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        Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie. Stop ignoring us. Speak the words. Make this right so we can be… Bright.

      

      

      

      Lexie’s birthday has caught up with her, as have her cousins, Mirabelle Louisa Mackenzie - High Chair of the British Isles and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven - and Catherine Marianna Mackenzie, her down under cousin (If she has a title, she’s not telling her). They’ve been sent to remind Lexie of her family obligations and also to give her a birthday gift. The type she can’t return, refuse or exchange. It’s her heritage and it comes with a job she didn’t even apply for. It’s actually more a way of life than a career and it comes with a snazzy new outfit only her cousins can see. Thank goodness for that…

      

      Not surprisingly, Mirabelle and Catherine Mackenzie are short on details and time to explain. In fact, Lexie has less than two days to brush up on her skills and fly to England… at the blink of an eye. The Mackenzie Coven has been enlisted to assist with a rising concern at House St James. It comes in the shape of an inky black fog Lexie calls the menace. It might not be in corporeal form, but it’s somehow managed to murder one St James family member. Now it’s Lexie’s job to make sure it doesn’t strike again, but she’s fallen under a spell. Suddenly she’s tearing off her beloved denim jeans and Rock Hard t-shirt and donning bespoke designer dresses and sipping ‘delish’ champagne. Even her accent has changed and her cousins can’t do anything about it because a covenant prohibits all three Mackenzie Coven witches from gathering in the house together. They must somehow circumvent the seal and guide Lexie through her first official task as a Mackenzie Coven witch and find the murderer before all the heirs meet their end…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie.

        Stop ignoring us.

      

      

      Lexie bit back a groan. She’d been doing so well, switching off the incessant chatter that had been plaguing her since she’d woken up to face her birthday. She’d almost forgotten all about the significance of the day, but then she’d heard them…

      And it had all come crushing down on her.

      Her time was up.

      Laughter whispered around her.

      Gritting her teeth, Lexie swatted the air as if that could make them go away. Belatedly, she recognized her mistake. She held her breath. The silence around her thickened.

      Had they finally given up? Could she be so lucky?

      
        
        We saw that. You saw that, didn’t you?

        Yes, I did indeed. No turning back now.

      

      

      Lexie slumped back on her chair. Was it too late to go into damage control? She’d already tried denial… Could she re-negotiate?

      She’d spent days trying to figure out a way to delay the inevitable. Ignoring them had been her last resort, but now… Now she’d acknowledged them. The one thing she’d told herself never to do.

      “Those pesky mosquitoes. Anyone would think I’m living in a swamp.”

      Laughter tinkled around her.

      
        
        Nice try, but it’s done now.

        Speak the words. It is your birthright. Our gift to you. And make this right so we can be…

        Bright.

      

      

      “Your rhyming sucks and… and I’d like to exchange my gift for something else, please,” she muttered under her breath.

      The light sparkling laughter swarmed around her, teasing and taunting her.

      If I ever get my hands on them…

      Surging to her feet, Lexie stomped out of her apartment. They wouldn’t follow her out into the open. They wouldn’t dare.

      
        
        Oh, look at the pretty lights. Is this up-town or down-town?

        You’d think she’d find somewhere nicer to live. This looks like the meat-packing district.

        No, I think we’re in the village. A couple of blocks up from Housten…

      

      

      Lexie’s back teeth gritted. It hadn’t been a fluke. They’d pinpointed her location, right down to her doorstep.

      
        
        It all looks sort of cramped.

        It’s an effrontery to everything we stand for and a defiant breach of all protocols. We’re supposed to live within nature in a village or a small town. Never a city.

      

      

      If she’d been on speaking terms with them, she would have pointed out the fact that Central Park was only a short distance away. In any case, she could have found somewhere nicer but living in the city had been her first step toward independence. Anywhere close to nature and she would have been at their mercy.

      As it was, she had no idea how they’d managed to find her. She’d combed through her apartment from top to bottom looking for something that could connect her to them, but there had been nothing. No family heirlooms. Not a single trinket that could harbor a charm, forge a link…

      
        
        Where are we going?

      

      

      Lexie kept her gaze fixed on the footpath, counting the cracks as she made her way to the corner bar. O’Connor’s would be loud enough to drown out the snickering chatter. Honestly, of all the relatives who might have been sent to hound her, why did it have to be them?

      Of her two cousins, she didn’t know which one she found more obnoxious. Mirabelle Louisa Mackenzie spoke with a posh English accent and had recently ascended to the top hierarchical position that came with a ridiculous title of High Chair of the British Isles and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven.

      Yeah, right.

      
        
        I’m puzzled. Why do they have stairs on the outside of the buildings?

        They’re called fire escapes, Catherine.

        Ah, I see… Look at the diversity. In one block we could get pork pies. Go next door to the grog shop for a bottle of red, have our fortunes told, buy a hat we’d never wear and end up at the Laundromat to do the laundry.

      

      

      Mirabelle’s unladylike snort surprised Lexie.

      
        
        Give me Harrods or Harvey Nichols any day.

        Well, I can’t help being mesmerized. I’ve never set foot outside Australia.

      

      

      Catherine Marianna Mackenzie, her down under cousin. They’d never met and yet Lexie knew everything there was to know about her, almost as if by osmosis. She liked strawberry ice cream with her cake, loved the smell of coffee but preferred tea. On her sixteenth birthday, she’d considered running away from home and joining a circus as a trapeze artist but had shelved the idea when she’d developed a fear of heights, which to this day, prevented her from flying. Little did she know it had been a parental binding…

      
        
        As the heiress of the American branch of operations

      

      

      “Operations? Is that what you’re calling it now?” Lexie clamped her hand over her mouth.

      
        
        She talked directly to you. She did, I heard her.

        Yes, she definitely engaged with me. That’s a game changer.

      

      

      Lexie picked up her pace, crossed the street and headed straight into O’Connor’s. The bar was doing its usual brisk trade but she managed to snag a barstool.

      The owner, Jonathan O’Connor, approached her. “The usual?”

      She nodded.

      
        
        Did you hear that? She’s a regular. That can’t be good. What if she’s a beer-swilling barfly? How can we possibly rely on her?

      

      

      There was an idea. Lexie grabbed a handful of peanuts and focused on cracking the shells.

      
        
        Did you hear me, Catherine?

        Give me a minute. That man is gorgeous. Those broad shoulders and the dreamy eyes. She didn’t even look at him when she ordered. And what is she doing here on her birthday alone?

        She’s not alone, she’s with us.

      

      

      It was Lexie’s turn to snort. Jonathan set her beer down in front of her and leaned over the counter.

      “Happy birthday, kiddo.”

      “Thanks, but I’d rather not be reminded.”

      
        
        Why not? It’s the most significant day of your life.

      

      

      “Says you.”

      “Huh?”

      “Sorry, I’m talking to myself.”

      “You sure about that?” Jonathan asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      The edge of his lips quirked up. His gaze shifted first to one shoulder and then to the other. “Just wondering.”

      Could he see them? Worse… Could he hear them? No, impossible. They wouldn’t risk exposure. It would be detrimental to their cause.

      He nodded. “They’re a faint glow.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie. There’s no escaping your true calling,” he said.

      “What?” She nearly dropped her glass.

      Jonathan looked mystified. “I don’t know why I just said that. I didn’t even know your middle name was Elizabeth.” His eyes narrowed. “The one on the right is glowing brighter.”

      That would be Mirabelle and the one most likely to be running interference with Jonathan.

      
        
        He’s of true Irish stock. His people have been guardians since the beginning of time. They are highly intuitive and sensitive, and like you, he shirks responsibility.

      

      

      Jonathan gave a small nod. She’d almost believe he’d actually heard everything Mirabelle had said.

      
        
        He did but he’s pretending he didn’t.

      

      

      “Here’s the birthday girl.”

      Lexie swung around. All eyes were on her as everyone burst into song. Since moving from upstate New York to the city, O’Connor’s had become her home away from home. She knew most of the regulars and had become fast friends with a few people. But, like her, they only ever came on Friday and Saturday nights. It was the middle of the week and she didn’t recognize a single person.

      “Stop it, right now.”

      One of the birthday wishers approached carrying a cake with her favorite chocolate frosting, the flames of twenty-five candles dancing a happy jig. Catherine’s doing, Lexie thought as she grumbled under her breath.

      She swung back around in time to catch Jonathan singing right along with the rest of them, his eyes widened into a horror filled expression as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      
        
        This is much better. Birthdays are for celebrating with your nearest and dearest.

      

      

      “This is the most miserable day of my life.” Lexie took a sip of her drink. Her beer tasted like… “Champagne?”

      
        
        Of course, it’s a celebratory drink for the happiest day of your life.

      

      

      “Are you even allowed to do any of this?” There were supposed to be rules. Strict guidelines to maintain the delicate equilibrium between them and the rest of the world. She knew that much. “Hey. No using your powers for personal gain. What’s the penalty for breaking that rule?” She heard the sound of pages riffling and guessed Mirabelle was making a show of looking it up. “You’re checking the Mackenzie Enchilada.”

      
        
        It’s called the Enchiridion and everything we’re doing is for your own good.

      

      

      “Right, that’s it. I’m lodging a complaint with the Self Absorbed, High and Mightily Presumptuous Council of Hags.”

      
        
        I think she meant that as an insult.

      

      

      She heard more riffling of pages. Clearly Mirabelle wanted to get it right.

      
        
        I found it, but it’s rather a lengthy paragraph so I’ll give you the short version. You may indeed lodge a complaint, right after you’ve spoken the words.

      

      

      By which time, it would be too late because she would have become one of them. Again. “I have a forgiving nature so I’ll let it ride.” When the singing died down, Lexie thought that would be the end of it.

      “Happy birthday, dearest Alexandra.”

      A box was set in front of her. Since no one she knew called her by her full name, she had to assume that had been Mirabelle putting words into the unsuspecting bystander’s mouth.

      “Open it. We put much thought into it. It will become your official trademark Mackenzie Coven gown and whether you’re wearing it or not, we will always see you in it.”

      Feeling defeated, she gave the purple ribbon a tug.

      
        
        Well, come on. I can’t wait to see what you think.

      

      

      “I could save you the trouble.” Not caring who saw her, she blew a raspberry and gave the lid a flick. It was all it needed to slide off. Lexie sighed.

      “Striped black and white stockings.”

      
        
        They’re more cream than white.

      

      

      “A hat? A pilgrim’s hat?”

      
        
        Isn’t the dress divine? The skirt flares out and the bodice will… ahem… lift them up.

      

      

      Lexie looked down at her chest. She wasn’t exactly well endowed—

      She shook her head. Enough. She’d indulged them… to a point. Now she had to figure out a way to send them… on their way.

      
        
        So… what do we say?

      

      

      She sighed. “Thank you.”

      
        
        But wait, there’s more. Look under the frilly underwear.

      

      

      “Please tell me it’s not a cat. I’m a dog person.”

      
        
        A cat? Don’t be silly. We can’t give you a cat for your birthday. Should we tell her now?

      

      

      A shiver of apprehension crawled around her spine. She waited a second to hear whatever they were about to disclose. “What? What is it?” she demanded, her voice carrying an entire day’s worth of frustration.

      Lexie heard Mirabelle sigh.

      
        
        There has recently been a revamping of the rules. A… sort of emancipation was called for. The cats demanded the right to choose because too many have ended up with incompatible owners. So… a cat will choose you for a trial period. If it’s happy with you, it will remain as your companion for life.

      

      

      She hadn’t spoken the words. She hadn’t spoken the words. All would be well… so long as she didn’t speak the words. In fact, she couldn’t speak the words because she didn’t remember them.

      Relief surged through her.

      That was it! Her fine print.

      She didn’t remember the details but she could sense a door nudging open in the back of her mind and a distant memory reaching out to her. It offered comfort and assurance that all would be well…

      She reached inside the box, nudged aside the frilly underwear and drew out a thick vellum card.

      
        
        Read it. It’s our special gift to you.

      

      

      “It’s blank.”

      
        
        Look again.

      

      

      She scooped in a breath and called for calm. There was only one way to expedite this. Get it over and done with. Indulge them.

      A word appeared, followed by another and another as she read, “The knot I tied comes loose, the flow of love resumes. By my spoken word, the power within me be. Nothing mine, nothing yours, give and take to create.” She flicked the card over. “What? No hugs and kisses?”

      Silence.

      Lexie looked up and met Jonathan’s gaze. His eyes had widened in surprise.

      “What?”

      “You’re… You’re glowing and… and they’re swirling around you.”

      “Huh?”

      He made a circling motion with his finger. “It’s all around you. A light. It’s soft. Mellow. Wait… wait… it’s sort of pulsing now and sparkling.”

      Lexie jumped off her barstool. “No. No. No. No. No.”

      They’d tricked her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      A complete stranger came up to her and wished her a happy birthday. Lexie downed another glass of champagne. She would have preferred something stronger but she never mixed her drinks. Clearly, her cousins’ enchantment spell still lingered.

      “So what’s on for the rest of the evening?” Catherine asked.

      Lexie frowned and slid her gaze to one side and then the other. Catherine had sounded different. Almost as if she’d been sitting right next to her.

      “Oh, everything’s changed now that you’ve spoken the words,” Mirabelle said. “And about time too. I was getting tired of sounding like italics.”

      Lexie sensed her smiling.

      “Don’t worry, silly.” Catherine laughed. “No one else can hear us. We might sound as conversational as the next person, but we’re still in different time zones.”

      “I’d hate to be the party pooper,” Mirabelle said, “But we need to tackle some business. It’s rather urgent and we’ve wasted enough time waiting for you to come to your senses. Not that I’m begrudging you your right to be cranky with us. It’ll work itself out of your system.”

      Biting back a retort Lexie lifted her glass and signaled for another one.

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “You may continue indulging. After all, it is still your birthday.”

      “I might never stop,” Lexie said under her breath.

      “Yes, you will. We can’t have a slush as head of the American consortium. Everyone will be looking up to you… in due course. You have years of lapsed practice to brush up on. Your skills need to be honed. I’ll never understand why your mother approved your lengthy sabbatical from the coven.”

      Her mother, who’d been ever so supportive, had suddenly made herself scarce. Lexie had tried appealing to her nurturing nature. She’d begged to be heard. But a deal was a deal. Ten years to do as she pleased, to live as a normal person, all her powers by birthright as well as those she’d been gifted throughout the years and inherited had undergone a binding spell… of her own making. A spell she’d forgotten until a few minutes ago when…

      She’d spoken the words.

      Or rather, she’d had the words stuffed into her.

      And now, when it was too late, she remembered designing the spell in such a way she’d never remember it. Sure, it had been underhanded, but needs must. At the time, she hadn’t been able to think of any other way out of a life she didn’t want.

      They must have known all along what she’d done, so she couldn’t throw it in their faces and accuse them of underhandedness.

      At age fifteen she’d only had one thought in mind. To be like everyone else. She’d wanted to create fond memories of her high school years. To attend a regular school and not the Mackenzie version of Hogwarts. Being aware of every possible scenario that could crop up at any given moment when someone with her ‘gifts’ tried to blend in, the council had given her a choice. She could have her temporary reprieve from all responsibilities but only for ten years and she’d have to spend that time “gift” free. No magic for her.

      Everyone had warned her she wouldn’t last a month, but she had. She’d lugged her schoolbooks around. She’d caught a bus. She’d scraped her knees trying to learn to ride a bicycle—

      The tips of her fingers tingled. Lexie brushed her hands along her thighs. She could feel the energy awakening. Soon, it would surge through her.

      One with the elements.

      Jonathan placed a glass of champagne in front of her but he didn’t move away. His eyes danced around her face. “Mind telling me what’s going on?” He narrowed his eyes. “On second thought, maybe the less I know the better.”

      “What did you just see?”

      He gave a slow shake of his head.

      “Would you like us to compel him to tell you?” Mirabelle asked.

      “No!”

      Jonathan raked his fingers through his thick chocolate brown locks. “Lexie…” He cleared his throat. “The light… around you. You’re glowing… brighter.”

      “The awakening,” Catherine said sounding almost awestruck. “Do you think she’ll go on a rampage and paint the town red? Literally? I’ve heard stories about dormant gifts running amuck.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. She’s been so resistant and resentful, it would be a miracle if she ever clicks her fingers again.”

      Right on cue a flow of warmth surged up to Lexie’s fingertips.

      Catherine hummed softly. “She’ll cave in, eventually. She has to. Otherwise, the power within her will consume her.”

      “What did you say?” Lexie swung to her left, toward Catherine’s voice.

      “You need to get in the flow of things. At the moment, you’re recharging, absorbing all this energy in. Not because you want to, but because you’ve been starved for so long and it’s your natural state of being. But you can’t store it all. It has to return to nature and you do that by using it. We know you relinquished your ‘gifts’ at a significant time in your development, but you learned enough. Now you can just pick up where you left off. Don’t worry. It’ll all come back to you.”

      Lexie slanted her gaze toward Jonathan to see if he’d heard any of that. His unblinking gaze told her he had.

      “Right. Back to business,” Mirabelle said. “I’m afraid we have no time to dawdle. In two days’ time you need to be in House St James.”

      “Where?”

      “It’s in England. North County. According to our sources, trouble is brewing up at the St James Manor and we need you to nip it in the bud before it causes any havoc.”

      Lexie tipped the glass back and drank deeply. “You actually think all that made sense to me? You’re nuts, the both of you. And… and why me? You’re already there.”

      “It’s called conflict of interest,” Mirabelle explained, “I’m acquainted with the family and cannot interfere with their lives.”

      Lexie trawled around for an excuse. “I don’t have a passport.”

      Catherine snickered. “You don’t need one, silly.”

      Lexie shifted in her stool. This could be over even before it began. “I’ve never flown.” An odd way of describing traveling at the blink of an eye.

      “That’s right,” Mirabelle said, “You threw away… renounced your gifts as a hatchling. Never mind. It’s simply a matter of holding the image of where you want to be in your mind and… voila, you’re there. Go ahead, you can try it now.”

      I will do no such thing, she thought.

      Lexie pressed the glass against her lips and chortled. Shifting from one place to another… in the blink of an eye. Yeah, right. She’d never given it much thought… back in the day, but now that they expected her to do it…

      She was five eight and weighed…

      A normal weight, she thought not wanting to fall back into her calorie counting habits. Shifting her puppy fat out of her body had been an ordeal… now they expected her to shift herself from one place to another?

      She chuckled under her breath.

      Then in the next moment, everything went dark. And silent.

      She became aware of a light sensation. She was hovering. In an instant it all clicked.

      She’d done it.

      She’d done it?

      Lexie scrambled to remember what came next but before any thought could take shape in her mind, she fell with a hard thump. Along the way, her arms flailed and she tried to grab hold of something, anything.

      “Lexie?”

      The voice sounded distant.

      “Where did she go?”

      Lexie rubbed her bottom. She sat in complete darkness. Stretching her legs out, she hit something hard. She tapped it with the tip of her boot. Another hard tap nudged the obstruction. Her closet door. She’d transported herself back home.

      “Here she is. What are you doing in your closet?”

      That’s what she’d like to know.

      “Lexie. It’s time. Come out of the closet. You don’t have a choice now.”

      Yes, she did. There had to be a door number two she could pick. An out clause. An alternative to all this.

      A deal’s a deal, Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie.

      Your ten years are up.

      Time to resume your true calling.

      Sighing, she crouched forward and crawled out.

      Catherine harrumphed. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to ditch us.”

      “It was worth a try.”

      “You forgot this.”

      Her birthday gift sat on her bed.

      “A nice gesture, but I doubt I’ll ever have the opportunity to wear it. In case you haven’t noticed, I like denim.”

      “She’s still in denial,” Catherine mused.

      “Yes, Yes. But we’re losing daylight here,” Mirabelle snapped. “As I was saying, you need to be—”

      Lexie lifted a halting hand and rose to her feet. She patted herself and checked to see she hadn’t left anything behind in the ether. Her first thought had been to get as far away from them as she could and find somewhere quiet where she could process all this. Why she’d ended up in her closet she had no idea.

      Denial.

      All right. She couldn’t deny being in denial…

      Mirabelle pushed out a long-suffering sigh. “Stop patting yourself. You’re all there.”

      Again, she held up a halting hand. She strode over to her desk, drew in a deep breath, and opened the top drawer.

      Inside it sat her family heirloom box, inlaid with semi-precious stones, it twinkled in the daylight. It hadn’t done that the day before when she’d peered inside the drawer. It contained a parchment stating her name and lineage. At any given moment, she could look at it and see if there had been any additions to the family tree. She hadn’t looked at it in a long time. Ten years to be precise.

      She flipped the lid open and withdrew the scroll.

      Her name glowed in a kaleidoscope of colors and then settled back to black, swirling lines expanding around it as other names appeared.

      Her uncle Horace had married again. And he wasn’t the only one… Her cousin Annabelle had married too? And she had three children…

      How much had she missed?

      And…

      It really was too late.

      She was a fully-fledged witch… in training.

      “Oh, it’s just dawned on her,” Catherine said. “And we’re all in training. Learning never stops. In fact, just the other day I picked up a new skill.”

      Lexie swung round as if to face Catherine and Mirabelle when in reality, they could be anywhere. Giving them a brisk smile, she said, “We need to lay down some ground rules.”

      The silence suggested they were consulting with each other.

      “I suppose that’s only fair,” Mirabelle said, “We’ll listen to what you have to say.”

      “First, no interfering with my private life.” She didn’t really have one but she lived in hope. “Second. I’m not moving. I like living here.” She tapped her foot, impatience gnawing at her insides. Her nose twitched. “What’s that smell?”

      “It’s a fragrance,” Catherine chirped. “Smell implies something nasty.”

      She turned slowly and saw a bouquet of fragrant lilies sitting on her desk.

      “Something to brighten the place up. I’ll get you a vase.”

      In the blink of an eye, a vase materialized.

      There had to be a catch. They wouldn’t be so quick to agree to something they disapproved of.

      “Any chance of knocking down a few walls to enlarge this room?” Mirabelle asked.

      Lexie growled under her breath. “Well?”

      “Agreed. You may remain living here but on the condition that you don’t shut us out again.”

      She gave a stiff nod. “Also, you can’t interrupt my daily work schedule.”

      “You don’t have a job. At least, not a proper one.”

      How did they know that? “I work at the pub part time… and… I’m in the process of getting a proper job.” So far, no one had been willing to hire someone with qualifications in history and art. She’d tried teaching, but for some reason, she had always ended up getting fired or simply being passed over for someone else.

      “It was always a struggle between your true calling and your ego,” Mirabelle offered.

      “Stop reading my thoughts.” She did some more serious foot tapping. “Well?”

      She heard them whispering among themselves.

      “We must take priority,” Catherine said.

      Lexie frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “There is a high demand for our presence. It must come first. Whenever we’re called, we must be there,” Mirabelle explained.

      “What about your inheritance?” Catherine asked.

      “What inheritance?”

      She heard more whispering.

      “We’re not sure what’s happened here but we think the moment you relinquished your powers, you gave up everything else. But that’s all right because now you’re back. You can claim what’s rightfully yours.”

      She’d turned her back on money? Had she been that stupid? More like desperate and naive. As a fifteen-year-old she hadn’t had to worry about overheads. Rent. Food. Utilities… She’d only wanted to be free and have fun and catch Bobby Ray’s attention.

      “Okay, now we’re talking.” She paced around the room. “Is this real money we’re talking about?”

      “As real as it gets. It’s from your great aunt Tillie.”

      “Who is she again?” Clearly, she’d done a thorough job of forgetting.

      “She ran a successful cosmetic empire with a rejuvenating moisturizer as her bestseller.”

      “At the risk of sounding crass, how much are we talking about?”

      “Only what you need. That’s the deal. She didn’t want to spoil you.”

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “Now can we get on with it? If we delay this any longer, the consequences could be severe.”

      Lexie glanced at the costume on her bed. “Please tell me I don’t have to wear that.”

      “But you look so pretty in it,” Catherine said. “Turn around.”

      She remembered Catherine saying it was her official Mackenzie Coven costume. Whenever she came in the presence of another coven member, they would see her wearing it.

      “It’s just the right length. I love the way the skirt falls just above the knees teasing them when you move. You can show off your legs.”

      Lexie went into a frenzy of swatting the air around her. “Stop gawking at me.”

      “Children, please.” Mirabelle clapped her hands. “We only have a couple of days to bring Lexie up to a reasonable standard of functionality. As it is, we don’t know where she’ll land when she transfers over to House St James.”

      Lexie tuned out the excited chatter and slumped down on her bed.

      This was it.

      No turning back now. No undoing any of it.

      The Mackenzie Coven had reclaimed her and now she could never turn her back on them.

      Unless…

      There had to be a way. There had to be…
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      “Catherine, please stop pacing.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      “Please, Catherine. I’m trying to focus. There’s something in the air. A disturbance. Definitely a threat. And it’s all coming from House St. James.”

      “That makes it worse. Can we really trust her? What if she makes a run for it?”

      “It’s a risk we have to take. Although, I wouldn’t be surprised if she does evaporate into thin air. Her loyalty hasn’t been tested yet.”

      Lexie set her mug of coffee down. “You know I can hear you.”

      “How much longer are you going to be? That is the third cup of coffee you’ve had.”

      “Well, excuse me your Royal High Chair of the British Isles and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven. Some of us need our daily fuel.”

      “You’ve been pigging out on a full breakfast for the past hour.”

      “Would you prefer I shovel my food in without chewing it? This might well be my last supper. I don’t know what’s going to happen when I click my heels.”

      “We’ve been through this a dozen times, if not more. You simply think of where you want to be. No clicking of heels required.”

      “I think she was being facetious,” Catherine said.

      “In that case, she must understand this is a serious matter we’re dealing with here.”

      “We?” Lexie snorted. “What’s with the royal we. As far as I understand, it’ll be me sticking my neck out to do who knows what.”

      “We’ll be there with you all the time,” Catherine offered.

      “Right, and that’s supposed to assure me because…” Lexie slumped back on her chair and huffed out a breath. They had been relentless. So far, she’d undergone a full twenty-four hours of constant drilling. They’d focused on getting her to shift from one place to another. She’d lost count of the number of times she’d landed in the basement of her apartment block and then there had been her impromptu appearance at her neighbor’s afternoon tea party. Mrs. Bridgerton’s eyes had glazed over. Lexie had smiled and pretended she’d been sitting there all along. “Will I be able to cash in on my frequent flyer points?”

      “Hush,” Mirabelle said. “I feel a massive obstruction.”

      “Try porridge,” Catherine suggested. “That’ll loosen you up.”

      “I was referring to House St James. I can’t get through to them.”

      Lexie smiled. “Maybe they grew tired of you poking into their business and blocked you out.”

      “Highly unlikely since they’re the ones who contacted me in the first place. You must hurry.”

      Lexie felt a poke on her back. “Hey. No rushing me, it’s bad for my digestion.”

      “She’s so skinny. Where does it all go?” Catherine wondered.

      Mirabelle huffed. “Never mind all that nonsense.”

      “All right. I’m done. I just need to wash up.”

      “I’d offer to help with the drying, but… I’m not in my corporeal form,” Catherine said.

      “Thanks, Catherine. It’s the thought that counts.”

      “Did you spend time looking at the photo of the house as I asked you to do?” Mirabelle asked.

      Lexie whipped around. “Can you stop moving around? You’ll give me whiplash. And… wear bells so I know where you are.”

      “We’ll do no such thing. Now focus. It’s imperative you fix on a specific image so you don’t end up in a closet or somewhere behind a locked door or, heaven forbid, in someone’s bedchamber.”

      Mirabelle’s handwringing tone made her smile. It had been getting worse in the last few minutes. “I figured the front door would be a safe bet.”

      Relief gushed out of Mirabelle. “You’ll find Henry St James quite helpful. The same can’t be said for his nephew, Reginald. He’s the heir to the St James fortune.”

      “What exactly am I looking for?”

      “Trouble. You’ll need to use your intuition to sniff it out. We have no idea how it will present itself. We only know that once it strikes, it will be fatal.”

      “That’s a solid lead. Not.”

      “You need to make sure you get to the root of the problem and weed it out. Since your skills are rusty, we’ll help you as much as we can with a cleansing spell. But that will come in the end.”

      “What about the rest of the time?” Mirabelle didn’t answer straightaway. Lexie wiped her hands dry and considered prodding her.

      “Our abilities will be limited. Like many of the grand houses, there is a seal we cannot breach.”

      “You’re speaking in riddles.”

      “It’s your run of the mill power of three embargo,” Catherine offered.

      “We are not permitted to enter the house together,” Mirabelle explained, her voice strained.

      “I thought you said you were a friend of the family? What sort of friends are they if they don’t trust you?”

      “The current owners of House St James have nothing to do with the unbearable situation. The covenant was established over five hundred years ago and no one knows how to break it.”

      “Don’t worry. One of us will be at hand at all times. You only need to think of us and we’ll be there,” Catherine assured her. “Consider yourself hugged.”

      A light tingling sensation bloomed inside her. Lexie smiled. “Okay, let’s do this.” She’d given up trying to find a way out, but maybe in time it would come…

      “Is that what you’re wearing?” Mirabelle asked, her tone huffy.

      Lexie looked down at her boots. They had a couple of years’ worth of wear and tear. Her blue jeans were nearly white from too many washes. She’d dug out her favorite Rock Hard t-shirt, also faded. “Thanks for reminding me, I need to grab my jacket.” She rushed into her bedroom and grabbed her cropped leather jacket at the last minute remembering to throw on an extra sweater in case the weather changed. “Right, now I’m good to go.” The air around her thickened with disapproval. “What?”

      “I was thinking of less casual and more… appropriate. A skirt and perhaps court shoes and a blouse,” Mirabelle said.

      Lexie’s eyes widened. “Court shoes?”

      “Pumps.”

      “I must have missed the dress code in the job description.” Lexie tapped her chin. “Oh wait, there is no job description. I’m being coerced… duped into doing this.”

      “Please don’t get snarky with me. I’m only trying to help. These are well to do people. They have standards to uphold.”

      Lexie shrugged. “Take it or leave it. Anyway, I thought I was visible to you in my snazzy pilgrim’s outfit. By the way, how come I can’t see you?”

      “The skill will come to you in time. As for your clothes… I suppose that’ll have to do for now.”

      For now and forever more, Lexie thought. She imagined Mirabelle dressed in a frilly blouse and plaid skirt falling below her knees. Sensible, practical court shoes… “Hey, send me a picture of you. The both of you.”

      Lexie felt the distinct pursing of lips.

      “Out of the question.”

      “Yeah, no… I’m not very photogenic,” Catherine said.

      “So when do I get to see you guys?”

      “In due course. As I said, you have to brush up on your skills.” Mirabelle clapped her hands again. “Ready?”

      Lexie stood in the middle of the room and rolled her shoulders much the way a prize-fighter would do before a fight. She was about to give a nod of approval when a fist banged on her front door.

      “Lexie. Are you in there?”

      “Jonathan.” Lexie rushed to open the door. “Hi. What’s up?”

      “What’s up? What’s up? You’re there one minute. Gone the next. What the hell happened?” He strode in, his breath coming out in a burst of frustration.

      “Um... that was a couple of days ago, Jonathan.”

      “What?”

      “Deny everything,” Mirabelle whispered in her ear.

      “I will not. This is Jonathan.”

      “He’ll only complicate things.”

      Lexie looked at him. He seemed oblivious to her conversation with Mirabelle. “He can’t hear you. But the other day he could.”

      “We’ve blocked him.”

      “So the other day you used him, and now… Did you wipe his memory?”

      “It’s for his own good.”

      Lexie gritted her back teeth. “You seem to be very fond of that phrase. And he seems to have remembered.”

      “Yes, well. As I said, he is of true Irish stock and one of the guardians. But he chose to walk away from it all.”

      Lexie crossed her arms and lifted her chin. “I’ve thought of a new condition.”

      “We don’t have time for that now,” Mirabelle snapped.

      “You’ll have to make time because I’m not going anywhere until you agree to snap him out of whatever haze you dunked him into.” She lifted her chin a notch. “Go on, do your thing.” She turned to Jonathan. “Don’t worry. I’ve got this. I’m working on a solution.”

      “A solution? To what?” he asked.

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “All right. This might actually work in our favor.”

      A burst of sunshine bloomed in the room, rays spreading every which way.

      Jonathan took a stumbling step back. “Whoa. What just happened?”

      “How do you feel?” Lexie asked.

      “Lightheaded. As if a fog just lifted.” He swung around. “What the hell. Can you see them?”

      “Huh?”

      “Who are you?” Jonathan asked looking to his right.

      “I’m Mirabelle Mackenzie and that’s Catherine Mackenzie.”

      “Hang on. He can see you?” Lexie asked.

      “Yes,” Mirabelle said.

      “He can see you but I can’t?”

      Jonathan grinned. “Okay. Enough fun already. Who are they and… and what happened to you? How did you…” His mouth gaped open. His eyes made a head to toe sweep of the space in front of him. “The Mackenzie Coven.” His voice came out in a soft growl. He seemed to grow taller. His brows drew down. “I thought I told you wenches to stay out of my life.”

      It was Lexie’s turn to stumble back. He knew about the coven?

      “We did stay out of your life, however, Lexie here has requested that we lift the veil.”

      Jonathan wrenched his eyes away from the space in front of him and pinned Lexie with a hard glare.

      “I just asked them to snap you out of whatever they did to you.”

      Jonathan crossed his arms and stood with his feet apart, his scowl growing darker. “You’re one of them?”

      “Hey, don’t use that tone with me. They dragged me in kicking and screaming. I had no choice.”

      “You never said anything.”

      “You’re throwing that in my face? You’re a guardian… a guardian of what exactly?”

      Jonathan gave a shake of his head. “It doesn’t matter because I’m not going back.”

      “Sorry old chum, you’ve been re-recruited and you have Lexie to thank for that. I’m sure your people will be in touch with you shortly,” Mirabelle said.

      Jonathan swirled around on the spot and brushed his hands across his face. “You’re one of them. Of course you are.” He stopped and looked at her again, his gaze sweeping around her. “Nice outfit.”

      “Please don’t hold it against me.” Lexie frowned. “What did you say?”

      “Nice outfit. The dress, the stockings, the hat.”

      “You can see it?”

      He nodded.

      Lexie tugged at her t-shirt. “Look again. I’m wearing a Rock Hard t-shirt.”

      “If you say so.” His gaze dropped to her legs.

      “Hey.” Lexie stomped her feet. “Stop it.” She turned to one side and then the other. “Make him stop it.”

      “We can’t. Once the veil is lifted, that’s it. He can see and hear us.”

      “Tweak it so he can’t see me in this ridiculous outfit.”

      “I particularly like the hat,” Jonathan said. “Nice work ladies.”

      “Hey. A moment ago you were ready to rip them apart.”

      “Thanks for reminding me. I’m still not happy about any of this. Once it gets back to my people, I’ll never hear the end of it.” He looked down at the floor and then back up again. “I see you’re all in the middle of something, so I’ll just—”

      “Not so fast.”

      Lexie felt Mirabelle raise a halting hand. “I still don’t get it. I can feel you, but I can’t see you,” she said under her breath.

      “There’s a reason why your paths crossed,” Mirabelle explained, “But we’ll deal with that after we’ve sent Lexie on her way.”

      This was it. Definitely no turning back from this. Lexie gave them a mock salute.

      “Time to go,” Mirabelle said. “But first you must know your safe return is all we know.”

      “Oh, that’s cute.”

      She closed her eyes and thought of England.

      Jonathan cleared his throat. “Lexie, before you go, there’s something else you should know—”

      “Whatever it is, it can wait until she returns.”
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      Stars sparkled inside her head. Air swirled around her. She shifted, yet she didn’t move. Then the lightness dissipated. One moment she had been formless and the next, solid again. Where there had been no sound, she now heard birds chirping.

      Lexie opened her eyes and stared at the carved door in front of her with an ornate lion and unicorn as its centerpiece.

      She’d made it in one piece. She’d actually done it and…

      She patted herself. Yes, she was all here.

      “Hello,” she whispered. “Are you there, girls?”

      No response.

      She stood under a portico of gray stone with large columns on either side of her. Looking over her shoulder she saw in the distance an ornate wrought iron gate and thought how nice it would have been to drive up....

      “In a cherry red Aston Martin.” For a moment she indulged in the experience, hearing the loose gravel crunch under her as she drove up, perhaps for a weekend house party…

      Okay, you’re here on business, Lexie. So, focus.

      She stomped her feet. She was definitely on solid ground.  Taking a step back, she gazed up at the building and thought House St James must have been built in the time of Queen Elizabeth I.

      If these walls could talk…

      There was a thought. She prodded her mind searching for one of the many gifts she’d been bestowed over the years. She was sure there was something she could tap into. It would come to her…

      Giving the sleeves of her jacket a tug, she strode up to the door, lifted the knocker and gave a firm knock. Within a minute the door opened and a man in his late sixties looked down his nose at her. He wore coattails and gray trousers, with shoes shining so brightly she could see his reflection.

      “May I help you?”

      “I’m expected.”

      The slight lift of his bushy eyebrows suggested otherwise.

      “And you are?”

      A tricky question. There were rules to giving out her name. Mirabelle had said only one applied in this case. Lexie tried to remember which of the dozen or so options she could use.

      “Alexandra.”

      One eyebrow lifted higher.

      “Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie.”

      His eyes flickered.

      “Yes, of course. Please do come in. Lord St James has been awaiting your arrival. I will show you to the library. This way, please.”

      She took a couple of steps and stopped. The air felt thick, her body sluggish. She curled her fingers into the palms of her hands and gritted her back teeth.

      Mirabelle had said she might not be entirely welcomed but she had to persevere.

      The foyer was museum sized with a marble staircase in the centre, and walls so high she had to tip her head back to look at the ceiling.

      “I’m in,” she said under her breath. She waited a moment to hear a reply, but nothing came.

      Hey, guys. Tune in.

      She let the thought linger in her mind for a moment.

      
        
        Shh.

      

      

      Okay, we’re back to that…

      She looked around, her eyes widening with appreciation. Tapestries hung on every wall. Everywhere she looked she saw a piece of artwork to admire. Bronze and marble statues. Precious malachite vases. The type of flower arrangements she’d only ever seen in large department stores or hotel foyers…

      As she was led toward a set of double doors, a sensation crawled around her neck. Someone was watching her. She thought she caught sight of movement. Looking over her shoulder she saw a man standing at the top of the stairs, one hand inside his pocket, the other on the banister. He was looking directly at her, his piercing light blue eyes looking as if they were trying to get inside her head.

      Whoa!

      Mirabelle hadn’t mentioned anything about this.

      “This way, please.”

      The butler stood to one side of the double doors and extended his hand gesturing for her to go through.

      “It is not acceptable,” an irritated voice boomed as she strode in.

      Lexie stopped on the threshold only to be waved in by the man who stood behind a grandiose desk, Rococo, she guessed, his hand gesturing impatiently as he continued to bark into the phone.

      “I’ve told them repeatedly this must stop.” The call was brought to an end and the phone set down with a resounding thump.

      “Which Mackenzie are you?”

      “Alexandra.”

      “Come in. Come in. This business has already taken up too much of my time. It must be sorted out now. I have guests descending on me this weekend.” He drew in a sharp breath and dug his finger in between the collar of his shirt and his neck. “Can you sense it?”

      Lexie looked around her. The walls were lined with floor to ceiling built-in bookshelves holding ancient tomes. Not a paperback in sight, she thought.

      “Well? Well?”

      She took a tentative step and another until she came to stand in front of the large stone fireplace. At five foot eight she was considered tall, but that fireplace was meant for people even taller than her.

      “What exactly are you sensing?” she asked.

      “It’s suffocating. It’s a thick, inky black fog.” He clasped his neck. “I can almost feel it grabbing hold of me.”

      “Does anyone else in the house feel it?”

      He gave a hard shake of his head. “No. Only me.”

      “And how long has this been going on for?”

      “For almost a month now. At this rate, I’ll be forced to postpone this weekend’s event. I can’t have my guests exposed to this.”

      “That might be a good idea.”

      “Out of the question.”

      “But you just said—”

      “Never mind what I said. You have two days to get rid of it. Everyone in the house is at your disposal.”

      Lexie felt a weight lift off her.

      Her breathing eased. Her body relaxed.

      Note to self, give Mirabelle a swift kick up the backside for exposing her to whatever this was. She hadn’t mentioned any of this animosity or danger and for a very good reason, no doubt.

      “Taffy will show you to your room.”

      Taffy? The butler, she presumed.

      The double doors behind her opened. She turned and saw Taffy waiting for her.

      “One question.”

      “Yes, but be quick about it.”

      “Who wants to cause you harm?”

      Henry St James stared at her with wide eyes and then burst into a roar of laughter.
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        * * *

      

      “How many people live here?” she asked Taffy not really expecting an answer from him. To her surprise, he gave her a brisk smile.

      “There are currently seven family members. Reginald St James. His mother, Eleanor. His sister, Miss Eloise. Ellsworth James, a distant cousin.”

      “What happened to his St?”

      “Dropped along the way. Let me see who else… Bertie St James, another cousin.”

      “And the seventh?”

      “That would be Evangeline Hemsworth.”

      “Not a St James.”

      “She married.”

      And have any of them dabbled in the dark arts? Lexie mentally enquired.

      She studied his expression and watched for a sign of having heard her.

      “This way, please. You’ll be staying in Queen Anne’s room. It has a splendid view of the gardens.”

      Not the stables or the pig’s sty? Why had she expected to be treated like an unwanted necessity, a bad smell they couldn’t wait to get rid of?

      The room he showed her through to spoke of extravagance and opulence. Vintage pink curtains with gold embroidery hung around the four-poster bed. The butter cream with gold highlights thick carpet under her feet muffled the sound of her steps. Light spilled into the room from tall mullioned windows making everything sparkle.

      “You may avail yourself of the clothes in the wardrobe.” Taffy drew the wardrobe doors open and gave an elegant wave of his hand.

      In her mind, Lexie heard a harp playing a dreamy tune, which made her sway on the spot. Her gaze skated along the racks like a gentle caress.

      What the hell, Lexie. Snap out of it.

      She frowned at the voice in her head. She didn’t see anything wrong with admiring the gowns. Mirabelle would approve.

      Exactly, the small voice in her head said.

      Shut up, she told herself and gave the annoying little voice a mental flick. She stepped forward and ran her fingers along a velvet sleeve.

      “Lunch will be served in half an hour. Formal dress is optional for dinner, but everyone else will be dressed appropriately.”

      “Thank you,” she chirped.

      Again, Lexie frowned.

      Since when did she chirp?

      “There is a button by the side of the bed. If you require anything, you only need to ring it.”

      Do not chirp your response. “Thank you,” she chirped.

      Taffy bowed and retreated out of the room leaving her to enjoy her state of utter bliss.

      Lexie spread her arms out and twirled around. Inside, she felt like a giddy teenager let loose in a department store to pick and choose anything she wanted.

      She shucked out of her leather jacket and tore off her Hard Rock t-shirt. Half an hour gave her enough time to try on two… maybe three outfits.

      Standing in front of a tall mirror, she swayed from side to side, her admiration for the designer dress she’d slipped into shining in her eyes.

      “Lexie.”

      Her attention dropped to her Louboutin heels.

      “Alexandra.”

      She waved her hand in dismissal. “Not now.”

      “Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie. Whatever you’re doing, stop it and pay attention.”

      “Doing? I’m not doing anything. I’m experiencing a sublime moment. It is so perfect, so real, it even has a name. Dorispiky.”

      “Dorispiky. What on earth is that?”

      “Round-toe leather pumps in hot pink with spike heels in contrasting black and fire engine red. A.k.a. the most beautiful pair of Christian Louboutin shoes I’ve ever seen.” Also, she thought, the first pair she’d ever seen having never set foot inside the type of store selling these exquisitely beautiful shoes. To think she’d been missing out on all this…

      “Did I hear you mention Louboutin shoes?” Mirabelle asked.

      A moment of silence followed. Lexie took the opportunity to try on a pair of Jimmy Choo stilettos.

      “I’m back,” Catherine said, “Lexie, listen up.”

      “Where did Mirabelle go?”

      “We can’t both be here at once. Remember, we told you that.”

      “Oh, okay,” Lexie said dreamily. “Whatever you have to say, say it quickly and put Mirabelle back on. I want her to see these shoes. They’re magnificent.”

      “Lexie. I don’t know what’s going on. Clearly you’re not yourself.”

      “Of course I am. Who else would I be?”

      “We had trouble connecting with you. You kept dropping out.”

      “Maybe it’s the seal blocking you.”

      “No, the seal only stops three of us from entering at once. It shouldn’t affect us individually.”

      “Maybe they reinforced it…” Lexie stepped back from the mirror and set to work on her hair.

      “What can you report? Did you see or hear anything?”

      “I’m in the most sumptuous bedchamber imaginable. I think Queen Anne stayed here at some point. It’s named after her. We’re about to have lunch, so I only have a few minutes to spare.”

      “Lexie, whatever you do, do not put those clothes on. There’s something odd going on in that house. Try to steer clear of anything that you wouldn’t normally do such as wearing designer clothes.”

      “Okay. Anything else?”

      Silence.

      Lexie peered over her shoulder. “Catherine?” she whispered. When she didn’t hear a response, she shrugged and decided to go with the Louboutin pumps.
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        * * *

      

      A grand staircase made for a grand entrance, Lexie thought as she glided down with the grace of a finishing school star. Reginald St James stood at the foot of the stairs. As she reached him, he stretched his hand out to her.

      “Welcome, Alexandra. It has been a long time since House St James played host to a Mackenzie.”

      “Thank you. It’s a pleasure to be here.”

      What the hell? Her lips stretched into a brilliant smile, her voice took on a dreamy tone…

      In the midst of her confusion, Lexie caught a whiff of malevolence.

      “Ah, here are the others.”

      She turned at the same time Reginald tugged on her hand. Wobbling slightly, she lost her balance and fell into his arms.

      “Lucky catch,” he murmured.

      Lexie straightened. A second before she’d been struck by a sensation. What had it been? She shook her head and smiled.

      “We’ll lead them in, and then I’ll introduce you.”

      Her smile brightened. She could really get used to this. And to think she hadn’t wanted to come…
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      “Lexie, wake up!”

      “Poke me again and I’ll have you thrown into the dungeon.” Lexie peeled an eye open. A sliver of light shone through the slightly parted curtains.

      She drew in a deep breath and tried to remember how she’d come to be in her bedchamber still wearing her beautiful Prada gown.

      She remembered lunch flowing into dinner and a night filled with lively, engaging conversation and the most delicious food and drink she’d ever had.

      If she could live out her days enjoying such splendor she’d die a happy girl.

      “Snap out of it and report.”

      Her thoughts wavered between what she wanted to remember and what she had to remember.

      “Evangeline Hemsworth…”

      “Yes, what about her?” Catherine asked.

      “She has the most divine sense of humor, I could listen to her all night.” Lexie plumped up her pillows. “Where’s Mirabelle? I want to tell her about Evangeline’s gown.”

      “Will you listen to yourself? What’s come over you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m perfectly fine. Now put Mirabelle on.”

      “She’s busy following a lead about the seal and I’m struggling to stay awake. Remember, I’m in a different time zone.”

      “Have some coffee. That should perk you right up. Speaking of which…” She pressed the button next to her bed. “You should have seen Evangeline’s gown. It was a column of sheer satin elegance in a mesmerizing shade of copper.”

      “What about the others? Did you pick up any vibes?”

      “They’re all lovely people. Mirabelle was right. They’re top notch and so entertaining. I could barely keep a thought in my head—” She looked up at the ceiling. “What did I just say?”

      “They’ve done something to you.”

      Catherine’s voice faded.

      “Cat? Oh, do you mind if I call you Cat? I think it rather suits you. Cat? Are you there?”

      Her bedroom door clicked open. Taffy strode in and made a beeline for the window to draw the curtains. “Good morning, Miss Alexandra. I hope you slept well.”

      “Yes, thank you, Taffy.”

      A servant appeared carrying a large tray, which she set on her bed.

      “If there’s anything else you require…”

      “No, thank you, Taffy. This is perfect.” She sipped her coffee and sighed with contentment. Taffy and the servant withdrew leaving her to enjoy the most delectable breakfast selection she’d ever been served.

      “Lexie.”

      “Oh, you’re back.” She nibbled on a piece of toast. When she tried to take another bite, her hold loosened, the toast slipped from her fingers and fell onto the plate. “Oh, how clumsy of me.” She reached for it, but her fingers couldn’t quite take hold of it.

      “Lexie!”

      “Just a sec.” She tried again, and again she failed to pick it up. “You know what? I think you’re right. There is something dreadful going on here.” She reached for a piece of bacon but her fingers met with air. “It’s you. You’re doing this.”

      “Yes, I am. And I’ll continue to do it until you snap out of it and pay attention.”

      Lexie glowered at her tray. “I’m listening.”

      “Mirabelle is hard at work trying to find a way to breach the seal.”

      “If it hasn’t been found in five hundred years, what makes her think she’ll find it now.”

      “She has incentive,” Catherine said. “If we don’t get you out of there, well… we’re concerned. I knew something would happen and I’m always the optimist.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Everything is perfectly fine.”

      “That’s precisely it. You’re meant to be spitting the dummy. Hating every moment you’re there. Where’s your snarky attitude?”

      Lexie shrugged. “People change. I’ve evolved into a better version of myself.”

      “You’ve been beguiled.”

      “Beguiled?”

      “As in charmed. A spell’s been cast on you and it’s taken a hold in such a way, you find everything stunningly gorgeous. It’s some sort of rose tinted glasses spell.”

      “Nonsense. We’re the only witches here.”

      “The spell could have been concocted by anyone dabbling with the power of words. We have to work fast. Now, report.”

      Lexie pressed the tips of her fingers against her head and ordered herself to focus. The sensation of pushing against a hard obstruction had her breathing hard. Giving a hard push, she collapsed against her pillows. “I sensed something… Malevolent—”

      “Yes?”

      Lexie tilted her head. “What was I saying?”

      “You picked up a scent. Where did it come from?”

      Lexie sat up. “Now that I think about it… Give me a sec.” She actually had to think about it. “The others were coming down the stairs, that’s when I tuned into it, so I turned and then I fell. And yes, I’m all right. Reginald caught me.” She eyed the bacon and willed herself to pick it up but her fingers wouldn’t respond. “Do you mind? I’m getting quite hungry here.”

      “All right, but focus.”

      “On what?”

      “You sensed malevolence.”

      “It’s one of them. Or maybe all of them, but I don’t really want to think badly of them. They’re all so nice.”

      “One of them must be dabbling.”

      “That’s what I thought. Literally. When Taffy, that’s the butler, showed me to my room. Oh, I remembered. See, they can’t possibly have cast a spell on me. You shouldn’t cast aspersions on such lovely people.”

      “Alexandra. Focus. Your powers are raw and fresh. You can overcome anything they throw at you.”

      “I hope so, we’re playing lawn tennis today and I found the cutest outfit to wear.”

      Catherine sighed. “If anything, I’m going to have fun reminding you of this. Now… Did you speak with Henry St James?”

      “Yes. Grumpy old fellow. He’s short tempered and likes to bark out orders. He told someone…” Lexie tapped her chin.

      “Yes?”

      “I can’t remember exactly what he said but I had the feeling he was being pushed into something.”

      “Blackmailed?”

      “That could be it. Anyway, there’s a house party happening this weekend. I’m so looking forward to it. And… have you noticed my accent has changed? I’m sounding…” Lexie shrugged, “Refined.” She sat up. “Yes, that’s it. By the way, you fizzled out before so you might have missed me saying I’ve decided to call you Cat, if it’s all right with you.”

      “Yes. Yes, but find out who’ll be attending that house party.”

      “You don’t have to be so short tempered with me. A little pleasantry goes a long way.” Lexie took a sip of her coffee. “Two days… Oh, I just remembered. Henry St James wants this wrapped up before everyone arrives. And… inky black fog. Yes, that’s right. He feels something wrapping around his neck. When I first set foot inside the house, I… You should see these mini croissants. I think they have some sort of crème patisserie inside.”

      “What?”

      “Yummy custard.”

      “Lexie, you mentioned inky black fog. What about it?”

      “I’m not sure what I was going to say about that. Hang on… Yes, yes. He mentioned an inky black fog, maybe I felt it too but then whatever I felt when I entered the house all went away when Henry said everyone at the house was at my disposal.” Lexie slumped back against the pillows feeling exhausted. “Remembering all that took some doing. Cat? Are you there?”

      “Yes. Yes. I’m trying to sort through what you’ve said. There’s power in spoken words. We know that. But it’s only really effective with clear intention. I think we underestimated Henry’s hold over the house and his role as caretaker.”

      “He’s the head, isn’t he? It makes sense for him to lord it over everyone.”

      “That sort of power is worth more than money itself. From the start we suspected someone might be after the inheritance but there’s obviously more to it than that.”

      “And would that someone happen to be Reginald?” Lexie asked.

      “It stands to reason. He’s next in line. Maybe he’s in a hurry to take up his role and reap the rewards,” Catherine suggested.

      “What if Henry knows more about the seal than he’s letting on?” It suddenly occurred to ask.

      “There’s a thought. Those with power rarely offer to relinquish it. It always struck me as odd that something as potent as a seal would be forgotten. Whoever put it in place would have taken measures to ensure the generations after him knew how to guard it. After all, it is the head of the house’s job to act as guardian.”

      Lexie inspected her nails. “I thought the St James people were mere mortals.”

      “They are but with knowledge comes power. Somewhere along the line, they acquired the power of words and put it to use. How else do you think they built their fortune and still hold it to this day when other houses are crumbling around them?”

      “Okay, so on the one hand, we have Henry who’s probably trying to hold onto the status quo and his position as head of the family and on the other hand, someone is trying to speed up the process and gain control of the estate.”

      “And the obvious person is Reginald. Keep an eye on him.”

      “Here’s a thought.” She’d never had a manicure. Lexie wondered if someone in the house could give her one.

      “What?” Catherine asked.

      “Mmm?”

      “Something occurred to you.”

      “Oh, yes… Reginald is next in line. Who’s after him?”
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      “Indoor tennis? I thought I heard someone mention lawn tennis.”

      Bertie St James tapped the fake turf with his racket. “It looks like grass, it’s green and soft and doesn’t require mowing.”

      Lexie’s fingers itched. She’d been looking forward to stepping outside into nature to soak in some sunshine and feel the light breeze. Since arriving she hadn’t had the opportunity. All their activities had been indoors.

      “How are you enjoying your stay at House St James?” Ellsworth James asked.

      Lexie’s gaze bounced between the two distant cousins and tried to determine what set them apart. They were both tall with lanky frames and sandy blond locks that curled at the edges. Their eyes were pale blue. They both had easy smiles, their lips on the thin side. Even their gestures were similar, both tending to hold their hands out when they had a point to put across.

      “It’s very relaxing here,” she said.

      “The house has that effect. I come here as often as I can to recharge.” Ellsworth tossed the ball up in the air and practiced his serve. “I think you’ll like it here.”

      Lexie smiled. She would like it. The feeling of belonging seeped through her, it gave her step an extra bounce. Everything she could possibly want would be at her fingertips, everything including those beautiful designer clothes.

      Looking up, she smiled. Eloise St James approached the group. She wore a similar tennis outfit to Lexie’s. Her burnished gold hair was tied back into a ponytail, which swung from side to side as she strode toward them.

      “Well, another bright and beautiful day at House St James. Don’t you just love it here, Lexie?”

      She was about to nod in agreement when she noticed a spark in Eloise’s eyes and something else…

      Something forced. Being nice didn’t come naturally to her. Eloise appeared to be trying to be amiable but the mask slipped off her. In less than the blink of an eye, Lexie saw her smile waver and fade, and something entirely wicked taking over.

      “Eloise!” Ellsworth called out. They exchanged a brief look after which Eloise gave a firm nod and bounced over to the other side of the court.

      What had that been about? Lexie wondered and twirled the racket in her hand. She paired up with Ellsworth. A couple of shots later she could only wonder why she hadn’t taken up tennis before…

      An hour later with several games under their belt, they took a break for some refreshments. As Lexie accepted a glass of champagne she tried to remember when she’d learned to play tennis. She’d never been the sporty type, yet she’d somehow managed to hit every shot that had come her way.

      She curled her fingers around the glass and tried to hold onto the thought, but her efforts were interrupted when a roar that seemed to erupt from the bowels of the house swept around them.

      The noise appeared to take shape and become solid.

      Everyone fell silent.

      A heavy weight settled inside her and then lifted and disappeared.

      “Right… well. I think I might have a rest now before lunch.” Ellsworth rose to his feet and giving a slight bow, he strode off swinging his racket from side to side.

      “That sounds like an excellent idea.” Both Eloise and Bertie followed him leaving Lexie to ponder what had happened.

      She set her glass down on the marble-topped table. No one had mentioned the roar that had nearly rattled the windows. Frowning, she looked around her.

      “Cat?” She nibbled the edge of her lip. Cat, she mentally called out. She dug deep inside her mind. Catherine. That sounded familiar. Catherine, her cousin. She sprung to her feet. “Can you hear me?”

      Taffy appeared at the door. “Did you call, Miss Alexandra?”

      “No, I didn’t. I’m… I’m going upstairs for a rest before lunch.”

      “That sounds like a splendid idea.” He stood aside until she strode past. “Remember, anything you need, you only need to ask.”

      “Thank you, Taffy.” She strode up the stairs, her smile making her dizzy. She couldn’t remember ever having smiled so much. What had Cat said about a spell?

      Lost in her thoughts, she missed the door to her bedroom and continued walking along the wide hallway. Lined with paintings on one side and tall windows on the other, she knew these type of hallways had been used for the purpose of exercise during the colder months when the weather turned and made it uncomfortable to be outdoors. She gazed at the generations of St James people, both men and women, dressed in their appropriate period costumes. They all seemed to be replicas of the current family members.

      She came to a stop in front of a portrait of a man dressed in the Elizabethan style; puffy breeches, high collar, ornately decorated coat…

      She could have sworn it was Henry St James looking down his patrician nose at her.

      “Lexie.”

      She swung around. “Mirabelle?”

      “Yes, I’ve been trying to get through to you. Where have you been?”

      “I’m getting fed up with hearing your voice but not seeing you.”

      “Never mind all that. Have you had a look around the house?”

      “I was sort of doing that now.”

      “I need you to go into the library. There is a book you need to find. It has gold binding with lapis lazuli colored scrollwork around the edges.”

      Lexie laughed. “There are hundreds of books in there. What’s special about this one?”

      “It’s the St James family book and contains the names of all the successors. Each time someone takes over, they write their name in the book and underneath that, they must write the words which keep the seal in place. The tradition has been in place since the house was built.”

      “The seal that prevents all three Mackenzies from entering?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wait a minute, are you telling me Henry lied to you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he might not be Henry after all.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Silence.

      “Mirabelle?”
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      Lexie pressed her hand against her chest and closed her eyes. A part of her wanted to retreat to her room and lay down on her sumptuous bed until lunch was announced. She could doze off or she could think about what she’d wear for lunch.

      That sounded like a wonderful idea.

      She could also call someone about having a manicure.

      “Lexie,” she snapped and forced herself to take a step and another and another until she broke into a run along the long hallway.

      Reaching the end, she leaned against a window, her breath coming hard and fast. She looked down the hallway, her gaze jumping from one picture to the other. Up and down. Up and down, she fought the urge to give in, bend over and crawl into her room, all the while thinking Henry, not Henry.

      If she focused on reciting the words, she might be able to pull herself away from whatever kept dragging her down.

      Oh, but it felt so good to go with the flow and just be happy and not worry about…

      Well, she didn’t know, because she had nothing to worry about. Everything was so nice here at House St James.

      Her back teeth gritted. She pushed off the windowsill and stumbled toward a door. Nudging it open, she peered inside.

      A stairwell… leading up.

      Grabbing hold of the banister, she pulled herself up, all her inner strength focused on fighting the urge to head the other way toward her room. It took all her effort to reach the top of the staircase. Gasping for breath, she entered what looked like a tower room with panoramic views of the surrounding countryside.

      Dredging up the last of her willpower, she pushed one of the windows open, slumped over the windowsill and sucked in a long breath.

      “Oh, that feels good.”

      “Lexie?”

      “Yeah. Me.” She tried to straighten but she swooned on the spot. “Oh, I’ve been suffocating.” She looked down at herself and groaned. “I’m wearing the most ridiculous tennis outfit. My socks have frilly ruffles. Why did you let this happen to me? Where have you been?”

      “Where are you?” Mirabelle asked. “You’re finally coming through loud and clear.”

      “I’m in a tower room, my head hanging out the window. Breathing feels so good.”

      “Catherine told me you might have been beguiled. You say you feel yourself again and you’re in the tower room?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been starved of oxygen.”

      “Have you been outside? You probably need to recharge.”

      “No, I haven’t set foot outside. Every time I think about it, someone comes along and drags me away. Oh—” she bit off an expletive. “Someone said I’d be a nice addition. I remember smiling and thinking how nice it was to feel at home, as if I belonged.”

      Mirabelle hummed. “I remember hearing a few stories about our kind being collected.”

      “What? Like a curiosity.”

      “Yes. We’re going to have to work fast. Otherwise…”

      “What?”

      “We risk losing you.”

      “But you could come to my rescue.”

      “I don’t know about that. I’ve never had any trouble getting inside House St James, now it’s as if they’ve raised barriers. You must find the book.”

      “And?”

      “Find the book, you’ll find the words to break the seal.”

      “Is that uncertainty I heard in your voice?”

      “We’re sure… almost sure the words for the seal are in the book. You must hurry. Go down and find the book.”

      “But…” She looked around her. “Once I go downstairs again, I’m going to be at their mercy.”

      “It’s a risk you’ll have to take. We should never have sent you off without a protection spell. It just didn’t occur to me. After all, Henry asked for our help.”

      “And you didn’t think whatever is invading the household would come after me?”

      “Well… I can’t think of everything.”

      “Oh,” Lexie exclaimed.

      “What was that sound?”

      “The lunch gong. Must dash.”
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      “There she is.” Reginald approached Lexie and drew out a chair for her.

      “Thank you.” She sucked in a small breath. At this rate, she’d end up fainting from lack of oxygen, but she was afraid to breath in whatever they were feeding her. The house had to be saturated with it.

      Straight after lunch, she’d head back up to the tower and spend a few moments cleansing herself. Earlier, it had cleared her head enough to orientate her and work out a plan of action. But by the time she’d returned to her bedroom, she’d already been thinking about what to wear so Lexie had rushed to the window and stuck her head out. Again, it had worked.

      She looked down the length of the dining room table. Everybody was chatting amiably about the lovely weather they were enjoying and how lucky they were. It was enough to make Lexie cringe. As the first course was served, her attention fell on the beautiful centerpiece display of flowers and her mind began to wander, her thoughts mellowing into a trancelike state.

      Her body stiffened.

      Get a hold of yourself.

      Henry sat at the head of the table, his attention on Reginald who’d taken his place next to him. She tried to listen in on the conversation but Eloise claimed her attention with talk about that year’s Milan fashion shows.

      With nothing to contribute, Lexie could only nod and smile.

      Right in the middle of being force fed a detailed description of the latest Prada styles, the air thickened around them. Henry leaned forward and sprung back against his high chair nearly toppling it over, his hands clutching his throat.

      Everyone sat back and stared without saying anything.

      Lexie half rose out of her chair but something pulled her back down.

      She watched in horror as Henry St James appeared to struggle to draw breath.

      A stifling sense of helplessness overpowered her. The moment called for action and all she could think about was getting out of the house. She couldn’t even draw a deep calming breath because that would make this feeling of complacency even worse.

      Lexie closed her eyes and withdrew inside herself searching for something to grab hold of.

      Too many years had lapsed since she’d used her inner powers and she’d given them up before she’d had a chance to perfect them.

      Go general, she told herself, and stick to basics.

      Henry St James continued to gasp for breath.

      Emptying her mind of all thoughts, she reached for the feeling of well being resounding inside her and focused on it, urging it to bloom and expand beyond her.

      Compelling it to spill out of her would take everything she had and she was already fighting against whatever had been trying to control her.

      Her fingertips tingled.

      A good sign, a baby step, she thought stomping on the fear she could feel crawling around her. She couldn’t afford to think about this not working. Nature worked with her, she worked with nature. Think harmony, Lexie. Give and take.

      Fill all who breathe with ease and calm.

      What else, what else.

      Think. Think.

      Hey, guys. A little help here, please.

      The tinkling of piano keys wafted from the music room beyond the foyer.

      The tune picked up momentum. Light spilled into the dining room. Dust motes danced around. Her mood instantly lifted, making her feel lighter.

      Music, the great uplifter, Lexie thought…

      Henry’s breathing eased. His hands fell away from his throat.

      Disaster averted. But for how long?

      To her surprise, the conversation around the table resumed as if nothing had happened.

      Lexie could barely hold herself upright. Her energy had been thoroughly depleted. Excusing herself, she withdrew to her room and collapsed onto the bed where she fell fast asleep.
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      “If you push, I’ll pull. On the count of three. One. Two…”

      A mighty crash wrenched Lexie from her deep slumber. She sprung upright and whipped around. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Cat. I heard a crash.”

      “Oh, that. Well… We’ve been trying to open the window for you. I mentally pulled from the inside, and Mirabelle worked from the outside. It took some doing but we eventually managed to get it opened. It was the only way we could think of circumventing the presence of three rule. How are you feeling? We were worried about you. You’ve been out for hours. Hang on, I sense Mirabelle wants to say something. Over and out.”

      “Huh?” Lexie rubbed her eyes. Rolling off the bed, she strode over to the open window. The cool night air seeped into her and she felt instantly better.

      “Good, you’re up. We were so worried about you. What happened?”

      She gave Mirabelle a brief rundown of everything that had happened at lunch. “It put me out of action for the rest of the day. Now I only have one day to sort this out.”

      “Head straight over to the library. It’s the dead of night. You should have the place to yourself.”

      “That’s not very comforting.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be there with you.” Mirabelle hummed. “Are you wearing a designer dress?”

      “Huh? Oh, yeah. I’m… I’m trying to blend in. Play the role to the hilt… Hey, I thought you only saw me in my official Mackenzie Coven getup.”

      “Oh, I can pick and choose what I want to see.”

      “Do I get a say?”

      “No.”

      “FYI. I am picturing you in tweeds and granny lace up shoes.”

      “I’d hate to pull rank on you—”

      “You can try it, but I’m still going to picture you in frumpy clothes.”

      She changed out of her dress and into her jeans and t-shirt. “I don’t know if I should tiptoe my way down or not. I’m supposed to be looking for a solution to this malevolent presence, so I don’t see why I should move around by stealth. Can you think of any reasons?”

      “Maybe you should walk quietly just to be on the safe side. We wouldn’t want to attract the ‘dark’ presence.”

      “That’s actually a good point. I’ve only seen it attack Henry. But who knows, it might decide to target me.” Regardless of the leeway she’d been given in the house, Lexie checked the hallway before making her way down to the library as quiet as a mouse. “I hope you’re watching my back.”

      “I’m sticking to you like glue.”

      “You’ll have to tell me how you do this. Clearly you can see what I’m up to, but I can’t see you.”

      “Regretting your lost years, are you?”

      “Not in the slightest. I’m putting it all down to experience. My mother always tells me never to regret my choices, but rather to accept the consequences and move on. I’m moving on now.” Although, she wasn’t sure in which direction. She’d lived for ten years without the benefit of special gifts, now that she’d taken possession of them, or rather, now that she’d had them thrust upon her again, she’d have to learn the meaning of it all.

      “You look worried,” Mirabelle said.

      “I think I’m experiencing an existential crisis and questioning my raison d’être.”

      “Now?”

      “Have you never wondered why you do what you do?” Lexie asked.

      “No. I’ve never had reason to question my birthright.”

      “Are you suggesting I’m unhappy?”

      “Perhaps you’re not sure about what you want.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Or perhaps you focus too much on how green the grass is on the other side of the fence.”

      “All right. You’ve given me enough food for thought.”

      “You might even be doubting your skills,” Mirabelle added.

      “Thank you. That’s enough for now.”

      “You are lagging behind. There’s no way you’ll ever be able to catch up and match our skill set.”

      “Mirabelle. My confidence is dwindling.”

      “You seem to have trouble with your willpower. Nothing… no one should be able to take such a strong hold of you.”

      “So send me to remedial school.”

      “That’s not such a bad idea.”

      Lexie felt a tug.

      “Wait up. This is interesting.”

      “What?”

      “This statue. I don’t remember seeing it here the last time I visited.”

      “It’s a Donatello,” Lexie said.

      “How do you know?”

      “I studied art. Of course, it could be a copy or a work done by one of his apprentices. Back in the day, it was enough for an artist to put his thumb print on something for it to be considered a work by him.”

      “You could come in handy, after all.”

      “I think I deserve more credit than that. Remember, I’m wearing designer clothes for the cause.”

      “Not at this moment you aren’t. The sight of you in jeans and a t-shirt must have given Taffy a severe bout of apoplexy.”

      “Okay. Here we are.” Lexie eased the door to the library open and slipped inside. “Any idea where I should start looking?” She cast her gaze over the endless rows of books.

      “No further than the desk. Look.”

      Lexie turned and saw Henry St James’s body slumped over his desk, a glass sitting by his outstretched hand.

      “Umm. Cue scream?”

      An ear-splitting scream nearly ruptured her eardrums. Lexie swung around. A woman stood by the open door. Lexie narrowed her gaze and tried to identify her. Unlike the St James women who were all blonde, this woman had rich mahogany locks cascading around her shoulders.

      “Who are you?”
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      Another scream had Lexie stumbling back.

      “Any suggestions?” she asked Mirabelle.

      “Check for a pulse. Although I don’t feel his life force.”

      “While I do that, can you do something about the screaming woman,” Lexie shouted. As she rounded the desk, she heard pounding footsteps hurrying toward the library. “Yep. He’s a goner.”

      Taffy came to a stop by the doorway. Several other servants piled up behind him.

      “Any idea what we should do now?” Lexie asked.

      
        
        You might have to call the police.

      

      

      Lexie looked up and met Taffy’s gaze. Had Mirabelle withdrawn because of him?

      “I shall alert the others,” he said. “Please do not disturb anything.”

      Lexie put her hands up and stepped back from the desk. “Umm, Taffy…”

      “Yes?”

      “Could you maybe do something about the screaming woman?”

      In an instant, the screaming stopped and the woman collapsed into a heap on the floor.

      Taffy gathered her in his arms and set her down on a sofa by the fireplace.

      “Thank you,” Lexie said, not for the first time noticing there was more to Taffy than met the eye.

      Withdrawing, he closed the doors behind him.

      “Hurry,” Mirabelle urged, “Look for the book.”

      “Oh, you’re back.” Lexie shivered. “Hearing you and not seeing you is starting to freak me out a bit…” Silence. Had Mirabelle tuned out again? “Are you there, Mirabelle?”

      “Yes. I’m just thinking. There’s something about Taffy that wasn’t there the last time I was at House St James.”

      “Do you think he might have been possessed?” Lexie asked.

      “It’s strange. He still feels the same. He certainly acts the same. He’s not doing anything he wouldn’t otherwise do.”

      Lexie skimmed the bookshelves. “Where would I put a valuable book that is possibly only required only every few dozen years or so? Bottom shelf? Top shelf? Secret shelf?”

      “I actually expected it to be on display in a prominent position but maybe it’s been moved somewhere safer.”

      “Are you suggesting I now have to look for a hidey-hole?”

      “Try this. Extend your hands out and feel your way along the shelves.”

      Lexie smiled. “Do my fingers have magical powers?”

      “They could do. If you want them to…”

      “It’s been so long, I’m not sure what’s what.”

      “I bet you’re regretting not having had a formal education.”

      “I can’t do that,” Lexie said, “Because then I’d have to blame my mother and… there’s nothing to be gained by doing that.” Morgana Primrose Mackenzie had been everyone’s favorite mom. Her friends had always loved coming to her place to hang out because they’d been assured of a good time if her mom was around. She’d been the cool mom, playing loud music and telling the best ghost stories ever…

      A best friend, yes. But not the best of role models for a witch in the making. “Um… Okay, I’m open to suggestions. Here, book, book, book, book. Here, boy…” She sensed Mirabelle rolling her eyes.

      “Picture the book coming to you.”

      Lexie flexed her fingers and stretched her hands out. “Do I need to close my eyes?”

      “Whatever works. Just hold the image in your mind.”

      “Here we go. It’s worth a try.” Something in the top shelf shifted. Lexie focused on gold binding and lapis lazuli scrollwork. Another book shifted. And another and another.

      “Your thoughts are too hazy. Try to be more specific. Think St James.”

      All the books that had slipped to the edge of the shelves, slipped back into place. Lexie scanned the shelves and focused on the family name.

      Something moved behind her. Lexie swung round and looked at a painting above the stone fireplace. It rattled against the wall. “I think we’re on to something here.”

      “Focus on the name.”

      The painting moved, much like a door would, slowly easing open.

      “Well, well. Look at this...” The book sat behind the painting, in a small alcove built into the wall.

      “I hear someone coming. Quickly, put it away,” Mirabelle urged.

      Reginald strode into the library wearing a deep crimson satin robe. His cousins followed behind him.

      “Is he quiet dead?” someone asked.

      Reginald came to a stop in front of the desk. “He appears to be.”

      “No pulse,” Lexie offered. “I’m sorry for your loss. We should call the authorities now.”

      Reginald cleared his throat. “No need for that. Taffy has already alerted our people.”

      “Who are they?”

      He dismissed her question with a slight wave of his hand. “Everyone back to bed. There’s nothing else to see here.”

      They all responded without a murmur or the slightest hint of curiosity about what had happened.

      “Not you,” he said to Lexie.

      She tried to move but her feet failed to respond. Lexie eyed the window behind the desk.

      “Sit.”

      “I prefer to stand… by the window.”

      “Sit.”

      “If you insist.” She sat next to the woman who still hadn’t stirred. “Any idea who this is?”

      “She is my fiancée. Henrietta Smithson-Wight. She arrived earlier than expected with some other guests.”

      This must have been after the incident at lunch, some time during the early afternoon while she’d been out cold, Lexie assumed.

      “There was to be an announcement this weekend. My uncle Henry had given his approval for our marriage to go ahead.”

      Lexie frowned. She ran her fingertip between her eyebrows as if trying to smooth over her frown but it remained in place. Had she imagined it or had Reginald sounded incensed by his uncle’s approval?

      He turned to face her, his hands behind his back. “Now that he’s gone, your services will no longer be required.”

      “Oh…” When he moved again, she thought she caught sight of a shadow which was odd because there was nothing odd about a shadow… except this one appeared to be…

      Like an inky black fog.

      “You don’t need to concern yourself with any of this. So you are free to leave.”

      Concern? Lexie drew a blank. What did she have to worry about? “All right. Fine. I’ll do that.” In fact, what was she doing up and about at this time of night?

      His gaze slanted toward the bookshelves. “You may leave now.”

      “Okay.” She rose and made a beeline for the door while a part of her balked.

      Whoa. Hang on.

      She’d come to the library to look for something…

      She turned to close the door and saw Reginald standing in front of the bookshelves, brushing his fingers along his chin much the same way she did when she was trying to figure something out.

      “He doesn’t know where the book is,” she murmured and remembered. Yes. She’d come looking for the St James family book.

      “That doesn’t sound right,” Mirabelle whispered. “The heir would have been prepared for this moment. Henry would have shown him the book and given him clear instructions.”

      “Maybe it’s not Henry who wasn’t Henry, but rather Reginald who is not… Reginald.”

      “An impostor?”

      “Does it matter? You heard him. I’ve been dismissed. I can go home. This no longer concerns us.”

      “No, you can’t leave.”

      “I can’t? Why not?”

      “We have unfinished business,” Mirabelle said. “Henry’s request still stands. When we enter into an agreement, we must see it through to completion. There is no way around it.”

      “But—”

      “Reginald should have known better than to ask you to leave. He, of all people, would know the rules. Unfinished business would only hover over us like a dark cloud.”

      “And if Reginald is an impostor?”

      “More reason for us to hang around and figure out what’s happened.”

      As Lexie made her way up the stairs, she saw new faces peering around corners. The newly arrived guests, she presumed.

      “What’s happened?” one of them asked.

      “There will be an announcement made in the morning,” Taffy said as he strode along the hallway. “Everyone, please return to your bedchambers.”

      As Lexie reached the top landing, she looked down in time to see Reginald’s fiancée step out of the library looking as if nothing had happened.

      Had she been beguiled into complacency?

      The day she’d arrived she’d felt Reginald standing at the top of the stairs looking down at her. She’d had the strange sensation of him trying to get inside her head…

      Her thoughts shifted, almost as if someone had given her a prompt.

      Lexie tugged at her faded t-shirt. Why was she dressed in such dreadful clothes?

      Sighing, she returned to her room and changed into a flowing nightgown made of the softest silk. She swirled around. She could live like a princess for the rest of her days and never worry about anything… She could…

      Her fingers twitched.

      She looked around her in confusion. An overwhelming impulse surged through her and she propelled herself toward the window, drawing it open to stick her head out.

      “Whoa. That was close.”

      “Lexie, what’s been happening? We need an update.”

      “Hey, Cat. You missed all the excitement. Henry’s gone. And we found the book—”

      “Mirabelle told me. It’s strange. It should have been kept in a prominent place. Like a trophy. Not hidden away. The book is an object of pride for the St James family. We’re now thinking it must have been tampered with. Has anything else happened?”

      “The guests arrived early. In fact, now that I think about it, that sort of adds to possible suspects.” Lexie blinked hard and told Cat about seeing Reginald’s fiancée coming out of the library.

      “Are you suggesting Henry was killed?”

      “Well, yeah. Isn’t it obvious?”

      “It might be to you, but not to me. If Mirabelle had had any rising suspicious she would have mentioned them, but she didn’t.”

      “So I’m the only one who sees it. That’s odd because half the time I’m floating around in a daze. I’m surprised I haven’t burst into an endless rendition of all the tunes from The Sound of Music.”

      “I didn’t know you were a fan of musicals.”

      “I’m not.” Lexie made a choking sound. “I once broke up with a boyfriend because he lived for Gilbert and Sullivan. Every weekend he had to see a production even if it meant traveling across the country for it. That exceeds enthusiasm and verges on unhealthy obsession. I swear he was planning some sort of musical wedding.”

      “Have the authorities been called in?”

      “No, Reginald said they were contacting their people, whatever that meant. As for his fiancée… I’m thinking she might be in on whatever is going on. Reginald mentioned getting approval for his marriage. When he said it, I had the impression he harbored some resentment.”

      “Maybe Henry wasn’t entirely pleased with his heir’s choice of bride,” Catherine suggested.

      “For the sake of argument, let’s say Reginald didn’t have a choice.”

      “A forced marriage?”

      “That would be incentive enough to want to give Henry the flick and take over the inheritance so he can start making his own decisions and choices.”

      “You might have something there. Did you manage to look through the book?”

      “No. Reginald sent me on my way. Oh… before I forget, he doesn’t know where the book is.”

      “Impossible. He has to know. Henry would never have been so remiss.”

      “Henry probably thought he’d outlive them all,” Lexie suggested.

      “The more I think about it, the more I believe there’s something strange about that book. It’s supposed to contain the names of the heirs and the words for the seal that puts in place the protection over the house and prevents three of us from entering at once.”

      “There must be more to it than that. House St James is…” Lexie tried to put her finger on that special something she felt about the place. “It makes me think of Disney World where everything is bright, beautiful and wonderful, but there’s also something lurking about.”

      “Maybe something’s been added to the book.”

      “Added or taken away. Remove a brick from the foundations and, in time, everything comes crumbling down.”

      “Did you sense the malevolent presence near the book?”

      Lexie shook her head. “The inky black fog was nowhere to be seen… or felt. Hang on…” She leaned out the window and scooped in another breath. “Actually… I think I saw it. Maybe I’m wrong and it was just a shadow. I think I should pull up a chair and curl up here by the window. Hey, there should be some sort of hazard pay involved. Compensation for the risks I’m taking. No one mentioned anything about me jumping right into the thick of murder and mayhem.” She waited for a response. “And stop ditching me.”

      “Sorry, I thought I felt someone nearby. Mirabelle is going through the records to see if there have been any reported incidents in the past. As far as she knows, this is the first time House St James has experienced… well, we haven’t determined what this is so we can’t put a name to it.”

      “Death by inky black fog.”

      “That is merely the tool, and we’re not even sure that’s what caused Henry’s death. Still… we have to figure out where it is coming from, who is behind it all.”

      “What if the person behind the inky black fog killed Henry? He’d been drinking. Who knows? He might have been poisoned.”

      “We’ll have to go down and get the book but be careful.”

      “We? You’re way over there, in the safety and comfort of your cozy cottage while I’m the one sticking my neck out.”

      “Where’s your gratitude? When you called for our help, we threw ourselves into the task. Do you have any idea what it took for me to play the piano?”

      “Thank you. I’d forgotten.”

      “Not that we expect any gratitude. We all try to do our part.”

      “Go ahead and say it. I should stop grumbling and get on with it.”

      Lexie heard whistling.

      “Right. Let’s do this. I’m going to make sure the coast is clear. Reginald must have given up his search by now.” She strode toward the door. “Hang on. Henry might still be there.”

      “And? What do you think he’ll do? Reanimate himself just so he can scare the daylights out of you?”

      “Tease all you like.” She strained to hear the slightest sound. “I feel you breathing down my neck.”

      “That should reassure you. I’m sticking close to you and… I’ve got your back.”

      Reaching the end of the hallway, she looked around the corner and raised a halting hand. “There are people outside the library,” she whispered. A man emerged and stood by the library door looking in. “Okay, looks like they’re taking Henry away. I’m guessing that’s the family doctor and he’s probably signed a death certificate. That means he didn’t find anything suspicious about Henry’s death. It’s too convenient.”

      “You’ve developed quite a few opinions.”

      “I’m getting into the spirit of this. Henry didn’t look ill so his death couldn’t have been expected. Also, Reginald said he was getting ‘his people’ to take care of things. Doesn’t that sound suspicious to you?”

      “This does complicate matters. And I see you didn’t bother to change out of your silk nightgown. Are you getting attached to these clothes?”

      “Don’t know what you mean.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I could’ve danced all night.”

      “That’s what I mean.”

      Lexie rolled her eyes. “Okay, they’re carting him away now.” She watched Reginald walk the man she assumed was the doctor to the door. “I’m going to have to return to my room. He’s bound to come up this way.” She tiptoed back and stood behind the closed door with her ear pressed to it. Ten minutes later, she heard footsteps walking past her room and along the hallway. Lexie waited a few more minutes and then made her move.

      Once in the library, she went straight to the painting hanging over the fireplace and withdrew the book from its hiding place. “I’ll have to risk turning a table lamp on.” She set the book down on a side table and turned to the first page. “Nothing but names. All handwritten.”

      “Maybe the magic is in the actual writing or it could be a combination of the writing and the spoken word.”

      Lexie looked over at the desk. The glass had been cleared away. “I wish I’d had the foresight to hide the glass. It might have had traces of the drink. We could have had it tested for any suspicious substances.”

      “This isn’t an episode of CSI.”

      “So what exactly is it you girls do? I am getting the feeling there is something more to the both of you than I originally imagined.”

      “We… We assist with problems and find solutions.”

      “Do you have any idea how cryptic that sounds?”

      “Obviously, if someone comes to us it’s because they know we have special… powers, so the issues we deal with are unusual.”

      “Let me guess, one of your gifts is avoidance. You’re not exactly being straight with me.”

      “You’re accusing me of avoidance? You, who took a ten year break away from your duties and true heritage…”

      Lexie tapped a page. “All the heirs are listed in succession. Back in the twelfth century, the head of the house ended up crossing several heirs off the list.”

      “Victims of plague?” Catherine suggested.

      “Or other types of interference.” Lexie turned the pages until she found the most current one. “Here’s the list of Henry’s successors. Okay, this is interesting and changes everything. Evangeline Hemsworth is older than Reginald and listed above him. How did we actually come to think Reginald was next in line?”

      “We assumed.”

      “Did we assume or were we led to believe it? I wonder if Evangeline knows how to find the book?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “How is everyone doing this morning?” Lexie asked as she took a seat next to Ellsworth James.

      It was the morning after Henry’s unexpected demise. Taffy had brought her breakfast in bed and had told her everyone would be gathering in the morning room promptly at eleven.

      Once she’d stopped trying to figure out why she’d been included, she’d fixed her focus on preparing for the gathering by spending half an hour with her head sticking out the window and breathing in fresh air until it made her feel herself again. She hoped the effects would see her through the meeting.

      Ellsworth glanced at her. “I thought I’d have trouble sleeping but the shock must have knocked me right out. Dreadful business and the timing could not have been worse.” He drew her attention to the small group clustered by the drinks cart Taffy had brought in. “Our new guests are not taking it well.”

      “I met Henrietta last night,” Lexie said thinking there was nothing wrong with drinks at eleven, although she’d never tried it herself…

      “Ah, yes. The screamer.”

      “How well do you know her?”

      “I know of her. It was the whole purpose of this weekend. Introduce her to the family. Get to know her… She hails from an industrious lot. Most of them are inventors of sorts. Her money comes from a vitamin supplement business.”

      Alchemists.

      The word popped into her mind and stamped itself there. Once this was all over, she’d have to get some pointers from Mirabelle. In the past, she’d had intuitive thoughts, answers to questions she would never in a million years have been able to even understand. She guessed it had something to do with connecting with nature… to the flow of energy and the greater intelligence around her.

      “Are we all here?” Reginald asked, drawing everyone’s attention to him.

      Ellsworth looked over his shoulder and then leaned toward Lexie. “We are missing someone,” he murmured.

      A brief look around the room was enough to determine who the missing someone was.

      Evangeline Hemsworth.

      “As you may have heard, Henry St James died suddenly last night.” Reginald’s voice took on a somber tone. “His private physician has confirmed he had been experiencing some serious health concerns which he had chosen to ignore.”

      Health issues. How convenient. So, according to Reginald, Henry had died of negligence.

      Evangeline still hadn’t made an appearance and Reginald didn’t seem at all concerned about her absence.

      Lexie wondered if he realized his behavior gave rise to suspicion.

      What would he say if someone pointed out the oversight?

      She wouldn’t be surprised if he apologized and put it down to the lingering shock of his uncle’s sudden demise.

      “After giving the matter serious consideration, it has been decided the weekend’s house party will proceed as planned…”

      No one seemed surprised.

      “Is anyone concerned about the suddenness of his death?” Lexie murmured.

      Ellsworth gave a small shrug. “Bound to happen sometime. Now’s as good a time as any.”

      She waited to hear what other platitude he came up with but he seemed content to move on to the refreshments phase of the morning.

      Lexie lifted an eyebrow.

      Ellsworth shrugged. “You never know. One of us might be next.” He poured himself a drink. “This might soften the blow.”

      “You think there’ll be another death?”

      “Taxes, death and… death duties are the only certainties in life. Bound to be.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      He looked around the room. “I get the feeling we’ve been gathered like lambs to the slaughter.”

      Strange conclusion, but before she could think about it, Bertie St James came up to her.

      “I guess skeet shooting is out of the question today. It wouldn’t do to have all those guns going off.”

      A murmur rose and fell around the room.

      Skeet shooting.

      That sounded like fun. She wouldn’t mind trying it…

      Lexie strode over to a window and nudged it open. A light breeze flowed in dispersing the fog that had begun to settle in her mind.

      She watched Eloise St James take a tentative sip of her drink and then down the contents in one gulp. At this rate, Lexie thought they’d be staggering around clearing the way for her to pay the library another visit without fear of being interrupted.

      Taffy approached her, a tray in hand. “Champagne. Or perhaps something stronger?”

      “Thank you, Taffy. I’m not much of a drinker.”

      “Are you sure?” Taffy asked.

      Lexie looked over Taffy’s shoulder and saw Bertie St James lift a glass to her health. Ellsworth James strode across the room and also lifted his glass as if in a toast. Now she saw a parade of them crossing her line of vision, lifting their glasses…

      She felt something prod her mind and tried to steel against it. “Perhaps some champagne would do me good.” She had no intention of drinking it, but she didn’t want to appear too obvious about needing to keep a clear head or… having the willpower to say no.

      She glanced around the room.

      Someone thought they had her under their control.

      The suspicion faded as quickly as it had appeared.

      Lexie smiled and thought how wonderful it felt to be in this house…

      
        
        Lexie

      

      

      “Yes?”

      
        
        You’re fading. Get a hold of yourself.

      

      

      Easier said than done when she didn’t know what she was up against.

      She held the glass against her lips and inhaled.

      Henrietta Smithson-Wight hadn’t strayed far from the drinks cart. Lexie approached her and introduce herself. The woman had already consumed three glasses of champagne and had just been handed another one.

      Mirabelle would approve of her floral dress and court shoes. A single strand of pearls adorned her neck. She was a head shorter than Lexie and had soft eyes that spoke of gentleness and sensitivity, hence the screaming at the sight of Henry’s body slumped over his desk, Lexie thought.

      “I remember you,” she said. “Last night. You were in the library. Why?”

      Okay, she’d underestimated her and maybe she should have waited until she’d had enough champagne to make her slur her words.

      “I’m a restless sleeper and serious reader.”

      “A likely story.” Henrietta looked around and waved at someone.

      Frowning, Lexie saw she’d signaled Reginald.

      
        
        You’re in trouble now.

      

      

      “Hey, no sneaking up on me unless you have a sparkly idea.”

      
        
        What did you say to her?

      

      

      “Alexandra, I hope you weren’t too upset by last night,” Reginald said.

      Huh? Had he forgotten about dismissing her? She hoped Cat was paying attention. Was this the real Reginald? And if he was, who or what had taken possession of him last night?

      “It took some doing, but I finally managed to get to sleep,” Lexie said.

      “Reginald, I…” Henrietta wavered.

      Lexie watched her expression shift from astute to docile. From trying to think what she’d been about to say to completely forgetting about it and smiling because… it was such a wonderful day.

      Lexie felt a pinprick on her arm. “Ouch.”

      
        
        Sorry. It’s me. I figured I had to do something before you faded into happy la-la-land again.

      

      

      With too many people standing near her, Lexie couldn’t say anything so she growled under her breath.

      Taffy cleared his throat.

      Everyone fell silent.

      “Lunch will be served in half an hour.”

      A gong echoed throughout the house.

      Taffy withdrew and the conversation resumed.

      “A game of cards is just the thing we need to wile away a few hours. Perhaps someone will grace us with their musical talents and play the piano,” Bertie St James suggested and drained his glass almost as if he didn’t quite believe what he’d just suggested.

      Lexie focused on stepping away from the gathering. She actually had to tell one foot to move at a time. When she cleared the room, she scooped in a breath and swayed on the spot.

      “There is something in the air,” she managed to say as she staggered toward the stairs.

      “I’ve got you,” Cat said.

      Lexie felt a hand on her back. “Do not let go.” She made it to her room and scrambled toward the window. “Oh, hell. It was stifling in there. Except that at the time, I didn’t realize it. I was just going with the flow. Did you see what happened to Henrietta? One moment she was suspicious of me and the next she was oh… quite possibly drunk.”

      “Yes. What else did you notice?”

      “Evangeline, the rightful heir… heiress wasn’t present. Can you sense her?”

      “No. But that doesn’t mean anything. She could still be asleep. In any case, I don’t really have that much control over what I see in the house. My senses do improve when I’m with you.”

      “Does that mean you want me to go hunt her down?”

      “It would help. You still have access to the house so you should be free to roam about.”

      “Give me a minute. I need to clear my head and…” she looked down at herself. “Honestly, why do I keep wearing these clothes?” She tore off the tailored pants and silk blouse and pulled on her jeans and t-shirt.

      “Any thoughts on what’s been happening?” Cat asked.

      Lexie shook her head. “Last night I could have sworn Reginald was behind everything but now… I’m not so sure. He didn’t seem himself just now. I think we’re all falling under the influence of this house. What’s Mirabelle up to?”

      “She’s looking into the history of the seal. What prompted it to be placed and by whom.”

      Lexie bit the edge of her lip. “I get the feeling we’re running out of time here.”

      “Keep your mind clear of all worry. Don’t let it take over otherwise it’ll turn against you and you’ll become your worst enemy. We’ll get to the bottom of all this.”

      “Reginald seems to have forgotten about sending me away.”

      “That’s one less battle you have to fight. In any case, Mirabelle says we have a written contract with Henry and no one has the power to void it. Honor must be maintained at all cost.”

      “Otherwise… where’s the trust?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Just now he appeared to be under the same control I keep falling prey to. What if the Reginald I saw last night in the library was the inky black fog moving around in corporeal form?”

      “It’s possible.”

      Lexie tugged her boots on and rose to her feet. “Right. I’m ready to go sniffing around.” She was about to open the door when the luncheon gong resonated throughout the house.

      “Oh, lunch… I must change.” She strode toward the wardrobe and selected a Dior ensemble.

      “Lexie?”

      “It’s lunchtime, Cat. Mustn’t keep the others waiting.”

      
        
        Lexie. Did you just tune me out? You can’t do that…

      

      

      Lexie turned around. “Did someone say something?” She gave a brisk smile and returned to the wardrobe to find a Dior scarf to match her dress.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Has anyone seen…”

      Lexie set her fork down and looked up at Bertie St James who sat back, his mouth gaping open.

      “I’d swear I’d been about to say something.” Bertie frowned. “For the life of me, I can’t remember what it was.”

      “That’s what you get when you drink on an empty stomach,” Reginald suggested.

      “I tend to agree with you,” his sister Eloise piped in while their mother, Eleanor, nodded in agreement.

      Forks and knives were set into motion again. Small nibbles were chewed at leisure. No one had much to say and whenever someone tried to speak, Taffy appeared with an announcement, either about the weather turning, or about the weather improving and that resulted in a seesaw of moods that shifted from reserved disappointment to bursts of excitement.

      A tiny pin dug into her elbow.

      “Ouch. Stop that,” Lexie said under her breath.

      
        
        We can’t allow you to be dragged in too deeply. Try to remain alert. Has Evangeline appeared?

      

      

      Lexie gave a small shake of her head. “Where’s Evangeline?” The words cannoned out of her as if someone had shoved them out.

      Everyone’s gaze sprung up.

      A few eyebrows were raised.

      Within seconds, everyone appeared to forget what Lexie had asked.

      “This sauce is delectable. My congratulations to the chef,” Henrietta exclaimed.

      Prompted by the remark, they all savored the sauce and one by one, they each announced how marvelous it was.

      “This sauce is delectable,” Lexie said, “My congratulations to the chef.” As soon as the words slipped out of her mouth she frowned. Hadn’t someone already said that? She held the thought in her mind and then someone spoke up.

      “This sauce is delectable…”

      They all savored the sauce and agreed.

      One by one, they took turns until the words blended into each other and they were all chanting how delectable the sauce was, all sounding like a chorus in a Greek tragedy.

      
        
        Do you need me to prick you again?

      

      

      Lexie mentally swatted at the words she heard piercing her thoughts. How rude, couldn’t they tell she was in the middle of expressing her delight at how scrumptious this sauce—

      “Prick me, prick me. Ouch.” She sprung back on her chair, swung her legs to the side and managed to pull herself away from the circle of mindless chanting.

      “Is everything to your satisfaction, Miss Alexandra?” Taffy asked.

      She looked up and straightened. “Taffy. Yes. Everything is—”

      
        
        No. Don’t fall into that trap. Fight it. Fight it.

      

      

      Every time someone broached a sensitive subject, Taffy appeared. Coincidence? Lexie smiled up at him. He had been extremely accommodating, providing for her every need, anticipating her every need. A gold nugget of a butler.

      She heard Cat threatening to prick her again.

      “Actually, Taffy. I’m afraid the food might be off. Possibly poisoned. You’re likely to have a lawsuit in your hands.”

      Taffy seemed horror struck. He spluttered and in a moment of panic, called for the plates to be removed.

      The dining room exploded into a hive of activity. Lexie took advantage of the confusion and left by a side door.

      Once in the foyer, she looked around to see if anyone stood within hearing. “Cat, are you there?”

      Nothing.

      She tried again.

      “Yes. You don’t have to holler. Here I am,” Catherine said.

      “What took you so long? Were you putting your pins away?”

      “I’d hate to admit it, but I was swaying to the chanting. Whatever has taken hold of everyone in that house is potent enough to reach me.”

      “Liar. You were just having fun at my expense. Admit it.”

      “Would I do that?”

      “Yes.” Looking around her, Lexie took a chance and headed for the library. “Where has Mirabelle gone hunting for information? Timbuktu? What is taking her so long?”

      “She’s had to go into the inner sanctum of the Mackenzie archive chamber.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “You’ll be shown, in due course.”

      “You don’t think you can trust me?”

      “Our entire history is stored there.”

      “Let me guess, this is your area 51 no go zone?”

      “We simply guard it. Only a few of us know how to access it.”

      “Well, there you go. If anything happens to the ‘few’ what happens to the rest of us? You need to share… spread the love.”

      “Take it up with Mirabelle.”

      Lexie looked over her shoulder to make sure no one had followed and then eased the door to the library open.

      She wished she hadn’t.

      In fact, she wished she’d stayed in the dining room singing the sauce’s praises for the rest of the day… or even eternity…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Lexie tried to retreat out of the library but the tiny step she took alerted the inky black fog to her presence and the door behind her slammed shut.

      Okay. Someone meant business.

      The inky black fog rose to a tremendous height and came to hover in front of her.

      “Hello.” She gave a small wave of her hand.

      “Who are you talking to?” Cat asked. “I can’t sense anyone.”

      “That’s interesting. I wish I could say the same, but I can’t. Now that I’m inside the library, I can sense and see the you know what presence.”

      “Which one?”

      “You know… the one and only.”

      “Oh… I see,” Cat whispered. “And does it still feel malevolent?”

      “Yep.”

      “What’s it doing?”

      “Looking at me.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “It sort of formed itself into the shape of a person. When I came in, it turned toward me. I think it might be trying to gauge what I know and that’s put me in panic mode. On the one hand, if I don’t know anything… it might decide to dispose of me and on the other hand, if it realizes just how much I do know, it might decide to choke the information out of me. I think this is called a stalemate. Any suggestions?”

      “Hang tight. I’m going to get Mirabelle.”

      “You’re leaving me. Now?”

      The inky black fog appeared to grow in height. Now that she thought about it, it looked like a cloaked person.

      It tilted its head from side to side.

      Lexie focused on emptying her mind. Maybe if she stood still long enough it might decide she wasn’t worth the trouble.

      It moved again and this time it looked as if it was sniffing her.

      Mirabelle. Hurry. Please.

      
        
        Relax. I’m here. Don’t panic. In fact, laugh.

      

      

      “Laugh? That’s the best you can come up with?” Lexie gave a nervous chuckle.

      The inky black fog shrunk away.

      
        
        Now think happy thoughts.

      

      

      Happy thoughts?

      Sun shining. Flowers blooming.

      A playground. Children laughing.

      Jonathan O’Connor.

      Jonathan?

      Yes. Jonathan. She always had fun with him. He made her laugh…

      The fog shrunk away again.

      “Oh. I think you’re onto something.” Lexie laughed. Again, it moved. Lexie focused on laughter rising from deep inside her. She pictured it swirling and gathering momentum until it spilled out of her.

      Hysterical laughter filled the library. To her surprise, the fog dissipated and disappeared.

      “I have no idea what just happened.”

      “Is it still there?” Mirabelle asked.

      “No, it’s gone away. Whatever I did worked. Care to explain your theory?”

      “Laughter. Joy. Happiness. It trumps everything. If you’d held on to worry and fear for your safety, you would have fed it and it would have taken hold of you.”

      Lexie felt her legs wobble. “I know it’s not solid but I’ve seen what it did to Henry.”

      “Only him?”

      “Yes.”

      She sensed Mirabelle humming as she thought. “Has Evangeline surfaced?”

      “Not yet. I haven’t had a chance to go searching for her.”

      “First the book. I need you to memorize that last page.”

      Lexie propelled herself toward the fireplace and shifted the painting.

      “Good, it’s still there,” Mirabelle said.

      “Okay. I see Henry’s name but it’s faded.”

      “That’s because he’s gone.”

      “Sorry to say there’s only a list of names. The heirs.” She scanned the list. They were all still there. That had to be a good sign.

      “And the words for the seal?”

      “Nope.”

      “Just as I feared.”

      “Yes?” Lexie prompted.

      “The heir has to write his or her name and then the words will appear.”

      “Is that the trick you used to get me to speak the words?”

      “It’s a standard safety measure against powerful words falling into the wrong hands.”

      “So now I have to find Evangeline.”

      “Yes. And you have to get her to co-operate.”

      “Into doing what?”

      “Sharing the seal with you.”

      “She’s not going to do that. It’ll mean losing whatever power they have over the house and…” A thought occurred. “The seal was put in place to prevent three Mackenzies from gathering together in the house. Why?”

      “It’s a long story. Just promise her we’ll put things right for her.”

      “And what makes you think I can persuade her? I couldn’t persuade you to stay away from me.”

      “Put the book back and go look for her. Now.”

      “Did you just snap at me?”

      Silence.

      “Sorry. I feel helpless being so far away.”

      “Okay. I’ll let it slide. We’re all under pressure here.”
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        * * *

      

      The tunes of a happy jig filled the house. Someone was playing the piano. Before she could be drawn into the joyful atmosphere she could sense coming from one of the sitting rooms, Lexie rushed up the stairs.

      “They’re having fun.”

      “Keep walking. Don’t look back,” Mirabelle urged her.

      “I’m going to have to try all the rooms.”

      “Focus, Lexie. Hold an image of Evangeline in your mind.”

      “She wore the most beautiful gown. I meant to tell you. She’s already quite tall but the dress made her look even taller. I’ve never seen that shade of copper and the satin fabric gave it an extra sheen. She looked statuesque.” Lexie strode past one door and felt the urge to continue walking. “I think it’s working. My senses are telling me to keep going.”

      “Good. Trust your inner feeling.”

      “Yes, Obi-Wan.”

      “Who?”

      “Character from Star Wars. Feel the force… I’m guessing you’re not a big movie fan.”

      “Lexie, this isn’t the time.”

      “You’re going to have to get up to speed with popular culture.”

      “Or else?”

      “Well, if we’re going to interact, we’re going to have to find some sort of middle ground. Otherwise, I’ll come across as the weird Mackenzie.”

      “We’re Mackenzies. How much more in common do you need to have?”

      “Here we are. I’m sure this is her room.” She gave a light rap on the door. “I think I heard someone moving inside.” She tried again and this time she pressed her ear to the door. Lexie stifled a giggle.

      “What?”

      “I think Evangeline is standing on the other side with her ear pressed against the door.” She tapped on the door again. “Evangeline. It’s me, Lexie,” she whispered. What else could she say? I come in peace? “I need to talk to you.” Open up, I know you’re the rightful heiress. No, she couldn’t say that. What if she spooked her?

      “What do you want?” Evangeline demanded.

      “Why haven’t you come down?”

      “In case you hadn’t heard, Henry’s dead.”

      “Yes, I know. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “I’ve tried to leave but…”

      “What?”

      “I can’t. Every time I make it to the front door, I’m tugged back.”

      Lexie puzzled over this. Why hadn’t she tried to walk out? The thought never occurred to her… because this is such a happy, joyful house to live in. “What exactly do you feel?”

      “It’s something reaching out to me, pulling me back.”

      “Can you let me in?”

      “Why?”

      “You know why. I’m a Mackenzie. Henry asked me… us to look into this… thing.”

      “I heard rumors about you.”

      “Didn’t Henry tell you about us?”

      “No. He never spoke to me directly. He was always relaying messages through Reginald.”

      Lexie remembered what Mirabelle had said about the guardian of the house training the heir to take over. Why hadn’t Henry done that with Evangeline?

      “I know you’re the heiress, Evangeline.”

      “How? No one else knows.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “That’s the way Henry wanted it. He said it would be safer if no one knew.”

      He must have known about the impending danger.

      “Is anyone else with you?” Evangeline asked.

      “No. I’m alone.”

      “Are you sure? You’re not just saying that? I thought I heard you talking with someone.”

      “You have the word of a Mackenzie,” whatever that meant.

      The door opened a crack. “Come in. Quickly.”

      Lexi’s heart gave a hard thump.

      
        
        Evangeline’s fear must have transferred to you.

        Focus, Lexie. Give her strength.

      

      

      Evangeline gestured toward a couple of chairs by the window.

      “Do you mind if I open the window? I find it helps.”

      Evangeline nodded.

      Sighing with relief, Lexie drew the chair closer to the window and sat down. Evangeline had worry lines creasing her eyes. “Have you slept?”

      “Not much. This was all so unexpected.”

      Strange. Everyone else had been able to put aside the unpleasantness and get on with their… happy… joyful day.

      
        
        Ask if she knows where the book is. That’s the only way we’ll know if it’s really her.

      

      

      Before Lexie could ask, Evangeline said, “I know where the book is.”

      “Where?”

      “I’m not going to tell you. What if you’re in league with whatever is out there?”

      “It’s not on the shelves,” Lexie volunteered. “You have to trust me, otherwise, we’ll never get anywhere.”

      “Have you seen it?”

      “Yes.”

      Evangeline lifted her chin a notch. “So what’s inside it?”

      “The names of the heirs and that’s how I know it’s not Reginald. Your name is at the top of the list. But I’m not going to tell you where the book is just in case you’re not you.”

      Evangeline surged to her feet. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m as much a guardian as Henry was.”

      “Okay. I know it’s behind a painting. Over the fireplace.”

      “Good. Now we’re getting somewhere.” Lexie stood up and strode around the room.

      What now? she mentally asked Mirabelle.

      
        
        We have to keep her away from danger. Don’t let her go to the book. Keep her away from the library.

      

      

      “Who said that?”

      Lexie swung to face Evangeline. “You heard that?”

      “Yes.”

      
        
        As the head of the house, she has access to us, but only when we allow it.

      

      

      “Does that mean we can have a three way conversation?”

      “Yes,” Mirabelle said coming through loud and clear. “Hello, Evangeline.”

      “You’re another Mackenzie?”

      “Yes, I’m Mirabelle Louisa Mackenzie, High Chair of the British Isles and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven.”

      “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Likewise,” Mirabelle said.

      Evangeline gazed at Lexie.

      “Um… I don’t have a title. I’m just Lexie…”

      “Give her your full name,” Mirabelle said. “This is a formal occasion. A momentous one. You are addressing the head of House St James.”

      “Should I bow?”

      “Don’t be disrespectful.”

      Lexie nodded. “I’m Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie.”

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “Alexandra is the incoming High Chair of the American Continent and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven.”

      “Really? Whoop. Whoop.”

      “Focus, Lexie. As long as this inky black fog remains at large, we would advice you to refrain from formally ascending to your position as head of House St James as doing so will most likely put your life at risk. As it is, no one knows you are the rightful heir.”

      “Does that mean Reginald is a target?” Evangeline asked. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to him.”

      “Lexie will make sure no harm comes to him.”

      She would? How?

      “So what exactly is the plan?” Evangeline asked.

      “We must identify the source of the inky black fog. Someone is behind it.”

      Because inky black fogs didn’t function of their own accord? Lexie wondered.

      “Can you think of anyone who might benefit by Reginald ascending to the guardianship of the house instead of you?”

      “His fiancée, Henrietta Smithson-Wight. But she already assumes Reginald will inherit.”

      “That’s right. Now we have to wonder how much she stands to gain by getting rid of Henry and securing a swift transition,” Mirabelle mused.

      “I don’t think Henrietta is capable of murder,” Lexie offered.

      “No, but she might have the means to engage an inky black fog to do the bidding for her.”

      “You might be onto something. When Ellsworth told me about her background, the first thought that came to mind was alchemist. They tend to dabble in mysteries and concoctions.”

      “Worth looking into,” Mirabelle said. “I’ll put Catherine onto it straightaway. Now, back to the inky black fog—”

      “Can we come up with another name for the inky black fog? It’s a mouthful. How about the menace, no capitals. That works for me.”

      “All right. If we must,” Mirabelle agreed.

      “I wonder if anyone knows Evangeline is actually the rightful heiress?”

      “No,” Mirabelle said. “As far as everyone knows, Evangeline forfeited her right to the guardianship when she married.”

      Lexie went to stand by the window.

      “Are you all right, Lexie?” Mirabelle asked.

      “I’m thinking.”

      “Think out loud.”

      “When I encountered the menace in the library before, I had the feeling it was searching for the book. Did I tell you it sniffed me?”

      Silence.

      “Mirabelle?”

      “Just a moment, I’m checking something. I think we might be able to cast a protection spell over Evangeline.”

      “Um… Mirabelle. That sounds like a very good idea. But we need to—”

      “Give me a minute.”

      “I’m afraid we don’t have a minute.” Lexie grabbed hold of Evangeline. “Stand behind me.”

      “Why? What’s happened?”

      She signaled toward the door. The inky black fog, a.k.a. the menace, was coming through the keyhole.

      “Mirabelle. We need you now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Lexie sent her gaze on a frenzied search around the room looking for something to use as a weapon. Maybe something to block the keyhole. “Stand behind me,” she told Evangeline.

      Instinctively, she stretched her arms and held her hands palms out. “Come to me… Something. Anything.”

      “That’s all you got?” Evangeline asked, her eyebrows drawn down with worry, “Aren’t you supposed to be some sort of powerful High Chair of the American Continent and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven witch?”

      “Incoming… In training.”

      “What’s going on?” Mirabelle asked.

      “The menace has found us. It’s coming through the keyhole.”

      “Quick, do something.”

      “Um, that’s my line. You do something, oh mighty fully fledged High Chair of the British Isles and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven witch.”

      “I’m working on it. Is the window open?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. We should be able to circumvent the seal. I’m enlisting Catherine’s assistance. She’ll be able to work from the outside much the way we did when we opened your bedroom window.”

      “What is she talking about?” Evangeline asked.

      “Don’t worry about her. She tends to ramble.” Lexie’s gaze fell on the breakfast tray. “Does Taffy know you’re here?”

      “Of course he does. He’s been personally seeing to my comfort since I arrived. In fact, he suggested I remain in my room.”

      How very helpful of him. “And you trust him?”

      “He’s a faithful family retainer. He’s been with House St James since his infancy. In fact, he was born right here as was his father before him and his father and so on, right back to the time when the foundations were laid.”

      “Mirabelle? What do you know about Taffy?”

      “He’s a gentleman. The times I’ve visited House St James he showed me the utmost respect and always anticipated all my needs and desires.”

      “He is very good at that. I’m thinking he wields a great deal more power than he lets on.” Lexie scanned the room again. “Mirabelle. Is there something I can do with salt?” Lexie asked as she grabbed hold of the saltshaker.

      “Depends. Is it sea salt?”

      “How should I know? It’s in an expensive looking crystal salt shaker.”

      “Salt has purifying qualities and is often used in creating protective circles. It’s worth a try. Sprinkle some across the doorway.”

      Lexie rushed to the door and set to work spreading the salt on the floor.

      “Well?”

      To her surprise, the menace receded. But only tentatively.

      Lexie shook some salt against the keyhole and the menace shrunk back.

      “It sort of worked but I suspect it might only be temporary. Do you have a better idea?”

      “Without the full power of three present, we are limited.”

      “We’re all sort of here. Cat?” Lexie stuck her head out the window. “Cat, are you there?”

      
        
        Yes.

      

      

      “We could try a shield of protective light,” Mirabelle suggested.

      “How does that work?” Lexie asked.

      “It’ll be tricky. It emanates from within us. Normally, it works as a self-protection shield…”

      “Thanks for telling me before when I could have used it.”

      “Sorry, it only just occurred. Anyway, we have to somehow merge the light and surround Evangeline with it.”

      “That sounds like a plan,” Evangeline said, “What do I do?”

      “You stand behind Lexie, and Lexie, stand as close as you can to the window so Catherine can try to connect with you. Find the spark of light within you. Focus on it. Call it to you. Feel it expanding within you. Use whatever means you can to picture it reaching out from your inner self.”

      Light.

      Bud light?

      She shook her head.

      Sparkly light.

      Glowing light.

      Happy light.

      A warm sensation surged through her. Lexie spread her arms out. Her skin tingled. The others were clearly more adept at doing this. “I think I can feel your light reaching out.”

      
        
        Concentrate.

      

      

      She closed her eyes and wobbled slightly. Steadying herself, she focused on picturing an orb floating up to her. A spark appeared then fizzled out. She gritted her teeth.

      I can do this. Yes, I can.

      The spark reappeared. It looked like a distant star and it was followed by other sparks. Then they all converged and merged to form an orb. Lexie emptied her mind of all distractions. The orb expanded and grew.

      “It’s working,” she heard Mirabelle exclaim.

      “Yes, I can feel it,” Evangeline murmured.

      Lexie didn’t dare open her eyes but she could feel the malevolent presence lurking outside the door.

      Remembering what Cat had said about not letting any negative thoughts interfere, she blocked it all out. After a few minutes, she smiled. The sensation of light rose from within, pulsing, vibrating, filling her, reaching out for something...

      One with the light, Lexie thought and hummed.

      As the words echoed in her mind, the light diminished to a pinpoint, hovered and then expanded, bursting in a rupture to encompass everything around her.

      “Whoa. That was thrilling. Are you all there?”

      “Yes,” Mirabelle replied. “How are you feeling, Evangeline?”

      “Protected. Shielded.”

      “Good. Hold on to the thought. It helps keep the shield in place. Lexie, any sign of our intruder?”

      Lexie’s lips quirked up. Contentment filled her. “I thought I felt it lurking outside, but then I blocked it out of my mind.”

      “We’ll have to figure out a way of containing it, in case the shield fails.”

      “Shouldn’t we focus on finding out who’s behind it?” Lexie asked. “I’d like to be able to put my hands on someone rather than battle with an inky black fog with no corporeal form.”

      “You’re right. Any ideas?” Mirabelle asked.

      “Assuming everyone thinks Evangeline is out of the running because she relinquished her rights when she married, I’d be inclined to think of the next person in line. That’s Reginald St James. After him comes Ellsworth James. He’s the one who told me I’d make a nice addition, or some such thing. What can you tell us about him, Evangeline?”

      “He’s a freeloader. Then again, we all are. But I don’t think it’s him. He enjoys his freedom. The head of House St James has too many responsibilities. Not something he’d want to take onboard.”

      “What if that’s what he wants everyone to believe?”

      “Then they’re all playing that game,” Evangeline said. “You’ll never get anyone to admit to wanting the top job. They all excel at play and relaxation.”

      “I’m going to have to go back out there again and mingle. One of them is bound to say something to give themselves away.” She strode to the door.

      “What about me?” Evangeline asked.

      “You’ll be fine now. Just stay in your room.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lexie made her way down to the music room where she found everyone clustered in small groups. Champagne flowed. Conversation came in waves broken up by laughter.

      Bertie St James stood up. “Is anyone up for a game of charades?”

      Excitement burst from all of them.

      “Right, I’ll go first.”

      Lexie strode over to Henrietta Smithson-Wight who sat with her group and didn’t appear to be the slightest bit interested in playing charades.

      “I hope this business hasn’t put a dampener on your engagement announcement.”

      “Reginald is determined everything will go ahead as planned.” Henrietta gave a small shrug and took a sip of her drink.

      “Everyone appears to be happy to make the best of this unfortunate situation.”

      “Not everyone,” Henrietta murmured. “I noticed Evangeline hasn’t made an appearance yet.”

      “She’s taken the loss of her uncle badly.”

      Henrietta gave an unladylike snort. “I can’t imagine why.”

      “What makes you say that?” Did Henrietta know about Evangeline being the rightful heiress?

      “Look around you. Everyone is doing their best to get on with it while she’s wallowing. She has no reason to. It’s all worked out perfectly for her.”

      “Edward Scissorhands,” someone across the room shouted.

      Henrietta rolled her eyes.

      Distracted by the excitement around her, Lexie tried to find the thread of the conversation. They’d been headed somewhere…

      She smiled at the group playing charades. It looked like fun. Ellsworth waved to her. She should excuse herself and go join in the fun, she thought.

      “I never asked why you’re here,” Henrietta said. “Are you a friend of the family?”

      Lexie gave a distracted nod and half rose from her chair.

      “I don’t recall seeing your name on the wedding guest list. I told Reginald he needed to keep me informed of everyone he was inviting.”

      “Oh, I won’t be attending.” She met Bertie’s gaze. They exchanged polite smiles and nods.

      Taffy approached. “Miss Alexandra. Would you care for a refreshment?”

      Lexie felt a tug compelling her to join in the fun and drink the day away. It felt easier to say yes, so she did.

      As Taffy handed her a glass of champagne, Lexie caught sight of Reginald moving toward the door. No one else seemed to notice and she couldn’t think of a reason why they should. Why worry when there was so much fun to be had?

      Something poked her in her mind.

      She straightened. Focusing, she looked at Reginald again. He appeared to be dragging his feet.

      When he reached the door, he opened it but didn’t release the doorknob. He looked over his shoulder, his face contorted into panic.

      Laughter broke out. Lexie turned to see what had caused it. Bertie had crouched down on all fours and was doing a perfect imitation of a dog sniffing the floor.

      “You ain’t nothing but a hound dog,” she called out.

      Bertie gave her a thumbs up sign and everyone burst into cheers. This really was fun. Lexie shifted to the edge of her chair and was about to rise when Henrietta spoke again.

      “Reginald is bringing the wedding date forward. You should stay.”

      Reginald.

      She’d been thinking about him a moment ago, except she couldn’t quite remember why.

      The fake heir…

      Lexie giggled.

      She looked down at her empty glass.

      When had she drunk it?

      “More champagne, Miss Alexandra?”

      “Yes, please. It’s rather delish.”

      Delish?

      Was that even a word?

      The floor beneath them rumbled, but no one appeared to notice. The rumble picked up momentum and turned into a roar.

      It sounded familiar.

      
        
        Lexie?

      

      

      “I’m sure Taffy can organize a dress for you to wear to the wedding. You only need to ask and he’ll do it for you,” Henrietta suggested. “He’s very good at providing.”

      “I’m tempted.” Lexie sat back and dreamed about a beautiful Dior gown. Would Taffy be able to conjure a classic Dior? Maybe something from the nineteen fifties. She remembered seeing an exhibition at a gallery…

      The roar swirled around them but no one appeared to pay it any attention, not even Lexie. There were other things to think about. Fun things…

      
        
        Lexie? Are you there? What’s going on?

      

      

      So many questions.

      “I suppose you have your wedding dress all sorted out.”

      “Yes, it’s a bespoke Vera Wang.”

      Bespoke. She liked the sound of that. It spoke of exclusivity and luxury and…

      “Miss Alexandra. Your glass is empty. Would you care for a refill?”

      “Yes, please. Thank you, Taffy.”

      She watched as the bubbles danced up to the surface. “This is delish.”

      “It’s Perrier Jouet Belle Epoque.”

      That conjured the most delightful images of grandiose houses and parties and laughter and lots of champagne.

      “Thank you, Taffy.” She looked up in time to see him pick up a glass of champagne and tip the contents over her head.

      “What the—”

      
        
        Lexie. Snap out of it.

      

      

      Lexie jumped to her feet. Taffy appeared nonplussed. In fact, he nodded and turned toward another group as if nothing had happened.

      
        
        Get your butt out of there. Right now.

      

      

      “Why am I wet?” She felt a poke on her back. “Hey. Quit pushing.”

      
        
        Something’s going on.

      

      

      “Of course something’s going on. Didn’t you see the way Reginald left the room?” Lexie’s mouth gaped open. “Oh. Now I remember. I think someone… something dragged him out of here while we were all…” She looked over her shoulder at everyone having fun and drinking champagne and talking about bespoke dresses. Her step faltered.

      
        
        Stop it.

      

      

      Another poke. “All right, I’m moving.” With some effort. That champagne she’d drunk had gone straight to her legs.

      “We heard a roar. What was it?” Mirabelle asked.

      “Oh, hello. You’re back.”

      “Yes, the connection with you in that room kept dropping off.”

      “Do you think it has something to do with someone in there? I do have a theory… let me think… Oh, yes. Someone is manipulating us. Distracting us… Taffy. Taffy… I was going to say something about him…”

      “Never mind, Taffy. Why did Reginald leave the room? Could it be him?”

      She checked the foyer and hurried toward the library.

      A cacophony of solid objects being thrown about broke out. Lexie pushed the door to the library open and saw Reginald throwing books and anything he could get his hands on around the room.

      Something shifted behind the desk and then she saw it.

      “The inky black fog.” It peered at Reginald from behind the desk. Another book went flying in its direction.

      “I thought we’d decided to call it the menace,” Catherine said.

      “Yeah, we did. Where’s Mirabelle?”

      “She’s checking on Evangeline. What’s going on?”

      “Well, the menace looks rather scared. Reginald found his weapon of choice.” Another book went flying across the room. “I think he’s found the menace’s kryptonite. It doesn’t like books.”

      “But isn’t it meant to be looking for the St James book? What’s it going to do with it once it finds it if it doesn’t like books?”

      “Who knows? Maybe it’ll manipulate someone into reading it. Hey, there’s an idea. Maybe this whole thing has been about getting someone who knows where the book is and forcing them to act as proxy.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Well, it’s better than asking more questions. That’s one possible answer down, who knows how many more to go before we get to the bottom of this.”

      “Was that another question?” Catherine asked.

      “Yes, I should have added an inflection at the end.” To her surprise, Reginald signaled for her to leave. He actually looked concerned for her wellbeing. “I’m here to help,” she said.

      The menace wavered. As Reginald looked at her, it took advantage of the momentary lapse and lunged toward him.

      “Watch out,” Lexie shouted.

      This time, Reginald threw two books at the menace. It swept around the library and disappeared into the fireplace.

      Reginald collapsed onto a chair, his breath coming hard and fast.

      “Are you okay?”

      He nodded.

      “Why did you come to the library?”

      “I don’t know. One moment I was playing charades and then the next moment I shot to my feet. I tried to resist but something took hold of me and wouldn’t let go.” He clutched his throat.

      Could it be the same something that had gone after Henry?

      Maybe the inky black… the menace, needed a person to search for the book. They had to find out who was behind it… It had to be someone who couldn’t make their presence known. It seemed to have targeted Reginald a couple of times now. When they’d discovered Henry dead, Reginald hadn’t looked himself. Lexie had put it down to shock and the sudden dawning of responsibility that lay ahead. But now Lexie knew better… Would Reginald confide in her?

      “Reginald? What exactly is your role in this family?”

      He raked his fingers through his hair and huffed out a breath. “Stooge.”
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      A knock at the door had them both stilling. “I doubt our inky black fog has manners,” Lexie said.

      Taffy entered.

      Reginald straightened. “Taffy? You don’t usually knock…”

      “My apologies, sir. I saw Miss Alexandra follow you into the library and…” he cleared his throat.

      Lexie frowned. How could Taffy have seen her? He’d been in the process of pouring drinks.

      Taffy tapped his nose. “I have a sense about such things. It runs in the family. And no, I did not read your mind. I simply read your puzzled expression.”

      “Well, rest assured, there’s nothing going on between Reginald and me.”

      Taffy lifted a brow. “If you say so, Miss Alexandra.”

      “I do say so. I’d never… Him? Me? No.”

      Reginald turned to her. “Apart from the fact I’m engaged, what other reason would you have?” He threw his shoulders back and puffed out his chest.

      “I… I have a boyfriend.”

      “Really? What’s his name?”

      Lexie knew she couldn’t waver. “Jonathan.”

      “Taffy?”

      Taffy looked at her long and hard and then nodded.

      Reginald shrugged. “Right. Well. That’s settled.”

      “What?” Lexie looked from one man to the other. “What’s settled?”

      “Your boyfriend. Taffy verified it.”

      “And how exactly did he do that?”

      “It’s a Taffy trait. Runs in the family.”

      “If it’s a Taffy trait, then it can hardly run in the family.”

      “Yes, it can if everyone in his family is named Taffy.”

      “How can that be?”

      Reginald gave another shrug. “We’ve always had a Taffy working at House St James. We don’t question it. It simply is.”

      Lexie gave a small shake of her head. “Hang on. So… when you said he verified my boyfriend’s name…”

      “He confirmed it. Taffy can always pick up on a fib.”

      But it was a fib.

      She and Jonathan?

      She’d be lucky if he ever talked to her again… if she ever returned home.

      “Taffy?”

      “Yes, Miss Alexandra.”

      “Do you remember tipping the glass of champagne over my head?”

      “Yes, Miss Alexandra. I do indeed. I was compelled by…” He tapped his chin. “The name escapes me. My apologies.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Taffy.” She’d have a word or two to say to Mirabelle. Surely there were rules even she had to abide by.

      “Well, as long as you’re here, could you please help us put these books away.”

      “Certainly. I know it isn’t my place… however, may I ask why the books are strewn all over the floor?”

      “I was defending myself, Taffy,” Reginald explained.

      Taffy gave a small nod. “I take it the inky black fog made another appearance.”

      “You know about it?” Reginald asked.

      “Hey, we call it the inky black fog too,” Lexie said.

      “Well, that is its name,” Taffy said.

      “We’ve also been referring to it as the menace. No capitals. Otherwise that would fill it with too much self-importance.”

      “That sounds like an appropriate name too.”

      “But how do you happen to know about the inky black fog?”

      “It’s part of… part of everything. It always has been and always will be. And I only know what has been passed down to me.”

      Lexie sunk down onto a sofa and patted the space next to her. “Do tell.”

      Taffy looked at Reginald. “May I?”

      “Yes, of course. By all means. Do sit down.”

      “It is rather a long tale. As retold by many generations of Taffys. I’ve considered writing it all down to make it easier for future generations of Taffys, but it is prohibited.”

      “Out of curiosity, is there a Mrs Taffy, Taffy?”

      “As a matter of fact, there is.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Mrs Taffy.”

      “Of course.”

      
        
        Lexie. What the hell is going on in there?

      

      

      “I’m discovering all sort of things about Taffy.”

      
        
        And how is that pertinent to our investigation?

      

      

      “What investigation?” Mirabelle didn’t answer. Lexie shrugged and turned to Taffy. “Where were we?”

      
        
        Lexie!

      

      

      “Make up your mind, Mirabelle. Either you want to talk to me, or you don’t. You can’t have it both ways.”

      
        
        You have to go see what is going on with the others. There’s a reason why you’ve all been drawn to the library.

      

      

      “I came because I was following Reginald,” Lexie said.

      “You were?” Reginald asked.

      “Yes. We think you might be up to something,” Lexie admitted.

      
        
        Lexie! Why are you telling him that?

      

      

      “I think it’s the Taffy effect. He has some sort of truth compelling talent. Maybe that’s how he manages to anticipate everyone’s needs. And please stop interrupting. He’s about to tell us a story.”

      Reginald cleared his throat. “I’m not happy about being a suspect.”

      “I feel your pain, Reggie. But you have been acting rather suspiciously. And you’ve been letting everyone think you’re the next in line.”

      “Oh, that.”

      “Care to explain?”

      Reginald exchanged a look with Taffy.

      “It’s a failsafe position. I told you, I’m a stooge. Every second in line pretends to be the natural born successor.” He sunk into a chair and stretched his long legs out. “We think of it as taking necessary diversionary tactics.”

      Taffy nodded. “Because of the inky black fog.”

      “Oh, I see. And what exactly is the inky black fog after?”

      “Causing mayhem,” Taffy offered. “It thrives on disrupting the natural course of events. Lately, it seems to have become feral.”

      “Where did it come from? When was it first reported?”

      Taffy looked up at the ceiling. “Let’s see, the first Henry St James settled here five hundred years ago. When he moved in, he invited the Mackenzie coven to cast a spell of protection over the house and then… Well, that part is for our ears only.”

      “Not if you want us to take care of the inky black fog.”

      
        
        I thought we were calling it the menace?

      

      

      “Hush,” she told Catherine. “Out with it, Taffy. This is no time for secrets. You said it yourself. The inky black fog has gone feral. What if it goes after the entire line of succession? No more House St James. There’d be no one left for you to… please. You’d be out of a job, Taffy. It would be the end of your line too.”

      He looked at Reginald. “With your permission, sir.”

      Reginald nodded.

      “It is rather complicated… yet simple but I’m afraid it casts a shadow over the magnificence that is House St James. The first Henry St James recognized the power held by the Mackenzies and he decided he couldn’t risk losing what he’d gained. What they’d given him, they could take away. So after they cast the spell over the house to make it the happiest place around, he engaged a third party to add an addendum, so to speak, thereby forging the seal and prohibiting three members of the Mackenzie coven from gathering here at the same time.”

      “Third party?”

      
        
        If he doesn’t tell us, we’ll be forced to compel him.

      

      

      Taffy cleared his throat. “Too late, the first Henry St James realized he’d made a mistake. There was darkness in the seal he commissioned. It played havoc with the original spell cast by the Mackenzies. Instead of all bad omens and ill tidings dissipating into the ether, the commissioned spell began to feed on it giving birth to the inky black fog.”

      “Bad omens?”

      “The Mackenzie spell ensures only happiness dwells within this house, but of course, badness lurks everywhere. The spell acts as a vacuum, cleansing the house.”

      Lexie nodded. “I see. And the inky black fog gobbles it all up before it can disappear.”

      “Precisely. It has developed a voracious appetite for all negative, dark energies. The late Henry St James had kept it in check all these years. But as he headed toward the end of his days, it rebelled.”

      “Are you saying he had control over it?”

      “Precisely.”

      “How?”

      “He would fabricate… anger. Any situation could serve his purpose. It took a toll on his temperament. In his youth, he’d been so jolly. But as the years progressed, he became embittered. Angry. He’s snap at anyone and everyone. Meanwhile, the inky black fog kept gorging on everything Henry fed it. But its appetite couldn’t be satisfied. It always demanded more.”

      
        
        Lexie?

      

      

      “I’m thinking.”

      
        
        Yes. We feel it. What’s on your mind?

      

      

      “In a minute.” She stood up and strode around the room. Her pacing became agitated. The pieces had to fall into place. They were right there, in front of her.

      “Miss Alexandra?”

      “Yes, Taffy.”

      “Do you think you might be able to hurry your thinking process along?”

      “Why is everyone suddenly so impatient with me? I’m a novice at this. I had no idea what I’d be getting myself into. Suddenly, I’m supposed to be an expert.”

      A gurgling sound followed by a hard thump had her swirling around.

      “What was that?”

      Taffy stood in front of Reginald, a heavy tome in hand. He drew his hands back and swatted at the air around Reginald.

      “The inky black fog is back.”

      Reginald clutched his throat.

      “This doesn’t look good.” Lexie rushed over to the bookshelves and, grabbing a couple of books, joined Taffy in trying to scare away the menace.

      “It’s taken a strong hold of him,” Taffy shouted.

      Reginald’s eyes widened as Lexie’s swatting came increasingly closer to his head.

      “Duck,” she shouted at him before smashing the thick tome against the menace. It momentarily shrunk away, then in defiance of the unrelenting attack from her and Taffy, it ballooned and expanded to a great height casting a long shadow over them.

      This was ridiculous. They were getting nowhere and Reginald was on the brink of meeting the same end as his uncle.

      Lexie laughed.

      The menace appeared to glare at her.

      “What? You got something against laughing?” Actually, it probably did. She laughed again. The menace made a stabbing gesture toward her. She laughed harder. “You don’t like that? Well, here’s some more.” A roar of laughter exploded from her.

      “Miss Alexandra, have you lost your mind?” Taffy shouted.

      “Most likely, yes. Laugh, Taffy. Laugh.”

      Reginald’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets.

      The menace now looked confused. It shifted from one side to the other and tried to lunge for Taffy but at the last moment swerved toward Lexie. She roared her laughter in its inky black foggy face. “Take that, menace.”

      It became incensed and shook with fury.

      Then in a sudden puff, it was gone.

      “When all else fails, remember to laugh,” Lexie said and collapsed on the sofa. She nudged Reginald’s foot. “Feeling better?”

      “Much, thank you.”

      “That was a close one.”

      “Yes, next time I might not be so lucky. Any idea why it’s coming after me? Surely it must know I’m not the heir.”

      “No, you’re not. But… you are the next in line.”

      “So you still suspect me?” Reginald asked.

      “Now more than ever. What if you put on this show to get me off your back?”

      “Nonsense. Would I do that, Taffy? Taffy can attest to my honesty.”

      Taffy didn’t answer.

      Reginald cleared his throat. “Taffy?”

      “Well, sir. As to that… you do have a history of cheating at cards. Otherwise… your record would be unblemished.”

      Reginald gave a disgruntled snort. “You must have another theory. Let’s hear it.”

      “How about one of your other cousins. Someone who probably doesn’t have a hope of ever inheriting unless… one by one, he gets rid of you.”

      “Ellsworth and Bertie are like brothers to me. They’d never think of hurting me or each other.”

      “There’s always a first time. And clearly there’s incentive.”

      “Nonsense. They have everything they can possibly wish for. No one goes without in the St James family. We look after our own.”

      “Someone clearly has higher aspirations. Some people don’t deal well with uncertainty and the fact there is someone else breathing down their neck and waiting in line to take over could be perceived as a threat.”

      There was an idea.

      “Well. I’ve had enough excitement for one day. This calls for a drink.”

      “Coming right up, sir.”

      “Pour yourself one too, Taffy.”

      Taffy shook his head. “In all the years I have been in service…” Taffy sighed. “Thank you, sir. I think I will.”

      “Make it a stiff one for me, please. Double shot of whatever you have,” Lexie said.

      “Here’s to happy thoughts,” Reginald held his glass up in a toast.

      They drank in silence.

      Polishing off his drink, Reginald rose to his feet. “I think I’ll retire until dinner time. I need to spend a few moments thanking my lucky stars.”

      “And I need to see to the dinner service. If there’s anything you require, Miss Alexandra, you only need to ask.”

      When they left, Lexie enjoyed a moment of silence and then she spoke up.

      “Where were you? I could have done with your help back there.” Lexie poured herself another drink and slumped down on the sofa.  “Hey, talk to me. Girls?” Lexie waited for a response. “I know you can hear me so I’ll just fill the airways. Reginald was attacked. Taffy gave me some interesting background information about the menace. Serves the St James lot right for meddling with the Mackenzie spell. I’m thinking if they don’t pay for our services, we should be allowed to break the seal. In fact, it should be a condition. I have nothing against conditions. It’s only fair.” She stopped and listened. Nothing.

      Swinging her legs onto the sofa she stretched out and yawned. “Don’t you think it’s strange how the menace has gone after the next in line? I would have thought it would go after the rightful heir. Surely it must know it’s Evangeline.” She yawned again. Setting her drink down on a side table, she closed her eyes. After what she’d been through, she deserved a few minutes of rest.
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        * * *

      

      The rattling of a window woke her up. She rolled off the sofa and rubbed her bleary eyes.

      The window rattled again.

      Looking around the library, she strode across the room and peered out. There was no one out there. She unlatched it and pulled but it didn’t budge.

      She thought she heard a faint whisper.

      “Hello? Cat? Mirabelle?”

      Nothing.

      She pulled harder on the window but it refused to open.

      “Okay. This can’t be good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Lexie opened the library door and checked the foyer. The house felt deadly silent.

      “Girls. I hope you’re not playing games with me.” She held her breath. “This is no time to leave me in the lurch. I’m getting a really bad feeling about all this.” She considered checking on the other guests but instead headed for the stairs to check on Evangeline. If Cat and Mirabelle couldn’t get through to her, Evangeline’s protection spell might have worn off leaving her vulnerable to the inky black fog.

      She hurried her steps.

      When she reached Evangeline’s room, she turned the doorknob but her fingers slipped. She tried again, this time grabbing hold with both hands and focusing on turning it.

      There had to be an easier way. Obviously brute force wasn’t going to work.

      She stepped back, closed her eyes and held her hands out. “Okay, now what?” Could she picture the doorknob turning? She peeled an eye open. Nothing. “Put your back into it, Lexie.” This time she pictured herself striding up to the door whistling a happy tune and effortlessly opening the door.

      Nothing.

      Nothing but the sound of a window rattling. Were the girls trying to open the bedroom window? And why? Had the house turned against them?

      Huffing out a breath, she closed her eyes and thought of all the movie action heroes she’d cheered on. What would they do? Break the door down with one swift kick, that’s what.

      Using the thought as her momentum, she held her hands up karate chop style, drew her leg back and gave the door a hard kick.

      It flung open and crashed against the wall.

      Lexie threw her arms up and did a small victory dance on the spot. Then she noticed Evangeline. She stood in the middle of the room, the book in hand.

      The book.

      She had the book.

      When had she retrieved the book?

      Lexie frowned.

      The inky black fog hovered around Evangeline as if peering over her shoulder.

      Evangeline’s lips were moving.

      She was speaking the words.

      Affirming the seal.

      “Stop,” Lexie yelled.

      Evangeline’s gaze lifted. She looked confused by the sight of her.

      Lexie looked at the door she’d just kicked in. Evangeline must have been held enthralled by what she was reading if she hadn’t noticed that much commotion going on around her.

      Then it hit Lexie.

      Had they been looking at this all wrong?

      What if the murderer wasn’t one of the others waiting in line to inherit? What if the evil perpetrator was the rightful heir… heiress wanting to make sure no one gunned for her position?

      Taffy had said the late Henry St James had been able to control the inky black fog by feeding it anger. He’d also said the inky black fog fed on negativity, ill tidings… bad omens… sucking it all in like a vacuum.

      Lexie’s mouth gaped open.

      When she’d first arrived, Henry St James had been on the phone barking out orders… arguing. Had that been his way of creating discord and negativity to feed the inky black fog?

      “Lexie. How nice of you to drop by. Would you like to try one of my beautiful gowns on?”

      “Huh?” Oh… yes. A beautiful gown. Maybe the copper one Evangeline had worn that first night. That would be lovely.

      Lexie swooned toward the wardrobe even as she gritted her back teeth. A part of her wrestled with the blossoming desire to slip on a pair of strappy heels and swirl around the room in a happy dance.

      Think Rock Hard t-shirt, Lexie.

      Cotton and denim when she could have satin and silk and… organza?

      Organza?

      What the hell was organza?

      She growled. Her fingers curled into the palms of her hands. Think happy thoughts, Lexie. Laugh. Laugh.

      She giggled.

      Then she chuckled.

      Better, she thought.

      “Try the Dior, Lexie.”

      She laughed. “You’ve been behind all this…”

      “Behind what?” Evangeline asked, her voice calm, in control.

      Lexie gave a bark of laughter. “Did you seal the windows?” Ha. Ha. Ha. How convincing could she sound when she was laughing hysterically?

      “Oh, that. Yes. Needs must. Your cousins were stifling me. I told Henry this nonsense had been going on for far too long. The happy spell is in place. No further need for the Mackenzie Coven to come sticking their nose where it doesn’t belong. My ancestor had the foresight to ensure three Mackenzies never gathered together in this house. He should have excluded all Mackenzies. I’m going to make sure of that.”

      “So it is you?” Ha. Ha. Ha.

      “It does one good to purge oneself. And the secret has been rather a burden. But now you must put it all out of your mind, dear Lexie. Forget I said any of that. Try a dress on.”

      She laughed. “You’re trying to compel a Mackenzie witch? You?”

      “Yes. I am a St James and I’ve picked up a few skills along the way.”

      “You’re not a St James. You’re a Hemsworth.”

      “A ruse. Nothing but a ruse. It’s always been the way with us. The rightful heir is never revealed until it’s time for them to step up. Now it’s my turn and I mean to retain the position for a lot longer than any of my predecessors. And I have no desire to have any heirs nipping at my heels. What happened to Henry St James can’t happen to me. Now do try a dress on.”

      “You happened. You and your greedy…” Lexie took a step toward the wardrobe even as another growl rose inside her.

      “Now. Now. Let’s calm down. Try a gown on, Lexie.”

      “Lexie? I’m not Lexie.”

      “That’s right. I suppose you’re more inclined to do my bidding if I use your full name, Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie.”

      Yes, she was a Mackenzie.

      In fact, she was the… incoming… High Chair of the American Continent and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven.

      That had to mean something.

      A sprinkle of light buzzed around her.

      She spread her arms out and gathered its force.

      “Tut-tut. You mustn’t do that.”

      Lexie swung around in time to see Evangeline signal the inky black fog to get her.

      “Ha. Ha. Ha. You can’t seriously believe you’ll get away with any of this.”

      “But of course I will. I already have. Where are your cousins?” She gave an elegant wave of her hand. “Nowhere to be seen or heard. It took some doing, but once I got my hands on the book I was able to tweak the words.” She pointed at the book she held. “See here where it says one Mackenzie may enter, it will now read none.”

      The inky black fog swirled around Lexie and poked an inky black finger at her or maybe it was a tongue. Hard to tell.  Regardless, whatever power Lexie had called on was working for her because it didn’t come any closer. “None Mackenzie? That’s bad grammar. I’m sure of it.”

      “Oh, but it’s already worked. The spoken word really does have a lot of power. But it will be more effective when I rewrite the words to read none. The book doesn’t have spell check or grammar check.”

      “But you already had it all. You are the heiress. I don’t get it.” And why was she trying to reason with a woman who was clearly madly obsessed with power and… “You murdered your uncle.”

      “Me? Oh, no. No. No. That wasn’t me. That was the inky black fog.”

      “Acting on your command.”

      “We’re splitting hairs.”

      Her jaw ached from laughing too hard. Lexie dug deep and came up with a giggle. “You won’t get away with it.”

      “I have. It’s done.”

      “The others won’t stand for it.”

      “They won’t be around long enough to do anything about it.”

      “I meant the other Mackenzies and there are lots of us.”

      “That’s quite all right. You’ll be the last Mackenzie to ever set foot inside House St James. I haven’t decided yet, but it might be interesting to keep you as a pet. Give me a minute. I’m working on it. I need to get the wording right.”

      “Or wrong,” Lexie said as an intuitive thought sprung to mind. “You need to actually get it wrong.”

      “What are you talking about?” Evangeline’s neat eyebrows drew downward.

      “Oh, you didn’t know?” Ha. Ha. Ha.

      “Know what?” Evangeline screeched.

      Lexie clamped her hand over her mouth and threw in a shake of her head for dramatic effect.

      “Speak,” Evangeline shouted.

      “I can’t,” Lexie said, her voice muffled by her hand.

      “I command you.”

      Lexie laughed. “You think you have the power of words? You’re deluded. You can’t command a Mackenzie witch.”

      Evangeline tapped the book. “What do you think is in here?”

      “Our words. The Mackenzies spoke those words. That’s why they have power.” At least she hoped that was the case. But if it made sense to her then she might be able to convince a homicidal crazy person with exquisite taste in clothes. “You think you can manipulate it to do your bidding, but you’re wrong.”

      Evangeline made an elegant gesture with her hand. “That’s not a problem. You’re a Mackenzie so I’ll just get you to say the words.”

      “Good luck with that.” Seeing the inky black fog edging toward her, Lexie burst into a bout of laughter.

      Evangeline appeared to grow in height. “Quiet.”

      “Honestly. You’re too funny for words. Don’t you get it? It took the power of three to cast the spell and write it in the book. I have no power or control. There’s nothing you can squeeze out of me. Not a sentence, or a word or even a syllable.”

      Evangeline’s lips quivered.

      The window behind her rattled.

      Lexie knew the girls were trying to get back inside and help her… but they wouldn’t be able to. Whatever Evangeline had done to secure the windows could only be undone by her…

      Maybe. She wasn’t really sure, but she didn’t want to place too much hope on… false hopes.

      It was up to her now.

      Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie. You are the High Chair… the incoming… in training… High Chair of the American Continent and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven. You can do it. You have to do it. Carpe Diem. Seize the day.

      She watched Evangeline puzzle over what she’d been telling her. Of course, it was all gibberish, but she didn’t know that.

      Evangeline’s gaze skimmed over the page. She gave a firm nod and began speaking the words.

      “Wrong.” Lexie shook her head. “Wrong. Wrong.”

      Evangeline frowned.

      The inky black fog caught her off guard and tried to sneak up on her. Lexie remembered to laugh.

      Evangeline appeared to be taking what she’d said seriously. She started reading from the end.

      Lexie held her breath. What if that made everything worse?

      The window rattled.

      Were they trying to send her a message?

      Looking more confident, Evangeline rolled up her sleeves and began speaking again.

      Panic reared its ugly head.

      Do something, Lexie.

      Now’s your moment in the sun…

      She dug deep trawling for an idea. Anything she could use…

      “99 bottles of beer on the wall, 99 bottles of beer. Take one down, pass it around, 98 bottles of beer on the wall—”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Shooting the breeze.” Lexie gave her a brisk smile and whistled the tune.

      “Well, stop it. I can’t concentrate.”

      “If one of those bottles should happen to fall, 98 bottles of beer on the wall…”

      Evangeline growled.

      Lexie picked up the pace and sang louder. To her surprise, Evangeline began pulling at her hair and shrieking.

      Something odd happened then.

      The inky black fog turned away from Lexie and whipped toward Evangeline who was now growling her frustration. She screamed, she screeched. She cursed.

      “Tut-tut. Such foul language from the head of House St James. You’re supposed to be setting an example. Ten green bottles hanging on the wall, and if one green bottle should accidentally fall, there’ll be nine green bottles hanging on the—”

      The inky black fog lunged for Evangeline and swirled around her, moving faster and faster. Evangeline screamed and clutched her throat.

      Okay, this had gone a bit far.

      Taking advantage of the situation, Lexie ran toward the window and flung it open.

      “Quick. The inky black fog is gobbling Evangeline up.” No doubt, it found all her anger a gourmet treat.

      A breeze swept into the bedroom.

      “We’re here. The both of us…”

      “Cat? Mirabelle?”

      “Yes. Evangeline messed with the written words so much they’re all scrambled now. It’s somehow affected the seal. We’ve breached it. Quick. We must gather our forces.”

      The light breeze blew with greater intensity.

      “What do I do?”

      “Hold our hands,” Mirabelle prompted.

      Lexie stretched her hands out and actually felt Cat’s fingers intertwining with hers. Mirabelle grabbed hold of her other hand.

      “Repeat after us, Lexie.”

      “What?” The wind was now howling around them.

      “By our spoken words we repel the force that is so wrong. We bid you write all that is bright and send the dark back to the…” Mirabelle appeared to stumble, “Dark.”

      Lexie felt them squeeze her hands.

      “Repeat.”

      The words spilled out of them, faster and faster.

      The inky black fog appeared to be loosening its hold on Evangeline who continued to struggle to draw breath.

      “Faster,” Mirabelle urged.

      Lexie picked up the pace and let the words ease out of her. Lightness and calm surrounded her. They chanted without stopping and finally… they reached a crescendo and all fell silent.

      The eye of the storm.

      Instinctively, Lexie knew it wasn’t over yet.

      She didn’t dare say anything. Cat and Mirabelle tugged her hands almost as if in agreement.

      Another thought streamed in. A whisper that could have come from Mirabelle.

      
        
        Stay bright.

      

      

      She thought of sunshine in the park. Hiking in the forest and rays of sunshine caressing her skin.

      The silence settled around them. A light breeze swirled around their feet. The swirling increased accompanied by a soft humming. She didn’t need to open her eyes to know something was about to happen. When it did, it took Lexie’s breath away.

      The sudden gushing of energy lifted her off the ground. She felt it swoop across the room, wrap around the inky black fog until it swallowed it.

      Evangeline stood stock still for a moment and then crumbled to the floor, a growl roaring out of her.

      “It’s done,” Mirabelle said.

      “Oh dear… No it’s not,” Cat said.

      Lexie gazed at Evangeline, her eyes wide as she saw Evangeline being engulfed by a blanket of darkness. It rose up, completely swallowed her and then disappeared, taking Evangeline along with it.

      “Now it’s done.”

      “What happened?” Lexie asked.

      “Where there is light there can’t be darkness and vice versa.”

      “Now what?”

      “Now we set everything right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone gathered in the library.

      Reginald St James stood in the center of the room, the St James family book in hand. As he spoke the words, the right words, a light shimmered around him.

      The Mackenzie spell had been restored in its original form without the addendum. Darkness would never set foot in House St James again.

      Lexie looked to her right and then to her left. Cat and Mirabelle shone brightly as they hovered beside her.

      Reginald stretched his hand out. Henrietta Smithson-Wight stepped forward and took it. “My future bride and I would like to extend an invitation to the Mackenzie Coven.”

      She felt Cat clap her hands.

      “Oh, goodie. A wedding.”

      “We would both be greatly honored by your presence at our wedding. From here on end, the doors to House St James will always be open to you.”
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        * * *

      

      Lexie pulled on her boots. “So… all this time, the Mackenzie Coven has been responsible for the happiness permeating throughout this house.”

      She heard Cat and Mirabelle whispering.

      “Please don’t do that.”

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “It’s not exactly our doing.”

      “Explain.”

      “Well, we cast the idea of happiness and created an expectation. Every St James family member coming to House St James does so with the expectation of being happy,” Mirabelle explained.

      “So all this time, happiness has been springing from them?”

      “Precisely. We merely gave them an encouraging nudge. A positive prompt.”

      “Sneaky but clearly, effective. Although… I couldn’t help noticing it sometimes gets out of hand.”

      “Oh, that was due to the unusual circumstances. Taffy was working overtime trying to maintain a feeling of wellbeing. Not easy when you have such a dark force hungry for negativity. Everything should be back to normal now.”

      Lexie heard a cheer coming from the gardens. She looked out the window and sighed as she watched the St James cousins playing a game of badminton. It would have been a lovely place to live in…

      Mirabelle clapped her hands. “Time to go home, Lexie.”

      “Right.” She checked around her sumptuous bedroom. It had been nice while it lasted. Grabbing her leather jacket, she nodded. “I’m ready.”

      “Focus.”

      Lexie scooped in a breath. “There’s nowhere like home. There’s nowhere like home.”

      Mirabelle did one of her mental eye rolls. “I told you, no clicking of heels required.”

      In less than the blink of an eye, Lexie landed with a hard thump.

      Her breath whooshed out of her. “I definitely need to work on my landing.” Leaning back, she groaned. “The closet? Again? Note to self. Work on your landing and guidance system.” Then again, was she ever likely to travel again?

      She gave the thought a minute to sink in.

      “Lexie?”

      She nudged the closet door open. “Cat?”

      “And Mirabelle.”

      She crawled out of the closet and stood up. “Whoa.”

      “What?”

      “Dizzy. I can’t remember the last time I had something to eat. I’ve mostly been on a liquid diet of French champagne. Give me a minute.” She wobbled on her feet. “Okay.” She looked around her bedroom as she patted herself.

      “Yes, you’re all there. You haven’t left anything behind.”

      That’s where Mirabelle was wrong. Lexie knew she’d left everything behind. Everything she’d been before. Perhaps even everything she might have been. Her alternative life and whatever path she might have chosen if the Mackenzie Coven hadn’t reclaimed her.

      She supposed it would take a while for it all to sink in.

      A blanket of warmth wrapped around her. “Are you guys hugging me?”

      “It’s the least we can do.”

      Lexie was overcome by an urge to jump on the spot. “Are you guys jumping for joy?”

      “I am,” Cat said. “Yippy.”

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “I… I might be… Okay, yes. I am. Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie, you did a splendid job. We knew you could. House St James will be forever in your debt. And you have restored our good standing with them, something generations of Mackenzies have tried and failed to do.”

      “Nice of you to say so, Mirabelle. But I could not have done any of it without the two of you. You were there…” her voice shook. “How do I do the hug thing?”

      “It’s the thought that counts,” Cat said. “Just think it.”

      Lexie stretched her arms out.

      “Lovely, I felt it.”

      “I felt it too,” Mirabelle said.

      “Well. I’m still on a bit of an adrenalin rush. That was almost too much excitement for me. And, by the way, if I can do that… you know, travel, how come you’re not getting your butts over here? What’s with all this air hugging?”

      “That’s a sore point with me,” Cat grumbled. “You know I can’t travel.”

      “And I’ve been loaded with extra responsibilities. My schedule is clogged up.”

      “So it has nothing to do with being together… at once… in the same place?” She heard humming. “Cat?”

      “We do get together on special occasions during certain times of the year,” Cat chirped, “But like everyone else, we have certain responsibilities and daily duties to attend to.”

      “That’s all beside the point,” Mirabelle piped in. “We should be celebrating. You saved the day, Alexandra. You did it. You’re a heroine. Generations of Mackenzies will hear of this and sing your praises. Did you hear me, Alexandra?”

      “Who? Oh… me.”

      “Would you prefer I call you Lexie?”

      “Yes, please, Mira.”

      “Who?”

      “Mirabelle. Mira. Don’t make me add an addendum to the condition of me re-joining the Mackenzie Coven.”

      “Are you threatening us… me?”

      “Hey, I’m only trying to establish an easier working rapport. I guess we’ll be in touch on a regular basis… what with me being in training.”

      “Oh, yes we’ll be in constant touch.”

      “Great. So it makes sense for me to call you Mira.”

      “If you must.”

      “Did you just purse your lips?”

      “What exactly are you suggesting? How do I sound?”

      Lexie chuckled. “I’m getting good at reading your expressions without seeing you. It’s all about the intonation. You sound peeved.”

      “I do not.”

      “You do now.”

      “Girls,” Cat said. “Back to celebrating, please.”

      “Yes. Good idea. I wouldn’t mind a bit of recognition. Not that I need it, but…”

      A shower of sparkles descended on her followed by rose petals. “Oh, that’s lovely. Thank you.”

      “How about some champagne.”

      A mental image of Dior gowns and carefree laughter filled her head. “No!” Lexie raked her fingers through her hair. “Sorry. I need to put some distance between me and House St James.”

      “You did an excellent job, Lexie.”

      “Thanks, Mira. You girls did too. It can’t have been easy. Let’s huddle together and give each other a pat on the back. I couldn’t have done any of it without you, not that I meant to do anything… if not for you, my life would have continued to meander along its uneventful path…”

      “Are you taking a shot at us?” Cat asked.

      “I think I’m experiencing some sort of post-traumatic stress.” She stretched her arms out and collapsed onto her bed. “So what’s next in my training?” A smile surged through her. “I guess hearing that made you happy, Mira.”

      “So you’re fully committed,” Mirabelle said.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Not exactly.”

      A Mackenzie Coven witch. Forever… and ever. How did she feel about that? She drew a blank. “Are you prepared to be more open with me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Lexie chortled. “Can you honestly say you didn’t know about the inky black fog?”

      “I… I had an inkling.”

      “And you didn’t mention it because ignorance is bliss?”

      “If I hadn’t thought you could handle it, I would never have sent you out there alone. Also, I would never have thought of placing you in a risky situation.”

      “That means we had your back, Lexie.”

      “Thanks, Cat… and Mira.” She sat up and slid to the edge of her bed. “Now what?”

      “Now we begin. We have organized a schedule of classes for you.”

      “I’m going back to school?”

      “Not exactly. Your guides will appear to you.”

      “You mean… they’ll come knocking at my door?”

      “Sometimes. Other times, you might encounter them throughout the day… or night.”

      “Okay, now you’re spooking me.”

      Hearing a knock on her door, Lexie flapped her arms in protest. “Already? I’ve only just returned from a perilous quest.” She opened the door a crack. “Jonathan.” Her gaze dropped to the floor. “Jonathan and friend.” A golden-haired tabby gave her an indifferent glance, sniffed the air and strode right into her apartment. “Well. Come on in. Make yourself at home. Yours?” she asked.

      Jonathan shook his head. “It followed me.”

      “Do you know if it has a name?”

      “Stray Cat?” Jonathan strode in. “I have a bone to pick with you.”

      “What did I do?”

      “You left without saying a word.”

      “Blame them for that.” She gave the cat a narrow-eyed glance. “Hey. Is it here to stay?”

      “He’s a cutie,” Cat said. “And look at his beautiful black coat. So shiny.”

      “Black? From where I’m standing it’s gold.”

      “And yet from where we’re standing, it’s black. And her name is Luna.”

      The cat purred and licked its paw.

      “So what do I do now? I’m not a cat person. Do I pat it?”

      “Feeding it would be a good start.”

      “Feed it? Have you noticed I don’t even own a potted plant? And there’s a very good reason for that…”

      A couple of bowls appeared in front of Luna.

      “It’s a starter package. A sort of welcome to House Alexandra gift.”

      Lexie looked around her small apartment. “House Alexandra? That sort of sounds a bit grandiose.”

      “We’re thinking you need to revamp your image. After all, you are the incoming—”

      Lexie put her hand up. “Please. Spare me. Can we possibly think of another title? The High Chair and all that follows is such a mouthful.”

      “It’s… it’s supposed to be. It’s attention grabbing. Engaging.”

      “It’s pretentious.”

      Jonathan chortled. “What’s with the fairy dust?” he asked as he bent down to give Luna a scratch behind the ear.

      It still hung in the air, floating like dust motes. “We’ve been celebrating. You see, I have returned home triumphant and apparently, I’ll be the talk of the Coven circle for eons to come.”

      “Yes. I heard.”

      “Oh. Does that mean your people have been in touch with you?”

      Jonathan scowled at her. “My people haven’t stopped badgering me. And it’s all thanks to you.”

      Lexie stepped back and pointed a finger at the two sparkly lights hovering in the room. “Collateral damage. I’m sorry. They came after me and… set off a chain of events.”

      “Yeah, right. Do you realize what this means?”

      “Um… no.”

      “You and I.”

      “You and I?” Lexie cast her gaze toward the lights. “Cat? Mira?”

      “Oh… sorry. Must dash,” Mirabelle said. “Once again, congratulations, thank you… and welcome back.”

      “Cat?”

      “I think I smell burning. I left something on the stove. Catch you later.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I hope you’ve enjoyed reading the first book in A Mackenzie Coven Mystery. Scroll down for Chapter One – Witch Indeed

      

      Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie has a long way to go before she ascends to her rightful position as High Chair of the American Continent and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven, aka… Well, she’ll need to put her thinking hat on and come up with an alternative title... something more upbeat... less stuffy and pretentious...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Witch Indeed - Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s get one thing straight. I’m a dog person. Not a cat person.” Lexie punched her pillow. “Also, and you should be able to figure this one out without me having to tell you, I work late, I sleep in late. You don’t see me waltzing around my apartment in the middle of the day making a racket while you have one of your endless catnaps. Well, I expect the same consideration and courtesy.” She peeled an eye open and watched her new roommate eyeing her. The golden haired tabby flicked its tail and settled at the end of her bed, an improvement to sitting by the front door as if ready to make her getaway.

      Was Luna about to meet her half way?

      “So how long is this probation period going to last? A week? A month?” And how would she feel if Luna decided they weren’t a perfect fit? According to her cousin Mirabelle, a cat was to choose her, not the other way around. “I think I’m doing quite well. I’d be doing better, but you didn’t come with instructions or guidelines.”

      Luna tilted her head.

      “You know, a bullet point list of demands. I hear you’ve all become quite fastidious and precise about your expectations. FYI, I’m a witch in training. Half the time I have no idea what I’m doing.” And a part of her was still dabbling with the possibility of finding a way out of this predicament.

      She’d been avoiding her responsibilities for ten years. Now that it had all caught up with her... Well, things had happened.

      So far, she’d been thrown in at the deep end, forced to deal with a deadly inky black fog, wear designer clothes, which didn’t sound so bad except for the fact that she was strictly a denim and cotton t-shirt type of girl. There’d also been the humiliating sing-a-longs. She hated musicals...

      “I wonder what your pet peeves are.” Luna lifted her nose up in the air. “Chatty witches?” She rolled over. “No, don’t answer that. I mean it. I’d rather you didn’t surprise me with a Mr. Ed reply. Who’s Mr. Ed, I hear you ask? He’s Wilbur’s talking horse. Yes, I’m a self-confessed TV junkie so if you decide to stick around, be prepared to immerse yourself in back to back reruns of my favorite shows.”

      A knock at her front door had them both stilling and looking at each other, eyes unblinking. “Would you mind getting that, please?”

      Luna inspected her paw much the same way Lexie inspected her fingernails when she lost interest in something or when she was compelled by otherworldly forces to wonder if she should get a manicure...

      She sighed. “A dog would know how to run up to the door and bark until I managed to crawl out of bed. They also fetch and I’m guessing that’s something else you don’t do.”

      Lexie rolled out of bed and dragged herself to answer the front door, but it opened even before she reached it.

      Snapping out of her drowsiness, Lexie sprang into action and adopted a martial arts pose. “Don’t come any closer. These hands are lethal weapons,” she warned and blew her hair out of her eyes. Seeing Jonathan stride in, she relaxed. “Oh, it’s you.” All six feet of him. His broad shoulders, lean, taut and terrific frame looking relaxed, in a wary sort of way.

      “You still haven’t trained the cat to answer the door?” Jonathan asked.

      Lexie shrugged. “Her resistance is almost admirable.” Unlike hers. When her cousins had made an impromptu appearance on her birthday and tricked her into accepting her heritage and rightful place in the Mackenzie Coven, she’d tried to put up a fight. Clearly not hard enough.

      “What are you doing here so early? More to the point... How did you get in? I don’t recall giving you a key to my place.”

      “I brought muffins and coffee.” Jonathan slumped down on the couch and, stretching his long legs out, he gave her a head to toe sweep with his deep ocean blue eyes. “Clicked your heels lately?”

      Lexie chewed the edge of her lip. “Don’t let Mirabelle hear you say that. She says I’m not taking any of this seriously.”

      “And are you?”

      “I’m easing into it all... trying to take it all in my stride.” Lexie crossed her arms and stubbed her toe against the rug. She’d met Jonathan the first day she’d arrived in Manhattan. After her road trip from upstate New York, she’d been eager to stretch her legs and explore her new stomping ground. She’d walked a couple of blocks from her new apartment and had honed in on O’Connor’s, the corner bar owned by Jonathan.

      To this day she didn’t know what had drawn her there. She was certainly not a drinker. In hindsight, she supposed she didn’t need the mathematical skills of a genius to figure out the obvious answer. After her recent experiences with her cousins, the finger of suspicion had to be pointed at them. Yes, one plus one equaled the meddlesome two...

      All that time she’d been going to O’Connor’s... she’d even started working there, tending the bar and waitressing, she’d never suspected there might be something different about Jonathan. Like her, he’d been keeping secrets. She still didn’t know the full story about him and that’s the way it would stay until he decided to face up to his responsibilities, whatever they might be, as guardian.

      Jonathan gazed at her. She’d never felt self-conscious around him, but now...

      The butler she’d encountered during her recent trip to England had said something revealing... disturbing. Intriguing.

      “How about you?” she asked, “Are you still fuming about having your cover blown?”

      “My cover? I was leading a perfectly normal life and then—”

      “Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world why did I have to walk into yours?”

      He ignored the remark and finished his coffee. “Are you having yours?”

      “What did you get me?”

      “Triple espresso with as many sugars.”

      “How can I resist?”

      Lexie sat on the far corner of the couch. Jonathan had occasionally dropped by her place before... before she’d taken up her so-called rightful place in the Mackenzie Coven, and she’d never had any trouble with him. No sense of awkwardness. They’d even developed one of those rare traits of being comfortable with each other’s silences. Now...

      Something hung between them.

      Secrets and lies?

      Luna appeared around a corner, flicked her tail and settled down to watch them.

      “So how’s the cat working out?” he asked, clearly not wanting to answer her question.

      She sipped her coffee. “Not well,” she murmured against the cup. “Everywhere I go, she’s there, watching me. Studying my every move. I think she’s grading me. Marks off for sloppiness and sleeping in. Marks off for seeing her as a golden tabby instead of... well, Catherine insists she’s black. Marks off for grumbling and moving around like a proverbial elephant. She has to understand we weren’t all born with dainty footsteps.”

      “It’s a cat, Lexie.”

      She shook her head. “There’s more to her than meets the eye.”

      “Right.”

      “There is,” she insisted.

      “Does she have the power of speech?”

      “If she does, she’s not letting on.”

      “Can she read minds?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Can she click her paws and disappear?”

      “I’m sure she can. How else does she get around? She’s been shadowing my every step. I’m telling you, no matter where I go, she’s there. Even when I... well, you know, when I take myself somewhere else.”

      “So you have been clicking your heels. Still landing in the closet?”

      Lexie rubbed her butt. “I’m black and blue from all my crash-landings.”

      “You’ll get the hang of it.”

      She slanted her gaze toward him. “Encouragement? From you?”

      He sighed. “It’s ingrained. Part of the job.” He pressed his lips together and then sighed again. “See, I’m telling myself to clam up, but there’s a struggle going on inside. The greater part of me is telling me to—” He raked his fingers through his hair.

      “Yes?”

      He growled. “Telling me to... kneel.” The word spewed out of his mouth as if he’d given it a swift kick.

      “Kneel?”

      He gave a stiff nod.

      “As in...” Propose?

      “As in...” Growl. “I’m at... I’m at your disposal,” he spat out and shot to his feet.

      Lexie chuckled. “Really?”

      Jonathan swung toward her. “Yes, really. I’m at your disposal.”

      “Wow, no need to shout. I heard you the first time.” She crossed her legs. This had to be the most interesting turn of events since her cousins had surprised her on her birthday. “So... you’re at my disposal. Is that your role as guardian? You... my boss?”

      He stabbed a finger at her. “And don’t you forget it.” Another sigh. “Yes, I’m at your command twenty-four/seven.”

      “I’ve come up in the world.” She nibbled the tip of her thumb. Jonathan filled the room with his presence. His broad shoulders, chiseled face... How often would he be at her disposal? Would he come every time she called him? Lexie cleared her throat. “Is this where you do a flourish wave of your hand and bow?”

      He slammed his fisted hands against his hips. “Don’t push your luck.”

      He’d never been so quick tempered before. Lexie took another sip of her coffee. “So you came here today to tell me this?” And the rest, she hoped. It had been two weeks now since his identity as guardian had been revealed. She still had no idea what it all meant and Jonathan didn’t seem to be in any hurry to tell her.

      He threw his head back and looked up at the ceiling. “I was forced... instructed... to come.”

      “That sounds ominous.”

      “Ominous? More like downright annoying.”

      “Oh, come on. It’s not so bad. You get to bring me coffee and scrumptious muffins.” She peered inside the paper bag. “Blueberry. My favorite. How did you know?”

      “I didn’t,” he grumbled. “They picked it for you.”

      “They?”

      His jaw muscles clenched. “The Mackenzie wenches.”

      

      
        
        Did someone call us?

      

      

      

      “Cat!”

      A trail of light pirouetted around the room.

      “Yes, me.”

      “You’re looking very sparkly today.” Lexie had never met Catherine Marianna Mackenzie, her down under cousin, in person but she could easily imagine her with her copper red hair curling around her heart shaped face, her vibrant green eyes and her cheerful smile. Lexie thought her mental image suited her cousin’s sparkly personality.

      

      
        
        Are we all here?

      

      

      

      Mirabelle...

      It had been two weeks since she’d last heard from either of them. While Catherine’s light sparkled, Mirabelle’s glowed softly. Serenely.

      Luna strode toward her and Jonathan and sat down between them. Teacher’s pet, Lexie thought. “Hello, Mirabelle.” The High Chair of the British Isles and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven didn’t respond. Lexie looked over at Jonathan and shrugged. “I think someone’s in a bit of a snit.”

      “I’m sorry, did you say something, Alexandra?” Mirabelle asked.

      “Oh, now you’re coming through loud and clear.”

      “Yes, I was just establishing a proper connection with you.”

      “You still haven’t told me how you do that.”

      “All in good time.”

      Unlike Catherine, Mirabelle preferred to maintain a more formal line of dialogue. Lexie didn’t mind because it gave her ample opportunities to mess with her.

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “I would like to call this meeting to order.”

      “Meeting? I had no idea we were holding a meeting.”

      “Yes, I can see that. Lexie, would you like some time to change into something more appropriate?”

      Lexie looked down at her dog breeds of the world pajamas she’d purchased specifically to taunt Luna. “Thanks. I’m good.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. I’m not planning on going anywhere this morning. It’s laundry day.”

      “I’m sorry to say you’ll have to postpone your housekeeping duties. We have several matters to address—”

      “Was there a memo I missed? An email. A text message?” Lexie asked.

      “I’m sure I sent you one. If not, my apologies. These last few days have been rather hectic.”

      “Did you get one?” she asked Jonathan.

      “I received a summons. Remember, I told you.”

      Lexie put her hand up. “I need a secretary.”

      “You have one,” Mirabelle said.

      “Great. When do I get to meet her?”

      Jonathan cleared his throat.

      “You’re kidding. You’re my personal assistant?”

      “Guardian,” Jonathan muttered.

      “Secretary. Guardian. What’s the difference?”

      “One tips in favor of me holding on to my dignity. At least a shred of it.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Lexie smiled. Jonathan O’Connor, her secretary?  Anyone’s secretary. She gazed out the window.

      “Lexie, do we have your attention?”

      “Yes, I was just checking to see if pigs had taken up flying.” She broke off a piece of her muffin and offered it to Luna who, after sniffing it, edged away from her. “I’d like to add something to the agenda, please. In future, I would like at least forty-eight hours notice of any impending... last minute meetings.”

      Mirabelle’s soft light expanded into an orb that changed from white to bright red. “I’m afraid that won’t always be possible. Most of our meetings tend to be rather on the urgent side. In fact, it’s imperative we get right down to it without further delay.”

      Lexie heard the sound of pages turning followed by what sounded like the tap of a gavel. She exchanged a raised eyebrow look with Jonathan and noticed Luna peering at her with what appeared to be a hint of interest. Either that, or she’d just been given another black mark.

      “Lord Bradbury of Chelsea Manor has cordially invited the Mackenzie Coven to attend his annual feline soiree. As Catherine is unable to travel and I am presently engaged in a matter which requires my full attention, we are looking to you, Alexandra, to represent us.”

      What say you? Lexie mentally added.

      Mirabelle didn’t wait for Lexie’s answer or reaction... or anything. “This raises a question. How are you and Luna getting along?”

      “We’re... getting on like a house on fire.” Lexie sat forward. “Although, I’m still not quite sure what her purpose is? If I’m required to have a pet, then I feel I should have been given the option of choosing a dog.”

      “We understand you’re rather new to all this, but surely you can grasp the basics. It’s what we refer to as tradition,” Mirabelle explained.

      “Does it... she serve a purpose?”

      “I’m afraid we can’t answer that.”

      Lexie snorted. “Am I supposed to guess?”

      “Precisely, or rather... If you are a right fit, you’ll be able to open the channels of communication with your companion.”

      “What if we don’t have anything in common? I’ve already talked about a broad range of subjects close to my heart and I didn’t sense any enthusiasm from her.”

      Mirabelle hummed under her breath. “Perhaps this trip will be a perfect opportunity for you to bond.”

      “I don’t know. We’ve been at it for a couple of weeks now. This forced proximity is doing more harm than good. And to tell you the truth, I don’t think she’s putting much effort into it. I’m doing all the work here.”

      “You need to persevere, Alexandra. Otherwise, you risk being blackballed.”

      Her mouth gaped open. “Blackballed? By a cat?”

      “And its entire community,” Mirabelle said. “One word from Luna and you’ll be scraping the bottom of the barrel and lucky to get a scrawny alley cat.”

      “I’d hate to pull rank here, but I thought I was the High Chair of the American Continent and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven head honcho. Surely she should be looking up to me.”

      “Incoming and still in training,” Mirabelle whispered under her breath. “Think of Luna as a pedigree cat and then put her on a pedestal. She is the jewel in the crown among her breed.”

      “If she’s so hoity-toity then how come she’s not your cat?”

      “Her sister beat her to the position.”

      “And I bet Luna is still grumbling about it.” Lexie slumped back only to spring forward. “Hey, that makes me second choice.”

      

      
        
        Live with it.

      

      

      

      “Huh? Who said that?”

      Mirabelle tapped her gavel.

      “Question.”

      “Yes?”

      “What’s so important about this cat shindig?”

      “It is the most prestigious event in the circuit. Entry is by exclusive invitation only,” Mirabelle explained.

      “An event? Are there prizes given out?”

      “It’s not competition based. It’s more of a gathering for top breeds.”

      “A social mixer for cats?” Lexie chortled.

      “Yes, I suppose you could say that. Now, can we proceed?”

      “Question. If Luna is the jewel in the crown, where does that put your cat?”

      “Her sister, Venus, has an impeccable pedigree and shares podium position with Luna. But enough of this. It’s settled.”

      “Says you. What exactly do I get out of this?”

      “A fur ball, if you’re not careful,” Mirabelle disguised her remark with a well-timed cough.

      “Hey, I heard that.”

      “My apologies.” Mirabelle sighed. “I... I have been dealing with a backlog of concerns—”

      “Ever tried delegating?”

      “That’s the reason for my backlog. Now if we could move on—”

      “Back up. I might only be the incoming High Chair, but that’s no reason to treat me like a kid on training wheels. Share the workload.” Lexie hoped she hadn’t just put her foot into a cesspit of trouble.

      “That’s precisely what I’m trying to do.”

      “But you’re still sounding flustered. Who’s the current High Chair here?” Lexie frowned. She’d never bothered to find out before. It hadn’t even crossed her mind. “I get that you can only give me what I can handle, but in the meantime, surely the current High Chair can lend a hand.”

      Her remark was met with silence.

      “Hey, if I’m the incoming High Chair, then there must be an outgoing High Chair. Who is it? Come on, out with it.”

      “You really don’t know?” Catherine asked.

      Luna gave her such an intense look, she appeared to be frowning.

      Heat rose to her cheeks. “Are you going to hold it against me? When I switched off and got my ten year reprieve from this gig, I really switched off.”

      “But before that... You must have known,” Catherine said.

      “Duh! I was a teenager. All I cared about was... finding a way out.” Lexie’s gaze bounced between the two hovering lights. “Well, is someone going to tell me?”

      Mirabelle released a long sigh. “Morgana Primrose Mackenzie.”

      The name danced around her mind. Lexie didn’t blink and after a couple of seconds, she actually had to tell herself to breathe. “Morg? Morg? How did I not know this?”

      “That’s what we’re asking ourselves.”

      “Morg. My Morg.”

      “Yes.”

      “My mom is the outgoing High Chair.”

      “You can’t have been that self-absorbed,” Mirabelle remarked. “What did you think she did with her time?”

      Lexie sprung to her feet and paced around the room. Stopping, she flung her arms out. “I... She... she’s a drama teacher.”

      “That’s her moonlighting job and perfect cover,” Catherine explained.

      “She never mentioned it.”

      “Did you ever ask?”

      “I need a moment to process this.” Lexie closed her eyes. She didn’t remember her mom ever mentioning it. What if she had and Lexie hadn’t paid any attention?

      “Any time you’re ready... let us know,” Mirabelle said.

      “Huh? Oh, yeah. Okay. I’ll wrap my head around this some other time.”

      “Right, now that we’ve sorted that out. Could we please get back to the business at hand?”

      Lexie raised a finger. “I have another question.”

      “Yes?”

      “Does this Lord Bradbury of Chelsea Manor have any associations with the Coven? As in, will I come up against unusual circumstances? That encounter with the deadly inky black fog took several years off me, I’m sure.”

      “No. Apart from his title, he is quite ordinary.”

      “Can I have that in writing, please?”

      Mirabelle’s orb flashed red.

      “I guess not,” she said under her breath.

      This time, Mirabelle banged her gavel. “I hope you’ve spent your time wisely and practiced ‘shifting’. You won’t be traveling alone. You’ll have Luna and I’m sure she’d appreciate a smooth journey.”

      “Can’t she get there under her own steam?”

      Luna sprung to her feet and strode to the center of the room. Lexie wasn’t sure, but she suspected Luna was in deep conference with Mirabelle. In fact, if she was privy to the conversation, Lexie was sure she’d hear them talking about her and discussing an out clause.

      Luna looked over her shoulder and gave her a head to toe sweep of her eyes that spoke of indifference and possibly...

      Disillusionment?

      Definitely disappointment.

      After a few more minutes, Luna hung her head and resumed her place between Lexie and Jonathan.

      “Mind telling me what that was all about?” Lexie asked.

      “Nothing you should concern yourself with at the moment.”

      “Are you sure about that? I got the impression someone is not happy with her lot.”

      “Yes, well. We must all make sacrifices...”
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