoughts ran through my mind. When I saw the closet door open as well, my panic went off the charts. I prayed that the book was still there. I reached the door and spotted the safe. It was open too. The book was gone. 
I scanned the room for it, but the tome was nowhere in sight. My room had a wood canopy bed against the far wall in the middle of the room. It was covered with a beautiful white duvet and matching white curtains on the window. A mahogany wardrobe and nightstands were also in the room. Along with the bookshelves that went from floor to ceiling on the opposite wall. The window at the far end of the wall looked out over the back of the property and the river just beyond that. The surrounding trees and nearby graveyard were also visible.
Tossing back the duvet and throwing the pillows to the ground, I searched my bed for the book. Scooting down on the floor, I peered under the bed. Nothing. I yanked open drawers and checked the bathroom too. Honestly, I hadn’t expected to find it. The book was gone and I knew exactly who had taken it. I’d gone through so much in order to keep the book. Now that was all over. 
Without the spellbook, I was no longer the leader of the Underworld. 
A sadness like I’d never experienced burned through my body. It hurt me to the core. After all the times I’d thought I didn’t want to be the leader, now an emptiness settled in my soul that was indescribable. How had Monique gotten into the room? Much less gotten into that safe. I’d used that heavy steel box specifically with a guarantee that no one would ever be able to break into the thing. I’d better get my money back for this. 
I had to find Monique immediately. Though I wasn’t sure what good tracking her down would be. She was no wedding planner. She knew what she’d come here for and it wasn’t to help plan my nuptials. 
I almost tumbled down the steps, I’d run so fast. 
“It’s gone,” I yelled out. 
Annabelle and my mother raced out to the parlor just as I was coming toward the kitchen. 
My mother looked like she might throw up. “What’s wrong, Halloween? You scared me.” 
“The book is gone,” I said breathlessly. 
“What do you mean?” she asked. 
“I mean the spellbook is gone.” 
“That’s impossible,” Annabelle said. “You keep it in that safe. No one can get in that thing.” 
“Someone did because the door is wide open.” 
“Maybe you just forgot to close it,” my mother said. 
I glared at her. 
“Okay, so you never forget.”
“I didn’t think anyone could get into that thing,” Annabelle said. 
I blew the hair out of my eyes. “I didn’t think so either. At least that was what they told me when I bought it.” 
“Did you look everywhere for the book?” my mother asked. 
I nodded. “It’s not there.” 
“You’ve been known to misplace things,” she added. 
“I know the wedding planner did it. You have to tell me everything you know about this woman,” I said. 
My mother swayed a little, as if she might faint. Since my mother did this on a regular basis, I never knew if it was an actual medical emergency or just more of her dramatics. 
Finally, she said,
“I’ll find out all that I can.” 
“How’s Nicolas?” I asked as I marched across the room. 
Before anyone answered the doorbell rang. We all froze on the spot. Like I said, nothing good ever came of when someone rang that doorbell. The three of us ran toward the door. The whole time racing across the house, I hoped that it was Monique returning the book. Maybe she’d changed her mind. I knew there was a slim chance of that ever happening, but a girl could dream. 
I grabbed the door and yanked it open. My mother and Annabelle were standing right behind me, practically clinging to my back to see who had arrived. Liam Rankin stood in front of us. As usual, he was as handsome as ever. He looked a lot like his brother with the same thick dark hair and handsome features. He had a mischievous crocked smile that always made me wonder what he was up too. There would always be a special place in my heart for Liam.  
“Liam, am I ever glad to see you.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him into the foyer. 
“Hallie, I guess you heard the news,” Liam said as he gave me a grim look.
“What? I don’t know… It’s Nicolas,” I managed. 
“What’s wrong with Nicolas?” he asked. 
“Halloween turned him into a statue,” my mother said. “I’m not sure how long the spell will keep him like that.” 
“He’s not actually a stone statue,” Annabelle explained. “He’s just frozen on the spot.” 
“We don’t know why the spell went wrong,” I said. “Or if it was a spell at all.”
Liam took off across the house toward the kitchen. We followed him. Did I ever feel stupid, and I hadn’t even told him about losing the book yet. I just hoped I could get it back before anyone found out, then I could remain the leader. 
When we reached the kitchen, Nicolas was in the same spot. I guessed I had been delusional to hope that he had snapped out of it while we were in the other part of the house. 
Liam stepped up to Nicolas. “Man, at least now we don’t have to listen to any of his blathering on.” 
I hit Liam’s arm. “This is no time for jokes.” 
He stood a little straighter. “You’re right. I’m sorry. So when did this happen?” 
“It just happened,” I said. “I made dinner, but the spell didn’t turn out right… so then I tried the cupcakes.” 
“But they turned out bad too.” My mother waved her arms. “That was when he became like this.” 
“I’m almost positive it happened after the second spell,” I said. 
Liam snapped his fingers in front of Nicolas’ face. Nicolas had no reaction. 
Tears tumbled down my cheeks. “What have I done?” 
Liam wrapped his strong arms around me. “We’ll fix this.”
I sniffled. “I know why my spells didn’t work.” 
“Why?” Liam asked. 
“The spellbook is gone,” I said, looking at him for his reaction. 
He didn’t act surprised. In fact, he nodded. “Yes, I know.” 
“How do you know?” I asked. 
“Right now might not be the best time to tell you the other news…” 



Chapter 4
 
 
“Does anyone have a mirror?” my mother asked. 
I stared at her with my mouth open. “Why do you need to check your makeup?” 
“It’s not just to see the damage to my eyebrow. I want to see if he’s breathing.” She gestured to Nicolas. 
“Of course he’s breathing,” I said.
My mother and Annabelle exchanged a look, as if to say, Well, you never know.
“Don’t say things like that. I don’t want him to panic.” 
“He has reason to panic,” my mother said.
“Okay, just calm down, ladies,” Liam said. 
So we were back to this. Halloween LaVeau was the worst witch ever. 
Annabelle pulled a mirror from her handbag and then ran over and shoved it under Nicolas’ nose. “He’s breathing all right,” Annabelle said with a click of her tongue. 
“We just have to calmly figure out how to get him moving again.” 
When I looked at Liam, he had a solemn look on his face. 
“What is it?” I asked. 
“You don’t know?” Liam quirked an eyebrow.
“Don’t know what?” I asked. “You’re starting to worry me.”
“Starting to?” my mother mumbled. 
“That you’re no longer the leader of the Underworld. The person who took the book is saying she’s the leader now,” Liam said. 
“Wow, word must have spread quickly. How did she manage that so fast? I didn’t know that you knew.” 
A loud thump sounded against the floor. When I looked over, my mother had fainted. I rushed over to her side. Though I wasn’t quite sure if this was the real deal, I figured I should act as if it was. What if I’d ignored her and she really was sick. She had fallen kind of hard. Maybe this tie was the real thing. 
“Mom, are you okay? Talk to me.” I shook her a little and she finally started to come around, her eyes fluttering. 
Great, now I had almost killed Nicolas and my mother in the span of an hour. 
“What happened?” my mother asked. 
“You fainted,” I said, as we helped her to a sitting position. 
“I’ll get her some water,” Annabelle said as she rushed over to the sink. 
My mother fanned her face with her hand. “All I remember is someone saying you are no longer the leader of the Underworld. I must’ve been dreaming.” She took the glass from Annabelle and gulped down the water. 
Would she pass out again when I told her it was no dream? 
“Well, Mom, now that I don’t have the spellbook, I guess I’m technically not the leader of the Underworld anymore.” 
She looked like a kid who had just had their Christmas gifts taken away. She swayed a little again and Annabelle grabbed the glass of water before my mother dropped it. 
“It’ll be okay, Mom. First of all, we need to get you on your feet, okay? You can’t sit on the floor. Are you all right now? Do you need to go to the hospital?” I knew that there was no way she would agree to that. 
“No, I’ll be fine.” She released a big sigh. 
The three of us helped her up and over to the chair at the kitchen island.
She shooed us away. “That’s enough about me. You just need to address Nicolas.” 
“What I need is the spell reversed.” I placed my head in my hands. 
Liam ran his hand through his hair. “I can try to do a spell.”
What did I have to lose? Liam had always been great with his magic and anything was better than what I could provide right now. Liam recited the words and waved his hands through the air with a powerful stance. He cast the spell with flashes of lightning zinging around us. Unfortunately, nothing happened. Nicolas was exactly the same as when the spell had first taken hold. 
“Sorry, Hallie, I don’t know what to say.” 
I’d made Liam’s magic useless too.
“I have to find out why the spell was cast on him.” I sighed. “I know it’s not something I did.” 
“We have to find that wedding planner,” Annabelle said. 
“Mom, do you have the address that she gave you initially? Anything on any of the forms?” 
Unfortunately Monique hadn’t given me a copy of the contract. I was wondering what I had really signed. 
My mother grabbed her purse and fished around inside until she finally pulled out the card. “This is her business card. It has her address. Maybe you can go there and find her.” 
I took the card and studied the address. “I guess it’s worth a shot.” 
All I wanted was to reverse the spell on Nicolas. I didn’t care if I ever found the book again. 
“Mom, you can stay here with Nicolas. Make sure he’s okay. We’ll go to this place as fast as we can and see if we can locate her.” 
I didn’t even want to think about what we’d do if we didn’t find Monique. That thought sent a chill down my spine. I supposed I would have to cross that bridge when I came to it. I kissed Nicolas on the cheek and then took off out the door. 
Annabelle and I climbed into Liam’s BMW. There was a faint scent of Liam present. I sniffed a little, hoping he wouldn’t notice. Yes, definitely his cologne and whatever other yummy scent that emanated from his body. It smelled wonderfully spicy and sexy. I wasn’t supposed to have those thoughts, right? He would be my brother-in-law soon. I was only human though. 
I buckled my seatbelt and focused on the reason when were in the car… finding Monique. The address was for a place on the other side of town. 
“It will take us at least twenty minutes to get there.” Liam started the ignition. 
Which would seem like an eternity right now. We were silent for most of the ride. I was just too nervous to talk. I also knew that Annabelle and Liam didn’t know what to say to make me feel better. I supposed right now there wasn’t much that would make me feel that way. Enchantment Pointe was a charming town with lots of old buildings and a stunning backdrop of landscape from Spanish-moss draped live oaks, pines, and magnolia trees. Today the sky was bright blue with a few white fluffy clouds. The river ran the length of downtown, curving around the perimeter of the city.
Finally, we reached the street.



Chapter 5
 
 
Liam pulled his car up in front of the house. It looked like a normal subdivision, but her house stood out from the rest. It was as if a dark cloud hung over it. Maybe it was just my imagination since now I knew she wasn’t a nice person.
“Do you think this is the place?” Annabelle asked as she peered out the back seat window. 
“It’s the address on the card,” I said. 
Liam cut the engine. “Let’s go to the door.” 
I was hesitant even though it was urgent that we reverse the spell against Nicolas. The house was a small cottage, like something out of the Hansel and Gretel story. Now I knew an evil witch really lived here. We got out of the car and headed up the small stone path to the front door. 
The place looked different from all the surrounding homes. Did she have magic surrounding the place? It wouldn’t surprise me if she didn’t have something on it that would zap us the moment we stepped foot on her porch. It was surrounded by tall oak and pine trees, like soldiers standing guard and warning her when strangers arrived. 
I released a deep breath and then knocked on the door using the large brass knocker. Surprisingly, a few seconds passed before I heard someone on the other side, unlocking the door. My heart sped up at the thought of this confrontation. Annabelle squeezed my arm for reassurance. The door opened slightly and Monique peeked out. A slow smile spread across her face. She was evil and I saw it now. I wished I’d seen it earlier. She’d completely fooled me. Well, maybe not completely since I had been suspicious, but I’d done nothing about it. 
“What can I do for you?” she asked. 
Monique was weary a pink fuzzy bath robe and a towel around her head, as if she’d just taken a leisurely bath. She blew on her pink painted fingernails. While she was having a spa day, I was freaking out over my lost book.   
I glared at her. I’d never felt this much anger. I wanted to reach out and snatch her by the hair and drag her to the car. Once there, I’d force her back to LaVeau Manor to reverse the spell. But for now I would try to remain calm and not act on that fantasy. 
“You know why we’re here. Now why did you do that to him?” I demanded. 
“I didn’t do anything to him—er, what are you talking about?” 
She thought she was so clever. “I just need you to come and reverse the spell.” 
Maybe if I was nice to her she would do it. Yeah, that was unlikely. 
“I don’t know what spell you’re talking about. Frankly, you all are scaring me. Now if you will kindly leave my home…” She waved her hand. 
Now she was making it extremely difficult for me to continue to be nice. I knew she was lying. “Where is the book?” I demanded. 
She batted her eyelashes. “What book would that be?” 
“You know which book I’m talking about,” I said through gritted teeth. 
“We know you took the spellbook,” Liam said. 
He seemed as if he was losing patience with her, but now she was the leader, so he couldn’t afford to get too angry with her. What if she fired him as the New Orleans Coven Leader? 
“As leader now you’re supposed to help. Nicolas needs your help. This is an emergency,” I said. 
She already knew that though since she was the one who’d caused the spell. 
“I guess you’ll have to fix your mistake,” she said. 
“We can’t get rid of the spell on our own. We tried,” I said. 
I hoped she had a conscience and would do something. 
She smirked. “Well, thanks for the lesson in leadership, but I think I know what’s best now. If you’ll excuse me, I have some spells to familiarize myself with.” 
Annabelle lunged forward. “Let me at her. I’m not a part of the Underworld, so she doesn’t scare me.” 
I grabbed Annabelle. She might not be part of the Underworld, but that didn’t mean that Monique wouldn’t do something to her. That was the last thing I needed right now. I wasn’t sure if I could handle having to figure out two bad spells. 
Monique laughed, but luckily so far hadn’t cast a spell on Annabelle. 
“Give the book back to my friend,” Annabelle yelled at her. 
I was surprised to see Annabelle this upset. She was always so quiet. I needed to get Annabelle out of there before something bad happened. 
“Like I said, forget about the book. I just need you to reverse the spell on Nicolas.” 
“Forget about the book?” Monique asked. “I’m glad you said that. As a matter of fact, what you just said backs up what you said in the statement you signed.” 
I knew the color drained from my face. So that was something unlawful she’d had me sign. 
“You tricked me,” I said. 
“You’re not really a wedding planner, are you?” Annabelle asked. 
Monique stared at her. “You think? You shouldn’t be so trusting.” 
She was right. I would never do it again. That was a hard lesson learned. 
“I’m done talking now. You can leave.” She slammed the door in my face. 
I held Annabelle back again. 
Liam grabbed her. “Come on, Annabelle, attacking her won’t help.” 
“It’ll make me feel better. I can’t let her do this to Hallie.” 
“Annabelle, there will be other ways to take care of her.” I glanced back at the closed door. 
We climbed into the car. Monique was at the window watching us and taunting me. She held the book and gave me a smug look. What I couldn’t figure out was how she’d gotten the safe open. It seemed as if she had pulled off the impossible. It was hard to drive away without some way to help Nicolas… without the book. Unfortunately, I had no choice. 
Annabelle leaned forward from the backseat. “We have to take the book back from her.”
“Can I really do that? I mean, that would be stealing. Technically, the book was never truly mine. It was only mine because my great-aunt had the book.” 
This was supposed to be a happy time for me, but now it was a nightmare. I just wanted to wake up and things would be like they had been twenty-four hours ago. One thing was for certain, I wasn’t going to let Monique get away with this without a fight. 
“You said you don’t want to steal the book, but what if it just happens to find you again?” Liam asked as he steered around a curve. 
“What do you mean?” I asked. 
He stared straight ahead at the road. “I’m not sure exactly, but I will think of something. One thing is for sure, we need to call a coven meeting.” He glanced over at me. “Maybe with the power of all the witches we’ll be able to reverse the spell against Nicolas. Plus, they can figure out how to get the book back.” 
“She won’t like that at all. That would be all the witches going against her.” 
“I don’t think the witches will have a problem with that. She took the book and is now the leader under false pretenses. Besides, they love you as the leader. Not since Nicolas’ mother have they loved a leader as much.”
Nicolas’ mother had been the leader of the Underworld. She’d been murdered by her sister, a deranged vampire who wanted to take over the Underworld. This made it harder for Nicolas to deal with me being the leader. He always said that his mother would be proud of the job I’d done. I’d met her ghost once and she’d helped me out of a tricky situation. I wished she was here to help now. 



Chapter 6
 
 
As soon as we reached the manor, I ran inside. My mother was standing in the kitchen eating a cupcake. 
“What are you doing? I didn’t think you liked those things.” I took the cupcake from her hand. 
“Well, they’re not your best, but I was hungry.” 
“How can you eat the cupcakes and nothing happened to you, but Nicolas ate a bite and this is what happened to him?” 
He was still in the same spot, unmoving and unblinking. Nothing had changed, but then again, I hadn’t expected it to. I had hoped, but I’d known my hope was futile. 
“Did anything happen? Was there any sign of change while we were gone?” I asked. 
My mother shook her head. “No change, but at least he’s not worse.” 
That was something, but not what I wanted to hear. 
“Did you get the book back?” she asked hopefully. 
“No book. Now it’s gone for good.” 
My mother wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “Well, at least you have LaVeau Manor still. You can run the bed-and-breakfast and do just fine. We just need to get Nicolas fixed and then things will be perfect.” 
“Keep your chin up,” Annabelle said. 
Liam touched the tip of my chin with his index finger. “Everything will be okay, doll.”
I hated to admit it, but my mother was kind of right. Things would be just fine if I could get Nicolas back again. I didn’t need that book, and I didn’t need to be the leader. 
The doorbell rang. 
“That must be the coven members,” Liam said. 
I really hoped that they could help. It was worth a shot. When Liam opened the door there were a bunch of witches standing on the porch, about thirty of them. Not everyone could make it, but I thought it was a good start. 
“Halloween, we’re so sorry,” Michael said. 
“Just tell us what to do and we’re on it,” Emma said. 
It was good to know that I had their support.
“Everyone follow me to the kitchen, but please don’t be alarmed when you see Nicolas.” 
I had named Nicolas as the leader of the Enchantment Pointe Coven. Since there had been a vacancy within the coven it seemed like the only natural thing to do. True, I had wanted to keep him in Enchantment Pointe, but that wasn’t the only reason for giving him the position. He had been the right person for the job.
He was always helpful with spells and listened to everyone’s problems. 
The group was silent as they filed into the kitchen, all looking at Nicolas and circling around him. They were even poking him. 
“He really is deep in that spell, isn’t he?” Tabatha snapped her fingers in front of his face. 
Nicolas remained still like a statue.
“That’s why we need everyone’s help. We’ll go outside and cast the spell. I think with all of our energy we can bring him out of this,” I said. 
“You’re right, Hallie. Let’s do it,” Bill said, motioning for everyone to go outside. 
There were so many coven members in the room that I was having trouble keeping up with who was talking. With all this witch energy, surely we’d be able to accomplish something.
We all walked outside in the backyard. A breeze from the river drifted across my skin. The trees swayed with the movement and increased our energy. I really had a good feeling about this. We held hands and started reciting the words. Oddly enough, I was beginning not to remember the words as I had before, so I supposed it had been the book that was helping me all along. My confidence had been too high. Not that that had anything to do with losing the book, but I just now realized that I hadn’t known what I had until it was gone. 
Liam squeezed my hand in a reassuring gesture. His smile always made me feel better. Movement to my right caught my attention and I looked over. A tall man with dark hair wearing a black suit and a blue tie headed toward us. He was definitely out of place since everyone else was dressed casually. I didn’t recognize him as one of the coven members, but he must be one of them. Why else would he be walking back here toward us? 
Everyone noticed him at that point, so we stopped the spell, which wasn’t good because now we would have to start all over again. Half of a spell wouldn’t be enough to bring Nicolas out of that trance. 
The man focused his attention on me. Once he was close enough, he asked, “Are you Halloween LaVeau?” 
I hesitated before saying yes, but ultimately I nodded. “I’m Ms. LaVeau.” 
He had papers in his hands. He stretched them out toward me. “This is for you.” 
I frowned as I took the papers from him. “What’s this?” 
“You’re being evicted from the manor. It’s no longer yours. You have twenty-four hours to be out or the police will be here to get you out.”
My mother ran over. “What? You’re out of your mind.”
Annabelle was on the other side of the man, yelling at him too. This couldn’t be happening. 
He held up his hands. “Hey, I have nothing to do with this. I’m just following orders.” 
“Orders from who?” Liam demanded. 
“The leader of the Underworld. Since Ms. LaVeau is no longer the leader of the Underworld, then the new leader will take possession of the home.” 
“That is utterly ridiculous,” my mother said. “This house is hers. She inherited it from her great-aunt.” 
“Like I said, that’s something that you have to take up with the leader. I’m just relaying the message and delivering the papers for her.” 
“And who are you?” I asked. 
“Duncan Smith. Monique has retained my counsel.” 
So now she needed a lawyer? Hmm. Maybe I should look into getting one of those.



Chapter 7
 
 
It had been a long evening and I hadn’t slept much. The packing was almost finished. My mother said there was no way we were leaving anything in this house for “that evil woman.” My great-aunt Maddy had left a lot of stuff behind. Now we were just waiting for the moving truck to arrive. As sad as it seemed, I was going to the tiny apartment above my mother’s Bewitching Bath and Beauty Shop. At least that was better than moving in with my mother. As much as I loved her, there was no way we could actually live together. 
As I walked from room to room making sure I had everything packed, I couldn’t fight back the tears.
Memories flooded back as I touched the fireplace mantle, remembering the times Nicolas and I had sat in front of the fire with a glass of wine and talked for hours. The glow of the flames always made his blue eyes dance. 
I moved over to the sofa and remembered the time Annabelle dropped her slice of pepperoni pizza on it. She’d freaked out to the point of tears. I’d told her it was no big deal and then smeared more sauce on the cushion. I’d gotten the stains out with a spell, but even if I hadn’t been able to, it would have been no big deal. It would have just been another reminder of our good times.  
Sniffles sounded from the other room where my mother and Annabelle were crying too. It was a little surprising that Annabelle was so emotional, considering when I’d first inherited the manor she’d hated to even set foot in the place. Now she went from room to room like it was no big deal. We’d all grown and become more confident in ourselves. I peered up the winding staircase and remembered the day I’d found the book up in that spooky attic. It seemed like forever ago. 
It had been that same night that Nicolas had come into my life. Liam had shown up the very next day. That was all behind me now and I couldn’t dwell on the past. This would be a new beginning and I’d have to learn to deal with it. As I walked from the foyer, through the house, and to the kitchen, I overheard my mother and Annabelle talking. 
“We have to move Nicolas,” Annabelle said.
“Should we wrap him in bubble wrap?” my mother asked. 
“Are they putting him on the back of the moving truck?” Annabelle asked. 
I had to stop the two of them before they did something horrible. I hurried into the kitchen before they completely wrapped him in plastic. 
“What are you all doing?” 
“What do you mean?” my mother asked as she held up the bubble wrap, as if measuring the amount needed. 
I grabbed the bubble wrap from her. “He’s not a piece of china.” 
“Well, what will we do with him?” my mother whispered. 
I assumed Nicolas could hear us even though he was frozen. So it didn’t matter if she whispered or not since he was right in front of us. We were still in the same room with him. 
“Here’s the plan,” I said. 
A loud roar of an engine reverberated through the manor. 
“The moving van must be here. Don’t do anything to him until I get back, promise?” I pointed at my mother and Annabelle. 
They nodded. Before walking out the door, I grabbed the bubble wrap… just in case. 
The windows in the manor were devoid of any draperies. My mother had taken them down and insisted they were coming with us. Because of that, I saw out the parlor windows that in fact the moving van had arrived. The heavy feeling sat in my stomach like a rock. 
“Enchantment Pointe Moving Company,” the man said when I opened the door. 
“Everything you see goes,” I said as I gestured around the room. 
Should I mention that even the lifelike man statue in the kitchen went too? I wasn’t sure where they were going to fit everything on that van. It was the size of a semi and I still didn’t know if it was big enough. 
A scream rang out across the manor. The guys jumped and practically clutched onto each other. I recognized the scream. It was my mother. What had she done now? I ran across the room, almost slipping into the men. I rushed around the stacks of boxes. The guys moved behind me, but I figured they were hesitant to come too much farther into the house. 
I raced into the kitchen to find Nicolas was now sitting on the stool by the kitchen island. He had snapped out of the spell. Before saying a word, I wrapped my arms around him. 
Finally, I looked at him and said, “Are you okay?” 
He nodded. “I think I’ll be all right.” 
“How did you snap out of it?” I asked. 
“When I overheard your mother and Annabelle wanted to wrap me in bubble wrap, I knew I had to do something. I just kept trying a spell in my mind over and over and it finally worked.” 
Annabelle and my mother looked as if they were still in shock that he’d come out of it. 
“I guess you heard everything that happened,” I said. 
He frowned. “I’m sorry, Hallie, but you know I’ll do everything I can to make this better for you.” 
“You just got back from being a stone statue, I think you need to take it easy. Plus, I have to be out of the manor tonight. I’m moving my stuff into the apartment above my mother’s shop.” 
“Monique can’t get away with this,” Nicolas said. 
“She had me sign the manor over to her when I thought I was signing a contract for the wedding planner.” 
“Well, like I said, I will find a way out of this.” He ran his hand through his hair. 
One of the movers peeked around the corner into the kitchen. 
“Come on in.” I waved. 
Good thing I hadn’t bothered to tell them to pack Nicolas. 
“Does everything in here go too?” he asked. 
I nodded. “Everything goes.” 
My mother sniffled again. She wasn’t handling this well. 
“Nicolas, I’m just glad so that you’re out of the spell. The manor house and being the leader means nothing if you’re not okay.” 
“You shouldn’t have to deal with this, Hallie.” Nicolas stood so that the men could take the stools. “At least they don’t have to put me in the back of the moving van now.”
His legs were still a little wobbly. Annabelle and I each took him by the arm and helped him walk over to the door. 
“Don’t forget the cauldron,” I told the movers as we headed out of the kitchen. 
The cat strolled along beside us. Annabelle picked her up. “Don’t worry, Pluto. We’d never forget you.” 
The cat meowed. 
“Do you think it was the cupcake that put the spell on you?” I asked. 
Nicolas shook his head. “I didn’t eat any of it. The spell got me before that. I just hope it never happens again.” 
Not knowing what had caused it was unnerving. How would we know how to prevent it from happening again if we didn’t know what had caused it in the first place? 
Nicolas took my hand in his. “Just walk out the door and don’t look back. It’ll be easier that way.”
I pushed my shoulders back, held my head up high and then started walking toward the foyer. Nicolas, my mother, and Annabelle were behind me. We moved through the massive wood door for the last time. I told myself to listen to Nicolas and not look back, but it was too special for me to just leave it like that. LaVeau Manor had a soul, a personality of its own. I had to say goodbye. 
When we reached the bottom of the front steps, I stopped, turned around, and peered up at the looming manor. For a moment, I thought I heard a voice, but I figured it was just the trees. There were times when it had felt as if the trees talked to me, usually giving a warning. 
Nicolas took my hand again and guided me toward the car. 
“I’ll drive,” I said. “You just came out of being frozen for twenty-four hours, I don’t think it’s safe.” 
My mother and Annabelle wiped away their tears and climbed into Annabelle’s car. 
“I’ll see you at the shop.” My mother waved her handkerchief and then wiped her eyes again.
The moving van cranked its engine and I followed it down the long pebble driveway. 
“We won’t let her get away with this.” Nicolas was looking in the side mirror back at LaVeau Manor as he spoke. 
I glanced in the rear-view mirror one last time. Would this be the last time that I saw LaVeau Manor?



Chapter 8
 
 
We had arrived at the apartment and the movers brought in all the boxes and furniture that would fit the place. It was jam-packed. What wouldn’t fit in there we were taking to my mother’s place and a storage unit I had rented. Pluto roamed around the tiny space and then went over to the window to look out. He started meowing, probably wanting out. I didn’t blame him. I wanted out of there too. It would definitely take getting used to our new surroundings. 
Now I was all settled in and everyone had left except for Nicolas. 
“How about pizza?” Nicolas picked up his phone. 
I shrugged. “I don’t know…” 
“Extra cheese? Stuffed crust?” 
Even in my down mood, I couldn’t hold back the smile. He figured that comfort food would cheer me up. I didn’t think even that would work now, but I wasn’t turning it down either.
While we waited for the pizza, I asked him to describe the spell again and how it had made him feel. 
“I knew everything that was going on around me, but I couldn’t move. There was little warning that anything was wrong.” 
“But you felt a tinge of magic before it hit?” 
Before he answered the doorbell rang, and for a moment, I was hesitant about allowing Nicolas to answer. I reached out to grab his arm and stop him. 
“It’s the pizza, Hallie,” he said as he walked toward the door. 
I couldn’t live my life in fear, but I also couldn’t let my guard down either.    
Somehow I managed to force down a couple of thin crust slices of cheese. The world would have to come to an end for me to refuse pizza. I just needed to go to bed, wake up, and all of this would be a nightmare. 
Nicolas and I walked over to my bedroom. No more canopy bed and wardrobe. There was no way it would fit in this room. Instead I’d used one of the smaller mahogany beds from the manor. Storage for all that furniture was going to cost a fortune. As I walked across the room, I bumped into the bed. I jumped up and down a few times holding my leg. 
“Much smaller room than at the manor, huh?” Nicolas asked. 
“I don’t like it.”
He wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me closer. “It’s cozy and romantic.” 
Again, I couldn’t hold back the smile. “Why don’t you show me how romantic it can be?” 
“Gladly,” he whispered as he lowered his mouth to mine.
***
Sunlight streamed through one tiny sliver of the blinds on the window. It was the only window in this place. I was still in bed, even though it was twelve o’clock. I just didn’t want to get up. A week had passed since I’d come to this place. I really wasn’t sure what had happened since that day because I hadn’t been outside. I didn’t know what was going on with the world. Were people driving around in hovercrafts now? I had no idea.
A knock came at my door. I pulled the pillow over my head and tried to ignore it. Nicolas had left a couple hours ago and I’d fallen back asleep.   
“Hallie, I know you’re in there and that you hear me. If you don’t answer the door, I’ll have to have the police come and knock it down.” 
Annabelle totally would do that. But I wouldn’t put it past her to try something else either. Like trying to knock it down herself. I hadn’t talked to her in the past week. I just hadn’t left my bed other than to eat and shower. I wasn’t so bad that I’d skip a shower. I was depressed, but I wasn’t gross. 
She banged on the door again. Sighing, I finally crawled out of bed.
“I’m coming. Quit banging on the door before you knock it down,” I yelled. 
When I opened the door, Annabelle was standing right in front of me, tapping her foot against the floor with her hands on her hips. Today she was wearing a gorgeous black skirt and black and white blouse. It looked as if she’d been shopping for some designer duds.
She waved her hand and motioned at me. “This is not going to work.” 
I look down at my sweats and T-shirt. “What?” 
“This whole homeless look you have going on. It’s not in fashion, so stop trying to make it that way.” She stepped inside of the apartment. “Now go put on your best outfit because you’re going outside in the real world.” 
“I don’t want to face the real world,” I mumbled. 
“You have to snap out of this because we have things to deal with.” 
I picked at the lint on my sweats. “What type of things?” 
When I glanced up, the expression on her face changed. 
“What? This can’t be bad news. What else can happen? I’ve already dealt with the worst news possible.” 
The look on her face wasn’t encouraging.
“Something worse?” I asked. 
She sighed and then said, “All right, I do have more bad news.” 
I waved my hands and headed back toward the bedroom. “I don’t want to hear anymore.”
“You can’t ignore this,” Annabelle said as she followed me to the bedroom door. 
“Watch me,” I said. 
“It’s about your mother.” She rushed the words. 
I stopped instantly and spun around. “What about her? Is she okay?” 
“The new leader has ordered that her shop be closed for good.” 
My nostrils flared. I was surprised that steam wasn’t coming from my ears. “On what grounds?” 
Annabelle shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
“That’s it. Nobody messes with my mama. I’m going to straighten this out right now.” 
Annabelle’s eyes widened as I ran across the room and grabbed some clothes. I had no idea what I was even putting on. I thought I was wearing jeans and an old T-shirt, but I didn’t care. I stuffed my feet into a pair of tennis shoes and ran for the door. 
“Who does she think she is? I’m going to let her have it. You can mess with me, but you can’t mess with my mama.” 
“I knew you’d be mad,” Annabelle said as she ran behind me. 
Mad was an understatement. 
When I reached my mother’s shop, I found her in the middle of the room with boxes all around. She was putting items from the shelves inside. I expected her to be crying, but instead, her face was red and she was cussing. My ears hurt. I’d had no idea she even knew words like that. If I said something like that she would stick a bar of soap in my mouth. I didn’t say anything though because I knew exactly how she felt. I would not let Monique get away with this.
My mother tossed her arms up. “I’ll have to sell the building. Without the income from the shop how will I survive? I don’t have enough for retirement yet. Not to mention I’m way too young to retire anyway.” My mother tossed more items into a box. 
I grabbed her arm to stop her. “Don’t put another thing into a box. I’m putting a stop to this. You’re not going anywhere.” 
My mother snatched another item and tossed it into the box. “No offense, Halloween, I love you, I really do, but you can’t even do magic. How are you going to stop the leader of the Underworld?” 
“There are ways,” I said.
I hadn’t thought of them yet, but that was a minor issue. 
"I really don’t know what we’ll be able to do to stop her,” my mother said. 
"Just because she’s the leader doesn’t mean she gets to do whatever she wants.” 
My mother cringed every time I mentioned that Monique was the new leader.
“Come on, Annabelle.” I motioned over my shoulder. 
“Where are we going?” Annabelle asked as she hurried along behind me. 
“Be careful,” my mother called out as we headed out the door. 
“We’re going to the manor. I’m going to confront her.” 
We stepped out onto the sidewalk. Enchantment Pointe was busy with people walking up and down the sidewalks. They went in and out of the shops and restaurants. It was life as usual for everyone else.  
“Are you sure this is such a good idea?” Annabelle asked. “I think she will have you arrested.” 
“For what? Talking to her? She’s the leader. She’s supposed to handle problems. Well, I have a problem and she’s going to deal with it.” 
Annabelle sighed. “Okay, but I’m driving.” Annabelle pulled out the big poufy white fur ball that she used as a keychain. 
We made the short trip to LaVeau Manor. Tall pine and oak trees covered with moss shrouded the entrance. It wasn’t just the camera that made me feel as if we were being watched. Maybe it was witchcraft… perhaps the trees standing guard… or was there something else hidden from sight? Spirits waiting to be reanimated?
It was surreal pulling up to the drive and having the gate be closed. Things had changed. There was a lock on the gate and Monique had installed a camera. 
“I think someone is watching us.” I pointed at the camera angled in our direction.
Annabelle leaned down and peered up at the camera. “Do you think she’s watching us now?” 
“I guarantee it.” I opened the car door. 
“Where are you going?” Annabelle called out.
“I’m going to inspect it.” I got out of the car and looked up at the camera. “Come out here and talk to us right now.” 
The pebble drive crunched under our feet. It was the only sound.
Annabelle joined me at the front of the car. “I don’t know if we should do this.” 
I wasn’t going to let Monique scare me. “Are you afraid to confront us?” I yelled. 
A siren sounded from behind us. I spun around to see a police cruiser had pulled up behind my car in the driveway. It was blocking me in. The words Enchantment Pointe Police Department were written on the side of the car. I glanced at the back seat with the partition that kept the prisoners confined. Yeah, I didn’twant to be back there.  
“Uh-oh,” Annabelle said. 
“I can’t believe she called the police.” 
“Well, you should believe it,” Annabelle said. 
The officer got out of the car and walked over to us. His dark blue uniform was neat and precise. Dark hair peeked out from under his hat. Even though he wore aviator sunglasses, I knew his gaze was focused on us. As he approached, he whipped the sunglasses off and narrowed his dark eyes. He continued his march toward us.  
“Just act casual,” I said out of the corner of my mouth. 
“I don’t think I know how to act casual,” Annabelle said through a fake smile. 
Yeah, I knew that would be almost impossible. 
“Is there a problem?” the officer asked, looking us up and down. 
“We were just leaving,” I said as I headed for the car. 
“Not so fast.” He blocked me from going any further. “Are you harassing the owner of this home?” 
That question was like a slap to the face. “I own this place.” 
He frowned. “She said you would say that.” 
“We really were just leaving. We don’t want any trouble,” Annabelle said. 
The officer looked us up and down again. “I’ll back up so you can get your car out. Then I’ll follow you to make sure you leave.” 
Annabelle and I climbed back into the car. 
“That’s it. I’m in The Twilight Zone,” I said as I buckled my seatbelt. 
Annabelle backed out of the driveway. Sure enough, the officer followed us down the street. 
“He’s making me nervous. I just know I’ll make a mistake. Accidentally roll through a stop sign. Run a red light.” 
“Don’t do those things,” I said. 
“It’s impossible with him following me.” 
“Yeah, you already said that. Should I call the jail and have them reserve our cell?” 
“Can they do that?” she asked. I stared at her. “No, they don’t take reservations.” 
“Do you think he’s going to follow us all the way back to town?” I asked as I looked in the side mirror. 
“Probably,” Annabelle said. 
We reached the edge of town and he was still behind us. With the added traffic, I hoped that we could lose him. 
“Maybe we should turn off into one of the shop’s parking lots,” Annabelle said.
“Give it a few more seconds to see what he does.”
Finally, when we reached the red light, he turned. 
“Whew. Thank goodness he’s gone,” Annabelle said. 
“He’ll probably still keep his eye on us. We need a plan,” I said as I stared out the window. 
The light turned green and Annabelle took off. “What do you think?” 
“We should go back to that house where she lived and talk to the neighbors.” 
“Do you think they will talk to us?” Annabelle asked. 
“Well, it’s worth a shot.” 
“Do you remember how to get there?” Annabelle turned at the next light. 
“I guess we’ll find out.”
“Where do I go now?” Annabelle asked. 
“It’s the street by that yellow street sign.” 
“I turn at the gas station?” Annabelle asked. 
I nodded as if I was confident, although I had a tiny bit of doubt whether I actually remembered how to get there. Luckily, I recognized the house and released a pent-up breath.
We pulled up to the same spot where Liam had parked. With missing curtains and a vacant driveway, the place looked empty now that she’d moved out. 
“Look, there’s a neighbor outside.” I pointed. 
He was busy clipping his hedges. If he wasn’t careful he’d take out a big chunk since he was watching our every move.
Annabelle and I got out of the car. We’d almost reached the man when my phone rang. 
“It’s my mom,” I said. “I should answer.” 
“Halloween, where are you?” My mother’s voice sounded a bit panicked. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. “I’m just following up on a lead.” 
“Oh, dear,” my mother said. “This just keeps getting worse.” 
“What keeps getting worse?” She was making me sick with worry. “There’s something bad that you’re avoiding telling me, isn’t there?” I asked. 
“Okay, try not to freak out too much,” my mother said around a sigh. 
“It’s a little too late for that,” I said. 
“Okay, here goes… Nicolas is out as the leader of Enchantment Pointe Coven.” She rushed the words. 
Instantly my blood boiled. I wasn’t really surprised that this had happened. “When did this happen? He hasn’t called me.” 
“Someone next door just told me. I guess it just happened. You might want to call and ask him what’s going on.” 
“That’s exactly what I’m going to do.” 
“Just be careful,” my mother said. “This is going to get worse before it gets better.” 
Sadly, I knew she was right about that. 
“I’ll be careful,” I said and then clicked off the call. 
“What happened?” Annabelle asked as I dialed Nicolas. 
“He’s out as the leader.” I put the phone to my ear.
Annabelle shook her head. “She’s so evil.”
Nicolas picked up and I knew by his voice that what my mother had heard was true. 
“Why didn’t you call me?” I asked. 
“I didn’t want to worry you. You have enough on your mind. Plus, everything is fine. I was fine before being the leader and I’ll be fine after too.” 
“So you’re not even with the Underworld anymore either?” 
“Apparently she doesn’t need my services with the detective agency.” 
“She only did this because of me,” I said. 
“You don’t know that, and regardless, I’m fine. We are fine,” Nicolas said. 
“I’ll see you soon, okay?” 
“Hey, wait a minute. Where are you? It sounds different there.” 
“I’m looking for a way to fix this,” I said.
“So you’re not at the apartment?” he asked, sounding stunned. 
“No, she’s closing my mother’s place too. I will need a new place to stay.” 
“You’re moving in with me. We’re getting married anyway, why not move in now?” 
Why not? I wasn’t sure why. I had always turned down his offers to move in with him. Now I knew I had to say yes. I wouldn’t have an excuse. 



Chapter 9
 
 
When the phone rang, I saw that Liam was calling. 
“I guess you heard the news,” I said when I picked up. 
“Actually, I was calling to tell you something,” he said. “I already talked with Nicolas and he told me that he’s no longer the leader. But that’s not what I was calling to tell you.” 
My heart sank and my stomach flipped. Now he was going to give me more bad news. I hadn’t thought that was possible. I stood a little straighter and braced myself for the news. “Okay, let me have it.” 
“Well, I’m no longer the leader of the New Orleans Coven.” Liam’s words rushed out like a dam had broken on a rushing river. 
So now they were both out of jobs because of me. “I’m so sorry, Liam.” 
“It’s not your fault. I didn’t call you to make you feel bad. I’m sorry.” 
I knew he hadn’t meant to, but it was inevitable that I would feel this way. All this was my fault. If I had stopped the witch from getting the spellbook none of this would’ve happened. Everything would have been perfect. I had let down not only myself, but my friends and family. I had no idea how I could make it right. That seemed impossible. 
“I don’t suppose she gave you any reasonable explanation?” I asked. 
“I believe her words were, ‘I don’t like you.’” 
“I guess that’s reasonable,” I said. “Reasonable in her crazy world.” 
“Why don’t you come here to Enchantment Pointe? We can have dinner tonight and discuss what we can do to stop her.” 
I tried to remain positive, but deep down there was self-doubt. I didn’t want to make the guys feel any worse than they already did though. 
“Yeah, I guess I could do that. I’ll call you. I’ll be there around seven.” 
Liam sounded down and definitely not himself. He seemed distracted. I hoped he would feel better by the time he got here tonight. 
***
At seven o’clock I was sitting in the local Italian restaurant at the back table, waiting for Liam and Nicolas. The smell of marinara sauce lingered in the air and made my mouth water. I was sure that we would come up with some plan tonight over dinner. 
The dim lights in the restaurant made a romantic setting. It would be awkward to have a romantic dinner with both men. Considering a short time ago they’d both asked me to marry them. The restaurant was full and I’d gotten the last table. Chatter and the sound of clanking dishes did little to calm my nerves. I couldn’t shake the antsy feeling in the pit of my stomach.  
It would be some grand scheme that we would pull off effortlessly. The book would be mine again and Nicolas and Liam would be coven leaders again. I checked my watch again for the tenth time. It was now ten minutes after seven. It wasn’t like either one of them to be late. 
I tried to talk myself out of worrying just yet. I was never good at talking myself out of worrying though. The waiter came back around again, asking if I would like to order now. 
“I just need a few more minutes,” I said. 
I’d also told him that ten minutes ago. 
I sent Nicolas a text, but he didn’t answer. That definitely wasn’t like him. Next I sent Liam a text, but he didn’t answer either. He was more likely not to answer than Nicolas, but still… I couldn’t believe they were both no-shows. Things had just gone from bad to worse. I’d been stood up. 
This just let me know how hopeless they thought I was. No, no I had to stop thinking negatively. All of the thoughts were wrong. They would be here. There was something else going on. The fact that they hadn’t answered their messages meant something bad happened. I had to find them. So much for no negative thoughts. 
They must be together. I doubted that they were in Enchantment Pointe. Maybe they were in New Orleans. Unless they were here looking for the new leader at LaVeau Manor. This could be bad. I had to get to them right away. 
I didn’t want to go alone just in case things got bad, although I hated to drag Annabelle into this. She was my best friend and reluctant partner in crime. I knew she’d want to go. I pulled out my phone and dialed Annabelle. 
“What’s up?” she asked. 
“I have a favor to ask. Are you busy?” 
“Just cleaning out the birdcage. Other than that, no.” 
“I think Liam and Nicolas went to the manor. We have to go there and find them.”
“But we’re not supposed to be there, remember?” 
“This could be life or death,” I said. 
She sighed. “Okay, let me put the newspaper down and I’ll be right there.” 
I left money on the table for the waiter who’d had to deal with me not ordering. I decided to wait outside for Annabelle. It was already almost eight o’clock, so I knew that Nicolas and Liam definitely weren’t showing. This was not something they would have ever done and I knew they were in trouble. 
“Hang on, guys, I’m coming to get ya.” 
People looked at me strangely as I dashed out of the restaurant. A few people walking down the sidewalk cast a glance my way, but they soon turned their attention away when they realized there wasn’t an emergency. 
Traffic passed up and down the street. I looked at each car hoping to see Nicolas or Liam, but now I held out little hope. Was there an accident? I felt alone and scared as I waited against the brick building.  
Soon Annabelle pulled up to the curb and I hopped in. She zoomed away from the curb and we headed toward the manor. 
“They still aren’t here?” she asked. 
I could have made a snarky remark, but my snarkiness just wasn’t in top form tonight. 
“They never showed up,” I said. “I have a bad feeling.” 
Annabelle cut the right turn sharply and I shifted in the seat. “We’ll find them, don’t worry.” 
I tapped my fingers nervously against the leather seat. 
“You’re giving me a panic attack with that tapping,” Annabelle said, glancing over at me. 
“Sorry, I’m just anxious.” 
“We’re almost there. Hang on,” Annabelle said.
“We should park a little way down the street so that she doesn’t see your car.” 
“Good idea,” Annabelle said as she passed the driveway. 
We pulled over on the side of the road a little bit down from the manor. No other cars were on the road. The isolation became eerily evident now that we were in this situation. It always felt as if eyes were on me when I got anywhere near the manor.
“We can walk back down there to see if we spot Nicolas’ or Liam’s cars in the driveway. Maybe she got rid of them already,” I said. 
“Don’t have such morbid thoughts,” Annabelle said as she cut the ignition. 
We walked down the side of the road toward the manor. We paused when we reached the gate. This time it was open. The gravel on the side of the road crunched under our feet. The sound of insects and the occasional bird taking flight from a nearby tree was the only other sounds. Millions of stars filled the sky above us. I felt as small as an ant under the expanse of the universe.  
“The fact that this gate is open is a little unnerving,” I said. 
Annabelle leaned over slightly and peeked down the driveway. “It seems like a trap, doesn’t it?” 
“Like she’s the spider and we’re flies falling into her web. Nevertheless, I don’t think I have any other option.” 
Annabelle swallowed hard. “I guess you’re right.” 
We stepped closer and nothing happened. I waved my arm across the gate’s sensor and then my leg. It looked like I was doing the hokey pokey. That made us a little braver, so we moved even closer to the gate. I expected once we stepped inside that it would close on us. Monique was probably watching through the surveillance camera. Annabelle and I paused by the gate. 
Finally, I stepped forward, waving an arm and leg again. Nothing happened. That overwhelming since of being watched didn’t leave me. It sent chills up and down my spine. It was almost as if someone was draining my energy as I stood there. Could it be as simple as that? Witchcraft was always such a complex thing.
“Are you ready?” I asked. 
She pushed her shoulders back. “Ready.” 
I held my breath as we stepped through the gate. To my surprise, the gate remained open. Monique was probably playing games, giving us a false sense of security. The tree branches began waving wildly. The trees swaying made a whistling sound as if they were talking to me and saying how glad they were to see me again. Yet there was another message—no doubt it was a warning to be careful. With each step, it felt as if eyes were on me. I had the impression Monique was observing us from the window. Peering up at the manor, I didn’t see her peeking out at us. 
“Do you think she’s even home?” Annabelle asked. 
“It seems quiet, but I think she’s giving us a false sense of security. She’s waiting for her chance to pounce.” 
Right after I said that I regretted it. Annabelle’s face turned paler and I knew she was panicked. 
“Let’s take a look in the window from the porch.” I pulled on her arm. 
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Annabelle whispered. 
“It’s the only way we’ll see if Nicolas or Liam are here.” 
“Their cars aren’t here,” Annabelle said. 
That was her way of saying she didn’t want to be here any longer. 
“Maybe they walked like we did,” I said. 
She gave me a look as if to say that was highly unlikely. We slowly inched the rest of the way to the porch and then up the steps. My breathing became more rapid. Once on the porch, I motioned for Annabelle to peek in the window to her right and I went to the left. I had no idea what Monique would do to us if she caught us. Probably cast some terrible spell on us. 
Things looked a lot different inside the manor. It was decorated with modern-style furniture. I didn’t think it matched the style of the home, but it wasn’t my place to decorate any more. 
“What has she done with the place?” Annabelle asked when she stepped over to where I stood. 
“Created a mess?” I asked. “What I want to know is how she got the spellbook? We need to think back to when she first got there.” 
“Is there anything unusual that happened?” Annabelle said. “What if she had someone to help her?” 
“I don’t remember closing the front door. Someone could have come in after we went to the kitchen. Of course that doesn’t explain how they got into the safe,” I said.
“Probably their witchcraft,” Annabelle said with a click of her tongue. 
“Let’s look in some of the windows on the side of the house. Maybe we can find a way in.” 
“No way, Hallie, I don’t think we should go inside.” 
I sighed. “Okay, but let’s look in the windows.” 
We walked down the steps and headed toward the side of the house. My anxiety increased as we weaved around the tall hedges. The tree branches whipped and swayed with each step we took. Oddly enough the wind wasn’t touching us. The sound of a car caught our attention.
“She’s back. What do we do now?” Annabelle asked in a panic.
“We wouldn’t be able to get down the driveway without her seeing us. There’s only one option. We have to go around the side of the house.” I motioned. 
We ran for the side of the house. Once there we stayed close, pressing our backs against the stone structure. My breathing was heavy and I tried to steady my heartrate. I felt like a spy on a covert mission. 
Once there, I said, “We can go to the back and around the other side. By the time we get there she should be inside and we can sneak back down the driveway.” 
“This is terrible. She will chop us into pieces if she finds us here.” 
“She won’t find us,” I said as I motioned for Annabelle to follow me. 
When we got to the back of the house, I heard Monique at the back door. Okay, this plan wasn’t working out as I had hoped. Now we would have to wait until she left the back door. I hoped she didn’t look out and see us. The graveyard was a short distance away. The small iron fence was now my focus point. I set my sights on it like a laser. That was my target and I had to reach it. Trees surrounded the small graveyard. Lucky for us they would be perfect to help conceal us.
“Maybe we can sneak through the graveyard. It leads to the other property and we can get out that way.” 
Annabelle didn’t look thrilled about going through the graveyard, but it was better than being caught. Finally, she nodded. “Okay, we’ll go.” 
As soon as we reached the edge of the graveyard, I spotted a woman. I stopped in my tracks and Annabelle almost bumped right into the back of me. 
“What’s wrong?” Annabelle asked. 
When I didn’t answer, she followed my gaze and spotted the woman. The woman wore a dark blue dress with a cape. The hood was up over her head, but her dark hair peeked out from under it. 
“Who is it?” Annabelle whispered. 
“I don’t know.” 
“I hope she’s not with Monique. She’ll go get her and tell her that we’re here,” Annabelle said.
The woman made eye contact with us. There was no way we could hide from her now. I didn’t know whether to run or to actually talk with her. She started over to us. There was something familiar about her. Especially in the eyes. She wore a long black dress. Was she a ghost?
“I guess we’re about to find out who she is and what she’s doing here,” I said under my breath. 
“Hello,” she said in a soft voice once she was in front of us. 
She seemed nice enough, but so had Monique when we’d first met her too. I no longer trusted anyone. 
“My name is Gigi. Do you live here?” she asked. 
Under the circumstances, that was an odd question.
 



Chapter 10
 
Gigi looked around as if she was looking for someone, then she leaned closer. “You shouldn’t be here.” 
How did she know? Her voice sounded urgent. This seemed like a warning. 
“What do you mean?” I asked. 
I wouldn’t admit that I used to own the place. I would make her tell me that she knew. 
Annabelle moved closer to me. She grabbed hold of my arm. The anxiety oozed off her. Again, Gigi looked around, watching for someone. This could be a setup. She could be stalling so that Monique could come out and grab us. 
“You shouldn’t be here,” Gigi repeated. “She’ll see you and come after you.” 
“Oh, let’s get out of here, Hallie,” Annabelle said. 
So Gigi was trying to help us. Interesting. Why did she want to get us away from the new leader?
“Here she comes now. I think she sees us. You have to run.” 
I looked back over my shoulder, but Monique wasn’t there. I wasn’t going to take a chance and wait around until she caught us though. 
“Thank you,” I said as I grabbed hold of Annabelle’s arm and ran. 
A raven took flight from the treetop, cawing as if he was watching for Monique. Was he telling her where to find us? The tree branches swayed still, making a loud noise as if to hide our movements. I could use all the help I could get. 
We ran as fast as we could through the graveyard, weaving around the stones. We came to the edge where the fence separated this area from the other property. The soft ground almost captured my shoes a few times. They were now covered in mud. The wind moved harder now, blowing my hair around my face. The smell of damp earth surrounded us.   
“We’ll have to climb the fence,” I said. 
It was a good thing that it was short because I would have never been able to climb over anything high. I wasn’t athletic enough for that. After a brief pause, I finally found a spot to place my hands so that I could hoist myself over. I positioned one foot on the bottom bar and lifted my body. 
Annabelle and I ran as fast as we could, glancing over our shoulders every few moments to see if Monique was behind us. She wouldn’t need to run after us though, she could do something else to get us. Finally, we came out of the treed area. I’d met my neighbor a few times, but the woman who lived in this house was pretty much a recluse. 
“What will the neighbor think if she sees us running through her property?” Annabelle asked. 
“I doubt she’ll see us.”
We came to her driveway and ran down the long path. The road seemed miles away. My legs ached and my breathing was heavy. There was no time to pause. Finally, we reached the road again. There were still no cars. No one for miles except for us. What had happened to the woman at the graveyard?   
“At least we’re already back where my car is parked,” Annabelle said. 
“Yeah, that’s a good thing,” I said. 
We came to the road and I looked to the left. 
“Where is your car?” I asked. 
Annabelle placed her hand up to her eyes to shield the sun. She looked to the left, then the right, and then left again. 
“It’s gone. My car is gone.” She tossed her hands up.
We walked down the road a little bit further, but the car just wasn’t there. 
“I know this is where we parked. Someone stole my car,” Annabelle said. 
I had a bad feeling about this. 
“I don’t think it was a coincidence. In other words, I don’t think some random person came along and decided to steal your car.” 
“You think that was why Gigi was warning us?” 
“How would the woman in the graveyard know about that though? Where did she even come from?” 
“The more important question is how are we going to get home?” Annabelle said. 
“I guess we’ll have to walk,” I said. “Now your car is gone and I still haven’t found Nicolas or Liam.” 
“You should call your mom to pick us up,” Annabelle said.
“I really don’t want to worry her, but if I have to,” I said. “Before I do that I should try a spell.” 
Annabel gave me the look. “What kind of spell did you have in mind? I don’t know how to put this, but remember you’re not the leader anymore.” 
“True, but I’m still a witch. My magic can’t be that much worse already, right?” 
Annabelle released a deep breath, and then said, “Well, I suppose.” 
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said. 
“No offense, Hallie,” Annabelle said. “Do you have a spell in mind?”
“One that’ll get us right back where we need to be without all the walking.” 
“Just don’t get us hurt,” she said. 
After calling to the elements of air, fire, water, and earth, I recited the words and waved my arms in the air. I thought I felt energy, but it was so low that it was hard to tell if it was magic or just indigestion. I was under a lot of stress and that usually had an effect on my digestive system. Unfortunately, when I opened my eyes nothing happened and we were still in the same spot. I supposed that was better than having a bad spell. We continued walking. My feet were already hurting, so I decided to give my mother a call. The darkness stretched out in front of us like and endless dream. Or more like nightmare. Would I wake up from it soon? I hoped so. I glanced back a few times because it felt as if someone was following us. 
I had just pulled out my phone when I saw her number pop up. 
“She’s calling me,” I whispered, as if she could hear me. 
“Halloween, what have you done now?” she asked when I picked up.
“What is that supposed to mean?” I asked. 
“I just got a call from Mrs. Johnson. She lives down the street from where you used to live, remember? Anyway, she said she was doing her spell and then all of a sudden, bam, it went wrong. Obviously, she knew you had to be somewhere near.”
So we were back to that again. Messing up magic spells for miles around. It had been known for years that Halloween LaVeau was a lousy witch and foiled the spells of the witches who got even remotely near me. No need for my mother to mention how disappointed she was in me, I felt miserable enough. “Never mind that. We need you to come get us.”
“Where are you?” she asked. 
“Walking along the road beside LaVeau Manor.”
“Oh, Halloween. Sad, sad, Halloween.”
I sighed. “If you’re finished with that you can come get us. Annabelle’s car is gone.” 
“I’m on my way,” she said. 
We continued to walk while we waited for my mother to arrive. The longer we walked the creepier it felt. Annabelle was becoming even more paranoid than me because she was jumping at the slightest sound. Even the insects scared her. The darkness of the night didn’t help either. Anyone could hide behind one of the many trees lining this windy road and jump out at us.   
“You think she’ll be here soon?” Annabelle asked. 
In the distance, I spotted my mother’s car barreling down the road like a bullet headed for its target. When my mother spotted us, she started honking the horn, as if we couldn’t see her if she didn’t. She pulled the silver Buick along the side of the road. Annabelle and I hurried over. I climbed in the front and Annabelle got in the back. 
“Whew. Thank goodness. Now I can stretch out my legs,” Annabelle said as she stretched out in the backseat. 
My mother made a U-turn in the middle of the road. The tires screeched and I slid on my seat. Even the seatbelt locked. It was like being in a NASCAR event. I was surprised the car hadn’t flipped onto its side on two wheels. My mother didn’t seem to notice that I was jolted around like a rag doll in the seat.  
“Where are we going?” my mother asked. She focused her eyes on the road. “Did you find Nicolas or Liam?” 
I leaned back in the seat. “There was no sign of them. We’re going to New Orleans.” 
I didn’t tell her about seeing the woman in the graveyard. 
“I think the only other place they would be is New Orleans,” I said. 
“So we’re going on a road trip?” My mother glanced over at me. 
Secretly I thought she was enjoying this a bit. Not that she was happy that Nicolas and Liam were missing. But that we had a mission.
I glanced back at Annabelle. She was leaning back in the seat with a shocked expression on her face. I figured as much. My mother’s driving would do that to anyone. 
She shrugged. “I think we have no choice but to go. We have to find them.” 
It was good to know that Annabelle wanted to stick it out and help me find them, even if it was slightly dangerous. 
“New Orleans or bust.” My mother punched the gas. 
It wasn’t a long drive, only about an hour. We were nearing the plantation where Liam lived. It was the headquarters for the New Orleans Coven. Just up ahead was the gravel road. I spotted something near the turnoff. 
“There’s a car across the road up there,” I said.
Something wasn’t right about what I saw up ahead. My stomach flipped and my heart thumped. Was there a way around it? We would probably get lost if we tried to find one. That would make the situation even worse. We’d be better off to stay on our planned route. I wasn’t sure we should try to go through this road block though. We were so close to Liam’s. I didn’t want to stop now. 
“What do you think they want?” Annabelle asked as she leaned forward in the seat for a better view. 
“Maybe there’s something wrong with the road,” my mother said. 
It was possible, but I had a strange feeling that it was much more than that. Something told me we didn’t want to be a part of it either. We neared the car and that was when I saw her. 
“It’s Monique. She’s standing by that car talking to that man.” 
Had I seen that car before? They didn’t look over and even notice that a car was headed their way. Did they even care? They probably knew we would have to stop. I couldn’t stop though. It was way too dangerous.
“Why is she so evil?” Annabelle asked. 
“I bet they’re looking for me. They have to know I want the book back. Plus, I think they’re tracking my every move.” 
“What do we do now?” my mother asked in a panic. “Should I keep driving?” 
“Can we turn around?” Annabelle asked. 
My mother didn’t wait for an answer to turn around in the road. She was actually kind of good at defensive driving. My mother maneuvered the wheel like she was a professional driver. 
There was one problem with turning around though. My mother had successfully turned us around, but now there were two more cars across the road the other way. 
“They’re waiting for us down there too,” Annabelle said. “We’re trapped.” 
“We have to stay calm,” I said. 
I didn’t want my mother passing out behind the wheel. I knew Monique was responsible for this, but why? She already had the book. Did she feel threatened that I would soon get it back? How had she traveled from the manor to here so quickly? Clearly she was using the spellbook. I’d known she would be dangerous as the leader and this just proved it. 
Without saying a word, my mother made a sharp right turn down an old gravel road. Dust swirled around the car as we sped toward the unknown. 
“Do you know where this road leads to?” Annabelle asked. “It’s not on the GPS.” 
I hated to break the bad news to Annabelle, but the odds were likely that we would soon be lost. My mother remained silent, focused on the road.
“I hope they didn’t see us come down this road,” Annabelle said. 
I hoped so too, but they already knew we were on the road. They would figure it out soon enough. I looked in the rear-view mirror to see if anyone was back there. At first, the cars weren’t behind us, but then a black sedan turned onto the road. 
“They’re back there now,” I warned. 
My mother punched the gas. “I don’t know where to go.” 
Now she told us. 
“Just don’t wreck and send the car into a swamp. One of the gators will eat us for a snack.” 
If this road turned out to be a dead end, then we were in serious trouble. Annabelle and I watched as the car raced down the road toward us. My mother sped up even more. I was worried her Buick would blow a tire soon. Or maybe the engine would fall out. 
“Halloween, I need your help,” my mother said.
“With what?” I asked as I continued to watch the rear-view mirror. 
“I’m going to do a spell.” 
Oh, I knew she didn’t mean for me to feel bad, but this was terrible. Magic ripped from me… a magicless witch. 
“Grab my bag. I have a bottle of spell sparkle in there. I’ll recite the words and you sprinkle the sparkle.” 
“I’m not sure about this. Remember my magic?” 
“I just need you to sprinkle the sparkle. I’m doing the magic.” 
Obviously she underestimated my disastrous magic even after all these years. My mother still had that false sense of hope. I reached for her big brown bag and rummaged through. 
“Why do you have eye of newt?” I asked. 
“Well, you never know,” she said. 
“There are all kinds of bottles of potions in here.” 
How was I supposed to find the sparkle bottle? She had everything in here but the kitchen sink. Candy wrappers, used scraps of paper, crackers, etc. 
“Is this a pickle?” I asked. 
I pulled out the giant individually wrapped snack. 
“You never know when you might get a craving for something.” 
I quirked an eyebrow and stared at her. 
“You or me?” I asked. “I don’t even like pickles.” 
“Or ice cream,” she said. 
“Okay, you’re not even making since right now,” I said as I shoved the pickleback into her bag.
Finally, I spotted the pink sparkle and pulled out the bottle. 
“Got it, now what?” I asked. 
“I’ll recite the words and you toss the sparkle.” 
My mother spoke the words as she drove. I was pretty sure this wasn’t the way that magic spells were supposed to be cast. 
“Okay, now toss the sprinkles around the back of the car and that should make us invisible to them.” 
“Where did you learn to do spells like this?” I asked as I sprinkled the sparkles around the back of the car. 
The sprinkles immediately began to glow as they danced through the air. Annabelle laughed as we watched the magical animated dust shimmer and sparkle. It was almost hypnotizing.   
“Oh, I have my ways,” my mother said.
Annabelle tossed her hands up. “Don’t put that stuff on me.” 
“Oh, it won’t get you, honey, just the car. It won’t work on humans,” my mother said.
Except it did work on Annabelle. Right before my eyes Annabelle became invisible. Slowly her legs disappeared and then her torso. Next thing I knew, poof… the rest of her was gone. 
I screamed out, “Annabelle, where are you?” 
“Very funny, Hallie, I’m right here.” 
“Oh, dear,” my mother said, looking in the rear-view mirror. 
“You messed up the spell,” I said. 
“What happened? What do you mean she messed up the spell?” Annabelle leaned forward from the backseat and looked in the rear-view mirror. She screamed. “Oh, my God. I can’t see myself. Where am I?”
“What did you do, Hallie?” my mother glanced in the rear-view mirror. 
I stared at the bottle. “It’s your magic dust. Why do you assume I did something?” 
My mother frowned. 
“Okay, so I messed up somehow. You shouldn’t have let me touch it.” 
“You have to do something. I don’t want to be invisible.” Annabelle’s voice was a high pitched screech. 
"Don’t panic. The spell will wear off in just a few minutes and you’ll be back to normal,” my mother said. “It’s not even supposed to work on people.” 
The last sentence she said under her breath. 
“I sure hope you’re right,” Annabelle said. 
“Me too.” I stared at Annabelle. 
Surprisingly, after a few minutes Annabelle was back to normal. That was a relief. One less thing to panic about. 
My mother steered around the curve practically on two wheels. We managed to lose sight of the black sedan for a moment and I released my pent-up breath. Up ahead was what looked like a driveway. It was almost covered from the overgrowth of trees. 
I pointed. “Take a right on that drive. Maybe we can hide from them.” 
It couldn’t be any worse than it was right now, right? My mother whipped the car down the gravel road with dust kicking up under the tires as she sped along. I hoped this didn’t end in a swamp. Annabelle was looking out the rear-view mirror for the sedan. Trees surrounded us on both sides of the road, making visibility difficult.
It looked as if this road went on forever, stretching out in front of us endlessly. The further we traveled, the narrower the road became. If we met another car coming from the opposite direction it would probably end in a crash.   
That was when I spotted the old rundown-looking house up ahead. It looked as if it might fall in soon. 
“Look, there’s a house. Maybe we could hide the car behind there and they wouldn’t find us. It doesn’t look like they’re going to come down this way.” 
“Surely we won’t get away from them that easily, will we?” my mother asked.
“Usually, nothing is ever that easy,” Annabelle said. 
My mother slowed down as we made it closer to the house. 
“What should we do now?” my mother asked. “I don’t know if the road ends soon. I’d rather not keep going.”
We were almost in front of the house now.
“Yeah, I guess we can stop here, but drive around to the back of the house.” 
The gravel led around to the back of the dilapidated structure. My mother pulled the car around back and stopped. 
“We can wait here a while. Surely they won’t keep looking for us for long,” I said. 
Although I had no idea how Monique had known I was headed this way to begin with. It was like she knew my every move before I even made it. If that was the case, then I expected her to show up here any time now. My mother shoved the car into park and cut the engine. 
“I hope no one really does live here,” she said, peering up at the house. “They probably won’t like that we’re doing this.”

“They might make us stick around and clean up this place,” Annabelle said.
That was probably Annabelle’s wishful thinking. She was a complete neat freak and no doubt she wanted to clean the place. 



Chapter 11
 
As we sat there, I felt eyes on us. When I looked at the back of the house, a man was standing in the doorway. He had a rifle in one hand. He had little hair left on his head. What remained had turned gray. He wore jeans with holes in them and a red flannel shirt. He was small in stature and I’d guess we might be the same height at five foot two.  
“Looks like we have company,” I said. 
Annabelle gasped.
My mother said, “Oh, dear.” 
He opened the screen door and stepped out onto the porch. We had to choose between being shot by him or what Monique might do to us if we came out of hiding. This was a no-win situation. It didn’t look like we had time to get away from him anyway. 
The man came up to the car and I rolled down the window. He motioned with the gun. “Get out now.” 
We opened the car doors at the same time and stepped outside. Our hands were stretched up high pointing toward the sky. 
“Please don’t let him shoot us. Please don’t let him shoot us,” Annabelle said under her breath. 
“Just what exactly do you think you’re doing on my property?” he asked with a coarse voice. 
My mother and Annabelle had stayed back a couple of steps. I guessed that meant I was the designated official spokesperson for our group. I supposed since I was the one who’d gotten us in this mess in the first place it was only appropriate. 
With my hands still in the air, I explained, “We’re lost.” 
Based upon his furrowed brow and narrowed dark eyes, I figured he didn’t believe my explanation or he didn’t really care. I wasn’t sure which. 
“It clearly states there’s no trespassing. Can’t you read?” he asked, pointing toward the sign stuck to the rotted tree trunk. 
Again, this was a no-win situation. It was a trick question. If I said no, then he would probably shoot me for being dumb. 
“Okay, I’ll be honest with you. There was someone chasing us and we came back here to hide.” 
“My nosy neighbors,” he mumbled. 
I glanced at my mother and Annabelle. If he wanted to believe that then I would let him. It was probably too hard to explain otherwise. Just then the rain started pounding us. It was coming down with a vengeance. 
“Why didn’t you say they were bothering you in the first place?” he said. “You need to come on in. Get out of the rain and away from those wackos.” 
What had his neighbors done? I was afraid to even find out. I wasn’t so sure we should go in his house, but what other choice did we have? 
The man had the gun pointed kind of in our direction, but not quite as bad as before. He ushered us inside the old house. I was still afraid I would fall through the floor with each step. As we stepped through the door I scanned my surroundings. The place was full of a lot of stuff. Old furniture, newspapers, and just a lot of junk in general. Cobwebs filled in the corners of the room. Annabelle was looking around, probably for a broom and mop. She was already fidgeting and I noticed her straightening a stack of books on the table next to her. The man rushed past us toward the front door. He eased back the dirty old curtain and peeked outside. 
“I can keep an eye out for you, ladies. In case the neighbors show up,” he said. 
I had news for him. We were not planning on staying around for long. There would be no need for him to stand guard. 
“Thanks,” I said halfheartedly. 
“Would you like something to snack on? Maybe some pork rinds? I got some beer,” he said, gesturing toward the tiny kitchen. 
“What a nice host,” my mother said with complete sincerity. 
Sure, the sentiment was sweet, but the calorie count on the refreshments offered was out of control.
“As appetizing as that sounds, no, thank you,” I said. 
“I am kind of thirsty,” my mother whispered. 
I glared at her. “We really should be going. They’re probably gone by now since they didn’t find us.” 
I wasn’t sure that I was convinced of that, and I was a little torn on whether we really should leave yet or not. I needed my magic back now. What if I gave it one more shot? Maybe I could clear a path for us to get out of here. A force field of sorts that would protect us all the way back to Enchantment Pointe. Since I figured I wouldn’t be able to get through to the New Orleans Coven we would probably be headed right back home. 
Without my mother’s or Annabelle’s knowledge, I recited the words under my breath and waved my arms, focusing on the spell. Instantly, a big plume of smoke appeared and then flames ignited on the man’s living room floor. Annabelle and my mother screamed out. I panicked slightly, looking around for something to put out the flames. 
“Do you have a fire extinguisher?” I asked. 
My mother looked at me as if to say, “Yeah right.”  
“What the…” He grabbed a blanket from the back of the recliner and tossed it over the fire. 
The man stomped out the flames. My mother glared at me. Well, I guessed it was a glare since it was really hard to tell without her eyebrows for guidance. I had a feeling she knew what had started that fire. 
“Is there any damage?” I asked, stepping closer to the spot on the floor. 
He picked up the blanket. “Nope, it looks to be fine, but I don’t know what caused that.” 
“Yeah, I wonder,” my mother said. 
Well, at least now I knew that my magic was in fact gone. There was no denying it after that. 
The man picked up the blanket and then grabbed his rifle again. The man ran back over to the front windows. “I thought I heard a noise,”’ he said. “It sounded like a car.” 
We ran over and joined in beside him at the window. I pulled back the dirty old curtain that was full of holes. I could’ve just looked out one of the holes instead of moving the fabric back. I didn’t see another vehicle and I was beginning to think that possibly we had outsmarted Monique. That seemed unlikely, considering the number of them against us. Maybe it was time for us to leave.
“You were trying to cast a spell?” he asked. “It’s okay. I know. You’re not trying to hurt me, are you?” 
He eyed his gun. I held my hands up in the air once again. 
“No, of course not. I was trying a spell that would keep… the neighbors from getting us.”
He moved across the room to an old trunk. Did he have another weapon in there? 
“I have just the thing for you. I found it years ago. Actually, I didn’t so much find it as this woman left it for me.” 
He rummaged around in there for a moment and then pulled out an old book. He turned around and stretched the dusty and worn tome out toward me. 
“You need this.”
I looked down at the book and then up at him. “What is it?”
“Don’t know.” He shrugged. “A woman years ago gave the book to me. She said I would know when to use it. Up until now I never knew what she meant, but I get the feeling now that it’s meant for you.” 
My hands tingled as soon as I touched the book. It was familiar and reminded me of the spellbook. The brown leather cover looked and felt the same. The raised texture along with the gold scroll patterns and intricate symbols made me feel as if I was holding the Book of Mystics. When I flipped the cover the pages were empty. Was this like the spellbook? I hadn’t been able to read it at first either. What was I supposed to do with it? 
“You want me to have it?” I asked.
“I have no use for it,” he said. 
“I couldn’t possibly take your book.” I pushed the book toward him. 
He waved his hands. “No, you have to take it.” 
My mom nudged me in the side. “Take the book, Halloween.”
“I hope you don’t mind me asking, but you are in my house, so I guess I’ll go ahead,” he said. “Who are you?” 
“My name is Halloween LaVeau. I used to be the leader of the Underworld and now the new leader is looking for me.” 
“Not my neighbors?” he asked. 
“I don’t know who your neighbors are,” I said. 
“If the leader’s looking for you then what did you do wrong? Maybe I shouldn’t have you in my house after all.” He eyed me up and down. 
My mother placed her hands on her hips. “She’s the best leader the Underworld ever had and this new leader stole the spellbook from her.” 
His eyes widened. “Really? I know what you need to do,” he said. 
“What’s that?” I asked.
“You should make your own spells.”

“I already cast my own spells. They just don’t work. I’m bad at magic. I’m a bad witch,” I said. 
“No, you should write new spells in the book I just gave you.” 
“I don’t know,” I said.
He ran his hand through his hair. “I suppose you’ll figure out what to do with it. You write down your spells and I bet you they’ll work.” 
I laughed and closed the cover. “I doubt that.” 
“Well, if you’re Negative Nancy, then they definitely won’t work,” my mother said. 
I clutched the book to my chest. “Thank you very much.” 
He smiled with pride. “You’re welcome.” 
Why would a woman leave this book with him? And why had she told him he would need it? Whatever the reason, it looked as if this book was mine now. He'd insisted, right? Maybe I would figure out what it meant and who had given it to him.  
“My name is Raleigh,” he said with a crooked smile. 
“Nice to meet you, Raleigh,” I said.
If we didn’t leave now, he might not ever let us out of there. When I caught Annabelle and my mother’s attention, I motioned with a tilt of my head toward the back door. He was still peering out the window and hadn’t even realized that we were almost to the back door. It looked like we were going to be able to slip out without him even realizing. Annabelle and my mother reached the door first. I was only a few steps away. That was when I turned back to look at him and bumped right into the chair. So close and yet so far.
He had so much sitting around, it was hard not to hit something. He whipped around and realized that we weren’t standing beside him anymore. The instant look on his face made me feel guilty. Like we should stay for dinner or something. I hated to think what he would offer for dinner with pork rinds as the afternoon snack. 
“Where are you going?” Raleigh asked as he closed the distance between us. At least he wasn’t pointing the gun at us anymore. “I don’t think it’s safe out there yet.” 
“What is it about the neighbors?” 
“It’s the woman mostly. She’s not nice,” he said. 
“Where is the house? I asked. 
He frowned. “I’m not sure. I just see them walking by here from time to time. They claim to live nearby.” 
“Is there any houses nearby?” I asked.
“Not that I know about,” he said.  
I waved my hand. “Oh, I think they’re gone now.” 
Annabelle opened the door and stepped outside. My mother followed her. Great. Now they had left me alone in here. 
“Thanks for helping us,” I said as I walked backward out of the house. 
“Be safe.” Raleigh waved. 
We hurried over to the car and jumped in. He waved as we backed up and headed out of there. 
“Do you really think it’s safe to go back out there on the road?” Annabelle asked. 
“It was that or have a sleepover at his house.” 
“Hmm. I can’t decide which is worse.” 
Soon we had made it back out to the gravel road. We paused at the end of the road. Luckily, no one was there waiting for us. Though I had no idea what would happen once we pulled out onto the road. I looked around to see if I spotted the woman he talked about. It didn’t look as if anyone would just be walking by this isolated place. It wasn’t like there were sidewalks or any kind of walking path. This place was remote and out of the way.
“Should I go now?” my mother asked. 
I looked to the left and then to the right. “Sure, go now.” 
We had to chance it. Monique couldn’t wait around for us all evening, right? She had other things to do, like being the leader of the entire Underworld. Why worry about me? My mother pulled out onto the road and then punched the gas. 
“I hope we get out of here,” Annabelle said. 
We made it to the main road and no cars were there. Where had they gone? Just then a car went by, but it was red and definitely not them. It seemed impossible that we had lost them. Where had they gone?  
“I can’t believe they aren’t here. It almost seems like a setup. They could be hiding somewhere,” my mother said. 
“I guess it’s a chance we’ll have to take,” I said. 
“What do you want me to do?” my mother asked. 
“I think we should try to go to Liam’s. After all, we’re this close and since the cars aren’t there…” 
My mother turned left and headed toward the road for Liam’s place. I knew it was risky, but everything I did right now was risky. Finally, we made to Liam’s road. It seemed as if this trip had taken forever. The gravel road led to the plantation’s driveway. Trees lined each side of the drive. My mother turned right and inched the car down the path. The white plantation came into view. Trees surrounded the narrow lane. Green foliage populated the landscape. It looked as if we were driving into a forest until soon the clearing appeared.  
“Wow, this place is stunning,” my mother said. 
She pulled up in the circle drive. There were no other cars there. Did that mean that Liam and Nicolas weren’t here? Probably so. I’d come all this way for nothing. Where could they be? Maybe they didn’t want to be found. 
We got out of the car and walked up the wide steps to the door. Once in front of the door, I rang the bell. It felt strange being here after everything that had happened. A few seconds passed and I rang the door again. The porch was even larger one when were up there standing on it. Large black urns with ferns flanked the door.
“I guess he’s not there,” I said. 
“What should we do now?” my mother asked. 
I sighed. “I guess I’ll have to go home. I don’t have any other ideas.” 
Just then footsteps sounded. Someone was approaching the other side of the door.
“Someone’s coming to the door,” I whispered. 
The door opened at that moment, startling me. I clutched my chest and stepped back. Neither Liam nor Nicolas was standing in front of me. I had no idea who this man was. He wore black slacks with a beige linen shirt. His dark hair matched the color of his eyes. There was no denying his handsome features. 
“Who are you?” I asked. 
He looked me up and down and then looked over at my mother and Annabelle. “The better question is who are you?” 
I didn’t like this guy’s attitude right away. 
“I’m Halloween LaVeau.” I almost forgot and added that I was the leader of the Underworld. “We’re from Enchantment Pointe and I’m looking for Liam Rankin. Is he here?” 
Again the man gave me a strange look, eyeing me up and down. It looked like he wanted us to get lost. I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t try to kick us off the front porch.   
When he didn’t answer, I asked, “Where’s Liam? What have you done with him?” Panic raced through me now. “What have you done with him? Is Nicolas here?” I looked over his shoulder. I was about to storm inside and check for them myself. 
“He’s not here,” the man said. 
I eyed him suspiciously. “Who are you?” 
“My name is Brent Stonewater. I’m the new coven leader for New Orleans.” 
I should have known. 
“Are you related to Monique?” I asked. 
He nodded. “She’s my long lost cousin. Do you have a problem with her?” 
That made sense that she would give the job to someone in the family. Okay, so I had given positions to loved ones and friends too, but that was totally different, right?
“You have to tell me where Liam went. When did he leave?” I asked. 
Brent quirked an eyebrow. “I have to tell you? You mean nothing to me, and I don’t have to do anything.” 
My mother stepped closer to the door and waved her finger in his face. “Now let me tell you something, young man, you don’t talk to my daughter that way.” 
I moved in front of my mom before she did anything else to escalate the situation. “We don’t want trouble. I just need to know where Liam is.”
Brent looked me up and down again and then said, “Liam said something about going to the French Quarter. Someplace called the Raleigh Company.” Brent didn’t say another word. He just closed the door in my face. 
I motioned for Annabelle and my mother to follow me. “Let’s go there now.” 
We rushed down the steps and hurried into the car. 
“It’s odd that the man we just met was named Raleigh,” I said.
“It has to be a coincidence,” my mother opened the driver’s side door.
“I don’t know if I trust him,” Annabelle said. 
She was right, but I had to follow every lead.



Chapter 12
 
I was on high alert as we traveled to the bar. I had no idea why Nicolas and Liam would be here. I’d never heard them mention this place before. My mother drove through the French Quarter, which was terrifying enough without me being worried about being chased by Monique and her goons. At least we could see Annabelle again now. I had to find out what was in that sparkle bottle of my mom’s. 
I’d always loved the atmosphere of the French Quarter. Unfortunately, right now I couldn’t enjoy it. 
We passed by the old buildings, looking at each one to find the bar. Luckily, we found the place and a parking spot. 
“Are you sure you got the name right?” my mother asked.

The bar was practically empty. Only a few people sat at the bar. The place was dimly lit so it was hard to see though. For all I knew there could be people standing in one of the dark corners. The place was decorated with a deep red color on the walls and matching velvety chairs. Gold accents, like framed art and other decorative pieces filled the walls.  
“I can’t imagine that they’re here,” I said. 
“Maybe they needed a drink after all the bad news lately,” my mother said. 
“Well, they could have had a drink at the restaurant where they were supposed to meet me,” I said. 
I scanned the room, looking for Liam and Nicolas. That was when I spotted the table at the back of the room. I recognized the two men and woman at the table. 
“They’re New Orleans Coven members.” I gestured. “Let’s talk to them.” 
Maybe this was a good sign that Nicolas and Liam had been here or were still here. We walked up to the table. At first they didn’t notice us. Chris and Matt were drinking beer. Brandy was staring blankly at the wall. She glanced over as I neared. 
“Oh, Hallie.” Brandy got up and rushed to me. She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed tightly. “Am I glad to see you.” 
“Are you okay?” I asked. 
She must know something about Liam and Nicolas.
“Hallie, it’s terrible. They kicked us out of the coven.” Brandy was so upset that she was trembling. 
“Who kicked you out?” I asked, although I was sure I knew the answer.
“Monique, the new leader. She said she doesn’t need us in the coven. Furthermore, she told us not to practice magic. As if that’s going to happen.” 
Chris and Matt sat in silence, occasionally taking a drink from their mugs. 
“Have you seen Liam or Nicolas?” I asked.
“Yeah, they were here,” she said.
“They were? What did they say?”
“They didn’t talk to us. Liam and Nicolas were talking to a man and woman and then they left.” 
“But it wasn’t Monique?” I asked. 
“No, I haven’t seen her and don’t want to.” After scanning the area once again, I focused my attention to the ex-coven members. “Do you know who owns this place?”
Matt placed his beer on the table. “It used to be owned by this guy named Raleigh, but he sold it a few years back. I heard he lives in a little cabin in the woods now.”
I exchanged a look with Annabelle and my mother. So much for a coincidence.  



Chapter 13
 
The bartender was looking at us strangely so I figured it was time for us to get out of there. 
“We can talk more outside,” I said. 
The group followed me out onto the sidewalk. 
We’d barely gotten adjusted to the daylight when Brandy said, “There’s one of the men now.” 
“Hey you,” I said, going after him. 
He glanced over his shoulder and immediately zapped magic my way. I ducked and it missed me. Unfortunately for Brandy, she wasn’t so lucky. It hit her and instead of falling to the ground, she was as hard as stone. Now she was like a statue just like Nicolas had been. The man turned the corner and I quickly lost sight of him. 
“Are you okay?” I ran over to Brandy. 
“She’s not moving,” Matt said in a panic.
“Oh no,” my mother said. “You know what this means.”  
“What do we do with her?” Chris asked. 
“You just have to wait for the spell to fade away. Put her in the car now.” 
He helped me get Brandy into the car. She was frozen just like Nicolas had been. I didn’t want to tell them that I wasn’t one hundred percent sure that she would snap out of it like Nicolas. Because, of course, I had no way of knowing for sure. 
“You call me if anything else happens. As a matter of fact, call me when she wakes up from the spell too.” 
A man was nearby playing jazz music. The melody from his saxophone carried across the air like a backdrop for the night. It reminded me of the times Nicolas and I had walked the streets, taking in the sights and sounds of the French Quarter. Plus, that time Liam had too much to drink and we carried him out of the bar down the street from where we were now. Good times that I hoped weren’t lost forever.  
“I wonder if he’s been here long?” I asked. “We could ask if he’s seen Nicolas or Liam.” 
“It’s worth a shot,” Annabelle said. 
Annabelle and I walked over to the man. I left money in his guitar case after he finished his song and we clapped. 
“Have you been playing here long?” I asked. 
“I’ve been coming to this spot for about a year now,” he said. 
“Well, I meant today. Have you been here long today?” 
He looked at me oddly. “I’ve been here a couple of hours.” 
That meant that he must have been here when they claimed Liam and Nicolas were here. 
“Did you see a couple of guys coming in or out of the bar?” 
He frowned. “I’ve seen a lot of guys going in there.” 
“They look alike with dark hair.” I doubted my description of “good-looking” would help him identify them much. That was totally subjective. 
“As a matter of fact, I saw a couple of guys go in there who fit that description.” 
“Can you tell me a bit more about what happened?” I asked. 
He wiped off his saxophone as he talked. “They went to the bar and about twenty minutes later they came back out with a woman and a man. They got into the car. It didn’t look like they were happy.”
“What kind of car was this?” I asked. 
“It was a black Mercedes four-door.” 
“Do you know which way they went?” I asked. 
“They just drove straight down the street,” he said. 
I placed more money in his case. “Thank you.” 
“You’re welcome,” he said with a smile. “Good luck.” 
I would need more than good luck if I was going to find Nicolas and Liam unharmed. We got back in the car and had no choice but to head to Enchantment Pointe. I didn’t know where else to go, so I would have to just go home and try to wrap my mind around everything that happened. 
When we got to Enchantment Pointe, I had my mother swing around to Nicolas’s place so that I could see if by some weird chance they were there. Unfortunately, he wasn’t. I had a key, so I decided to take a look around. Maybe he’d left some kind of clue as to where they were going. I unlocked the door and stepped inside. Annabelle and my mother came with me. 
Nicolas always kept things neat, but not to an obsessive point. The living room was simple with a black leather table with glass end tables and a coffee table in the middle of the space. A small dining room table was in the area near the kitchen. My stomach sank when I spotted the framed photo of Nicolas and me at the Valentine’s Day dance. Those were the good times.    
“At least he’s neat,” my mother said. 
“Yeah, he’s not a complete slob,” Annabelle said. 
We looked around his apartment, but nothing was out of place. No dirty dishes in the sink. No dirty laundry lying around. It looked as if he’d even vacuumed recently too.  
“What’s this old thing?” my mother asked. 
I stepped over to the sofa where she stood. There was an old trunk that I had never seen before. “I don’t know what that is.” 
My mother reached down and tried to open it. 
“You shouldn’t look through his things,” I said. 
“Why not? Maybe it would let you know where he is.”
“It’s an invasion of privacy.” 
“But you’re in his apartment,” Annabelle said.
“I have a key,” I said. “Besides, the trunk’s locked.” 
My mother studied her fingernails. “Well, let me know if you want to know what’s inside the trunk and I’ll find a way to get in.” 
I shook my head. “I’ll make sure to let you know, thanks.” 
“Okay, let’s get out of here, obviously we’re not going to find anything,” Annabelle said.
“I just need to go home and think about everything.” I blew the hair out of my eyes.
My mother took me back to the apartment, but soon enough, I would have to be out of here too. I worried that Monique would show up in the middle of the night and kick me out. I looked around for her as I made my way past my mother’s shop. There was a staircase on the side of the building which led directly to the apartment’s door.  
Annabelle’s car had turned up in front of her house. I had a feeling Monique was responsible for that, but at least she’d returned it.
I lay across the bed with my newfound old book. I immediately started writing down all the spells that I remembered. I didn’t know why I was doing this, but something just told me to do it. Somehow it was cathartic. As I scribbled the spells out, it took my mind off of a lot of the problems. After working on the spells for a while, I dozed off with the pen in hand. It dropped out of my hand. 
***
My cell beeping woke me up. I was a bit dazed at first, but then I realized where I was and what was going on. I ran over to the table where I’d left the phone and grabbed it. Relief washed over me when I saw that it was Nicolas’s number. 
“Are you okay?” I asked when I answered the phone. “I’ve been so worried.” 
Instead of getting an answer to my question, I was met with silence. 
“Nicolas, are you there? Are you okay? Can you talk?” 
Still, he didn’t answer. A few more seconds and the call was dropped. I dialed his number again, but it went straight to his voicemail. This made me more upset than ever. I knew that he was reaching out to me. He needed my help, but I didn’t know what to do to find him. I had to go to the police. But what could they do? They’d just say he was a grown man and didn’t have to answer my calls. 
I stayed up waiting for another call. I even thought about going to find them. The only problem was I had no idea where to look. I made myself a cup of chamomile tea in the hopes it would relax me and I’d be able to sleep. That didn’t work. That night I couldn’t sleep. I tossed and turned while I thought about Nicolas and Liam.

***
The sound of a message on my phone woke me up. I had no idea what time it was. I reached over and grabbed my phone. Sun streamed in the window. It was seven thirty in the morning. I’d slept all night at the foot of my bed in my jeans and t-shirt. I’d passed out from exhaustion while writing spells. 
I scrambled for my phone, still blurry eyed from what little sleep I’d had. There was a message from Nicolas on my phone. It wasn’t a voicemail, but I was just relieved to hear from him, even if it was just a text. I wasn’t sure what was keeping him from calling. 
The message was odd. 
Get the trunk. 
If I hadn’t been in his place last night I would have never known what he was talking about. But since I’d seen the trunk at his apartment, then I assumed that was what he meant. It was a good thing I’d gone in there. I guessed he knew I had been looking for him. But why did he want me to get the trunk? What would I do with it once I had it? I assumed he couldn’t talk so I decided not to call and ask. How was he able to text me if he couldn’t call? 
I quickly typed out a response. I just let him know that I would get the trunk. Whatever was going on, I would find out and help him. I pushed to my feet and rushed over to the closet. After a quick change of clothing, I would hurry over to Nicolas’ apartment. I hoped that Annabelle could help me get the trunk out and into her car. 
Just then someone knocked on the front door and I froze. Who was at my door at this hour? Instantly a bad feeling rushed over me. I tiptoed over to the door. 
Thank goodness for that little peephole. Monique stood in front of the door. My stomach flipped and my anxiety surged. 
“I know you’re in there,” she said with a big smile. 
She couldn’t possibly see me watching her, could she? I ran over and shoved my feet into my sneakers. I had to get out of here. Since she had the door blocked, I would have to think of another escape. This wouldn’t be easy, but there was no way I could answer the door. I grabbed my bag and stuffed my cell phone and my new spellbook inside. 
There was only one other way out. Since I wasn’t the most athletic person in the world, this could prove to be a big problem. The apartment was on the second floor, but at least there was a fire escape. I didn’t know if the ladder worked properly, but I had to try. I hurried over to the window and heaved it open. I poked my head out and looked around. So far, I didn’t see her or any of her goons. If I didn’t hurry though I was sure they would come looking for me. A few people walked down the sidewalk, but they didn’t look down the alleyway to notice me. They were going about their daily lives. Trash cans were the only things in the alleyway. I would hate to land on one of those.
I looped the bag around my neck and climbed out the window. As I pushed the fire escape ladder down, I held my breath that it would work, and that it wouldn’t make some loud noise that would attract her attention. I hated heights even if it was just the second floor. A flash of me landing on my ass after falling flashed in my mind. What if I broke a leg and she came around and caught me? I didn’t know what she wanted, but I knew it couldn’t be good. One by one, I made my way down the rungs. 
I eased one leg down and then the other. Whew. I couldn’t believe that I’d made it all the way down without breaking anything. I looked around and then took off down the alley. I wanted to put as much distance between us as possible. I couldn’t get to my car because it was parked out front. If I went around there she would see me. I would have to call Annabelle. I ran around the back of the building and down the alleyway. There was a park behind the buildings. It was full of trees creating a green wonderland in the middle of town. I figured I would take a shortcut through there to the other street. Once there, I would dial Annabelle. 
At least I fit in as I ran through the park, although in my jeans and with a purse, I didn’t exactly look as if I was really dressed for exercise. I received a few strange looks as I passed the swing sets. The heat from the sun beat down on me, even with the coverage of the trees. I reached the edge of the park and then emerged onto the street. Traffic passed and a few people walked by on the sidewalk. I scanned my surroundings to see if Monique was around. Could I have gotten away from her that easily? Standing on the sidewalk, I took a breather to call Annabelle. 
My hands shook as I tried to swipe the phone and place the call. I glanced around at the passing faces. I was sure that I looked paranoid. I was more than paranoid though. This was real danger. As I waited for her to answer, I starting planning my next move.
“Why are you breathing heavy?” Annabelle asked when she picked up. 
I glanced over my shoulder. “I had to escape from Monique.” 
“Where are you?” 
“I’m on Second Street. Can you come and get me? I have to pick up something at Nicolas’ place.” After asking, I felt bad for dragging Annabelle into this mess. 
“I’ll be there in five minutes,” she said. 
“I’m in front of the deli.” 
“See you soon.” 
I clicked off and leaned against the brick building. I really hoped Monique didn’t drive by and see me out here. Maybe I should wait inside. 
I’d just turned to go inside when I spotted Monique down the sidewalk. My breath caught in my throat. How had she found me so quickly? I rushed for the door. Thank goodness it wasn’t locked. I didn’t think she had seen me, but I wouldn’t put it past her to walk right inside this deli.
When I stepped inside, the man behind the counter greeted me. What would I tell him? That I needed to hide behind the counter? He would call the police. Aisles of food made a maze toward the back of the store. I tried to use them to disguise myself just in case Monique happened to walk by and look in the window. I’d jump behind the baskets full of different breads if I had to.  Finally, I reached the back of the store.
“I’m just looking at the bread.” I gestured toward the basket at the end of the counter. 
“Let me know if you have questions,” he said with a smile. 
He was friendly now, but chaos would ensue if Monique entered the place. I figured if I waited at the end of the counter, if Monique came in the door I could run toward the back. It was the best plan I could come up with on such short notice. What would I do about Annabelle? She would be here soon and I’d told her to pick me up in front of the deli. I would have to call her and work out another option. I pulled out my phone and hit redial. I hoped she heard the phone. Sometimes she turned the music up in the car so loud that she didn’t hear the phone. 
“Pick up, pick up,” I whispered. 



Chapter 14
 
I glanced around and noticed there was a back door. My plan was to sneak out there, around the side of the building, and back to the front. As soon as Annabelle pulled up, I would jump in and we would take off. At least that was how the plan had worked out in my mind. Whether it really would work that way or not remained to be seen. 
When the deli owner wasn’t looking, I inched around the counter and slipped through the entryway into the back area of the shop. I hoped he didn’t catch me back there. He would think I was stealing something. I didn’t want the police to catch me and put me in jail. Then I wouldn’t be able to find Nicolas and Liam. 
There was a couple large refrigerators back there along with a prep area for making food. I slipped on the floor a couple times, but managed to remain upright.  Thank goodness there wasn’t any kind of alarm on the back door, so I was able to open the door and slip right out. Trash cans lined the door in the back alley. 
Monique wasn’t in the back alleyway, so I stayed close to the wall and then inched down until I was almost at the street. I peeked out from the side of the building and looked to the left and then to the right. So far Monique wasn’t there. I had the impression she was somewhere nearby though. I checked the time on my phone. Annabelle should be here any minute. I was just typing out a text when I spotted her car. Annabelle pulled up to the curb. I glanced around again to see if it was clear for me to run out. 
I dashed out from the side of the building. There was no time to even look around. I had to make it to Annabelle’s car. She had opened the door for me by the time I got near. 
I jumped in and closed the door. “Okay, go.” 
Annabelle pulled away from the curb. “Oh, my gosh, Hallie, this is terrifying and exhilarating at the same time.” Her knuckles had practically turned white as she held the steering wheel tightly. At least Annabelle was a good driver. For that I was thankful. 
I buckled my seatbelt and said, “Whew, you made it.” 
“Why have you been running?” she asked. 
“Monique was at the apartment and then she was on the street where you just picked me up.”
“You don’t know why?” she asked. 
“I have no clue.” Luckily, I still had the book in my hands. “We have to go to Nicolas’. He wants me to pick up a trunk.” 
“What? You talked to him?” Her big blue eyes widened. 
“He sent me a text. For some reason, he can’t talk on the phone, but I’m not sure how he sent the text.” 
After the short drive, we pulled up to Nicolas’ apartment. I peered around at nearby trees wondering if Monique could be hiding back there, waiting to jump out at me. Was her car parked somewhere that I just wasn’t noticing?  I had a feeling she would be looking for this trunk soon, if she hadn’t gotten it already. There had to be a reason Nicolas wanted me to get it. We got out of the car and walked up to his apartment. I turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open slightly. After peeking inside and not seeing anyone, I saw the trunk was still there and motioned for Annabelle to follow me inside. 
“I want to know what’s in the trunk,” she said. 
“That makes two of us,” I said. 
We moved over to the trunk and I stared down at it. “What will we do with it?” she asked. 
“I guess we’ll have to lift it out of here.” I blew the hair out of my eyes. 
“I hope it’s not heavy,” Annabelle said.
I grasped one side with the handle and lifted it. The thing was heavy, but not too bad, although I couldn’t carry it myself. 
“Okay, on the count of three we’ll lift it. Lift with your legs. One, two, three.” 
We lifted the trunk and I stumbled backwards. Finally, I got my footing and we made some progress, heading toward the door. 
“Don’t hit the wall,” Annabelle said. 
“Thanks for looking out for me,” I said as I managed to get down the small steps and headed toward her car. 
When we finally reached the car we lowered it to the ground. 
I let out a big breath. “That was hard.” 
“Okay, just a short break and then we have to lift it into the car,” Annabelle said.
“Do you notice any unusual cars?” I asked. 
“Not yet, but I’m completely paranoid that we will. What if she drives up and jumps out right in front of us?” 
“That’s why we have to hurry up and get this thing in the car. Just don’t even think of that as a possibility,” I said. 
Annabelle nodded and I gestured toward the trunk. I hoped I didn’t break my back doing it. 
“Okay, on the count of three again,” I said. “One, two, three.” 
We groaned as we hoisted the thing up and into the back of the car. The thing had barely fit in the trunk of her car. Annabelle closed the lid and we hurried around and jumped in the car. 
“We can take it to my house,” she said. 
I shook my head. “No, that’s too dangerous. I don’t want you involved in whatever’s in the trunk. I don’t want it at your house.” 
Of course I didn’t have a place to put it. I really didn’t want to go to my mother’s either. That left me with zero options, but I supposed since my mother could do magic it was best if I took it to her place. 
“We’ll go to Mother’s,” I said. 
Annabelle made the next right. “Okay, if you’re sure.”
We arrived at my mother’s house. She lived in a brick two-story. She complained that it was too much space for her, but she refused to move out. The amount of flowers she’d added to her yard was beginning to make the place look as if it was a nursery.  Every type of flower I could imagine decorated the front yard and just as many were in the back. If anyone accidentally stepped on one, it would end with a stern lecture from my mother about paying attention to surroundings. I hoped Annabelle remembered.   
“Is she home?” Annabelle asked as she shoved the car into park. 
I unbuckled my seatbelt. “I’m sure her car is in the garage.” 
My mother would probably flip out when she saw what I was bringing into her clean and neat house. This trunk really looked as if it needed a bath. I glanced in the side mirror one more time to make sure we hadn’t been followed. 
“Is anyone there?” Annabelle asked. 
“Sorry, I just had to look one more time,” I said. “We’re safe, I think.” 
“You’ve been watching the whole drive. I never saw a car that looked suspicious,” she said. 
Annabelle and I got out and walked around to the back of the car. She popped the trunk. I wasn’t sure why I held my breath waiting for her to open it. Of course the trunk would be there. We’d put it in there ourselves. I guessed with magic involved I never knew what might happen. 
“This will be more difficult to get out than it was to put in,” I said. 
“We just have to get a good grip on the sides,” Annabelle said. 
I grabbed one handle and Annabelle took the other. We pulled, but nothing happened. 
“I think the key is that I count to three.” 
Annabelle nodded. “I’m ready.” 
I released a deep breath and then counted. Luckily, it worked this time. I’d just gotten the trunk up and almost out of the car when the handle on my side snapped. The trunk tumbled to the ground with a loud crash. 
Annabelle released a little scream and then dropped her side. “I really hope there’s nothing breakable inside,” Annabelle said. “How will we carry it now?” 
“The old-fashioned way,” I said. “Without the handles.” 
I bent down at the knees and grabbed the trunk from underneath. I just had to make sure I kept it balanced. Annabelle and I slowly walked across the driveway. It was difficult when I was doing it backward. 
“Watch out for that bush,” Annabelle called out. 
I weaved around the rose bush. The hardest part was going up the porch steps. Finally, we made it to the front door. I rang the doorbell and looked around for any signs of someone suspicious as we waited for my mother. 
“Don’t you have a key?” Annabelle asked. 
“Do you want to just go inside carrying something like this?” I asked. 
After a few seconds, my mother answered. She had a confused look on her face. “Why didn’t you just come inside? Why did you ring the bell?” Before I had a chance to answer, she looked down at the trunk. “What is that doing here?” Her eyes widened. “Why did you steal it?” 
“I didn’t steal it. Nicolas asked me to get it and I had nowhere else to bring it.” 
“You talked with him?” My mother froze on the spot and her eyes widened.
“It’s a long story, but not exactly. He sent me a text and asked me to get the trunk.” 
My mother exchanged a look with Annabelle. Annabelle shrugged. 
“Glad to know you all think I’m nuts. Now can I bring this in or not?” 
My mother looked around nervously and then opened the door wide so that we could fit the trunk through the door. Annabelle and I carried the thing inside and placed it on the living room floor. 
“It’s dirty,” my mother said with a frown. 
“It’s just a little dusty,” I said, wiping my hands on my pants. 
“What’s inside?” my mother asked. 
“I’m not sure.” 
“Then why is it here?” she asked. 
I shrugged. “Nicolas wanted me to get it. That’s all I know.” I pulled out my phone. “I want to see if he answers me this time.” I sent the text, but it wouldn’t go through. “It said it was undeliverable.” 
“Try not to worry too much,” my mother said. 
“Yeah stay calm,” Annabelle added. 
Easier said than done. That wasn’t a good sign and made me even more nervous. Something bad had happened. 
“Well, let’s open it and see what’s inside,” my mother said. 
“I don’t think we should do that. Nicolas didn’t ask me to open it.” I paced around the trunk. 
“Yeah, well, he didn’t tell you why you should get it either. I think you deserve an answer, so we should open it.” 
“I agree,” Annabelle said, placing her hands on her hips. 
We had just moved closer to inspect the lock when a bang sounded from somewhere. 
“It sounds like someone’s outside,” my mother whispered. 
We hurried over to the window and closed the blinds. 
“I don’t want anyone peeking in,” my mother said. 
“I think it might be Monique. She was following me earlier,” I said. 
“I’m going to look out the window.” My mother pressed her body close to the wall so she could lean close to the window. She eased the blind back just a tad and then pushed it back quickly. 
“What did you see?” I asked. 
“There’s a man walking around out there.” 
“He has to know we’re here,” I said. 
“Your car is parked out front, but that doesn’t mean we’re in here.” 
“That’s exactly what it means,” I said.
“How can we get him to go away?” Annabelle asked. 
“I don’t want him to get inside. I will do a spell,” my mother said. 
Thank goodness she still had magic. That was the reason why I’d wanted to bring the trunk here. What if we’d taken it to Annabelle’s and this guy had shown up there? We would have had no way to stop him. My mother waved her arms through the air and then recited the words. Lights zipped and zinged around the room in dazzling colors. I wished I could still do spells like that. 
“Stop the intruder from entering my home. Keep him away so that he can’t roam.” Once my mother finished, she peeked out the window again. 
“Do you see him?” I asked. 
She shook her head. “He’s not there.” 
I breathed a sigh of relief. “I guess he left when he thought we weren’t here.” Just then the door rattled. “I guess I spoke too soon.” 
We peeked out the window and saw him tumble backward. 
“I think the spell is working,” my mother whispered. 
“I hope so. Someone has to have magic that works.” 
He had tried to get in, but thanks to my mother, it hadn’t worked. Would he know that we had cast a spell to stop him from getting in? I had a feeling that Monique had sent him. But why? I wasn’t the leader and had given her everything she wanted. Why was she still coming after me? 
The man walked off the porch and hurried away. 
“I guess the spell did stop him,” my mother said with pride in her voice. 
“Now what?” Annabelle asked. 
I glanced back at the trunk. “Do you think they want what’s in the trunk?” 
My mother and Annabelle peered over at the trunk too. 
“If that’s the case then we definitely have to look inside,” my mother said. 
Now I really was nervous. I was scared to find out what was in there. The big problem was, how we would get into the trunk?



Chapter 15
 
“I’ll just cast a spell so that we can open it,” my mother said. 
I wasn’t sure that would work, but regardless, she was going to give it a shot. She waved her arms in the air and recited the words. The thing sizzled and zapped. The power of her spell zoomed around through the air. Then she stopped and we looked at the trunk. I guessed she had expected the lid to just pop up on its own right after she cast her spell. It was never that easy. She should know that by now. 
My mother looked at me. “What do you think went wrong? Do you think my magic isn’t working anymore?” 
I shook my head. “Don’t worry about that, and don’t say such things. Your magic is just fine, but I’m sure there’s some sort of magic spell on this trunk so that not just anyone can open it. If it were that easy, someone would’ve already taken whatever’s inside by now. Just take a deep breath and don’t worry. We’ll figure it out,” I said. 
My words obviously had done nothing to make her feel better because she looked like she was on the verge of tears. I hugged her and explained again that her magic was just fine. I could’ve told her she would just have to suck it up, buttercup, and that I’d been dealing with this kind of magic for years and I was doing fine. Okay, maybe I wasn’t doing fine, but I was getting by and that was good. Okay, maybe I wasn’t getting by the moment… I’d just leave it at that. 
“Y’all, I know how to open this thing. Just stand back and let me do magic.” Annabelle gestured. 
I just stared at Annabelle, then finally, I said, “You don’t know how to do magic.” 
“I have my own type of magic,” she said. “Do you have a screwdriver?” 
My mother shook her head and then ran into the kitchen. She came back with the screwdriver in hand. 
“You’re not going to break the thing, are you?” I asked. 
“What do I look like, a novice? I’m a professional at this. Now stand back and watch me do my magic.” Annabelle took the screwdriver. 
I certainly hoped this worked. 
Annabelle fumbled around with the screwdriver for a bit. I was convinced she was going to break the trunk and then I would have to explain to Nicolas why I had broken this obvious antique. I hoped I had a chance to explain. I didn’t want to think about never seeing him again. All of a sudden Annabelle popped the trunk open. 
“You got it,” my mother yelled.
Annabelle handed the screwdriver back. “I told you I’m a professional. I can perform magic too.” 
“Now we need it to see what’s inside,” my mother said.
We hurried over and peered down into the trunk. White fabric with beautiful lace filled the space. We exchanged a look and I reached down and pulled on the material. Trims of lace edged the plunging necklace and it had a tapered waist. The dress was fitted through the body and flared out at the back. It was breathtakingly gorgeous.  
“It’s a dress,” my mother said.
“A wedding dress,” Annabelle said.
“Do you think Nicolas was going to give it to me?” I asked.
“Why else would he have a wedding gown?” my mother said.
“Yeah, but where did he get it?” I asked. 
My mother took the dress from me. “I’m not sure, but it’s gorgeous.” She held the dress up. 
“You should try it,” Annabelle said.
“Yes, I want to see it on you,” my mother added.
I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
“He obviously wants you to see it. That’s why he told you to get the trunk. Now go try this on.” My mother shoved the dress at me. 
I took the gown into her bedroom and placed it on the bed for a moment in order to stare at it. I smoothed it out so that I could see every single detail… like the little pearls that decorated the bodice. There was definitely something special about this dress. It was almost as if I couldn’t take my eyes off it. Finally, I slipped into the gown. 
Looking into the full-length mirror, I couldn’t take my eyes off it. The dress was absolutely gorgeous, but there was something odd about it. Maybe not so much about the dress, but about the way I felt while wearing it. A tingling sensation vibrated through my body that I’d never felt before. 
My mother and Annabelle stepped into the room. They gasped as soon as they saw me.
“You look fantastic. It’s such a beautiful dress,” Annabelle said. 
“It fits you perfectly,” my mother said. 
I couldn’t quite make out what else they were saying. Things became fuzzy and the room felt as if it was closing in on me. The next thing I knew, my legs grew weak and I fell to the ground. Everything went totally black. My mother called out to me and then Annabelle asked me to open my eyes. Light appeared again. They were standing over me.
“Are you all right? Talk to us, Hallie,” Annabel said. 
“What happened?” I asked as I rubbed my head. 
“You passed out,” my mother said as she helped me to a sitting position. 
When I looked down and saw the white dress, I remembered what had happened. Things just didn’t feel right while wearing this thing.
“Come on. Let’s get you out of that dress,” my mother said. 
They put their arms around me and helped me up from the floor. I was eager to get out of the dress. I didn’t know what was making me feel this way. My mother unzipped the back and I stepped out of the dress. Annabelle picked it up from the floor. 
“Are you okay?” my mother asked, brushing the hair off of my face. 
“I feel much better now that I took off the dress,” I said. 
“I don’t think the dress should go back in the trunk right now.” My mother pulled out a hanger from her closet. “I’ll hang it up right here for safekeeping. When we find Nicolas we can give it back.” 
“You’d better place a spell around your house again. I don’t know if someone is looking for the dress or the trunk. The most important thing right now is that we find Nicolas and Liam.”
“How do we find them? The only clue we have right now is that they left the bar with a man and woman,” Annabelle said.
“They could be with anyone,” my mother said. 
“Yes, that’s why we have to narrow it down,” I said. 
“Sounds like you have a plan.” My mother eyed me suspiciously. 
“You could say that. I was thinking what if we go back to the bar? The Raleigh Company in the French Quarter?” 
“But they might hit you with that spell… the one that turns people into a statue,” Annabelle said. 
“I know, but there has to be a way for us to get back in and get information about this man and woman Liam and Nicolas went to meet. I’ve been writing down my spells in the book. Don’t think I’m crazy, but I think we should have you try a spell I did before. The one that changes our appearance.” 
My mother frowned. “Do you think I can do that? It’s a powerful spell.” 
“Well, I wrote it down. It might work for us to get into the bar.” 
She took the book from me and turned the pages to the one where I’d written down the spell. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to give it a try.” 
“We won’t know until we try,” I said. 
“I think it sounds like a fantastic idea,” Annabelle said. 
“We should drive there first because I don’t think the spell will last long,” I said. 
“Okay, but how do you think we should change our appearance?” my mother asked. 
I motioned toward the door. “Okay, here’s the part where you don’t laugh. I think we should change into men.” 
“This should be interesting,” Annabelle said. 
“I think it’s safe to go outside, but we have to hurry,” I said. 
We ran outside and rushed into Annabelle’s car. We pulled away from the curb and headed in the direction of the French Quarter. I’d done this spell one other time when I’d pretended to be Liam. It had actually been kind of funny. 
The drive seemed to take forever. We had to pass the plantation as we drove. I wanted to stop by again just to check. Maybe Liam had returned. My mother and Annabelle talked me out of it. 
“Things haven’t changed. He would call you if he was there,” my mother said. 
I knew she was right, but part of me wanted to believe that they were there. Maybe he’d just arrived. Nonetheless, we didn’t stop and kept on toward the French Quarter. I stared out at the trees and remembered all the times I’d driven this road with Liam and Nicolas. I had to push these thoughts out of my mind for the time being.   
I worried if my mother really could pull off the spell. We finally pulled up to the bar and found a parking space. 
“When should we do the spell?” my mother asked. 
I handed her the book. “I guess now is as good as any time.”
My mother looked at the door to the bar and then down at the spellbook. She blew out a deep breath. “Here goes.” 
She recited the words that I’d written in the book. “Change our appearance. Make us unrecognizable.” She waved her hands through the air. 
This was a little scary to think of what we could look like if things went wrong. She could turn us into hideous monsters for all I knew. I would keep a positive attitude and hope that didn’t happen. I knew Annabelle was nervous about what was about to happen too. I had to keep faith that my mother knew what she was doing. She’d always been great with her magic and I doubted that would change now. I closed my eyes while she did it. Not that that would help anyway.   
A zap of energy zoomed through the car. Nothing else seemed much different. My stomach sank when I realized that the spell hadn’t worked. But then I looked at Annabelle and then my mother. Well, at least I looked at the spots where they’d been sitting. 
“Mom? Annabelle? Is that you?” 
I hoped so, otherwise they’d slipped out without me noticing and men had gotten into the car with me. Behind the wheel was a man in his mid-fifties with gray hair and dark eyes. In the passenger seat was a younger man with blond hair. He had striking features. The blond looked back and screamed. Definitely not a male voice. Yes, that was Annabelle’s scream. She had short blond hair and chiseled features. Definitely male model material. Annabelle stared at me with her new dazzling green eyes.
“Annabelle, it’s me, Hallie.” I wondered what kind of hair I’d gotten.
She laughed and pointed. “You’re hilarious.” 
My mother looked back and laughed too. 
“What is so funny?” I leaned forward and looked in the rear-view mirror. “I’m bald! You made me bald? That’s not funny. Why does Annabelle get to be the good-looking one? Why does my skin look all wrinkly? Did I injure my nose? It seems swollen.” Okay, so I wasn’t male model material. I looked more like a great-grandpa.  
“Halloween, you’re good-looking too. Just in your own way.” Annabelle bit back laughter. 
“Yeah, not in the Brad Pitt model looks kind of way though.” 
My mother and Annabelle laughed again. 
“Sorry, Halloween,” my mother said sheepishly. 
“Whatever, let’s just get on with this. We need to get in there. Remember, act like men.” 
“So we should belch and tell stupid jokes?” Annabelle asked. 
“Oh, I know,” my mother said, raising her hand as if this was a pop quiz. “Pass a lot of gas.”
I opened the car door. “Try not to be obnoxious men.” 
Annabelle stuffed her hands in her pockets and ambled toward the door. Was she going for the cowboy look? As if she’d just hopped off her horse? Maybe her feet hurt? Either way, it wasn’t a good look for her. Her gait looked like a cross between a seventies dance and a seizure. We really didn’t need to draw that much attention to ourselves.  
“You’re not John Wayne,” I said. “Just walk normal.” 
She sashayed to the door. 
I waved my arms, hoping that no one had noticed her. “Okay, in between. Make it a mix between the two.” 
We stepped into the dark bar. There were quite a few more people this time than when we’d first come here. No one seemed to pay any attention to us. This was a good thing under the circumstances. I wasn’t sure how long I could pull off this act. I had to think about every move I made. Loud music played in the background and the smell of liquor hung in the air.   
“What should we do now?” Annabelle yelled over the thumping rhythm. 
“We’ll go to the bar and have a drink,” I said in my best male voice. 
“Nice try.” My mother chuckled. 
“Hey, I thought it sounded pretty darn good.”
We headed toward the bar. A pretty brunette walked by. 
“Hey, babe, can I buy you a drink?” Annabelle asked in her worst male voice. 
The woman gave her a strange look and then hurried away. I had expected her to toss her drink in Annabelle’s face. What if the woman had said yes? That would have been fun to watch Annabelle get out of that. The woman glanced back a couple times to make sure Annabelle wasn’t following her. I hoped she didn’t have a boyfriend and bring him over.  
“What are you doing?” I asked. 
“Just trying to be a guy.” 
“Annabelle, don’t hit on the women,” I said. 
“Isn’t that what guys do?” she asked. 
“That’s what sleazy guys do. Come on, let’s go to the bar.” I motioned for Annabelle and my mother to follow me. 
“I think a few of the women are checking me out,” Annabelle said. 
I rolled my eyes. “We have a job to do.” 
We sat on the stools at the bar. The bartender came over. He looked at us strangely. Had the spell worn off? Maybe that was why he was looking at me strangely for talking like a guy. I peeked in the mirror on the back wall. Nope. I was still the bald guy. The bartender brought over our beers. He was helping someone else, but as soon as the opportunity came up I was going to ask him about Nicolas and Liam. I took a drink of the beer and tried to make eye contact. For a brief moment we made eye contact. It was as if he recognized me. He couldn’t though, right? I still had the spell concealing my real appearance. Maybe he sensed the magic. I would have to act causal so we wouldn’t be caught. 



Chapter 16
 
I wanted to ask the bartender questions right away. 
“I have a question if you don’t mind.”
He wiped down the bar with a towel. “Sure, what is it?”
“Did you happen to see a couple guys come in here the other day? They look a lot alike. Maybe they mentioned that they’re from Enchantment Pointe. Liam and Nicolas are the names.”
He glanced around. “Yeah, I saw them.” His voice was lower now.
“Do you know why they were here?”
He eyed us suspiciously. “Why do you want to know?” 
“Yeah, they owe me money. And I intend on getting it back no matter what it takes.” 
Without looking to my side I knew Annabelle and my mother were staring at me in shock. Obviously I couldn’t let this guy know the truth.
“Well, we don’t want any trouble here. They came in looking for Raleigh, the former owner. I don’t know what happened to them after that.”
I wasn’t sure if he was being honest. Why were Liam and Nicolas looking for Raleigh?     
The bartender looked at all of us, then back to me, as if he knew I was somehow the leader of this crazy group. “Are you here for the new coven meeting?” 
I tried to act casual, but I was shocked at his question. “Oh, yeah, we’re here for the new meeting,” I said, taking a drink of the beer and trying not to gag. I had never liked this stuff.
“It’s in the back.” He motioned with a tilt of his head. 
Now we were pretending to be with the new coven. This probably wouldn’t end well, but regardless, we got up from the barstools and headed across the bar. I had to keep tabs on Annabelle to make sure she didn’t hit on any of the women. She was still walking with a swagger. One role in the community theater play and she was ready to perform on cue. 
“There he is.” A female voice came from behind us. 
When I looked over my shoulder, I spotted the woman that Annabelle had wanted to buy a drink. The problem was there was a muscular guy with her. Based on the bulging veins on his forehead and the death stare, I was pretty sure he wanted to dismember our bodies with his bare hands. 
“We’re in big trouble now,” I said. 
My mother and Annabelle looked back. 
“Oh no,” my mother said with a slight whimper to her voice. 
How would we get out of this one? I didn’t want to miss the coven meeting because of this guy. 
“Keep going,” I told my mother and Annabelle. 
They kept walking thinking that I was coming with them. I stayed behind though to confront this big dude. I stopped immediately and stood in my best mean guy stance. Feet apart and chest out. Luckily, that caught him off guard and he didn’t punch me without at least giving me time to prepare first. 
“What’s your problem, dude?” I asked. 
My voice sounded so funny that I almost laughed at myself. He probably wouldn’t have found my laughter funny under the circumstances. 
“Your friend was hitting on my woman.” His hands formed into tight fists. 
I quirked an eyebrow.  “My friend thought she was someone else. Furthermore, if you call her your “woman” one more time, I will be forced to shove my shoe up your ass.” 
How I hadn’t ended up with a throat punch from him, I wasn’t sure. He just stared at me in disbelief. I walked back toward the area where the coven meeting was being held with a newfound cockiness. 
“What happened?” my mother asked when I reached them. 
“I took care of him,” I said with a boastful tone. 
When I glanced back, the guy was walking in the opposite direction. Whew. That was a close one.     
“Is this the coven meeting?” I asked a man who was standing by the door to the back entrance. 
He remained expressionless, but nodded. “Yeah, that’s it.”
My apprehension was high as we walked into the room. It was jam-packed with people I didn’t recognize. Apparently they’d gotten rid of all the other witches. I didn’t quite understand why. Would they have their witchcraft taken away too? A few people looked over at us, but I hoped that we would be able to blend in. There were a few available seats at the back so I motioned for us to sit down. Just then the new leader, Brent, happened to glance our way. 
He didn’t say anything to us though. He just continued talking to the witches. He was saying something about how things would be different now with the new leadership. What he meant by that, I had no idea. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t like whatever it was. The change definitely wouldn’t be for the good. If there was any way to stop them I was going to do it. 
Annabelle and my mother fidgeted in the chairs beside me. I knew they were nervous too. 
Maybe this was a bad idea, but I did it anyway. I raised my hand and captured the attention of everyone in the room, including the coven leader. 
Brent motioned toward me. “Yes?” 
“Will the new leader of the Underworld be at the meeting tonight?” I asked. It was the only thing I could think of, but probably not the best question. 
“No, she won’t be here tonight. She’s at LaVeau Manor,” he said, looking at me as if I should have known this. “Do you have any other questions?” 
I shook my head. “No, that’s it.” 
I was still talking with my male voice, of course. I thought I was doing a pretty darn good job of fooling everyone. 
My mother glanced at me and her eyes widened. Her mouth dropped open. Something felt different now. Brent looked at me strangely. Suddenly, the room was all a-chatter. What was happening? My heart thumped and my stomach flipped. Something was definitely wrong. 
“What are you doing here?” His nostrils flared and his veins popped out on the side of his temples. When I looked at my mother again, she was herself. Annabelle’s appearance was back to normal too. The spell was broken and now we were in the middle of this room with all of the witches. Our true identity had been revealed. We were in big trouble now. It looked as if it was time for us to get out of there. I guessed our odds of escaping were pretty slim though. 
“Run,” I yelled as I jumped up from the chair. I helped my mother, practically pushing her toward the door.
“Stop them,” Brent yelled. 
Suddenly arms stretched out toward us from every direction, reaching out to grab us. Someone made contact with the back of my shirt, but I managed to yank away. We had broken free from the back room now and were in the main part of the bar again. The space seemed a whole lot bigger than when we first entered. The door seemed a million miles away. People at the bar and around the room didn’t seem to notice us at first, but when we ran through the room with a bunch of other people running behind us it became apparent that something was wrong. My mother stumbled and I yanked her arm, practically throwing her out the door. Now we were back on the sidewalk. 
“Get in the car,” I screamed. 
I jumped in the backseat, lying down as my mother took off away from the curb. I couldn’t believe we’d gotten away. Her crazy driving skills left me clinging to the seat, trying not to be flung around like a t shirt in a washing machine. 
After a couple more minutes, I asked, “Is it safe to sit up yet?” 
“I don’t see anyone following us,” my mother said. 
I leaned up in the seat and looked out the back window. How would we know if someone was following us?
After getting out of town, we decided to head back to LaVeau Manor. Brent had said Monique was there, so if I wanted to know more, I would have to go directly to the source. I wasn’t sure what we would do once we got there. Apparently, I never had a plan. There was more to Monique than she was letting me know and I had to find out. 
The closer we came to the manor the more anxious I became. The place used to feel like home, but now I was just confused. 
We were almost to the gated entrance. 
“What should we do now?” my mother asked. 
“I wouldn’t recommend pulling into the driveway,” Annabelle said. “That didn’t work out well the last time we did it.” 
“I think she would do more than call the police this time,” my mother said. 
“We should just wait outside for a while. See what she does,” I said.
“Maybe she never leaves the place after sunset,” my mother said. 
“That would be a problem. I guess it wouldn’t hurt to watch the place for a little bit. If she doesn’t make a move in an hour or so we could think of another plan,” I said. “Go down just a bit and turn around.” 
“Headed that way.” My mother punched the gas pedal.
“There’s a place on the side of the road where we can pull off. It would be down just enough that we can still see if anyone comes or goes.” 
“Will she see us?” Annabelle asked. 
“I don’t think so. It’s far enough away that she probably wouldn’t think to even look down that way. And since it’s going away from town, I doubt she would turn that way if she left, so we don’t have to worry about her catching us that way,” I said. 
It all sounded good in my mind, but I didn’t know if it would work that way in reality. The crickets chirped around us. No other cars passed. It was desolate and spooky. The moon peeked out from behind the gray clouds. If she came up behind the car out of nowhere we would all freak out. Needless to say, my anxiety was high. 
“Look, there’s a car leaving.” My mother pointed. 
The black car pulled out of the driveway and headed in the opposite direction. It looked just like the one we’d seen before, but I couldn’t be sure that it was the same one. I hadn’t gotten a good enough look at the car earlier since we’d been too far away. I wondered if they’d seen us sitting there. Surely they would have pulled up and confronted us if they’d seen us. Unless they just liked playing a game of cat and mouse.   
“What should we do?” my mother asked. 
“We need to follow them,” I said. 
My mother started the car and shifted it into gear. “If you say so.”
Sure, I had my doubts, but I was willing to give it a try. 
My mother took off. “I hope she doesn’t realize that we’re following her.” 
“She deserves it after following us like that earlier,” I said.
“How do we even know she’s in the car?” Annabelle asked. 
“I guess we won’t know for sure. Maybe we can get close enough. I have a feeling she’s in there,” I said. 
“If we can get close enough then maybe we can see her in the car,” Annabelle said. 
“Sure, but then she’ll be able to see us,” my mother said. 
“They’re going into town,” I said. 
It made me nervous to think that they might know we were following them. There was no telling where they would lead us to. We made a couple turns, trying to stay at a safe distance so they wouldn’t notice. Finally, they slowed down and then turned into the parking lot.
“I think they’re going to the Bubbling Cauldron,” I said. 
“What should we do now?” my mother asked. 
“Find a parking space and we’ll go in too.” 
“Uh-oh, I hope this doesn’t end badly,” Annabelle said. 
“It’ll be okay, I promise.” 
The Bubbling Cauldron was the go-to nightclub for all the witches in Enchantment Pointe. I hadn’t been since losing my leader position. I hadn’t exactly felt like socializing. My mother parked the car along the street on the other side. We watched as Monique got out of the car with another dark-haired man. I’d never seen him before. Maybe that was the new Enchantment Pointe leader. I eyed the man up and down. It made me furious that he’d taken Nicolas’ job. We watched as they went into the bar. 
I wasn’t much for the night club scene, but occasionally I liked to let loose and dance. 
My other sat up in the seat. “Can we dance tonight? I want to get my groove on.” 
Annabelle’s mouth dropped. 
“I don’t think we have time for any grooving tonight,” I said.
Annabelle snickered. 
“Maybe some other time,” my mother said. 
“Yeah, some other time.” I looked back at Annabelle and mouthed, “No way.” 
“I guess it’s safe for us to go in now,” I said.
“I’m not really dressed for a nightclub.” My mother checked her reflection in the rear-view mirror.
“I think it’s safe to say we all look like hell. At least I’m no longer a man,” I said. 
My mother and Annabelle laughed as we got out of the car. 
“Glad to know I’m still providing amusement for you all,” I said with a laugh. 
It was the first time I’d laughed in a long time and it didn’t last long. 
I had no idea what we would do once we got inside. I hoped it didn’t turn into some kind of huge embarrassing scene. But we were going to sort this out once and for all. 
There was a small line when we reached the front entrance. We were the last in that line. No one waiting outside seemed to recognize me. Not that I thought they should. It seemed like many years since I’d been the leader.
I shifted from foot to foot. “I’m exhausted.” 
“Me too.” My mother rubbed her back. 
It had been a long day and I was no closer to locating Nicolas or Liam. The longer they were gone the harder it would be to find them. Finally, the line moved and we were at the door. The muscular man held his arm out, stopping us from entering. 
He looked us up and down. “I’m afraid the club is full.” 
I looked over his shoulder through the open door. “I can see in there and it doesn’t look like it’s full.”
“That’s not for you to decide now, is it?” He crossed his arms in front of his chest. 
“Are we seriously being kicked out?” I asked. 
“Technically, we haven’t allowed you in, so you can’t be kicked out.” 
“Oh, good, a wiseass,” I said. 
Calling him names probably did nothing to help our cause. 
“Sorry, there’s nothing I can do.” He motioned for the people behind me to go inside. 
“You just said it was full. Why are you allowing them to go inside?” I gestured. 
“They had reservations,” he said with a smug smile. 
“Reservations, my patootie,” my mother said. 
It looked as if this was getting us nowhere. 
“Come on, ladies, let’s get out of here.” My mother motioned. 
I felt eyes focused on me. When I glanced inside the club, I spotted Monique. She glared at me. Then she started across the dance floor. 
That was when I remembered the dress. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to have a confrontation with her right now. Not until I figured out what was going on with the trunk and the dress. 
I grabbed Annabelle and my mother’s arms. “Let’s hurry.” 
I knew she’d be out of there and after us in no time. We hurried down the sidewalk and then across the street. 



Chapter 17
 
I wasn’t sure how safe we were even in the car. When I looked over at the Bubbling Cauldron, Monique was standing outside the entrance. She glared at us as we drove by. A couple other men were standing beside her. I was pretty sure that one of them had been at my mother’s place earlier. That didn’t surprise me at all. 
She lifted her arm in order to cast a spell our way, but my mother pulled away quickly. Thank goodness for her crazy driving skills. Otherwise we might have been zapped by who knew what kind of spell. 
“Whew. Thank goodness we got away from there,” Annabelle said. 
“She really has it out for me,” I said. “And I don’t know why because she already has the book.” 
“I think you have something else she wants,” my mother said.
“But what?” I asked. 
“I don’t know, but one thing, you can’t go back to the apartment. She’ll be looking for you there.” 
My mother was probably right and I didn’t want to go to Annabelle’s place and put her in danger. We no longer had the protection of the Underworld detectives. 
“You’ll just have to stay with me,” my mother said. “I’ll send a friend over to get your things and Pluto.”
Great. Now I had gone back to this… living with my mother. Maybe I could get another twenty cats to complete my identity. We pulled up to Annabelle’s place. 
“Are you sure you don’t want to stay with us at my mom’s?” I asked. 
Annabelle shook her head as she climbed out of the car. “No, I’ll be fine. I just need to sleep in my own bed.” She walked toward her house. 
“If anything happens to her it’s totally my fault,” I said. 
My mother didn’t argue with me. Once at her home, I settled into my room… the guestroom. Well, it used to be my room, but now it had her exercise equipment and a bed crammed into the corner. Not even a little mint on the pillow. Maybe I was too used to being the innkeeper. My mother did have photos of me all over the house from various events that involved my leader status. Before I’d become the leader she just had pictures of the two of us together, her usually frowning because I’d just performed a bad spell. I guess she’d have to go back to those old photos. My mother’s friend had brought over Pluto. I was happy to be reunited, though he didn’t seem impressed other than knowing I had food for him. He slept at the end of the bed, curling up in a ball. 
Immediately I pulled out the book and started working on the spells. It was all I had to ease my stress at the moment. As I wrote the next spell I wondered if I should try a little one. Maybe just a small spell wouldn’t hurt. My mother had done so well with the one that I’d written in this down that maybe this book really would help me. 
I recited the words and waved my hands in the air. The lights zoomed around the room and it looked like it was going well so far. Maybe I should have tried a spell a lot sooner. I wanted to see if it would guide me to Nicolas and Liam. 
I’d just finished the spell when my mother screamed. She yelled for me and I knew that something had gone terribly wrong. Why did I even bother with spells? I jumped off the bed and hurried for the door and then down the hallway. My thoughts raced as I ran for her. What if the leader had gotten into the house and attacked my mother? No one messed with my mother. Powerful witch or not… I would let Monique have it if she touched my mother.
“Mom, what’s wrong?” I yelled. “Where are you?” 
“I’m in the living room. You have to come now.” Her voice was full of panic. 
“I’m coming,” I yelled. 
So I’d messed up another spell. When I reached the living room, I stopped in my tracks. There was a man sitting on the sofa. He looked at us and smiled, as if it was totally normal for him to be in her home. He had dark hair with a little bit of gray sprinkled in, blue eyes, and dimples. He was very handsome. I guessed he was probably in his late fifties. He wore a black suit, white shirt, and blue tie. Was he a salesman? 
“Whatever you’re selling buddy, we’re not buying. Come back at a normal time of day and maybe we’d consider it. I take that back, don’t come back. You broke into my mother’s house. You are bonkers. I will have you tossed out of here on your butt.” 
Okay, clearly I was a little wound up, but finding a strange man in the living room was enough to do that to anyone.  
My mother picked up her yellow and white polka-dot umbrella. Since it wasn’t raining, I assumed she was going to use this as a weapon. “Halloween LaVeau, can you tell me why there’s a man in my living room?” 
Did I have an answer for her? Absolutely not. I knew it was due to my spell, and she knew that too. 
“What spell have you cast?” She pointed the umbrella at him. 
The man held his hands up, but still hadn’t said a word. 
“I just wanted to find Nicolas and Liam. I thought a little one wouldn’t hurt.” I pinched my index finger and thumb together for a demonstration of size. 
“You should know a little one is just as bad as a big one.” She kept the polka-dotted weapon aimed at him. 
The man was still smiling at us. 
“Who are you?” I asked. 
He pushed to his feet and moved a little closer. 
I took a protective stance. I was ready to fight if he made one aggressive move. “Don’t come any closer.”
My mother poked at him with the umbrella. 
“I don’t want to frighten you, ladies,” he said. “My name is Ben.” 
“Well, Ben, what are you doing in my mother’s living room?” I asked. 
He looked around the room. “And a lovely living room it is.” 
My mother and I stared at him. 
“Anyway, I’m here because of you. Your spell brought me here.” 
I’d had a feeling that was what had happened, although he could just be saying that because my mother had mentioned it. “But who are you? Where did you come from and why would my spell bring you here?” 
“I was hoping you could tell me,” he said. “I don’t know why you brought me here.” 
“Do you know Nicolas and Liam?” I asked. 
It was a long shot and maybe that was a ridiculous question, but I had to ask. 
“I’ve never heard of any Nicolas or Liam,” he said. 
“Well, you will have to leave,” my mother said as she glared at him. 
He flashed a handsome smile at her. “I’m afraid that can’t happen.” He moved back over to the sofa and sat down. “I have nowhere else to go.” 
“You can’t stay here, so you have to go.” My mother motioned toward the door. 
“I can’t do that. Now that the spell was cast I’m here to stay.” 
“I’ve never heard of a spell like that in my life. Of course you can leave,” I said. 
“Maybe you want to check your spellbook,” he said. 
I glared at him. “I don’t need your smart remarks.”
My mother reached out and grabbed Ben’s arm, pulling him up from the sofa. “Come on, you’re leaving.” She rushed him over to the door. 
Ben practically grabbed the side table in the hallway to keep my mother from pushing him out the door. “I don’t want to go back out there. Don’t make me leave.” 
He was acting like a small child who didn’t want to go to school. I could tell him though that no matter what kind of hissy fit he threw, my mother would make him leave anyway. I never got to skip school and he wouldn’t get out of this. 
My mother shoved Ben out the door. He was still complaining as she closed the door in his face. She locked the door, looked back at me, and then blew the hair out of her eyes. “Well, that was weird.” 
“I feel a little bad for him. I’m the one who brought him here.” 
“So he claims,” my mother said. “He could be anyone. Maybe he’s just saying that. Monique could have sent him here.” 
“True, but wouldn’t he have done something to us when he had the chance?” I asked. 
She shrugged. “I suppose.” 
I moved over to the door and peeked out the little side window. My mother looked out the other window. Ben was still standing on the front porch. He looked like a lost little puppy. 
“Look at him standing out there. Do you think he’s hungry?” I asked. “I think it’s going to rain. Maybe you could give him that umbrella you almost impaled him with.”
“I know what you’re doing, Halloween,” my mother said. 
“What? I’m just talking. I do feel sorry for him though.” 
She waved her finger at me. “You are too kind for your own good. This is why I always worry about you. You don’t always make the best decisions. You do things like this all the time.” 
I understood what she meant and I was trying to be better about that. A drizzle of rain started to fall. I looked over at her. 
She sighed. “All right, but if this ends badly it will be your fault.” 
I held my hands up. “I take total responsibility.” 
My mother opened the door and motioned for Ben to come back in. “Don’t try anything funny. No shenanigans.” 
He hurried inside. “Thanks, it was getting wet out there.” 
We stood in the foyer, staring at each other. Now what? 
Finally, I asked, “Are you hungry?” 
His eyes lit up. “Yes, I haven’t eaten in ages.”
“A bit of an exaggeration, but come on.” My mother motioned. 
He followed us into the kitchen. 
“I’ll make you some coffee to warm you up,” my mother said. 
“We have cake.” I gestured toward the glass display dish. 
He nodded. “I would like that.” 
“Well, have a seat.” My mother motioned toward the wooden table and chairs. 
He sat down while I cut a slice of cake and my mother made the cinnamon coffee. I placed the plate down in front of him and handed him a napkin. 
“I could get used to this.” He tucked the napkin in his shirt. 
“Well, don’t,” my mother replied. 
My mother and I sat across from Ben, watching as he took a bite from the cake. 
“Why don’t you tell us about yourself?” I asked. “Where are you from?” 
“I’m from New Orleans,” he said, and then stuffed a fork full of cake into his mouth.
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” I said. “What do you do there?” 
“I’m a… Well, I was a… I don’t remember,” he said. 
I quirked an eyebrow. “You don’t remember?”
“See, I knew he was bad news,” my mother said. 
“I died in 1897,” Ben said.
My mother spat out her coffee. The muddy liquid showered Ben’s face. My mother grabbed a napkin and handed it to him. 
“Sorry,” she said. 
Back from the dead? Had I reanimated him? I’d thought that was all behind me now. 
“You appeared after my lovely daughter Halloween cast a spell.” 
Ben looked at me. “Bad at witchcraft, huh?” 
I wasn’t even going to answer that. “Eat your cake.” I pointed. 
My mom looked at me. “You know, I was thinking maybe he has something to do with finding Liam and Nicolas. Maybe your magic wasn’t totally off.” 
I supposed that was something. It made me feel a little better just to hear her suggest such a thing. 
“Are you sure you don’t know Liam Rankin and Nicolas Marcos?” I asked. 
He devoured more of the cake. Crumbs fell down the front of his shirt. He meticulously picked off the crumbs and then finally swallowed. “Never heard of them.” 
“Well, there went that idea,” I said. 
“That doesn’t necessarily mean that he isn’t here to help you find them,” my mother said. 
“I don’t understand how he could help me find them if he doesn’t know them.” Then it hit me. Maybe he knew Monique. 
“Do you happen to know the new leader of the Underworld? Her name is Monique.” 
“I’m really not good with names,” he said. “Do you have a picture?” 
“Oh, yeah, I carry a wallet-size in my wallet.” I smirked. 
He held his hands up. “No need to be testy. I’m here to help.”
I leaned back in my chair. “I guess possibly I could find a photo.” I looked over at my mother and I knew what she was thinking. How the heck would I find a picture? “I have my phone. I’ll just have to snap one.” 
That sounded like a terrible plan. Getting close enough to do that would be the hard part. 
“All right then, so I’ll find a photo and you’ll tell me if you know her.” 
This could be just a waste of time. As a matter of fact, I was almost sure it was a waste of time. I was trying to get rid of my negative attitude. 
“Halloween, can I speak with you for just a moment, please?” 
“Take your time, ladies, I’m just going to finish this delicious cake.” He stabbed the fork into the chocolate dessert one more time. 
I followed my mother into the living room. “So now we’ve got this guy here, what are we going to do with him?” she asked. 
“Well, I guess he’ll have to stay here until we find a picture of Monique. I’m sure it won’t take long,” I said, trying to make her feel better. 
I knew by the huge frown on her face that she didn’t like this option. 
“We really have no other choice,” I said. 
She stared at me for moment, and then said, “Like I told you, if this ends badly, it’s all your fault.” 
“Way to be supportive, Mother,” I said. 
“I just don’t like the risk of having him around,” she said. 
“I know what you mean, but I’m following my instincts here.” 
She had to give me more credit. Just because I wasn’t the leader didn’t mean I couldn’t do this. 
“I guess we’ll go tell him the good news,” she said. “He’d better not try anything though or I’ll let him have it. I’ve had just about enough of the shenanigans in this town.”
“You think he’s cute, don’t you?” I asked.
She turned away so I couldn’t see her smile.



Chapter 18
 
The next morning, I woke up with a plan for Ben. Of course, I hadn’t slept much that night. There was too much to worry about. As soon as my mother was awake, I escorted her into the living room where we found Ben still asleep on the sofa. We stood at the edge of the room, staring at him, like he was some sort of art exhibit. 
“Should we wake him?” she whispered. 
“I suppose that would be kind of rude,” I said. “But I do want to get on with this plan.”
Just then, he shifted on the sofa and opened his eyes. He stared blankly at us. This was awkward. He leaned up and pulled the cover up close to his chest, as if we were going to attack him. He did act antsy most of the time. 
“Sorry if we woke you. It’s just that I have a plan for you to see the new leader of the Underworld,” I said.
“You have a plan?” he asked with nervousness in his voice. 
“We’re going to use FaceTime on my iPhone that way I can see her reaction to you and make sure you don’t get in trouble. You’ll just walk right up to the door and then you can see her when she answers.” 
“What if she doesn’t answer?” he asked. 
“Don’t make this plan any harder than it has to be, Ben,” I said. 
He shrugged. “Just trying to think of all the scenarios. By the way, what’s FaceTime?” 
“It’s a video phone thing you will use to record what you’re saying. You can use my phone and call my mother’s. As long as you’re dialed in to my mom and point the screen in Monique’s direction, then I can see what’s going on when you talk with her.” 
“Sounds very science fiction,” he said. 
“I suppose you could say that. Now come on and get up. Let’s get you ready.” 
It took a lot longer than I anticipated to show Ben how to work the iPhone. We parked in our usual spot. Ben got out and we instructed him on exactly what to do. 
“I just hope that I don’t mess this up,” he said. 
“You’ll do fine,” I said. 
He started walking toward LaVeau Manor. It felt like I was sending my child off to kindergarten for the first day. My stomach twisted and my nerves were on edge. At least he had the phone on and I could see each step he took. He was also holding the phone in correct position too. That way I could see what he saw. He had to hide it though, so that Monique wouldn’t notice what we were doing. 
The trees swayed wildly again. Maybe they knew what we were up to. It felt as if someone was watching us. The presence was behind me this time. I looked over my shoulder fully expecting someone to be back there. Luckily, no one was there. What about the woman at the graveyard? I wondered what had happened to her. Ben made his way down the pebble driveway. With each step my anxiety increased. I figured he was anxious too. I had no idea what to expect and if this would even work. I was about to find out though.
Finally, Ben reached the door and rang the bell. Every time I saw the manor my stomach turned. I missed it so much and to know that I would never get it back was heartbreaking. I supposed I’d have to learn to deal with it. Life was full of heartache and you just had to move on from it. I would create new dreams and happy memories for myself. 
After a minute, Monique finally opened the door. I hated even looking at her after what she had done to me. 
I hadn’t expected the expression on her face though. She gasped and put her hand to her mouth. “What are you doing here?” 
Ben hadn’t even responded when she reached out and grabbed him. She pulled him inside and that was when the phone went dead. We had lost the connection. My mother and I exchanged a look. 
“It seemed as if she knew him,” I said. 
“That’s exactly what I thought,” my mother said. “But he acted like he didn’t know her. How is that possible?” 
“Well, he doesn’t remember anything. Maybe he had a big connection to her in the past.” 
“Now what do we do?” my mother asked. 
“I don’t know of a way to get him back,” I said. 
“What is she doing to him? This is terrible.”
My mother liked Ben more than she was willing to admit. 
“Maybe I need to go in and save him,” I said.
My mother grabbed my arm. “It’s too dangerous. We don’t know what she’ll do or what she’s capable of.” 
“That’s exactly why I have to go in and save him.” 
“But it might be too late for him,” my mother said with sadness in her voice. 
“There’s only one way to find that out,” I said. 
“There has to be another way.” My mother tapped her fingers against the steering wheel.
“We’ll just walk a little closer and see if we spot him.” I opened the car door.
“Not too far though.” My mother opened her door too.
We had just stepped out of the car when a noise came from behind us. 
“Psst. Psst.” 
I spun around, thinking that maybe it was some kind of dangerous animal. It was Ben.
“Ben, what are you doing here?” My mother ran over to him.
He grabbed her arm. “Quick, get in the car, I think she’s coming after me.” 
We ran as fast as we could back to the car and jumped in. I locked the door and my mother started the ignition. Ben was in the back seat, looking out the rear-view mirror. My mother punched the gas and sped off. 
I turned around and looked at him. “What happened?” 
“It was terrible.” He leaned back against the seat.
So far it looked as if she wasn’t coming after us, but she was definitely on to me now. 
“What did she do?” I asked. 
“She pulled me inside of the manor. She acted as if she knew me, but I’ve never seen her before.” 
“Did she realize you had the phone?” 
“Yes, she kept it,” he said. “Sorry.”
My stomach twisted even more. My phone had a lot of things on there that I wouldn’t want her to know, like the fact that Nicolas had texted me about the trunk. Plus, I’d had conversations with Annabelle about the trunk and my plans for getting the spellbook back.
“We have to find out more about you, Ben,” I said. 
“How do we do that?” he asked from the backseat. 
“You said you were from New Orleans. Maybe we should go there.” My mother looked in the rear-view mirror. 
“It’s a big place. How will we ever track down any information?” I asked.
“I don’t know, but it’s about the only thing we can do right now.”
“I can’t argue with that,” I said. 
“So to the French Quarter.” My mother pushed the pedal.
“Ben, let me know if anything looks familiar,” I said. 
He nodded. “Will do. So far nothing does.” 
We drove the hour-long drive to New Orleans. For the entire trip Ben would get our hopes up, thinking maybe he remembered something or that something looked familiar, then he would dash our hopes by saying it was a false alarm. When we reached the French Quarter I glanced back at him, but he shook his head that nothing was familiar. 
“It’s okay, we’ll just look around,” I said. 
“Don’t push him too hard.” My mother winked at Ben.
A huge smile spread across his face and then he blushed. It looked as if a romance was starting between my mother and Ben. I hoped I didn’t put too much pressure on him. 
We drove up and down the streets of the French Quarter, passing the restaurants and other sightseeing places. I was losing hope that he would remember anything. Surely he would remember something if this was where he was from. Maybe he was wrong about that. 
“Where should I go next?” my mother asked. 
I was kind of running out of ideas. We were getting hungry, so maybe we could grab a quick snack. 
“How about beignets?” I asked. 
“That sounds perfect,” my mother said. 
“Now those I remember,” Ben said. 
We stopped at Café Mondo for beignets. I thought sitting outside at the little café table might help something come back to Ben. He seemed unconcerned though and was more focused on the sugary confection. Perhaps it was time to call this trip off and go back home. But when I mentioned it, Ben insisted on staying just a little while longer. 
We climbed back in the car and made another trip around the block. 
That was when Ben yelled out, “Wait.” 
My mother punched the brake. It was a good thing we were at a light and there were no cars close behind us. 
“What is it, Ben?” I asked. 
“See that hotel right there?” He pointed. “I recognize that place.” 
I gestured toward the sidewalk. “Over there, Mom.” 
“We need to go in,” he said. 
“Are you sure you recognize it?” I asked. 
Ben nodded. “Yes, I’m positive.” 
“All right, we’ll go in,” I said. 
My mother parked the car next to the curb and we all got out. I peered up at the large façade. It was made of brick and stone. Beautiful intricate balconies ran across the windows. 
“This place is gorgeous,” I said, taking in the scenery. I just hoped that Ben could remember where he knew this place from. “Have you stayed here before, Ben?” 
He ran his hand through his hair and stared up at the place. “I’m just not sure. I do know I’ve been here before though.” 
“I suppose that’s a start. We should go inside and see if there’s anything else you recognize.” 
Ben held out his arm for my mother. He escorted her up the sidewalk. They followed me as I moved through the revolving door into the lobby. It was just as detailed, with intricate moldings and gold accents. The room was full of beautiful ornate furniture. A large crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling in the middle of the lobby. 
“I think I’ve seen that light before. It must have some special meaning,” he said. 
I wasn’t sure what special meaning a chandelier could have, but he seemed confident. The woman working behind the front counter was busy, so we decided to just look around a little while we waited to talk with her. We stepped over to the back windows and looked out onto the courtyard. A large fountain surrounded by magnolia trees and moss-covered oaks filled the space. Small iron benches sat there for guests. 
“This is lovely,” my mother said. 
“Not as lovely as you,” Ben said.
My mother blushed this time.
“It is gorgeous. Ben, do you recognize anything?” I asked. 
“So far nothing other than the light,” he said. 
That was odd to say the least. We moved back into the lobby and were standing by the wall when the employee and I made eye contact. She walked over. As soon as she grew near, her eyes widened and she let out a scream. She’d been looking directly at Ben. She hurried away without saying a word. That was the same reaction Monique had had when she’d seen Ben.
“What’s wrong with her? She looks like she saw a ghost,” my mother said. 
“She must have recognized Ben.” I looked over my shoulder and noticed a huge portrait behind us. That had to have been what she’d seen. I motioned for my mother and Ben to check it out. My mother gasped too. Ben stared at the portrait without saying a word. 
Finally, he looked at me and said, “That’s me.” 
No wonder the woman had been shocked. It looked like the type of painting that a place would have when someone had passed away, not to mention the vintage clothing he was wearing in the portrait. 
“Listen, I think if we tell her the truth she’ll really freak out. Let’s just pretend that it’s an uncanny resemblance. Then maybe we can ask her questions about that portrait.” 
Ben and my mother nodded in agreement. The employee was still staring at us as if she might pass out or run away, I wasn’t sure which. I hoped neither was an option. I had to know more about Ben. 
We eased over to the counter. The employee didn’t take her eyes off Ben the entire time. Her body shook. 
“I’m sorry, but did we scare you?” I asked. 
She mumbled something, but I didn’t understand her. 
Again, I asked her, “Did we scare you?” 
She raised her arm and pointed at Ben. “He’s the man who owned this hotel.” 
“Wow, I’m rich?” Ben said.
“This is fantastic news,” my mother added. 
I cast Ben and my mother a look and they stopped talking. 
“What do you mean? He doesn’t own this place,” I said, trying to sound amused. 
“I don’t know how it’s possible. When I saw him I thought he was a ghost,” she said. “The man who owned this place died years and years ago.” 
If Ben died years ago, then how did the new leader know him? Had she died years ago too?
“How many years ago?” I asked. 
She pushed the hair behind her ear. “Over a hundred years ago. He was probably sixty years old when he died. Of course I wasn’t around, but we all know the history of this hotel.” 
Where had Monique known Ben from? One more piece to the puzzle. Too bad I was having a hard time putting them together. 
“Did I have a wife?” Ben asked. 
My mother frowned.
“Good question. He meant, did the man in the painting have a wife.” I laughed. 



Chapter 19
 
The employee finally eased out from behind the counter, inching closer to us. She stared at Ben. “I just can’t get over how much you look like him. You’re his twin. Well, I suppose there could be some differences. After all, I never saw him in person.” She chuckled nervously and stepped closer to the portrait. 
“What can you tell us about him?” I asked. 
“Like I said, he founded this hotel. He was married, but his wife died tragically.” 
Ben was silent when I glanced over at him. I couldn’t handle the sad look on his face. I had hoped for happy news, not a tragic ending. I’d thought maybe she’d say he’d died of old age with his wife after they’d lived a happy, long life. I was really growing quite fond of Ben, even though I hardly knew him. He was like the sweet dad type of guy. I knew my mother was smitten with Ben.
“How did she die?” my mother asked. 
The woman cast a quick glance at us and then finally said, “She was murdered. Another woman murdered her…” She tapped her finger against her lip. “I can’t quite remember the name. You know how some things get changed as the story gets told over the years.” 
When I saw the expression on Ben’s face, I figured it was time for me to get him out of there. I could research more now that I knew who he was. 
“Thank you for the information,” I said. 
“Was there something else you needed? To check into a room?” she asked. 
I’d totally forgotten about that. “Oh, no, we were just looking around at the beautiful building.” 
She gave us an odd look, but then smiled. “Okay, well, I guess I should get back to work. It was nice meeting you.” She gave another long look at Ben. 
“Nice meeting you too,” I said.
We headed for the door and she went back to her desk. 
“Do you think he has relatives that we can find out more from?” my mother asked as we walked toward the car. 
I wasn’t quite sure how much information Ben would want to know. We all climbed into the car, then there was silence. Ben was making me nervous. I wished he would say something. 
I buckled the seatbelt and asked Ben, “How are you doing?” 
“It’s all just a lot to take in,” he said. “I want to know who my wife was.” 
“Don’t worry, I intend on finding out for you, Ben,” I said. 
***
We made it back to Enchantment Pointe. Of course I was at my mother’s house. I had to come up with a plan for figuring out more about Ben and he was still trying to remember things. Maybe if I tried a spell it would help him to remember. After all, I had brought him here with the spell. Never mind that it was a messed-up spell. Yeah, okay, maybe a spell wasn’t such a good idea after all. But I did have the book now and I felt like my magic was improving. Was that even possible? Just because of one blank book?
I had been writing down all the spells that I could remember and surprisingly a lot of them were coming back to me. I was working on the book right now. Ben and my mother had gone out for dinner, but I had to stay up. I had to figure this out. The days were passing by with no Nicolas and Liam and everything seemed bleak. The other Underworld detectives refused to help. No one seemed to care that they had just vanished. At least I had my mother, Annabelle, and now Ben. Life felt empty without Liam and Nicolas.
A loud knock came at the front door and the pen flew out of my hand. Who would be here at this time of the night? Could it be Nicolas or Liam? Or it could be bad news. I hurried out into the corridor and jumped when I spotted my mother and Ben. My mother jumped at the same time. 
I clutched my chest. “I had no idea you all were here.” 
“We came back a half hour ago. Someone’s at the front door,” she said. 
“Are you expecting someone?” I asked.
“Yeah, right,” she said sarcastically. 
“Well, you never know,” I said. I went over to the door and peeked out the window. “There’s a man standing out there,” I whispered. 
“Let me answer the door.” Ben stepped around me. 
“I can’t do that if Monique is looking for you. I don’t want her to know that you’re here. This could be someone she sent here,” I said. “Let me answer the door.” 
“It’s too dangerous,” my mother said. “Just ignore it.” 
“Open the door or I’ll knock it down,” the man said. “I know you’re in there.” 
So much for ignoring it. Possibly we could hide, but I had a feeling he’d come looking for us. It was probably better to just go ahead and answer the door. I unlocked the door and opened it. He pushed it open the rest of the way and barged in. 
“Excuse me, but who the hell do you think you are? You can’t just come barging in here like that.” I stepped in front of him.
An evil smile slid across his face. “I can and I did.” 
My mother had made Ben hide, but I knew he would jump out soon if this guy kept talking like that. 
“Who are you and what do you want?” my mother demanded. 
The man peered around the room, as if he was looking for something… or someone. I was sure I knew what that was. There was no way he was getting the dress or Ben. 
“Where is it?” he asked. 
“Where is what?” I responded innocently.
“You know what I mean. Where is the trunk?” 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.
I was going to stick to this as long as possible. The guy started looking around the house, knocking over things, pulling up furniture and making a mess. 
My mother ran over and pulled on his arm. “You can’t do this. Stop it right now. I’m calling the police.” 
The guy spun around and glared at her with fury in his eyes. He’d better not touch her. He paused, as if he sensed something. 
“Who is here?” he asked. 
“We’re the only people here,” I said, hoping that I sounded convincing. Please don’t let him find Ben hiding in the hall closet. 
The man walked around the room, growing dangerously close to the closet. As he stood directly in front of it, I figured he would open the door, but he moved back toward the front door. A teensy bit of relief washed over me, but I was still on edge. I just wanted to get him out of the house. Adrenaline rushed through my body. 
“What would happen if I searched this entire house?” he asked. 
“Well, I wouldn’t let you do that because you have no right,” my mother said. “Again, I ask you leave one last time.” 
I knew this guy wouldn’t be afraid of anything we said. I wouldn’t continue to let them bully us though. I opened the door and motioned for him to go out, like shooing away a stray animal. He glared at us for a moment, as if in a showdown. I hoped we didn’t have a big fight. How good was his magic? 
“Remember, we’re watching you,” he said. 
Another long look and then he turned and walked out the door. I released a deep breath, relief coming over me. How long would it last? I knew they would be back, searching for that trunk. We watched from the window as he got in the black car and drove away. 
“Thank goodness he’s gone, but I can’t believe that he didn’t look for Ben,” my mother said. 
“I’m a little surprised at that myself. I had no idea what excuse I would’ve given for that,” I said. 
Maybe he wasn’t so good at magic after all. Plus, he hadn’t searched for the trunk. 
A knocking noise came from behind us. We exchanged a look. 
“Where’s it coming from?” my mother asked. 
“Ladies, can I come out now?” Ben said. 
We rushed over to the door and pulled on the door. “It’s stuck. Hold on,” I said as I pulled. 
My mother ushered me out of the way. “I’ll handle this.” She gave the door a big yank. She stumbled backward when it opened, but managed to remain upright. Ben rushed out the door like a racehorse released from the starting gate. 
He paused and looked around the room. “Where is he?” 
“He left already,” I said. 
Ben pumped his fist in the air. “I wanted to come out and take care of him, but the door was stuck.” 
“Well, he’s gone now, so there’s no need to worry.” My mother gently touched Ben’s arm. 
“There is a need to worry. I have to get Monique to leave you alone.” Ben rushed toward the door. 
I ran over and grabbed his arm to stop him. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
“I don’t want to cause any more trouble for you all, so I should just leave.” 
I couldn’t hold back my laughter. 
His eyebrows pinched together in a frown. “What’s so funny?” 
“You don’t know me very well. I attract trouble. There’s no way for me to stay away from it. Furthermore, you’re not causing any trouble. Remember, I accidentally brought you here in the first place.” 
“It is her fault, Ben.” My mother nodded. 
“Thanks again, Mom,” I said. 
“Not a problem,” she said, ignoring my sarcasm. 
“Besides, we need your help,” I said. 
Ben looked at my mother. She smiled. “It’s true, we do.” 
“Why do you need my help?” Ben asked. 
“Because you obviously know more about Monique than anyone.” 
“I know nothing about her,” he said. 
“That’s where you’re wrong. You do know. You just have to remember.” 
“I don’t think that’s ever going to happen,” he said. 
“It will, trust me,” I said. “So it’s settled. You’re not going anywhere.” 
He released a deep breath and then said, “Okay, I’ll stay if it will help you. I didn’t want to leave your mother anyway.”
They made lovey-dovey eyes at each other. 
“Okay, enough of that mushy stuff. Back to the topic. I know one thing for sure—they know we have the trunk.” 
“How does Monique know?” my mother asked. 
I hated to say this in front of Ben, but I guessed he would know eventually. “When she attacked Ben, he lost the phone. I’m sure she went through it and saw the text from Nicolas telling me to get the trunk.” 
“Oh, yeah,” my mother said. 
“That’s even more reason to leave.” Ben headed for the door again and I grabbed him. 
“I thought we weren’t going to talk like that anymore?” I asked. 
Ben sighed. “Sorry, it won’t happen again.” 
“Okay, now that we have that settled, we can’t stay here with the trunk. We have to get it out of here,” I said. 
“Where will we take it?” my mother asked. 
I tapped my index finger against my chin. “I don’t know, but we have to get out of here. We’ll just take it over to Annabelle’s for right now until we think of something better.” 
“It’s like being on the run with stolen treasures or something,” my mother said. 
“Yeah, kind of like that.” I moved toward the bedroom to get the trunk and motioned for them to follow. “This thing is heavy so we have to be careful. I don’t want to drop it.”
“I’m sure I can lift it,” Ben said. 
“Let’s hurry up and get this thing out of here,” I said. “Before someone else shows up.” 
Ben tried to pick up the trunk on his own, but he promptly dropped it. “Sorry.”
“Grab that end and I’ll take this side.” I pointed. 
Ben and I lifted the trunk and carried it toward the door. My mother opened the door and Ben and I carried it out. She popped the trunk and we sat it down inside. Scanning our surroundings, I tried to make sure no one was watching us, but I really couldn’t be sure. 
“I can drive,” Ben said.
“You don’t have a driver’s license,” my mother informed him.
“Right. You should drive,” he said with a smile.
We hurried in the car and took off for Annabelle’s place. 
“I suppose I should call and let her know we’re coming.” I pulled out my new phone. 
“Probably a good idea,” my mother said. 
Thank goodness Annabelle answered. I didn’t have a backup plan. 
A few minutes later we had pulled up to Annabelle’s house. She was waiting with the front door open for us as we got the trunk out of the back of the car and carried it across her front yard. If the neighbors saw they would probably think we had a dead body in the thing. 
“Where should we put it?” I asked when we walked through the door. 
“Bury it in the backyard.” 
I smirked. “Be serious.” 
Though that might not be a bad idea. I’d file that away for future reference. 
“How about right over there by the sofa?” She pointed. 
Ben and I carried it over and placed it next to the sofa as she had instructed. Okay, now what would we do with this thing? 



Chapter 20
 
What did I have? An old trunk and an old book, both covered with dust and dirt. No more beautiful manor. No more magical spellbook. No more fiancé, the most important thing in my life. I didn’t care if I ever had the other stuff, but I wanted Nicolas and Liam back. At least I didn’t miss the magic too much. I was accustomed to having bad witchcraft, so that was nothing new for me. I definitely missed the good times though. What was I thinking? I could create new good times. They would be even better than before. All I had to do was find the guys. 
I was sitting at Annabelle’s kitchen table looking at the old book. I’d added quite an impressive amount of spells in there already. Why, I still didn’t know, but I would keep going. I felt like it was what I had to do. 
Annabelle walked into the kitchen and sat at the table across from me. “How’s it going with your new book?” she asked. 
“Well, I’m not sure why I’m doing it, but I’ve been writing down spells, so I guess it’s okay.” I knew my voice didn’t sound too cheery. 
“Do you mind if I take a look at it?” Annabelle asked. 
“Just as long as you don’t steal it.” I laughed and handed her the book. 
She turned the book over and looked at the back cover. “Did you notice this?”
“What is it?” I asked. 
“There are initials in the back.” She tapped the back cover with her finger. 
“I guess it’s from the previous owner,” I said. 
“Except it has your initials. Don’t you think that’s a little odd?” 
“Yeah, I guess that is strange.” 
“We need to find out where this book came for sure,” Annabelle said. “I have a plan.”
***
Annabelle and I hurried into her car. I wasn’t sure if I felt comfortable leaving my mother and Ben alone, but they insisted they would be fine. I should have insisted that they come along. I was almost sure they had a romantic evening planned. Annabelle pulled away from the curb. 
“I sure hope we find something,” she said. 
“You and me both.” I looked back at the house as we drove off and thought about doing a quick little spell to keep them safe. Then I thought better of it, realizing that it would only make things worse. Old habits died hard.
Nerves settled in my stomach for the entire drive. 
“You have to calm down,” Annabelle said. “Things will be just fine.” 
I shifted in the seat. “I don’t know. I’m even more nervous than usual, and I didn’t think that was possible. Things have to change soon. I can’t stand this level of stress. What if I never find Nicolas and Liam? It’ll be an entire life of what ifs. What if I’d done this, what if I’d done that? I should have been able to save them. Where are they?” 
“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Annabelle said. 
We pulled up to the street where the occult shop was located and parked out front between a blue Ford and a black Chevy. Annabelle always had been great at parallel parking. Not so much with the speeding though. An unusual number of people had gathered in downtown Enchantment Pointe, more than I thought I’d ever seen. 
“What do you think is going on?” I asked. 
“Is there some kind of sale that we don’t know about?” Annabelle asked. 
We entered the shop. Apparently the sale wasn’t in this place because we were the only customers there. I didn’t even see the woman who owned the place. 
“Where is everyone?” Annabelle whispered. 
“I guess no one needs magic supplies right now,” I said. 
“That’s because the new leader won’t let anyone do magic,” the woman said, popping up from behind the counter. 
I jumped and clutched my chest. “I didn’t see you back there.” 
She waved her hand. “It’s okay. I’m sorry if I scared you.” She looked around. “You shouldn’t be here.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“The new leader. Monique. She’s looking for you.” 
I sighed. “I figured as much.” 
The woman came out from behind the counter and walked over to the door and then locked it. Annabelle tensed next to me. This made her extremely nervous, being locked in a magic shop. She’d come a long way in overcoming her fear of the paranormal, but I didn’t think she was quite there yet. 
“I locked the door so no one else can come in right now,” the shopkeeper said.
“I’m sorry if we caused problems by coming in,” I said. 
“I heard Monique is looking for you. I think you should hide,” the shopkeeper said. 
“Maybe I should leave town,” I said. 
“Where would we go?” Annabelle asked. 
“You don’t need to come with me. I don’t want you involved in this mess. Your life has been turned upside down too much because of me.” 
“Listen to me, Hallie. We’ve been friends for way too long for me to abandon you now. Would you leave me if something like this happened to me?”
“Of course not,” I said. 
“Exactly, then I can’t leave you.” 
“I’m glad to have a friend like you,” I said. “I came here to ask you about a book that was recently given to me.” I pulled the book from my bag and handed it to the shopkeeper. 
“It’s big,” the shopkeeper said as she took it in her arms. “Do you mind if I set it over here on the counter?” 
“Go right ahead,” I said. 
She placed the large tome on the counter. She traced the intricate details of gold around cover with her index finger. “It’s beautiful and old.” 
“I’m hoping to find out exactly how old,” I said. “And any other information you might have.” 
“Where did you get this book?” she asked. 
“It’s kind of an interesting story,” I said. “This man gave it to me. He said that a woman years ago gave it to him and said that he would know the right time to give the book to someone else. We stumbled upon his house when we were being chased by Monique. I guess he figured it was the right time.”
“What had you told him?” the shopkeeper asked. 
“I told him that I used to be the leader and that I needed to work on my spells. So he suggested I write them out on the blank pages of this book.”
“That’s quite an interesting story,” she said. 
“Definitely crazy,” I said.
She turned to the back of the book. “What about these initials?” 
“Well, that’s another thing that I wanted to mention. They weren’t there before when I first got the book.” 
“That’s most fascinating,” she said. 
“Do you think it’s a coincidence that they would show up now and they happen to be my initials?” I asked. 
She traced the gold-embossed letters with her finger. “No, I don’t think it’s a coincidence.” She seemed as if she was in a trance as she ran her fingers across the front leather cover. Finally, she looked at me, and said, “I’ve seen this style before.” 
“So have I,” I said. “The spellbook that made me the leader is just like this one.” 
“Fascinating,” she said. 
“Where have you seen the book?” I asked. 
“That I can’t exactly remember, but I’m going to try to find out. I know the information is in one of these books.” She waved her hand, gesturing across the room.
The walls were lined with shelves as far as I could see with stacks of books one right after the other. 
“I hope you have them indexed,” I said. 
“Well, I do, but I don’t remember which book has the information about this one.” 
“Oh, dear, this could take a long time.” 
“Don’t worry, I think I know where to start looking.” 
“I’m not sure how much time we have,” I said. 
“Just give me a couple minutes. I’ll look right now.” She ran across the room. 
“Do you think she knows what she’s doing?” Annabelle asked. 
“For my sake, I sure hope so,” I said.
“Maybe we should help her look for it,” I said. 
Annabelle shrugged. “I guess it couldn’t hurt.” 
Just then we heard a rattle at the door. I spun around and saw the man who had been with Monique standing there trying to open it. It didn’t seem as if he’d seen us, but when he moved over to the window I was sure he would spot us if he peered in. 
I hid behind a rack of books and yelled out to her. “Have you found the book? They’re trying to get in the shop to find me.”
The shop owner dropped a bunch of books onto the floor. “I’m so close. I think I’ll find it soon. If you can give me just a minute more, I’ll find it.”
Annabelle and I ran back to where she stood. “Okay, but we have to hurry. He’s going to want inside soon. He’ll be suspicious.” 
“If you tell us what kind of book you’re looking for maybe we can help you find it,” Annabelle said. 
“It’s leather and has the word ‘spells’ in the title.” 
I looked at the books on the shelf in front of us. “That pretty much sums up every single book on the shelf.” 
“You’re going to make her nervous and then she’ll never find it,” Annabelle said.
The shopkeeper was dropping books or just tossing them on the floor in her haste to find the correct title. The guy was peering in the window, but I still didn’t think he could see all the way back to where we stood. He ran back over to the door and pounded on the glass. If he kept that up he would break the door. He was so persistent that he must know we were there. Did they have some sort of GPS tracking device on me? I’d gotten the new phone, but could Monique still somehow trace me?
“Found it,” the shop owner yelled, waving the book through the air. She climbed down from the wooden ladder and then shoved it into my arms. “Now you have to go. Hide it and I’ll get rid of him.” 
“Where do we hide?” Annabelle asked. 
“In the back, in my office. I’ll get rid of him. Just go.” 
We did as we were told and ran to the back. I was nervous that he would search for us even if she told him we weren’t there. I could hear the conversation when he walked in.
“Where is she?” he asked. 
“I don’t know what you mean,” the woman said.
“I know she’s here, so you can quit the act.” 
“Well, if anyone came in then they’re not here now. It’s just me.” 
“We have to get out of here,” I whispered to Annabelle. “If we run right now we can probably get away from him.” 
“I think it’s probably better than staying here and getting caught,” Annabelle said. 
We ran out the back door. I hated to leave the woman in there to deal with him, but he would come looking for us and probably leave her alone. We ran down the back alley.
I didn’t see him yet, but I knew he was coming for us. At least I had the book now. I hoped she had found the right one. 
“Do you see him?” Annabelle asked breathlessly. 
“No, but we should cut down the street right here,” I said, pointing to the right. 
“Do you want me to carry one of those books?” she asked. 
I hoped she didn’t take offense that I wouldn’t trust anyone with these books. Sure, I had control issues. I had a lot of issues other than that too.



Chapter 21
 
I wasn’t sure where to hide. There were plenty of buildings and stores. We could’ve gone back to the car, but he was looking for us. He would recognize us anywhere and if they were tracking me then they would surely find me no matter where I went. 
“I wish that I could do something to disguise us,” I said. 
“There is something you can do,” Annabelle said. 
I shook my head. “No, it wouldn’t work. It can’t be done without the help of an experienced witch. I mean, an experienced witch who is good with magic. That’s most definitely not me.”
“You’ve done it before and now you have the new book. Your spells are in there. I think you can do it. Your mother was able to do it.” 
“My magic is bad and it wouldn’t work.” 
Annabelle sighed. “Well, if you don’t even want to try, I guess I can’t force you. Negative thoughts bring negative things,” Annabelle said. 
She knew how to get to me. She knew that I would now have to do the spell. 
I sighed and then said, “Okay, but just for the record, I think it’s a bad idea.” 
“Positive thinking,” she said with a wave of her finger. 
I paused for a moment so that I could cast the spell. I was still clutching both books in my arms. I handed Annabelle the books, even though I didn’t want to let them go, but I had no choice. After calling to the elements of air, fire, water, and earth, I recited the words carefully and waved my arms in the air. A tingling sensation came over me. It was a good sign. Maybe the spell would work after all. I didn’t want to get my hopes up too much though just in case something terrible went wrong. But like Annabelle said, positive thoughts. I was almost afraid to look and see what the spell had done, but I had to do it sometime. I couldn’t put it off forever. 
Once I thought the spell was over, Annabelle and I turned to look at each other. At the same time we both screamed. Except it didn’t come out as a scream really, it was more like a bark or whine. Yes, I had now turned us both into dogs. 
“You turned us into dogs,” Annabelle yelled. Her reaction was panicked and rightfully so. When I looked down I saw huge paws. Massive paws. 
“What kind of dog am I?” I asked. 
I wasn’t the same type as Annabelle because she was a tiny little Chihuahua. 
“You’re a Great Dane,” she said. “What am I?” she asked, jumping up and down. 
She was even being hyperactive like a Chihuahua. 
“You’re a Chihuahua,” I said.
If I had known I was turning us into dogs I would have made us both small and compact so we could hide easier. 
“We have to hide,” I said.
“Well, it’s kind of hard to hide now. You’re like a ginormous billboard.” 
“We’re just a couple of dogs hanging out. You know, checking out traffic, looking for cars to chase.” 
“You think that’s what dogs are thinking?” 
“Probably that and about bones.” 
“I just hope no one calls the dog pound,” Annabelle said. 
“I guess we would be in big trouble then, wouldn’t we?” I said. 
I knew how long the spells usually lasted, but I certainly hoped it wasn’t as long this time. What if we stayed this way permanently? I wouldn’t even mention that scenario to Annabelle because she would freak out. 
Just then, I glanced to the left and saw the man from the occult shop coming down the sidewalk. At least he would never find us now. The books were hidden behind us in a flowerpot. I couldn’t exactly grab them and hold them since I didn’t have thumbs. I supposed I could try to pick them up in my mouth, but I didn’t think both of them would fit. Plus, it would look strange for a dog to be walking around with books in her mouth. 
The man was growing closer to us now. I had to act casual so that he wouldn’t be suspicious. I also didn’t want to draw attention to us and have him notice the books back there. I’d had one book taken away from me and I sure as heck wasn’t having these two taken too. 
For some reason when this guy got near us Annabelle started being a little too hyper. She started barking like crazy at him. That wasn’t exactly the way to blend in and have him not notice us. It was the exact opposite. 
Just as he got near, Annabelle lurched forward and bit his ankle. He screamed out and kicked in her direction. Luckily, she had moved just in time. What was she thinking? Of course now his actions made me angry and I started barking at him. That was when he kicked at me too, but this time he made contact. I let out a big yelp. That wasn’t very nice. Granted Annabelle had started it, but still he was a bad man. I couldn’t believe he had the nerve to try to kick me.
I lunged forward, growled, and tried to snap at him. He darted away, but I figured he would probably call someone to come after us. He might even try some magic on us. We had to get out of here, but I couldn’t leave the books behind. It was time for us to break free of the spell. But how? Simply casting another spell to bring us back to normal? I supposed I had to remain positive and give it a shot. It was all I had. The man was now talking to another man, probably telling him what we’d done.
“We’re going to have to hide in order to do a spell. I hope it will get us out of this,” I said. “I can’t do magic right here with everyone watching. Plus, I think he’s going to call the authorities.” 
“What about the books?” Annabelle asked. 
“I’ll just have to leave them and hope that he doesn’t find them. After we cast the spell and get out of this, we’ll come back.” 
It sounded like that plan would work out. When he wasn’t looking, I motioned for Annabelle to run to the left. There was a restaurant just a couple of doors down. 
“We’ll go in here. I’ve been there before. They seem friendly. We’ll just run in, find a table to hide under and do the spell. Then we’ll run right back out,” I said.
“You really think it’ll be that easy?” Annabelle asked. 
“Now who’s being a Negative Nancy?” I asked. 
As soon as a man opened the door to the restaurant we darted inside. He gave a strange look, but didn’t stop us. Annabelle followed me behind the table. The tablecloth was hiding us nicely. 
“What do you think you’re doing in here? Get out of here,” the woman yelled.
When I looked up, a woman with a broom was headed our way.
“What’s with all the hate for the dogs today?” I asked. 
When a man opened the door to enter, Annabelle and I raced out, almost knocking him to the ground on our way. 
“That was a close one. We almost got clomped with a broom,” Annabelle said. 
“And I thought they were friendly. That’s the last time I go in that restaurant,” I said. “Come on, there’s a clothing shop up ahead. We’ll try that place.” 
We only had to wait a couple minutes by the door until a woman opened it and stepped out. Racks of clothing were everywhere. A few mannequins lined the front windows. A woman was behind the counter, but so far she hadn’t noticed us. She was too busy watching the Real Housewives marathon. That was perfect for us. It would give us time to try a spell and then get out of there. 
“What a cute dress,” Annabelle said, pointing to the little black dress with her paw. 
“It won’t fit you,” I said, snickering. 
“Funny. Get me out of this Chihuahua body right now.” 
“Okay, I’m working on it.” I tossed my paw up.
I recited the words and waved my paws around. This wasn’t exactly the best way to do a spell, and I was bad to begin with, but this made it even harder. The tingling sensation had returned again. When I looked over at Annabelle she was no longer the little Chihuahua, but she was a man. I was freaking out a little bit. Was it really her? Had a stranger done something to Annabelle in a split second? 
“Is that you?” I asked. 
“Of course it’s me,” she said in her voice. “Yeah, you’re a man too.” 
“What do I look like?” 
“Better than before. You have grayish-blond hair and a little bit of a beard.” 
I touched my face. It was stubbly. 
Where did I come up with these looks? They were so random. 
“Now that we are in human form again we can go get the books. Let’s hurry.” 
Just as we were coming out from under the clothing rack, the woman approached. 
“What are you doing under there? Are you stealing?” she yelled. 
“Run,” I yelled. 
Annabelle and I raced out of the building and down the sidewalk. I looked over my shoulder. The woman was standing at the door and shaking her fists at us. 
“Hey, I’ve got longer legs and can run faster now,” I said. 
“So totally not worth the rest of this package,” Annabelle said. 
Finally, we made it back to the spot where I’d hidden the books. I rushed over and reached for them. Much to my disappointment, the books were gone. 
“They’re gone,” I said in a panic. 
“Where are they?”
I looked around, not knowing where to start. I was sure that he had taken the books, but then to my surprise, I saw a woman crossing the street. She had the books in her arms. 
“I’ve never seen her before. She’s got them,” I yelled. 
“Let’s go after her,” Annabelle said. 
The woman really would be terrified when she looked up and saw two men chasing her. I couldn’t help it though, I needed those books back. 
“Where do you think she’s going?” Annabel asked.
The woman stopped at a black car just down the way and then climbed in behind the wheel. She placed the books in the passenger seat. 
“There she is. We have to stop her.” I pointed. 
We started running across the street and down the sidewalk. She pulled away from the curb and I knew there was no way we would ever catch her now. There was a red light up ahead. Maybe if she stopped at the light we would have time to catch her.
Annabelle and I ran down the sidewalk, and unfortunately, the male bodies that I’d picked couldn’t be in that great shape because I was out of breath. Another huge blow to our mission to retrieve the books. The light didn’t turn red and the lady was able to cruise right on through with the books in the back of her car. There would be no catching up with her now. I continued to run. I just couldn’t stop. I didn’t want to accept that it was over. Now what would I do? I couldn’t keep running forever. I would have to stop soon. My side was hurting and my lungs were burning. 
“I don’t think I can run much more,” Annabelle said breathlessly. “Plus, people are staring at us.” 
Maybe they thought we’d robbed a bank. 
Finally, I stopped and tried to catch my breath. Annabelle was panting next to me. 
“Don’t worry. We’ll figure out something,” she said. 
I knew she was just trying to make me feel better. Once I’d caught my breath, I tried to clear my thoughts and figure out what to do next. 
“At least the other guy isn’t following us anymore,” Annabelle said. 
That was one way to look on the bright side.



Chapter 22
 
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a car driving slowly beside us. I kept my eyes focused in front of me. Had the cloaking spell worn off? If it was the man from the occult shop, then I would ignore him and act as if he wasn’t there. Then the first chance I got I would run. The car continued slowly beside us. It became obvious that this person wasn’t going away. 
Finally, I glanced to my right. My mother was behind the wheel. 
She yelled through the open window. “What are you doing?”
It was just then that I realized that the spell had faded. Annabelle and I were back to normal. At least I knew the spell that disguised us as men had worn off.
“Pull over.” I motioned. 
Ben was in the passenger seat. When she stopped the car, we ran over. 
“We need a ride,” I said as I opened the back door. 
Annabelle hurried over to the other side and we slid into the backseat. 
“You both look like hell,” my mother said. Leave it to my mother to notice and actually tell us. “You look like a couple of stray dogs.” 
Annabelle and I glanced at each other. I looked into the rear-view mirror to confirm that the spell hadn’t returned. 
“Okay, now step on it,” I said, pointing forward down the main street. 
“Where are we going?” my mother asked. 
“I don’t know,” I said. 
“Well, Halloween, I have to know where I’m headed, now don’t I?”
“I’m looking for a particular car,” I said as I scanned the area.
“What have you gotten yourself into this time?” she asked as she changed into the left lane. 
“Through no fault of my own… the other book kind of disappeared. Actually, make that two this time for a grand total of three books.” 
“You lost the other book? And what do you mean two books this time?” she asked.
If she was shocked by the books, what would she say when I explained to her why we had been dogs? 
“The woman at the occult shop gave me another book that might explain some of the book that man gave me. A man was chasing us so we left with the books, but then Annabelle and I were turned into dogs and we couldn’t carry the books.” 
“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Wait,” my mother said, peering into the rear-view mirror at us.
“You were turned into what?” Ben stared at us in astonishment. 
“Dogs, but that’s a long story,” I said with a wave of my hand. “I’ll tell you later.”
When my mother stopped at a red light I spotted the car. 
“There it is. That’s the one I’m looking for. I hope she doesn’t get away before the light turns green,” I said.
“Where’s she going?” Annabelle leaned forward in the seat. 
The woman pulled the car over at the side of the street and parked. She climbed out of the car. 
“I don’t know, but she’s got the books in her hands.” 
“She’s going into the shop right there,” Ben said. 
“It’s the bookstore. We have got to stop her. Park right there.” I pointed at an empty spot. 
My mother whipped into the space. She was better at parallel parking than I’d thought. We all jumped out and headed down the sidewalk toward the bookstore. It was a small place with books stacked up in the windows, luring people in for a literary treasure hunt. Ben opened the door for us and we stepped inside. 
“Thank you,” my mother said with a bashful little grin. 
“I think I see a little love happening here,” Annabelle said. 
“You’re just now seeing it?” I focused my attention on the bookstore instead of thinking about their love life. 
I quickly looked around and saw the woman who had taken the books. Except she didn’t have the books in her arms now. I wanted to yell out at her to hand over my stuff. Where had she put the books? I scanned the area, hoping to see if she had set them down somewhere close by. I would just grab them up and then take off. After all, they were rightfully mine. 
The woman spotted us. “May I help you?” 
“She must work here,” Annabelle said. 
“Where are the books?” I asked. 
She gave me a confused look and then said, “Is there a particular book you’re looking for?” 
“The books you just brought in here. I saw you carrying two big books and I need them right now. They’re mine.” 
She shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
“Don’t play games with us, missy, we know you took the books.” Annabelle shook her fist at the woman. 
“We can do this the hard way or the easy way,” my mother said. “Now you have her books, kindly return them.” 
My mother got really angry when someone tried to wrong me. When my mother said something, she meant it too. 
The woman shuffled some papers on her desk, and then finally said, “Well, the books are mine now. I found them, so I don’t know what to tell you.” 
My mother stepped up close to the woman and then puffed her chest out. “Now listen here, lady, hand over the books or else I will be forced to do something that will make you unhappy.” 
The woman glared at my mother. It looked as if she wasn’t scared of my mother’s threat. If she knew my mother, she’d be wise to take her seriously. My mother was sweet as pie until you pushed her in a corner. 
“Yes, well, if you don’t leave my store, I’ll be forced to call the police and I think you won’t be so happy when they arrive.” 
I definitely didn’t want this to escalate to that point. I pulled my mother back. 
“Mom, we’ll find another way to get the books,” I said. 
When I glanced to my right I noticed a slot where books were dropped. Considering the woman wasn’t holding the books, and we’d come in right after she’d entered the store, maybe she had dropped them down that slot. It was certainly worth a try. I inched over to the spot so that the woman wouldn’t see what I was doing. Apparently, she figured we would leave right away.
Now that I was close, I was able to peek down. A big cart of books was just below it in the basement. I was positive she had slipped the books down there. Was that the corner of one of the books? Now I had to figure out how to get down to the basement without her catching me and calling the police. I would hate to be arrested. I’d be thrown in jail and then I would never get out to find Nicolas or Liam. Well, at the very least it would slow down my search considerably. 
I motioned for my mother, Annabelle, and Ben to walk out of the bookstore with me. Once we were on the sidewalk, Annabelle said. “What are you doing? We have to get the books.” 
“She’s not going to hand them over, so we have to be covert in our mission.” 
“Do you have a plan?” Ben asked. 
“Hallie always has a plan,” Annabelle said. “Not necessarily a good one, but a plan nonetheless.” 
“This calls for more spells. Changing our appearance again.” 
“Please don’t make me a dog again,” Annabelle said. 
“I think we will be able to do a better spell now that my mother is here to take over,” I said. 
“Yes, but we don’t have the spellbook that has the spell in it that you wrote down,” my mother said.
She had a point. I had forgotten about not having the spellbook. I had memorized the spell, but the book seemed to hold energy that we needed. Now for a different plan. I had to be quick and think of something. 
“I’m not sure that the woman paid attention to Ben. Maybe he could slip in and distract her while I sneak down to the basement.” 
“Seems like that’s about the only chance we have of getting the books back,” my mother said.
I was surprised and glad that she was on board with my idea.
“I’m all for it,” Ben said. “Just tell me what to say.” 
“Make up a title of a book. She’ll be searching forever because it doesn’t exist,” I said.
“I can do that.” Ben smiled. “She’ll look all night if we need it.” 
“I doubt we’ll need that much time. At least I hope not.” 
“Just be careful. Annabelle and I will wait right over here. Close enough so we can run in if you need help.” My mother gestured. 
“Ben, I’ll watch from the front window to see when the woman is distracted,” I said.
He saluted. “Here goes.” 
“Good luck,” I said.
“I won’t need it,” he said as he opened the door. 
I gave it a minute and then peeked in the window to see what Ben was doing. There was a glare on the window from the sun setting behind me. I couldn’t find Ben or the woman. They could probably see me looking in through the glass. What if she had already called the police? That would be bad, but then again, maybe it would be for the best. I could tell them she’d taken my books. Of course I had no proof of that.
There would be surveillance video showing me hiding the books, but then it would also show us as dogs. Plus as men coming back for the books. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to explain that well, even though people knew my magic was bad. I strained and looked again. That was when I finally spotted them toward the back of the store. Ben was doing exactly what I had asked him to and she was searching shelves for a book that didn’t exist. Now was my chance to slip in.
I grabbed the knob and then I remembered there was a bell that rang when someone entered. She would definitely hear that and turn around. My only chance was if I didn’t open the door wide enough for the bell to move. I eased the front door open. So far it hadn’t made a noise, but I would really have to be careful as I squeezed my body through the little crack in the door. After getting through, I slowly closed the door behind me. She didn’t even look my way. I tiptoed across the floor toward the hallway stairs that led down to the basement.
I was practically home free now as I walked down the stairs, although I had to make sure that the treads didn’t make any noise. I wasn’t sure if she could hear all the way up there. I eased down the stairs. Just a few more and I would be at the bottom. My mission would be half over. 
As I put my foot down on the next step, my foot slammed through the wood. I fell face forward, landing on the palms of my hands. 
I stayed there for a couple of seconds, trying to register what had happened. Searing pain ran through my shoulder and the back of my arm where I had landed as my body had twisted. I peered up at the top of the stairs, but no one was there. I couldn’t believe that they hadn’t heard me. I scooted a little and apparently nothing was broken. I had to finish this and get out of there. There was only one problem though, my foot was stuck. Voices carried down the stairs as they moved closer to the stairs.
I pulled and tugged on my leg trying to break free before she discovered me. How would I explain being in her basement? Easy answer: I couldn’t. 
“I can look downstairs and see if I have any books on the subject if you’d like, but I just can’t find the one you’re looking for,” the woman said.
“Ben, you have to stop her from coming any closer,” I whispered. 
I frantically yanked on my leg again. It was really stuck in there. 
“Oh, no, it’s not necessary. I think I saw another book over there that I’d like. Follow me and I’ll show you.” 
“Good job, Ben,” I said.
I pulled one more time and finally my leg was released from the wooden trap. I groaned in pain. At least I was free now. I needed to get up from the floor and stumble over to the area that had the slot for the books. It was kind of hidden and tucked under the steps. I hurried as fast as I could with my banged-up leg. 
Footsteps sounded from above me. Ben wouldn’t be able to hold her much longer in spite of what he’d said. Plus, I still had to grab the book and get out of there.



Chapter 23
 
I’d found them! Now that I had the books in my hands, I had to sneak upstairs without her catching me. That would be just as hard as it had been going down. At least now I knew that I needed to step around the broken tread, but what if something else broke while going up? That would land me in big trouble. Thank goodness I hadn’t been hurt worse the first time. I could’ve landed a lot harder. 
I rushed over to the stairs with the books securely in my arms. One by one, I eased up the stairs. Once at the top, I peeked around the corner. Ben was still talking with the woman. She looked as if she was increasingly getting tired of his conversation. 
Ben should’ve tried flirting with her. Though she probably would have tried to punch him or something. When I thought that they were distracted enough, I inched my way toward the door. I almost bumped into a table of books, I was so distracted by watching them. I weaved around the rack of books and made the rest of the way to the door. I was almost free. I could see the finish line… my mother’s car. Now I had to worry about getting out of there without letting the woman hear the bell. 
I opened the door slightly and squeezed my body through the open space. My mother and Annabelle were watching with frowns on their faces the entire time. I smiled widely when I was on the sidewalk headed their way. I was proud of myself that I’d been able to sneak in and out without being noticed. Waving the books through the air, I showed my mother and Annabelle my accomplishment. They still had the same looks on their faces. Were they still worried that I would get caught? No need to worry now. I was safe. 
Then Monique stepped right in front of me and my stomach sank. Now I knew why they had been frowning. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked with an evil smile. 
I had to stand my ground and act as if I wasn’t scared of her. “I’m walking down the sidewalk and if you’ll get out of my way I’ll continue.” 
Some might argue that I should have been nicer considering her status in the Underworld. But she already had it out for me, so it didn’t matter what I said or did. Baking her cupcakes definitely wouldn’t help. I figured I had nothing to lose by speaking my mind. 
“I’m not going anywhere,” she said with her hands on her hips. 
It looked like this might end in a fight. “While I have you here, why don’t you tell me what you’ve done with Nicolas and Liam? I know you’ve done something with them and I will find them.” 
“Perhaps they just got tired of you and left.”
“I know you want me to believe that, but sad for you, I don’t.” 
“I don’t have time to talk to you. Give me the books now.” She wiggled her fingers. 
I laughed as I tightened my hold on the books. “If you think you’re getting these books then you’re crazy. No way am I handing them over you. You’ve got one book of mine already and you’re not getting these too.” 
Her eyes darkened and narrowed as she glared at me, then she cackled. “I’ll get the books and I’ll get them now.” 
I was fully prepared to put up a fight, although I knew I would lose. Her magic was substantially greater than mine. At least I would have the satisfaction that I’d tried. There was integrity and reward in that. 
“Give me the books and no one gets hurt.” 
Since I couldn’t win against her in witchcraft, I was left with only one other option. Making sure that I had a good hold on the books, I took off in a sprint as quickly as my legs would take me. I didn’t know where I was going or how far I would get before she caught up to me, but I had to make a run for it. I also hoped that she didn’t do anything to my mother and Annabelle. Where was Ben? She was probably looking for him too. 
When I reached the end of the street, magic hit me in the back. I instantly fell to the ground. The books flew from my arms. My face was now against the concrete. That was one heck of a zap with magic. Maybe I was just being self-conscious, but I’d never seemed to have that kind of power when I’d had the spellbook. Now was not the time for self-doubt though. I had to get out of this mess. Monique had told me she was going to get the books. Now it looked as if she was right. 
I reached out and tried to grab the spellbook. It was the most important one, but then Monique’s shoe planted firmly on my arm. I screamed out in pain. There was no reason to be that mean. She could’ve just taken the books. 
“Leave her alone,” my mother yelled. 
When I looked back, I saw that a couple of men had my mother and Annabelle. Ben wasn’t around. Maybe he’d seen what was going on and hadn’t come out of the bookstore.
“Get up from there right now,” Monique demanded. 
“As long as you don’t continue to step on my hand, I will try my best,” I said.
When she moved her foot, I scrambled up from the pavement. She glared at me the entire time. I had expected for her to maybe take me back down again. The men still had my mother and Annabelle at the car. If my mother and Annabelle tried to move the two men might hurt them. I scanned the area, trying to think of a way to run, but I was trapped. 
“Don’t even think about trying to run again,” Monique said. She motioned for a man standing near to us to pick up the books. “I’ve been looking for the second book,” she said. 
What did she mean, the second book? How did she even know about this book? 
“Plus, I see that you were trying to do a little research.” She smirked. “Too bad you don’t know as much as I do.” 
She was so arrogant. 
“Not all of us can be as conniving and evil as you,” I snapped. 
“You only wish you were half as good as me,” she said. 
“I don’t want to be anything like you,” I said. 
The man reached out and grabbed my arm. “Come on, you’re going with me.” 
I tried to yank my arm away, but he had a tight grip on me. Then the other man came over and grabbed me by the other arm. They led me over to the black Mercedes that had just pulled up to the curb. The man behind the wheel climbed out and rushed over to open the back door. They led me to the car and then stuffed me inside. I had no choice but go with them.
It wasn’t as simple as just getting out of the car. They had locked the door. I couldn’t unlock it. Trust me, I was trying, but they had cast some sort of spell on me that made me unable to go any farther than a few steps in each direction. 
The man climbed behind the wheel. The other man got in the passenger seat, but unlucky for me, the new leader of the Underworld sat in the backseat with me. I supposed she wanted to keep an eye on me. 
“Where are you taking me?” I asked. 
She laughed as if I’d told the most hysterical joke she’d ever heard in her entire life. 
“You can’t possibly think I’m going to tell you that. What benefit would it have for me?” 
“Well, I’m going to find out eventually because we’re going there, so why not just tell me now?” 
“Because that’s what you want and I can’t have you getting anything you want.” 
“You have real issues, you know that?” I said. 
“No one else seems to mind my wonderful personality.” She studied her fingernails. 
“Whatever you want to believe,” I said. 
I peered back to find my mother and Annabelle. I was sure they were freaking out. When I looked at the spot where they had been just moments earlier they were gone. I looked all around and didn’t see them. 
“What are you doing with my mother and Annabelle?” I asked. “If you hurt them I swear to you that you will pay.” 
“Stop talking. I’m sick of listening to your voice,” she said. 
The man started the car and pulled away from the curb. We headed out of town and I knew the ride all too well. As we grew closer, I realized where we were probably going. I didn’t say anything though because it would be pointless. A few moments later, we pulled up to the manor. The man pushed in a security code and the gates opened. 
She glanced over at me and said, “Nice touch, right?” 
I had no comment for her smarmy remark. Okay, maybe I had one comment. “I didn’t need gates because my door was always open for the other Underworld members.” 
“Yes, and because of that your book is gone—both of them now—and I’m the leader. Wish you’d done things differently, right?” 
“I wish I’d done one thing differently. Namely, I wish I’d kicked you out of my house.” 
If I’d only known. 
We pulled around the circle drive and parked in front of the manor. 
“What are we doing here?” I asked. 
“This is where I live, remember?” she asked. 
“Yes, but why did you bring me here? I don’t live here anymore, remember?” I smirked.
“No, I’ll never forget.” 
The driver had gotten out of the car. He opened my door for me and motioned for me to get out. I did as he instructed. I figured he would just pull me out anyway. I didn’t need any more bruises. 
She pointed for me to walk up the steps to the front door. All of a sudden it didn’t feel like home anymore. It was scary and I was terrified to find out what she was going to do to me. What was waiting for me on the other side of that door? The tree branches blew even harder than they ever had before, as if they were warning me. 
The man opened the door and motioned for me to step inside. She had changed so much about the house that I almost didn’t recognize it. Except for the intricate wood and ornate moldings—they remained the same. I had sweet memories every time I looked at each spot: the parties we’d had here, the laughter and the good times. Everything that I’d shared with my family and friends. Monique might possess the home, but the memories would always be mine in my heart. She would never be able to take that away from me. 
A strange sensation circled me. I knew she had some kind of magic cooked up. She grabbed my hand. I tried to yank it away, but she had a tight grip and wouldn’t let go. The men stood behind me, as if guarding the door in case I wanted to run. 
“Come with me. I want to show you something,” she said as she pulled on my arm. 
“What, a torture chamber?” I asked. 
“You’re so witty,” she said. 
That was something she hated about me, among everything else that I was sure she detested. 
“As you can see, I did a bit of renovation.” She waved her arm through the air. “It was just so hideous with the décor.” 
She really was pushing me with the insults. It was as if she was trying to get me to do something to her so she would have an excuse to use some really bad magic on me. I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction. She looked over at me for my reaction. I remained calm and acted as if everything was just peachy.




Chapter 24
 
I was being escorted through the house, but what was in store for me next, I had no idea. We moved through the library and headed toward the parlor. I still couldn’t get over how weird it felt to be in the house now that I wasn’t the one living here. I didn’t like her being in the house. It was mine and I didn’t think she should be touching anything, or using my kitchen, my cauldron… nothing. She knew that too and she made it even worse by rubbing it in. 
As soon as we stepped into the room, I saw them. My stomach dropped and instantly tears filled my eyes. Nicolas and Liam were tied with rope to two chairs. They had tape over their mouths. The magic in the room was so thick that I could hardly breathe through whatever spell she had cast on this place. I assumed it was to keep them from being able to break free from the restraints. 
I hated seeing them like this, but I was just overjoyed that they were safe. I didn’t want to say that I’d given up hope, but it would have been hard not to have had some negative thoughts when it had been so long without them. I rushed forward to hug Nicolas, but the man grabbed my arms and stopped abruptly. Nicolas wiggled in the chair.
“Sorry, no touching,” Monique said. 
If I got a hold of her, I’d show her no touching. She deserved a sucker punch in the face. I tried to break free from the hold, but as usual I couldn’t escape that man’s grip. Next thing I knew, they had more rope and were tying it around my wrists. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” I asked. 
“It should be pretty obvious, shouldn’t it?” she asked in a mocking tone. 
“I know what you’re doing, but why are you doing this?” I snapped. 
“Don’t you worry about it. You just let me handle all of this, okay? At least the Underworld now has a competent leader.” 
I tried to break free again so that I could punch her, but no luck. She laughed at my failed attempt. 
After tying my hands, they shoved me down into a chair, then tied my feet together. Next they secured my hands to the chair and pulled out the tape. I knew what was happening next. 
“Is it really necessary to cover my mouth? I mean, who am I going to talk to? There’s so much magic around this place blocking everything that nobody will ever find us.” 
“That’s true, Nicolas and Liam have been here all along and you never had a clue, but alas, I want to tape your mouth shut because I don’t want to hear you yapping.” 
“You are such a…” The next thing I knew my mouth had been taped, cutting off my words. I was pretty sure she knew what I’d been about to call her though and the title was rightfully deserved. 
“Now that’s much better. You all have fun and I’ll be back later.” She tossed her hand up in a wave and sashayed out of the room. 
Now I was alone with Nicolas and Liam, but unable to communicate with them. We looked at each other. It was so hard to deal with looking at their sad eyes. Now what would we do? Nicolas motioned across the room with a tilt of his head, trying to alert me with his eyes. When I looked across the room, at first I didn’t see anything, but then I finally realized what he was trying to show me. 
She’d left the books on the table across the room. How could I get them? I so wanted to get my hands on them, but how when my hands were tied? I wiggled my hands to see if there was any way I could loosen the grip, but nothing happened other than a burning sensation from the rope. 
It wasn’t like I could do magic either. She had such a spell on this place, it was all bound up. Who was I kidding? Even without her casting a spell on this place I wouldn’t have been able to do any witchcraft without the help of that book. I wondered if Nicolas and Liam had tried to do magic since they’d been here? I was pretty sure they had. They looked as if they were exhausted. They’d probably been using all of their energy to try magic to break free from this spell. 
I tried to remain calm so that I could figure out a way to untie the ropes, not to mention they were hurting my wrists. And the tape across my mouth was very unpleasant as well. I wiggled my wrists back and forth again, thinking that I would loosen something. The only thing I would probably loosen was my joints. I’d had no idea anyone could tie a rope that tight. It was probably breaking through my skin. Nicolas and Liam were watching me as if they couldn’t believe I was trying to break free. 
I supposed they had tried to do that many times over the past week. I jumped in the chair and it actually moved a little bit, although noisy, but not too bad. Maybe if I took it slow I would be able to scoot myself across the floor. Though I had no idea what I would do when I got there since my hands would still be tied. 
I jumped in the chair again and it moved a little further. Nicolas and Liam shook their heads. I wasn’t sure if they were just laughing at what I was doing or telling me not to do it. I had never been any good at taking hints anyway. 
Now I was right beside the book. It was too good to be true though. I stopped to listen to the noise. Was Monique coming back? It definitely sounded like someone was coming close. If they caught me trying to get those books I would be in trouble. I didn’t want to inflict any more pain on Nicolas and Liam because of my carelessness. I had gotten them into this mess to begin. How did I keep making so many mistakes? 
The noise sounded again. Now I had to contemplate what to do next. My anxiety increased at the thought of someone coming back into the room and catching me.
I had no choice but to go back. I scooted in the chair as fast as I could without making too much noise. My heart thumped faster and my anxiety was at an all-time high. I just didn’t want to get caught. There would be really no way to explain what I was doing. They would take the book away, spoiling my chances of me ever getting it again. Finally, after a lot of work, I made it to the other side. I was totally out of breath. 
I tried to make sure I was in the same position as when they’d left me. I wasn’t sure if I’d accomplished that, but there was no time to change the position of the chair now. 
Monique walked back into the room. She stared at me suspiciously and then looked at Liam and Nicolas. I figured she was suspicious, but apparently she had no way to prove that I had moved the chair across the room. In this day and age she could have set up a simple app to watch us. So much for her being so smart. 
I wanted to ask her what she was doing back in here. Why didn’t she just leave us alone? 
“Are you all up to something?” she asked. 
I shook my head and tried to convince her with my eyes. Finally, she came over and ripped the tape from my mouth. I screamed out in pain. 
“What did you say? I couldn’t hear you.” She laughed. 
“I said we’re not up to anything. What are you doing?” 
“You know, I didn’t know that they would give you the second book too.” 
How did she know about the second book and what did she mean by ‘they’? 
“But just the same, I have them both now anyway,” she said. 
She pulled out the roll of tape and took off a small piece and secured it across my mouth again. 
“Enough from you for right now.” She wiped her hands as if it had been a dirty job. “Now I have to get back to work. You all be very good boys and girls, okay?” 
The more she talked the more I couldn’t stand her. I tried to talk again, but it all came out as just grunts and moans through the thick tape. She looked irritated that I was still trying to talk. 
“I don’t know what you’re trying to say, but shut up because I’m not going to take the tape off again. It’s a whole big ordeal. My fingers get that sticky stuff all over them and I just don’t like it.” 
Oh, she didn’t like it? I was so sorry to be such a burden to her when she’d had me kidnapped and tied up. Poor little leader of the Underworld. I wished I could really let her have it. 
“Now be quiet. I don’t want to have to come back in here. No funny business,” she said with a wave of her hand and then she walked away. 
If anyone needed to shut up it was definitely her. Just when I thought she was gone, she popped her head back around the corner of the room unexpectedly. 
“Just remember, I’m watching you,” she said with that stupid smirk on her face. 
Now I didn’t know how long I had to wait until I could try to get across the room again. If I could just touch the book a little bit, maybe with my face, then I could get some of the energy from it. Enough to cast a spell against her. Maybe a spell that would break the one she had on this room. Nicolas and Liam would have enough magic to get us out of this.
A couple of minutes had passed and I had to try to get back over there again. If I got caught, then so be it. I would just have to take my chances. What other option did I have? She was going to do something awful to us anyway. I might as well do it now and get it over with. I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t at least try to get us out of this mess. 
I moved my body so that the chair would skip again across the floor. This time I must have been getting better because it made even less noise.
I had successfully made it across the room and was now in front of the books. Now what would I do? Still I couldn’t break my wrists free. My hands were tied, so it wasn’t like I could use my legs to get the book. Like I said, maybe all that was needed was just to simply touch the book to get some energy. I leaned down and pressed my face against the book. I immediately felt some tingling and I assumed that the magic was working. I hadn’t had this much hope in a long time. 
All of a sudden Monique screamed out. “I told you not to move. You didn’t listen to me.” 
I immediately moved my head. I knew I had a panicked look on my face. I was completely busted. There would be no explaining away this one, and she would take the book away forever. I couldn’t believe she’d left it there in the first place. Maybe she’d wanted me to attempt something like this so she would have a reason to do something to me. 
Monique immediately stomped over to me and slapped me across the face. 




Chapter 25
 
Now that she had caught me, I’d probably made things a whole lot worse for all of us. I should have known that was the way things would turn out, but I’d done it anyway. What could I do about it now? I had to suffer the consequences. She motioned for the men to come over to me and they started to untie me. I knew this wasn’t so that we could now become best friends. After untying my legs from the chair and my hands, they lifted me up from the chair. 
They still hadn’t taken the tape off of my mouth though. They’d left the tape on my hands still behind my back, but left my feet free. I supposed that this meant we were going for a walk. 
She motioned with a wave of her hand. “You’re coming with me.” 
Unfortunately, she didn’t tell me where we were going. The men grabbed me up to escort me out, as if I couldn’t walk on my own. Did they seriously have to be so rough? I was sure they got pleasure out of that. 
As they walked me toward the door, I turned back to look at Nicolas and Liam. I didn’t want to leave them here. It felt as if I was abandoning them again. I hadn’t been able to hug Nicolas or Liam. I hadn’t been able to kiss Nicolas or tell him I loved him. I also wanted to tell Liam I loved him too, although that might cause mixed emotions. That was why I’d never told him my feelings for him. It was probably too late to do that now. They shoved me into the car.
“Now that you’re in the car, I have something to show you,” Monique said. 
What, the owner’s manual? What was she going to tell me? 
She turned around in the chair and put the phone in front of my face. “I want you to watch this video.” 
I wasn’t liking where this was headed. I was pretty sure she wasn’t showing me cute cat videos. Was this some sort of video on what she was planning to do to all of us? I didn’t even want to think about if it was a video of my mother and Annabelle. Fear raced through my body. 
“Look at this.” 
It looked as if I had no choice. The video played and it was in fact Annabelle and my mother. They were tied to chairs just as I had been. I saw the fear in their eyes, but I also saw their strength. I knew that they would hold on as long as they could. I just had to get Monique to release them. Whatever she wanted from me I would do as long as they were safe. 
“Now they won’t be hurt if you do what I want you to do,” Monique said. 
“What is it that you want?” I asked. 
“I want the dress. The one that was in the trunk. I know you have it, so don’t even pretend like you don’t know what I’m talking about.” 
What was so special about the dress that would make her want it? And I’d thought it was the trunk that she was interested in. But a wedding dress? I’d never felt as sad as I did now while pulling away from the manor. We made this short drive back to town and eventually made it to my mother’s street. I was running out of time to think of something to get out of this.
I supposed if a wedding dress was all she wanted, then she could have it. “I want a guarantee that my mother and Annabelle will be okay. Plus that you’ll release them.” 
“Of course I will release them unharmed, as long as I get the dress.” 
I wasn’t quite sure if I believed her. The man pulled the car up in front of my mother’s place and shoved it into park. 
“All right, we’re going inside and you’re going to get the dress as quickly as possible. We don’t have a lot of time,” she said. 
Did she mean we didn’t have a lot of time left before she got rid of us for good, or that she had somewhere else to be? It was a scary thought either way. We got out of the car and they led me over to the house. I wondered if anyone would notice that I was tied up. Even if the neighbors did notice, they probably wouldn’t say anything. Especially if they knew the new leader. She had power over everyone, it seemed. 
“All right. Now where is it? Find it now.” 
Why was she so completely pushy? 
“There’s the trunk,” the man said, pointing.
I just looked at them for a moment, wondering if I could get away with just giving them the trunk since the dress was no longer in there. Would they find out? 
She walked over and quickly opened it. “It’s empty, of course. Where’s the dress?” 
Finally, I motioned toward the back of the house. “It’s back there, hidden.” 
“Take me to it now,” she demanded. 
Wasn’t there some way I could avoid giving her the dress? I took my time walking toward the room down the hallway. Finally, one of the guys shoved me and I stumbled forward, as if that would make me go faster. 
“Hey, knock it off,” I said. “There’s no reason to push.” 
They motioned for me to move forward, so I took my own sweet time going down the hallway just to make them even angrier. I didn’t know what was wrong with me sometimes with being so stubborn like that. Finally, we reached the room and I reluctantly moved toward to the hiding spot where we’d put the dress. 
She motioned. “If it’s in there then get it quick.” 
I released a deep breath and then opened up the door. I reached in and grabbed the dress. I held it my in arms and then turned around. 
She yanked it from me. “Ha-ha. It’s mine, all mine… mine, all mine.” She spun around with the dress pressed close to her body. 
“You know, they have a couple of bridal shops in town if you needed a wedding dress. You wouldn’t have to steal mine.” 
Technically it wasn’t mine, but I supposed it was meant for me. Why else would Nicolas have this dress?
“You really are clueless, aren’t you?” she asked. 
“What do you mean?” I asked. 
“If you don’t know, then I’m certainly not telling you.” 
Just then I heard a cracking noise. Everyone looked from one to the other. Then they looked at me as if I had done something. I was standing in the same spot. How could I have made a noise? When I glanced out the window, I spotted Ben. I had to act as if I hadn’t seen anything. I was worried that they would catch Ben and do something to him. I couldn’t believe he’d come here to help me. 
Despite me trying to act as if I hadn’t seen him, Monique noticed what I was doing. She cast a look over to the window and spotted him. I tried to wave my arms to warn him. At that moment, he made eye contact with her and he must have realized he was in trouble. 
She glared at him. “Go get him.” 
“Run, Ben,” I yelled, even though he probably couldn’t hear me through the closed window. With her actions, he didn’t need my warning. He knew what they were about to do. The men ran out of the room, and I knew they were going to get Ben. 
“What are you going to do to him? How do you know him?” I asked. “He doesn’t know you. He doesn’t remember.” 
She laughed. “I don’t believe that he doesn’t remember me.” 
“And who are you to him?” I asked. 
“Hold on to her,” she told the other guy. 
“Let me go,” I said.
Monique stared at me for moment and then she said, “We were married… until he killed me.” 
I was speechless. I didn’t know what to say. She didn’t give me a chance to ask questions when she ran out of the room. The guy held on to me tight and escorted me out of the room into the living room. They had already brought Ben inside. I didn’t believe her when she said that Ben had killed her. She must mean she had been reanimated. But who had reanimated her? Was it a spell that I’d cast? I’d been much better with that recently. 
“I’m glad that I finally have you. Now I can repay you for what you’ve done to me,” she said to Ben. “I never thought that you would be able to come back. Nicely played.” 
The men were distracted by her talking to Ben. I didn’t want to leave him, but this was my perfect opportunity to get away. I had to save my mother and Annabelle. I was confident that Ben would be able to get out on his own. 
Now that I had this opportunity, I made a dash for the front door. So far they hadn’t even realized that I was doing this. I looked over my shoulder. 
The magic still held me back though and I wasn’t sure if I would be able to get much further than the front lawn. When I got into the middle of the yard, the magic stopped me and I fell back onto the ground. I looked back and Ben was running from the house. I wasn’t sure how he had gotten away, but good for him. He was really good at that stuff. Ben was pointing in my direction, but not actually looking at me. He was still running, but I knew he was doing some kind of magic. 
I’d gotten further away now. Had I broken past their magic? I jumped up and ran forward again. I was able to spring past the barrier that they’d cast. Ben must have done something to help me. Thank goodness I had finally gotten free. I didn’t know where Ben was going, but I had to find my mother and Annabelle. 
“Get her,” Monique yelled. 
When I looked over my shoulder, the men were running toward me. They seemed to be a lot faster than me. I darted to my left and ran behind the car. 
I moved along the side of the car. When I peeked over, I saw that they were looking for me. I peered into the car and saw that the dummy had left the keys in the ignition. I opened the car door and jumped behind the wheel. There was no time to buckle up. I turned the key and took off. I looked in the rear-view mirror. They were running after the car. It was too late now, suckers. They tried their magic, but it wasn’t powerful enough to reach the car now that I’d gotten down the road.
I’d just made the turn when I spotted Ben running alongside the road. I pulled over and let the window down. 
“Ben, it’s me, get in.” 
For a moment, I thought about what she’d said, but then I thought better of it. I had a feeling about Ben and that he hadn’t done what she’d said. I wanted to get the truth though. She claimed he really remembered her, but I didn’t think he did. Ben looked over and saw that it was me. He opened the door and hopped in. 
“Buckle up,” I said as I punched the gas. 
“You took the car. Nice job.”
“How did you get away from them?” I asked as I headed down the road. 
“I saw a weak spot in their magic. They’re actually not that good at it.” 
If he thought they were bad what would he say about my magic? Though I supposed without my bad magic he wouldn’t even be here. 
“I have to get to my mother and Annabelle. Now that we’ve gotten away I know they’ll do something to them. Though I’m not sure since Monique has the wedding dress now. Apparently that was all that she wanted. Maybe she’ll just let them go now.”
“I have a feeling something bad will happen,” Ben said. 



Chapter 26
 
I glanced over at Ben. “She said that she knows you and that you know her too, but yet you don’t remember. Can you tell me anything more? She wouldn’t answer me.” 
He ran his hand through his hair. “She’s probably just saying that, but I suppose I do recall something. It seems like it’s at the back of my mind, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. I wish I could help more,” Ben said. 
“You can’t help it if you can’t remember,” I said. 
We rode along in silence for a while. 
Then he said, “You know, I feel like I’m having some flashbacks.” 
“It could be a good thing. Do you see something in your mind?” 
“Just her face, but as it was years ago, in a different time.” 
“Obviously since you came from a different time that would make sense,” I said. 
“What time period was this?” I asked. 
“I see a horse and carriage,” he said. 
“Well, that narrows it down somewhat. They don’t use those anymore unless we’re talking about the Amish.” 
“Nothing like that,” he said.
“There was one other thing,” I said as I continued to drive. 
“What’s that?” he asked.
“Well, she said that you killed her.” 
His eyes widened. “You can’t be serious.” 
“That’s what she said.” I glanced in the rear-view mirror to see if anyone was following us. 
So far we were still in the clear. 
“That couldn’t be. I would never do something like that.” 
“That’s what I told her,” I said. “Maybe she’s the one who killed you.” 
“That wouldn’t surprise me at all,” he said. 
“We’ll keep working on remembering this, but right now I have to find my mother and Annabelle,” I said. 
“I thought that was where we were headed now,” he said. 
“We are, except for one thing. I don’t know where to find them.” 
“That could be a problem,” he said and leaned his head back on the leather seat. 
“As soon as Monique and the others find another car they’ll probably go right there to Annabelle and my mother.” 
“What if they report this vehicle stolen?” he asked. 
“With all the things they’ve done it’s doubtful they would try that.” 
I thought about the video as I drove and then something hit me. I recognized something in the video. 
“Hey, I think I know where they are,” I said. 
“Where’s that?” he asked. 
“It’s at the graveyard at the manor. I recognized the background.”
“Well, let’s go,” he said. 
I just hoped that I was right because going back to the manor was taking a big risk. Also I had to get Liam and Nicolas out of there. 
“I will have to hide the car and we have to walk the rest of the way to the graveyard.” 
We headed over to the manor. The whole drive I thought about how I was going to handle this entire thing. I hoped that I had it right and that Monique hadn’t moved them away from the graveyard. Before I knew it, we had pulled down the street just a little way from the manor. I had to find another place to park because I didn’t want them to drive by and see the car on the side of the road. There was another house not too far away, so I would just have to use their driveway. 
Maybe when the neighbors realized it was me, they would be okay with it. I pulled down the driveway and up to the house. No one appeared to be home. I was happy about that. We got out of the car and headed over to the trees by where we could sneak to the graveyard. 
“I hope we don’t get caught,” I said as we walked through, weaving around the tall pine trees. 
“Don’t worry. I’ll protect you if we do,” Ben said. 
“That’s so sweet of you, Ben, thank you.” 
The graveyard came into view. We’d reached the old black fence around the graveyard. I looked around, but I didn’t see anyone. Just the gravestones and the same old tall trees. The branches blew in a steady rhythm, as if welcoming me back. 
“I don’t see anything, do you?” 
Ben shook his head. “No, nothing. Don’t panic just yet. That doesn’t mean that we won’t find them.”
I hated to tell him that that was exactly what that meant. It meant that Monique had moved my mother and Annabelle. I had to think of what to do next. Did I really intend to go to the manor and find my mother, Annabelle, Nicolas or Liam? Just leaving without looking for them wasn’t an option though. 
“We have to go to the manor.” I pointed. 
Ben hesitated. He probably wasn’t so sure about going there again, but he followed me across the graveyard anyway. We had just reached the gate to leave when I felt a presence behind us. I looked over my shoulder. The woman I’d seen in the graveyard before was there again. Gigi was looking right at me. I knew she had something to say. 
“Ben, stop. We have to talk to this woman.” I pointed. 
She didn’t wait for me to come over to her. Instead she came to us. 
“Hello again,” I said. 
“I suppose you’re looking for the other women,” Gigi said. 
Yes, this was exactly what I wanted to hear. “Where are they? Have you seen them? Are they okay?” I had so many questions. 
“Yes, they were here,” Gigi said. “They took them that way.” She pointed across the graveyard. 
When I looked in that direction, I saw Annabelle and my mother down by the river. Monique and her bodyguards were there too. 
“Ben, we have to help them.” 
Nicolas and Liam weren’t there. 
I stopped halfway across the yard and grabbed Ben’s arm. “Maybe we should stop for a second. We have to think of a plan first.” 
“I can get them to release your mother and Annabelle,” he said. 
“If you do what you did when you got me free that would be great.”
Ben waved his arm and cast a spell. The magic carried through the air, but the words didn’t seem to stop them at all. They hadn’t noticed us there, but I felt like they would sense the presence of the magic soon. We moved closer to the river. Annabelle happened to glance over and noticed us. This made her look even more panicked. She knew that if they saw us it would be a huge problem. We were all in trouble either way. If we didn’t try to stop them now, I knew what they were about to do.... Monique would kill us all. She would stop at nothing to be the leader.
A couple of seconds later and my mother looked our way. Once that happened, Monique noticed us and it was all over then. I moved even closer to them. We were just a few steps away now. 
“What took you so long?” Monique asked. 
She was getting great pleasure out of this, but I was curious how they had gotten here so quickly when we had taken her car. They had probably taken someone else’s car. She glared at me. 
I pointed at her to let her know I meant business. “Whatever you’re getting ready to do, stop it right now.” 
“What are you going to do about it?” 
I didn’t have an answer for that so I guessed I couldn’t do anything to them. 
“You’ll be sorry,” I said.
“What? Are you going to unleash your new friend on me?” 
I glanced over at Ben. 
He had a strange look on his face. “Something is coming back to me. I keep getting flashes of being in this situation before.” 
“Why are you doing this to them?” I asked Monique. “You got the dress, so you said you would let them go unharmed if you got it.” 
“Yes, I did say that, but you took the book and I needed it.” 
“Why do you need that book? You already have the spellbook.” 
“You can write out the spells and create a new spellbook. It’s done every couple of hundred years,” Ben said. He shook his head. 
“So you remember,” Monique said. 
“I don’t know how I knew that.” 
Something must really be coming back to him. If what he said was true, then there was no way I could give her the book back. 
“Either you give the book to me, or I will hurt them. Not only will I hurt them, but I will eliminate them for good.” 
My stomach turned at the thought. It had taken me a short time to realize that I didn’t need to be the leader. I was doing fine. That meant that I could just give her the book back, as long as she didn’t hurt Annabelle or my mother. Though what she was doing to the rest of the Underworld was bad. Someone really needed to stop her. 
“All right, you can have the book,” I said. “Now let them go right now.” 
“Do you think I’m really that stupid? You have to give me the book first.”
I laughed. “You really think I’m that stupid? If I give you the book, then you’ll just continue to do what you’re doing. I have no guarantee. Now I have what you want, you give me what I want.” 
She grabbed Annabelle and then one of the other guys grabbed my mother. “I have what you want and I can do way more harm to them than you can to the book, so hand it over first.” 
I stared at her to judge whether she was serious. The look in her eyes let me know that she was very serious. I had no choice but to give her the book first. How would I get Annabelle and my mother away from her? 
“Okay, you can have the book, but I have to go get it from the car.” 
“It’s in the car, go get it,” she told one of the men. 
I wondered if she would be mad when she realized I was lying. I really had it in the bag that was now across my body. I was surprised that she hadn’t thought of that first. The guy took off and then stopped. 
“Where’s the car?” he asked.
“It’s in the driveway way over there.” I pointed. 
The guy took off toward the other property, but then she stopped him. “Wait just a minute.” She looked at me. 
Uh-oh. She must have figured out what I was doing. 
“You have the book in your bag, don’t you? If you play games with me, I’ll just make it worse for you.” 
I reached in my bag and pulled the book out. I leaned forward and placed the book on the ground near her. 
“Okay, now back up,” she said, motioning for me to move away from the book. 
“Annabelle and Mom, come over here beside me.” I motioned. 
They hurried over beside us. Surprisingly, Monique hadn’t stopped them. She had something else in store for us though. I just had that feeling. She wasn’t going to let this end right now. She was determined to destroy all of us. 
“Now I want Nicolas and Liam. You have to let them go.” 
“One book for four people? That doesn’t seem quite fair,” she said. 
“Actually, you got two books for four people.” 
“Well, I don’t consider the first book, since I got that on my own so easily.” 
I was sick of playing this game with her. Ben had been awfully quiet after he’d given me the mysterious information about the book. I wondered what else he was remembering. I was sure they had probably had an encounter like this before. It seemed that she had won it as well. I needed to talk with him, but I didn’t want to leave this situation until I had Liam and Nicolas. What would she do if I just went into the house and untied them? Would she try to stop me now that she had everything she wanted? 



Chapter 27
 
I marched toward the house. I was on a mission to get Liam and Nicolas. I wouldn’t let her stop me now. She couldn’t hold them and kidnap them. It was illegal and she couldn’t be the leader and do illegal things. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” she called out to me. 
“Where does it look like I’m going?” I said over my shoulder. 
I knew that she was walking up behind me. When I glanced to my right and then to my left, Annabelle and my mother were hurrying along beside me. The looks on their faces let me know they were nervous. The leader was completely unpredictable in her actions. 
Just then, I felt the magic around me and I knew I would be hit with something. Before I even had a chance to prepare, I was knocked down by the spell. I smashed onto the ground hard. I wiggled around on the ground, trying to get up, but she had a spell on me that made it impossible for me to move. As I struggled, I wondered if I’d ever get out of this. Just then, I moved just a little bit. I looked to my left and to my right again, and apparently she’d done the same thing to my mother, Annabelle, and Ben. I continued to struggle to get up, fighting her magic. 
I started to shift a little more, but it wasn’t where I wanted to go. I was going backward. She was carrying me somewhere and it was away from the manor. When I looked to my side again, she was doing the same thing to Annabelle, my mother, and Ben. I knew where she was taking us. She was carrying us out to the water. This was what she had planned for us. It was even worse than I imagined. She was going to drown us in the river. I clawed at the ground, trying to stop her from taking me, but all I got were hands full of dirt. 
We moved closer and closer to the water at a faster and faster pace. The next thing I knew, splashing water surrounded me. I knew how to swim, but the spell was keeping me from moving my arms and my legs. I went under. Soon my lungs would be filled with water and I wouldn’t be able to breathe. I was less worried about me and more worried about my mother, Annabelle, and Ben. I had to save myself so that I could save them. 
I pushed and kicked, then finally managed to get myself to the top of the water. I looked around for my mom and Annabelle. They were beside me, struggling just the same. 
“Hold on, Annabelle and Mom. I’ll get you out of here.” I looked around for Ben and didn’t see him. 
Oh, no. Maybe he was under the water. Maybe he was already gone. Maybe the current had already taken him away. I hated to even think about it. I looked up at the shore and spotted Ben. How had he been able to stop from going into the water? No matter how, I was glad that he’d been able to pull it off. 
Ben was fighting with the leader. Where had he gotten the strength to fight off her binding spell? At least I knew he wasn’t still in the water, but that left me to figure out how to get us out. At least the new leader would be distracted so if we did get out she wouldn’t push us right back in. I was able to move my arms and legs more now and I swam over to my mother. 
“Can you move your arms and legs more?” I asked. 
“I’m moving them enough to stay afloat, but that’s about it,” she said. “And I don’t know how much longer I can do that. I’m getting tired quickly. Halloween, I love you, but I think this is it for me.” 
“Don’t talk like that,” I said.
When I glanced back at the shore to find out what was going on, I saw Nicolas and Liam. I was overjoyed they had gotten free. But now it looked as if they were fighting a magic battle with the new leader and her men as well. At least they weren’t having to do this alone. I wanted to help instead of being out here in the water like a helpless fish. No wonder I hadn’t been able to keep my leader position. If I wanted something I had to work for it. Nothing came without hard work.
I was still in the water, trying to keep myself from drowning. I worked harder at concentrating on the spell than I ever had in the past. Who needed a book of spells to make magic work? I could do this on my own. All I needed was to concentrate. I kicked my legs and my arms. Finally, I was making traction. I was moving closer to land. The next thing I knew, I was at the shore, pulling myself out of the water. Now I had to save my mother and Annabelle. 
Now that I was on land, I moved over to where they were in the water. I stretched forward as far as I could go without falling in. I leaned out to my mother and gave her my hand. She grabbed a hold and I pulled. With one big yank, I managed to get her on land. 
“You never thought you’d catch something this big, huh?” she said. 
Next, I reached out the same way for Annabelle. She grabbed my arm and I pulled her with all my strength. My hands shook and my body trembled. I wasn’t sure how much more I could do. At least Annabelle was safe on land now too. Now I had to find a way to help Ben, Nicolas, and Liam.
Nicolas and I made eye contact. He smiled. I was so happy to see him. Of course they were in the middle of a battle with the leader and her men, so it was hard to show too much emotion. Just as I worked hard to get out of the water, I would have to do the same in order to help fight her magic. I recited the words for a spell and raised my hands, pointing in her direction. I waited for something to happen. A tiny spurt of energy came from my hands, but mostly the spell fizzled out. 
She cast a glance my way, noticing what I’d done. She laughed and then zapped me with magic that made me fall backward. I landed hard on my butt. Luckily, I managed to scramble up from the ground, ready to fight even more. There were three of them and four of us, so if numbers were any indication, we would win this battle. I cast another spell, zapping her slightly on the leg. This time she jumped back a little, shocked that I’d managed that much. I had to admit I was a little proud of what I’d done. 
Just then, Gigi from the graveyard appeared next to me. She instantly waved her hand and did a quick spell. It missed Monique, but it came really close to her head. Gigi was a witch too, and apparently, she was taking our side. That was a plus. 
“I’ll help you. Don’t worry,” she said. 
“Thanks, Gigi” I said. 
Good thing I remembered her name. 
“Monique tried to kill me the other day by hitting me with her car. Luckily, I got away but she didn’t know that. I’ll do anything to stop her evil now,” Gigi said.
We kept zapping spells, one after each other, but nothing was having an effect on either side. When they cast a spell, we would bounce one right back at them. 
I knew that Monique had the books nearby. I sensed it. If I could keep her distracted with doing magic, then maybe I could sneak over and get the books. Then I would be the leader again. I couldn’t believe she was so careless with them. Of course I hadn’t seen the books, but I just had a feeling they were somewhere nearby. She’d probably tried to hide them. That never worked. I’d learned that the hard way. I just needed the perfect opportunity to sneak around and look around somewhere behind her. 
Gigi waved her hands through the air and giant sparks flew from her fingertips. She had cast a spell so powerful that Monique wouldn’t be able to block it. Monique tried though. She tossed her arms up in the air, trying to block the spell, but it went right through her arms and knocked her on the grass. She looked at the woman in shock, glaring at her.
Monique said, “I thought I killed you once. What are you still doing here?” 
Ben was still fighting Monique’s men. I was impressed with his magic skills. Where had he learned to use magic so well? Maybe it was wishful thinking, but Monique seemed to be slowing down. Ben’s and the mystery woman’s magic was getting the better of Monique. Maybe Monique wouldn’t be able to cast many more spells. My mother was trying her best to do some magic, but Annabelle was at a loss. She was just trying to stay out of the way. Annabelle picked up a couple of rocks a few times, but I was worried that would just make the leader even madder. 
Liam cast a spell and it spiked from his hands and got really close to Monique. She pulled her arm back and hit Liam with a spell. He fell to the ground. I called out to him, but he didn’t respond. I ran over to help him. Thank goodness, when I knelt down beside him, he looked up at me. Spells and magic zoomed all around us. 
“Are you okay?” I asked. 
He sat up and then said, “I’m fine. Let’s get her.” 
Liam stumbled up from the ground. Just then Ben cast a huge spell over all of them. Monique fell on her rear and the guys did too. I couldn’t believe what had happened. Annabelle took the rope they’d wanted to use on us, ran over and started tying up Monique. 
“What are you doing?” Monique yelled out. 
Gigi ran over to me. “She hid the books behind that tree over there in the hole.” 
I ran over to the location she had pointed out. I held out little hope that I would actually find the books, but I prayed that I found them. When I neared the tree, I saw the spot that she was talking about. I leaned close and peeked inside. It was too dark to see. I really didn’t want to stick my hand in there, but I had no choice. Slowly I pushed my hand through. I felt around and my hand made contact with something. It sure seemed like a book. I reached further in, wrapped my hand around it, and pulled it out. Yes! I had the spellbook. Of course it was the new one, but I would take what I could get right now. Was the other one in there too? 
When I reached in and my hand made contact with something else that felt like a book, I almost fell over with joy. I prayed that it wouldn’t be a hoax. Some kind of dirty trick that she was playing to make me think I was getting the book back. I wrapped my hand around what felt like another book and then pulled it out. When I saw that it was the spellbook, a million emotions overwhelmed me. Now the other members of the Underworld wouldn’t have to endure Monique. 
I held onto the books tight as I walked back over to everyone. They had managed to tie up the ex-leader and her men. I stood in front of her. I didn’t want to gloat, but she deserved it. I smiled as I showcased the books to her.
“Looks like you won’t be needing these anymore. Now you’re not the leader. You’ll be punished with no more magic. What you did to everyone is inexcusable.” 
“I had my reasons,” she said.



Chapter 28
 
Now that we had them tied up, we were taking them back into the manor… my manor. Well, actually we were practically dragging them to the manor. Monique was putting up a fight by kicking and screaming. Basically, she was throwing a huge hissy fit. I would let the board members deal with her now. 
Gigi from the graveyard had followed us into the house. I had to find out who she was. She must have noticed me staring at her awkwardly.
She said, “You must wonder who I am.” 
I nodded. “Yes, I was curious.” 
Everyone was staring at her, waiting for an answer. They were just as curious as me. The woman pointed at Monique. “She’s my sister. She used to be the leader of the Dallas coven.” 
I glanced over at Monique. 
She smirked. “I was good as leader of that coven. Just like I was good as leader of the Underworld. I’m much better than you’ll ever dream of being.” 
She was seriously delusional if she honestly believed that. Something told me she did believe it. 
“That was many years ago, before I was killed. That’s a different story for another time,” Monique said, as if I wanted to hear more stories. 
“I recently reanimated my sister and I guess I underestimated her nastiness,” Gigi said. 
“Why are you reanimating anyone? I didn’t think that this was something that just anyone could do,” I said. 
“It’s not and it took me many years to figure out how. I’d thought she would be much better than she is. I didn’t know she was going to try to take over the Underworld. I suppose I should have known… she was always pushy.” 
“Oh, shut up, Gigi. How would you know?” Monique said. 
Gigi ignored what her sister said. “Anyway, I came to you for help, but my sister got here first. That was the day that Monique came here to be the wedding planner. I guess things got out of hand. She blocked me from the manor. That’s why I was hanging out in the graveyard.” 
“Why didn’t you tell me this sooner? Maybe I could have done something to stop her.” 
“I was embarrassed. I felt like I had already caused enough problems. She had been researching you for quite a while. I just thought it was innocent. I didn’t realize she wanted to take over your life.” 
It was crazy to know that someone had been researching me and then wanted to take over. She’d been pretty darn successful at it too. Thank goodness we’d been able to stop her.
I looked from Gigi to Ben. “I just wonder what the connection is between Monique and Ben. He can’t seem to remember.” 
“How can you forget me?” Monique said. 
I looked at her and said, “Be quiet. I’ve heard about enough from you today.” 
A taste of her own medicine. 
“I can tell you how they know each other,” Gigi said. 
We waited with bated breath for what she had to say. 
“Ben and Monique were married until she killed him.” 
“What? She said it was the other way around. That Ben had killed her.” 
“That is what happened,” Monique said. 
“No talking.” I snapped my fingers. 
“No, that’s not the way it happened it all,” Gigi said.
“So Ben was reanimated too?” I asked. “I didn’t do it?”
“Again, I think that was my fault. It was an accident. I didn’t really mean for it to happen. “I was reanimated some years ago and I thought I’d give it a try on my sister since it had worked out for me.” 
“Who reanimated you?” I asked.
“Her name was Gina Rochester,” Gigi said. 
“That’s Nicolas’ mother,” I said.
“That’s right. She was a wonderful woman. I’m glad I reanimated Ben though. He saved us.” Gigi smiled.
My mother was standing next to Ben. She looked at him and batted her eyelashes. “Yes, I’m glad that it happened.” 
Ben smiled at her in return. They looked like a couple of lovebirds. I had never seen her look so happy. Not even when I had gotten all my magic right.
“Well, we won’t even worry about why they were reanimated right now. I’m just glad that all of this is over. But I do have one question that’s been nagging at me since this happened.” 
“What’s that?” Gigi asked. 
“I want to know how she got the book. I mean, I had that thing locked down secure like Fort Knox. I had the keys to the room and safe around my neck. How did she get into the safe? How did she get in there and get it out?”
Monique laughed from over in the corner. 
I glared at her. “Unless you’re going to enlighten me, then be quiet.”
“I’ll never tell,” she said with a smirk. 
“I didn’t think you would, so that’s why I said be quiet.” 
“She switched the keys when she had you try on the veil. A guest that stayed with you last month was someone Monique had hired to come to the manor. That person reported back to Monique everything she found. The guest had overheard you talking with your mother about the keys you wear and that the combination to the safe was written on the back of one of the keys.” 
“Halloween, I told you that you should write that combination somewhere else,” my mother said.
I looked down at the key still dangling around my neck. I’d never had the heart to take it off. “This isn’t the right key?” 
“Nope. That’s not the one,” Gigi said. 
“It was so simple,” Monique said. “You never even thought to look and make sure you had the right key.” 
I supposed I’d been so distracted by wedding planning that I’d never thought someone could do that. 
“Okay, I have another question. Why did she want the wedding dress? Was she planning on marrying someone else to kill?” I asked with a smirk.
Gigi looked at Nicolas. 
“You can’t be serious,” I said. 
“Oh, my gosh,” Annabelle said. 
“She had us tied up. She said that if I married her she would leave you alone permanently. Of course it wasn’t going to happen and I didn’t believe her anyway,” Nicolas said. “As long as I continued to say no, she was going to keep us tied up.” 
“You wanted to marry Nicolas?” I asked. “What makes you think that was possible? He’s marrying me.” 
“Yes, but I was the leader, so that meant that I could marry him,” Monique said. 
“You’re really weird, you know?” I said. 
“You won’t get away with this. I’ll get the book back,” Monique hissed.
“We’ll see about that. You won’t get anywhere near any magic for a long time… forever.” 
It was creepy that she wanted to take over my life, including the wedding part. Even wearing the same wedding dress. That brought me back to the wedding dress subject. 
I turned to Nicolas. “I don’t understand why you had a wedding dress in a trunk.” 
Liam and Nicolas exchanged a look. 
“Yeah, about that… I was going to tell you, but I didn’t have a chance. The wedding dress was my mother’s. I know she would have wanted you to wear it. Plus, the dress has some special powers.” 
“You say special powers so casually. Oh, is that all?” I waved my hand. 
So that was why Monique had wanted to marry Nicolas. She’d wanted to have all the power available. Now she was left with none. 
“Why did you go to the Raleigh Company bar?” I asked. 
Nicolas and Liam chuckled. 
“I found out that my mother had left the other book with Raleigh. We thought he still owned the bar. I thought if we got the book, then you could be the leader again. That was when Monique and one of her guys took us.”  
“I can’t believe you did all that for me,” I said. 
He wrapped his arms around me. “I’d do anything for you, Halloween LaVeau.”
“Plus, the extra magic kind of helps. What kind of magic does it have?” I asked. 
He winked. “I guess you’ll just have to wear it to find out.” 
The only way I was doing that was when we got married. The wedding was still on now that I’d found Nicolas. Everything was back on track. Now I could wear the dress to find out what would happen. 
My mother tossed her hands up. “Well, that does it. No more wedding planning for me.” 
I was tempted to let her go with that, but it wasn’t her fault, so I had to make her feel better. “Maybe we could ease up on the planning. You don’t have to stop completely.” 
“See, I knew you didn’t like my choices,” she said. 
“No, it’s not that. Just maybe a little less.” I pinched my thumb and index finger together. 
“Oh, for heaven’s sakes, what is the point of this conversation? I can’t stand it anymore. I’d rather go to jail than listen to this,” Monique said.
“Don’t worry, they’ll be here soon to take you away,” I said. I looked at Gigi. “Who’s the leader of the Dallas coven now? I just wondered if she noticed anything strange about what you did. Or if she noticed anything strange about what Monique did.” 
“I don’t think there’s a leader there now.”
Why hadn’t I been notified of these things? “Would you like to be the leader of the Dallas coven? You’ve shown that your magic skills are appropriate for it. Of course we’d have to do a full background check,” I said. 
“It would be amazing,” she said. “I can’t thank you enough.”
“That’s my way of repaying you for everything you did out there. You stopped your sister,” I said. 
She shrugged. “It was the right thing to do.” 
I looked at Liam and Nicolas. “Of course, you guys are the leaders of New Orleans and Enchantment Pointe again.” 
“Try not to screw it up this time,” Nicolas said to Liam. 
“Hey, I’m not the one who got us tied up,” Liam said. 
“You guys can discuss that later,” my mother said. “What about Ben?”
I wasn’t sure if she was asking me or him. I thought she was worried that he might be leaving now. 
“I’m sure I can find a position for Ben with the Underworld since his magic is so impressive too. That’s of course if he wants that,” I said. 
My mother looked at Ben for an answer. I hoped for her sake that he said the right thing, the thing that she wanted to hear. She wanted him to stay around. Did he want the same thing? 
Ben took my mother’s hands in his. The next thing I knew, he was down on one knee. “Will you marry me?”
I stared at the whole scene wide-eyed with an open mouth. I couldn’t believe it. Had Ben seriously asked my mother to marry him? Yes, that was exactly what I was witnessing. 
I waited with bated breath for her answer, as did Ben and everyone else in the room. Even Monique seemed interested in what was going on—after all, she was his ex. 
The long pause was beginning to make me nervous. Ben too. 
Finally, my mother said, “Yes, yes, I will marry you.” 
Ben wrapped his arms around her. They embraced in a kiss while the rest of us clapped. I couldn’t believe that my mother was getting married. I liked Ben though, so I knew she would be happy. I hugged my mother and then Liam and Nicolas shook Ben’s hand. 
“So when is this happening?” Annabelle asked. 
My mother was standing next to Ben. “Oh, I don’t know. We’ll have to think about that.” 
Ben took my mother’s hand in his again. “How about we get married now?” 
She stared at him for a moment. “Are you serious?” 
He shook his head. “I’m very serious.” 
She smiled and said, “Okay, let’s do it.” 
“I figure there’s no reason to wait,” Ben said. 
It was a bit of a rush, and I wasn’t sure what the hurry was, but I supposed they were in a hurry. They were in love, so that was okay with me. 
“What do you mean by now? As in tonight?” my mother asked.
“We can get everything together,” Ben said. 
I hugged my mother and then Ben. “Of course, I insist that you get married at the manor.” 
“I wouldn’t want it any other way,” my mother said. 
“How’s that for you, Ben?” I asked. 
“Sounds perfect,” he said. 
“Now I can plan a wedding,” I said with a smile. 
“No wedding planners.” She smirked. 
Monique glared at me. 
“We can have it right out by the river.” I gestured. 
“That sounds wonderful,” my mother said. 
“It will be beautiful,” Gigi said. 
“I have a lot of work to do in a short time,” I said.
Thank goodness the board members had finally shown up. 
“Take your filthy hands off me,” Monique hissed as they pulled her from the chair. 
They took Monique and her men away. She would be in the county jail until the trial. I wasn’t sure how she would have a defense for what she’d done. She complained the whole time that she was escorted out to the car that she was still the leader—that just because I had the book didn’t mean that I should be the leader. 
“You’ll see how Ben is. Trust me, you will be sorry.” 
Ben shook his head. “She must have really hated me.” 
“It seems like she hates everyone,” I said. 
We watched as the car drove away. The heaviness was lifted. Now I had to redecorate the manor back to the way it was before this mess. 



Chapter 29
 
It was my mother and Ben’s wedding day. Their engagement had lasted twenty-four hours. It had been a chaotic time getting everything prepared and set up in such a short time. Well, I guessed the witchcraft had helped quite a bit. I’d prepared the wedding cake and taken care of all the refreshments. Nicolas had made sure that all the seating arrangements were correct and Liam had rounded up someone to perform the ceremony. Plus, he’d hired a band for the reception. I wasn’t sure we should have trusted him with that selection. 
Annabelle had taken care of the décor outside. And she had done an amazing job. There was a tent nearby with lights underneath the canopy for tonight’s reception. It would mimic being under the twinkling stars. The area was draped with white fabric and flowers in different shades of pink. There was a pergola at the end of the aisle, just waiting for the lovebirds to say, “I do.” The seats were all full of my mother’s friends and family. 
Unfortunately, Ben’s side was mostly empty except for Gigi. I was the maid of honor and Nicolas was the best man. He looked so handsome in his tuxedo. My mother had picked out a pink silk dress for me. It didn’t look that bad, with a draping neckline that came down slightly and a tapered lace waist. The hem came to just below my knees. My mother looked beautiful in her white dress. She didn’t wear a veil, but instead some flowers in her hair. She held her bouquet of pink roses. 
Music started and we all waited for my mother to appear. Finally, she came from the side of the manor and started walking down the aisle. Ben was all smiles as he watched her. She had a slight mishap halfway down the aisle, but she managed to right herself before falling flat on her face. We would have never heard the end of that. Maybe we shouldn’t have made the walk so long. We were almost by the water. But she had insisted on that location. She wanted to be in the spot where Ben had saved her. 
The tops of the trees swayed wildly. I didn’t know if they were happy or warning me of something bad to come. I was just letting my imagination get the best of me. After what had happened, I was still stressed out. I needed to just relax and enjoy this beautiful day. The sky had been clear and blue, although there were gray clouds rolling in quickly. We needed to hurry and wrap this up before everyone got soaked. 
The ceremony began and we listened to my mother and Ben recite their vows. As I stood beside my mother, I couldn’t help but feel eyes on me. I looked out over the crowd. Everyone seemed to be paying attention to my mother and Ben. But that was when I noticed someone else. He was watching me. When our eyes met, he looked away. I’d never seen him before. Was he friends with my mother or did he know Ben? I would have to ask when I got a chance. 
As my mother and Ben said, “I do,” I had to stop looking at the stranger. Now that the ceremony was over, I searched for him again. There was too much action going on and I’d lost sight of him. Everyone was congratulating the bride and groom. I didn’t want to let this man out of my sight. I wanted to point him out to my mother. I scanned the crowd, but it was as if he had vanished. I glanced down at the necklace dangling from my neck to make sure that the key was still there. I knew no one had switched it this time. 
I watched as Ben and my mother walked down the aisle together as husband and wife. I couldn’t help but feel a little bit sad. I had gained a stepfather, but a little bit of me felt as if I was losing a bit of my mother. I shouldn’t feel that way and it was definitely selfish of me. I just didn’t want to give up my time with her. And I hoped that we still spent as much time together. Now I would just have to get used to having Ben around. I liked him though so that was fine. 
Nicolas came over to me and kissed me softly. “It’s our turn next. We could do it today.” 
“Yes, except my mother would be extremely hurt if she didn’t get a chance to plan my wedding, even though she was fine with doing hers in a rushed fashion.” 
Nicolas laughed. “That’s just the way she is, so we’ll make her happy.” 
I was glad that my mother and Nicolas got along so well. 
“It seems like you’re distracted,” he said. 
I looked at him. “I guess I am a little.” 
“What’s the problem?” he asked. 
“It’s just that I noticed someone here. I’ve never seen him before.” 
“There are a lot of people here whom we’ve never seen before,” Nicolas said. 
“Yes, but there was something odd about this guy,” I said. 
“What makes you say that?” Nicolas asked. 
“For one, he was staring at me.” 
“Maybe he thinks you’re beautiful,” Nicolas said. 
“I think it was more than that.” I looked out over the crowd again and that was when I spotted him. “There he is,” I said, pointing at the man standing by the magnolia tree.
He disappeared before our eyes. Was he a spirit too?
The End
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