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    Lexie’s days are numbered. She’s been accused of killing her cousin, Mirabelle, High Chair of the British Isles and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven. Even her feline companion, Luna, believes she’s turned into a killer. Now Lexie has been exiled to an enchanted forest and the only memory she has is filled with gaps. So is everyone else’s. How can she prove her innocence if she can’t remember anything? 
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m going to get you Mirabelle. So help me, I will get you, if it’s the last thing I do. This time, you’ve gone too far. 
 
      
 
    Luna’s sharp screech wrenched Lexie out of her restless sleep. She sprung upright. “What? What’s going on?” Raking her hair out of her eyes, Lexie searched for Luna. “Luna?” No response. “Have you been talking to me in my sleep again? I swear, if you don’t quit your mind games, I am going to put a pink bow on you.”  
 
    Every other day, Lexie seemed to wake up with the idea that she needed to go shopping for more of Luna’s favorite food, Game Indulgence, because there was bound to be a new flavor. Never mind that her kitchen cupboards were filled to capacity with the expensive cat food.  
 
    Life had been so much simpler before Mirabelle— 
 
    Lexie rubbed her still sleepy eyes. Mirabelle had given her a box of Game Indulgence, but that had been a while ago. Why had she been dreaming about her? Actually, it had been more a nightmare than a dream, and now that she thought about it, she’d dreamed she’d been dreaming about telling Mirabelle off. Lexie frowned. Even the thought didn’t make sense. 
 
    The sudden pounding on her front door had her scrambling to get out of bed. Responding to the urgency of the knocking, she burst out into the sitting room and saw Luna sprinting toward the front door ahead of her. 
 
    For once, Luna beat her to the door. If she didn’t know better, she’d think the little scamp wanted to make a quick getaway. 
 
      
 
    Let me out. Let me out. She’s after me. She’s going to kill me too. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    Stay away from me. You... You murderer. 
 
      
 
    “Lexie. Open up.” 
 
    Jonathan? Pounding on her front door? He usually let himself in. 
 
    When Lexie reached for the door to unlock it, Luna cowered, her bright eyes wide with horror.  
 
    “What is going on with you? Are you having a neurotic episode?” 
 
    “Oh, good. Jonathan has arrived.” 
 
    Lexie spun around. “Cat. What are you doing here?” She looked around for Mirabelle’s orb but the High Chair of the British Isles and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven was nowhere in sight, while her down under cousin’s orb danced around her sitting room leaving a trail of bright orange sparkles. “I thought I told you guys, no more surprise visits.” She turned to Jonathan. “And what are you doing here so early?” Her guardian and chronicler of all her deeds… and or misdeeds looked as if he’d been shoved out of bed. He’d buttoned up his shirt all wrong so it looked askew, his boots didn’t match and his unshaven... well, he usually sported a day’s growth so there was nothing unusual about his unshaven face. 
 
    “How long do we have?” Jonathan asked Catherine, his voice full of urgency. 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on?” Lexie looked from Jonathan to Cat’s orb. A witch in her own right, her Australian cousin hated to travel so she always appeared as an orb. Although, according to what she’d heard, after announcing her intention to join the circus and become a trapeze artist, her parents had put a binding spell on her instilling the fear of heights… 
 
    “Come on,” Cat said, “You don’t have a moment to waste. You have to pack. They’ll be coming for you soon.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Before Cat could answer, Jonathan demanded, “Where’s the cat?”  
 
    Luna peered at them from the safety of the hallway. She looked undecided, her eyes dancing between Lexie and the stairwell.  
 
    “Get in here, Luna,” Jonathan ordered. 
 
    Luna gave a vigorous shake of her head.  
 
      
 
    She’s a lunatic. Keep her away from me. 
 
      
 
    Jonathan rushed out to the hallway and scooped Luna up. “If they catch you, they’ll bind you. This is the only way.” 
 
    Lexie stabbed her fingers through her hair. “What are you all talking about?” And why could she only hear Luna in her head? She usually came through loud and clear and, when she wanted to, she could communicate with anyone. 
 
      
 
    I’m not going anywhere with her. Let go of me. Put me down. This is rather awkward, but I need you to tell Jonathan I’m not going anywhere with you. Tell him. Tell him. I’m in shock and I can’t open my mind to tune into him. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Luna tried to free herself from Jonathan’s hold. “Tell your cat to put her claws away. They’re digging into me.” 
 
    “Hurry,” Cat urged. 
 
    Lexie flapped her arms and spun around. “Why? Will someone please tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    Cat’s orb danced around her. “I’m offering you asylum.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You’ll be safe with me for a little while, but you must hurry.” 
 
    Lexie jumped back and put her hands up. “I need everyone to start making sense.” 
 
    Jonathan huffed out a breath. “What do you remember about the last twenty-four hours?”  
 
    Lexie stepped back and crossed her arms. “I went to... and then... oh, and I also... but then we had to... before that we… and then...” 
 
    Catherine’s orb swooped around the room leaving a trail of sparkles behind her. “You’re speaking with gaps.” She turned to Jonathan. “She’s speaking with gaps. Can you fill them in?” 
 
    “Me?” Jonathan looked perplexed. 
 
    “Yes, you. You’re her chronicler. You should know everything she’s been doing. It’s your job. Your raison d’être.” 
 
    Jonathan groaned. “Did you have to put it in quite those terms? I prefer to fool myself into thinking there’s more to my life than shadowing Lexie’s every step.” 
 
    Cat’s orb spun around Jonathan. “You alone bear witness to all her deeds and or misdeeds. You’re her one and only hope. What do you remember?” 
 
    Jonathan shifted. “Well, she.... and then she... oh, and she also… but that came after... or before... hang on...” 
 
    Sparkles flew out of Cat’s orb like a cranky mini fireworks display. “You too?” 
 
    Jonathan staggered back. “Me what?” 
 
    “You’re speaking with gaps.” 
 
    Luna screeched and again tried to scramble out of Jonathan’s hold. 
 
    “This is bad. Very bad.” Cat’s orb hovered in the middle of the sitting room. “We don’t have time to figure it out now. Grab your emergency bag and let’s go.” 
 
    Lexie looked around her. “Emergency bag?” 
 
    “Yes, you know, the bag you have prepared with some clothes and other essentials just in case you have to go to the hospital or skip the country at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “I don’t have one of those.” Lexie turned to Jonathan. “Do you have one?”  
 
    Jonathan shrugged. “Everyone has one.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now,” Cat said. “Just grab some clothes and let’s go.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Cat’s orb bobbed from side to side almost as if looking to see if anyone could hear them. “I’m taking you to my cottage,” she whispered. “You should be safe there. It’s warded against all intruders.” 
 
    “Your cottage? But that’s down under, somewhere in an Australian forest.” 
 
    “And you have a problem with that?” Cat sounded miffed. She swooped down and stopped right in front of Lexie’s face. “You don’t seem to understand the severity of your situation. Now, either pack some clothes or come as you are.” 
 
    “Is there a door number three I can pick?” Lexie asked. 
 
    Cat’s orb expanded and little sparks flew out of it. “Yes and guess what’s behind that one. Suffer the wrath of the Coven Disciplinary Board.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lexie thought two pairs of everything would be enough to see her through whatever this was. She threw her clothes inside a carry bag and wondered if she should contact her mom. 
 
    As the current High Chair of the American Continent and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven, she should be able to help or, at least, throw some light on the matter. 
 
    “And I can help. Albeit in a limited capacity.” 
 
    “Mom?” Lexie swung around but she didn’t see Morgana. “Where are you?” 
 
    “There’s no time to waste, Lexie. You must go. Don’t tell me where. The less I know, the better. I’ve given you a new dress to wear. Be safe.” 
 
    “Mom?” Lexie called out her mom’s name again but was met with silence. A dress? She’d given her a dress? Trust her mom to think of fashion at a time like this. 
 
    Cat flew into her bedroom. “What’s taking you so long? Hurry. Hurry.” 
 
    Lexie couldn’t help laughing. “You sound like the Wizard from The Lord of the Rings.” Her heart gave an alarming thud. Oh, that had better not be a sign. She loved her small East Village apartment. If she had to leave it forever... 
 
    This had better be a prank. She’d settle for a false alarm. 
 
    Grabbing her carry bag, she strode out into the sitting room. Lexie looked from Jonathan to Cat. “So what’s my approval rating?” 
 
    Jonathan gave her a head to toe sweep of his dark blue eyes and, brushing his hand across his chin, he nodded. “Yeah, that’ll do. In fact, that’s better than I expected.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Chain mail,” he said. 
 
    Lexie patted herself. Something felt odd… different. Her cousins had given her a Mackenzie Coven outfit for her birthday which she apparently wore all the time… even if she didn’t wear it. The black skirt flared out to mid thigh and the bodice… well, she preferred not to think about how revealing it looked. The striped stockings she could live with and she rather liked the Mary Jane pumps. Lexie rushed back into the bedroom and looked at her reflection in the mirror. 
 
    “Huh? What is this?” 
 
    “It’s a chain mail dress. Where did it come from?” Cat asked. 
 
    Lexie swung around and smiled. It actually felt quite light and her strappy shoes had been replaced with practical lace up, steel capped boots. 
 
    She turned just in time to see Jonathan throw a shoe at her. It bounced right off her. 
 
    “Hey.” Lexie frowned and then she smiled. She hadn’t actually felt the shoe. “Hey, this is super cool.”  
 
    Jonathan poked her with a finger. “Hard as steel. Yeah, that’ll do.” 
 
    “Now what?” Lexie asked and hoped Cat didn’t press her for more information about the dress because then she’d have to own up to having contacted her mom. “I can’t transport myself to your cottage because I’ve never even seen a picture of it. Do you have a closet for me to land in?” While she could blink herself anywhere, she needed to have a mental picture of her destination, although that never seemed to stop her from always landing in a closet. 
 
    “Never mind that. We don’t have time. I’ll cast a spell and transport you.” 
 
    “Um... hang on.” The last time Cat had cast a spell on her it had gone horribly wrong and Lexie had broken into rhymes and tongue twisters every hour on the hour. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Cat assured her. “I’ve cast this one many times and I’ve never had any complaints.” 
 
    Luna found her voice and screeched, “My tail. My tail. Tell her to remember my tail.”  
 
    Cat’s orb glowed orange and expanded to twice its size. 
 
      
 
    Travel through space with no time to spare, this trio leaves now...  
 
      
 
     “Did she say trio?” Jonathan’s voice echoed right along with Luna’s screech and demand to be released because she’d changed her mind. 
 
    A swirling wind sparkling with bright lights enveloped them, lifted them off the floor and swept them off. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Well... that was weird.” Lexie turned and tried to see if she’d made it through in one piece. She patted her shoulders and her head. “Yes. I’m all accounted for.” Including her new chain mail dress. 
 
    When Jonathan patted his head, Luna saw her chance and took it, leaping out of his hold and rushing to the front door. 
 
    Jonathan growled. “Where is she? She wasn’t supposed to bring me along. Just you and the cat.” 
 
    Luna hissed at him. “I am not a cat. I am the incoming High Chair’s loyal feline companion.” 
 
    “I see you’ve found your voice,” Lexie said. 
 
    “The shock must have done it for me. Do not come any closer,” Luna warned. “That’s right. Keep a safe distance, or I swear I will bite you.” 
 
    Lexie snorted. “What happened to being a loyal feline companion?” 
 
    Luna licked her paw. “Habit. It slipped.” 
 
    Lexie looked around. They’d landed in someone’s sitting room, a nice change to landing in a closet on her butt. But where exactly were they?  
 
    A door at the end of the spacious room opened and a lithe woman with a mop of Titian red hair strode in and greeted them with a sparkly hello. 
 
    “Who are you?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “I’m Cat.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. Cat’s an orb.” 
 
    Cat laughed. “Only when I have to travel. It’s a sort of astral projection. I’m there, but not really there because I’m actually still here. In fact, I’ve always been here. Hey, did you think I was an orb in real life?”  
 
    Lexie looked askance. “Well, I’ve never met you in person. Sorry. You look fabulous in real life. Not that you don’t look great as an orb. In fact, you’re quite sparkly.” Lexie turned to Luna. “Don’t I always say that about Cat? Tell her.” 
 
    Luna hissed. “Don’t come any closer.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Lexie strode over to Cat and threw her arms around her. “Hello, cousin. Lovely to meet you at last.” 
 
    “Are you checking to see if I’m really real?” Cat asked. 
 
    Lexie released her. “Do you blame me?” 
 
    “Fine. In your place, I guess I would have done the same. Anyway, welcome to my cottage.” 
 
    She called this a cottage? It was palatial. Lexie slanted her gaze at Luna who lifted her nose in the air.  
 
    Luna purred. “See what I mean? Everyone has a far better setup than you.” 
 
    Jonathan cleared his throat. “Would you mind telling me what I’m doing here?” 
 
    Cat’s neat eyebrows drew together. “What are you doing here?” She smacked her hand against her mouth. “Oops. Did I say trio instead of duo? Sorry, I was under a lot of pressure to get Lexie to safety.” 
 
    “Can you get me back?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    Cat’s cheeks flushed slightly. “Well, as to that. I’m afraid not.” 
 
    Jonathan’s eyebrows shot together. “What do you mean? You got me here, you can send me back.” 
 
    “I could. Ordinarily, but I’ve closed the gateway and warded it.” 
 
    “Undo it,” Jonathan demanded. 
 
    “I can’t do that. It’s a safety measure for emergency situations such as this one. I set it on automatic to lock until the moon has completed its full cycle. If I’m still alive and well, it will automatically open again.” 
 
    Jonathan took a step toward Cat. “If? What if something happens to you?” 
 
    This time, Cat’s cheeks flushed a deep crimson. 
 
    “Hey!” Lexie exclaimed. “Are you suggesting I’ll... and then... because...” 
 
    “She’s doing it again.” Cat shook her head.  
 
    “Doing what?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “You know, talking with gaps.” Cat brushed her hand across her chin. “I suspect you might have experienced something traumatic and it’s affected the way you react. Specifically, the way you react to the suggestion that you might be capable of a violent act. What do you remember about the last twenty-four hours?” 
 
    So much had happened. Why couldn’t she remember any of it? Lexie looked around her as if searching for something to anchor her. “Wow. That is the largest fireplace I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Oh, you haven’t seen Mirabelle’s. Or have you?” 
 
    Swinging around, Lexie drew her eyebrows down. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Cat looked away. “Never mind.” Lowering her voice, she said, “Innocent until proven guilty.” 
 
    Lexie looked up. The ceiling seemed to go on forever. It reminded her of the ceilings in fantasy films with carved beams curving across. “It’s beautiful.”  
 
    “It’s a vaulted ceiling,” Cat said. “I went through a medieval phase and rather liked it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s high. Just how big is this place?” 
 
    “It’s as large as I need it to be. It looks larger from the inside, but from the outside, it actually looks like a cottage. You’ll be safe here. No one comes out this way. I’ve made sure of that.” 
 
    “Where exactly is here?” Lexie asked. She only knew her Australian cousin lived in a cottage but had never asked about its whereabouts. 
 
    Cat’s eyes sparkled. “It’s in what we call the high country with tall mountains and forests. My cottage is deep inside the forest.” 
 
    Lexie chortled. “Is your cottage made of gingerbread?” 
 
    “It depends on what’s inside a person’s heart. If they’re evil, it’s supposed to look like a derelict ruin with fierce gargoyles guarding it.” 
 
    “Thank you for offering me asylum. Umm... I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but how long am I going to be stuck here for?” 
 
    Cat gave a firm nod. “Until we get to the bottom of this. It would be too dangerous for you to return home before then.” 
 
    Jonathan groaned, Luna hissed and Lexie sunk down on an upholstered chair. 
 
    “Well, humph to you all,” Cat exclaimed. “Here I am, putting my neck on the line and offering you a safe haven and what thanks do I get?” 
 
    “Sorry, and I did thank you. I only wish I’d come for a visit under different circumstances.” Lexie sighed and looked around her but she couldn’t focus on anything. “So... why exactly am I here?” 
 
    “Let’s get you all settled in first and then we’ll talk about it.” Cat turned to Luna. “I would like to introduce you to my feline companion, Smidgen.” 
 
    Lexie saw a ginger cat appear beside Cat. 
 
    “She’s shy and only talks when it’s absolutely necessary. If she likes you well enough, she’ll allow you to hear her.” 
 
    Smidgen took a tentative step toward Luna who responded with a shy step of her own. What followed could only be understood by cats as they danced around each other, both appearing to express a mixture of indifference, disdain and interest. After five minutes of rising tension, they scampered toward each other, and took off together to another room. 
 
    “Well, that was rather suspenseful. I guess Smidgen is going to show Luna all her hidey-holes. I’ll show you to the guestrooms.”  
 
    Lexie followed with Jonathan beside her, his hands shoved inside his pockets, his mouth set in a hard line. “Umm, I don’t mean to sound overly eager, but would you mind telling me why I had to make such an impromptu exodus?” 
 
    “Are you saying you don’t remember anything at all?” Cat asked. 
 
    Lexie searched her mind and tried to remember what she’d done the day before. When nothing came to mind, she thought about the preceding days. Scenes raced through her mind. Breakfast at the Kitty Café. Lunch and dinner at Jonathan’s bar, O’Connor’s. Conversations with Luna. Luna’s chatter. Luna’s silence. Luna’s grumbling. Luna sprinting around the apartment. Luna staring at a wall. The entire week had been busy but uneventful and then the day before, Luna had suggested going out for a walk. And then... and after that... and... 
 
    Lexie’s lips parted. Even her thoughts had gaps. 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope. Nothing.” 
 
    “Rumor has it, you killed Mirabelle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lexie looked at her hands as if expecting to see traces of her evil deed.  
 
    “How do you think you did it?” Jonathan asked, his tone casual. 
 
    “I can’t tell you something I don’t know.” Lexie frowned. “And could you at least try to give me the benefit of the doubt? Why would I kill Mirabelle? Let me rephrase that. I don’t have it in me to kill anyone.” 
 
    Jonathan gave her a lifted eyebrow look. “So what happened to the inky black fog you encountered months back?” 
 
    “Are you really going to compare an evil fog to a real person, one I happen to be related to?”  
 
    He shrugged. “You’re right, but you have to admit, you have reason to want to bump Mirabelle off.” 
 
    Lexie’s voice hitched. “Bump her off? Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “You often argue and she’s never been your favorite person. Chill out. I’m only playing devil’s advocate.” 
 
    “Oh, right. What are friends for?” 
 
    He chortled. “You got that right.” 
 
    “Here we are,” Cat said in her chirpy tone. She opened a large wooden door and waved Lexie in. “This is the tower room, fit for a princess. It offers the best view in the cottage.” 
 
    A massive canopy bed sat in the middle of the room. Two comfortable looking chairs, a small table and a chaise lounge were positioned facing the large window with its splendid view of the mountains. 
 
    “Did you say tower? I didn’t realize we’d gone up the stairs. In fact, I didn’t notice stairs at all.” 
 
    “You were busy defending yourself against Jonathan’s none too subtle accusations.” Cat curved her eyebrow at Jonathan but he didn’t apologize for his behavior. 
 
    “Does that mean he gets the dungeon?” Lexie strode to the window. Opening it, she peered up and down. “You weren’t kidding about the tower. Out of curiosity, if I wanted to escape, would I have to climb down?” 
 
    “Why would you want to escape?” Cat asked, her tone wary.  
 
    Lexie imagined her exchanging a look with Jonathan. Sighing, she swung around. “Okay, the both of you need to stop it. Cat, you said you’d heard a rumor about Mirabelle being murdered. What else do you know?” 
 
    “I had to switch off,” Cat explained. “As soon as I heard it, I contacted Jonathan and I had to go under the radar for fear someone might sense me going to your rescue.” 
 
    “So, for all you know, the rumor could be unfounded.” 
 
    Cat tapped her chin, something Lexie usually did when she focused on her trail of thought. 
 
    “You’re right. It could be a furphy,” Cat said. 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “It’s Australian slang for an improbable story.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard that expression.” Lexie turned to Jonathan who shrugged. 
 
    Cat smiled. “Actually, there’s a story about how it came into use.” 
 
    Lexie sunk down on a chair. “Go on. Tell us.” 
 
    Cat sparkled. “Oh, you want to hear it.” 
 
    “You’ve piqued our curiosity.”  
 
    Cat pirouetted around the room, much as she did in her orb form. “There are many versions and they’re probably all furphys. Back in the 1880s, John Furphy & Sons designed and made steel and cast iron water carts. They were mostly used on farms but they also came in handy during World War I. The water carts had the family business name stamped on them and they became popular as gathering places where soldiers could exchange gossip, rumors and fanciful tales.” 
 
    “Oh, a water cooler discussion.” Lexie looked up at the ceiling. Why would anyone make up a story about her killing Mirabelle? It had to be someone she knew.  
 
    “I’m going to show Jonathan to his room. Why don’t you take some time to let it all sink in? Maybe something will come to you. You know, something to fill in those gaps.” 
 
    Lexie nodded. “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lexie sat cross-legged on the massive canopied bed and hummed her way into oblivion. If she could focus on nothing, she might clear her mind long enough to see something that might lead her somewhere...  
 
    “Hum. Hum.” 
 
    After five minutes of deep breathing, she rose off the bed, levitating a few inches. Much better, she thought and wondered why she didn’t meditate more often. She’d learned the skill only recently from the Monkey God, Hanuman. Lexie smiled as she recalled his antics. If he were here now, he’d tell her to do exactly this, meditate her way to clarity and once there, start prodding for answers. 
 
    “That’s right, just sneak up on the solution, and fill those gaps.” Everything she’d left out had to be swimming around somewhere inside her. 
 
    Seeing a pinpoint of light in her mind, she focused her entire being on it. It felt so peaceful inside her head. Again, she wondered why she didn’t meditate more often. 
 
    Why? Because life kept interfering.  
 
    Mirabelle kept barging in with her expectations and demands. Although, to be fair to her, she hadn’t been around much lately, but even without Mirabelle around, Lexie had been tackling one problem after another and playing catch-up with everything she should have learned years ago about becoming a fully functioning member of the Mackenzie Coven.  
 
    Pinpoint of light, Lexie.  
 
    Nothing else matters. 
 
    She threw in the sound of waves gently lapping against the shore and smiled at the sound effects. 
 
    Just as well she’d levitated. Otherwise, she risked falling asleep. All the tension that had settled around her shoulders when she’d been wrenched out of bed earlier, eased away. 
 
    The light inside her mind glowed brightly and expanded, much like Cat’s orb had done when she’d transported them all here. As it expanded, it drew closer. Lexie tried to let it happen without questioning how and why… and what. It would be normal to wonder what the light represented but she just let it happen and do whatever it had to do. 
 
    She wanted to think she didn’t have any expectations, but that would be a lie. The sooner she found answers, the sooner she’d get to go home. Not that she minded being here. In fact, it would be lovely to spend a couple of days with her cousin, living in her palatial cottage. 
 
    Lost in her thoughts, Lexie didn’t notice the glowing light expanding so much it almost engulfed her. It felt peaceful, soothing, entrancing... beautiful and— 
 
    The soft light turned pitch black and exploded into shards that shot right through her.  
 
    Lexie yelped.  
 
    Slapping at her head, she wobbled and struggled to find her balance but the light turned into a fierce red blob filling Lexie with dread and fear. 
 
    “Yikes.” Losing her balance completely, she crashed back down onto the bed. 
 
    Luna shrieked. “What are you trying to do? Kill me?”  
 
    “What were you doing on my bed?” Lexie shrieked right back. “When did you come in?” 
 
    “A moment ago,” Luna said and turned to check for damages. “You were meditating and I didn’t want to disturb you. If not for my reliable feline reflexes, I’d be road kill and you’d be scraping me off the bed.” 
 
    Lexie pressed her hand against her chest and felt her heart pounding.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Luna asked. 
 
    “I... I don’t know. I saw something. At first it was beautiful but then it turned quite ugly.” 
 
    Luna blinked at her and then, lowering her voice, asked, “Do you think Cat’s cottage is possessed?” 
 
    Lexie rubbed her sweaty palms along her thighs. The threat had felt real, but it had emerged from a light that dwelled within her. 
 
    Was she experiencing a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde transition? Her life hadn’t been the same since her cousins had ambushed her with a reminder of the duties she needed to embrace. While some days had been slow going, others had been filled with so much chaos and magic, she’d barely had time to think.  
 
    Too much, too soon? 
 
    What if her new powers had wreaked havoc with her mind? 
 
    Lexie shook the disturbing thought away and asked, “What happened to exploring the cottage with Smidgen?” 
 
    “Smidgen gave me the grand tour.” Luna gave a feline shrug. “We poked around in some rooms. She told me I shouldn’t expect to find any mice because Cat had put a spell on the cottage to ward it against vermin. I tried to refrain from making any remarks that might have been perceived as snooty, but I couldn’t help curling my lip at the idea of sinking my teeth into a live mouse. Apparently, it’s quite a delicacy, one I’m prepared to forego. There are some things I would rather not experience in any of my lifetimes.” 
 
    “But you got on well with Smidgen.” 
 
    Luna nodded. “She spoke at great length about the mystical forest surrounding the cottage and she told me they have satellite TV because Cat loves sitcoms.” 
 
    “She never mentioned it.” 
 
    “Apparently, she had aspired to be an actress and occasionally grumbles about you turning your nose up on the wonderful opportunity of working with your mother.” 
 
    For as long as Lexie could remember, her mom had been trying to rope her into taking up acting. And not out of a desire to live vicariously through her. Morgana had never expressed any regret for choosing to become a director instead of a stage actor but she still wanted to see Lexie on the stage.  
 
    “Smidgen actually spoke at great length about Cat constantly complaining because you get to have all the fun and she’s stuck here. If you must know, I found Smidgen’s breach of confidentiality inappropriate. You’d never hear me speaking ill of you to someone else.” Luna sat there staring at her tail then, turning her attention back to Lexie, she lifted her chin. “Before you mention this morning’s episode, I should remind you I was in shock and, therefore, not quite myself.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should talk about that. What can you remember?” Lexie asked. 
 
    Luna stared at her for long seconds. “Nothing.” 
 
    “You must have seen or heard something.” 
 
    Luna’s little head tilted. “Of course I did. Otherwise, I’d have no reason to flee for my life and think you were going to kill me next. Whatever I saw or heard has been wiped clean from my mind. Perhaps I’m suffering from posttraumatic stress and memory loss.” Luna sighed. “I hope it’s not a case of hysterical amnesia. We’re already in therapy.” Luna stood up and took a tentative step toward her.  
 
    “Are you sniffing me?” Lexie asked. 
 
    Luna didn’t answer straightaway. Finally, she sat down and curled her tail. “I don’t sense anything dark inside you.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief. I guess I must have imagined it. I’d hate to think my inner being is suffering from a split personality disorder.” 
 
    Luna’s whiskers twitched. “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    “I’ll come up with something.” 
 
    “For the record, I do not believe you would intentionally kill Mirabelle.” 
 
    “That’s comforting and reassuring. If you don’t believe it, then it can’t be true, otherwise you would have sniffed it out.” Lexie frowned. “Hang on. Did I just miss something? I think I did.” She clicked her fingers. “Yes. You said intentionally. Do you actually think I’d be capable of killing someone unintentionally?” 
 
    Ignoring her, Luna pranced around in a tight circle. “Is it possible you might have fallen under a spell?” 
 
    If she had, then the spell had affected Luna too. And Jonathan. He hadn’t been able to recall any of her deeds and or misdeeds over the last few days. “We need to try and piece together... and then... so we could...” 
 
    Luna blinked. “Gaps. There must be some sort of residual spell working inside you, stifling your attempts to recall what you did.” 
 
     “Impossible.” Lexie shook her head. “I refuse to believe I did something that went against my nature. Everything I am is ingrained deep within me. There’s no shaking it off.” 
 
    “Unless Mirabelle pushed you too far,” Luna reasoned. “In fact, I’m sure I heard you say something to that effect.” Luna cleared her throat and mimicked Lexie’s voice. “Mirabelle, this time you’ve gone too far. I’m going to get you for this.” Luna gave her ear a vigorous scratch. “Or maybe it was the other way around. Not that it makes any difference.” 
 
    When Lexie shifted, Luna sprung back. 
 
    Lexie frowned. “Hey, I thought you were over it.” 
 
    “Sorry, feline reflexes. There’s nothing I can do about that. The fact I have risked coming into your room should go a long way toward restoring my good standing as your loyal feline companion.” Luna tilted her head in thought.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Divide and conquer. While I’m not comfortable with the idea of someone identifying a weakness in me and taking advantage of it, I suspect this is what’s happened. Someone might have wanted to breach your defenses by first getting me to turn my back on you.” 
 
    That actually made sense. “They can’t have done their homework. After all, Jonathan and Cat came to my rescue.” And Luna had come to her senses. 
 
    “Yes, but are they really on your side? What if Jonathan and Cat are right this minute plotting to hand you over to the Coven Disciplinary Board? Also, Cat brought us here, but where exactly is here? This could all be a ruse and she’s actually taken you to a prison. We should make a run for it while we can.” Luna sprung off the bed and shot toward the window. “Well, what are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Come back,” Lexie ordered. “We’re not fleeing.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to live to fight another day? There’s nothing cowardly about running. Just saying.” 
 
    Lexie rolled off the bed and strode up to the window. “Do you think the Coven will find us here?” 
 
    Luna blinked. “Us?” 
 
    Lexie rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Sorry, slight relapse.” Luna gave a brisk nod. “Yes, we’re in this together.” 
 
    “Let’s go find the others and see if they’ve come up with any new insights.” Lexie turned the doorknob... or at least, she tried to. 
 
    “Is there something wrong?” Luna asked. 
 
    “I think the door is stuck.” Lexie tried again. 
 
    “Put your back into it!” Luna urged. 
 
    Locked. 
 
    “Did I hear you correctly?” Luna asked. “We’re locked in? As in, imprisoned in the tower.” 
 
    “Cat!” Lexie called out. 
 
      
 
    Yes? 
 
      
 
    Lexie looked around the bedroom but she didn’t see any sign of Cat’s orb. “Open the door, Cat. It’s stuck.” 
 
    “Oh, is it? I’m sure I oiled it.” 
 
    Lexie pressed her ear to the door and tried again. “It’s still stuck.” 
 
    Luna sniffed the door. “At this point, you might want to acknowledge the fact it might be locked.” 
 
    Lexie hammered her fist against the door. “She wouldn’t dare lock us in here.”  
 
    “It’s for your own safety,” Cat called out, which meant she was now standing on the other side of the door. 
 
    Lexie grumbled and leaned her forehead against the door. “Thank you for your concern, but I can look after myself. Now, open up.” 
 
    “You know I can go through doors,” Luna reminded her. “Would you like me to? I can bite Cat for you.” 
 
    “No biting, Luna.” 
 
    Luna licked her paw. “Despite what Dr. Mercedes Looney Bin thinks—” 
 
    “You mean, Dr. Shrink.” 
 
    “Shrink, Looney Bin. Same thing. Anyhow, despite her firm stand on the no biting rule, I can’t turn my back on my natural instincts.” 
 
    Lexie frowned. “I always assumed scratching would be your weapon of choice.” 
 
    “I can do that too, but biting is far more effective.” 
 
    Lexie had only recently discovered that she too could go through doors but it took too much effort to think about being as light as air. She huffed out a breath and banged on the door again. “Cat, open this door at once, or I’ll let Luna loose and then I won’t be responsible for what she does to you.” 
 
    A roar that could have sent the king of the jungle scurrying for cover erupted. 
 
    Both Luna and Lexie sprung back from the door. 
 
    “I guess Smidgen is rather protective of Cat,” Luna murmured and looked up at Lexie. “I hope your threat doesn’t turn her against me.” Luna looked over at the window. “And I bet escaping through the window doesn’t sound like such a bad idea now.” 
 
    No, it didn’t. “She leaves me no choice.” 
 
    Luna took another step back. “What do you mean? What are you going to do?” 
 
    The old Lexie would have said she had no idea. But the new and improved bring it on version knew that she only had to call on the elements. Clearly, Cat had forgotten.  
 
    Lexie sighed and closed her eyes. 
 
    Earth. Wind. Fire. Water. 
 
    Which one could she call upon to help her out? 
 
    Lexie stretched out her hand. Within seconds she felt something warm hovering above the palm of her hand. When she took a peek, she saw a small fireball there. 
 
    “Wow. I didn’t know I could do that.” 
 
    Seeing it, Luna went into a frenzied sprint around the room. “Fireball. Fireball. This is magnificent.” 
 
    “Actually, now that I think about it, it feels familiar,” Lexie mused. 
 
    “What’s going on in there?” Cat asked. 
 
    “We’re armed and dangerous, Cat.” Lexie bounced the fireball in her hand. “This is your first and final warning.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Cat asked in a small voice. “I rescued you. I offered you a safe haven and brought you to my home. I have gone out on a limb for you.” 
 
    Lexie’s eyebrow quirked up. “And then you locked me up. Are you going to unlock this door?” 
 
    “What if I don’t?” 
 
    Lexie looked down at Luna who gave her a firm nod of encouragement. “I’ll... I’ll burn the door down.” 
 
    Cat chortled. “You can’t... I mean, surely you can’t. You wouldn’t.” 
 
    Lexie pressed her lips together and smiled. 
 
    “I guess this is a standoff,” Luna murmured. “My money’s on you.” 
 
    Lexie held up her hand. She wasn’t entirely sure how this would work. Taking aim, she drew her arm back and— 
 
    “No, wait,” Cat said. The door unlocked. 
 
    “You were saying?” Lexie smiled and bounced the ball of fire in the palm of her hand.  
 
    Looking at the fireball, Cat’s eyes widened. “Please don’t burn down my cottage.” 
 
    Lexie smiled. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” She gave the fireball another couple of bounces and then wondered, “Any idea how I can put this out?” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lexie held her hand under the tap and moaned with relief at the soothing effect of cold water. Luna sat on the counter watching her while Cat wrung her hands.  
 
    “Please tell me you weren’t serious about burning down my cottage.” 
 
    “Would I do that to you after you offered me asylum?” 
 
    Cat gave her a nervous smile. “Is that your sarcastic tone? I can’t tell.” 
 
    Lexie inspected her hand. “I think I’m going to be scarred for life.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a crybaby,” Luna purred. “There’s only a tinge of redness. Would you like me to lick it?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “Are you sure? It’s quite beneficial. When I get a boo-boo I lick and lick to ensure no nasty viruses or bacteria move in. Also, licking encourages blood flow to speed healing. There’s a veritable medicine cabinet inside my mouth.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. Thanks, but I’ll manage.” 
 
    “Put some of this lotion on,” Cat suggested as she handed her a little glass pot. “It’ll sooth you. It’s one of my big sellers. I call it, Allow Vera, as in let Aloe Vera do the trick.” 
 
    “That’s cute.” Lexie dabbed some of the lotion on and felt a rush of instant relief. “Does it have magic?” 
 
    “Of course. Do I look like a chemist to you? How would I know how much Aloe Vera to use?” 
 
    Lexie inspected the little pot. “You actually sell this?” 
 
    Cat nodded. “By mail order but I’m thinking of setting up a store in town. I just have to figure out how to mingle with the locals as myself. Whenever I go into town, I disguise myself as an elderly lady.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Cat spread her arms out. “Because in my true form, I sparkle. It might freak people out.” 
 
    She did sparkle. “Is that normal?” 
 
    “It’s a family thing. We’re blessed with joy. But when I disguise myself as a granny, I embrace a disapproving nature. It’s like playing a role.” 
 
    Luna gave her a knowing look. “I told you. She loves acting.” 
 
    “So you’ve never been to town as yourself?” 
 
    Cat shook her head. “No. I’d attract too much attention.” 
 
    “So how are you going to set up a store?” 
 
    Cat tilted her head in thought. “Inside the store I’d be able to make up a story about special lighting.” Cat shrugged. “I could play at being a witch. It could be an effective drawing card.” 
 
    “I like that idea. You should totally go for it.” Lexie inspected her hand. “I think it’s already working.” 
 
    “Were you really going to burn the door?” Cat asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding? I know I can connect with the elements, but I didn’t know I could create a fireball.” Although, she had a vague memory of having done it before… 
 
    “You know your connection to the elements allows you to summon them,” Cat said. 
 
    “Yes, but I thought I could only do that inside my head.” Although, she’d recently engaged the assistance of a breeze. 
 
    Cat studied her.  
 
    “You look surprised.” 
 
    Cat shrugged. “Only because you managed to accomplish it so early. Also, you’ve been dragging your feet.” 
 
    “Well, as you can see, I’m all for tapping into whatever I can get. Luna and I were talking. We think someone tried to play her against me and that’s why she can’t remember what we got up to these last few days.” 
 
    Luna leaped up onto her shoulder and curled her tail around Lexie’s neck. “You should call Octavia. She always provides practical solutions.” 
 
    Lexie shook her head. What if her personal assistant led the Coven Disciplinary Board right to them? “I can’t risk it.” 
 
    “Can’t risk what?” Cat asked. 
 
    Luna purred. “I guess my communication channels are still clogged up. You gave me quite a fright this morning.” 
 
    Cat smiled. “Oh, I heard that.” 
 
    Lexie strode out of the en-suite bathroom and only then remembered she’d left her apartment without having breakfast. “How are you managing?” she asked Luna. “You must be famished.” 
 
    “Smidgen took care of me,” Luna said. “I can’t remember the last time I shared a bowl of food with another feline companion.” 
 
    “That would have been one of your siblings.” 
 
    “Yes, they allowed me to eat only after they’d had their fill. I sometimes wonder how I made it through to adulthood.” 
 
    Lexie gave her a scratch under the chin. Another thought struck her. She looked at Cat. “If you don’t go into town, does that mean you always eat in?” 
 
    Cat nodded. “I rather enjoy cooking.” 
 
    Yes, but... “At the risk of sounding ungrateful, are you any good at it?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong with the eggs?” Cat asked.  
 
    Lexie shook her head. “I’ve never seen eggs looking so happy and orange. Did you… maybe do something to them?” 
 
    Cat grinned. “I have happy chickens.” 
 
    Lexie looked over her shoulder. Jonathan stood by the window, his shoulders nearly up to his ears. “Aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    He swung around. “How can you think about eating at a time like this?” 
 
    Lexie broke off a piece of toast and dunked it in the egg. “I’ve been thinking. I’ve never actually seen anyone from the Coven Disciplinary Board.” She shrugged. “I think they’re a furphy.” 
 
    Jonathan harrumphed. “Would you like to test the theory?” 
 
    No, she didn’t. Lexie took a moment to enjoy the aroma of coffee. “Smells good.” 
 
    Pretty sparks flew out of Cat. “Thank you. I hope you don’t mind. I grabbed some from your stash. I’m more of a tea drinker myself and all this happened so quickly, I didn’t have time to stock up on your favorite foods.” 
 
    Jonathan drew out a chair and slumped down on it. “Can we please focus on how we’re going to get ourselves out of this?”  
 
    Lexie buttered some toast. “Relax, we’ll figure something out.” She took a bite of her toast and hummed with appreciation. “Let me guess, happy cows?” 
 
    Cat nodded.  
 
    “You don’t seem to be taking this seriously,” Jonathan growled. 
 
    Taking her time to appreciate her coffee and buttered toast seemed to be the wisest move. On the outside, she might appear to be calm, but on the inside… 
 
    Lexie tilted her head in thought. Exactly how could she describe the rebellious uprising she felt? Interesting choice of words, Lexie thought. A part of her wanted to take action, while another appeared to be calmly pondering all her options, as if she even had any. 
 
    “Perhaps we should set up a crime board,” Cat suggested. 
 
    Luna sauntered around the table, her tail flicking in the air. “I like the sound of that. It might help cast some light on the matter.” 
 
    “What’s the last clear memory you have?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    Lexie nibbled the edge of her toast. “Being wrenched from my sleep this morning.” 
 
    “And before that?” 
 
    She looked at Jonathan and blinked. Scratching around her mind, she drew a blank.  
 
    “Think, Lexie,” Jonathan urged her. 
 
    “When is the last time you remember seeing me?” Lexie asked him. 
 
    “Oh, that’s a good question and tactic,” Cat chirped. “It might help trigger Lexie’s memories.” 
 
    Jonathan surged to his feet, strode around the table and slumped down on his chair again. “You came to the pub last Monday.” 
 
    Cat clapped her hands. “That’s a start. Today is Friday.” 
 
    Friday? Lexie shook her head. “I’m sure it’s Thursday.” 
 
    “You’re on the other side of the world, down under, Lexie. It’s Friday here. We’re several hours ahead of everyone.” 
 
    Great. So she had an entire week to account for and a missed day. Lexie sat up. “I’ve just had a light bulb moment. I wonder if I can travel back in time?” 
 
    Hearing her, Luna took off on a sprint and landed on her lap. “I like your thinking.” 
 
    “Thank you but that doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “You’re an incoming High Chair,” Luna purred. “You can do anything you set your mind to.”  
 
    “Yes, but how?” 
 
    “You control the elements.” 
 
    Lexie made a point of ticking them off on her fingers. Fire. Water. Air and earth. “There’s no mention of time manipulation.” Even if she could come up with the basics, with her track record she could end up in the Renaissance period or worse. 
 
    Luna made herself comfortable on her lap. “Perhaps you could get Cat to cast a spell.” 
 
    Lexie looked at Luna as if she’d grown another head. “What if she sends us back to the Salem witch hunts, or to a ship that’s about to sink?” 
 
    “Where’s your spirit of adventure?” Luna asked. 
 
    “It’s all right for you to laugh. You have nine lives.” 
 
    Luna tilted her head from side to side. “And I’m magical. That means it would take a lot to kill me.” 
 
    Lexie thought about it for a moment and then shook her head. “I just remembered. We have to wait for the lunar cycle to end before Cat can send us anywhere.”  
 
    Jonathan cleared his throat. “You seem to forget we can’t hear the conversations between you and Luna. Would you like to share with us?” 
 
    Finishing her coffee Lexie rose to her feet and strode around the room.  
 
    Monday. Yes, they’d gone to Jonathan’s bar. She clicked her fingers and swung toward him. “I remember now. I snuck into your inner sanctum.” She grabbed hold of the memory and tossed it around her mind, checking the facts and making sure she hadn’t just made it all up.  
 
    Oh, yes. 
 
    She remembered her heart thumping and Luna urging her on to go through the door. “Call on the elements,” Luna had said and had then gone through the door herself to show Lexie how easy it could be if only she trusted her connection to the elements.  
 
    Jonathan shot to his feet. “You did what? Is nothing sacred?” 
 
    “Calm down. It’s not as if you keep anything secret in there.” Just a chronicle of all her comings and goings. The large tome sat on a lectern and was stored in a room beyond the cellar. Lexie had read an entry but had been more intrigued by the images he’d drawn. “You’re quite good.” She’d looked like a version of Wonder Woman in a girly coven outfit. “I guess the next entry will show the new and improved version of me wearing the chain mail dress.” 
 
    Lexie patted her new dress. It shifted slightly as she moved around but she barely felt it. As for seeing it… If she walked down the street, everyone would see her wearing her regular jeans and t-shirt. “I wonder where—” she stopped herself before she blurted out her mom’s name. As the current High Chair of the Mackenzie Coven, Lexie assumed Morgana had resources beyond her imagination. 
 
    “Hey. We need access to the chronicle. You would have written everything down.” Lexie had no idea how Jonathan did it, but he seemed to know everything she got up to. “It’ll show us everything I’ve been up to.” 
 
    Jonathan nudged his head toward Cat. “She won’t let us.” 
 
    “It’s not that I won’t allow you to leave,” Cat said. “I’ve simply taken certain precautions. Surely you remember what you wrote down.” 
 
    Jonathan raked his fingers through his hair and growled.  
 
    “I know, how about you try to write it down? Your memory might come back.” Cat suggested. “I’ll get you some paper.” 
 
    Jonathan scowled at Lexie. “How did you get past the locked door?” 
 
    Lexie shrugged. “It’s a new trick I picked up. You know, hocus pocus, one with the elements.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you go through the bedroom door when you thought Cat had locked you in?” 
 
    “I called on the elements and got a ball of fire. I guess the elements have a sense of urgency and practicality. They must have figured I could burn the door down and make a point at the same time.” Lexie quirked an eyebrow. “Do not mess with me. I am the almighty incoming High Chair in training wheels.” 
 
    Jonathan stared at her for a minute and then burst out laughing. “Sorry. I shouldn’t laugh.” 
 
    Lexie bounced an imaginary ball of fire on her hand. “That’s right. You shouldn’t. I have the power to reduce you to cinders. Hey, who needs a dragon when I have this?” 
 
    “Here we go.” Cat strode back in. “Paper and crayons. Sorry, that’s the best I could do.” 
 
    “You’re a witch. Can’t you conjure some proper pens?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    Cat bit the edge of her lip. “Bringing Lexie here took a lot out of me and I… I just tried to get some…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Cat held up a crayon. “This is what I got.” 
 
    Lexie threw her arms around Cat and hugged her. “Thank you for rescuing me. I don’t know what I would have done without you. Why don’t you put your feet up and try to recover your powers?” 
 
    “I’d hate to interrupt the love fest,” Jonathan said, “I need to know if you went through the other door.” 
 
    “The one that looks like something out of a fairy tale?” Had she gone through it? Lexie knew Jonathan had placed a ward on it. In fact, she’d found out about it only recently and, yes, she had managed to go through it. “I can’t remember if I did or didn’t.” Tapping her chin, she gazed out the window. “I’m sure it has no bearing on what happened.” 
 
    Jonathan’s eyebrow shot up. “Did those words just come out of your mouth?” 
 
    Lexie couldn’t answer because she was still gaping. It had been the sort of remark Mirabelle would make. Lexie had even sounded like her. 
 
    “Cat? When did you last speak with Mirabelle?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    Cat set her teacup down and smiled. “We had a lengthy conversation just the other day about… and then we had a chat about… oh, and she also said…” 
 
    “Cat.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Gaps,” Lexie said.  
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “You left gaps.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. Did I?” 
 
    Both Jonathan and Lexie nodded. 
 
    Luna screeched and took off. “There’s a memory demon on the loose.” 
 
    Jonathan picked up a purple crayon and tapped it on the table. “This is bad. Very bad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lexie stood by the fireplace gazing at the flames and tapping her boot on the stone floor. Cat had curled up on a window seat surrounded by embroidered plump cushions and was running her finger through a Titian red curl, tugging it at intervals, her eyes unblinking, her lips moving in a silent murmur. Out of the three, Jonathan appeared to be the most productive, sitting at the table, taking his frustration out on paper. 
 
    Luna sauntered into the sitting room, looked from one to the other and then sauntered right out again, her tail flicking in the air. 
 
    Snapping out of her reverie, Lexie followed her along the long hallway that led who knew where. She found Luna around the corner staring at a wall, her tail swaying from side to side. 
 
    “Where’s Smidgen?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “Don’t know. Don’t care. She’s not much of a hostess, leaving me to entertain myself,” Luna complained, her attention still fixed on the wall. Luna’s shoulder twitched. “Must you watch me staring at the wall?” 
 
    “I’ll stop if you tell me what you’re hoping to see.” 
 
    “I’m not permitted to divulge that information,” Luna murmured. 
 
    “It’s a cat secret?” 
 
    Sighing, Luna swung away from the wall. “Have you remembered anything yet?” 
 
    “Nope. I was hoping you’d come up with something.” 
 
    “I can hear some ideas bouncing around your mind. Come on. Let’s go find somewhere quiet and hash this out.” Luna poked her head inside one room. It didn’t seem to meet with her approval. Moving onto the next one, she again surveyed it. “This will do. It has a chaise lounge like mine.” 
 
    In fact, there were two. A normal sized one and a kitty sized one. 
 
    “Great. All we need now is Dr. Shrink,” Lexie chortled. 
 
    “We haven’t seen her in weeks,” Luna said and leaped onto the little chaise. “There’s a clue. We must have been too busy to see our shrink.” 
 
    They’d been having regular… sometimes irregular sessions with a therapist only because the Coven’s Disciplinary Board had insisted on it after someone had lodged a complaint about them squabbling, or some such nonsense. 
 
    Lexie inspected the room. It had a large fireplace with an ornate mantelpiece and a collection of ornamental cauldrons displayed around it. “I’ve been thinking. I appear to remember going through the fairy tale door in Jonathan’s inner sanctum.” 
 
    Had she visited the Crone? They’d recently met the ancient witch when she’d had a potion stolen from her. Lexie cringed as she remembered she’d promised to visit so the Crone could teach her the basics of potion making, something she did only in her own realm because she insisted the ingredients there were purer. 
 
    “This isn’t going to work,” Luna purred. “Now I’m thinking we both went through the door, but I suspect it’s a fake memory brought on by you mentioning it.”  
 
    Luna stretched out on the chaise, while Lexie collapsed on hers face down and moaned.  
 
    “Can you remember learning to make any new potions?” Luna asked. “That would be the only reason for visiting the Crone. Name the first ingredient that comes to mind. Don’t think about it, just name it.” 
 
    “Rosemary,” Lexie mumbled. Rolling onto her back, she stared up at the ceiling. “Well, that has to mean something. Rosemary is one of the key ingredients in the Memory Potion.” She sprung up. “Hey. How did I know that?” 
 
    “You must have learned how to make it.” Luna’s whiskers twitched. “I believe we are making progress.” 
 
    “What do you think about Cat not remembering her conversations with Mirabelle?” 
 
    “Whatever affected us, also affected her.” Luna gave her ear a vigorous scratch only to stop. “I heard a cat complaining she’d picked up a flea. She was retracing her steps, trying to remember where she’d been so she could avoid going there again. The thing that affected our memory could be in one place.” 
 
    “So we’d need to figure out if any of us have been to the same place.” 
 
    “That’s one possibility. The other one is that whoever or whatever is responsible for meddling with our memories can move around. It could be here right now. Watching and waiting for the right moment to pounce on us and steal the rest of our memories.” Luna fell silent. 
 
    Lexie could understand forgetting inconsequential events—thoughts and experiences that slipped in and straight out of her mind. However, most of what she’d been experiencing lately tended to linger. Staring up at the ceiling again, she remembered meeting the Monkey God. Then again, he’d had a monkey tail, a voracious appetite for feasts and music and telling tales. It would take some doing to shove those memories out of her mind.  
 
    Luna snickered.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re staring at the ceiling.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s not the same as you staring at walls. I’m onto you. There’s something weird about it. You always look entranced by the experience.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s my way of getting in touch with my inner self.” 
 
    “Is that a hint?” 
 
    Luna flicked her tail. “I’ve already said too much.” 
 
    “Right. You don’t want to risk being ordered to face the Feline Companion Disciplinary Board. Is there such a thing?” 
 
    Luna sighed. “We all have to answer to someone.” 
 
    Lexie bit the edge of her lip. She used to be a free agent, free to come and go and do as she pleased, and then Mirabelle and Cat had shown up. 
 
    “Your animosity toward Mirabelle is almost palpable,” Luna purred. 
 
    “I did not kill Mirabelle.” 
 
    “How do you feel about being accused of killing her?” Luna asked. “Take a deep breath and tell me about it.” 
 
    “Are you trying to psychoanalyze me?” 
 
    Luna’s purr became melodic. Lexie’s eyelids fluttered and grew heavier. “Hey. Stop that.” 
 
    “I can’t go against my nature.” 
 
    “You can poke around and discover hidey holes to your heart’s content but stay out of my head.” 
 
      
 
    But it’s such an interesting place to be in. 
 
      
 
    Lexie swatted the air around her. “Cut it out.” Lexie fell silent and withdrew inside herself. She had no idea how Luna did it, but it almost felt as if she’d stepped right inside her head. “You’re still in here. Get out.” 
 
    “Hang on. I think I sense something,” Luna purred. 
 
    “Don’t scratch anything.” 
 
    Luna snorted. “You do realize I’m inside your head but I’m not really there.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. Just don’t scratch anything. You’ve been leaving scratch marks all over the floor at home.” 
 
    “I’m a cat. It’s what I do. You need to get me a scratch pole.” 
 
    “I thought you were a feline companion and above all those things.” 
 
    “As I said, I can’t go against my nature.” 
 
    “Wow.” Lexie sprung upright and Luna screeched. “What was that?” She opened her eyes and saw Luna staring at her from across the room. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I didn’t like it. What did you see?” Luna asked. 
 
    “Something crossed my field of vision. I had my eyes closed but it felt as if someone walked right past me.” 
 
    Luna strode toward the door, staying as close to the wall as she could. “Right… Well… I think I hear the dinner gong.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Where have you two been?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    Lexie strode into the sitting room. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Luna keeping her distance. “Playing around with an idea. What about you? Have you come up with anything?” 
 
    Jonathan pushed a piece of paper toward her. 
 
    “Wow. You really are good.” He’d drawn her. The image looked familiar enough for Lexie to believe it was the same one she’d seen drawn on the chronicle. “What about the writing?” 
 
    Gesturing to the crayon, he shook his head. “It won’t come to me. I need a quill pen.” 
 
    “Don’t force it,” Lexie suggested. “Just keep drawing.” She turned to Cat. “What about you? Have you remembered anything?” 
 
    “Mirabelle and I discussed a case,” Cat blurted out. “Yes, that’s what we did.” 
 
    “Did you just pluck that out of thin air?” Lexie asked. “How sure are you it’s a real memory?” 
 
    “I’m almost… absolutely…” Cat gestured with her hand. Her shoulders rose and fell. “Uncertain. But it has a ring of truth to it, so… it must be true. It’s what we usually do and then we spring it all on you and send you off to solve the case. Sometimes, we contrive ways to get you wherever we need you to be because we know you won’t go willingly.” Cat clamped her hand over her mouth and mumbled, “I think I just said too much.” 
 
    That had a ring of truth to it. 
 
    “We’re all trying too hard to remember.” Lexie studied the drawing Jonathan had just finished of her. He’d drawn her wearing her chain mail dress and looking like… “A warrior princess? Where did that come from?” She’d only just started wearing the chain mail dress. 
 
    Jonathan brushed his hand across his brow. “I don’t know. I only include your deeds and or misdeeds.” 
 
    “Oh, it wasn’t really a question but I guess now it is.” 
 
    “He must have the gift of foresight,” Cat murmured, her tone slightly awestruck. 
 
    Jonathan erupted from his chair. “Great. That’s just great. Not only do I get to experience everything Lexie gets up to, I also get a preview of what’s to come.” 
 
    “Huh? You see everything?” Lexie screeched. “Are you some sort of wannabe oracle?” 
 
    “I only get to see the most significant events. Otherwise, I’d go stir crazy.” He threw his head back and laughed. “Imagine if I had to bear witness to absolutely everything that goes on between you and Luna. I’d have to hear you arguing about her cat food, and the position of her chaise lounge and… I’d know every time you cheat at cards.” 
 
    “Who cheats at cards?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “You both do.” 
 
    “Hang on. You just said you don’t hear and see everything. That suggests you only focus on important events. How do you know Luna cheats at cards?” 
 
    “He said we both do,” Luna grumbled. 
 
    “Sometimes I hear whispers or I look at you and I know,” Jonathan said. 
 
    “Wow.” Lexie pointed an accusing finger at him. “We’ve played cards together. If you know I cheat, and I’m not saying I do, then you know what cards I’m holding.” 
 
    Jonathan grinned. “I let you win… Sometimes.” 
 
    Cat stood between them. “Children, this is not the time to argue.” 
 
    Luna strode up to Jonathan and looked over her shoulder at Lexie. “Would you like me to bite him?” 
 
    “Let me think about it.” 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Cat exclaimed. “How could I have been exposed to whatever has taken a hold of you and made you forget everything you’ve been up to?” When she swung away from them, a trail of bright sparkles followed her around. “I appeared in your apartment as an orb.” 
 
    “Calm down, Cat. You’re making me dizzy.” Lexie slammed her hands on her hips and tried to fight off the overwhelming feeling of helplessness.  
 
    Luna sniffed Jonathan and then moved on to Cat and smelled her too. “Pull yourselves together.” Luna had clearly found her voice, projecting it to everyone loud and clear. “You all reek of desperation and hopelessness.” 
 
    They looked at each other and, one by one, shook their heads. 
 
    “I’ve never felt hopeless in my life,” Cat declared. “There’s always hope.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jonathan agreed. 
 
    Lexie nodded. “I’m feeling a little helpless, but not hopeless. There’s a difference.” 
 
    They all agreed. 
 
    Luna leaped up onto the table. “Good. Now we’ve sorted that out, let’s come up with a plan of action.” She looked around the room. “I suggest we do nothing.” 
 
    Lexie harrumphed. “That’s your bright idea?” 
 
    “Luna might have a point.” Cat tapped her chin. “We could chill out. Worrying hasn’t yielded any results. In fact, worrying tends to block the way to solutions.” 
 
    “Chill out?” Lexie frowned. “I hope you’re not about to suggest we play a game of cards.” 
 
    Cat pirouetted around the room. “I suggest we go outside and soak in some sunshine. You haven’t seen my garden. It has magnificent flowers.” 
 
    “You have a green thumb?” 
 
    Cat inspected her thumb. “No, I have a garden gnome. He’s been with the family since… well, since always. Mr. Ellsworth. He lives on the grounds with his wife, Mrs. Ellsworth. If you’re lucky, they might show themselves. Gnomes are very shy creatures.” 
 
    “Do you have any rosemary in your garden?” Lexie wouldn’t know what to do with it, but she supposed it might come to her… by osmosis. She knew it served as the main ingredient for memory potions. Smelling it might trigger something significant. “Which phase of the moon are we at?”  
 
    “The first quarter,” Cat said. 
 
    They still had a month to go before they could return home? She’d go stir crazy… 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it safe to be out here?” Lexie couldn’t help asking. The cottage glimmered in the afternoon light, and the further away she moved from it, the smaller it appeared to be. She looked up and saw a single cloud meandering its way across the clear blue sky. She imagined at night time it would fill up with more stars than it could possibly hold. 
 
    Cat extended her arms. “The forest is enchanted. No one comes in without me knowing about it.”  
 
    “Are you sure? You sound a little dazzled.” Actually, she sounded impressed by her own statement, almost as if she didn’t quite believe it, Lexie thought. 
 
    “It still mystifies me. I have no idea how it all happened. One day I moved into my cottage, planted a few seeds, cast a few spells and suddenly, it all appeared.” 
 
    If Cat didn’t know exactly how it had happened, did she know ‘what’ had happened? What if she’d conjured other things besides pretty flowers and majestic trees? Lexie didn’t want to cast aspersions on Catherine’s ability to cast spells. However, Lexie still remembered spending a couple of days spurting rhymes and tongue twisters after a spell had gone awry. 
 
    “I hope you’re not about to complain,” Jonathan said, almost as if he’d read her thoughts. “If something goes wrong, you can conjure a fireball at will. What exactly are you afraid of?” 
 
    She studied the palm of her hand. The balm Cat had given her had worked wonders. “It’s not that easy. And, for the sake of public safety, I think I should slow down until I’ve mastered the skills I have acquired.” She still landed in closets. She could levitate and she could also float around but she still had trouble steering. As for the elements… She had no idea how far she could take that. 
 
    Jonathan leaned in to look at her hand. “You were supposed to do something with the fireball, not hold it.” 
 
    “I’ll try to remember that next time.”  
 
    A flurry of brightly colored butterflies swept around her a couple of times and then dispersed. She’d never seen so many flowers in bloom, and all so different. 
 
    “This is my English cottage garden.” Cat proudly pointed at her favorite flowers, naming each one as if they were old friends.  
 
    “Very pretty,” Lexie offered, “Can you point me to your rosemary bush?” 
 
    “Which one do you want? I have Blue Boy around borders. Spice Islands. That one has a wonderful flavor and aroma, Pink. Upright. Santa Barbara...” 
 
    “Cat.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Any rosemary will do so long as it smells like rosemary.” 
 
    Cat seemed intent on finding her the perfect one. Finally, she retrieved a small pair of garden scissors from her pocket and snipped off a twig.  
 
    Lexie was about to inhale its fragrance when Cat said, “Don’t look now, I spotted Mr. Ellsworth at the bottom of the garden. He’s heading our way.”  
 
    Lexie couldn’t help it and looked in time to see a blur come to a sudden halt. “It’s a statue.” 
 
    Cat yelped. “It is now. I told you not to look. You’ve startled him. Stay here. I’ll go have a word with him.” Cat hurried toward him.  
 
    Before Cat reached him, another blur rushed out of the bushes.  
 
    “Mr. Ellsworth. Why are you dawdling?” a homey looking woman with bright red curls peeking out from under her cap asked. 
 
    “I guess that’s his wife.” Luna pranced over.  
 
    Seeing her approaching Mrs. Ellsworth produced a broomstick and swung it at Luna. “Keep away. Keep away. Go catch yourself a mouse. We’re not your dinner.” 
 
    Luna cowered back.  
 
    Cat bent down and had a whispered chat with Mr. Ellsworth. She then straightened and explained to his wife she had visitors. The stout looking gnome quivered and came back to life. Mrs. Ellsworth patted him and straightened his clothes and then tugged him away.  
 
    “For goodness’ sake, stop fussing Mrs. Ellsworth. They merely caught me by surprise.” The gnome peered at them from between Cat’s feet. “I hope your visitors know not to trample on the plants. That’s all I’ve got to say on the matter.” He swung on his feet and, looking over his shoulder at them, he stomped off with his wife by his side. 
 
    “I guess they didn’t want to meet you,” Cat said.  
 
    Lexie laughed. “I can’t believe those things are real.” 
 
    “Well, that’s rude. Calling us things...” 
 
    Cat nudged her. “They heard you.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Lexie called out. “You’ll have to excuse my rudeness. I’m… I’m not from around here.”  
 
    Jonathan and Cat rolled their eyes. 
 
    “Come on, I want to show you my favorite spot. It’s the oldest tree in the garden and said to be magical. For some reason, it hasn’t shown me anything, but I always feel refreshed when I spend a while sitting under its shade. I shouldn’t doubt its abilities because one day it wasn’t there and the next day, it was.” 
 
    “So… Where do the gnomes live?” Lexie asked as she tried to catch sight of them again. 
 
    “Underground,” Jonathan said. “Good luck trying to find the entrance to their homes.” 
 
    “Did he really turn to stone?” 
 
    Jonathan nodded. “Clay. That’s where the idea of garden gnomes comes from. Or so I’m told.” 
 
    “Here we are.” Cat made a grand gesture with her hand. “The Oak.” 
 
    Lexie strode around it, taking care not to trip over the gnarly roots protruding from the ground. Covered by a carpet of springy moss, it looked so inviting she sunk down onto it. “This is lovely.” Holding the rosemary to her nose, she inhaled its sweet fragrance. 
 
    “Well?” Jonathan stooped down in front of her. “Did it trigger something?” 
 
    She stared at him, her eyes fixed on his eyes as if they held all of life’s mysteries. When she looked down, she saw his lips moving but she didn't hear him. Didn’t hear him or couldn't hear him?  
 
    “Huh? I didn't catch that.” 
 
    His lips moved again and again, she didn't hear a thing. 
 
    Luna appeared beside him, her little head tilting from side to side. “What's going on with you?” 
 
    “Oh, I can hear you. Tell Jonathan I can't hear him.” 
 
    Jonathan grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet and away from the tree.  
 
    “Hey! What's going on?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “Oh, I can hear you now. I wonder what that was about.” She turned and looked at the tree. It appeared to shimmer in the light. 
 
    Had the combination of sitting under the tree and smelling the rosemary triggered something? Why would it affect her hearing? 
 
    “Perhaps you're supposed to sit in silence,” Luna suggested. “I wonder if you can actually manage it? I know you've been meditating and that is supposed to help quiet your mind, but I'm guessing you still struggle to switch the inner chatter off.” 
 
    “It’s practically impossible with you around. Do you hear absolutely everything I think?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “For starters, feline companions are supposed to be chatty, as for me hearing everything, there's nothing I can do about that because your thoughts are quite loud.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to meditate with you around all the time?” She pressed her hand to the tree and could have sworn she felt it stir.  
 
    “Would you mind explaining what you two have been talking about?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “This tree might be the key to something.” She turned to Cat. “Do you know if your gnomes get out and about beyond your garden?” 
 
    Cat shrugged. “They must do. Mr. Ellsworth is always introducing plants from other parts of the world.” 
 
    “Do you think he could get around the lockdown you imposed?” 
 
    “Maybe. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Would he be willing to do some reconnaissance work for us? If he can move around without being seen, he might be able to bring us some news.” 
 
    “He’d be willing but I'm not sure how Mrs. Ellsworth would feel about it. She never lets him out of her sight.” Cat lowered her voice. “He used to be a bit of a hell raiser but Mrs. Ellsworth put a stop to that.” 
 
    “We're in the dark,” Lexie said. “As far as either of you know, there's been no confirmation of Mirabelle's death.” For all she knew, the whole thing might have been a ruse to get her out of the city... out of the country. “We need news from the outside world.” 
 
    “I’ll ask him but I can’t promise anything. After the scare you gave him today, he might have gone into hiding.” 
 
    Luna pressed her paw on the mossy ground. “You should try to meditate here. If you couldn't hear Jonathan, then the tree might be providing some sort of shield. Before you say anything, no. I won’t make myself scarce. Someone has to keep an eye out. As your loyal feline companion, it is my duty to stick by your side.” 
 
    “Cat, do you think I could have some more rosemary?” She held the twig to her nose. They needed a starting point. Lexie gasped.  
 
    “What?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” Nothing but a swelling of emotions clogging up her throat. She didn't want to think about Mirabelle being dead. If something had happened to her, she'd move heaven and earth to find the culprit. 
 
    Cat handed her a bunch of rosemary and said, “I'm going to see if Mr. Ellsworth is over his shock. I hope they haven't packed up and left. This garden would wither without them.” 
 
    “So you actually know where he lives.” 
 
    Cat rolled her eyes. “Yes. They trust me.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Lexie mouthed. 
 
    Cat rolled up her sleeves and trotted off muttering, “Mend fences…” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here you are.” Luna stopped in her tracks and peered inside the bedroom. “What’s that smell?” 
 
    “Rosemary.” 
 
    Luna crinkled her little nose. “Why is it so pungent?” 
 
    Because she’d scattered it around the bedroom. Lexie tucked the last twig under her pillow. If this didn’t trigger her memory, she had no idea what would. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be easier to make a potion?” Luna asked as she sniffed her paw. “I might never be able to get this smell off me and I’ve only been in the room for a minute.” 
 
    “I’ve been smelling this for the past half hour and I still can’t remember going to see the Crone.” She must have. A vague memory had been slipping in and out, but it simply refused to settle in her mind. 
 
    Since taking up her place in the Mackenzie Coven, Lexie had been all out at sea, making it up as she went. The Crone had offered to give her some guidance. 
 
    When?  
 
    Lexie shook her head. It would come to her. Growling, she thought it would come to her a lot quicker if she had a ready-made spell to cast. 
 
    Mirabelle and Cat had given her some instructions but had repeatedly told her they didn’t want to overwhelm her with too much information. Apparently, the ten years sabbatical she’d taken from the Coven had been her most formative years when she should have learned the basics of being a witch. 
 
    In hindsight, she felt nothing but relief for the time she’d taken to lead an ordinary life. Growing up outside the Coven had given her a different perspective on life. Now she could do everything her way, make it all up as she went because she didn’t know any better, and Mirabelle and Cat could like it or lump it. 
 
    “Ugh! I can’t get it off me.” Luna screeched and launched into a frenzy of licking her fur. 
 
    Lexie laughed. “If you don’t like it, why are you here?”  
 
    Luna rolled on her back. “You’re testing my loyalty. Admit it.” 
 
    “I’m doing everything I can think of to get us out of this,” Lexie said, “I have to start somewhere. At least we have a roof over our heads and food.” 
 
    Luna harrumphed. “If you can call it food. Did you know milk comes from cows?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Exactly. I saw Catherine going out with a pail. Curious to see what she planned on doing with it, I followed her along a winding path. It led to a paddock where she keeps a cow. She sat on a little three-legged stool and began pulling on the cow’s udders. Would you believe it? Milk started squirting out.” 
 
    Lexie laughed. “And your point is?” 
 
    Luna shrugged. “All this time I thought milk came from a bottle. No one told me it came from a cow. It’s like drinking milk from a surrogate.” 
 
    “You mean a wet nurse.” 
 
    Luna scrunched up her little face. “Clearly I’ve been living in blissful ignorance. What else aren’t you telling me?”  
 
    “The moon isn’t made of cheese,” Lexie said. 
 
    “I don’t eat cheese.” 
 
    “Fish swim in the sea.” 
 
    Luna’s eyes widened. “I’ve never seen the sea.” 
 
    “It’s like the sky but wet. Remind me to take you to the aquarium when we get back.” Lexie plumped up the pillow and straightened the bedspread. “Come on, I think I smell dinner.” 
 
    “Oh, now I remember why I came in here. Be prepared to eat lots of vegetables. As in, large quantities of them,” Luna warned. 
 
    “I don’t mind vegetables.” Within reason, Lexie thought. 
 
    “From what I have observed, you think of them as side dishes and not main courses,” Luna murmured as they strode along the hallway. “The table is laden with them.” 
 
    “Maybe Cat is waiting for everyone to sit down before she serves the main course.” 
 
    “Just don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Luna said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Cat served you a veritable feast. What are you waiting for? Dig in,” Luna said, her voice loaded with sarcasm. 
 
    “This is the strangest looking… I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “Falafel. I believe she said it’s made with chickpeas.” Luna pointed to another dish. “That is hummus. Also made with chickpeas. And the dish next to it is a chickpea salad. And the little balls next to it are chickpea patties.” 
 
    “You were clearly paying attention when she set the plates on the table. Is there anything not made with chickpeas?” 
 
    Luna looked over her shoulder to see if Cat had returned from the kitchen. “You should express your appreciation for her efforts. Remember, we’re guests here.” 
 
    “I guess that means you’re over the shock of being served milk straight from a cow.” 
 
    Luna’s whiskers twitched. “I might have developed a severe case of lactose intolerance which will last for the entire duration of our stay here. Please back me up. Here she comes.” 
 
    “Cat! This is all too much.” Lexie nudged Jonathan who appeared equally stupefied by the amount of chickpeas they’d been served. 
 
    Jonathan straightened. “Yeah, it all looks great.” 
 
    “Wait until you see the dessert,” Cat said. “I didn’t have much time so I threw together some ingredients and made some macadamia chocolate fudge brownies. Oh, and I have some honey ice cream to go with it.” 
 
    “Don’t be surprised to find the macadamias are actually chickpeas in disguise and that she used chickpea flour for the brownies,” Luna purred. 
 
    “This is really too much, Cat. As much as I’m enjoying my visit, we all have to remember why we’re here.” 
 
    Luna cleared her throat. “Um… I don’t see anything for me.” 
 
    “Have some chickpea salad,” Lexie suggested. 
 
    Sighing with satisfaction, Cat glanced around the table. “It’s so lovely to have visitors. Not many people come out this way… Oh…” Cat jumped to her feet. “Oh, my apologies. I forgot about Luna. I’m not used to my feline companion eating at the table with me. Smidgen tends to behave more like a domestic cat than a magical feline companion and eats in the kitchen.” Cat looked at Luna. “Would you like to join her?” 
 
    Luna did her best to pretend she hadn’t understood Cat.  
 
    Lexie jumped to her rescue. “Luna will be happy with any leftovers you have and I think she wants to hang around here. She’s quite good at helping me solve all those pesky little mysteries you throw my way.” 
 
    “I don’t have Game Indulgence,” Cat said, “I’ll see what I can find for her.” 
 
    Luna waited until Cat had disappeared down the hallway to ask, “May I try some of that falafel, please?” 
 
    Lexie chuckled. “Of course.” 
 
    Luna sniffed it and took a dainty bite. “Tasty.”  
 
    Taking a bite, Lexie said, “I actually like falafel, but I was slightly overwhelmed by the sight of so many chickpeas dishes. I guess that makes Catherine a vegetarian.” 
 
    “Possibly a vegan. Some more, please.” Luna ate in silence and then said, “I’ve been thinking. If you don’t clear your name, we’ll have to go into permanent exile and eat strange food and be at the mercy of strangers’ generosity.” 
 
    Lexie shrugged. “We’ll feel right at home. After all, New York is a melting pot for international cuisine.” 
 
    “Yes, but I imagine it all somehow tastes different elsewhere.” 
 
    Lexie watched Jonathan play around with his food, an unusual sight for someone with a healthy appetite. “I feel I should offer you words of comfort and encouragement.” 
 
    “You seem to forget I have a business to run. I can’t be away for a month. What will happen to my pub?” 
 
    “You have reliable staff to step in when needed,” Lexie said. “Do you think they’ll call the police?” Lexie’s eyebrows shot up. “Hey, should we maybe try to contact one of the O’Rourke detectives?” Every case she’d been involved in had introduced her to a different detective from the O’Rourke Group. They’d all shared the same physical features right down to the color of their eyes and the deep voice that carried layers of other voices, but each one had a unique personality. Lexie knew she needed to take care because if she uttered the name out loud, a hundred of them would descend upon her. She’d experienced the tsunami of O’Rourke detectives a couple of times and knew better than to invoke their wrath. 
 
    Jonathan shook his head. “You want to risk being hauled in and thrown into the Coven’s dungeon, go ahead. I hear they like to throw away the key.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t dare. I’m an incoming High Chair.” 
 
    “An incoming High Chair who is currently under suspicion of killing the High Chair of the British Isles and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven.” 
 
    Lexie frowned. “Is there any way of shortening that? It’s such a mouthful.”   
 
    Cat returned with a small bowl for Luna. “Sardine Deluxe. Actually, it’s just sardines. Sorry, it doesn’t have a fancy name and I couldn’t find Smidgen’s food. I think she’s feeling slighted by Luna. She might have hidden it all.” 
 
    Luna looked at her bowl and sniffed it. “Is that a fish head? And are those eyes?”  
 
    “Luna’s so overwhelmed with gratitude she’s speechless, but she says thank you,” Lexie offered. 
 
    Cat poured them each a cup of peppermint tea. “Sorry, I don’t have fizzy drinks. I find their high sugar content makes me sparkle even more.” 
 
    “We don’t want you to slave away in the kitchen. Perhaps we can go into town tomorrow and get some supplies,” Lexie suggested. “Did you manage to have a word with the gnome?” 
 
    Cat gave a small nod. “Mr. Ellsworth promised to do his best. He’ll try to work it into the conversation with Mrs. Ellsworth tonight. He’s been promising her a second honeymoon, so he hopes that will do the trick.” 
 
    Still, it would take time for them to make the round trip and bring back news. There had to be another way for them to find out what was going on. 
 
    “Hey, how did you both hear about Mirabelle?” Lexie asked. “Is there some sort of Coven grapevine delivering newsflashes?” 
 
    Jonathan looked at Cat. They both shrugged. 
 
    “You don’t remember?”  
 
    “Cat appeared at the pub and I… I sort of already knew why she’d come.” 
 
    “You must have heard the news somewhere.” Unless…  
 
    “What?” Jonathan asked. “You have that wide eyed surprise look that always means you’ve thought of something and if it can get us home tomorrow, please spit it out.” Jonathan looked down at his plate full of chickpeas and sighed. “Not that I don’t appreciate your hospitality, Cat.” 
 
    Lexie held up a finger. “There are gaps in my memories but how can I be sure the little I can remember is real? Is it possible to cast a spell that implants thoughts and memories?” 
 
    “Magic is magic. Anything is possible,” Cat said.  
 
    Lexie held up another finger. “Assuming we’ve been given fake memories, we can probably assume they were meant to hide the truth. Who would want to fake Mirabelle’s death?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be more concerned about being framed for her fake death?” Luna asked as she pawed the fish head. 
 
    “We need a list of enemies. My enemies and Mirabelle’s.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A strange little shiver raced through Lexie. “Excitement or apprehension?” She couldn’t tell. Lexie looked around the bedroom. Everything appeared to be normal. Had she fallen asleep? Had she dreamed? “Did I encounter the dark presence again?” 
 
    “Are you talking to yourself?” Luna asked from the window seat where she’d curled up for the night. 
 
    They hadn’t made any headway with the list of enemies. After dinner, they’d sat by the fireplace trying to piece together all the events that had brought Lexie face to face with people who might recent her enough to frame her for killing Mirabelle, but no one had been able to remember enough to mention even a single name.  
 
    Swinging her feet off the bed, she strode to the window. The rosemary had also been a dismal failure. She hadn’t remembered anything.  
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “After midnight. You couldn’t sleep either?” Luna asked. 
 
    “I went through the motions of closing my eyes. My body feels rested but my mind wouldn’t shut up. It sounded as if a two year old had taken up residence, moaning and whining. Why? How could this happen to me?  
 
    “Did you sense anything malevolent?” Luna asked. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Luna looked up at her. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’d tell you if I had.” Lexie shook her head. “Don’t give me that raised eyebrow look. I would tell you.” 
 
    “Even if you know we’d probably have to lock you up?” 
 
    Lexie rolled her eyes and peered out the window. The inky black sky sparkled with stars and the forest looked alive with... “Are those lights?” She rubbed her eyes and looked again. “Those are lights.”  
 
    “Yes, I’ve been watching them. When I saw the first one appear, I thought it might have been a firefly, but then one swooped up to the window.” 
 
    “Wow. Are you kidding me? Fairies?” She scratched Luna’s head. “Put your claws away, Luna.” From experience, Lexie knew Luna and fairies did not go together. They’d recently encountered… “Hey, I just remembered something. We met one of those.”  
 
    “Must you remind me?”  
 
    Lexie swung away and strode around the bedroom. “We met a fairy at the Crone’s cottage.” She clicked her fingers. “Her name is on the tip of my tongue.” 
 
    “Good. Leave it there. I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    Lexie laughed. “Hang on. She gave me something.”  
 
    “Fairy dust,” Luna spat out. 
 
    “That proves we were there together.” 
 
    “Not unless you have the fairy dust with you. The memory could have been implanted in both of us. But I’m sure it’s real. I distinctly remember wanting to scratch her wings out and I just had the same urge when I saw that fairy fly up to the window.” 
 
    “Please don’t go looking for a fight with the fairies. Remember, we’re guests here and they have fairy dust. They could turn you into a toad.” Lexie headed toward the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Outside.” 
 
    “With them out there?” Luna squealed. “Are you mad?” 
 
    “You don’t have to come.” 
 
    “And bring shame upon my illustrious family line? You know I’d never hear the end of it.” Luna leaped out of the chair and hurried after Lexie. 
 
    “Hey, you must be in touch with your sister, Venus.” Mirabelle’s feline companion would be able to confirm or deny the rumors. Unless, of course, Lexie had killed her too. 
 
    Feigning sweetness, Luna said, “Oh Venus, darling sister. Are you there? Can you hear me, sweetie.”  
 
    “In other words,” Lexie said, “Cat’s shield has blocked us from the outside world. Nothing goes out. Nothing gets in.” Did that mean they couldn’t go into town for pizza? 
 
    “You’re not blinking,” Luna said. “And I can’t hear you thinking. What’s wrong?” When Lexie didn’t answer, Luna added, “Do I need to bite you?” 
 
    “What? No,” Lexie screeched. “I think I experienced a moment of utter oblivion. If we don’t figure this out soon I’m going to go into pizza withdrawal.”  
 
    “Oh, I thought you might have been trying to block me from your thoughts so I wouldn’t hear you fretting about Venus.” 
 
    Lexie said in a small voice, “Why would I fret?” 
 
    “Because you’re not sure, but you think you might have… maybe… quite possibly killed her too and you think I’ll hold it against you.” Luna gave a feline shrug. “You can’t be held personally responsible for something you can’t even remember doing.” 
 
    “I know she traumatized you when you were young but I hope you can find a way to forgive her. She is your sister.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose you’re right. I’ll wait and see how this unfolds. If she turns up dead, I’ll definitely forgive her.” Luna sprinted toward the door and stopped. “Okay, I just heard myself. That didn’t sound good. Let bygones be bygones. Is that better?” 
 
    “Marginally.” Lexie eased the front door open and peered out. “It looks safe enough and everyone looks festive, albeit in a chaotic, rowdy sort of way.” There were bright lights dancing around the place, weaving around trees, diving from the tallest branches, ricocheting around like out of control cannon balls. “I guess the forest really is enchanted and maybe a little tipsy.” 
 
    A light bugle call echoed throughout bringing everyone to a halt. 
 
    “Are they about to fly in formation?” Luna asked. 
 
    The fairies lined up in parallel lines and headed straight for Luna and Lexie.  
 
    “Don’t trust them,” Luna warned. “Especially not that one in the pink tutu. She reminds me of the Crone’s fairy.” 
 
    “You know what? I think they’re giving me a guard of honor.” A fairy dressed in light turquoise with long tresses sweeping around her signaled with her head. “I guess she wants us to follow.” 
 
    “And you’re going to be crazy enough to do it which leaves me with no option but to blindly follow you. I sense a need for hazard pay coming up.” 
 
    “It should be safe. They’re leading us to the old Oak tree.” 
 
    “You mean, the one were you fell into a weird trance and couldn’t hear Jonathan? Yes, good call. Trust the fairies. I’d like it to go on the record…” 
 
    “Yes, yes. You object.” 
 
    “Someone has to,” Luna grumbled. “For all we know, Cat might have brought us here under false pretences, fed us chickpeas to cleanse us and make us ready for a sacrifice. If I see a large cauldron over a fire, I’m jumping ship and running for my life. Just saying.” Luna snarled and swatted at a fairy that flew too close to her.  
 
    “Luna. Behave.” 
 
    “Sorry. Reflexes.” She lowered her head and purred deeply. “Fairy ring in sight.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Around the old Oak tree.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    Luna whispered, “Ring of mushrooms. I’ve heard about them but I’ve never seen one myself. They’re supposed to signal the entrance to the fairy realm. For hundreds of years, the sudden appearance of a ring of mushrooms was a sure sign of an otherworldly presence. Proceed with caution. Better still, let’s retreat back to the cottage.” 
 
    Lexie took a hard swallow. She’d come up against worse. “Is that all you got?” 
 
    Luna sighed. “They are often seen as hazardous places but they can sometimes be linked with good fortune.” 
 
    “Two options,” Lexie mused. “Okay, I can deal with that.” 
 
    “There’s a third option,” Luna purred. 
 
    Lexie rolled her eyes. “Of course there is. Why keep it simple when you can complicate it?” 
 
    “The rings are a necrotic zone, that’s an area of dead grass, so they’re quite safe.” 
 
    “Oh, right. You should have started with that one.” It sounded harmless enough. 
 
    The fairies circled around the mossy mound forming a shimmering crown.  
 
    This is the moment of truth, Lexie thought. Did she have what it took to step forward? She patted herself to make sure she still wore her chain mail dress. 
 
    “I’m right behind you,” Luna whispered. 
 
    Lexie tapped the ground with the tip of her boot. It felt as inviting as it had earlier that day. 
 
    Luna screeched. Looking over her shoulder, Lexie saw her take a giant leap and land on her shoulder. 
 
    Wrapping her tail around Lexie’s neck, she hissed, “It pulled my tail. It pulled my tail. The indignity of it all. Can you hear it snicker?” 
 
    A fairy flew right up to Luna and blew her a raspberry. 
 
    “Tell me you saw that.” Luna’s claws sprung out. Hissing, she took a swipe at the fairy. 
 
    “Cut it out, Luna. Can’t you see it’s taunting you?” Lexie took another step onto the mossy mound. Yes, it felt solid enough for her to stand on. “Do you have any really useful information about these circles?” 
 
    “People have disappeared through them and have never been seen again. Are you still keen to stand on it? Being loaded with fire power might not be enough to go up against these pesky little mites.” 
 
    Lexie scooped in a breath and sat down. Nothing happened.  
 
    Luna leaned her head against Lexie’s cheek and murmured, “They’re closing in.” 
 
    The fairies drew closer, their wings fluttering so quickly she barely caught a glimpse of them.  Lexie couldn’t tell if they were curious or determined to set something into motion. Pressing her back against the tree trunk, she kept a close eye on them. Surely she had nothing to worry about… 
 
    Lexie shrugged. “They look harmless enough. If the stories I’ve read are anything to go by, we should be fine.” 
 
    Luna spat out, “Fairy tales? Take a closer look at that one on your right. Those slanted little eyes shining bright green. They look evil. They feel evil. They must be evil.” 
 
    She felt something behind her stir. Lexie tried to look but she couldn’t move. Okay, that didn’t bode well. Next, she tried to lift her arm. “Um, out of curiosity, can you move?” 
 
    Luna swished her tail. “Yes, why?” 
 
    “Oh… Well, I seem to be unable to.” 
 
    Luna purred deeply. “I see. Are you trying to test my loyalty?” Shifting slightly, Luna added, “Just so you know, I am fighting valiantly against the instinctive urge to save myself. It wouldn’t be cowardly to leave you here since I could go and get help. What are your thoughts on the matter?” 
 
    Lexie nibbled the edge of her lip. “Well, I am sort of responsible for you so I’m going to have to suggest you make a run for it. Yes, save yourself. Go. Go now.” 
 
    Luna lifted her little chin. “I couldn’t possibly abandon you in your hour of need.” 
 
    “I insist,” Lexie said, “Save yourself.” 
 
    Luna shook her head. “No. Where you go, I go. Your fate is… my fate.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Luna leaned forward and peered at her. “That’s it? You’re not going to insist I leave?” 
 
    Lexie smiled. “You seemed determined to stand your ground and go to battle alongside me. Who am I to deny you?” 
 
    “I don’t recall expressing such foolish valor. Did I ever tell you how my kind survived the witch trials?” 
 
    “Yes, you did. They disguised themselves. As I recall, you mentioned one of your ancestors changed her appearance to make her look like a skunk.” 
 
     “It was actually a raccoon and then she hightailed it out of Salem.” 
 
    “Are you now saying you want to follow in your ancestors’ footsteps?” Lexie teased. 
 
    Luna fell silent.  
 
    “I think you need to make up your mind now or forever hold your peace.” 
 
    Luna gave a small nod. “We’ve faced worse and I wouldn’t mind testing my mettle in the battle field.” 
 
    A fairy dressed in pitch black cannoned toward them, stopping an inch away from Lexie’s face. 
 
    “You’re the Mackenzie witch,” the fairy said in a singsong tone. 
 
    Lexie nodded. “I’m one of them.” 
 
    “You drew energy from the old Oak.” 
 
    “Is that a statement or a question?” Lexie asked. 
 
    The fairy’s almond shaped eyes narrowed to slits. “It’s a fact.” 
 
    Okay. Now she had to determine if that had been good or bad. “Not deliberately.” She studied the fairy’s face but it gave nothing away.  
 
    “Then you are The Mackenzie Witch. We have heard about you. It is said you have the elements at your disposal. I bring a message from my Queen.” 
 
    Lexie braced herself for an ultimatum followed by the drawing of battle lines and maybe a first shot from a trigger-happy renegade fairy. 
 
    “Welcome Mackenzie.” The fairy bowed without breaking eye contact. 
 
    Luna nudged her. “You might actually be in luck. If she offers you a gift, ask for a pot of gold.” 
 
    “Thank you. Um…” Lexie wondered if she should mention not being able to move. Would it put her at her mercy? “I hope the old Oak didn’t mind me drawing energy from it.” 
 
    The fairy tilted her head. “It had no choice.”  
 
    Did that mean she had a choice? And if so, why was she stuck to the tree like a magnet? And what sort of energy had she drawn? And… 
 
    “You sound puzzled,” Luna said as she read Lexie’s thoughts. 
 
    Her fingers tingled. She drew in a breath. “I’m feeling rather refreshed.” She willed her hand to move. When it did, she smiled. “Cat said she always feels revitalized after spending time sitting under the tree.” Straightening, she looked at the fairy. “Do you know why I’m here?” Maybe news about Mirabelle had spread as far as the fairy realm. 
 
    “I am a mere messenger, sent here to greet you and offer you a token of our esteem.” The fairy turned and signaled to someone. 
 
    “Here it comes. Here it comes,” Luna said, her tone excited and full of glee. “Bags of gold. Think what we can do with it. We’ll finally get to live in a mansion. That’ll put my sister’s nose out of joint… Unless, of course, you’ve actually killed her.” 
 
    Another fairy meandered forward. She looked reluctant. In fact, Lexie thought the fairy appeared to be about to make a quick run for it. 
 
    Lexie whispered, “Sorry to burst your bubble but she’s not carrying any gold.” 
 
    “This is Rebel,” the fairy said, “And she is offered to you as a gesture of goodwill.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “She is yours.” 
 
    “Huh? Oh, no… I couldn’t possibly…” Lexie turned to Luna and murmured, “Help me out.” 
 
    “I’m not really up with fairy protocol. I suggest you play it safe. Thank her,” Luna said. “We’ll mark her up and sell her on. If we’re lucky, we’ll make a profit.” 
 
    “I did not just hear you say that.”  
 
    Luna tensed and dug her claws into Lexie’s shoulder. “You know how I feel about fairies. She’ll terrorize us. We’ll live in fear. Is that what you want? This is a conundrum. You can’t reject the gift. Fairies are sensitive when they want to be. You’ll insult the Queen, so I suggest you take it. That’s my sensible advice. In reality, I think you should give them a taste of their own medicine and blow them a raspberry.” 
 
    Lexie bowed her head respectfully. “I thank your Queen but I can’t accept such a generous gift. My apartment is small.” 
 
    “She doesn’t take up much space.” The fairy swung away. “Take her. She’s yours.” 
 
    Lexie produced a nervous smile and whispered, “Is she for real?”  
 
    Luna grumbled. “Okay, I admit my suggestion to mark her up and sell her on was in bad taste and I apologize. However… I’d hoped it wouldn’t ever come to this, but it’s either her or me. Choose wisely.” 
 
    The rest of the fairies dispersed and disappeared into the forest. “Hey, where are they going?” 
 
    Luna’s whiskers twitched. “I get the feeling this is one of those ‘All sales are final. No bartering allowed’ type of situations.”  
 
    “This must be a prank. Aren’t fairies notorious for playing pranks?” Lexie stared at Rebel and mouthed an apology. 
 
    “No, those are elves.” 
 
    Lexie smiled at the fairy who looked back at her with a blank expression. “Um, Rebel. Hi. I’m Lexie and this is my feline companion, Luna.” The fairy stared without blinking. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not in the market for a fairy companion… so… you’re free to go.” Rebel continued to hover in front of her.  
 
    Freed from whatever had been holding her plastered to the tree, Lexie rose to her feet and strode back toward the cottage.  
 
    Luna looked over her shoulder. “She’s following us. Wait… now she’s stopping. Now she’s following us again. Now she’s stopping. I think she’s pretending.” 
 
    “Just ignore her and she’ll go away.” Reaching the front door, Lexie looked over her shoulder. “Where is she?” 
 
    “I think she heard you. I saw her disappear behind a bush. Good riddance to her.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did I hear the breakfast gong?” Lexie asked and prayed that meant Cat had put on a sumptuous spread that didn’t include chickpeas. 
 
    Luna rolled around on the bed and stretched. “It was more of a cacophony of pots and pans crushing down. Cat must be trying to make an impression. Although, I’m sure I have another day of fish heads to look forward to.” 
 
    Yawning, Lexie willed herself to get out of bed. “I’m intrigued, but I need a shower.” 
 
    Half an hour later, they both found their way to the kitchen. Smiling, Lexie inhaled the tantalizing aroma of freshly baked muffins. “Good morning.”  
 
    “Duck,” Luna yelped. 
 
    Lexie leaped back and barely missed the broomstick Cat wielded.  
 
    Cat gave an uncharacteristic growl. “Come out and face the music. Show yourself, you little thief.”  
 
    Lexie straightened but kept her distance. “Cat, what’s going on?” 
 
    Luna took a cautious step back. “Perhaps we shouldn’t interfere. This sounds like a domestic tiff.” 
 
    “I know you’re in here,” Cat muttered. “You little misfit. When I get my hands on you, I’ll… I’ll pluck your wings.” Cat turned and gave Lexie a tight smile. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Is it safe to come in?” Lexie asked. 
 
    Straightening her apron, Cat pulled out a chair, her brows drawn down, her gaze skimming all surfaces. “Sit. I’ll have breakfast ready in a minute.” 
 
    Lexie did as told and exchanged a raised eyebrow look with Luna who’d sat on the chair next to her. “Is there something we can help you with?” 
 
    Cat’s growl had them both sitting up straight. “Keep an eye out for a thieving fairy. I must have left a window open last night. One got in and ate all my blueberries.” Cat’s voice hitched. “I hope your wings turn blue, you little rogue.” 
 
    “A fairy?” 
 
    Cat spoke through gritted teeth, “I’m usually on good terms with them. We have an understanding. They get to dwell in my enchanted forest but only so long as they stay out there. There’s always a renegade in the bunch, like a bad apple, and she somehow found her way inside. I’m a nice person.” Cat’s arms shot out. “Some people even say I’m lovely and charming.” Her tone turned into a fierce growl. “They definitely always comment on my sparkly personality.” 
 
    “Yes, I always say that about you.” Lexie exchanged another look with Luna. They both visible gulped.  
 
    “Cross me and…” Cat’s growl rattled the windows. “How can I make blueberry pancakes without blueberries?” 
 
    “Cat, how about we help you. Where did you last see this fairy?” 
 
    “Mr. Ellsworth brought me some blueberries last night and I stored them in the pantry. That’s where I found her gorging on them this morning.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    Cat’s cheeks flushed a deep crimson. “I might have overreacted. These blueberries are out of season but Mr. Ellsworth has magic fingers. I’d tasted one and, you’ll have to take my word for it, it was the most delicious blueberry I’d ever tasted. Now they’re all gone. Anyhow, I shooed her away and then… I grabbed the broomstick.” 
 
    “And what did the fairy do?” 
 
    Cat’s face contorted as she grimaced and scowled. “She blew me a raspberry.” 
 
    “What is it with fairies and blowing raspberries?” Luna asked. 
 
    Lexie put her arms around Cat. “Relax. We’ll help you find her.” 
 
    Luna purred, “I told you she’d be trouble.” 
 
    “What is Luna talking about?” Cat asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” Lexie gave Luna a warning look. “Come on, let’s have breakfast. The muffins smell fantastic.” Lexie glanced around the country style kitchen. Had the fairy followed them in last night? “Can you remember what color clothes she wore?” 
 
    “Orange and green.” 
 
    To her dismay, Lexie hadn’t noticed much about the fairy she’d been ‘gifted’. Except for the one dressed in pitch black, all the other fairies had worn multi colored gowns. “This is lovely, Cat. Thank you for preparing breakfast.”  
 
    Cat’s face remained tight and her gaze leery. “She has to be here somewhere.” 
 
    Luna closed her eyes and dug into her breakfast. 
 
    Smiling, Lexie poured herself a cup of coffee and tried to distract Cat. “Some people believe we mostly eat through our eyes. I tend to agree. This looks delicious.” Fixing her smile in place, she continued looking around the kitchen for any sign of the mischievous fairy. “The morning light in this room is so pretty.” 
 
    Cat gave a distracted nod. As Cat turned and reached for a pot of marmalade sitting on the counter behind her, Lexie caught sight of something moving on the table.  
 
    The fairy. 
 
    She scuttled between the creamer and the coffee pot and then froze as if sensing someone watching her, her slanted eyes wide, her legs frozen in mid motion. Lexie made a grab for her, but she took flight and fluttered away. 
 
    “Did you see her?” Lexie whispered. 
 
    Luna looked up, her eyes still closed, a fish tail sticking out of her mouth. “What?” 
 
    Lexie frowned. “What’s wrong with your eyes? Why are they closed?”  
 
    “I’m trying to imagine feasting on some Game Indulgence. It helps to keep my eyes closed and away from the fish eyes in my bowl. It’s way too personal for me.” 
 
    Leaning down, Lexie whispered, “I just saw the fairy on the table.” 
 
    Luna looked around the table. “I wonder what fairies taste like.” 
 
    “More tea?” Cat offered. 
 
    Lexie lifted her mug. “Thanks, I’m drinking coffee.” 
 
    “Oh… right. Sorry, I didn’t get much sleep last night. I dozed off thinking about our dilemma and it haunted my dreams.” 
 
    The fairy appeared behind Cat, hovered there for a moment and then backed away to sit on a jar on the counter, a plump blueberry in her little hands. She must have spent the entire night moving the blueberries from the pantry to a secret hideaway. 
 
    “I don’t see Smidgen,” Luna purred. 
 
    Cat set her cup down and looked under the table. “She’s an early riser and is probably curled up in the sun somewhere. If she’d been here she would have flushed the fairy out of her hiding place.”  
 
    Discreetly, Luna leaned sideways and peered at the fairy. She’d crossed her legs and was swaying from side to side as she happily munched on the blueberry. 
 
    Luna gave Lexie a mental nudge and said, “You take the left and I’ll sneak up on her from the other side. On the count of three.” 
 
    “Anyhow,” Cat continued, “I think we should hold a séance. If you did kill Mirabelle, and I’m not saying you did, then we should be able to contact her.” 
 
    Lexie picked up a glass and rose to her feet. The fairy stilled. Her wings fluttered lightly. Hoping to distract her long enough for Luna to sneak up on her, Lexie wagged a finger at her.  
 
    “Gently,” Lexie mouthed. 
 
    That seemed to confuse the fairy. She visibly tensed and looked about her. When she saw Luna, she shot up and flew around the kitchen so quickly, Lexie lost sight of her. 
 
    “So what do you think of my séance idea?” Cat asked. 
 
    “It’s worth a try, even if it makes me a suspect again.” 
 
    Cat swung around. “Are you right there?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was just getting a glass of water.” Lexie sat down again. “Has Jonathan had breakfast?” 
 
    Cat nodded. “He grabbed a couple of muffins and went right back to work. Apparently, he got up at the crack of dawn and picked up where he’d left off last night. He’s already run through one box of crayons. I got him another box and found some coloring pencils for him. Bringing you here emptied my tank of magic. I still can’t manage anything better than crayons.” 
 
    Luna prowled along the kitchen countertop and nearly jumped out of her skin when Cat surged to her feet. 
 
    “I’m going to have to cast a spell on my cottage. Where there’s one fairy, there are bound to be more. Excuse me, if you need me just holler.” 
 
    Lexie waited until Cat left the kitchen. “Can you see her? She can’t have gone far.” 
 
    Luna leaped off the kitchen countertop and sniffed her way around the kitchen.  
 
    “She probably smells of blueberries,” Lexie suggested as she checked the cupboards. Half an hour later, they’d poked their noses into every nook and cranny. “Can fairies make themselves invisible?” 
 
    “They hail from the magical realm. Anything is possible.” Luna sat back and gave her neck a frenzied scratch. “I hope she didn’t bring fleas into the cottage.” 
 
    Lexie poured coffee into a mug. “Come on, let’s go find Jonathan. The more people looking for her, the better.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lexie approached Jonathan with caution. He hadn’t been saying much since they arrived and she feared the worst. “Talk to me.” 
 
    He looked up. “Day two of my captivity. I’m still wearing the same clothes. What would you like me to say?” 
 
    Jonathan had been busy. Every surface in the sitting room had been covered with drawings and he looked like a mad artist with his hair poking out in spikes and his clothes disheveled.  
 
    “I brought you some coffee. Although, you probably don’t need it.” 
 
    “Coffee. Yes. Good.” He took the mug and drank it in one gulp. Picking up a drawing, he handed it to her. 
 
    Lexie laughed. “Hey, that’s me in the kitchen just now.” He’d drawn her in detail and had captured the rest with an economy of crayon strokes. 
 
    Setting the mug down, he grabbed another sheet of paper and in a matter of seconds had another image of her finished.  
 
    “You’re almost doing it by rote.” Looking around at the other drawings she noticed her images had been rendered with care but everything else around her had been sketched in. “Why aren’t you putting in more details? It might give us a better idea of where I’ve been.” 
 
    Jonathan raked his fingers through his hair. “Because I can’t. It’s giving me a headache. No matter how much effort I put into it, I can’t see clearly enough to include details.” He pointed at one. “See here? You’re obviously talking with someone but I could only draw that person as a stick figure.” He stabbed the page with his finger. “We need to know where you were and the people you came into contact with.” Jonathan growled. “And I need to figure out what this is.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This thing, it keeps moving. In this picture it appeared on your head and in this one,” he pointed at another drawing, “It appeared on your wrist.” 
 
    Lexie looked at her wrist and didn’t see anything unusual. “You might be pushing yourself too hard. Take a rest. Isn’t that what artists do? They step back from their work and approach it with a fresh set of eyes.” 
 
    Luna pranced around inspecting one drawing after another. She looked up at Lexie and then back down at a drawing.  
 
    “What?” Lexie asked. 
 
    Luna’s back curved and she hissed.  
 
    Jonathan shoved another drawing at her. “Now it’s moved again.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This shape. It was on your wrist and now it’s on your head again.” 
 
    Lexie patted her head. Her hand brushed against something. She made a grab for it. “Aha! Gotcha.”  
 
    “The fairy,” Luna hissed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Speak up. I can’t hear you.” Lexie held Rebel in her hand taking care not to squash her wings. 
 
    “Careful,” Luna warned, “She might have sharp teeth. You never know what you’ll catch.” 
 
    Rebel crossed her arms and firmed her lips. 
 
    “Threaten to clip her wings,” Luna suggested. 
 
    Lexie rolled her eyes. “I think it might be best to shelve your macabre ideas.” She turned to Rebel. “What are you doing in here? I told you last night to take a hike. You’re free.” 
 
    Rebel chortled. “Free? You know nothing Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “She must have picked that up from TV,” Luna mused. 
 
    Rebel’s eyes brightened, her voice filled with excitement. “Do you have a TV? The other Mackenzie witch has a TV but she draws the curtains. Sometimes she leaves a gap and I can watch through the window.” 
 
    Lexie shook her head. “No, I don’t have a TV.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Luna piped in. 
 
    “Hush. She doesn’t need to know that.” 
 
    Luna turned to Rebel. “Lexie is a TV junkie, but she likes old shows so if you want to watch the latest ones, you’ll be out of luck.” 
 
    Lexie frowned at Luna. “Hey, what happened to not liking fairies?” 
 
    “I still don’t but you’re holding her captive and I’ve watched enough cop shows to know someone has to play the role of the good cop. That makes you the bad cop so please try to stay in character.” 
 
    Lexie wagged a finger at Rebel. “I’m going to take you outside and set you free, but you have to promise not to come back in. Cat is about to cast a spell on the cottage and make it fairy free and I have no idea what that means. For all I know, it could be as bad as spraying for vermin. Are you willing to risk it?” 
 
    Cat strode into the sitting room. “Who are you talking to?”  
 
    Lexie swung around. “Cat. Did you come up with a fairy repellent spell?”  
 
    Cat shook her head. “I got distracted. I’ve never performed a séance so I had to do some research. I hope Jonathan agrees to join us. Apparently, the more the merrier.” Cat strode to the window and drew the curtains.  
 
    Keeping Rebel behind her, Lexie turned. “I thought you could only do a séance at night.” 
 
    “The sooner we get started, the better. You really only need a dark room. I’m not sure why, but I suspect it’s so the spirit form can show itself.” 
 
    Lexie felt the fairy trying to wiggle free of her hold. “Okay. I’m… I’m going outside for a bit of fresh air. Back in five.” Lexie hurried out of the cottage and made her way to the old Oak tree. “I’m going to release you now but you have to promise not to follow me back.” Lexie released her hold on Rebel and stepped back.  
 
    The fairy hovered for a moment, looking around her as if unsure of what to do next.  
 
    Lexie took another step. 
 
    “Wait. You can’t leave me here.” 
 
    Lexie swung away and strode off. “Watch me.” 
 
    “The Queen will be angry and… and I’ll be shunned and stripped of my wings.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” Luna said. “Although, she does pull at my heartstrings.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what happens to fairies without wings?” Rebel wailed. “I’ll become fair game. I could be eaten by a rat. Do you want that on your conscience?” 
 
    Luna looked over her shoulder. “She’s good but I guess you’re really tough.” 
 
    “And what if the rat doesn’t eat me?” Rebel continued. “What if it only maims me? I’ll be a cripple. There won’t be any compassion for me. The forest is unyielding and unforgiving. It’s a battlefield were only the fittest survive.” 
 
    Lexie stomped her foot. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. What am I going to do with a fairy?” 
 
    “She could clean,” Luna suggested. “You hate doing housework and I’ve been meaning to tell you, there are quite a few dust bunnies under my kitty sized chaise lounge.” 
 
    Lexie turned back. “Don’t you have any family you could go to?” 
 
    Rebel harrumphed. “They’re the ones who volunteered me to become a gift to you.” 
 
    That’s harsh, Lexie thought. Although… her family had more or less volunteered her into accepting the role of incoming High Chair and Mirabelle and Cat were forever plotting to send her off on assignments to investigate murders, thrusting her right into the thick of it. 
 
    Rebel continued, “They thought it would be a great privilege to serve you.” 
 
    Lexie raised an eyebrow. “In what capacity?” 
 
    Rebel gave a little lift of her shoulder. “I’m a great decorative piece. I can stand still for a long time so anyone looking at me would think I’m a hairpin or a bracelet.” 
 
    “I don’t wear accessories.” 
 
    Rebel fluttered toward her. “You could start. I can change my colors to match your chain mail dress.” 
 
    “You can see my chain mail dress?” 
 
    Rebel looked confused. “Um… Yeah. Am I not meant to see it?” 
 
    Luna grumbled under her breath. “I think you should stick to your original plan and ditch the fairy. You already have a companion with attitude, you don’t need another one.” 
 
    “What else can you do?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “I… I can be a lookout.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Rebel fluttered up, flew around and swept back down again. “The gnome is coming. You should go back inside. He doesn’t like strangers.” 
 
    Lexie peered down the little path that led to the garden and thought she caught sight of something small moving among the plants. “Mr. Ellsworth must be back from his reconnaissance mission.” Lexie scooped Luna up and, hiding behind the Oak tree, watched him amble toward the cottage.  
 
    They followed at a safe distance. Seeing Cat step out of the cottage, they stopped. Moments later, Cat went back inside.  
 
    “He’s coming,” Rebel said.  
 
    “Hide,” Luna suggested. 
 
    “No time for that,” Rebel said. “Quick. Stand still. Like a statue.” 
 
    Luna sneered at her. “Who named you top dog?” 
 
    “I’m being practical,” Rebel explained. “It’s not my fault if you have the instinct of a cat.” 
 
    “I. Am. A feline. Companion.” 
 
    Rebel poked her tongue out at Luna. 
 
    The gnome’s step slowed and faltered. He looked around him and sniffed the air. Shrugging, he set off again. 
 
    “Everyone, quiet,” Lexie whispered. “And stand still.” 
 
    Mr. Ellsworth scurried along. When he got to them, he slowed down and looked up at them with suspicion. He walked around Lexie a couple of times. Stopping in front of Lexie, he studied her for a long moment and then gave her boot a swift kick. For a gnome, he packed quite a punch. It took all her effort not to yelp. 
 
    Lexie mentally asked, “Are you holding still?” 
 
    “You’re squeezing me to the point that I can’t breathe,” Luna mentally complained. “And what’s with listening to her and not to me?” 
 
    “He’s gone,” Rebel said. 
 
    Relaxing, Lexie scratched Luna under the chin. “In answer to your question, I’m not as agile as you. Standing still was my only option.” Lexie groaned under her breath. She couldn’t send the fairy away, but she couldn’t have her living at her place either. She’d never get any peace. Luna and Rebel would squabble like children. 
 
    Luna read her thoughts and said, “I wouldn’t. You can trust me to behave.” 
 
    What harm could possibly come to her in Cat’s enchanted forest? “How am I going to explain you to Cat? You stole her blueberries.” 
 
    Rebel bellowed in a little girl lost voice, “I was hungry.” 
 
    Luna licked her paw and murmured in a distracted tone, “Do you know what will happen if you take one stray in? Others will follow. They’ll pick up on your vulnerability… or should that be gullibility? Anyhow, you’ll become an easy target for anyone wanting to take advantage of your generosity, and I’m going to be stuck being a feline companion to a pushover.” 
 
    Lexie ignored her. “We’re going to have to play it safe. Can you hide in my hair?” 
 
    Rebel gave a vigorous nod.  
 
    “And stay there?” 
 
    Luna looked up at her, “And then what? Is she coming home with us?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s a law against that.” 
 
    Lexie laughed. “Good luck trying to explain the existence of a fairy. Come on. This is day two of our enforced exile. I need to get us home.” 
 
    They were half way down the path when Cat called out. “There you are. Mr. Ellsworth just informed me he and Mrs. Ellsworth are setting off on their trip and will be back with news in five days. They’ll be touring the English countryside. That will take them to Mirabelle’s manor. Mrs. Ellsworth has heard of her magnificent gardens and wants to see them.” 
 
    “He’s only just now leaving? And why will it take five days?” 
 
    “Because Mrs. Ellsworth can’t know it’s a reconnaissance mission,” Cat explained. “She’s forbidden the gnome from becoming involved in dangerous activities. Apparently, before they married he used to run with a wild crowd, drinking and cavorting and getting up to no good. Now he has to tow the line.” 
 
    There had to be some other way of finding out if she’d really killed Mirabelle. Lexie looked down at her hands. At some point, she might need to come to terms with her fate, whatever that might be. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cat had spent the last hour chanting her little heart out with not a single sign from the spirit world. 
 
    Jonathan had already dozed off a couple of times and his eyes were drooping again. Lexie kicked him under the table. 
 
    “What?” he mouthed. 
 
    “Pay attention,” Lexie mouthed back. 
 
    Cat had fallen into a deep trance. “I call on you Mirabelle, High Chair of the British Isles and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven. Show yourself. Come to us…” 
 
    Luna gazed around the dark room and mentally said, “She’s not coming. I’m thinking she’s having too good a time to bother with us.” 
 
    “She is not dead,” Lexie whispered. “That’s why she’s not appearing.” That remained her last thread of hope. Someone had deliberately set out to meddle with their lives. Why? Who could gain from Lexie’s absence and Mirabelle’s disappearance? Did they have a mutual enemy they hadn’t even been aware of? Perhaps a nemesis. 
 
    Something stirred around her. Lexie shivered. “Did you feel that?” 
 
    Cat must have felt something too because it launched her into more chanting. “Come to us Mirabelle. Show yourself. No harm will come to you here.” 
 
    A light breeze swirled around Lexie. She braced herself. Would Mirabelle point the finger of accusation at her? Would she try to seek her vengeance from the great beyond?  
 
    “She’s here,” Cat murmured. “I can sense her bright spirit approaching. Mirabelle.” Cat’s voice hitched and rose. “Mirabelle.” 
 
    A glowing light bloomed above them. Lexie and Jonathan stared up, their eyes wide.  
 
    “Okay, this is actually very bad. I did not kill Mirabelle. And, if I did, I have no recollection. Surely that has to count for something.”  
 
    The light glowed brighter, hovered for a moment and then swept around the room. 
 
    “Mirabelle? Is that you?” Cat asked. 
 
    The light answered with a moan, which was followed by a distinct meow. 
 
    Lexie gulped.  
 
    “Venus?” Luna swung toward Lexie, her tone loaded with accusation. “Did you kill my sister too?” 
 
    Lexie had never met Venus or Mirabelle in person. However, if… and that was a big if, she’d killed Mirabelle then, it stood to reason, she might also have disposed of Venus—Mirabelle’s feline companion and Luna’s sister. 
 
    “Is she talking to you from the great beyond?” Lexie asked.  
 
    “Didn’t you hear the meow?” 
 
    “That could have been any cat,” Lexie reasoned. “I’ve never heard you meow.” 
 
    “No, but if that’s Mirabelle then chances are Venus is with her. She would never abandon a High Chair.” 
 
    “Really? What about her nine lives?” 
 
    “A powerful witch could figure out a way around that.” Luna gave her a pointed look. 
 
    “Mirabelle? Can you tell us what happened?” Cat asked. 
 
    The glowing light swept around the room and moaned. 
 
    “Mirabelle!” Cat exclaimed. “Talk to us. We need to get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    Lexie sunk into her chair. Had she really killed her cousin?  
 
    “Maybe it’s too soon for her to be able to communicate,” Cat said. “I imagine she must still be in shock, especially if she died a brutal death.” Cat slanted her gaze toward Lexie. 
 
    “Hey. This isn’t conclusive evidence. You said it yourself, you’ve never performed a séance.” Lexie pointed at the light. “You don’t know that’s Mirabelle. She hasn’t identified herself. That could be anyone. There must be countless spirits floating around waiting for someone to call them.” 
 
    The meowing grew louder. Luna’s eyes widened. “Venus? What did she do to you?” 
 
    Lexie narrowed her eyes. “Wait a minute.” She surged to her feet and took a swipe at the light. 
 
    Luna screeched. “Venus. Run Venus. Run. She’s trying to kill you all over again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the light swooped away and out of her reach, Lexie clambered onto the table. 
 
    “Don’t hurt her,” Cat called out while Luna continued to urge her sister to run for her life, adding that while she no longer had a life, she quite possibly had some sort of ethereal, otherworldly existence to enjoy. 
 
    When Lexie continued her assault on the light, Luna took a giant leap and landed on her head and dug her claws into her.  
 
    “I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye but she is still my sister.” 
 
    “Let go, Luna. It’s not Venus.” 
 
    “Just because she’s no longer in physical form doesn’t mean we’ve stopped being sisters. Venus. Venus, run for your… spiritual life. I forgive you all your transgressions and horrible taunting. Yes, it would have been lovely to have a more caring sibling, but obviously what didn’t kill me made me stronger. Save yourself. Run… or fly.” 
 
    “Let go of me, Luna. Can’t you see it’s Rebel.” 
 
    Luna stilled.  
 
    “Look. Look closely. You can see her wings fluttering. She’s created some sort of glowing light to disguise herself.” 
 
    Luna growled and took a swipe at Rebel who danced away from her and somersaulted backwards out of her reach. “I told you the fairy would be trouble.” 
 
     “Fairy?” Cat screeched. “What fairy?” She shot to her feet. “Where’s my broomstick.” 
 
    Lexie hopped off the table and straightened her clothes. “Okay. Let’s all calm down.” She hadn’t killed Mirabelle. “Rebel, drop the disguise and come down.” 
 
    “Rebel?” Cat shrieked. “You’re on first name terms with a fairy?” 
 
    Sighing, Lexie told her about going out into the forest and the fairies presenting her with a fairy of her own. “I tried to be diplomatic and turn them down, but they wouldn’t hear of it. Now she has nowhere to go. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Huffing, Cat slammed her hands on the table. “Just keep her away from my blueberries.” 
 
    Lexie nodded. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t go anywhere near them. However, she has to eat…” 
 
    “Another mouth to feed,” Luna grumbled. “If that has a negative impact on my supply of Game Indulgence, I will eat her.” 
 
    “Is the séance over?” Jonathan asked. “I need to get back to my drawings.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As she strode along the hallway, Lexie caught sight of her reflection in a mirror. Rebel hovered at a safe distance with Luna prowling behind her. She’d give them twenty-four hours to get used to each other. If they didn’t kill each other by then, all would be well. Lexie actually trusted Luna to behave herself. She knew she’d eventually come around… 
 
    At least she could never complain of being alone. 
 
    Strangely, this had been the quietest ten minutes she’d experienced in a long while. She could see Luna eyeing Rebel who’d shrugged off her charade saying she’d only been trying to help. She guessed Luna would bide her time and wait for Rebel to make a mess of things. 
 
    Luna finally broke the silence. “Are you wandering around the cottage aimlessly or do you have a destination in mind?”  
 
    “I’m trying to blow off some steam. Also, I need to focus. We haven’t made any progress and we can’t stay here forever.” 
 
    “So what’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Luna didn’t have to ask because she could actually hear her thoughts. Was she trying to include Rebel in the conversation? 
 
    “I can read your thoughts but my mind is otherwise engaged.” 
 
    Doing what? Lexie wondered. Plotting Rebel’s downfall? “Okay, here goes. Being dead wouldn’t stop Mirabelle from contacting us. In fact, she’d use it to her advantage to haunt me. Something’s happened to Mirabelle and we’re stuck here. She’s probably waiting for us to come to her rescue.” As she walked, Lexie looked out the windows. She saw flowers blooming in the blink of an eye and trees losing all their leaves only to sprout new ones. 
 
    “This could all be a ruse to get you out of the way,” Luna suggested. “Did you already reach that conclusion? I can’t tell the difference between a real memory and a fake one.” 
 
    Neither could Lexie. Who would want her out of the way? 
 
    Half an hour later, they were still walking along the hallway. Cat had said the cottage expanded according to her needs. Maybe she could do the same with her small apartment. That would please Luna no end. 
 
    “… It’s a case of out of the frying pan and into the fire,” she heard Luna say. “Don’t let her nonchalance fool you. Lexie is a hard taskmaster. She might not look it. Remember, looks can be deceiving. Sure, she’s been dragging her feet and grumbling about her responsibilities, but we are run off our feet solving one murder case after another and we don’t get hazard pay…” 
 
    Amused by her traveling companion’s one-sided conversation, Lexie glanced over her shoulder. She expected to see Rebel sneering at Luna. Instead, the fairy listened with obvious interest.  
 
    “Luna.” 
 
    Luna leaped forward. “Yes?” 
 
    “You know I can hear everything you’re saying.” 
 
    “Oh, good. I wondered if you were paying attention. It might help to know how others perceive you.”  
 
    “Yes, but it might be too much information for Rebel.” 
 
    Luna purred. “She hasn’t complained yet.”  
 
    Lexie actually felt a pang of jealousy. She was used to chatting with Luna. Left alone with her thoughts, she struggled with the rising guilt inside her. 
 
    Despite all her disagreements with Mirabelle, and even if Mirabelle had gone too far, she would never have it in her to kill her. She simply couldn’t accept it. 
 
    She’d never be able to live with herself. 
 
    Lexie pressed her hand against her chest.  
 
    Luna resumed her conversation with Rebel. “Where was I? Oh, yes. Hazard pay. You’ll be lucky if you get something to eat. I hope you like pizza. That’s Lexie’s staple food. It took a great deal of fierce negotiating to secure a steady supply of Game Indulgence, and I have Mirabelle to thank for introducing Lexie to the gourmet cat food. You’ll have to figure something out for yourself, especially if you want blueberries.” Luna stopped and pricked her ears. “I sense something about to happen. We’ll continue our chat later. Oh, and remind me to tackle the subject of rank. I arrived first. That puts you second in line for her attention and you should really try to hover a couple of steps behind me.” 
 
    Even as Lexie tried to keep up with Luna’s chatter, a feeling of heaviness grew inside her. Stress could be a killer. Could guilt kill too? If she kept this up, she’d end up getting premature gray hairs. 
 
    She needed answers. Right now. 
 
    As Lexie reached the end of the hallway, she was about to turn back when she noticed the wall shimmering. 
 
    Luna sauntered past her. “Allow me.” She lowered her head and approached the wall with the wariness and caution of a seasoned soldier on a reconnaissance mission.  
 
    Prisms of light danced across the surface, scattering, coming together and spreading out again. 
 
    Luna looked over her shoulder at Rebel. “You stand back. Watch and learn.” Stepping forward, Luna studied the play of lights. “It’s organizing itself. Look. It’s forming a line, and another and… another.” Taking a small step back, her tail swaying in the air, she mused, “It’s forming the outline of a doorway.” 
 
    Lexie had to agree. Growing in intensity, the lights turned into flames and outlined the shape of a door. What if something wanted to come through?  
 
    “This might be a good time to arm yourself with a fireball,” Luna suggested. 
 
    Lexie shook her head. “That’s a bit premature. I don’t feel comfortable being the aggressor.” 
 
    “Do you wish those to be your famous last words?” Luna asked. 
 
    A tingling of bells rang throughout the cottage. Within seconds they heard hurried footsteps followed by a panicked announcement.  
 
    “Fire. Fire.” 
 
    Luna crinkled her little nose. “Cat must have a sophisticated fire detection system. I don’t smell any smoke.” 
 
    The steps headed toward them; Cat’s dainty steps joined by the firm thump of boots. Lexie guessed Jonathan had joined Cat in her fire warden duties. 
 
    He ran toward her, his arms waving. “Lexie. Step away from the door.” He waved a drawing at her. “Step away.” 
 
    With the outline of the door complete, the rest shimmered and disappeared leaving an opening. It looked like a mirror image of the hallway they stood on. 
 
    Rebel hovered over to Lexie and sat on her shoulder prompting Luna to hiss at her.  
 
    “What did I tell you about rank?” 
 
    “Luna, this isn’t the time,” Lexie warned. 
 
    Rebel jumped to her feet and planted her hands on her hips. “If you go through the doorway, I go through too.” 
 
    “You heard Luna. There’s no hazard pay. In fact, there is no pay,” Lexie warned. 
 
    Jonathan reached them and, grabbing Lexie’s arm, pulled her back.  
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Look at the drawing.” 
 
    “What about it? You drew us.” Twice. 
 
    He tapped the page. “That’s you and… That’s you too.” 
 
    “What am I doing on both sides?” 
 
    Cat’s voice cracked as she yelled, “Step back. I’ve got this.” Pushing past them, she aimed a fire extinguisher at the doorway. Foam shot out and splashed against the opening. While they could see right through it, the space actually appeared to be solid. 
 
    Cat stopped. “Oh… it’s not a fire. What is it? I mean, clearly it’s a doorway, but how did I not know this could happen in my cottage?” She swung toward Lexie. “Did you do this?” 
 
    “No. At least not intentionally. It just appeared.” 
 
    “Someone is approaching,” Luna said. 
 
    Lexie’s eyes widened. “I’m approaching and you’re right there with me.” 
 
    “I don’t see Rebel,” Luna said. 
 
    That had to mean something. 
 
    Luna looked over her shoulder at Rebel. “Perhaps she’s responsible for this.”  
 
    Right on cue, Rebel blew her a raspberry. “Why and how would I do that?” 
 
    The other version of them approached the doorway. “They don’t seem to be aware of us.” Lexie took a step but Jonathan’s hold on her tightened.  
 
    “It could be a trap,” he warned. 
 
    True. Lexie bit back the urge to tell Jonathan about the dark shadow she’d seen while meditating but then thought better of it. “Or maybe I came here to warn myself.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss Rebel as a person of interest.” Luna leaped up onto Lexie’s shoulder and sneered at Rebel. “You planned this all along. Admit it.” When Rebel didn’t answer, Luna added, “We have ways of making you talk.” She drew her claws out. 
 
    “Luna. Put your claws away. Rebel is not there because… because…” 
 
    “Aha. You can’t think of a reason.” 
 
    Lexie turned to Jonathan. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “I’m thinking that could be an alternative space but if it is, it shouldn’t exist within this one. Also, why would a doorway open?” 
 
    And who had opened it? “It could be a bubble in space.” 
 
    “It’s a mirror image of my hallway,” Cat said. “I wonder if I’m on the other side too?” 
 
    Rebel fluttered her wings. Rising off Lexie’s shoulder, she hovered toward the doorway. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Lexie tried to free herself, but Jonathan wouldn’t let her go. She watched Rebel stretch her little hand out. “Careful.” 
 
    A spark shot out. Rebel snatched her hand back. “We can see through the wall but it’s quite solid.”  
 
    So they were meant to see it but not go through it. “What am I doing?” Lexie watched as her other version approached the end of the hallway. Instead of turning, she stopped and stared straight at the wall. 
 
    “Try waving,” Luna suggested. 
 
    Lexie lifted her hand and saw her other self raise her hand. “Okay. This just got weird.” 
 
    “I think I see someone else coming.” Luna pointed with her paw.  
 
    A faint shape approached the other Lexie. 
 
    “Your other self is talking. Can anyone read lips?” Luna asked. 
 
    “I don’t seem to be happy. I mean… my other self.” Her eyebrows had drawn down and her hands had clenched. 
 
    “Now there’s someone else approaching.” Luna took a step forward. “Oh… Oh, dear. It’s an O’Rourke detective and look at you flinging your arms up in the air. It seems your other version is just as cranky as you.” 
 
    Lexie stabbed her finger at the wall. “Hey. That’s Whip O’Rourke.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” Cat asked. “All the O’Rourke detectives look the same.” 
 
    Jonathan’s hold on her loosened. “Yeah, I think you’re right. That’s Whip.” 
 
    The other form became more defined. 
 
    Cat gasped.  
 
    Lexie whipped around. “What?” 
 
    “It’s… It’s Mirabelle.” 
 
    Lexie’s fingers curled into the palm of her hand. 
 
    Cat screeched, “No. You can’t kill her all over again.” 
 
    Facing the wall, Lexie gritted her teeth and launched herself against the opening. As her fist made contact, the doorway shimmered and disappeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you remember what you were thinking just before the doorway appeared?” Jonathan asked as he inspected the wall.  
 
    “We were walking along. I’d been thinking about…” Guilt. Lexie silently groaned. She couldn’t afford to be burdened with guilt. “What’s that got to do with it?” 
 
    “You might have triggered it.” Jonathan tapped the wall and felt around for any gaps that would make sense of what had happened. Stepping back, he brushed his hand across his chin.  
 
      
 
    I’m going to get you Mirabelle. So help me, I will get you, if it’s the last thing I do. This time, you’ve gone too far. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Jonathan asked. “You just remembered something.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    Jonathan looked at her and nodded. “Your eyes stopped blinking and your lips parted slightly.” 
 
    “Am I that transparent?” 
 
    They all nodded, then Cat said, “Although, sometimes you get that look when you’re craving pizza.” 
 
    Lexie scooped in a breath. “This time you’ve gone too far. That’s what I told Mirabelle in my dream.” 
 
    “What dream?” Cat asked. 
 
    “The one I was having when you all wrenched me out of my sleep,” Lexie said. 
 
    “And you wait until now to tell us?” Cat wailed. 
 
    “I told you. Didn’t I? I’m sure I did.” She must have. 
 
    “So what do you think Mirabelle did to get you all worked up?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    They all followed her gaze and looked at the wall. A stray thought slipped into her mind. Lexie gasped. 
 
    Everyone leaned in and said, “Yes?” 
 
    “I get the feeling she forced me to do something I obviously didn’t want to do. And she didn’t give me a choice.” 
 
    Jonathan snorted. “She’s always doing that.” 
 
    True, but this time she’d gone too far. Lexie pressed her hands against the wall and instantly jumped back. “Whoa.” She rubbed her hands against her thighs.  
 
    Rebel flew toward her and sat on her shoulder. “You should seek energy from the old Oak tree.” 
 
    Luna strutted up and gave her a fierce look. “You’re overstepping your mark, fairy. Don’t you go giving her advice. That’s my job.” 
 
    Looking up at the ceiling, Lexie spun around and called out, “Whip O’Rourke.” If she wanted answers, she needed to go straight to the source. She expected the detective to materialize on the spot. They always did. She only needed to be careful to call out the full name because if she only used the O’Rourke name a hundred of them would descend upon her. 
 
    They all turned and saw a man approaching. An O’Rourke detective, but not Whip.  
 
    He wore a blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows and faded blue jeans that hung low on his lean hips. He looked like every other O’Rourke detective she’d met to date. From experience, Lexie knew he would have his own distinct mannerisms. The last detective she’d met had been straight-laced with a suffer no fools attitude. This O’Rourke’s easy swagger gave her hope. 
 
    “What did you do that for?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    Lexie’s back teeth clenched together. “I have to get to the bottom of this. We obviously can’t do it alone.” 
 
    Hitching his hands on his hips, the O’Rourke detective greeted them, “G’day.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Cat smiled. “That’s Australian for good day.” 
 
    “Oh.” An Australian O’Rourke detective. 
 
    He looked at Lexie. “I guess you’re the Mackenzie witch in hiding.” 
 
    “If I say yes, please don’t take it as an admission of guilt.” 
 
    The edge of his lip kicked up. “I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “So which O’Rourke detective are you?” 
 
    “Slacker O’Rourke.” 
 
    “What sort of name is that?” Rebel asked. 
 
    One that reflected his attitude, Lexie hoped. “I actually called for Whip.” 
 
    He gave an easy shrug. “He’s obviously busy and this is my jurisdiction.” 
 
    When Luna took a few tentative steps toward him and sniffed him he scooped her up and gave her a scratch under the chin. “Is this the little biter?” 
 
    “That was an isolated incident and we don’t like to talk about it,” Lexie said. She lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. “Have you heard any news about Mirabelle?” 
 
    Slacker held her gaze for a moment. Smiling, he looked at her shoulder where Rebel had settled herself. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Rebel.” 
 
    “Does she bite?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” Lexie slanted her gaze toward Rebel and whispered, “Do you?” 
 
    Rebel shrugged. “There’s always a first time.” 
 
    Luna purred deeply. “He has a masterful stroke. I could stay in his arms all day.” 
 
    Lexie huffed out a breath. “Can we focus, please? We have to get to the bottom of this. Today.”  
 
    “How about a cuppa first?” Slacker asked. 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “He means a cup of tea.” Cat gave him a warm smile. “I could whip up some scones.” 
 
    “Even better. Lead the way.” Cradling Luna in his arms, he followed Cat. 
 
    Lexie flapped her arms. “Does no one understand the severity of the situation?” 
 
    Jonathan patted her on the back. “Come on. You’ll feel better after you’ve had a bite to eat. I’m sure Cat can conjure up a pizza.” He smiled. “Actually, I’m surprised you haven’t figured out how to do that yourself.” 
 
    “Surprised? Huh. As if I’ve had the time to kick back and think about personal gain.” 
 
    “You have to eat.” 
 
    Lexie looked back. “I hope the wall is still here when we return.” They found Cat in the kitchen with her sleeves rolled up and her hands busy mixing the ingredients for scones. Her cheeks flushed as her eyes danced around Slacker O’Rourke.  
 
    Slacker sat at the table, a mug in his hand and Luna on his lap. 
 
    Cat giggled. 
 
    “What’s wrong with Cat?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    Lexie rolled her eyes. “I think she’s smitten.” 
 
    Slacker looked up. “Take a load off.” 
 
    Cat giggled again. “That means sit down.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it.” Lexie sat down for a second and then shot to her feet again. “You didn’t answer me. What have you heard?” 
 
    Slacker took a sip of his tea and sighed with appreciation. Cat took that as a cue to giggle again.  
 
    “I’ve been told to assist you. That’s all.” 
 
    “So you didn’t come here to take me in?” 
 
    He chortled. “Nah. You’re safe.” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be connected to all the other O’Rourke detectives? Surely you must know something.” 
 
    “I tune out. They’re a noisy lot. Can you imagine always hearing a hundred voices in your head? It’s enough to drive anyone batty.” 
 
    Lexie’s eyebrows shot up. “How… How does that help me? Who’s in charge of the investigation? Please tell me there is one.” 
 
    “Sure. There must be, otherwise why would I be assigned the task of assisting you?” 
 
    Lexie had trouble pushing the words out without snarling. “Do you know if there are any suspects?” 
 
    Slacker nodded.  
 
    “Okay. That’s a start.” She drew out a chair and sat down. “Who is it?” 
 
    Slacker took his time sipping his tea. 
 
    Lexie’s eyes rolled backward. “Oh… No. Don’t tell me it’s me.” 
 
    Slacker smiled. “Okay.” 
 
    “It can’t be me.” Lexie erupted out of her chair. When she swung away, Rebel slid off her shoulder and landed in Cat’s mixing bowl.  
 
    Slacker snorted, Cat yelped and Rebel tried to take flight but her wings were dusted in flour. 
 
    Jonathan plucked her out of the mixing bowl and shook the flour off her.  
 
    “Okay.” Lexie drew in a calming breath. “I know everyone will come to their senses and realize I can’t be held responsible because… I’ve obviously been framed.” 
 
    “That actually makes sense.” Jonathan set Rebel down on the countertop well away from Cat.  
 
    Lexie clicked her fingers. “Yes. Someone has masterminded my downfall.” She nibbled on the tip of her thumb. “As crazy as this might sound, I wouldn’t be surprised if someone from the Coven Disciplinary Board is behind all this. They’ve had it in for me from the start.” She jabbed her finger in the air. “And that’s not crazy talk. It’s been one complaint after another.” She looked from one to the other. Seeing their surprised expressions, she threw her hands up in the air and stormed out of the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took Lexie a while to get her breath under control. Finally, she sat down under the old Oak tree and felt an instant buzz of energy flow through her. Looking up she wondered why Rebel had referred to it as old. According to Cat, the tree had appeared from out of nowhere. That meant it had been somewhere else before… 
 
    A leaf drifted down, swaying gently from side to side until it landed on the mossy ground. A peppercorn fell, bounced a couple of times and rolled off the mound. Lexie spent a few minutes wondering how she’d handle falling. She decided her arms would windmill about, and she’d probably scream all the way down. Or maybe she’d accept her fate, look up at the sky and smile. 
 
    She closed her eyes and focused on breathing. Her mind grew so quiet she could hear a bee buzzing nearby.  
 
    When she opened her eyes, Lexie saw Rebel hovering in front of her. “I thought you were a bee.” 
 
    “Yeah, I buzzed around a bit. I didn’t want to disturb you, but I also didn’t want you to feel cut off from everyone.” 
 
    Luna torpedoed out of the cottage and came bounding toward them. “What is she doing? What is she saying?” She took a giant leap and landed on Lexie.  
 
    Lexie laughed. “How did you manage to tear yourself away from Slacker’s mesmerizing strokes?”  
 
    Luna’s breath came hard and fast. “I… I’ll admit I was torn. My loyalty to you won out. And here I am, better late than never. What did Rebel say to you?” 
 
    Rebel folded her arms and smirked at Luna. 
 
    “I can see you two are going to be a source of amusement.” To say the least, Lexie thought. 
 
    “I’m here to offer my services as a sounding board.” Luna gave a firm nod. “We’ve worked well together until now. I don’t see why we shouldn’t continue to do so. Just the two of us.” Luna brushed her head under Lexie’s chin. “So what’s on your mind?” 
 
    Lexie lifted a finger. “One. We don’t have a body and without a body we don’t have actual proof of a crime.” Another finger went up. “Two. Who raised the alarm about my involvement in Mirabelle’s death?” 
 
    Luna’s tail swished. “I’m guessing you want to point the finger at the Coven Disciplinary Board.” Luna watched her for a long moment. “Is there a third point?” 
 
    Everything happened for a reason. The darkness she’d felt during her meditation had to mean something. Had someone infiltrated the Coven? 
 
    Hearing Lexie’s thoughts, Luna said, “At first you thought the light looked pretty and then it turned into something horrifying enough to make you lose your balance.” 
 
    Yes, shards of darkness had shot through her. 
 
    A flock of ravens took flight and filled the clear blue sky. Rebel hovered until she was level with Lexie’s eyes and she pointed at the ravens. “Anyone might take that as a sign. It doesn’t necessarily mean there is danger approaching. 
 
    Lexie looked around to make sure no one else could hear her. “My mom gave me this chain mail dress. She is the High Chair. If she hasn’t been in touch with me by now, then the situation must be really serious.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting the memory loss,” Luna purred. “It affected all of us. Whoever is behind all this has a lot of power at their disposal.” 
 
    “A rogue High Chair?” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    “When did I show the first sign of talking in gaps?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “At your apartment.” Luna’s whiskers twitched. “So did Jonathan.” 
 
    Lexie closed her eyes and tried to remember the last few days. “We are not getting a butler.” 
 
    Luna tilted her head. “Pardon?” 
 
    “A few days ago, I had to listen to your lengthy dissertation about the merits of employing a butler. We were at the Kitty Café.” Lexie’s voice filled with excitement as the memory rolled in. “We went there for breakfast and stayed for brunch to avoid having to trek out again. That’s never been a problem with us.” Lexie jumped to her feet. “We were trying to avoid someone and that’s when you suggested we needed to get a butler because they were trained to slam doors in people’s faces…” 
 
    Luna leaped up in the air. “Yes. A butler would be ideal for your dilemma because they can be snooty. In reality, I tried to convince you to get a butler because I wanted to show my sister Venus that living in a small, cramped apartment didn’t necessarily mean I’d hit skid row.” 
 
    Lexie and Luna danced around singing, “We remember. We remember.”  
 
    Rebel flew between them. “Yeah, and then what happened?” 
 
    Lexie smiled. “And then we… because… and also…” 
 
    Luna groaned. “Gaps.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We thought we’d had a breakthrough,” Lexie explained.  
 
    Everyone in the cottage had heard Lexie and Luna rejoicing and they’d come out to see what had happened. 
 
    “And?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “We might be experiencing some sort of residual effect from the ‘thing’ that caused us to forget.” Lexie tapped her chin. “We think it might have started at my place.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting someone put a spell on your apartment?” Cat asked. 
 
    “We can’t rule it out. Mostly because we need to start somewhere and it might as well be with unfounded suspicions.” Counting to ten, Lexie focused on keeping herself relatively calm. When she got to ten, she erupted. “Ugh! I feel like a lab rat in a labyrinth.” Her teeth clenched. She looked up at the sky, raised her fisted hand and waved it. “When I get my hands on you…” She performed an anger dance on the spot. 
 
    “Feeling better?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    Lexie lifted her chin. “Look at me. I’m dressed for battle. What does that tell you?” 
 
    “That you will quite possibly come up against a formidable opponent,” Jonathan said. “How did you get that dress?”  
 
    “It came to me in my hour of need.” She turned to Cat. “Are you sure we are where you think we are?” 
 
    Cat looked around her. “Yes, this is my cottage and my enchanted forest. Where do you think we are?” 
 
    “I’m right outside my comfort zone.” She’d been there since her cousins had caught up with her on her birthday, but she’d managed to somehow navigate her way through all the obstacles they’d set for her. 
 
    Obstacles, Lexie mouthed. 
 
    “Lexie, we don’t read lips,” Cat said. 
 
    “Obstacle course.” 
 
    Jonathan cleared his throat. “Are you suggesting you’re being tested?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Then why are we here?” he grumbled. 
 
    “Because… Because you’re always there. I mean, here… with me.” 
 
    Cat gave an indignant huff. “Are you saying we’re your lackeys?” 
 
    Lexie shrugged. “You’re never too far and you’re always ready to help, in one way or another. If I’m being tested, you’re here to help me.” 
 
    Jonathan’s eyes brimmed with amusement. “Sounds like a conspiracy theory.” 
 
    Lexie jabbed her finger in the air. “Right. And it’s just the sort of shenanigans the Coven Disciplinary Board would get up to. They’re a sneaky lot and if I ever set eyes on them, so help me, I’m going to use one of my fireballs.” 
 
    Slacker stood back silently listening. Luna sauntered up to him and rubbed against his boot. Lexie wished she’d use her feline wiles to get information out of him. He had to know something. 
 
    Could Luna spy on his thoughts? 
 
    “I’ll try,” Luna purred mentally. “But I can’t promise anything. He seems to be fixated with those scones Cat is making for him.” 
 
    Sniffing the air, Cat took off at a trot. “My scones. My scones. I nearly forgot about them.” 
 
    Slacker followed her inside with Luna scurrying by his side. 
 
    “Scones? Is that all she can think about?” Lexie performed another rage dance, her boots stomping on the spot. 
 
    Rebel hovered up to Lexie and crossed her arms. “Looks like your loyal feline companion has ditched you.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a sucker for anyone who’ll pay some attention to her.” She turned to Jonathan. “The gnome, Mr. Ellsworth, is on a reconnaissance mission but won’t be back for five days. I can’t wait that long.” 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I have to find out how that doorway opened and why I was on the other side. We didn’t all imagine it. Unless… Unless… Could it be the result of a spell?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Yeah, it’s possible. After all, we all fell under the same spell and had our memories stolen.” 
 
    “If you’re about to suggest Cat’s cottage has also had a spell cast on it, then I’ll have a serious bone to pick with the Coven. They’re the only ones capable of doing it.” 
 
    “The question is what did they do and why did they do it,” Jonathan said. “Your mom is the High Chair. Do you think she’d agree to become involved in duping you?” 
 
    Her mom had given her the dress. She’d never agree to anything that would put her in peril. And yet… Everything Lexie had done since returning to the Coven had forced her to take risks.  
 
    She grabbed hold of Jonathan’s arms and pulled him along. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To look at those drawings of yours.” 
 
    “What about the scones? They must be ready by now,” Jonathan said as they strode inside and headed toward the sitting room. 
 
    “I’m sure Cat will bring some in.” Lexie looked at the drawings scattered on the floor and taped on the wall. “Which are the latest ones?” 
 
    He pointed to the middle of the room. One drawing showed Lexie walking along the hallway with Luna and Rebel trailing behind. 
 
    “Is nothing sacred? Do you know everything I get up to?” 
 
    “Only when I put pen to paper. That’s when I seem to connect to the details of what you’ve been up to.” 
 
     Lexie picked up the first drawing showing the shape of the doorway. “Where’s the one you showed me?” 
 
    “I left it on the windowsill back where the doorway opened.” He pointed to another drawing. “I couldn’t make sense of this one because it had these other two blurred shapes. I guess that’s Mirabelle and Whip.” 
 
    She’d met the O’Rourke detective just before Halloween. How had he become involved? Slacker O’Rourke had to know something. He could pretend all he liked— 
 
     Lexie gritted her back teeth. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Slacker is holding out on us. To be fair, he might have fallen under the same spell we did, but the O’Rourke detectives are made of…” Lexie shrugged. “Who knows what they’re made of? It’s definitely not compliance. They’d never bend for anyone, and I think anyone would have a hard time manipulating them.” 
 
    Jonathan chuckled under his breath. “You seem to have a knack for wrapping them around your little finger.” 
 
    Yes. They were all strong-willed. But, eventually, they all caved in and played nice with her, assisting her with investigations, or rather, allowing her to assist them with investigations. 
 
    “Oh, and you’ve pushed at least one of them to the brink.” Jonathan clicked his fingers. “What was his name?” 
 
    Lexie smiled. “Gunner O’Rourke.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one. You turned his Patek Philippe watch into a Mickey Mouse watch.” 
 
    Remembering the incident, Lexie nodded. “And his sleek suit into a purple velvet tuxedo.” She’d managed to put a dent in Gunner’s granite like attitude and he’d eventually come around. Lexie grinned. “They always fold.” And she didn’t even have to use her powers. Who knew what a powerful witch with evil intentions could do? Lexie grabbed a blank piece of paper and pencil. 
 
    “What are you writing?” 
 
    “My suspect list. It’s about time I draw one up and Mirabelle and Whip are going on it.” 
 
    “You suspect Mirabelle of killing herself?” 
 
    Lexie muttered, “She is not dead. I’m willing to bet anything she conspired… plotted against me.” 
 
    “And Whip? You can’t suspect an O’Rourke detective.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Jonathan shrugged. “It’s unheard of, and if you suspect Whip then you’ll have to also suspect Slacker.” 
 
    “Yes. He’s been very quiet. Usually, the O’Rourke detectives are more forthcoming with information.” Well, not really, but she always managed to get something out of them. She wrote the name down.  
 
    “What about Cat’s name?” Rebel asked. “She has an aggressive streak. That broomstick of hers missed me by a hairsbreadth.” 
 
     Lexie added Cat to the list.  
 
    Groaning, Jonathan swung around. “You’ve got to be kidding. She’s your cousin. I thought you liked her.” 
 
    “I do but everyone has their moment. She could have cracked and turned evil or she could be hosting an evil presence.” 
 
    “Right. And that’s why she’s baking scones for us.” Jonathan’s stomach rumbled. 
 
    Rebel inspected her nails. “What about your feline companion?”  
 
    “I should include everyone’s name and then ask them to give me ten good reasons why I should cross them off the list.” 
 
    “Splendid idea,” Rebel said. 
 
    “They’re not going to like it,” Jonathan warned. 
 
    Lexie crossed her arms. Rebel hovered over to her side and, crossing her arms, she looked at Jonathan. “Would you like to get the ball rolling and present your alibi?” 
 
    Jonathan scowled at the fairy. “Why don’t you?” 
 
    Lexie smiled. “She’s not on the list of suspects.” Should she include her? For all she knew, Rebel might be a spy. Lexie tilted her head and studied her. “How did the Fairy Queen hear about me?” 
 
    “She visited the Crone. I believe you’ve met one of my kind there.” 
 
    Yes, she had. A while back, Lexie and Luna had wandered down to the cellar at Jonathan’s pub and they’d found a little door that had looked like something out of a fairy tale. When they’d gone through it, they’d stepped inside the Crone’s realm. “How do you know?” 
 
    Rebel gave a nonchalant shrug. “Despite appearances, the Crone is lonely and likes to blabber on. You were hailed a hero for both returning the stolen potion and for ensuring the Crone didn’t wreak havoc.” Rebel lowered her voice. “Some call you the peacemaker. I’m sure that will change when they hear about your fireballs.” 
 
    Lexie taped the list of suspects to the wall and turned her attention back to the drawings. “You’ve only been drawing things that are happening now. Can’t you dig deeper? Try to remember what you drew last week. It might give us a clue. What if I did more than dream about confronting Mirabelle? What if it actually happened? And don’t give me that raised eyebrow look. I know we’ve all forgotten but we can at least try to remember.”  
 
    Lexie brushed her hands across her face. If Jonathan had drawn her with Mirabelle and Whip, that could mean she’d met with them. When and why? “Wait a minute. How can I have met them in a hallway that looks the same as Cat’s hallway when I’ve never been here?” 
 
    “How do you know you haven’t?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    She didn’t. “But…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said you were struggling to come up with images from the recent past, the ones I saw in the chronicle you keep in the cellar, so everything you’ve drawn now is from the immediate present.” Lexie strode up to the wall and pressed her hand against it.  
 
    “Yes,” Jonathan said, “We’re standing on solid ground. This isn’t an imaginary realm.” 
 
    She couldn’t possibly be in two places at once. Or could she? 
 
    Jonathan gave a pensive shake of his head. “I might have had a breakthrough and tapped into something that happened over the last few days. Or this image was strong enough to come through. There might be something to the idea of you sending yourself a message.” 
 
    Cat strode in carrying a tray. “I bring you scones and tea. My advice is to sit down and enjoy them. Forget about all this for a moment.” Cat set the tray down and, looking up, she saw the list of suspects. “Me? Why am I on the list and at the very top?” 
 
    Slacker strode in, a mug in hand and Luna sitting on his shoulder. 
 
    Lexie mentally prodded her. “Did you find out anything?” 
 
    “He has a thick head, as in, hard to penetrate,” Luna mentally replied. “Either that, or he doesn’t hold a single thought in his head.” 
 
    When he saw the list of suspects, Slacker laughed. “That’s a smart move. Trust no one.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I never said we couldn’t leave the forest.” Cat turned to put away a mug and bumped into Rebel who’d been hovering behind her.  
 
    “Sorry,” Rebel said in a small voice and, backing away, she hovered to Lexie’s side. 
 
    Giving Rebel an uncharacteristic glare, Cat continued, “But I wouldn’t recommend going into town. The forest and the cottage are protected. You’ll be safe here.” Cat brought out a packet of dried chickpeas. She tipped them into a bowl and covered them with water, to soak overnight, she explained.  
 
    Lexie tried to swallow but the thought of more chickpeas made it difficult. “I just think we need to chill out. I feel a bout of cabin fever coming on.” 
 
    “Does that mean we’re off the hook or do we still need to come up with solid alibis?” Cat asked, still incensed by the idea of being held under suspicion. Her sparks had dulled and her easy smile had set into a grim line of dissent. 
 
    “Okay. I might have overreacted,” Lexie admitted. 
 
    Cat brightened. “That’s a relief, but I still think going into town is a bad idea. What if someone recognizes you? The Coven Disciplinary Board has far reaching tentacles.” 
 
    “I’d like nothing better than to test my fireballs on someone.” Lexie didn’t want to mention the almost uncontrollable urge inside her telling her she needed to go to town. It had sprung from out of nowhere but she supposed it had to do with feeling helpless. A change of scenery might do the trick. 
 
    “We won’t be long. You know how busy things get for me. This might be my only chance to take in the local scenery. Is the town far from here?” Lexie hadn’t actually given any thought to how she’d get there. The idea of going had flooded her mind and she could think of nothing else. Yes, she needed to get away and find some sort of distraction. Mostly, she wanted to find an alternative to chickpeas. 
 
    “I have my car,” Slacker said as he strode into the kitchen, Luna in his arms. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Luna asked in a drowsy purr. 
 
    “To find you some Game Indulgence.” 
 
    Luna leaped off Slacker’s arms and went into a frenzied sprint around the kitchen. She dashed out and moments later, Lexie found her clawing at the front door. 
 
    “What took you so long?” Luna asked. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just go through the door?” 
 
    “My single-mindedness paralyzed all my abilities. It’s all I can think of now. Game Indulgence. You’d better not be pulling my tail.” 
 
    They settled into the Jeep. Luna curled up on Lexie’s lap bouncing on it with the excitement of a giddy two-year-old and Rebel made herself inconspicuous in her hair.  
 
    “Did you drive here?” Lexie asked. “I didn’t notice the Jeep outside before.” 
 
    “Generally,” Slacker said, “You don’t see what you don’t expect to see.” 
 
    She’d heard that before… “In other words, this is a special Jeep. I’ve been meaning to ask. What sort of powers do you guys have? And why do you all look the same?” 
 
    The edge of his lip kicked up. “Have any other O’Rourke detective revealed anything about themselves to you?”  
 
    “No. Let me guess, you’re not about to be the first.” 
 
    He answered with silence.  
 
    “Okay. I was just making conversation.” As they drove away from the cottage, the trees loomed taller and the vegetation grew thicker.  
 
    “How are we going to get through this?” The canopy of trees now blocked out the sunlight, the road narrowed and tree branches crisscrossed it. Lexie thought she saw a tree shift and edge closer to the road. Instead of slowing down, Slacker accelerated. 
 
    “We’ll get through it,” he said. “It’s only a mirage. From the other side it probably looks like an impregnable forest. I wouldn’t be surprised if you can’t even see the turnoff.” 
 
    “Really? It all looks real enough to me. I guess I’ll just have to take your word for it.” Lexie shifted and looked at him. “Hey, does that mean you didn’t come through this way?” 
 
    Again, he answered her with silence. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t get that.” 
 
    Slacker grinned and put the pedal to the metal. 
 
    Lexie grabbed hold of Luna and closed her eyes. They hit a couple of bumps and a pothole. Slacker took that as a prompt to go faster. The next bump sent them flying. Rebel grabbed hold of Lexie’s hair and screeched. Finally they landed on the main road.  
 
    Slacker nudged her. “I told you we’d get through.”  
 
    The lush green countryside spread out before them with undulating hills that resembled a patchwork quilt design. 
 
    “There’s a cow,” Luna exclaimed, her voice filled with wonderment. “And another one. Oh, they’re everywhere. What do people do with so much milk?” 
 
    “They turn it all into something else. Chocolate. Cheese. Cream. Cakes. It’s a staple and used in baking and cooking.” 
 
    Luna blinked up at her. “And yet you only buy it for me.”  
 
    Lexie smiled. “That’s because I’d never hear the end of it if I didn’t.” Would Rebel give her a hard time if she didn’t get her blueberries? Lexie pointed ahead. “There. I see the town.” The buildings looked quite old. Victorian, she guessed. Her gaze zeroed in on a sign. A café! Pickup trucks were parked at the curb. A few locals strolled by. The moment Slacker parked his Jeep Luna leaped out and stretched her legs.  
 
    “Don’t stray,” Lexie said. “I’d rather you stay by my side.” She peered inside the café and, to her surprise, she saw a woman sitting down with a dog by her feet. “Pet friendly. That’s unusual.” 
 
    Slacker came to stand by her side. “Joyce’s Café. Purveyor of the finest quality coffee and tea and anything else your heart desires except egg white omelets.” He turned to Lexie. “Doesn’t that just make you want to go inside and order an egg white omelet?” 
 
    “No. It serves as a warning.” 
 
    He smiled. “I don’t see that written anywhere.” 
 
    Lexie pointed with her finger. “It’s in the inflection. It’s implied.” 
 
    Slacker brushed his hand across his chin. Sighing, he shook his head. “Nope. I’m still tempted.” 
 
    “Please try to contain the urge and, Luna, make yourself invisible. I saw a dog in there, but I’m not willing to risk it.” Distracted by the feeling of being watched, Lexie looked over her shoulder but she didn’t see anyone.  
 
    “What about Rebel?” Luna asked. 
 
    Lexie said, “She’s hiding in my hair.” 
 
    “No, she’s not.” 
 
    Lexie patted her head. Nothing.  
 
    “I’m down here. On your wrist,” Rebel called out. 
 
    “Could you warn me before doing that?” Rebel had changed her colors to shiny silver and had wrapped herself around her wrist. “I suppose this is your way of being close to the food.” 
 
    Rebel grinned. “Order some blueberry pancakes.” 
 
    She followed Slacker to a table by the window. Moments later, someone came by to take their orders. 
 
    Lexie looked at the menu. “The biggest mug of coffee you have, please.”  
 
    “Could you be more specific?” the waitress asked. 
 
    Looking up, Lexie smiled. The waitress looked like a version of Audrey Hepburn with bright red lipstick and her hair cropped short. 
 
    She tapped a pen against her chin. “You look like a Shoot for the Stars Rocket Fuel type of person.” 
 
    “If that’s a coffee that will give me a twenty-four hour caffeine hit, then yes. I’ll also have some blueberry pancakes, please.” 
 
    The waitress nodded and turned to Slacker. “You look like a tea drinker.” 
 
    Lexie hid her smile behind the menu. 
 
    “You’re quick to judge.” Slacker cleared his throat. “I’ll have a Rocket Fuel whatever else you called it too and an egg white omelet.” 
 
    Lexie noticed he’d used his O’Rourke compelling voice. “That’s cheating,” she murmured. 
 
    The waitress smiled. “Sorry, we don’t do egg white omelets. If you’re keen on it, you’ll have to go to the pub. They do a nice one there.” 
 
    Slacker’s eyes widened. “I don’t think you heard me right.” He cleared his throat and tried again. “I’d like an egg white omelet.” 
 
    The waitress pointed to the menu. “It’s right there, bold and underlined. We don’t do compromises. Either you have the whole egg or you don’t.” 
 
    “That’s odd,” Luna mentally said. “An O’Rourke detective’s compelling voice works on everyone. Do you think she’s a witch? She doesn’t smell like one.”   
 
    Slacker sat back and crossed his arms. Lexie watched the battle of wills unfold. If she had to bet on anyone, she’d… 
 
    Slacker sighed. “Fine. Since you insist, I’ll have some sunny side up eggs and toast.” 
 
    “Will that be Murdered Sunny Side Up?” the waitress asked. 
 
    “Huh?” Slacker picked up the menu. “No. No ketchup.” 
 
    “Interesting experiment,” Lexie mused as the waitress moved away. “Why do you think she didn’t respond to your compelling voice?”  
 
    He looked none too pleased, in fact, for the first time since his arrival, he scowled. “Her strong will is exceptional.” His eyes narrowed and he looked over Lexie’s shoulder. 
 
    “What?” Following his gaze, Lexie turned. “What did you see?” 
 
    “I thought I saw someone looking at you. You know, really looking. One moment she was there, and the next she was gone.” 
 
    “I’m picking up something,” Luna said. “It feels familiar. I’m afraid that’s all I can tell you. My senses appear to be overwhelmed. It must be the café. There’s a strong energy here. Vibrant and full of sugar and coffee.” 
 
    “I felt something too. I hope it’s not Mirabelle finally making contact.” Lexie sunk back into her chair. She’d never again complain about finding dead bodies or being forced to go undercover. She’d prefer that to not knowing… not having a single lead. She felt Luna settle on her lap and snuggle as if looking for a comfortable spot. 
 
    The waitress approached and set their order on the table. “Enjoy,” the waitress said and stopped to look at Lexie. Specifically, she looked at Lexie’s lap where Luna had curled up in her invisible form.  
 
    Lexie heard Luna sniff and mentally say, “I still can’t pick up anything. She must be one of those people who sees things. Maybe she possesses a sixth sense.”  
 
    Slacker eyeballed the waitress who didn’t shy away. 
 
    “Let me know if there’s anything else I can get you,” she said. 
 
    As the waitress moved away, someone strode past their table. Lexie sensed the person settling down behind her. She tried to catch Slacker’s attention but he only had eyes for his meal. Lexie kicked him under the table but he didn’t respond. 
 
    “Psst. Psst.” 
 
    Lexie turned. 
 
    “No. Don’t turn.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    “You? You who?” 
 
    “Octavia.” 
 
    Her personal assistant? 
 
    “I’m in disguise,” Octavia said. 
 
    Luna scrambled up to Lexie’s shoulder. “It is her. Hello, Octavia.” 
 
    “Shh.” 
 
    Lexie leaned back and slanted her gaze to look at her. “What are you wearing?” 
 
    Slacker looked up and raised his eyebrows at her. 
 
    “Okay, that sounded odd. What disguise are you wearing?” 
 
    Slacker’s eyebrows shot up even further. 
 
    “What?” Lexie mouthed. 
 
    “Is it safe?” Octavia asked. 
 
    “Hard to say. The strangest things have been happening. What are you doing sitting behind me? Come and join us.” 
 
    “No. I think it might still be too dangerous. I made sure to cover my tracks but I might have been followed. I’ll find another way to meet up with you.” 
 
    Lexie turned but she didn’t see anyone sitting behind her.  
 
    “Care to explain what that was all about?” Slacker asked. 
 
    Lexie leaned forward and told him about his personal assistant. “Luna suggested contacting my personal assistant, Octavia, but I thought it might be too dangerous and lead the Coven Disciplinary Board right to Cat’s door.” But her trusted assistant had found her way to her. How? 
 
    Two hours later, Slacker insisted they make their way back to the cottage. “You have a year’s supply of frozen pizza and cat food. If your assistant found you in a café out in the middle of nowhere, she’ll find her way to Cat’s cottage.” 
 
    “Please drive around the town one more time. She can’t have gone too far.” Lexie turned to Luna. “Did you see what she was wearing?” 
 
    “She had blonde hair and large dark sunglasses. Oh, and a trench coat and a fedora hat.” 
 
    Great. She had a personal assistant slinking around disguised as a female version of Humphrey Bogart and a cousin who might or might not be dead. 
 
    Lexie heard the sound of rummaging behind her. She turned and saw Rebel going through the grocery bags. 
 
    “Frozen blueberries?” Rebel exclaimed. “Is that the best you could do?” 
 
    “It’s all they had at the store. Sorry.” 
 
    “They’re rock hard.” 
 
    “Wait until they thaw.” 
 
    “But I’m hungry now,” Rebel wailed.  
 
    “You ate half my pancakes. Where do you put it?” 
 
    “You think these wings run on air? I need energy to fly. Do you have any idea what it takes to hover, not to mention turning myself into ornaments?” Rebel hovered in front of her for a second and then went limp. Her lithe body floated down to her lap. 
 
    “Hey,” Luna yelped. “Can’t you see I’m here?” 
 
    “Actually, no I can’t. I’m too weak,” Rebel said.  
 
    Here we go, Lexie thought. “I suppose you’ll be drawing up a list of demands.” 
 
    “How many blueberries can she possibly eat? She’s only small. I say give her what she wants so she quits whining. It’s annoying.” 
 
    “That’s it. We’re heading back.” Slacker turned into the main road and headed toward Cat’s cottage.  
 
    “What about Octavia?” Her personal assistant had a knack for putting everything into perspective and making sense of the most ludicrous ideas Lexie could come up with. If anyone could guide her toward some sort of solution, she could. 
 
    “If she made it this far, she’ll make it all the way,” Slacker reasoned. “How do you think she found you?”  
 
    “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. Octavia has her ways. She’ll never admit to it, but she’s been spending a lot of time at Mirabelle’s mansion cataloguing her library. She’s bound to know something.” Also, Octavia had a thing going with one of the O’Rourke detectives. She’d met Dodge O’Rourke during Halloween and the two had since been more or less inseparable. “Maybe Dodge O’Rourke mentioned something.” Lexie leaned forward. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s a hitchhiker up ahead.” Lexie narrowed her eyes. “She’s got blonde hair.” 
 
    “Yes, I see her,” Luna exclaimed. “But she’s not wearing the trench coat. Maybe she switched disguises.” 
 
    The hitchhiker wore shorts, walking boots and a blue baseball cap. If it turned out to be Octavia, Lexie decided she would give her a raise, then she remembered she didn’t actually pay Octavia. 
 
    “Slow down. I think it might be Octavia.” 
 
    Slacker grumbled. “How do you know you can trust her?” 
 
    “I have to trust her. My mom sent her to me and Octavia is thorough. She must have a solid reason for coming here otherwise she would not have risked it.” 
 
    Slacker fell silent. He stared straight ahead. 
 
    “Are you experiencing some sort of catatonic state or are you getting in touch with the O’Rourke Group?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “Slow down,” Lexie hollered. 
 
    At the last minute, Slacker snapped out of it and slammed his foot on the break. “Need a lift?” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which O’Rourke detective are you?” Octavia asked as she settled into the backseat.  
 
    Luna clambered up to Lexie’s shoulder and leaned her chin on it. “Hello, Octavia. This is Slacker.” Luna purred. “It’s good to see you. Blonde hair suits you.” 
 
    Octavia grinned. “You think so?” 
 
    Luna nodded. “You should keep it. I hear blondes have more fun.” 
 
    “I think you’re right. Instead of making me look inconspicuous, I seemed to attract more attention with it. So what have I missed? Catch me up.” 
 
    “Lexie’s been given a fairy,” Luna said, her tone suggesting she’d rolled her eyes. “Her name is Rebel.” 
 
    Lexie sighed. “Can you two catch up later? I need to know how Octavia found us.”  
 
    “It wasn’t easy. I haven’t been able to pick up on a single thought from you and I’ve never been to Catherine’s cottage. I figured she’d come to your rescue but I only had a vague idea of where to start looking. I’ve been at it since you disappeared, making sure no one followed me. I caught a commercial flight here. Do you know how many hours that is? Finally, when I got to Melbourne airport I took a chance and transported myself here. Or at least, to this general location.” 
 
    “So you’re sure no one followed you.” 
 
    Octavia nodded. “I changed disguises along the way. I’ve been a redhead, a brunette with gold highlights and finally a blonde and, Luna’s right, blondes do have more fun. I had better luck hitchhiking as a blonde than as a brunette.”  
 
    “Have you spoken with Dodge?” Octavia had been seeing the O’Rourke detective for a few months now and not a day went by without talking or seeing each other. 
 
    “He told me to stay right out of it and then he clammed up. Why would he do that?” 
 
    “Because this is bigger than either of you realize,” Slacker said. 
 
    They all stared at him.  
 
    Lexie growled, “Now you tell us? What else do you know?” 
 
    When he didn’t answer, Octavia patted Lexie on the shoulder. “New dress?” 
 
    Lexie nodded. “I guess you could say I’m battle ready.” 
 
    “So where’s the fairy? I’ve never seen one in real life.” 
 
    Lexie lifted her hand to show Octavia but Rebel had clearly moved. “She must be hiding in my hair somewhere.” 
 
    “Has she been vetted?” Octavia asked and, lowering her voice, added, “She could be a spy.” 
 
    Lexie heard Rebel blowing a raspberry. 
 
    “What was that?” Octavia asked. 
 
    Lexie shrugged. “Some people clam up, others blow raspberries.” 
 
    Luna flicked her tail in Lexie’s face. “You’re avoiding asking the obvious question. I wonder why that is? Are you afraid?” 
 
    “I thought Octavia might need time to catch her breath.” In reality, Lexie had been putting it off. “Okay, here goes.” Lexie turned and asked, “So… How is Mirabelle?” 
 
    “Oh, I see. You’re pretending everything is fine.” Octavia straightened. In the blink of an eye, her clothes changed from shorts and a t-shirt to her practical suit and she resumed her usual Miss Efficient posture. Her shoulders squared, her chin lifted. Her hair, however, remained blonde.  
 
    “And?” Lexie pushed. 
 
    “No one has seen her since before you disappeared.” 
 
    “Is that all you can tell me? I need more. Is there any proof I killed her? A trail of blood. Something. Anything?” 
 
    Octavia gave a slow shake of her head. “Nothing.” 
 
    “So why has the finger of suspicion been pointed at me?” 
 
    “Actually, I think it’s more a finger of accusation. I believe a special dungeon is being prepared for you.” 
 
    “Octavia. That doesn’t help.” 
 
    “Oh, I thought it might. You see, that leaves no doubt. Suspicion is more open-ended and gives us something to work with. Someone is clearly out to get you.” 
 
    “Octavia. Whose side are you on?” 
 
    Octavia gave a firm nod. “My loyalty remains steadfast.” 
 
    “Could you be more specific? Is that loyalty to me or to the Coven Disciplinary Board?” 
 
    “Yes… to you, of course. That goes without saying.” 
 
    “Out of curiosity, has there been a bounty placed on Lexie’s head?” Luna asked. 
 
    “Hey, are you about to sell me out?” 
 
    Luna pressed her nose against Lexie’s. “Would I do that to you?” 
 
    “I guess not.” Lexie glanced over at Octavia. Since coming to work for her, her personal assistant had been working toward trying to reinstate her coven. What would she do to pay her dues? Would she cut a deal with the Coven Disciplinary Board to erase her ancestors’ crimes? 
 
    Reading her thoughts, Octavia said, “I am offended. Deeply offended.” 
 
    Slacker turned into a side road and put his foot down. 
 
    “Brace yourself,” Lexie warned. “It’s going to be a bumpy ride.” 
 
    When they arrived at the cottage they found Cat waiting for them at the door. 
 
    “I’ve been fretting and worrying, thinking something might have happened to you. What took you so long?” 
 
    Lexie reached for one of the shopping bags. “Luna insisted we had to go shopping.” 
 
    “That’s right. Blame me,” Luna grumbled.  
 
    Cat inspected their grocery bags. “I hope you paid with cash. You don’t want to leave a paper trail.” 
 
    “Slacker took care of it.” Lexie grinned and patted her empty pockets. “Has Jonathan come up with any new drawings?” 
 
    Cat nodded. “He’s been pulling his hair trying to figure out why he kept drawing a figure with a trench coat, a fedora hat and blonde hair. Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    Octavia stepped out of the Jeep and waved. 
 
    A fireworks of sparkles shot out of Cat. “Hello. Welcome to my cottage. I love your hair.” 
 
    Taking a couple of grocery bags, Lexie said, “Jonathan will be so pleased to know he’s not losing his mind. Let’s go in and put Jonathan out of his misery.” Along the way, Lexie explained how Jonathan had been drawing as a way to recapture her activities over the last few days. “None of it makes sense. Perhaps you can throw some light on the matter. By the way, it only took you eighteen odd hours to fly here, where were you before that?” 
 
    “Before catching my flight I tried to see what information I could find out so I went to… and then… but I had to go to…” 
 
    Lexie groaned. “On your way here, did you happen to drop by my apartment?” 
 
    “Actually, yes. That was my first stop. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “In case you didn’t notice, you just spoke with gaps.” 
 
    “What gaps?” 
 
    “I believe someone put a spell on my apartment. It’s affected all our memories.” Lexie stopped. “When’s the last time you saw Mirabelle?” 
 
    Octavia gave a firm nod. “I’d been organizing some books on binding spells and I wanted to tell her I’d catalogued them with cross references to names and dates, that was three days ago. We spoke briefly and then… because she… suddenly… oh, and…” Octavia gasped. “What’s going on? Why did I only hear some of my words?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Luna leaped up onto the table. Strolling around it, she mused, “The only one here not affected by the memory loss spell is… drum roll… the fairy.” 
 
    Rebel scowled. “I have a name.” 
 
    “Luna, we are not going to turn on each other,” Lexie warned. 
 
    “Says she who put my name at the top of the suspect list,” Cat muttered under her breath. 
 
    “I already apologized for that,” Lexie offered. “Rebel didn’t go anywhere near my apartment. She has no reason to suffer from memory loss. Slacker’s memory should be intact but we can’t test it because no matter how many times we question him, he’ll refuse to answer.” 
 
    “Octavia could flick her blonde hair and bat her eyelashes,” Luna suggested. “I’m told men respond to that.” 
 
    Octavia looked up from the drawings she’d been studying. “Jonathan did a really good job capturing my general likeness.” 
 
    “That must mean something. He’s been having trouble with everyone else.” Lexie pointed at the drawing with the shadowy figures that had turned out to be Mirabelle and Whip. “Do you have any theories? I can’t figure out how I could appear to myself… as myself in more or less the same space.” 
 
    Octavia shook her head. “It makes no sense at all. You’ve never been to Cat’s cottage. Or have you?” 
 
    “Which part of memory loss don’t you get?” Lexie looked at Cat. Would she lie to her face? Cat swore Lexie had never visited her. 
 
    She’d never questioned Cat’s loyalty. She’d never had reason to. Until now. 
 
    Lexie shook her head. She had to trust Cat and everyone else. They were incorruptible. Although…  
 
    Everyone had a price. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lexie looked over her shoulder to make sure no one had followed her. Reaching the end of the hallway, she sat down and crossed her legs. She’d make that doorway open again. “Somehow, that is… assuming I actually had something to do with it appearing the first time.” 
 
    She went through the motions, relaxing and focusing on her breathing and while she usually closed her eyes, she decided to keep them open and fixed on the wall.  
 
    Her focus became so intense, at first she didn’t notice she’d levitated off the floor. She even ignored the aroma of pizza wafting around her. 
 
    The fact a doorway had opened and she’d appeared to herself had to mean something. Had she tried to send a message? This had all started with her dreaming about telling Mirabelle off and when she’d appeared in the mirrored hallway, she’d been arguing with Mirabelle and Whip. 
 
    When had that happened? And if it had actually happened, why couldn’t she remember? 
 
    The questions rolled in and circled around her mind. When? How? Why? When she saw a light flicker, she held onto the questions, repeating them like a chant. Finally, the doorway appeared again. 
 
    “Hello Lexie, person of interest.” She watched her other version stride along the mirror image of the hallway with Luna beside her exactly as she had the first time. When she reached the end of the hallway and turned, the shadowy shapes appeared. Mirabelle and then Whip. “It’s a replay,” she whispered. She really had sent a message to herself. 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    Lexie recognized Slacker’s voice and while it took her by surprise, she managed to keep herself levitating until the doorway closed again. When it did, she eased herself down. Instead of getting up, she slumped flat on her back and looked up at the ceiling.  
 
    Slacker started humming.  
 
    “What’s that tune?” 
 
    “Message in a bottle by The Police.” Slacker strode up to her. “You’re right. You sent yourself a message.” 
 
    She hummed the tune under her breath. “Great. Now I won’t be able to get it out of my head.” Lexie pointed at the wall. “And how exactly did I just trigger that again?” 
 
    “Your presence could have been enough.” 
 
    She sat up. “If I went to the trouble of trying to contact myself, why didn’t I write something down so I… as me… now… could read it? And how did I know I could even make a doorway appear? How did I know I’d even be here, now?” 
 
    “Because you are you and you know yourself best,” Slacker said. 
 
    “I’d like to think so, but I’m actually a work in progress. Half the time I don’t have an opinion about anything. Some days I like chocolate ice cream, other days I think pistachio is the best flavor ever and I must have been nuts liking chocolate.” 
 
    “That’s a trait in itself, but I was actually referring to you knowing how you really feel about things that matter. I’m sure you’ve never questioned your loyalty or your dedication and determination.” 
 
    Lexie’s mouth gaped open. “Dedication? You clearly haven’t heard about me dragging my feet.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’ve heard. Anyway, Mirabelle and Whip are with you. They could have suggested it.” 
 
    “What? Appearing to myself?” Lexie chortled and shook her head. “You obviously don’t know Mirabelle. She’s never been forthcoming with information.” Lexie surged to her feet and faced the wall. “I just made the doorway appear again by thinking about the argument I had with Mirabelle.” Sensing Jonathan, Lexie turned. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey yourself,” Jonathan said. 
 
    “No, actually, I mean… Hey, I just sensed you approaching.” Had she developed a new skill? 
 
    Jonathan held up a drawing. He’d captured the moment Slacker had approached her. Lexie noticed something in the corner. Looking up, she spotted Rebel hovering by the window.  
 
    “Hey. How long have you been there?” 
 
    Rebel meandered over. “Sorry. I couldn’t help it. Where you go, I go. Someone has to watch your back. What if something had happened to you?” 
 
    Jonathan dropped his gaze to the drawing. “Everything else is the same as the first drawing I did.” 
 
    “Did you notice the hand gesture on the drawing?” Rebel asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Rebel held her hand up. “You’re holding your hand palm up as if to say stop or stay.” 
 
    Now that she thought about it, yes. Her other self had held her hand as if gesturing… “It’s not as if I have a choice. Cat said she can’t send us back until the end of the lunar cycle.” 
 
    Rebel hovered close to her nose. “Cat can’t send you back but can you return on your own steam?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, absolutely not.” Cat crossed her arms and firmed her lips. “Have you forgotten why we came here? You were about to be taken into custody and thrown into a dungeon.” 
 
    Lexie swung away and stomped around the sitting room. “What if that’s what they want me to believe. They… whoever is responsible for casting a memory loss spell.” 
 
    “On the other hand,” Cat said, “What if they know you only too well and realize that if they make you believe you’re a suspect, you’ll do everything in your power to hunt them down and you’ll walk straight into a trap.” 
 
    Luna leaped up onto Lexie’s shoulder. “Has Rebel been feeding you strange ideas? What if it’s a trick to get you to go back and you walk straight into a trap?” 
 
    “That’s what Cat just said.”  
 
    “Oh, sorry. That fairy is living in my head rent-free. I can’t stop thinking about her.” 
 
    Lexie closed her eyes and tried to calm the swirl of thoughts rampaging through her mind. 
 
    She could trust Cat. Her own cousin wouldn’t turn against her. She knew nothing about Rebel, but Lexie couldn’t think of a single reason why the fairy would want to harm her. 
 
    Her ‘other self’ must have known enough to warn her to stay. Stay where? Here? Or had she meant to tell herself to take it easy and not panic? 
 
    Lexie lifted her hand and mimicked the gesture her other self had made. “Bide your time, Lexie.” She looked at the others. “I didn’t look happy with the plan Mirabelle and Whip must have come up with.” She gave a firm nod. “It’s time. I have to do something. They could be in danger.” 
 
    Cat strode up to Slacker and jabbed a finger against his chest. “You. Why don’t you stop her? Lexie has to stay here.” 
 
    Lexie smiled at the sight of her cousin standing up to the formidable presence of the O’Rourke detective. “Cat, you should put that finger to good use and make him tell you what he meant earlier when he said this is bigger than we realize.” 
 
    Cat jabbed him again. “Yeah, what she said.” 
 
    Slacker looked down at Cat, his lips quirked up and he winked at her. 
 
    Cat tried to stifle her giggle. She really tried. Her shoulders shook and Lexie could see her fighting to keep her eyes locked with his. To her credit, she held on for as long as she could but in the end she burst out laughing. “Sorry. Maybe you should let Luna bite him.” 
 
    “Please don’t make me bite him,” Luna mentally murmured. “I rather like him.” 
 
    “With your permission, I’d like to try.” Rebel flew around him a couple of times. Stopping, she hovered in front of him and held his gaze.  
 
    The edge of Slacker’s lip kicked up. “What are you going to do, fairy?” 
 
    Rebel’s clothes changed colors several times. From orange to blue to purple, green, yellow... The changes picked up speed until she became a pulsing kaleidoscope of light. 
 
    “I think she’s trying to hypnotize him,” Luna murmured. “Or drive him nuts.” 
 
    Lexie rolled her eyes. “Just spit it out, Slacker.” 
 
    “Can you tell your fairy to stop it?” he grumbled. 
 
    Luna’s eyes widened. “Oh, it’s working. She’s managed to make a pest of herself. Nice trick but I’m sure it’s a natural trait with her.” 
 
    Sounding like a mosquito, Rebel buzzed around him. 
 
    Jonathan sidled up to Lexie. “I guess this serves as a warning to you. Don’t get on Rebel’s wrong side. Just give her what she wants.” 
 
    Luna leaped up and settled on Lexie’s shoulder. “I’m guessing she can go at it all day. I swear if she ever does that to me I will shred her wings. Okay, maybe I’ll only take a nibble. Fine, I’d actually bide my time and ambush her at every opportunity until she thinks she can’t get a moment’s peace. Yes, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll toy with her.”  
 
    Slacker ducked a couple of times. Putting both hands up he finally said, “All right. Call off your fairy.” 
 
    “That was too easy,” Jonathan said. 
 
    “You think? How would you like to have a rogue fairy buzzing around you? What if she pulls something out of her bag of tricks? They have fairy dust.” Lexie smiled. “Ready to talk?”  
 
    Rebel slowed down and hovered over and perched on Lexie’s shoulder. “I haven’t done that in a while. I feel dizzy and faint. This is the point where you should offer me a reward.” 
 
    “How about a chickpea?” 
 
    Slacker scowled at Lexie. “I’m here to help you and you set your feral fairy on me?” 
 
    “You call keeping me in the dark helping me?” 
 
    “You’re safe and that’s all that matters,” he said. 
 
    Why would that be a priority? 
 
    Luna twitched her whiskers. “Because you’re the incoming High Chair. You’re the future of your coven. That’s my guess.” 
 
    Lexie tilted her head in thought.  
 
    Luna purred, “If the coven is threatened, the best course of action would be to get you to safety.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Luna blinked at her. “Because you’re the incoming High Chair. That makes you the next in line.” 
 
    She’d never thought of herself in quite those terms. 
 
    Lexie patted her chain mail dress. Her mom had told her to stay safe. “That doesn’t make sense. I’ve been forced to deal with dangerous situations. Why would this, whatever this situation we’ve landed in is, be any different?” 
 
    “Until now,” Luna explained, “You’ve dealt with other people being murdered and you’ve had people backing you up. Slacker said this is bigger than you realize. You haven’t been able to make sense of that and he refuses to explain. So maybe there’s something to be said for staying right where we are, at least until we know more.” 
 
    Lexie could feel a roar rising inside her. “I hope you’re not suggesting I’ve been wrapped in cotton wool. I can deal with whatever is out there. Heck, I can deal with whatever is inside me—” 
 
    They all looked at her.  
 
    Octavia strode up to her and asked in a no-nonsense tone Lexie didn’t quite recognize, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Lexie shrugged. “It’s nothing new. I’ve sensed a dark presence inside me before and I’ve dealt with it.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Cat said. “There are no dark presences inside my cottage. Even my forest has been warded against all evil.” 
 
    “It’s not in your cottage, it’s inside my head.” 
 
    Cat crossed her arms. “That’s the same thing. Tell us about it.” 
 
     After Lexie explained what she’d seen while meditating, they all looked at Slacker. 
 
    “Are you ready to tell us more?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    When he didn’t answer, Lexie huffed out in frustration. “What’s the big deal? If I run into any trouble I can just call on the O’Rourke Group to assist.” 
 
    “That might not be enough,” Slacker murmured. 
 
    “You’re kidding me? One hundred voices descending upon us all at once aren’t enough? I’ve seen you guys at work. You’re a formidable presence and a force to be reckoned with.”  
 
    “The danger is real,” Slacker murmured. 
 
    Lexie gasped. “You just sounded like the Oracle Luna and I met not long ago.” 
 
    Slacker nodded. “We heard her warning.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “That we’ve been expecting something to happen. Now it has.” Slacker brushed his hands across his face. 
 
    Lexie’s eyes narrowed to slits. Her lips parted but no words came out. Soon after hearing the Oracle’s warning, she’d met Whip O’Rourke. He’d been assigned to prevent the killer who’d been on the loose from getting to Lexie. 
 
    She couldn’t remember anyone saying the danger still existed. Lexie turned to Jonathan. “Did you know about this?” 
 
    He shuffled his feet and looked away as if wishing to be anywhere else but there. 
 
    “So why am I the last to hear about this?” 
 
    “Technically speaking, you were the first to know about it,” Luna said. “The Oracle spoke to you.” 
 
    “Can we assume Mirabelle had been at her manor when she disappeared—” 
 
    Octavia cut in, “The Hall. Mackenzie Hall to be precise.” 
 
    “Manor. Hall. It’s all the same.” 
 
    Luna purred. “Manor and Hall might sound the same to you, but they’re actually significantly different to the crammed apartment we live in.” 
 
    Lexie looked up at the ceiling and called for calm. “Let’s call it Mirabelle’s place. I’m assuming that’s where she was when whatever happened to her, happened. Octavia. You said you spoke with her.” 
 
    Octavia took a moment to think about it. “Yes. At least, I’m sure I did. Yes. I did.” She bit the edge of her lip. 
 
    Jonathan drew out a chair and sat down to draw. “Since no one can remember the last time they spoke with Mirabelle, yes, I’d say it’s safe to assume she’d been at Mackenzie Hall before she disappeared. What are you trying to get at?” 
 
    “Octavia said she spoke with Mirabelle three days ago.” It couldn’t be a fake memory. Octavia had only recently told her. Lexie paced around the room. “Then Mackenzie Hall is the scene of the crime.” And that’s where she should have headed. Instead, she’d been coerced into hiding. Even her mom had wanted her to flee, adding that the less she knew about Lexie’s whereabouts, the better. Lexie turned to Slacker. “Can I also assume the O’Rourke Group has sent someone over to investigate? I need to know someone is taking some sort of action.” 
 
    When Slacker sighed, Lexie asked, “Is that a sigh of resignation? Are you going to stick to name, rank and serial number or are you going to start cooperating?”   
 
    “If I tell you, you’re going to fly off the handle.” He pointed at her hands. “All that fireball business is new to you. Can you promise to remain cool, calm and collected?” 
 
    “That’s the most you’ve said since you arrived here.” Lexie looked at her hands. “As far as I can tell, it takes some doing for me to produce those fireballs. Besides, do you really think I’d harm anyone here?” 
 
    Rebel sat on her shoulder and crossed her legs. “You haven’t heard what he has to say yet. You might want to hold off on making any major decisions. Then again, you have fireballs.” 
 
    “That’s not the sort of advice I would give the incoming High Chair,” Luna warned. “She needs to cultivate an attitude of diplomacy and be even-tempered. High Chairs do not shoot first and ask questions later.” 
 
    Rebel poked her tongue out and was about to blow Luna a raspberry when Luna hissed. She scrambled onto Lexie’s head and drew her claws out.  
 
    “Go on. I dare you to blow me a raspberry.”  
 
    Rebel took flight and hovered just out of reach of Luna’s claw. 
 
    “Girls. Pipe down and play nice. Slacker wants to say something.” Lexie gave him a lifted eyebrow look.  
 
    He hitched his hands on his hips and looked down at the floor. 
 
    Before he could say anything, Lexie gasped. “The other me… on the other side of the hallway is really me sending myself a message.” She hadn’t wanted to believe it. But it had to be true. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have it any other way,” Slacker murmured.  
 
    “You knew. You knew?” 
 
    “Mirabelle tried to talk you out of it saying you were still too vulnerable to face—” 
 
    When Slacker broke off Lexie knew he’d said too much. “It can’t be anything good so I assume it’s some sort of danger.” Lexie stabbed her fingers through her hair. Luna shifted in time to avoid being poked. “Does it have anything to do with what I saw inside my head?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to figure that out,” Octavia offered. “You haven’t come to any harm and since arriving here you haven’t faced any danger so I’m guessing that’s your inner psyche surfacing and trying to tell you something about yourself.” 
 
    “What? That I’m a beautiful bright light as well as a menacing evil force that can explode into shards?” Lexie sunk down on a chair next to Jonathan and looked at the drawing he’d been working on. 
 
    She nibbled the tip of her thumb and remembered something Whip had said a while back. Her powers were well hidden inside her. Good and bad? 
 
    “What was I wearing, I mean, the other me?” Lexie searched through the drawings and found the one she wanted. No chain mail dress. That meant she’d met Mirabelle and Whip before any of this had happened. 
 
    She speared her gaze toward Slacker. He knew more than he wanted to let on. One way or another, she’d get the information out of him. Even if she had to— 
 
    A knock at the front door had them all turning. 
 
    “Are you expecting someone?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “No.” Cat scooped in a breath. “I should go see who it is.” 
 
    “We’ll come with you.” 
 
    They all followed Cat. When she opened the door they didn’t see anyone. Then, one by one, they lowered their gazes. 
 
    Cat brightened. “Mr. Ellsworth.” 
 
    He took a step back and was about to take another when Cat stopped him. “Come in.” 
 
    Looking at everyone, he shook his head. “I seem to have interrupted something.” 
 
    “You haven’t. Come in.” Cat gestured for everyone to step back. 
 
    “If you insist. Although, I could come back later… When… there aren’t so many of you.”  
 
    “Nonsense. Come in,” Cat insisted.  
 
    Without taking his eyes off anyone, Mr. Ellsworth took a tentative step inside. As he strode in, he kept his back close to the wall.  
 
    “This way. We’re in the sitting room. I’ll light a fire for you. I know how much you like cozy fires,” Cat said conversationally. “I’m surprised you came back so soon.” 
 
    “Had to,” he said. 
 
    Everyone fell back and let him walk on ahead with Cat. When the gnome sat on a miniature rocking chair by the fireplace, they gathered around leaving enough space between them to avoid spooking him.  
 
    “I have some of those scones you like. Would you like tea or a mug of ale?” 
 
    He tapped his thick fingers against his chin. “Mrs. Ellsworth would say I should stick to tea but what I have to tell you calls for a tankard of ale.” 
 
    “Then a tankard it is. I won’t be long.” 
 
    The gnome sat perfectly still, his gaze slanted toward the others who stood back. Seeing Rebel, he smiled and gave her a small wave hello.  
 
    Rebel flew over and, sitting on a stool beside him, began a conversation only they could hear. 
 
    Every now and then Mr. Ellsworth looked over at the group and nodded.  
 
    “I bet anything Rebel is warning him about me,” Luna said. “I should go over and defend myself.” 
 
    “Stay, Luna. We don’t want to scare him away before he tells us his news.” Seeing Cat approaching, Lexie went to stand by the fireplace.  
 
    The gnome tipped his head and gave her a nervous smile.   
 
    “Here you go. A tankard of ale. I hope I don’t have to carry you back home.” 
 
    His cheeks colored slightly.  
 
    “Now. Can you tell us what happened?” 
 
    “She whose name we don’t dare utter has escaped and,” Mr. Ellsworth pointed a finger at Lexie, “She’s looking for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s taken over Mackenzie Hall. As soon as Mrs. Ellsworth and I heard, we made haste and left. I now owe Mrs. Ellsworth another second honeymoon. She suspects I already knew something was afoot.” The gnome finished his tankard of ale. His voice grew heavy as he added, “The Mackenzie gardens have shriveled. Darkness hangs over the Hall.” 
 
    Looking around the sitting room, Lexie saw everyone’s heads lowering. She had to battle the urge to clap her hands and reanimate them. They didn’t have time to wallow. “So, without mentioning her name, could someone please explain who this person of interest is?”  
 
    Jonathan turned away and strode toward the table where he sat down to work on his drawing again. 
 
    Slacker sunk down on a chair, his eyes glazed over as if in deep thought, and Cat strode over to stand next to Lexie. 
 
    “It’s not that we can’t mention her name. We don’t want to. And also…” Cat shook her head. “Her name is on the tip of my tongue but I can’t remember it.’ 
 
    Slacker put his hand up. “Same here.” 
 
    “So you’re all actually admitting you know about her.” Lexie frowned. Once again, she was the last to know. 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “Why is it I’ve never heard any mention of her?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “Because we simply don’t talk about her,” Cat explained. “We thought the O’Rourke Group had imprisoned her for good.” 
 
    “Can someone give me a hint? The first letter of her name? Something. Anything?” Lexie looked from one to the other. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at the gnome. He gave a vigorous shake of his head and gave his beard a tug. “Oh, no. I cannot say her name. Not even a fraction of it.” 
 
    Shoving her hands behind her, Lexie paced around. “So who is she? Where did she come from?” She wanted to believe someone had already drawn up battle plans but what if everyone had simply gone into hiding? 
 
    Slacker stretched his legs out. “We imprisoned her ten years ago.” He looked at Lexie. 
 
    “What’s with the look? Is it supposed to trigger something in me?” He clearly wanted to say something but he either couldn’t find the words or he didn’t want to. “Ten years. That’s before my time,” Lexie said. “As in… that’s when I took a sabbatical and even before then I never paid much attention to anything that went on around me. I knew my mom did witchy things but the whole idea of being a witch hadn’t quite sunk in with me.” 
 
    “Did you ever wonder why the daughter of the High Chair would turn her back on her heritage?” Jonathan murmured. 
 
    She didn’t have to think about it. At the time, she’d been fixated with finding a way out of attending the Lauriston Academy for Ladies and their Feline Companions where she would have been forced to wear white dresses with puffy sleeves. She’d begged her mom to let her attend a regular high school saying she had plenty of time to learn all the hocus pocus she needed to know. Knowing Lexie’s powers already existed within her, her mom had acquiesced.  
 
    During those ten years, Lexie had done such a thorough job of forgetting how close she’d come to attending the academy, when Mirabelle had recently mentioned going there on an assignment Lexie hadn’t known anything about the academy. 
 
    “I took a break.” Lexie spread her arms out. “And here I am, ready for duty. No harm done. So far, and Luna will attest to this, I have managed to achieve a one hundred percent success strike rate.” At least in the mystery solving side of things. The landing in closets problem would have to be tackled in due course. 
 
    “You only came back because we tricked you into it,” Cat said in a soft tone. “But that’s not what Jonathan is referring to.” 
 
    “Is this something you can talk about or is it another unmentionable secret?” Lexie asked him. 
 
    Jonathan tapped his crayon on the table. “You saw her in action and you didn’t like what you saw. It spooked you and that’s putting it mildly.” 
 
    “Huh? How could I have seen her if I don’t even know who you’re talking about?” 
 
    “That’s either the result of selective memory or your mom took care of wiping the experience from your mind,” Slacker explained. 
 
    “Hang on. Does any of this have to do with the happy and evil lights I saw inside my head?” 
 
    Slacker studied her for a moment. “Knowing what was coming, you might have stored a mental image you could decipher when you needed to.” 
 
    “You mean, all those years ago I stored a subliminal message inside myself?” 
 
    He nodded. “You knew you’d have to step up to the plate and take up your role as incoming High Chair, and eventually, High Chair. I’m sure you would have left yourself a trail of crumbs. As for the message you sent yourself today… I’ve heard enough stories about you to know you were never going to be happy about going into hiding instead of confronting the problem head-on. That’s why you appear to be arguing with Mirabelle and Whip.”  
 
    Lexie smiled and shook her head. “You really think I’d store a message inside my head? I’m sure I would have left a clearer image in my mind. Something along the lines of me holding up a sign saying doom and gloom is headed your way, so get ready to zap someone.” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” Slacker said. “And you understood that well enough to leave a cryptic message. Both ten years ago and now.” 
 
    Lexie pressed her hands against her head. “Let me get this perfectly straight. You’re not just referring to the other me on the mirror image of the hallway. You’re actually saying I’ve known all along about this person whose name no one wants to mention and… and I knew I’d some day have to face her.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Lexie managed to rein in her temper. When the time came, she would unleash it… “How could you let her escape?” 
 
    “She’s powerful. We took all the necessary precautions to keep her incarcerated, but she is who she is.” 
 
    Lexie’s eyes narrowed. “Knowing that, couldn’t the O’Rourke Group have taken super extra, extra precautions?” 
 
    “We did. How long is it going to take you to figure out a way out of here?” Slacker asked. 
 
    “That’s different. No one is holding me prisoner.” 
 
    “If we put you in one of our dungeons, I’m sure you’d eventually find a way out, regardless of how many precautions we take.” 
 
    “Don’t tell her that,” Luna muttered, “What if one day we have to hold her prisoner… for her own safety?” 
 
    Rebel rolled her eyes. “Cats. You can never know when they’ll turn on you.” 
 
    Jonathan strode over to Lexie and showed her the drawing he’d been working on.  
 
    “Hey, that’s my mom.” 
 
    He gave a pensive shake of his head. “No, it’s not.” 
 
    “Yes it is. I mean, you captured her likeness but you went a bit overboard with the evil looking glint in her eyes. I know you and Morgana haven’t always seen eye to eye, but did you have to be so hard on her?” 
 
    “That’s not Morgana,” Slacker said. “It’s her sister. The one whose name we don’t dare say out loud, even if we could remember it.” 
 
    Lexie gulped. “Are you telling me I’m related to her?”  
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    Lexie studied the image. Her mom had a sister? Why didn’t she know about it? “W-what did she do to get herself locked up?” 
 
    Slacker squared his shoulders and said, “She… and then she… because…” 
 
    Jonathan clicked his fingers. “The memory loss. That’s it. The O’Rourke Group used it to do a thorough cover up after she unleashed her power.” 
 
    And now they’d used it again on them? Why? So she’d go into hiding? That had to be the reason. She drew in a long breath. Okay, it made sense. They must have known she’d eventually figure out she hadn’t killed Mirabelle. A second later, it didn’t make sense. “Who else, besides the O’Rourke Group, could have had the bright idea to wipe our memories?” 
 
    Cat looked at Lexie. “The O’Rourke Group? Isn’t that what Slacker just said?” 
 
    Jonathan frowned. “I thought Morgana was behind it all.” 
 
    “Does anyone want to suggest Mirabelle?” Lexie asked. Scratching her head, she tried to remember if Slacker had claimed credit for the memory loss. “Are we likely to forget each other’s names?” 
 
    Keeping a straight face, Cat stared at her blankly. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’ll give you three seconds to drop the act,” Lexie warned. They all sunk down and stared at the floor. Hearing a giggle, she turned and saw Luna on her back clawing at Rebel who hovered above her teasing Luna. They were playing?  
 
    “I think it might have been the unmentionable one. She means business this time,” Mr. Ellsworth whispered. “She went after the High Chair of the British Isles and—” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” Lexie rolled her eyes. “We get it. Mirabelle.” 
 
    “I asked around,” Mr. Ellsworth continued, “But no one could say for sure if Mirabelle is alive or dead because all their memories have been tampered with but I did not sense the gloom of her demise.” 
 
    “The what?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “Like you, she is connected to the elements and she is, therefore, a link in the universal life-force. Everyone in the magical world would feel her demise and it would cast a shroud of gloom throughout the magical realms. Some people refer to it as mourning.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    They all fell silent and listened to the crackling of the fire. 
 
    Lexie’s gaze slid from one to the other. “Is anyone here feeling a shroud of gloom?” 
 
    They shook their heads. 
 
    “I guess that’s sort of good news.” Lexie straightened. “Although, how is it that I ended up being suspected of killing Mirabelle?” 
 
    Slacker looked away. 
 
    Rebel flew around him a couple of times. “Answer the Mackenzie incoming High Chair.” 
 
    “Tell your fairy to stand down.” 
 
    “I think you should answer first,” Lexie suggested. 
 
    Slacker pointed at the drawing of Lexie, Mirabelle and Whip. “You were there when they hatched the plan.” 
 
    “Okay, if you say so. But I don’t look at all happy about it.” What sort of plan had they hatched? “Hang on. It sort of makes sense. If this unmentionable person wanted to get rid of Mirabelle first, a good plan would be to pretend to get rid of Mirabelle and…” She scooped in a breath. “And if everyone suspected me, I’d have to go on the run.” Lexie turned toward the fire and pressed her forehead against the mantelpiece. 
 
    It had been Mirabelle’s plot. And Lexie hadn’t been happy about it.               
 
    I’ll get you for this Mirabelle. 
 
    Had Mirabelle really suggested making her the scapegoat?  
 
    “Yeah. I get it now. It makes perfect sense.” Coming here had given her a chance to regroup and time to identify a weakness. She’d bet anything she hadn’t counted on losing her memory. Lexie couldn’t help wondering which part of the plan she’d objected to the most. Going into hiding or being falsely accused of killing her cousin. “I don’t believe Mirabelle and Whip would have suggested wiping my memory. I don’t see what we could have gained by it.” Her mom’s evil twin had to be responsible.  
 
    Lexie looked at Mr. Ellsworth. “She whose name no one remembers and or don’t want to mention hasn’t been recaptured.” 
 
    The gnome shook his head.  
 
    “And she’s at Mackenzie Hall. Just checking to see if we all still remember that part.” 
 
    He nodded. “There are nasty goblins in the garden. They’ve turned everything into a putrid bog.” 
 
    “Is she likely to go after my mom?” Lexie asked. When no one answered, she turned and found them all looking at her. 
 
    “She’ll go after the next generation. Nip you all in the bud.” Mr. Ellsworth shook his finger. “Catherine Marianna Mackenzie, you promised us a safe haven in your forest. You must strengthen your wards because you’ll be next.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “An evil twin?” Lexie growled at the ceiling. “Someone please tell me I don’t have an evil twin hidden somewhere.” 
 
    “You don’t,” Cat assured her. “Those only come along once in a millennium. And, you don’t need to worry. You’ll be safe here. My forest is protected. There is simply too much goodness here for her to be able to breach my defenses.” 
 
    Lexie held up a finger. “One. How sure are you? You might have forgotten I have an evil twin sister. Two…” Lexie looked up at the ceiling. “Sorry, I forgot point two. Hang on, it’s coming back to me. She obviously breached Mackenzie Hall’s wards. I wouldn’t be so sure about your forest being safe from her.” 
 
    Cat looked affronted. She lifted her chin. “My enchanted forest is alive and full of magic. It is incorruptible. She must have found a weakness at the Hall and that’s how she managed to take it. She won’t stop there.” 
 
    “What is it about evil people wanting to take over the world? Can’t they settle for their piece of the pie? Oh, no. They have to have it all.” 
 
    Luna leaped up onto her shoulders. “Would you like me to give you a neck massage? I can hear the tension in your voice.” 
 
    “That would be good. Thank you.” 
 
    Rebel flew up to her and said, “I could flutter my wings and fill the air your breathe with healing energy.” 
 
    Luna pressed her paws along Lexie’s shoulders. “She’s fine. I’m taking care of her. Why don’t you go off and sit by the fire, really close to the fire.” 
 
    “Hey, you two. No in-house fighting. Either you get along or I’ll kick you both out.” Lexie frowned at Luna. “Didn’t I see you playing with Rebel?” 
 
    Luna gave a kitty shrug. “I’ve decided she can be useful as a plaything, but she’s still a nuisance who needs to learn her place.” 
 
    Cat came in carrying a couple of plates. “I hope you don’t mind. I heated some pizza for everyone.” She turned to the gnome. “Another tankard of ale?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t…” the gnome grinned and rubbed his hands. 
 
    Lexie took a bite of her pizza and focused on chewing and savoring it. The moment of bliss didn’t last. “I’m going to ask a question and I warn you all, I will get an answer.” 
 
    Slacker and Jonathan grabbed some pizza and shoved it all in.  
 
    “Yeah, nice trick but it’s not going to work. You’ll have to swallow eventually.” She set her slice of pizza down. “Where is Mirabelle?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “You can’t all hide behind this memory loss spell. One of you must know something. In fact, you all know something.” Lexie’s voice hitched. “It might only be a fraction of something, but if we get all the pieces out into the open, we could put them together and we might end up with a lead.” 
 
    Mr. Ellsworth shifted and appeared to shrink into his rocking chair.  
 
    Lexie clapped her hands. “Come on, people. Think.” 
 
    Hopping off her shoulders, Luna strutted around from one to the other and eyeballed them. “Out with it.” 
 
    Cat stood up and asked, “Would anyone like some more pizza?”  
 
    Lexie blocked the door. “No one leaves this room until I get an answer.” 
 
    “She’s safe.” 
 
    Lexie swung around. “Who said that?” 
 
    Rebel hovered toward Lexie but kept a safe distance. “Mirabelle Louisa Mackenzie is safe.” 
 
    Luna curved her back and made a lunge for Rebel. “I told you. She’s a spy. She knows more than she’s been letting on.” 
 
    Rebel dove into Lexie’s hair.  
 
    “All right. Enough. I warned you both.” Lexie hunted around her hair. “Come out, Rebel.” 
 
    Rebel whispered, “She’s safe. That’s all I can say.” 
 
    “You’ve known that all along and you wait until now to say something? How could you?” 
 
    Luna snorted. “You’ve just shot yourself in the foot, fairy. Rule number one, you must be loyal to the incoming High Chair.” 
 
    “But I’ve only just remembered,” Rebel said in a small voice. 
 
    “You were nowhere near my apartment so you couldn’t be suffering from the memory loss spell,” Lexie warned. “Now, come out.” 
 
    Rebel flew out of her hair and hovered in front of Lexie. Rolling her eyes, she said, “I guess you should know I’m not the brightest of fairies. They were only too glad to be finally rid of me. Everyone saw me as a burden.” 
 
    Luna purred, “Don’t trust her. She’s lying. Well… sort of. I’m sure there’s some truth about her being slow and dimwitted.” 
 
    “Oh, all right.” Rebel crossed her arms and hovered to the middle of the sitting room. “I am under strict instructions to stop you from leaving the forest.” When Lexie strode toward her, Rebel looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    “You can fly as high as you want, I have ways of bringing you down. Why did you wait until now to tell me? And why tell me now if you’re under strict instructions not to?” 
 
    “Well… Duh! My name’s Rebel. I never agreed with the silly idea of keeping you in the dark. I thought you should at least know you don’t need to worry about your cousin.” 
 
    When Lexie levitated off the floor, everyone took a step back. “Where is she and is Whip with her?” 
 
    Rebel looked around. “There are eyes and ears everywhere. I can’t tell you her exact location but I can say you’ve been there. Recently. And, yes, the O’Rourke detective is with her.” 
 
    Lexie looked over at Luna. “Any ideas?” They both nodded and said, “The Crone.” 
 
    Mr. Ellsworth sighed and rose to his feet. “I believe this is my cue to leave.” 
 
    Lexie looked down at the floor only then realizing she’d levitated. “Um. Does anyone have any idea how I can get down?” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. It makes sense. We couldn’t both hide within the Crone’s realm.” When Lexie looked at Jonathan he shoved another slice of pizza in his mouth. “Relax. I’m not asking you any questions. I’m only thinking out loud. We need to get back to the pub. That’s where the entrance to the Crone’s realm is.” 
 
    “You heard Cat. We can’t leave here,” Jonathan said around a mouthful of pizza. 
 
    “You must have been immersed in your drawing. Cat sort of fibbed about that. She can’t take us back but we’re not bound to this place. We can leave whenever we want to. It should have been obvious when we went into town. Even so, if she who can’t be named managed to escape the O’Rourke Group’s dungeons then I can figure out a way for us to get back home.” Catching a commercial flight would be out of the question because she simply didn’t have the time to spare. She needed to get home now, not in twenty odd hours. 
 
    Cat shook her head. “That will take a lot of magic. It’ll be like sending up a flare. You’ll be placing everyone in danger,” Cat warned. “Your mom’s evil twin will come after you and wherever she goes, she will leave a trail of destruction.” 
 
    The lights in the sitting room flickered and dimmed.  
 
    “What was that?” Lexie asked. 
 
    Cat looked around. “Oh, that’s just my cottage responding to my ominous tone.” 
 
    “Please stick to being sparkly. We have enough to worry about. And please don’t refer to her as my mom’s evil twin.” Lexie threw another log in the fire but only because she needed to poke something. 
 
    Her mom had to be okay. Strangely, she didn’t feel at all concerned about Mirabelle. She had a font of knowledge at her disposal and would eventually figure something out. Her mom, on the other hand…  
 
    Lexie tilted her head in thought. She guessed her mom’s power would be equal to her evil twin sister’s. It would actually be better. Her mom had the power of good on her side and good always triumphed over evil. In the process, however, good usually took a bit of a pounding. 
 
    Resuming her massage, Luna dug her paws into Lexie’s neck. “You’ll need to hold steady otherwise my massage will be pointless.”  
 
    Cat went around the room plumping up cushions. “I think you should wait until tomorrow to make any major decisions. A good night’s rest will give you a clear perspective. There’s no point in rushing into a perilous situation when you know we… I can’t come to your rescue. You’ll be on your own and that is simply unacceptable.” Cat gave a fierce shake of her head. “No, I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “I have a chain mail dress and some moves.” Lexie cut the air with a karate chop.  
 
    “Well, I’m glad to see you’ve regained your sense of humor, but I’m not laughing. If anything happens to you… Well, it can’t.” Cat pressed a cushion against her chest. “I never thought I’d see the day when we would all face real danger.” 
 
    Lexie’s eyebrows shot up. “Newsflash. I’ve been dealing with one murder case after another with little to no training.” 
 
    “And that’s given you a false sense of security and confidence. You are nowhere near ready to face someone like her.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll just have to use that as an advantage. If push comes to shove, I won’t bother with the rules.” 
 
    “Rules?” Cat asked. 
 
    “You know, en garde. The sort of pleasantries of the battle field.” Lexie looked at her hands and decided she needed to get some practice. Those fireballs had to be at her beck and call. “What happens if I call on the O’Rourke Group? Are they going to back me up or haul me away to one of their dungeons?” 
 
    Slacker gave a stiff nod. “They’re the only ones who will be able to help you but first you’ll have to enter Mackenzie Hall. She might make it easy for you or she might make it difficult.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Hang on. Time out,” Cat hollered. “Lexie is headed back home so she can access the doorway at the pub and gain entry to the Crone’s realm. No one said anything about her going directly to Mackenzie Hall.” 
 
    “Cat, this is a take the bull by the horns situation. I’d only be wasting my time. Mirabelle is safe—” 
 
    “Mirabelle has several years’ more experience. She is the one who should confront this danger, not you.” 
 
    Lexie spread her arms out. “And yet I’m the one with the chain mail dress and fireballs.” And, hopefully, a few other tricks up her sleeves. “Do you think Mirabelle will have any worthwhile knowledge to share with me?” 
 
    Octavia cleared her throat. “I’ve spent enough time in her vast library to have acquired all essential knowledge. Lexie is right. She is the only one equipped to tackle this menace and I can assist her.” 
 
    Slamming her fisted hands against her hips, Cat bellowed, “Slacker. Do something.” 
 
    He nodded. “Of course. I’ll go with Lexie.” 
 
    Cat flapped her arms. “That’s not what I meant and you well know it. We need to assess the situation and study it from every possible angle, leaving no stone left unturned. We need a strong, failsafe strategy.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing,” Lexie mused. “And I won’t know what I’ll need until I confront her.” 
 
    Sparks shot out of Cat as she yelped, “This is no time to adlib.”  
 
    Luna pressed on a tender spot.  
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    “I might need to pound that knot out of you,” Luna purred. 
 
    “I suggest sitting under the old Oak tree,” Rebel whispered. 
 
    “I heard that,” Luna grumbled. “You’ve already put your foot in it by thinking you could infiltrate the ranks and influence the incoming High Chair. I suggest you sit in a corner and ponder the consequences of your actions.” 
 
    “Duh! I owned up. And look who’s calling the kettle black.” 
 
    Luna’s back curved. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “There are stories circulating about you not telling her you could talk. It went on for days on end.” 
 
    “That’s between the incoming High Chair and me. At least I never stabbed her in the back.” 
 
    “Also,” Rebel continued, “According to the rumor mills, you aspire to be a feline companion to a High Chair and that’s the only reason why you’re prepared to overlook her shortcomings because every other High Chair already has a feline companion. I’m surprised you haven’t gone on a killing spree to create a vacancy.” 
 
    “I’m going to pluck your wings,” Luna growled. “Maybe not today, or tomorrow. When you least expect it, you’ll wake up and think everything is rosy and then you’ll try to fly and—” 
 
    Lexie sighed. “Both of you need to put a sock in it.”  
 
    Luna curled up into a tight ball, “She started it.” 
 
    “I need a breath of fresh air.” Lexie turned to Octavia and gestured for her to follow her. Once outside, they headed out to the old Oak tree. Along the way, Lexie explained, “We need to find a way to get back home. The tree has some sort of revitalizing energy. It should help clear our heads.”  
 
    Lexie knew she could figure out a way to transport herself and Luna, but she also knew she’d land in her closet and that would defeat the purpose. If they returned to her apartment, they risked exposing themselves to the forgetting spell again and they might forget why they’d returned. She only had one shot at this and she needed to get to Mackenzie Hall. “Can you come up with a spell?” 
 
    Octavia straightened and gave her sleeve a tug. “How many are traveling?” 
 
    “I can’t leave these two behind and I’m thinking Slacker should come.” 
 
    “Five,” Octavia said. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Octavia counted on her fingers, “You, Luna, Rebel, Slacker and me.” 
 
    “You? Oh, no. Not you. You need to stay here with Cat and Jonathan.” 
 
    “What about me?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    Lexie turned and saw him approaching. “Nothing.” 
 
    “What are you two plotting?” he asked. 
 
    “Go back to your drawings. You need to stick to what you know. You’re supposed to be working your way to a breakthrough.” 
 
    “This is big, Lexie. You’ll need all hands on deck. So whatever you’re planning to do, you’ll have to count me in too.” 
 
    Luna leaped up and down, calling for Lexie’s attention. “Octavia could come up with a spell to restore our memories. If she did that, then you’d know where you stand.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea Luna but I think Octavia needs to put all her focus on getting us to Mackenzie Hall. Whatever spell she comes up with is going to draw attention to us. We have to prioritize and get the best result from our one shot at this.”  
 
    When they reached the old tree, Lexie settled on the mossy mound. Jonathan looked at the tree with suspicion. Lexie patted the spot next to her. “You should try it. Cat says it works wonders for her.” Relaxing, Lexie closed her eyes and waited for the tree to take a hold of her, but it didn’t. She felt a buzz of energy course through her and she could still move her arms and hear the sounds around her. She guessed that first time she’d been super charged. 
 
    A few minutes later, Octavia sighed. “It’s marvelous. I’m tingling all over.” 
 
    Luna agreed. “If we could bottle this up, we would make a fortune.”  
 
    Lexie glanced down at Luna who’d settled beside her lying flat on her back, her little legs stretched out.  
 
    “I think my tongue is lolling out. I can’t tell, I’m so relaxed,” Luna purred. 
 
    “Ha, ha. You’re driveling,” Rebel teased.  
 
    “Sticks and stones. Now hush up. Can’t you see we’re trying to relax?” 
 
    Rebel and Luna fell silent. Five minutes into the group meditation Lexie heard a light humming. Peeling an eye open, she saw Rebel hovering around the tree. Up and down. Up and down. Noticing Lexie watching her, she stopped and mouthed an apology. 
 
    “Has anyone come up with any bright ideas?” Lexie asked.  
 
    Rebel made a broom-broom sound and swept around the tree.  
 
    Octavia shifted, stretched and yawned. “Cat’s protection spell over her forest will work against us. It’ll be like a gravitational pull. Whatever spell we use will need an extra kick to it.” 
 
    “We can’t ask her to lower the shield,” Lexie mused.  
 
    Rebel flew by, still making the broom-broom sound.  
 
    “She’s such a child,” Luna said. 
 
    Jonathan stretched his legs out. “I think Rebel is trying to tell you something.” 
 
    “We should ignore her,” Luna said. “She’s only trying to draw attention to herself.” 
 
    Lexie sat up. She watched Rebel whizz by again. This time, her hands were stretched out and Rebel appeared to be playing at make-believe driving. “Jonathan’s right. I’m guessing she’s trying to suggest we drive out of here.” 
 
    Rebel came to a screeching halt in front of Lexie. “Finally.”  
 
    “You want to drive all the way home?” Octavia asked. “That will take months. Actually, it’s impossible because there’s an ocean to cross. In fact, two oceans since we’re headed to England.” 
 
    Lexie looked at Luna who appeared to be thinking. “Remember Gainsborough Mansion?” 
 
    Luna nodded.  
 
    “Can you remember how we got the buggy to travel through time?” Lexie asked. 
 
    Luna opened her mouth and closed it again. “Nope.” 
 
    “We can use Slacker’s Jeep but only if Octavia can come up with a seriously good rocket fuel spell. Will you be able to manage it without having access to Mirabelle’s extensive library?” 
 
    “I’ve been using my time wisely,” Octavia mused, “There are several important tomes, essential guides to spell casting, and they list the most effective ones. I’ve memorized them all. It’ll just be a matter of sifting through my mental catalogue to find something that will work for us and tweak it.” 
 
    “What can we do to help? Do you need us to be quiet? I could shove my socks into these two.”  
 
    “Oh, no. That’s fine. The chatter seems to work for me.” 
 
    Lexie sat back and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Octavia said we could talk. Who wants to go first?” Luna asked. “No one? Okay, I’ll start. I think we should keep a close eye on the fairy. You can’t know for sure if she’s loyal to you or to her fairy queen. For all you know, the fairy queen might have already sold you out to she whose name we don’t remember and Rebel is here to make sure you’re delivered to Mackenzie Hall. You should frisk her to make sure she’s not carrying a pair of iron shackles. Those can be dangerous to a witch.” 
 
    Jonathan tilted his head. “They’d be too small.” 
 
    “Oh, but she’s magical,” Luna explained. “They could expand. We should play it safe and ask her to empty out her pockets right now and if she objects, you could hold her by her feet and give her a good shake.” 
 
    Rebel sat on Lexie’s knee and cupped her chin in her hand and listened with rapt attention.  
 
    “Luna, please change the subject,” Lexie suggested. 
 
    “Okay.” Luna rolled her eyes from side to side. “I know. We could test our memories. I’ll go first. Ask me what I ate for lunch yesterday.” 
 
    Lexie gave her a scratch behind the ears. “What did you eat for lunch yesterday?” 
 
    “A fish head. Personally, I prefer my food to look nothing like its source but as I’m currently an exile dependant on the generosity of others, I can’t be fastidious.” 
 
    “What about those fishy treats I give you? They’re shaped like fish.” 
 
    “I never noticed, but now that you’ve mentioned it, you might want to switch brands. Do you remember what you ate yesterday?” 
 
    “I’m trying to forget.” Lexie sighed. “Chickpeas.” 
 
    “And do you remember what you ate at the café?” 
 
    “Blueberry pancakes.” 
 
    “Huzzah, you’re cured,” Luna exclaimed. “What about the last meal you had at the Kitty Café?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy. It’s my favorite.” 
 
    “Yes? But what is it?” 
 
    “Hang on. It’ll come to me.” Lexie sat up. “I guess my memory is still playing up.” 
 
    “What if our memory loss gets worse when we return and we all forget why we returned?” Luna leaped up and went on one of her frenzied sprints. “You could be setting yourself up as an easy target and then what will happen to me? She who mustn’t be named might force me to bend a knee. She might consider me unworthy of the role of feline companion and force me to become her court jester.” 
 
    Rebel snickered. “You wish. She’ll probably skin you alive nine times over.” 
 
    Lexie tapped her chin. “There is one thing I remember now.” 
 
    They all sat up.  
 
    “Do tell,” Luna said. 
 
    “I remember whizzing us to Charming Paraphernalia across the street from the Kitty Café so I could use Anya’s room to meditate. I had an epiphany of sorts when everything suddenly clicked and I realized I needed to embrace my new circumstances and, in time, I’d acquire new skills and more power. I remember thinking I didn’t know how something could come to me when I couldn’t even think of what I wanted.” Lexie clicked her fingers. “That’s when I thought it would be handy to have access to fireballs or lightning.” 
 
    Luna looked up at her. “Are you trying to instill confidence in us?” 
 
    “I’m only saying, there’s more to me than I realized.” Lexie gave a firm nod. Yeah, she could do this… 
 
    Octavia jumped to her feet. “I’ve got it. I’ve got it. I remember coming across the spell and wondering if I’d ever get the chance to use it. This is it.” The words tripped out of Octavia as she recited the spell and had Jonathan say it back to her. 
 
    “Okay. Now we know how to get out of here. All I have to do is convince Slacker to go along with the plan,” Lexie said. 
 
    “The plan,” Jonathan said. “What plan? You don’t have one.” 
 
    “We know who our target is, we know where she is. We know how to get there. That’s enough for now.” 
 
    “You should give us a pep talk,” Luna suggested, “Rev us up and tell us how wonderful we are because we’re always there to support you. Most of all, you should reinforce the notion that you’re able to accomplish anything you set your mind to and assure us, that if worse comes to worst, you’ll forgive us if we hightail it… Sorry, that slipped out.” 
 
    “Luna’s right.” Lexie nodded. “You all know I’m counting on you. This is your chance to bow out. Whatever I’ll be facing is after me but something tells me she won’t care about collateral damage.” 
 
    Luna tilted her head from side to side. “Short and to the point but quite effective. I think I speak for everyone when I say we’ll stick by you, no matter what.” 
 
    Lexie patted Luna on the head. 
 
    Giving her a kitty grin, Luna said, “Now it’s your turn to try to convince us to stay behind because you can handle this by yourself. That will be our cue to object and insist we must accompany you straight into the lion’s den, like fools rushing in where angels fear to tread, like lambs to the slaughter. At which point, you should exercise your prerogative as incoming High Chair and order us to stay behind. We’ll pretend to abide by your order but we’ll secretly stow away and go with you.” Luna gave a firm nod. “That’s how it’s done in the movies.” 
 
    “Do you want to come or not?” Lexie asked. 
 
    “I think you skipped a few steps,” Luna purred. 
 
    “Does she ever shut up?” Rebel asked. “Someone please stop winding her up. She’s like one of those toys with a long lasting battery.” 
 
    Luna lowered her head. “Since this will be your first time assisting us I suggest you steer clear of the crossfire, fairy. Otherwise, you might end up being the first casualty.” 
 
    Lexie surged to her feet. “Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    Luna leaped up into Lexie’s arms. “Your chronicler will write tales about you and call this the Unraveling. He might even add a footnote and mention my contribution. I think we should have a feast before setting off. It might be our last meal.” Luna looked around her. “Where’s Rebel?” 
 
    “She’s probably snuggled up in my hair. Come on. We should break the news to Cat.” 
 
    “She’s not going to like it,” Jonathan warned. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lexie strode out of the cottage and made her way toward the Jeep. “I accept full responsibility for upsetting Cat.”  
 
    “She’ll get over it,” Octavia offered. She’d changed out of her suit and into a commando type outfit of black tights, a leather jacket and boots. “I know this is a highly unprofessional look but I believe the task ahead calls for more suitable clothing.” 
 
    “It suits you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t compare to your chain mail dress. Jonathan said it’s quite impregnable.” 
 
    Lexie nodded. “He threw a shoe at me and I didn’t even feel it. I’m assuming she who can’t be named will have something more powerful than a shoe.” 
 
    “There’s still no sign of Rebel,” Luna purred. “I told you she couldn’t be trusted.” Luna leaped up onto Lexie’s head. “I don’t see her anywhere, and she’s definitely not hiding in your hair.” 
 
    “Great. So you can stop digging your paws into it,” Lexie said. 
 
    Cat came rushing out of the cottage, her fingers curled into tight fists. “You still haven’t left so I can still try to talk you out of this crazy plan.” She hadn’t liked their idea and had taken her ire out on Slacker who’d refused to stand in Lexie’s way. 
 
    “You can try but you know as well as I do someone has to do something. From what Mr. Ellsworth said, the evil twin will be coming after me anyway, so I might as well cut to the chase and save her the trouble. You should be thankful I’m not leading her straight to your front door. Your enchanted forest will be safe.” 
 
    Cat’s eyes shimmered. “What if, heaven forbid, you fail?” 
 
    Lexie looked around her. “I think you’ll withstand any attack. If it comes to that…” Lexie closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. Cat’s protection spell worked in tandem with the energy residing in every plant and tree in the forest. The most powerful source came from the old Oak tree. It would look after the forest. Its power had deep roots within this ancient land. “You’ll all be safe here.” Lexie was about to open her eyes when she sensed something dark slither inside her mind. She managed to hold herself steady without alerting the others. “All right, people. Let’s do this.” 
 
    Cat waved her hands. “Wait. This is too hasty. You should at least rendezvous with Mirabelle. Yes, I’m sure you didn’t kill her. Mr. Ellsworth is right. If something had happened to Mirabelle, we would have felt the loss. I’m sorry for suspecting you.” Cat wrung her hands. “Please. Please, I’m begging you. Go to Mirabelle first.” 
 
    Lexie shook her head. “I can’t do that. She went to the Crone’s realm for a reason. If I go there, I’ll risk leading the enemy to her door.” If she failed, Mirabelle could tap into the Crone’s knowledge and find a solution. 
 
    Cat stomped her foot. “You can’t tackle her by yourself.” 
 
    “I think you need to have a little faith in my abilities.” 
 
    “You’ll be on your own,” Cat wailed. “We’re always there with you, but not this time.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s the way it’s supposed to be.” Lexie cringed. Something dark had swept through her mind. Jonathan had suggested the light and dark presence she’d felt might have been a message she’d sent to herself, but Lexie doubted that. She’d never been cryptic in her life. Could her mom’s evil twin be trying to find her? 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    Lexie didn’t want to worry him unnecessarily. “Just wondering how we’re going to fit into the Jeep. You don’t have to come. In fact, I’d rather you didn’t. Someone has to stay behind and chronicle my deeds and or misdeeds.”  
 
    Jonathan snorted. “Nice try.” 
 
    “Do you know something I don’t?” Lexie asked. “Of course you do and you’re not about to tell me.” 
 
    Smiling, he cocked an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Fine. Whatever.” 
 
    Slacker strode out of the cottage, his stride effortlessly cutting the distance to the Jeep. “Everyone ready?” 
 
    Cat lunged for Lexie and threw her arms around her. “Please be careful.” 
 
    “I will. Okay. You have to let go now.”  
 
    Cat stepped back. Her sparks had lost their sheen. “Fine. Go. But you better kick some butt.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    They all piled into the Jeep. Lexie sat in front while Jonathan and Octavia squashed up in the rear seat, their knees pressed up against their chins.  
 
    Luna came bounding toward them and, taking a leap, landed on Lexie’s lap. “Still no sign of the renegade fairy. After this is all over, I think we should go on a fairy hunt.” 
 
    “Ready?” Slacker asked. 
 
    Lexie looked over her shoulder. “Octavia, this is your moment to shine.” 
 
    Slacker revved up the engine as Octavia began reciting the spell.  
 
    “Wait for me. Wait for me.” 
 
    Luna clambered up to Lexie’s shoulder. “I don’t believe it. She’s got a nerve showing her face around here again. She’s cannoning toward us.” Luna huffed. “That’s it, she’s diving straight into my mouth.” 
 
    Lexie clamped her hand over Luna’s mouth. “We need to give her the benefit of the doubt. Let her explain herself first. For all we know, she might have been scared off. Not everyone has the spirit of adventure.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll be good.” Luna blinked up at her. “Did I ever actually say I had the spirit of adventure?” 
 
    Rebel landed on Lexie’s head. “Oh, thank you for waiting.” 
 
    “Where did you go?” 
 
    Rebel hung upside down and peered at Lexie. “I had to prepare. I couldn’t go empty-handed.” 
 
    “You’re not seriously going to let her come with us. She’s a spy,” Luna grumbled. “Please let me get rid of her for you.” 
 
    “Slacker, can you please put the pedal to the metal. If these two don’t kill each other first, I will.” Lexie turned to Octavia. “Take two. Are we ready to rock’n’roll? Sorry, I’ve always wanted to say that.” 
 
    Octavia nodded and began her chant. “Speed through space, this Jeep takes flight at the blink of an eye and arrives just in time.” 
 
    “I’m a little worried about the wording,” Luna murmured, “It suggests we’ll crash-land in the middle of a momentous scene.” 
 
    “Hold tight, Rebel,” Lexie said. 
 
    Octavia’s chant picked up momentum. “Let the trees part way and the air sweep us away…” 
 
    “Everyone,” Lexie yelled, “Assume the crash position.” 
 
    The Jeep sped up, hit a bump and crashed through the trees, or at least, it appeared to do so. The scenery around them faded and they were sucked into space.  
 
    Everyone screamed, including Slacker. The screaming continued as darkness swirled around them. Then a kaleidoscope of colors shot past them like shooting stars. For a moment, they hovered in space, their mouths gaping open, and their screams silent. The Jeep jerked forward, tilted and nosedived through the darkness until finally they landed with a hard thud. 
 
    Silence settled around them. 
 
    “Are we there yet?” Rebel asked. 
 
    “Hey, that’s my line,” Luna complained. “You have got to be kidding me. She can’t steal my lines.” Luna jumped on Lexie’s lap. “Tell her she can’t.” 
 
    Lexie released her hold on Luna and patted around her head in search of Rebel. “Is everyone okay?” She heard a couple of groans but eventually they all assured her they were fine.  
 
    Slacker tapped his finger on the steering wheel. “I hope you don’t have a trademark on that spell. I wouldn’t mind using it again.” 
 
    “Where are we?” Lexie asked.  
 
    Octavia uncurled herself and straightened. “We’re outside Mackenzie Hall.” 
 
    A sheer wall of darkness towered in front of them. “This is Mackenzie Hall? I thought it would be more majestic.” Lexie had expected a tower or two and gray stone and perhaps a drawbridge.  
 
    “It is, or rather, it was. I guess Mr. Ellsworth didn’t exaggerate when he said darkness had swallowed the magnificent hall.” Octavia looked around her. “And it’s seeping out. We’ve landed way too close to it. I guess my aim needs a little calibrating.” 
 
    Lexie rolled up her sleeves only to realize she didn’t have any. “Hey. What am I wearing?” 
 
    They all blinked at her.  
 
    Octavia cleared her throat. “Your chain mail dress?” 
 
    “Are you asking me or telling me?” 
 
    Octavia nodded. “Telling you.” 
 
    “Yes, but… I usually wear my regular clothes and the coven outfit is somehow incorporated with it.” 
 
    Jonathan said. “Did anyone notice all those lights along the way or did you all have your eyes closed?” 
 
    “They were pretty,” Luna purred. 
 
    Rebel stood on Lexie’s head. “How do we find her?” 
 
    A roar erupted from deep within Mackenzie Hall. Dark clouds converged above them. Daylight faded. 
 
    “I think we’ve been announced. Okay. This just got serious. Our presence has been acknowledged now so there’s no turning back.”  
 
    Rebel hovered down to Lexie’s shoulder and clapped her hands. Turning, Lexie saw her outfit had changed to match Lexie’s chain mail dress and she wielded a tiny sword.  
 
    “Where did that come from?” Lexie asked. 
 
    Taking flight, Rebel hovered in front of Lexie, knelt down and lifted her word. “From the Fairy Kingdom Armory. I have been commanded by the Fairy Queen to stand by your side.” 
 
    Luna rolled on Lexie’s lap and burst out laughing. “A pinprick. She’s going to guard you with a needle.” 
 
    Rebel made a stabbing motion toward Luna. “Would you like me to test it on you?” 
 
    Lexie jumped out of the Jeep. “Okay guys. I’m going in.” 
 
    “What?” Jonathan pulled her back. “Just like that? No preamble. No last minute revision of plans, which we never really discussed because we only got as far as trying to figure out how to get here.” 
 
    “I won’t know what I have to face until I face it.” She shrugged. “I should be fine. I’ve been ambushed plenty of times and I came through okay.” 
 
    Slacker strode up to her. “This is different. She has dark magic on her side.” 
 
    Lexie scoffed. “Well, in my experience, light magic wins hands down over everything else. It always has. It always will.” 
 
    Luna jumped onto her shoulder, lowered her head and curved her back. “I dare you to contradict the incoming Mackenzie High Chair.” 
 
    Rebel hovered over and settled on her other shoulder and jabbed the air in front of her with her sword. “Yeah, that goes for me to.”  
 
    Slacker put both hands up. “Fine. If you say so.” 
 
    Octavia stepped forward and placed her hands on Lexie’s shoulders. “Would you two give us a minute, please?” 
 
    Luna hopped off and Rebel flew off.  
 
    “Are you about to get emotional?” Lexie asked. “You should know I’m not comfortable with tears.” 
 
    Octavia shook her head. “I have a message from the old Oak tree.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “When we sat down around it I heard it speak to me.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “It told me it had charged you with the wisdom of the ages.” 
 
    “Oh. Wow. That must have been the first time when I couldn’t hear Jonathan. Or maybe the second time when I couldn’t even move.” Lexie searched her mind. “I don’t feel any different.” 
 
    Octavia held her gaze. “You will know what to do when the time comes.” 
 
    Lexie looked up at the wall of solid darkness. “I don’t want to think about it too much because, on the surface, it sounds comforting. But the fact I’ve been given knowledge to use at a specific time means… we’re in for a bit of a rumble.” 
 
    Looking for Rebel, she saw her hovering nearby, slashing the air with her tiny sword. 
 
    “I guess she’s quite handy with it,” Luna said. “And for all we know, she sprinkled some fairy dust on it. That might be damaging to an evil twin. But it’s still a tiny sword being wielded by a tiny fairy.” 
 
    Rebel harrumphed. “Hey, Mackenzie, can you catch?” 
 
    “Huh?’ 
 
    Rebel tossed the sword in the air, swirled around, caught it and threw it at Lexie. 
 
    Lexie watched it hurl toward her in slow motion. The closer it got, the bigger it became. “Hey, that’s a cool trick.” She caught it with one hand and tested the weight. “It feels as light as a feather.” She ran her finger along the sharp edge. “But still deadly. What do I do with it?” 
 
    “Throw it back to me,” Rebel said. 
 
    As the sword flew back, it shrunk in size until it returned to its normal size. 
 
    “Well, I guess that answers all our questions. Including the ones we didn’t ask. What else did you get from the Fairy Armory?” 
 
    Rebel turned and showed them her bow and arrows. 
 
    Luna shrugged. “Yes, impressive, but we have our own secret weapon.” 
 
    The one they hadn’t mentioned since the first and last time they’d used it. “I hope you’re ready to use it, Luna, because something tells me the evil twin is not going to bother with small talk.” Lexie fell silent. She wished she didn’t have to lead them into danger but she hadn’t been given any other choice. “Any last minute instructions?” she asked. 
 
    Luna purred. “I think you and Rebel should proceed in absolute silence. Since I can tune out anyone I want, I can chat to my heart’s content.” 
 
    “But since we’ll have to be vigilant, you’re going to keep your inner dialogue to a minimum,” Lexie said. 
 
    Luna rolled her eyes. “Fine. If you say so.” 
 
    Jonathan cleared his throat. Lexie knew he wanted to talk her out of this so before he could speak, Lexie held her hand up. She looked at the rising darkness surrounding the Hall. “This is a siege. She’s waiting for me but I’m sure she’s expecting me to arrive with the cavalry. I have the element of surprise on my side. All right. This is the plan…” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you mad?” Jonathan’s words echoed through Lexie’s mind. As she stepped into the darkness, Lexie belatedly remembered thinking she should get some practice in and perfect her ability to produce fireballs.  
 
    “I forgot,” she whispered. She’d just have to trust she’d be able to focus enough to produce them at will. She had no idea if the others could hear her thoughts. They’d agreed to maintain radio silence until she could get the lay of the land and see for herself exactly what she had to deal with. 
 
    Navigating her way through the darkness, Lexie kept her mind focused on staying upright. Octavia had guessed the building had retained its structure and so had explained the layout of Mackenzie Hall, including the number of steps leading up to the massive front door.  
 
    She waited for her eyes to adjust to the blanket of darkness, but the further she went in, the denser it became. 
 
    Counting the steps, she knew the next one she took would bring her up to the front door entrance. Another five steps had her pressing her nose against the door. She reached for the door handle but the door opened of its own accord. The fact it didn’t creak as it opened meant Mirabelle kept Mackenzie Hall doors well oiled. Lexie considered that to be a good omen. She’d bet anything the evil twin would have liked it if the door had creaked as an added effect to the eerie atmosphere.  
 
    “It appears the new mistress of Mackenzie Hall hasn’t had the time to hire a butler,” Luna mentally murmured. 
 
    Lexie took a step inside. The door opened wider. 
 
    Luna giggled. “She must think you need extra space to walk through the doorway. You might want to cut back on the pizza.” 
 
    From what Octavia had said, Lexie knew she had to take twenty paces and would then reach the bottom of the central staircase.  
 
    Apart from the dense darkness, she didn’t sense a malevolent presence. In fact, she thought she’d be able to hear a pin drop. 
 
    Hearing her thoughts, Luna mentally said, “My night vision is working perfectly. I don’t see anyone. It would be anticlimactic if she’d decided to step out to run an errand.” 
 
    With each step she took up the stairs, the darkness seemed to dissipate, but not by much. She could now barely make out the outline of her hand a few inches in front of her.  
 
    “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Luna mentally murmured. “The Mackenzie Coven has sent their fiercest witch to hunt you down.” 
 
    Lexie rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I wonder if this puts you in the same league as mercenaries. Hang on, I don’t think so. I haven’t heard anyone mention pay.” Luna hummed. “Perhaps the others were right in saying you should wait. You could have negotiated a beneficial deal with the Coven. After all, you’ve come here to clean up their mess and rid Mackenzie Hall of an intruder. If we call her the vermin, then we can call you the exterminator. Anyway, if the Coven had put a monetary value on this little adventure, then you would have greater incentive to succeed. As it is, you might be entertaining second thoughts about putting your life in peril. More so now that I’ve seeded the idea in your mind.” 
 
    Lexie reached the top landing and stopped. Octavia had told her to take a left turn but she needed to get her bearings first. Something took shape right in front of her. She tried to switch off her imagination but with every blink of her eyes she thought she saw a man standing in front of her. 
 
    “I wonder how long it will take you to figure it out,” Luna purred. 
 
    Lexie scooped in a breath and tentatively reached out to touch him. Her fingers pressed against something hard. She tapped against it with her knuckle. 
 
    “Ready to give up? Okay, I’ll tell you. It’s a full armor and there are several of them standing sentry. At one time, this must have been a garrison for knights. Now that I think about it, you should be wearing a helmet.” 
 
    Lexie turned left and focused on counting her steps. Of course, she had Luna to help her navigate her way around but Luna seemed intent on chatting away.  
 
    “I am picking up a vibe from you. Are you feeling apprehensive? Yes, I suppose you are. After all, you have no idea what you’re doing. You’ve walked in blindfolded. Well, not literally, although you can’t see a thing because she who can’t be named swamped Mackenzie Hall in pitch darkness. Steer a little to the left or you’ll bump against the door. That’s it. Anyway, where was I? Oh, yes. Trepidation. Or is it fear? I’d understand if you’re afraid. After all, you don’t have any control over your fireballs while I have the advantage of turning myself invisible. It’s a pity you haven’t put any effort into acquiring that power. It would have come in handy now.” 
 
    For the first time since entering Mackenzie Hall Lexie sensed something around her but she couldn’t put her finger on it.  
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” Luna exclaimed, “I just caught a glimpse of the room. There’s an actual high chair made of stone. It’s more of a throne. I can imagine Mirabelle holding court here. Are you dragging your feet? You shouldn’t feel badly. You have a couch and a lot of important decisions are made on it. While I can picture you sitting on a throne-like high chair, I’m sure you’d get bored of it soon enough. You’d definitely fidget. I don’t see a cushion on it. It must be as hard as…well, stone.” Luna hummed. “Still no sign of the vermin. She might have heard you coming and is now hiding behind the door waiting to surprise you.” 
 
    Something shifted around her. The veil of darkness appeared to be thinning. Another couple of steps took her inside what Octavia had referred to as the ballroom. Now the darkness surrounding her looked like a gray veil and she could make out the chair Luna had mentioned in the middle of the room. Quite impressive, Lexie thought.  
 
     “Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie. To what do I owe this honor?” 
 
    The cultured voice emanated from the darkness and she could hear it in her head. Lexie guessed Luna hadn’t heard it because she continued chatting.  
 
    “I’m thinking she’s not here, but I’m sure she was expecting you and had intended making a statement. I suggest not putting her on your Christmas list. If she’d planned on making this a family reunion she would have rolled out the red carpet. Instead she swamped Mackenzie Hall in pitch darkness. I’m only saying that just in case you have second thoughts about going up against a relative. This is business, not personal. Remember that.” 
 
    “Come closer. It’s been so long since I last saw you,” the voice said. 
 
    Lexie strained to see through the gray veil. “Who are you?” 
 
    Soft laughter swept around her. “I think you know. You’ve always known.” 
 
    “Are you talking to yourself?” Luna mentally asked. “No, you’re not. So that can only mean one thing. She’s here but I can’t hear her. That’s rude. Why would she exclude me from the conversation? I’m your loyal feline companion. There are rules. First chance I get I am going to sink my teeth into her, with or without your permission.” 
 
    Lexie looked around the spacious ballroom. Focusing on keeping her breathing steady, she tried to adjust her eyes. She could now make out more shapes. At one end, she saw a massive fireplace with large vases on pedestals at either side. Paintings with elaborate frames hung on the wall. A row of tall windows lined the other side.  
 
    She took another step and made sure to set her foot firmly on the floor. “I’m no good at guessing games.” 
 
    The laughter sounded playful. “You don’t have to guess because you know. Come on, say my name.” 
 
    Morgause.  
 
    Lexie didn’t say the name. 
 
    She didn’t even acknowledge the name. But the name appeared in her mind. 
 
    “You know you want to say it. You want to scream it from the rooftops. Would you like me to take you to the roof?” 
 
    Lexie set her feet apart and stood firm. If she tried to budge her… 
 
    She wanted to ask Luna for suggestions but Luna could only hear her part of the conversation and if Lexie tried to communicate with her, she whose name she refused to even think would hear. 
 
    The darkness shifted and condensed around the chair giving form to a woman. Lexie didn’t see any details. Only the shape. The woman sat on the stone chair looking imperious even in her darkness.  
 
    “Come closer. I want to see what you’ve become. You had such potential, I wonder how much has awakened inside you.” She laughed. “You look surprised. You shouldn’t be. Great things were expected of you. It has been foretold.” She gave a nonchalant shrug. “Throughout the ages, powers converged, gathering momentum.” She leaned forward. “All this power bestowed upon you, biding its time until it could be awakened.” 
 
    Once again, she was the last to know. She felt Luna shift from one shoulder to the other.  
 
    “You’re talking to her. Why can’t I hear?” 
 
    Lexie shrugged and hoped Luna understood what she meant by it. 
 
    “Are you suggesting she can’t hear me? I’m impressed. I hope she’s not faking it.” Luna shifted again. “I’ll have to think how we can use this to our advantage.” 
 
    Lexie gave a small nod and again hoped Luna picked up on the meaning. “Why are you here?” Lexie asked.  
 
    “Because I tired of being locked up and this seemed to be as good a place as any. Besides, if not my home then where would I go?” 
 
    Her home? 
 
    Lexie took a deep swallow.  
 
    Mackenzie Hall.  
 
    Her mom’s evil twin. 
 
    Mirabelle’s mom? 
 
    “I sense uneasiness from you,” Luna purred. “What’s happening? I need an update.” Luna yelped. “Rebel just pricked me with her sword. Oh, wait. She wants to say something.” 
 
    A few moments later, Luna curled her tail around Lexie’s neck. “Okay. I’m up to speed now and flabbergasted by what I’ve just been told. Although, why the fairy can hear her and I can’t is beyond me. Mirabelle’s mom. Who would have thought? And yet the information was right there under our noses.” 
 
    Lexie pushed the information to the back of her mind. 
 
    “You’re surprised,” the dark form asked. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Mirabelle’s mom gestured with her hand. “My freedom, of course.” She leaned forward again. “I believe that is something we have in common.” 
 
    Lexie kept her voice flat, “I believe you lost your freedom for a reason.” Although she couldn’t even begin to guess why she’d been imprisoned. 
 
    Morgause rose from the chair and hovered toward Lexie. The closer she got, the clearer she became. Worse. The closer she came to Lexie, the more familiar she looked. She went from hovering to walking and each step she took transformed her from an ethereal shape into the spitting image of Lexie’s mom.  
 
    “Surprised?” Morgause asked. 
 
    Lexie managed to swallow the hard lump that had lodged in her throat. 
 
    “Yikes,” Luna mentally yelped. “I can see her now.”  
 
    Smiling, Morgause swung away from Lexie and strode around the ballroom, darkness sweeping around her like a cape. “I believe I can help you.” 
 
    “I doubt it. I have all the help I need.” Lexie felt Luna clamber up to her head and squabble with Rebel for space.  
 
    “You are not happy with your lot in life,” Morgause continued. “Your powers and position are a burden to you. You feel trapped by your responsibilities and by the curious nature of your destiny. You are becoming someone you never wanted to be. That’s why you turned your back on it all.” 
 
    Lexie wished she could remember the truth. As far as she knew, she’d simply wanted to attend a regular school. Hang out at the mall. Stay out late with her friends. 
 
    Lexie’s gaze dropped. Were those real memories or fake ones? “I saw you.” She frowned at her statement. 
 
    Morgause sighed.  
 
    “I saw you,” Lexie said louder. Her hand itched. Warmth poured through her, shot down her arm and surged through her fingers to form a fireball. “You killed him.” 
 
    Morgause swung around and faced her. “I see. It’s coming back to you. All these years, you managed to suppress the memory. Or did you? How can you be sure what you remember is real? They did this to you. They took everything from you and now they want everything from you.”  
 
    She had to be talking about the Coven. 
 
    “I’m offering you the life you always wanted. This is your chance to step away. From one moment to the next, it could all be yours and all this will fade to nothing.” Morgause stretched her hands out. “It’s all too much for you, Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie. It was never meant to be yours to begin with.” 
 
    Her powers. Morgause wanted her powers. 
 
    Lexie stood firm, the fireball hovering just above the palm of her hand. She looked at it as if surprised to see it there. 
 
    “It’s all too much for you,” Morgause insisted. Her voice filled the ballroom. “I can see you’re surprised. It’s more powerful than you and you cannot control it. If you don’t stop it now, it will control you. It will take over your life. The most powerful witches in the history of the Mackenzie Coven have bestowed it upon you. Will you let the curse enslave you? Once it takes a hold of you, there will be no walking away from it. Ever.” 
 
    Lexie closed her eyes and grappled with uncertainty. She had to remember. The truth had weaved its way into her mind. She’d spoken it a moment ago. What had she said? 
 
    When she opened her eyes, she saw the remaining blanket of darkness around her waft toward Morgause and settle at her feet. 
 
    “Is that absolutely necessary?” Morgause asked, her eyes dropping to the fireball hovering above Lexie’s hand. 
 
    Lexie looked at it with curiosity. She hadn’t willed it. What if she didn’t have any control over it? What if someone else controlled it?   
 
    “You want my powers?” Lexie asked. 
 
    Morgause strode toward her. Her eyes softened. “You will thank me. It’s what you want. What you’ve always wanted. Think about it. You will be released from everything that is holding you back. You can be free.” 
 
    Free to do what she wanted? To lead a normal life. Lexie experienced a flashback to those ten years she’d spent doing exactly what she wanted. She’d been happy. Carefree. If she could pick up where she’d left off… 
 
    Luna wouldn’t be there. 
 
    Nor would Rebel. 
 
    “If you don’t act now, it will only get worse for you,” Morgause said. “Soon, there will be nothing left of the person you wanted to become. The person you were during those carefree years.” 
 
    “I can have that again if I relinquish my powers?” Lexie asked. 
 
    Morgause gave her a warm smile. “None of it ceases to exist. It needs to pass on to someone else.” She stretched her hands out. “To me. I’ll keep it safe.” 
 
    “And what will you do with it all?” Lexie’s voice remained conversational while she delved into her mind and tried to scour her way through the memories she had. Those ten years she’d spent away from the Coven filled her with joy. Smiling, she pushed past it. Beyond it all, she could sense the life she’d now embraced. “What will you do with all that power?” Lexie asked again. 
 
    “I will use it to take my rightful place.” 
 
    Lexie frowned and again tried to remember what she’d said a moment ago. What had it been?  
 
    “If you don’t act now it will end badly for you,” Morgause warned. 
 
    If she’d been able to take her power, she would have done it by now. “How exactly does it work?” 
 
    “You said it yourself.” Morgause shrugged. “You relinquish it.” 
 
    “How can I give up something I don’t quite understand?” 
 
    “It’s already taking a hold of you.” Morgause stared at Lexie’s hand. “Look. You didn’t will that fireball into being.” 
 
    “I think we’ve heard enough,” Luna purred.  
 
    Morgause’s gaze lifted. Her eyes narrowed. Her eyebrows lowered. 
 
    Lexie fought the urge to step back. “The two of you, disperse now,” she whispered. She felt Luna leap off her head. From the corner of her eye she saw Rebel hover away. 
 
    “I see. You have come ready for battle.” Morgause appeared to grow taller. 
 
    Something had happened years before, something so dreadful she’d wanted nothing more to do with magic and she’d walked away from it all. 
 
    Morgause roared, “Decide now.” Even as her words echoed throughout the ballroom, her hands lifted and rays of darkness shot out of her. 
 
    “Duck,” Luna yelled. 
 
    Lexie drew her arm back but before she could fling the fireball, the darkness that had shot out of Morgause enveloped her fireball and tore it from her hand. Morgause laughed. She tossed the fireball in her hand and flung it at Lexie at the same time that Luna took a giant leap. 
 
    Lexie screamed. “No.” Time seemed to slow down. She watched the fireball hurl toward her. “Luna,” Lexie screamed, but it was too late. The fireball made contact with Luna, throwing her little body across the room. In that split second, Lexie had to decide. It almost became too much for her. Torn between wanting and needing to rush to Luna’s side and the need to deal with Morgause… Another roar loosened inside her and gathered momentum. She wavered for a second.  
 
    She saw Rebel fly past her and throw herself at Luna’s limp body.  
 
    Straightening, Lexie stretched her hands out and released the roar that surged from deep within her. Whatever shot out of her hands enveloped Morgause and dove right inside her. 
 
    Lexie clenched her hand. She felt the power that continued to shoot out of her grab hold of something deep within Morgause. 
 
    Morgause’s essence. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Lexie tightened her hold and pulled, wrenching Morgause’s essence out of her. She couldn’t think of Luna now, and she couldn’t stop thinking about her. Lexie used the rage she felt to secure her hold. Focusing on nothing else now, she released herself to the elements. 
 
    In an instant, Morgause’s legs wobbled and she collapsed. 
 
    A pitch-dark sphere hovered in front of Lexie, held in place by the force still emanating from her. 
 
    “Slacker,” Lexie whispered. 
 
    He instantly appeared by her side. “I’ve got it.” 
 
    Releasing her hold, Lexie stumbled back and somehow scrambled toward Luna. 
 
    Rebel shook her. “Wake up you mangy cat. Wake up.” 
 
    Luna’s lifeless body didn’t respond.  
 
    Rebel pulled her whiskers. “She’s supposed to have nine lives. Why isn’t she waking up?” 
 
    Lexie saw the flesh wound and knew there’d be little to no chance of Luna walking away from that. 
 
    “Do something,” Lexie whispered. “You’re a fairy. You’ve got magic.” 
 
    “I’ve already tried everything I know.” She held a little pouch and tipped it upside down. “It’s all gone. I’ve used it all.” 
 
    “Slacker,” Lexie yelled even as she heard him call on the O’Rourke Group. A hundred of them descended upon them like a tsunami. There but not really there. They surrounded the dark sphere that had once been Morgause and carried her off. 
 
    Slacker turned to Lexie, his eyes downcast. “There’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    Lexie couldn’t breath. She lifted Luna’s limp little head. 
 
    “Try pulling her tail,” Rebel suggested, her voice quivering. “She doesn’t like that.” 
 
    Lexie shook her head. Luna had said it would take a powerful witch to kill all nine lives and she’d been hit by Lexie’s fireball and also by whatever Morgause had thrown at her. 
 
    The elements. She could call on the elements. Surely they could combine to heal her. She set Luna down gently but then she heard a moan.  
 
    Lexie leaned closer. It sounded like Luna. “Luna?” 
 
    “Yes? Oh, dear… What’s happened to me?” 
 
    Luna’s little body didn’t stir.  
 
    “Um… Lexie,” Slacker said and, drawing her to her feet, pointed at the lifeless body that had once been Morgause. 
 
    She was stirring. 
 
    Lexie ground her back teeth. “That can’t be.” 
 
    Morgause got up. “Whoa. I feel dizzy.” She turned to look at her back. “Yikes. Where’s my tail? Where’s my tail?” 
 
    “Luna?” 
 
    Morgause blinked at her and then patted herself. “I’ve lost my tail.”  
 
    “Luna?” Lexie looked at Slacker. “Is that possible?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’ve no idea.” 
 
    “Luna,” Lexie snapped. “Get back into your body right this minute.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Morgause… or rather, Luna patted herself. “Oh… Oh my goodness. What am I doing here?” 
 
    “You were hit by the crossfire.” 
 
    “Hang on. Are you saying I’m dead?” 
 
    “No. You’re in Morgause’s body.” 
 
    Luna screeched and launched into one of her frenzied sprints around the ballroom. “I can’t be in this body.” 
 
    When she stopped, Lexie said, “Get back into your body right this minute, missy, or so help me I will wring your neck.” 
 
    Luna blinked and held up a finger. “I sense something in here. It’s really strange. Give me a minute.” 
 
    “You don’t have a minute to waste. What if you can’t get back into your body?” 
 
    “I’m not… I’m not alone here.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Lexie bellowed. She heard Luna yelp. 
 
    “I think she’s coming back,” Rebel said and pulled Luna’s whiskers.  
 
    Luna yelped again, her lifeless body sprung alive. She got up and swirled around. “My tail. My tail. Is it there? Oh, thank goodness. I have it back.” 
 
    Lexie scooped her up and hugged her. “What happened to you?” 
 
    Luna’s breath came hard and fast. “I think the shock wrenched me out of my body. I felt myself flying across the room and next thing I knew I was inside her body. How do you walk around in those things? And without a tail?” 
 
    Lexie smiled and wiped a tear out of the corner of her eye. “I manage.” 
 
    “Um, Lexie.” Slacker nudged her. 
 
    Lexie looked over at Morgause’s body. She was still standing. “Luna. You said you felt something inside her. Was it Morgause?” 
 
    Rebel reached for her bow and loaded an arrow. “I’ve got her.” 
 
    “No. It’s not her. But there’s definitely someone else in there.” 
 
    They all stared at Morgause’s body. Whoever was in there was just as mystified as Luna had been a moment before.  
 
    They all watched her patting herself as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing. 
 
    “Identify yourself,” Lexie demanded. 
 
    “Lexie?” 
 
    Lexie gasped. Her legs gave way and she fell on her butt. The voice, so familiar… She hadn’t heard it in so long. Ten years to be exact. 
 
    Lexie gestured with her hand. “Put the bow down, Rebel.” 
 
    “Lexie,” the familiar voice said. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You live in a closet?” Rebel asked. 
 
    Out of habit, Lexie rubbed her butt. For the first time since she’d learned to travel she hadn’t landed with a hard thud or if she had, her chain mail dress had broken the fall.  
 
    Luna laughed. “She’s a country bumpkin. This is the city. We live in an apartment.” 
 
    Rebel hovered toward the closet door. “I thought all witches were supposed to live in forests close to nature.” 
 
    “We have parks and Lexie sometimes buys flowers and displays them in vases.” 
 
    Rebel sneezed.  
 
    “Oh, and she doesn’t care much for cleaning so the place tends to get a bit dusty. We all have to pull our weight. Your chore will be to clean.” 
 
    Lexie stretched her foot and kicked the closet door open.  
 
    “Are we going to talk about what happened?” Luna asked. “Personally, I think we should wait until we have a session with Dr. Mercedes Shrink. Everything you experienced could leave you scarred for life and you might take it all out on me.” 
 
    Lexie chuckled. “I’m fine. It’s just another day at the office for me.” Lexie sighed. Cat had been right after all. She had experienced something so traumatic, she’d blocked everything out of her mind.  Then again, she couldn’t be sure. For all she knew, the Coven had been responsible for wiping her memory and, from experience, she knew they would never own up to it. 
 
    Luna strutted out into the sitting room. “Your evil aunt killed your dad and hid his essence within her. Now she’s been taken into custody again and he’s been left inhabiting her body, which just happens to resemble your mom. Does that mean you have two moms now and how will your dad adjust to living inside the body of the woman who killed him? I have a sudden hankering for popcorn. This is better than a soap opera.” 
 
    Rebel hovered around the small apartment. “I’ve heard of those. Where’s the TV?” 
 
    “And where is he going to live? Not here,” Luna declared. “There’s barely enough room for the two of us and now you’ve taken in a fairy.” She shook her head. “The kitchen cupboards are full of my food. There is no spare room here. I’m going to check to make sure my Game Indulgence is still all accounted for.” 
 
    “Relax. It’ll be ages before the Coven figures out what to do with my dad.” 
 
    “And we already have enough to contend with.” Luna chased Rebel away from her little chaise lounge. “Rule number one. This is my couch and I’m the only one allowed on it.”  
 
    “Where am I going to sleep?” Rebel asked. 
 
    “There’s a soap dish in the bathroom. That should be small enough for you,” Luna suggested. 
 
    The front door opened. Jonathan and Octavia strode in. “Oh, you beat us back.” Octavia set down a large grocery bag. “I have fresh blueberries for Rebel.” 
 
    Jonathan held up a pizza and a six-pack. “After what you’ve been through, we thought you’d enjoy some pampering.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Lexie shook her head and peered inside the grocery bag. “Is everyone else where they’re supposed to be?” 
 
    Octavia nodded. “Mirabelle sends her apologies. She would have loved to catch up with you but she has a mess to clean up at Mackenzie Hall. Slacker had to return too. Whip said he’d try to catch up with you but he’s sure you need some space.” 
 
    “Space? How about a month without a word from anyone? I like the sound that. Present company is, of course, excluded or is it exempted? You know what I mean. You’re welcome to come here so long as you don’t bring me anything to do with the Coven.” 
 
    Octavia bit her lip and exchanged a look with Jonathan. “A month? Okay. I suppose it can all wait until then.” 
 
    Lexie raked her fingers through her hair. “Hang on. What about Morgana? My mom… Is she okay?” 
 
    Again, Octavia exchanged a look with Jonathan. Then, she nodded. “She’s fine and… She’s trying to figure out how to explain her absence.” 
 
    Lexie sighed. “She knew. All this time, she knew about my dad.” Lexie put her hands up. “Fine. Whatever. Hang on.” Lexie frowned. “When you said the old Oak tree had filled me with the wisdom of the ages, what exactly did you mean?” 
 
    Octavia shifted and blushed. “Sorry. I knew I had to say something to you. You were about to walk into a dangerous situation and it was all I could think of saying.” 
 
    “You made it up?” 
 
    Octavia gave her a nervous grin. “You’re wise. I mean… You always sort of know what to do.” 
 
    “Fine. Whatever. The embargo on official business kicks in right now. Where’s that pizza?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed reading Witch in Exile 
 
    If you really enjoyed the story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon!  
 
      
 
    Lexie, Luna and their new companion, Rebel, will next appear in Witch Fairy Tale 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you’d like to receive news about the next Mackenzie Coven Mystery, please subscribe to my newsletter or to check out new releases, visit soniaparin.com or drop in on Facebook or Twitter.  
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