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   Blurb
 
   What do you get when you mix a vampire hunter, who happens to be an FBI Agent, and my boss, a fallen angel, that's me, and a genius criminal profiler with secrets? 
 
   You get the Monster Squad! We hunt monsters and other whatnots. 
 
   Add to the mix an extra hot alpha wolf, a mysterious town with a serial killer on the loose, and you have total mayhem.
 
   I’m Izzy Cooper and I’m sporting a pair of black wings. To earn redemption, I had to return to my life as a fallen angel, and work tirelessly to bring down bad guys.
 
   It’s a good thing I have some help in the form of my guardian demon, who happens to be as hot as he is devious. 
 
   But that isn’t the only guy problem I have to deal with.
 
   I have a new job with the Atypical Crimes Management Unit of the FBI, which happens to be based in my hometown of Storm Cove.
 
   Returning to Storm Cove means facing Elias Moreland, who just happens to be my high school crush, and the sexiest guy I’ve ever met. Too bad he’s also a werewolf.
 
   Saving my soul, while protecting my heart from an extra hot werewolf isn’t easy, when being wicked is a natural element of my nature.
 
   WARNING:  Izzy Cooper is a nice girl, but she can also be an opinionated bitch from Hell. After all, she is a fallen angel. On occasion, she likes to play with hot guys who have hotter than hell bodies. This story is not for the faint of heart, or those easily offended by sarcasm, dark mystery, and hot romance. You have been warned.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “What did it feel like when you died?”
 
   I blinked, not quite sure if this was the real Aunt Mandy, or an imposter. No way could this be the same woman who wouldn’t let us watch friendly ghost cartoons when we were kids because she thought they were too dark. 
 
   Something had to be seriously bothering her to even mention the D word. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I lied. “If I’d really been dead, I wouldn’t be here for you to ask me about it. Clinical death isn’t really the Rest in Peace kind of dead.”
 
   I was doing it again.
 
   Recently, I’d developed a bad habit of reaching for those little white lies, so I wouldn’t have to tell someone what they really didn’t want to hear.
 
   For me, death hadn’t been some warm and fuzzy glowing light. Not that it wasn’t that way for most people, it just hadn’t been that way for me.
 
   But no way was I going to tell my auntie about it. She was already having problems getting over what happened to Uncle James.
 
   Taking another sip of coffee, I studied Mandy over the rim of my cup. My aunt was in her mid forties, but still a nice looking woman, even if she was carrying around a few extra pounds. Her dark hair was long enough to touch her shoulders, and she liked to keep her bangs trimmed to where they were just covering her eyebrows. 
 
   Aunt Mandy is a soccer mom, and she dresses like one too. 
 
   “What’s wrong Auntie? Why so much doom and gloom?”
 
   Mandy lowered her gaze to the salad she’d been fiddling with for the last fifteen minutes. “It’s just since James passed away … I keep thinking I hear things in the house, especially at night. I wonder if it might be him.”
 
   Aunt Mandy is my father’s sister. If she’d been from my mother’s side of the family, she would know what the noises were, on account of the entire Osborne family being witches.
 
   But that’s another story.
 
   I didn’t have the heart to tell her that what she was hearing wasn’t my late Uncle James, but what I liked to call the munchers.
 
   Munchers were mischievous spirits that would hang around sad depressed people so they could eat up all that negative energy.
 
   “I don’t think it’s anything.”
 
   I was saved by an incoming text, which was a good thing. Concocting explanations for things that go bump in the night wasn’t really one of my talents.
 
   “Sorry, I have to get this.”
 
   Meet me at the Smugglers Bay Lodge. ASAP.
 
   It was a good bet the emergency probably had something to do with Aggie Wardwell. The old lady had been causing all kinds of havoc in town.
 
   It was my theory that she was developing dementia, but as strange as Miss Wardwell was, it could be anything. It had only been a couple of weeks since she’d tried to poison Mel, the guy that ran the town’s only bakery. 
 
   Aggie claimed Mel shortchanged her on a dozen doughnuts. Maybe he had, but that wasn’t an excuse to brew up a potion that would melt his skin. 
 
   The old bitty was devious too. She’d waited outside the bakery until he came out, and then used a squirt gun to cover him in her poisonous brew.
 
   “Sorry Auntie. I have to cut lunch short. My boss wants me back at work as soon as possible.”
 
   Mandy smiled. “That isn’t so bad, is it? That boss of yours is hotter than hell.”
 
   Again, I had to wonder if some alien life form, or possibly a restless spirit, had taken possession of my aunt’s body. 
 
   Not only was she talking about death, but she’d also said something naughty.
 
   “Have you been skipping church services?” I asked, furrowing my brows.
 
   “Of course not,” she replied with a shake of her head. “Why would you ask such a thing?”
 
   “No reason.” I shrugged.
 
   Downing the last of my coffee, I slid from the little booth. “I’ll let my boss know you think he’s hotter than hell.”
 
   Mandy’s mouth dropped. “Don’t you dare!”
 
   Mandy and Ayden became acquainted over a cup of eggnog last Christmas Eve at one of my grandmother’s parties. With Aunt Mandy not being a local, there was a lot she didn’t understand about my boss, and Mystique Island.
 
   But I knew Ayden fairly well, and the truth was, hell would freeze over before I told Ayden Fontaine anything of the kind. He was hot, but he wouldn’t hear it from me. Ayden was a strictly, by the book kind of cop, and way too stuffy, not to mention a tad overdramatic.
 
   On top of all that, I was sure Fontaine had secrets.
 
   Leaning down, I gave Aunt Mandy a hug. “Next week then,” 
 
   Mandy pushed her salad away. “I love these lunch dates of ours. You’re such a sweet girl to waste so much time on your old auntie.”
 
   “Don’t be silly. I wouldn’t miss our lunches.”
 
   I meant it too. Mandy had always been my favorite aunt, and since Uncle James passed away, I’d tried to have lunch with her at least once a week. Not only did it give her something to do, but it also got her out of the house.
 
   The trek from the mainland to the island took well over an hour by ferry, so for Mandy, lunch turned into a major outing. She needed that about right now. It took her mind off other things.
 
   Besides, I was hoping to one day talk her into moving to Mystique Island. She loved it here, but wasn’t quite ready to make the leap just yet.
 
   That could change if the munchers kept spooking her at home.
 
   I almost got out of there without having to address her dilemma, but then I heard the bell on the door jingle and Elias Moreland walked in.
 
   To say I was in shock would be an understatement, but I wasn’t the only one. Every soul in the diner stopped to stare at Elias, though I was probably the only one who felt as if they’d just been hit with a hot flash.
 
   Elias had been my first kiss, and it was a kiss I’d never forgotten.
 
   But that was when we were kids. Elias didn’t associate with the townspeople, and I couldn’t blame him. They’d snubbed him his whole life, like they did all the people from Roseland.
 
   Roseland was a Gypsy settlement on the west side of the island. They kept to themselves mostly, and this stirred suspicion in the rest of the islanders. 
 
   But damn was he still hot! 
 
   He had the most gorgeous chocolate brown eyes I’d ever seen, and that dark - wavy hair of his was to die for. I also knew that beneath his tight T-shirt and leather vest, he had some rippling abs that could easily seduce even the nicest girl to sinful thoughts.
 
   Elias looked right at me, which did a number on my stomach. All the sudden it felt as if there were dozens of butterflies fluttering away in there.
 
   For a split second, I thought I saw some recognition there, but then it was gone and he looked away.
 
   Suddenly it dawned on me that something was wrong.
 
   Elias Moreland wouldn’t be in the Bayside Grill without a damn good reason.
 
   “Anyone see a big guy around … a really big guy?” he asked, holding his hand above his head to demonstrate how big the guy was. Since Elias was well over six feet, the guy he was searching for had to be huge.
 
   The only answer he got was a few shaking heads.
 
   He jerked his head in what passed for a nod. “Thanks anyway,” he said, a bitter tone to his voice.
 
   As quick as that, he was gone. A few seconds later, I heard a motorcycle roar to life.
 
   Since my return to the island, every once in a while I’d see Elias riding his Harley chopper, but this was the first time I’d gotten close enough for him to see me. 
 
   Mandy cleared her throat. “You were saying?”
 
   What was I saying?
 
   “What about the sounds?” she reminded me. “Do you think they are anything to worry about?”
 
   I was quick to recover my composure, but it wasn’t easy.
 
   “It’s probably just mice,” I reassured her. “Maybe you should call pest control.”
 
   “You’re probably right,” she nodded.
 
   I felt a little guilty keeping the truth from my aunt, but it was for the best.
 
   Although the supernatural had always been a part of my life, six months ago I might have been able to convince myself it really was mice, but that was before I died. Death has a funny way of giving you an entirely different perspective on life, as strange as that sounds.
 
   But my mind was no longer on my auntie’s strange sounds and she knew it. Reaching over, Mandy placed her hand on mine.
 
   “Isabelle, don’t you think it’s about time you found you a man?” She was sympathetic, but straightforward. 
 
   “Well if I find an extra one of those hanging around, I’ll be sure to snatch him up,” I told her, making light of the situation.
 
   There was no sense in telling my aunt that I’d just as soon walk on a bed of coals than get into another relationship.
 
   “I mean look at you,” she motioned with her hand. “You don’t even look the part of hot and ready. How are you supposed to find you a man?”
 
   Hot and ready?
 
   The blood rushed to my face. I was more convinced than ever that Aunt Mandy might need an exorcism.
 
   Tossing her an angry scowl, I retorted, “There’s nothing wrong with the way I look.”
 
   “Really?” Mandy rolled her eyes. “Take a look in that mirror behind me. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you were on your way to a football game. You don’t highlight your assets at all.”
 
   My eyes strayed to the large mirror with fishing net hanging from it. My long dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and there was no makeup to highlight my hazel eyes. The black reaper hat I was wearing further marred my femininity, at least I was sure Mandy thought so. 
 
   Although I was wearing blue jeans instead of a skirt, they were a little tight. Not that I was purposely wearing tight pants to show off my backside. Nope, I figured my tight pants could be blamed on the entire pizza I’d eaten last Saturday night while watching rerun marathons.
 
   Okay, so I had to admit, my attire was a little drab, except for my T-shirt. I really liked my shirt. It was a nice shade of pastel pink, and with big white letters was the warning not to push my bitch button, or I might turn into a demon bitch from Hell, literally. 
 
   Of course that part wasn’t on the shirt.
 
   “I think you forget what kind of job I have. It’s not a good idea to go around chasing bad guys while wearing Stilettos,” I reminded her.
 
   “Still, you should get dolled up and go out once in a while. Nothing wrong with that.”
 
   Forcing a smile, I leaned over and gave her a hug. “Thanks for being concerned, but I’m fine.”
 
   Now it was time to get the hell out of there before she decided to set me up with someone. Just the thought of a blind date, with who knows what, sent my imagination into the nightmare zone.
 
   But Aunt Mandy was right about one thing. A lot had changed. In fact, everything about my life had changed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Death had changed my life, but it hadn’t changed me, which is exactly why I was still doing time, or doing my penance, as Mister Grim called it. 
 
   I called it bullshit.
 
   So what if I went to a party or two during my college days. Maybe I did drop the F bomb a little too often, but did that really qualify me for a one-way ticket to Hell?
 
   It would seem the people upstairs thought so.
 
   None of it was my fault. 
 
   It was my phone’s fault!
 
   Really, it was my fathead, cheating, no good ex boyfriend’s fault.
 
   At least that’s what I liked to think on those days when everything just seemed to be pissing me off. 
 
   The truth was, it was my own fault, even if I didn’t like to admit it most of the time. If I hadn’t been checking my text messages at that moment, I wouldn’t have stepped in front of the truck. 
 
   Nowadays, I wouldn’t give Jasper Redding a second thought, but back then, I was checking my messages every ten minutes. 
 
   Most of us have been there. We get jilted by some guy who is way overqualified for the label of jerk, but still we cling to the phone and wait for him to call, just so we can ignore his calls, or in this case, his text.
 
   Having five too many margaritas that night didn’t help either, but in my own defense, it had been a really bad week. 
 
   Not only had I caught my fiancé sleeping with the wedding planner, the same wedding planner we’d hired to plan our wedding, but I’d finally gotten up the nerve to confront my boss for her underhandedness. 
 
   In the two years I’d been working for Brenda Beasley’s law firm, I’d watched her use some downright dirty tactics to get her clients off the hook for crimes they were certainly guilty of.
 
   The last straw was when I watched her tear down a stalking victim on the stand. The case was dismissed, and the young woman attempted suicide that night.
 
   Enough was enough. Working for the Dragon Lady was like accepting blood money. I decided to tell Brenda Beasley what I thought of her.
 
   So there I was, unemployed, heartbroken, and getting ready to cross the street when I get a text alert. 
 
   So like an airhead, I step into the street at the same time I look away, my attention solely on digging the phone out of my pocket.
 
   Then with no warning, a horn was blasting my eardrums out. It was a hit and run too. That evil truck was out of there faster than I could absorb the fact that I’d been hit.
 
   That’s the night I met Mister Grim, or as he is better known, the Grim Reaper. It was also the night my time ran up.
 
   Well I didn’t actually meet the Grim Reaper. It was more like I heard his voice, but either way, the sand in my hourglass had just ran out.
 
   It wasn’t fair!
 
   I was only twenty-four years old, and I hadn’t even had a chance to get even with Jasper yet.
 
   So what’s a girl to do?
 
   Well she makes a deal with death.
 
   To be honest, it was Mister Grim who brought up the deal idea. He told me that my time was up, and they’d decided to call my card.
 
   But why was my time up?
 
   I was still young, and I’d always been a decent person, most of the time anyway.
 
   I couldn’t help but disagree with him when he told me it was because I’d been born with a gift that was meant to help others, but I’d squandered it.
 
   That wasn’t true at all, the squandering part.
 
   True, I’d ignored the spirits most of the time, but I hadn’t always ignored my hunches. Acting on my intuition had helped a lot. Well it had helped me a lot. Like when I’d had a hunch to stop by my fiancé’s place that night. 
 
   Turned out the wedding planner was there, and they were doing more than going over the guest list.
 
   Maybe I’d even used my hunches to choose which slot machines to play while on my one and only trip to Vegas the year before. Okay, so I hadn’t exactly been a saint, but getting run over by a truck and sent to Hell was a little excessive.
 
   So there I was, lying on the blacktop and feeling as if every bone in my body had been shattered. 
 
   “Hello Izzy.” The voice seemed to be everywhere at the same time. 
 
   At least someone was there, but I couldn’t quite understand why he wasn’t calling for help?
 
   I would have screamed at the guy, except I was choking on the blood running into my throat.
 
   Suddenly there was a cold hand on my arm and all the pain went away. Now I could yell, which is exactly what I did.
 
   “Call for help! I need an ambulance!”
 
   “No need. You are already dead.”
 
   Was this guy insane?
 
   If I was so dead, why could I still hear him, and why the hell was it so damned cold?
 
   “You are going to be given a choice, Izzy. You can let go now and be damned for eternity … or you can return to your life and begin using your gifts the way they were meant to be used.”
 
   “What gifts?”
 
   As soon as the question formed, it was answered instantly. 
 
   My hunches and my ghost eyes, as I liked to call the seeing ghosts thing. 
 
   “But, if you do choose to go back to your life, you must understand that it will not be the same,” he warned. “You are on lease from Hell. Therefore, you would be one of the fallen, until such time that you have earned redemption. 
 
   I had two questions.
 
   Did that make me a demon, or fallen angel … and how in the hell was I supposed to earn redemption?
 
   Turns out that demons and fallen angels are more or less the same thing. Fallen angels just aren’t quite as mean and nasty as demons, plus demons were the fallen angels that had never been given the opportunity to be born into the human world.
 
   As far as how I would do my penance, that was going to be left to me. 
 
   So those were my choices. I could go to Hell right then and there, or I could find a way to earn my white wings back.
 
   It was a no-brainer.
 
   I wasn’t quite ready to jump into the fire just yet.
 
   The big problem was going to be the redemption clause. How could someone as naturally sarcastic and opinionated as myself, find redemption, especially since mischief was a mainstay of my nature?
 
   Well Mister Grim wasn’t about to help me with that part. I had to figure it out on my own. That was all part of the deal.
 
   There was a bright spot in all of this. The Angel of Death did tell me where I could find another job.
 
   That would have really sucked to survive death, come back as a fallen angel, and then have to stand in line at the soup kitchen because I was broke and unemployed. 
 
   So being the helpful reaper that he is, Mister Grim dropped a name.
 
   The Monster Squad. 
 
   They sounded more like a bunch of comic book fanatics, than a group of federal agents, but that’s exactly what they are.
 
   More on that later, but for now, I’ll get back to the part about me feeling as if all the bones in my body had been crushed, and actually they were. It’s a good thing the Grim Reaper can also heal those he sends back.
 
   By the time the paramedics finally arrived, all I had were some scrapes and bruises, aside from the fact that they actually had to start my heart.
 
   I was the miracle girl. How many people got hit by a speeding, three quarter ton truck, and managed to walk away with only a few scratches?
 
   Of course no one realized that my good fortune came at a price, and that price was that I would be sporting a pair of black wings for the rest of my life. Not literally of course, but you get the idea.
 
   Unless I wanted to get another visit from Mister Grim, I was going to have to do some searching for something called the Monster Squad. 
 
   The only other clue he gave me was that the Monster Squad was in my hometown of Storm Cove, which happened to be on an island off the coast of Oregon.
 
   That is how my life in the big city came to an abrupt end. If I wanted to earn redemption, and get a job, I was going to have to leave Portland and return to Mystique Island.
 
   So that’s what I did. 
 
   You would think in a town as small as Storm Cove, finding something with an odd name like the Monster Squad would be easy as pie. Well it would have been, if that had been their official name. 
 
   No such luck. They weren’t about to make things that easy for me.
 
   I spent an entire half a day driving around town, looking for this Monster Squad, but crapped out. Not only had I never heard the name before, and I’d spent the latter half of my childhood on the island, but I had my doubts the town council would even approve a business with that name. It might draw too much attention to things they’d prefer to keep secret.
 
   Like most small towns, Storm Cove was a tight knit community. They didn’t care much for outsiders, but they did like tourists, which is why they played up the old legend of the shipwreck that brought most of the settlers to the area. 
 
   The old timers will tell you that in the early 1800s, a ship carrying settlers was knocked off course by a violent storm. The Mystique sank after being pushed close to shore and hitting a reef. 
 
   Half the ship’s passengers died, the other half managed to swim to shore. 
 
   Tales of sinking ships wasn’t so odd. The unusual part would be the Mystique’s passengers. They were said to be some very unusual people, though exactly what they were was never talked about.
 
   Though most of the people in town are descended from those survivors, no one will admit what it was that was so special about them, but there were rumors.
 
   There was no denying that Storm Cove had an curious history, along with some very unusual residents, but it was still a quiet little town. Big news just didn’t happen here.
 
   That’s why the whole Monster Squad thing baffled me.
 
   In a town where getting a Starbucks or a new movie theater was the news of the decade, I figured finding the Monster Squad would be a cinch, and it was, once I gave up and started looking on the Internet. Even then, all I could find were rumors, but it was enough.
 
   Turns out, the Monster Squad’s official name is the ACMU, which stood for Atypical Crimes Management Unit. The Monster Squad was just a nickname. 
 
   The ACMU is an elite, black cell unit of the FBI. Very top secret.
 
   You could have knocked me over with a feather. Who would have guessed there really was an X Files team?
 
   There were only a few Atypical Crimes units, and the West Coast unit was based in Storm Cove, which I found a little unusual. As far as I was concerned, it would have made more sense for the unit to be based in Los Angeles, Portland, or even Seattle, but who was I to argue with the FBI?
 
   Maybe we were just weird enough the FBI thought we needed a unit based in town.
 
   Five minutes after leaving the Bayside Grill, I pulled up to the lodge. Finding a place to park wasn’t going to be easy, especially since morning rain had turned the entire parking lot into a mud puddle. 
 
   About that time I was really wishing I’d worn my high top leather boots instead of Keds, but they wouldn’t have matched my jeans.
 
   Wearing blue jeans and a tee shirt to work was something Agent Fontaine frowned on, but he tolerated it because of my special talent. Communicating with the dead had a place in crime investigations. At least it did if the dead chose to cooperate, and that was a big if. Believe it or not, sometimes the dead didn’t cooperate, which had a way of complicating things.
 
   Getting out of my bright yellow Mustang, which I liked to call Lady Luck, I maneuvered my way around the half dozen or so patrol cars and emergency vehicles.
 
   There was mud everywhere. My lady was sure going to need a good cleaning after this. But she deserved the best.
 
   That Mustang always got me from point A to Point B safely. I figured as long as I was driving Lady Luck, my chance of getting run over by a truck was greatly reduced. Not that a truck couldn’t go over the top of her, but still, at least I’d have a bit of protection if I were lucky. Naming her Lady Luck probably helped a little too.
 
   Whatever had happened at the lodge, it was a biggie. 
 
   The last time I saw the county CSI unit in Storm Cove was when Megan Vandermeer’s husband caught her having a little fun with the next-door neighbor. That was long before I was in law enforcement.
 
   From what I’d heard, it was one heck of a mess. Vandermeer drove right through the bedroom wall with his truck, killing both his wife and the neighbor.
 
   Trucks were just plain evil.
 
   After stepping over several puddles of rainwater, I finally made it to the entrance of Smuggler’s Bay Lodge.
 
   There was a state police officer posted outside the resort’s front doors, and by the look on his face, I could tell he was ready to turn me back. It was times like this that I really liked flashing my FBI credentials.
 
   I only recognized a few of the emergency workers, but finally Sheriff Bourne walked by, and that was someone I knew.
 
   “What happened, Jeb?”
 
   Jeb tapped the oversized cowboy hat he wore anytime he had his uniform on. “Hello Izzy. How’s your grandmother doing?” he asked, a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth.
 
   It was just like Jeb Bourne to take care of the hellos before getting down to business. Of course it was also like Jeb to ask about Granny right after his initial hello. Jeb and Granny had been high school sweethearts, and he still hadn’t gotten over her. 
 
   According to Granny Stella, Jeb was quite a looker back in the day. He still wasn’t bad for his age, though his hair had long ago turned gray.
 
   “Granny is doing good. What happened here?” I asked again.
 
   Cocking his head to one side, he fixed me with laughing blue eyes. “Well Agent Izzy … can’t see as why your boss wouldn’t have filled you in on the details.”
 
   “It’s Special Agent Cooper … remember?” I corrected. 
 
   Jeb didn’t mean any harm. He was just having trouble coming to terms with the fact that a young whippersnapper, such as myself, was actually a federal agent. 
 
   “True enough,” he chuckled, and then glanced down at the clipboard in his hand. “The cleaning staff arrived this morning and found Dale in his office … deceased,” he added in a hushed tone, as if it were some kind of secret.
 
   Dale Simmons was one of the hotshots of Storm Cove. That was because the Simmons family was one of the town’s founding families, and they were filthy rich.
 
   The Simmons family didn’t impress me much. Most of the families in town were descended from the founding fathers, but the Simmons family did tend to forget that part. In other words, they thought they were several steps up from the rest of the population. 
 
   They also happened to own the Smuggler’s Bay Lodge, along with several other business establishments. 
 
   “Agent Fontaine is back there now.” Jeb pointed toward a hall that led to the resort’s administrative offices.
 
   I nodded. “Thanks Jeb. I’ll let Granny know you asked about her. 
 
   The blood drained from old Jeb’s face. “That’s not necessary. I’m sure I’ll see her around town.”
 
   I quickly turned away so that he wouldn’t see my smile. No way was Jeb going to say a single thing to Granny, even if he did run into her. They hadn’t spoken in decades, though they would both ask about the other any chance they got. 
 
   The feud between Jeb and Granny was well known in Storm Cove. According to the town gossips, the two of them had a fight just before their Senior Prom. Jeb got angry with my grandmother and took Millie Brodrick to the prom. Granny was so irate, she witched Millie, who lost all her hair within a few days. It took months for it to grow back.
 
   There was no way to know how much of the story was true. If it had anything to do with Jeb Bourne, Granny refused to talk about it.
 
   I found Ayden and Tim Lehman in Dale’s office. 
 
   Judging by the crime scene, Dale had put up one heck of a fight. Either that, or the perpetrator liked destroying things. The place looked as if it had been hit by one hell of a hurricane.
 
   My boss was so engrossed in examining the victim, he didn’t even look up to acknowledge me.
 
   Ayden was a walking contradiction. He had the body of a male stripper, and the looks of a Greek god. Along with that, he had a head of blond hair that any woman would love to run their fingers through, but he hid his assets behind black business suits, and stuffy haircuts. I only knew what he looked like out of his disguise because I’d been fortunate enough to run into him at the gym. 
 
   Actually, what happened was that I let my natural curiosity take over and I’d followed him to the gym.
 
   Of course, Agent Fontaine might call that stalking, along with the rest of the world, but as long as no one knew, I was good.
 
   Ayden was kneeling next to the victim, examining Dale’s fingernails with a gloved hand.
 
   “What do you have?” I asked, as I managed to keep my eyes averted from the bloodier aspects of the crime scene, like the head that had been completely removed from the body.
 
   Sighing, Ayden dropped the victim’s hand. “They found him at 6:00 this morning. Myron estimates time of death at just after midnight.”
 
   Myron was the ME, and the strangest guy in town, at least as far as I was concerned. You’d have to be odd to play with corpses to begin with, but he was really strange. Myron liked to dye his hair black, and wear eyeliner. Not only that, but he would paint his fingernails black. This wasn’t so bad if you were into the Goth scene, but add that to the dead body thing, and he was definitely creepy.
 
   Doing my best to block out the disturbing image of Myron hovering over a corpse, I asked, “So there were no witnesses? How did the perp get in?”
 
   Ayden shook his head and pointed to the shattered window where Tim was bagging some kind of evidence he’d pulled from the windowsill. 
 
   “This is obviously the point of entry,” Tim answered for Ayden. It looks like whomever did this, came right through the window. He didn’t just break it, he plunged through it.”
 
   “Whoever did this is one sick puppy,” I muttered. “Death by decapitation! Yuk!”
 
   Tim arched one brow, barely noticeable behind his black, plastic framed glasses. “Actually, the subject ripped the victim’s head off.”
 
   “Are you serious?” I gasped.
 
   Tim nodded. “Take a look. There are still dangling tendons and skin.”
 
   Tim was all brains and no brawn, but he was the sweetest guy I knew. No matter what the temperature outside, he always wore slacks and a long sleeve shirt to work, which was a little odd since his sandy blond hair was much longer than the FBI dress standard. 
 
   “Are you picking up anything?” Ayden asked.
 
   What he was really asking is if Dale’s ghost was hanging around. 
 
   I shook my head. “Either he went straight into the light, or he’s not talking.”
 
   “Nothing at all?” Ayden frowned.
 
   “Hold your horses and give me a minute,” I said, drawing my brows together so that they would know I was getting ready to attempt communication, or at the very least, listen in a little.
 
   One of the few perks of being a fallen angel was that I could sense negativity, and sometimes even see things that had happened, or might happen. My ability to communicate with the dead was just something I was born with, but it came in handy too.
 
   Closing my eyes, I focused on the night before, but I wasn’t getting a thing, not even a whisper or a moan.
 
   Maybe seeing Elias at the Bayside Grill had knocked something off kilter? No doubt my head was still spinning from the encounter, though I didn’t usually have problems with my personal baggage interfering with work.
 
   Giving up, I shook my head. “I’m not getting anything at all.”
 
   Ayden’s frown deepened. 
 
   For some reason, he tended to forget that my abilities weren’t connected to some kind of spiritual, around the clock ATM. I couldn’t even use any witchery to help me see what happened.
 
   That was another side effect of coming back from the dead as a fallen angel. It stripped me of my natural born witch juice. I was still irritated with Mister Grim for that one, on account of my plan to witch Jasper in order to get even.
 
   Sure, witching someone to get even was wrong, but that was my natural wickedness shining through.
 
   “Sorry,” I shrugged, hoping Ayden wouldn’t decide to give me the boot. My talent for crime scene visions and my ability to communicate with the dead were the only reasons the Bureau hired me in the first place. It sure wasn’t my expertise with handling firearms. I still had to be reminded to bring along my Glock, which I didn’t have on me at the moment. 
 
   Ayden turned his attention to Tim, who was in the process of bagging something. “What did you find?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but it looks like animal hair.”
 
   “Izzy and I will go back to the lighthouse … you head over to the Medical Examiner’s office … after you have the hair sample sent for DNA analysis. Have them check it against the victim’s DNA,” Ayden instructed.
 
   Tim nodded, which resulted in his glasses sliding down his nose. “Will do,” he said, pushing said glasses back up.
 
   I was a little confused by Ayden’s instructions, and I wasn’t afraid to say something about it either. “Why would you want the DNA compared to the victim’s?”
 
   “Let’s go,” he motioned with his head. “I’ll explain at headquarters”
 
   That need to know baloney was one part of my job I was having some trouble coming to grips with. The FBI was closed mouthed with most information. I was given information on a need to know basis only. Ayden said it was because it was classified, but I wasn’t buying it. I was told only what I needed to know on account of me being the new kid on the block, and a fallen angel. He just wasn’t so sure he could trust an agent who was really on lease from Hell.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Headquarters, or as we liked to call it, the lighthouse, was located in the basement of the lighthouse on Shipwreck Point. The Federal Government owned the property, but permitted the Mystique Island Historical Society to operate a gift shop on the main floor, while they stuck us in the basement. 
 
   We were a Black Cell unit, so no one was supposed to know about us, though a lot of people in town did, except me. I’d been totally clueless until my brush with death, but that was most likely due to the fact that Annabelle and I hadn’t come to live in Storm Cove until we were in junior high. 
 
   Our mother was a native islander, but we were still outsiders. Unless you went to preschool on the island, you were an outsider.
 
   Besides, why waste money on a serviceable office when they could stick us in a crumbling and haunted lighthouse?
 
   The haunting of the Shipwreck Point Lighthouse was one bit of town history that I became acquainted with the hard way. Sure, I’d heard rumors about the lighthouse, but never gave it a second thought until my run in with Muriel.
 
   I met Muriel on my first day working with the Atypical Crimes Management Unit. She’d strolled, or more accurately, floated to my desk and stood there, staring at me with her dead - haunting eyes for at least an hour.
 
   With it being my first day on the job, I already had enough to deal with, so I did my best to ignore her.
 
   After about an hour of the staring, I couldn’t take it anymore.
 
   Looking up at her, I asked, “Can I help you with something?”
 
   Muriel’s jaw fell and she quickly dropped her evil - brooding spirit façade. “You can see me?”
 
   I nodded. “Can’t you see I’m trying to work? What do you want?”
 
   The ghost didn’t really have an answer. She’d grown so accustomed to haunting whoever caught her interest, she no longer remembered why she was doing it.
 
   Turns out that Muriel was the ghost that haunted Shipwreck Point Lighthouse.
 
   According to town legend, she disappeared in the 1950s, while picnicking with her friends on Shipwreck Point.
 
   Kids being kids, Muriel and her friends spent some time exploring the abandoned lighthouse. Later she returned to the lighthouse to search for a purse she’d misplaced, but she went alone.
 
   She was never seen again. 
 
   Muriel couldn’t remember what happened to her, but Dorothy Bell knew everything about the lighthouse. She was the president of the Mystic Island Historical Society, and she also managed the lighthouse gift shop. 
 
   When I got around to asking her about it, Dorothy filled me in on all the mysterious details.
 
   Apparently when Muriel’s friends started searching for her, they couldn’t get in the abandoned lighthouse, though it had been open just a short time before.
 
   That was back before it had been restored and put on the National Register of Historic Places.
 
   The authorities searched for days, but never found her, alive or dead.
 
   I suspected Muriel’s body was hidden somewhere in the lighthouse, possibly in a wall, though I couldn’t explain why her remains hadn’t been discovered when the property was restored in the 1970s. 
 
   The 70s were some high times, so maybe the workmen were just too blitzed to notice anything weird or unusual.
 
   Most of the townspeople were convinced Muriel had fallen victim to another Shipwreck Point ghost.
 
   As legend had it, in the late 1800s, some old fishing boat captain was murdered by his crew, not too far from Shipwreck Point. Just like Muriel, his body was never recovered. There were frequent sightings of the old captain, especially on the west side of the island, but I hadn’t seen him yet.
 
   The locals called him Captain Marsh. 
 
   The Marsh family was another founding family, and were a wealthy - seafaring people, which is why everyone assumed that the ghost captain must be someone from that family. It was a natural assumption, considering there had been several captains in the Marsh family over the years. 
 
   When I pulled into the parking lot near the lighthouse, Ayden’s black SUV was already there, and so was Muriel. It was the first time I’d seen her outside the lighthouse. 
 
   Muriel was still wearing the same yellow dress and matching hair ribbon she’d been wearing over seventy years ago when she’d disappeared. In her time, she’d have been a doll with her little pointy nose, and the long blond hair she kept pulled back in a ponytail. She even had those fifties bobby socks. 
 
   I thought she was a bit dated, but apparently Muriel didn’t see anything wrong with wearing the same clothes for decades. 
 
   “What are you doing out and about?” I asked the wispy apparition that was Muriel. 
 
   It would seem she couldn’t get quite as solid outside the lighthouse. Another reason to assume her body was hidden somewhere inside. 
 
   Every once in a while you’d come across a ghost that was hopelessly attached to their body.
 
   But there was a reason she’d ventured outside. Something was wrong.
 
   If a ghost could actually be frightened, this one was.”
 
   “I heard about the Simmons murder,” she blurted out.
 
   “Really?” I was astounded, but only until I remembered how fast news travels in Storm Cove. She must have overheard someone in the gift shop talking about it.
 
   “Julius came by here looking for you,” she whispered.
 
   Boy did I have news for her. Julius was a demon, and he could find me anywhere. It was his job.
 
   He’d probably stopped by for the sole purpose of scaring her. Julius and Muriel didn’t get a long too well. She was the perfect victim, and Julius loved victims.
 
   Oh well. I’d deal with Julius later. Right now I was curious as to why Muriel was so upset. The dead usually took things in stride. Even mass murder would barely raise an eyebrow.
 
   “Yeah, Dale was found dead this morning. But what has your panties in such a knot?” I asked.
 
   “I saw him again,” she said, a cryptic note in her voice.
 
   “Saw who?” I asked.
 
   “Captain Marsh,” she replied with a haughty roll of her eyes.
 
   The significance of seeing Captain Marsh was lost on me.
 
   “So,” I said with a shrug of my shoulders. “People see him all the time.”
 
   Muriel shook her head. “They just think they see him.”
 
   “But you know for sure you saw him?” I was doubtful.
 
   The dead got confused easily. Some didn’t even realize they were dead, and if they did, they may or may not know how they got that way.
 
   But I had to give credit where credit was due. Muriel seemed pretty lucid for a ghost.
 
   She nodded her semi-transparent head. “It’s just like last time.”
 
   Now I was curious.
 
   For some odd reason, Muriel was connecting hotshot Dale’s murder with seeing Captain Marsh.
 
   “What does seeing the ghost of Captain Marsh have to do with Dale’s murder?” I asked.
 
   “He’s so scary,” she muttered, as if she hadn’t even heard me.
 
   I assumed she was talking about the captain.
 
   “Muriel! What’s the connection?” I was running out of patience, and I didn’t have a lot of those these days. I’d never been a patient person to begin with, and now that I’d been granted my black wings, I ran short of patience faster than my sister could switch boyfriends.
 
   “I remember the night before I came out here with my friends. I’d just taken a shower and was brushing my teeth. That’s when I saw him in the mirror.”
 
   Well this was an interesting development. She’d gone from remembering almost nothing, to recalling her shower the night before she was murdered.
 
   Shaking my head, I started for the lighthouse. Muriel followed me.
 
   “I still don’t see the connection,” I told her.
 
   “There was a murder that night. It was all over the news when I got up the next morning. A janitor at the high school had his head ripped off.”
 
   That stopped me in my tracks. “Did they ever find out who did it?”
 
   “I don’t know … I kind of got killed that day?” 
 
   There it was again, the rolling of the eyes, as if she were talking to a particularly dense child.
 
   “But there have always been stories. People go missing, or end up dead whenever the captain makes an appearance,” she reminded me.
 
   “Hmm … interesting.” I continued through the parking lot. Muriel was still with me.
 
   “Do you see the connection now?” she asked.
 
   “I do, but I’m not sure how helpful it is. The dead rarely commit murder,” I told her, as I stepped onto the little sidewalk near the lighthouse and took a right. The entrance to our office was in back. The location did help keep tourist curiosity at bay, but hadn’t really provided the kind of secrecy the FBI was hoping for.
 
   “He’s really scary.” Muriel repeated her earlier assessment.
 
   “I’ll look into it,” I promised, and I would. 
 
   She was right. There was an obvious connection, though I couldn’t quite see what it was yet.
 
   Muriel disappeared, which was just as well. It had a tendency to get on the boss man’s nerves when Muriel and I held conversations in the office. I think it just bothered him that he could only eavesdrop on one side of the conversation.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   ACMU headquarters was simple, at least by FBI standards. We had our computers, tablets, projectors and whatnot, but it was simple. Just two large rooms tucked away in the basement of the lighthouse. Our desks and computers were in one of the rooms, while the second housed a small lab that Tim could use to get a quick look at something, if we couldn’t wait for an analysis report from DC.
 
   I really would have preferred the top floor. The view from the lighthouse was awe-inspiring, but not so much from the basement.
 
   When I entered, Ayden was scrawling notes on the whiteboard. Next to his notes there was a photo of Dale Simmons. 
 
   “Tim back yet?” I asked.
 
   “No,” he replied without bothering to turn around. “I sent him to interview the Simmons family. We do have the preliminary results on the hair analysis though. What Tim found was animal hair, but it doesn’t belong to Dale.”
 
   “Why would you think otherwise?” I asked, openly skeptical of his judgment, which I was sure wouldn’t sit well.
 
   I was wrong.
 
   Instead of his usual scowl, he actually smiled. “I guess this is one of those, need to know, situations.”
 
   Hot damn! He was cute when he smiled.
 
   I admit, thinking about my boss in that way was going way over the top. My only excuse being that it had been months since I’d broken it off with Jasper, and a girl can only go so long before the crazy started to set in.
 
   Doing my best to keep things in perspective, I banished all thoughts of seeing Ayden naked, but then I started thinking about Elias, and that was even worse.
 
   “I would say so, especially if it has to do with my job,” I came back, making sure to add a touch of sarcasm to my voice.
 
   Sighing, Ayden took a seat at his desk. “Well with your mother being a member of the Osborne family, I’m sure you must know that a lot of the people in Storm Cove aren’t exactly average.”
 
   Was he trying to say the Osborns were weird?
 
   “Yeah, I know,” I shrugged.
 
   Of course I knew the people in Storm Cove were not exactly normal. In fact, the abnormalities extended to the entire island. 
 
   I did resent his reference to my maternal family. Witches weren’t odd … at least not too odd.
 
   On the other hand, it was true that Mystique Island had its share of strange individuals. Everyone knew about the werewolf packs, and other high strangeness on the island. Nearly all of it could be traced back to the original settlers. 
 
   Annabelle was definitely convinced, but then again, my sister had always embraced the strange and unusual. 
 
   “There are two packs of wolves on the island.”
 
   “You mean werewolf packs?” I interrupted, feigning shock. It was best I appeared as normal as possible in Ayden’s eyes. He didn’t exactly embrace the high strangeness of Storm Cove, or my family background. 
 
   Ayden nodded. “The Simmons family belongs to the Storm Cove pack.”
 
   Nodding, I fought off the urge to fill in the blanks for him. “What about the other pack?”
 
   “Well that would be the Gypsy pack, from on the other side of the island.”
 
   My mouth dropped. “No kidding?”
 
   Roseland was a little settlement on the west side of the island, known to locals as Gypsy Camp. They called it that because that’s exactly what Roseland started out as. The people who settled Roseland weren’t descended from the original shipwreck, but from a band of roving Gypsies.
 
   In the early 1900s, a group of gypsies arrived on the island. The townspeople ran them out of Storm Cove. With nowhere else to go, they set up camp on the other side of Mystique Island, and had been there since.
 
   The Gypsies mostly kept to themselves, but they did have run-ins with the townspeople every now and again. 
 
   “What are you thinking?” I asked, though I already had a pretty good idea what he was going to say, and I was dreading it.
 
   “Pack war. We have two packs on this island, and it has always been an uncomfortable truce. Maybe the Gypsy pack has decided to declare war,” he suggested.
 
   That’s exactly what I was afraid he would say. “But why after a hundred years would they all the sudden decide they want control of the entire island?”
 
   “They have a new alpha,” he sighed and got to his feet. “I think we need to pay a visit to Elias Moreland.”
 
   I couldn’t breathe.
 
   There was a lump in my throat the size of a baseball, and it was doing a damn good job of choking me to death.
 
   “Not a good idea,” I croaked, when I could finally draw in enough air to utter anything but gurgling sounds.
 
   Arching his brow, he asked, “Why not?”
 
   I was drawing a blank. Not a single excuse would present itself, so I groped for the first thing that came to mind.
 
   “I have a nail appointment this afternoon.”
 
   He wasn’t buying it.
 
   “Talk to me Izzy. Why don’t you want to question Elias?”
 
   It was time to fess up. After all, Ayden was my boss and could fire me if he wanted. I figured it probably wasn’t a good idea to lie to him. 
 
   “Well I kind of had a thing for him back in high school,” I confessed.
 
   There wasn’t so much as a hint of a smile on his face, but his blue eyes were dancing with laughter. “Do you still have a thing for him?”
 
   I was mortified. “Of course not!”
 
   It was a total lie, but a girl has her limits, even with her boss.
 
   “Then let’s go.”
 
   I should have told Ayden about seeing Elias at the Bayside Grill, and how strange he’d been acting, but that would have only added to the problem.
 
   Of course I would have to mention it sooner or later, but not just yet. I would let the team in on that information once there was good reason to believe Elias was the perpetrator. As it was, I was fairly sure Ayden was jumping to conclusions.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   It was only a short distance from the lighthouse to Roseland, but that was if you took the trail through the woods. If you drove, which is what we were doing, the only way to get there was by way of the Island Loop Highway. This was the little two-lane road that followed the coastline all the way around the island. 
 
   Why they’d taken to calling it a highway, I had no clue.
 
   The entire island was beautiful, but I was especially fond of the area around Roseland. With its windswept pines, and sheer cliffs dropping right into the sea, the Roseland side of Mystique Island was like a masterpiece of natural beauty. I was especially fond of the wild roses that grew everywhere, which of course was how the settlement got its name.
 
   During my high school days, I’d spent nearly as much time creeping around Roseland, as I’d spent in Storm Cove. Always it was with the hope of running into Elias. 
 
   I was fifteen the first time I saw him.
 
   Elias and his father had come into Storm Cove to fuel up their old Ford truck at Al’s Quick Stop, the island’s only gas station at the time. These days there were a couple more, but back then the Quick Stop was the place to get your fuel, plus it doubled as a convenience store.
 
   Al’s Quick Stop is located just off the loop road, on Pacific Avenue, which also happened to be the road I took to get to Pine Bluff. That’s where Granny Stella lives.
 
   On days when I had a little extra money, I would stop in and buy a soda on my way home. 
 
   On this particular Friday, I planned to pick up a soda, as well as a bag of corn chips and dill pickle dip. Annabelle was going to stay with Aunt Mandy all weekend, while Granny was taking care of some business on the mainland.
 
   I’d be alone, and I had it all planned out. I was going to veg out in front of the TV all weekend, and eat corn chips.
 
   All that changed when I saw Elias Moreland’s hard - naked chest. In fact, my entire outlook on life changed in that moment. 
 
   When I walked by them, Mister Moreland was pumping fuel, while Elias was cleaning the windshield. 
 
   I wasn’t exactly the coolest kid at Storm Cove High, and it showed when I stopped in my tracks to stare at a shirtless Elias. He had strange tattoos on his chest and back, as well as on his arms.
 
   But it wasn’t just his body that drew my attention. I was completely entranced by his perfect face, and the way his dark curls brushed up against his wide shoulders as he moved.
 
   He was awesome. Totally blowing away any of the guys I went to school with.
 
   Just as I was ready to force my eyes away, he glanced up and saw me. 
 
   My face grew hot with embarrassment, but in that split second before I looked away, I saw the amusement in his eyes. He was completely aware that I’d been watching him.
 
   Forcing one foot in front of the other, I finally made it inside and got my drink. By the time I left, Elias was gone.
 
   After asking a few of my classmates some discreet questions, I learned that his name was Elias Moreland, and he lived in Roseland. He didn’t attend public school, which explained why I hadn’t seen him before.
 
   The Roseland people were home schooled. Apparently those Gypsies didn’t much like associating with the townspeople, and the feeling was mutual. 
 
   I wasn’t about to let that stop me. 
 
   Every chance I got; I wandered over to Roseland, though I wasn’t quite brave enough to actually go into their settlement. Instead, I hung around the trails, hoping to catch a glimpse of him.
 
   I was pulled from that distant memory when I felt the SUV slowing. We were approaching Roseland.
 
   At least there was something to distract me. I didn’t want to think about that kiss. As long as I didn’t think about it, maybe I could keep that strange flutter out of my chest.
 
   Not much had changed since my last visit to Roseland, which had been just before high school graduation. I left for college that fall.
 
   Time and distance has a way of blurring the past. As the years went by, I’d thought about Elias less, but now that I’d seen him again, the memory was more vivid than it had been in a long time.
 
   I wasn’t sure I liked it.
 
   Roseland was one of those little towns that you would miss if you blinked. 
 
   It had grown some, but not much. There was now a service station, and a little grocery store. There was even a small school, and a park, but not much else. 
 
   The majority of Roseland’s residents worked, and did most of their business on the mainland, which was another reason the town was slow to grow. 
 
   The people of Storm Cove had always been reclusive, preferring to keep their business on the island, when possible. 
 
   After all, they had secrets.
 
   With so many of the homes in Roseland being those small, ranch style houses, it reminded me more of a subdivision than a town.
 
   Elias’s house was different.
 
   The Moreland’s massive log cabin was set apart from the rest of the town.
 
   I’d always admired its rustic beauty, but mostly what I liked was the view. The Moreland house was located at the edge of a bluff, which gave them a magnificent view of the sea. 
 
   Not that I’d ever been a guest at the Moreland’s, but in my Elias stalking days, I’d often walked by their house, hoping to catch a glimpse of him.
 
   When Ayden pulled into the winding, tree-lined driveway, I was so nervous I could barely breathe. 
 
   I had to keep reminding myself that I had nothing to fear. I mean seriously, I was a fallen angel. The worst that could happen was he wouldn’t remember that kiss, or me. It wasn’t as if I were there to remind him of it anyway. 
 
   We were paying a visit to Elias Moreland to question him. That’s it and that’s all.
 
   “Do you want the honor?” Ayden smiled.
 
   A frown twisted at my mouth. “I’ll pass. I can’t even understand why you think he’s a suspect. Just because he’s a werewolf, doesn’t make him a killer,” I argued. “Besides, it isn’t like there aren’t others in town who are rumored to be a bit on the wild side, and there’s always the possibility that this might be just a regular old fashioned murder.”
 
   Ayden shook his head. “Highly unlikely. It’s very rare for one of them to kill a member of their own pack.”
 
   Getting out of the SUV, I followed Ayden to the front door. Before knocking, he unclipped the pistol holstered at his hip, so he could easily grab it if need be.
 
   “Will that really do any good?” I whispered. “Don’t you need silver bullets, or some crap like that?”
 
   “No,” Ayden mouthed before knocking again.
 
   Two or three minutes went by with no response. The boss man was just raising his hand to knock again when the door swung open.
 
   There should have been shock in Elias’s eyes, but there wasn’t. It was almost as if he’d been expecting us.
 
   “Can I help you?” he asked, his voice guarded.
 
   Being this close to him was definitely getting too near to the fire. I could feel myself melting from the inside out.
 
   Ayden pulled out his credentials, which was the signal for me to do the same. “I’m Special Agent Fontaine, and this is Special Agent Cooper. If you don’t mind, we’d like to ask you a few questions.”
 
   Although Ayden was doing all the talking, Elias’s eyes were on me.
 
   Again I saw that spark of recognition, and something else. Amusement or distain, I couldn’t decide which.
 
   Shrugging his wide shoulders, Elias finally turned his attention to Ayden, and his full lips spread into a hard smile. “It’s not like I have anything more important to do, so why not?”
 
   His sarcasm wasn’t lost on Ayden. My boss’s demure quickly changed from casually polite, to hard-ass cop. 
 
   “Where were you between the hours of midnight and 6:00 this morning?”
 
   “I was here,” he answered, giving Ayden a sour look. “Where else would I be in the middle of the night?” 
 
   “Do you have anyone who can verify that?”
 
   Elias shook his head. “I live alone?”
 
   “What happened to your family?” I asked. It was a valid question, but as soon as the words left my mouth, I wished I could take them back.
 
   Suddenly a curtain of darkness settled over Elias’s features. “Are the people of Storm Cove really that out of touch with this side of the island?”
 
   I had no idea what to say, mostly because I also had no idea what he was talking about.
 
   “My parents and younger sister died during the H1N1 epidemic,” he informed us.
 
   It finally dawned on me why Ayden had called Elias the new alpha. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I blurted out, my professionalism going right out the door.
 
   “Our condolences,” Ayden put in, dropping his hard ass-cop façade a little.
 
   I wasn’t sure what to say. Although I’d heard the Swine Flu hit Roseland pretty hard, and that it had filled up their cemetery fast, I’d never really connected it with Elias.
 
   That was a little strange. For the six years I’d been gone from Mystique Island, it was like a cloud descended on my memory. There were memories of my life before leaving the island, but some of those memories were misty and hard to grasp.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I repeated. 
 
   Nodding, Elias maneuvered the conversation back to the reason we were there. “Like I said … I was here last night.”
 
   “Do you know the Simmons family?” Ayden continued with his questions.
 
   “I know of them, but I don’t know them.”
 
   Ayden looked down at his notebook and jotted something down. “So you are not acquainted with Dale Simmons?”
 
   Elias shook his head. “Nope. Like I said, I’ve heard of him … but never had any desire, or reason to get to know him.”
 
   “Okay,” Ayden sighed. “We’ll probably be back in touch.”
 
   “I’ll be looking forward to it.” Elias’s eyes fell on me. 
 
   My heart jumped into my throat.
 
   Elias was still the sexiest guy I’d ever met, and he remembered. I no longer had any doubt.
 
   “Now what?” I asked Ayden as he was pulling away from the Moreland house.
 
   “First we check out his story. I don’t think he’s telling us everything.”
 
   As much as I wanted to stick up for Elias, I had to agree. He did seem to be hiding something. It wasn’t real obvious unless you happened to notice the huge chip he was carrying on his shoulder. He didn’t want to have anything to do with the FBI, and there had to be a reason.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   No sooner were we back on the Island Loop Highway, and the call came in. Another body, this time at the Sandbar.
 
   The Sandbar was the seaside pub located about a mile north of Storm Cove. It was a quaint little place, and very popular with the locals. The building itself was actually an old commercial fishing vessel that had been set close to the road, and then converted into a bar. 
 
   I could still remember the day Annabelle told us she was planning to buy the place, which had originally been used by an old captain as his crashing pad. 
 
   The family, including myself, quickly labeled my sister as crazy. 
 
   Rolling her eyes in her common, screw you fashion, Annabelle set about fixing the place up. It had taken her nearly a year, but she’d finally managed to get the Sandbar up and running. She filled it will maritime antiques and themed furniture, as well as enough alcohol to float a ship.
 
   That was three years ago. Today the Sandbar was as much a part of the island as the Shipwreck Point Lighthouse.
 
   We’d all eaten our words, but we were glad for Annabelle’s success.
 
   Emergency vehicles crowded the small gravel parking lot, which meant we weren’t going to get a parking spot anywhere near the entrance. 
 
   Apparently giving the FBI easy access wasn’t high on old Jeb’s priority list. Not a big surprise, considering the prevailing attitude toward outsiders, and that definitely included the FBI.
 
   At least this time I’d be walking through gravel instead of mud.
 
   By the looks of things, the crime scene was in back of the Sandbar. That’s where all the action seemed to be anyway. 
 
   Jeb stood guard near the large green dumpster, which was located about twenty feet from the rear of the Sandbar. 
 
   “What do you have?” Ayden asked.
 
   Jeb glanced down at the notepad he was holding in his hand, as if he wouldn’t remember every detail without doing so, which was silly. I had no doubt that old Jeb already had every element of the scene memorized. This was probably the most excitement he’d had in his entire career. 
 
   “Annabelle Cooper came out here to dump a bag of trash and saw, what appeared to be something wrapped in a blanket. When she opened the blanket, she discovered a body,” Jeb paused, as if Ayden would need the extra time to absorb it all.
 
   Lowering his eyes to his notebook, he continued. “The victim is a blond, Caucasian female, and appears to be in her early twenties.”
 
   I wondered how shook up my sister was.
 
   Annabelle was tough as nails, and certainly not the type to take life too seriously. But still, finding a body could shake up just about anyone.
 
   “Has the victim been identified?” Ayden asked, as he was peering over the rim of the dumpster?”
 
   “Not officially, but it looks to be Gwen Jenkins.”
 
   The identity of the victim wasn’t all that surprising, considering Gwen’s lifestyle. It was common knowledge Gwen supported her drug habit through prostitution.
 
   Once the CSI team was finished taking photos, Ayden slipped on a pair of latex gloves so he could examine the victim more closely. 
 
   “There’s bruising on her neck and arms, but no ligature marks,” Ayden remarked. “The subject probably strangled her with his hands.”
 
   “So this is a different MO than Dale Simmons?” I was a little confused. 
 
   Ayden nodded. “At first glance this murder appears to be completely unrelated to the Simmons case, but I doubt it.”
 
   “I’ll go interview Annabelle,” I offered. 
 
   Interviewing one’s own sister might not be exactly by the book, but I figured I’d have better luck than Ayden.
 
   My sister had a habit of playing games with anyone who represented authority. This was on account of her not being real fond of those types of people, especially cops. She’d be less likely to take up an attitude with me. Like Jeb, she didn’t really take my position in the FBI all that seriously.
 
   The Sandbar was unusually quiet for this late in the day. On a normal afternoon, the place would already be filling up as the locals stopped by for a quick beer on their way home from work. 
 
   Not today. 
 
   Annabelle was behind the bar stacking beer mugs.
 
   Out of the two of us, Annabelle was definitely the one who got all the looks. She was tall, and had the curves of a supermodel. If that weren’t enough, she’d inherited our mother’s coloring and sea green eyes, complimented by her long auburn hair. 
 
   My hair was so dark that it was almost black, and my hazel eyes were nowhere near as stunning as my sister’s.
 
   We dressed nothing alike. I was a tomboy, while on the other hand, Annabelle seemed to derive some kind of pleasure out of her daring, almost scandalous clothing.
 
   My sister looked up from the mug she was drying. “So they decided to call in the big guns?”
 
   “I’m sorry this happened, especially here.”
 
   Annabelle shrugged. “We all know about Gwen. I guess she screwed up this time.”
 
   “Do you remember seeing her in here last night?” I asked.
 
   Annabelle nodded. “Sure … Gwen is here most nights. This is where she picks up a lot of her customers.” 
 
   I took out my little digital recorder, which is how I kept a record of my interviews. “Did you see who she left with?” 
 
   Shaking her head, Annabelle waved a finger at me, meaning she had no intention of talking to me with the recorder on.
 
   Sighing, I turned it off. “Fine then. Now will you answer me?”
 
   “I don’t usually pay a lot of attention to the working girls that come in here, but last night Gwen seemed agitated, so I watched her a lot closer than usual. She left alone.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked with a raised brow.
 
   My sister nodded. “I waved goodbye to her … that’s how I know.”
 
   Great! Our job just got a hundred times more difficult. I thought for sure Gwen Jenkins would have left with a customer, which would have given us a suspect. 
 
   “Isn’t that unusual?”
 
   Shrugging her thin shoulders, Annabelle pulled a beer out from the cooler beneath the bar and unscrewed the cap. “Guess no one was biting last night.”
 
   “Well someone obviously did more than bite,” I grumbled.
 
   “Two murders on the same night.” Annabelle shook her head. “You know damn well these are no ordinary killings.” 
 
   My sister had a bad habit of reading my mind, but this time I wasn’t about to admit it. “What do you think happened?”
 
   “Well how should I know?” she laughed. “You’re the FBI Agent.”
 
   “But what do you think?” I prodded.
 
   If there was some supernatural hocus pocus involved with these murders, I was sure Annabelle would have a theory.
 
   Smiling, she took a few more swallows of her beer before leaning over to rest her elbows on the bar. 
 
   “I think it’s old Captain Marsh.” Her lips spread into a wicked smile. “Lots of people been talking about seeing the captain lately.”
 
   Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. “One of my talents is seeing the dead … remember? I haven’t seen him … ever.”
 
   Annabelle’s eyes opened wide in mock surprise. “Well of course if my big sister hasn’t seen him, then he must not exist. That would be too absurd. Never mind that she’s a fallen angel, who has a guardian demon, and she actually has a nickname for the Grim Reaper. I won’t even mention that her best friend is a ghost, and that her heartthrob from her high school days is a werewolf, though she refuses to acknowledge it,” she added with a sour note ringing in her voice.
 
   Damn! My sister could get so snarky.
 
   Annabelle had always thought my fascination with Elias a bit morbid, and she never missed the opportunity to point out how strange he was.
 
   “Are you done?” I asked.
 
   “For now,” she replied with a wide smile. “That too hot boss of yours is headed this way.”
 
   Like most women in Storm Cove, Annabelle wasn’t immune to Ayden’s charms. Strangely enough, my boss didn’t have a clue how many women would have taken him to bed, if he’d given them half a chance. It was either that, or he didn’t care.
 
   Ayden only made it half way to the bar before he stopped and motioned for me to come over. I half suspected he preferred to avoid Annabelle whenever possible. My sister could definitely be foreword, and maybe even a little intimidating to some guys. 
 
   “Did you get anything?” he asked.
 
   “Only that Gwen left alone last night.”
 
   Really?” He was obviously as surprised as I’d been. 
 
   Like me, Ayden had probably thought whomever Gwen picked up the night before, would probably be the perpetrator in both homicides.
 
   “Also … Annabelle thinks the murders have something to do with old Captain Marsh. She says there have been a rash of sightings recently.”
 
   Ayden’s mouth morphed into a lopsided grin. “The old ghostly captain again. I suppose that’s easier to believe than the serial killer theory.”
 
   I shrugged. 
 
   What could I say? The boss was right. Ghosts could be dangerous, but it wasn’t too likely a specter would have the ability to near rip someone’s head off.
 
   Whoever did this was strong, and very big.
 
   Suddenly I remembered Elias’s visit to the grill. He’d asked about a huge guy.
 
   It was too much of a coincidence.
 
   Now I was even more convinced he knew more than what he was telling.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It had been a long day, and I was glad to get back to my little cottage on the beach. Haven Beach got its name on account of it being the location where many of the Mystique’s survivors came ashore. 
 
   The location was great for me. With Haven Beach being less than two miles from Shipwreck Point, getting to work was a breeze.
 
   It could be a dark place, depending on if you were the type to look at the glass as half full, or half empty. I preferred to keep a positive outlook on things whenever possible. 
 
   Instead of thinking about all the people who died in the waters off Haven Beach, I liked to think of the people who survived by swimming to shore near where my cottage was now located.
 
   Sure, every now and again I had a ghost or two to deal with, but life in my little cottage was peaceful, most of the time. 
 
   I wasn’t surprised to see a little red and white cooler on my front porch. Whenever Granny made something special, she’d always stop by and bring me some. More often than not, I wouldn’t be home, so she’d leave whatever delectable morsel she’d cooked up on my front porch, in her delivery cooler. 
 
   On days like today, Granny’s special deliveries were a godsend. I was too tired to cook, and certainly didn’t feel like stopping by some fast food joint, of which there were very few in Storm Cove.
 
   With the sun already sinking into the Pacific, there were way too many shadows for comfort, especially considering our little town probably had a serial killer stalking innocent victims. 
 
   Well the innocent part might be pushing it a little, but just because someone wasn’t perfect, was no excuse to kill them. 
 
   Before serving up a plate of Granny’s lasagna, I turned on every light in the house, and then proceeded to lock the doors. I had just pulled the plate of lasagna out of the microwave when I heard one of the kitchen chairs slide across the floor. 
 
   There was an immediate adrenaline burst that went straight to my brain, which managed to drop my heart into my stomach.
 
   Instantly, I went for the drawer where all the kitchen knives were kept, but stopped in mid-stride when I heard Julius’s familiar laughter. 
 
   Spinning around, I faced the demon that haunted me day and night. True, he sometimes acted as some kind of guardian, but most of the time he was an infuriating brute. 
 
   I gave him my furious demon glare, before blasting him with a flurry of scathing words. “Why can’t you give me some kind of warning before showing up in my house? It would be nice to be like a normal person and have a guardian angel … instead of you?”
 
   Again he laughed, and it reminded me of a deep - haunting melody.
 
   Julius was one of the original fallen angels, and like all angels, he was the image of perfection. Well he was perfect if you could overlook the invisible horns holding up his invisible halo.
 
   He had the perfect male physique, with muscles that would make a professional bodybuilder jealous. Framed by a mane of dark hair, was a perfect, almost beautiful face.
 
   Julius had the kind of face that could drive a woman to her knees, but it was his eyes that got to me. 
 
   Those onyx eyes reminded me of what it would be like to stare into a dark abyss, but every once in a while, I’d catch just a little spark of something good in them.
 
   This was the only reason I tolerated him. Well that and the fact that Hell wasn’t about to let me loose without someone watching over me. 
 
   But he had some rules he had to follow.
 
   He could not interfere with my redemption by way of temping me toward evil. That didn’t seem to bother Julius too much. He probably figured I would do a good enough job of damning myself, without any interference from him. 
 
   “A guardian angel wouldn’t do you a lot of good. You’d probably scare him away.” Julius mocked me, adding insult to injury with his wicked - sexy smile.
 
   I decided to ignore his rude remark, as well as the way he taunted me with his seductive smile. Being a good girl wasn’t too easy when you were sexually deprived, and constantly being tempted. 
 
   That was his secret plan. He’d use seduction to lure me away from my mission. It would probably have worked better if he weren’t so rude.
 
   “How did you get in here anyway?” I asked, turning my attention back to my food. 
 
   “Through the front door. How else?”
 
   I shook my head, not even bothering to look up. “I locked it.”
 
   Julius held up his index finger. “Maybe you did, but I have the ultimate key,” he smirked.
 
   After swallowing another bite of lasagna, I asked, “Did you get bored with Missy what’s her name?”
 
   “I heard about the new case you’re on.”
 
   “Still … I would think Missy would be more interesting than some old murder case,” I said, just before stuffing a fork full of food in my mouth.
 
   Whenever Julius wasn’t on hand to remind me of my eternal damnation, he was usually playing with my neighbor down the road, the recently widowed, Missy Rogers.
 
   It was the recently widowed part that had me wondering. Seriously, how many people got mauled by a poodle?
 
   That was the official explanation. Being the helpful civil servant that I am, I spent hours trying to get Jeb to see how unlikely that scenario was, but he’d shrugged it off. 
 
   So Missy’s husband fell while running from a poodle, and in the process, hit his head. 
 
   That was Jeb’s explanation, and he was sticking to it. 
 
   I had other ideas, like maybe he’d been blitz attacked.
 
   There was no doubt in my mind that she’d done in her husband so that she could get it going with Julius, whom had been hanging around her for weeks. With him being a demon and all, I figured my theory was pretty solid. 
 
   Of course I had a little help coming to this conclusion. Whenever I saw Missy, her husband was hovering nearby, pointing an accusing finger at her. 
 
   “Missy’s a handful, I give you that,” he said, flashing me a wide smile. “But, I thought my little ward could use a hand with her new case.”
 
   Now I was suspicious. Julius had never given a hoot about anything I was working on. Dealing with human drama wasn’t exactly high on his priority list. 
 
   “What’s so important about this case that would drag you away from your sinful pursuits?” I was suspicious, and I wasn’t hiding it. 
 
   “Have you noticed how close it is to Founder’s Day?” he asked.
 
   I hadn’t. In fact, it had completely slipped my mind that the anniversary of the shipwreck was in a week. 
 
   “So what does that have to do with anything?”
 
   Shrugging his wide shoulders, he stood up. “I doubt it’s by chance that you would have two murders, back to back, and only be a few days away from the two hundred year anniversary, especially considering the curse.”
 
   He was right. How the hell had I overlooked the curse?
 
   The curse wasn’t talked about much, mostly because the majority of the town didn’t take it seriously. The first time I’d heard about the Storm Cove curse, was when we were covering local folklore in history class. 
 
   According to the Black River Indians, Mystique Island was supposedly some kind of portal into different dimensions. The natives on the mainland warned the Storm Cove founders to leave the island, but the warnings weren’t taken seriously, except for by a few.
 
   The founders took the warnings as a threat of war. They figured to head off trouble they’d attack first.
 
   This they did. The four men known as the Founding Fathers, made their way to the mainland and the small Indian village. They attacked in the early morning hours, killing men, women and children. Before leaving, they burned the village to the ground. 
 
   There were few survivors, but among those survivors was an elderly shaman. The old man cursed the founders to be as the animals that lurked within their black hearts. 
 
   That was how the Storm Cove Pack came to be, at least that was the theory.
 
   But there was more to the curse.
 
   When the shaman showed up on the island, ragged and nearly dead from starvation, he stood in the town square and spit his curse on the people. 
 
   His curse was that after two hundred seasons had gone by, death would come for their descendants. 
 
   The shaman collapsed and died. The rest of the Indian survivors moved further up the Coquille River and were never heard from again. As the years went by, the memory of the curse faded until it became no more than folklore.
 
   But my granny insisted the story and the curse were real. The Osborn witches claimed the founders were no more than opportunists who’d stowed away aboard the Mystique. It wasn’t until they were cursed that they began to shift into wolves. 
 
   Both Dale and Gwen were descended from the cursed families.
 
   Julius padded the top of my head. “I see you are finally making the connection.”
 
   Smacking his hand away, I retorted, “I’ve already considered that possibility.”
 
   Julius clucked his tongue. “Lying like that is going to buy you a one way ticket to the old hotbox.”
 
   Damn that Julius! I kept forgetting that he could tell when I was lying. “You should go back to Hell.”
 
   “Not yet. I’m having way too much fun here. Mortals are so amusing.”
 
   Instead of continuing the argument, I stuffed more lasagna in my mouth. 
 
   Leaning down, he whispered in my ear. “Well you know where I’ll be if you need me … for anything.”
 
   I knew exactly what he meant. Julius had been trying to do me since the day he’d showed up in my bathroom while I was showering.
 
   “When hell freezes over!” 
 
   Shaking his head, he gave me a quick wave of his hand as he was leaving. I didn’t bother to respond. 
 
   It wasn’t that I disliked Julius, at least not too much anyway. I just couldn’t stand his arrogance and uncanny ability to be evil, while seeming normal. 
 
   Still, he did have one hell of a talent for knowing things. Maybe it was time to pay Granny Stella a visit and pick her brain. A lot of people could tell me about the curse, but Granny was the only one I trusted to know the down and dirty of it, without all the extra morsels thrown in.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   At first I wasn’t sure if what I was hearing was thunder, or someone pounding at my door. 
 
   But when the thunder died away, the wrapping on the door continued. 
 
   Who the hell would be at my door in the middle of the night, and during a thunderstorm no less?
 
   After prying my eyes open, I realized it wasn’t the middle of the night. It was nearly nine in the morning, which meant I was about to be late for work again. One of these days Ayden really was going to fire me. He’d threatened to do it at least a half a dozen times since I’d started with the Bureau. 
 
   What the heck?
 
   One more day being late wasn’t going to make that much difference.
 
   Comforted by the thought, I closed my eyes, hoping to drift back to sleep. The intruder pounding on my door had different ideas. 
 
   Deflated, I crawled out from beneath my turtle comforter and groped the floor for my slippers. They weren’t too hard to find on account of them being neon green turtles. At least they wouldn’t have been difficult to find if I’d thought to open my eyes.
 
   Finally my feet were protected and I could get out of bed, without being thrown into shock by the ice-cold floor. 
 
   One day I’d manage to talk the landlord into installing carpet, until then I’d have to rely on my trusty turtle slippers. 
 
   I was half way to the door when the pounding started again. 
 
   “Okay! Okay! Give me a minute!” I yelled, hoping I sounded ornery enough that when I opened the door, whoever it was would have slipped away.
 
   No such luck.
 
   When I swung open the door, Tim was standing there with a goofy grin on his face. “Good morning.”
 
   “Says who?” I grumbled.
 
   “Well, other than that storm rolling in off the Pacific … it’s a good enough day,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders.
 
   “Says the one who didn’t have me at his door waking him up this morning.”
 
   “Well … I brought you a peace offering.” Tim held up a tray with two coffees and a bag from the Bayside Grill. I assumed the bag held something edible, since it came from the Grill and all.
 
   “Did Ayden put you up to this?”
 
   Tim shook his head. “Not at all. I just thought you might appreciate going over the forensics, without the boss breathing down our necks.”
 
   I had to hand it to Tim. He sure could turn a bad situation to his favor. There was also the fact that my nose was waking up, and I had just reached that point where I’d kill for a shot of caffeine.
 
   “You better come in before that coffee gets cold.”
 
   When we were settled at my kitchen table with coffee and the Grill’s breakfast special, Tim pulled out a manila folder. 
 
   “So you already know the fur on the window came back matching the victim’s hair?”
 
   I nodded, still chewing the hard biscuit.
 
   Tim paused long enough to take a bite of his breakfast sandwich and gulp down some coffee.
 
   I didn’t mind. I was starving, and not exactly in the mood to get to the grisly details. Besides, I couldn’t help but shudder when Tim spoke of the victim’s fur as if it were the most normal thing in the world.
 
   After setting down the Styrofoam cup, he picked up the files. “The cause of death for the first victim was asphyxiation, after his throat was crushed. The mutilation was done postmortem. 
 
   The lack of blood at the crime scene made that obvious. One didn’t normally get their arm, and head torn from their body and not spew blood everywhere, unless they were dead when it happened.
 
   “What about Gwen? Anything on her yet?” I asked.
 
   “Cause of death was a broken neck.”
 
   “So figuring out what they have in common isn’t hard,” I commented before downing the last of my coffee.
 
   “Well no doubt. They are both purported to be werewolves … right!” 
 
   Tim was from Seattle, and still not too familiar with the island.
 
   “And they were both descended from the founding fathers,” I added.
 
   Staring at me through the thick lenses of his glasses, he shrugged. “I don’t know that would have anything to do with it. Most people around here are … right?”
 
   “Well not exactly. There were a lot of survivors from that shipwreck. Not just the four men they call the founding fathers.”
 
   I decided it best not to mention the curse just yet. Tim and Ayden thought I was dazed and confused half the time already.
 
   “Will you let Fontaine know I’ll be a little late today? I have a couple people I want to question.”
 
   “I guess that’s as good a way as any to get out of being late,” he laughed.
 
   “He just throws a fit because he misses my company.” I shrugged. 
 
   “Yeah right,” Tim came back, a lopsided grin on his face. “Just remember to take along your phone and your piece. The last thing you want is to get into trouble again, with no way to call for backup.”
 
   Groaning inwardly, I nodded.
 
   Leave it to Tim to remind me of my bad habit of not following protocol, and getting into trouble because of it. He was never going to let me forget that one single mistake when I got treed by a dog, and had no phone with me to call for help. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Getting to my granny’s house was an adventure in itself. 
 
   The Osborn mansion was located on the west side of the island, and was set far back from the road. 
 
   Granny always said it was hidden to keep prying eyes away. It wasn’t that the family was weird or anything; we just liked our privacy.
 
   Well maybe we were a little weird, but that’s beside the point. 
 
   It did seem that my Osborn ancestors had been overly worried about protecting the secrets of their craft. 
 
   But with an island full of witches and whatnots, maybe it was best to keep one’s craft hidden. If the wrong witch should get a hold of some secret family spell, that could end in disaster, for us anyway.
 
   The old gothic mansion sat on top of the highest cliff on the island, which provided an awesome view of the sea. If it weren’t so spooky, I would have liked it as much as I did the Moreland place. As it was, it reminded me of a house you’d see in an old horror flick.
 
   From a distance it wasn’t so bad, but the closer you got, the more the house’s decay became apparent. 
 
   Keeping up with an old house the size of Osborn Manor, which was what the old homestead was referred to locally, required a small fortune. Money was something Granny Stella didn’t have. My grandmother managed off Grandpa’s retirement, and the token payments she received from the readings she did for locals. She also sold magic potions out of her house, but that didn’t bring in much either. With an island full of witches, competition was fierce. 
 
   Of course Uncle Aaron lived with her, but he was about as much help as Granny’s black cats, Dutch and Dilly. Granny Stella got some kind of warped amusement out of being a witch with black cats.
 
   The driveway was actually a dirt road with a steep incline. Thankfully, we didn’t get snow on Mystique Island, otherwise the drive would have been hazardous during the winter. 
 
   The gardens around the old house were overgrown with weeds, and in desperate need of attention. I did my best to ignore the decay when I came to visit. It wasn’t that I didn’t help whenever I got the chance, but Granny would shoo me away. She wouldn’t hear of her granddaughters taking care of her, or her house.
 
   As long as her greenhouse of herbs and other witchy plants were in order, she was good to go.
 
   One day I’d have to hire someone to take care of the yard, but until then I’d try not to look at the overgrowth, and I’d definitely not think about what creatures might be hiding in it.
 
   At one time the old house had been painted red and sported some fancy black trim, but the color had long ago faded, and now peeling away. Now it was just weathered gray, which was exactly how it looked when Annabelle and I had come to live with Granny.
 
   Climbing the stairs to the huge covered porch, I noticed they were creaking more than they had last time I’d visited. 
 
   I had just lifted the old brass knocker when I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. 
 
   Someone was watching me.
 
   Hesitating, I looked around, but there was no one. Still, the feeling persisted.
 
   I knew there were a few spooks hanging around Osborn Manor, but they’d never given me the heebie jeebies like this before. 
 
   Ignoring the feeling, I knocked. 
 
   Instead of waiting for Granny to come to the door, I walked in. “Granny! You here?”
 
   “Back here Pumpkin Pie!” she called from the kitchen.
 
   From the time I was old enough to walk and talk, Granny Stella had called me Pumpkin Pie. She said it was because I had way too much spice in me to just be a pumpkin. I didn’t mind being referred to as a food too much, as long as she didn’t do it in public, which she did do every now and again.
 
   Like most houses of its time, the front door opened to a foyer, which led into a long hall, with several rooms to each side. The kitchen was at the back of the house. 
 
   I found Granny Stella flipping pancakes at her old, 1950s antique stove. 
 
   “Just in time for breakfast,” she chimed.
 
   Stella Osborn was the picture perfect, Normal Rockwell grandmother. She wore her long graying hair in a bun, and was constantly in a flower print dress. She also wore those cute little aprons, depicting various foods.
 
   That was the granny I knew, but from what I’d heard, when she was younger, Granny had been quite the looker. 
 
   As a young woman, she’d always dressed to kill. In those days she’d dreamed of going to Hollywood. 
 
   I had no idea what changed her mind, though I guess it could have been falling in love with Grandpa.
 
   Granny was already pouring me a glass of milk.
 
   Holding up a hand to stop her, I said, “I already had breakfast, but thanks anyway.”
 
   “Nonsense! Since when do you pass up fluffy buttermilk cinnamon pancakes?” she frowned. 
 
   Well, since never, but I’d been meaning to start watching my diet better. The only thing I’d be watching if I ate breakfast twice in the same day, is my backside growing. 
 
   “Okay,” I shrugged. “But just one or two.”
 
   “That’s my girl.” Granny Stella beamed.
 
   Pulling out a chair, I sat at the little round wooden table Granny kept in the kitchen. “Have you noticed any strangers hanging around lately?”
 
   Before I could get the last word out, she already had a stack of pancakes and a bottle of warm cinnamon syrup in front of me. 
 
   Granny shook her head. “No one has been around here, except Elsa. Why do you ask?”
 
   Shrugging, I swallowed by first bite of pancake. “I thought I felt someone watching when I was knocking on the door.”
 
   “Well maybe the old family witches think it’s silly that you knock at all,” she suggested.
 
   It was my turn to shake my head. “It wasn’t like that. It felt threatening.”
 
   “Hmm … too bad they turned off your power when you came back from the dead. You could easily find out if someone were following you,” she grumbled.
 
   Granny wasn’t the least bit happy about me trading my witch power for a set of black wings. It wasn’t a fair trade at all, as far as she was concerned. I couldn’t get her to understand that I’d be just plain dead, if I hadn’t agreed to the switch.
 
   I still had my psychic power, but now I couldn’t cast a spell to make a flower bloom, even if it were spring.
 
   An Osborn witch without power was the most ridiculous thing Granny had ever heard of. Not that all Osborns were born with witch juice, but most were. 
 
   “Maybe you could do a discovery spell and find out if someone is following me?” I suggested. 
 
   Granny arched one perfectly shaped gray brow, “You still have the third eye. It shouldn’t be too hard for you to figure out on your own. Ask one of your ghost friends.”
 
   That was Granny. If she could make us do things the hard way, she would.
 
   Granny Stella was always there for us, but she didn’t coddle us at all. She figured that if you got soft, that’s when you’d be eaten up by misfortune.
 
   Mostly she got that attitude from what happened with our mother. She’d turned from her roots and moved away from Mystique Island. Mom was an Osborn witch, but she’d preferred to live as a regular, everyday person. Granny was sure that if her daughter hadn’t turned up her nose at her birthright, she’d be alive today. 
 
   “So how did you know I would be dropping by today?” I asked.
 
   The only answer I received was a shrug, but Granny’s green eyes were twinkling with mischief.
 
   “Why don’t we talk about why you dropped by?” Granny suggested.
 
   Downing the last of my milk, I set the glass on the table. “What do you know about the town curse?”
 
   A loud sigh escaped her lips.
 
   Suddenly Granny looked tired. 
 
   A loud sigh pushed through her thin lips. “I think the Simmons bunch deserved their curse, perhaps not the whole town though.”
 
   “That’s what I want to ask you about … the town curse. What exactly is the curse? Is there a way to break it?”
 
   Granny chuckled. “We have more than one curse on our heads you know.”
 
   “I think we might be dealing with the shaman’s curse. There were two homicides yesterday, and both the victims are descended from the founders.”
 
   Nodding, she reached over and covered my hand with hers. “If I were the betting kind, I’d bet we are dealing with a whole lot more than the shaman’s curse.”
 
   Now I was confused, not to mention a little uneasy. It would seem Granny had been keeping a lot of secrets. 
 
   “What haven’t you told me?” I asked, glaring at her through narrowed eyes.
 
   “Oh put away the claws,” she scoffed. “You don’t scare me, little miss demon dreadful.”
 
   It so wasn’t fair!
 
   How could I be so close to being a demon, but I couldn’t even scare an old lady?
 
   “So what is it?” I asked again.
 
   “Well there’s the curse of old Captain Marsh.”
 
   I shook my head. “That’s a ghost story, not a curse. Besides, I’ve never seen him.”
 
   Leaning back in her chair, Granny gave me one of her, you’re not as smart as you think you are, smiles. 
 
   “He’s real enough, and he is tied to a curse. You see, the shaman’s curse was really just the beginning. The actual curse is a little different than the tales you hear these days. According to the story passed down through our family, the words the old man uttered just before his death … had quite a different meaning.”
 
   Granny paused, as if by doing so she could add a little extra drama to the story. It worked. I was all ears and holding my breath.
 
   Finally she continued. “That old Indian cursed us alright, but the curse was that when two hundred seasons passed, we would be revisited by all our sins.”
 
   I was still lost and it must have shown on my face. Granny Stella burst out laughing. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” she said, patting my hand. “You’ll catch on sooner or later. Now if you hadn’t given up your power, you’d probably already know about this.”
 
   And I’d be dead!
 
   It wouldn’t do any good to remind her of that. She was sure that just because I was an Osborn witch, I could cheat death. Just as she was sure my mother could have done the same.
 
   Instead of reminding her of my inability to come back from the dead, just because I was a witch, I let out a loud groan.
 
   “Granny! Would quit blaming everything on the fallen angel situation? It hasn’t been that long since I lost my power, and I didn’t know anything about this then either.”
 
   “Very well,” she frowned and waved her thin hand in the air, as if to wipe away my absurd excuses. “The curse was that our sins would come back to haunt us … all our sins. The moment the founding fathers cut the ribbon for Storm Cove, at the very spot where the old man died, they sealed the fate of the island,” she informed me.
 
   I was still skeptical. “I’m not sure there is a connection. If it is the town curse, why has it already started? The Storm Cove Bicentennial isn’t until Saturday.”
 
   Granny Stella shrugged. “Who’s to say? Maybe they don’t have the dates right, or perhaps the sins are seeping from the sacred ground that has held them all these years.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “First thing first, you have to find out who’s channeling the power. These things need a channel. Once you know who that is, you might be able to stop it.”
 
   Okay then … so how the hell was I going to find the channel?
 
   For the hundredth time since coming back from the dead, I had to wonder why I couldn’t just have a simple serial killer case to work, like a normal FBI agent?
 
   Sighing, I reached over and hugged Granny Stella. “Well since it appears we are in for disaster this weekend, I guess I better get to work.”
 
   “Are you going to the office today?” she asked.
 
   “Don’t see as I have much choice,” I nodded. “Maybe it’s going to come down to some good old fashioned police work to figure this out.”
 
   “Well Pumpkin Pie, if you don’t mind, will you tell your Uncle Aaron to stop by the market on his way home tonight? You know … that new twenty-four hour market. I can’t recall the name.”
 
   “Happy All Hours,” I put in for her.
 
   “That’s it!” Granny smiled. “Ask Aaron to pick up a gallon of milk and some bread … if you will?”
 
   “Sure Granny.” 
 
   After giving her another hug, I got out of there before she decided to get into a discussion about my marital status, as in me still being unmarried. Not that I didn’t appreciate her concern, I just wasn’t as near worried about it as she was. 
 
   My experience with Jasper had put the fear into me, as in the fear of getting involved with some dog of a guy.
 
   As far as I was concerned, being single was preferable to getting stuck with some jerk like Jasper. 
 
   Granny would say it was just because I was still angry, which wasn’t true at all. I preferred to use the word, extremely cautious. Anger really didn’t have much to do with it. If anything, I should be thanking that trollop wedding planner for saving me years of heartache and headaches, not to mention, her role in helping me get my new job.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Getting Granny’s message to Aaron would be easy, considering he worked at the top of the Shipwreck Point Lighthouse. Apparently the Historical Society thought it made more sense to put Uncle Aaron’s radio station at the top of the lighthouse, as apposed to the FBI. 
 
   I understood the bit about an FBI black cell being top secret, but still it rubbed me the wrong way. Being at work would be so much more pleasant, if we had Uncle Aaron’s view. 
 
   One day I’d get over it, and that day might even be today, considering I was huffing and puffing by the time I’d climbed the two dozen stairs to that part of the lighthouse commonly known as the lantern room.
 
   I’d only climbed about half the stairs when I realized just how horrible it would be to have to subject myself to this kind of workout every time I came to work. 
 
   Maybe it was a good idea to let Uncle Aaron have his view.
 
   The large wooden door that separated WRCK from the rest of the lighthouse was supposed to be closed at all times, but it wasn’t closed. It was standing open just a few inches, which was unusual. Uncle Aaron always kept it closed on account of outside noise tended to interfere with his broadcasts.
 
   I stood in front of the door, undecided. 
 
   Should I knock and risk adding a bit of my own noise pollution to his broadcast, or just barge in?
 
   Shouldn’t there be some kind of music playing, like maybe an old classic rock tune or some heavy metal?
 
   There was no music at all. Of course that didn’t mean anything. Aaron frequently muted the music so it couldn’t be heard, except for on the radio.
 
   There might not have been any music, but the room wasn’t completely silent either. I could hear the distinct sound of mumbling. 
 
   Uncle Aaron must be talking to himself again, or perhaps Muriel had decided to make her presence known to the Warlock of Shipwreck Point.
 
   Deciding it would be less of a risk to barge in, and probably a lot more fun when I caught Aaron talking to himself, that’s exactly what I did.
 
   Imagine my surprise when I discovered that my uncle wasn’t talking to himself. He was actually having a conversation with someone else, and that someone else was Elias. They were both standing near one of the huge windows that surrounded the lantern room.
 
   As soon as those sexy - mysterious eyes fell on me, I felt about two inches tall, like I’d just been caught spying.
 
   “Excuse me,” I muttered, nearly swallowing my tongue.
 
   A smile touched Elias’s kissable lips and he gave me an abrupt nod. “No problem. I was on my way out.”
 
   That’s when I noticed my heart beating a little faster, but I couldn’t’ be sure if it was because I’d just come face to face with the heartthrob of Mystique Island, or because he was leaving.
 
   It took some effort, but I managed to make my tongue work. “Hello … and goodbye, I guess.”
 
   Damn I was such a nerd!
 
   Why couldn’t the words come to me as easily as they did Annabelle? 
 
   When my sister talked with a guy, she could pour it on as thick as honey, and still sound unbelievably awesome. 
 
   Not me. If there were a hot guy anywhere in the same vicinity as myself, I would put my foot in my mouth every time.
 
   Before I could recover the slightest amount of cool, Elias was already gone. 
 
   Once his alpha highness was no longer pushing my hormones into overdrive, I became suspicious. 
 
   “What did Elias want?” I asked my uncle, who was at that very moment, staring at me like he’d just been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.
 
   This was a stupid place to meet with Elias if he wanted to keep it secret. After all, it wasn’t as if he didn’t know my office was in the basement.
 
   Uncle Aaron was weird, but he was the kind of weird you couldn’t help but love. 
 
   Aaron Osborn was stuck in 1987, and had no desire to catch up to the rest of us. He always dressed as if he were on his way to a 80s, hair metal concert.
 
   At fifty years old, he still wore his hair long, with a mullet cut on top. He even wore eyeliner, which for some reason didn’t seem quite as morbid as it did when the medical examiner did it. 
 
   Maybe it was because Uncle Aaron’s hair was naturally dark, so he didn’t have to dye it. At least he hadn’t started dyeing it yet, but every time I saw him, I noticed a few more gray hairs. It might be only a matter of time before he turned to a box of quick fix. 
 
   “Well this is a surprise … but a pleasant one,” he added quickly.
 
   It was then I noticed the spyglass in his hand. 
 
   “Um … what did Elias want?” I asked again. “And what were you guys looking at?”
 
   It would have been easy, maybe even appropriate, for him to tell me it was none of my business, but one could always try. Actually, it was my job to be nosey. 
 
   Aaron’s meaty face twisted into a scowl. “Are you planning to bring me in for questioning? If not … I don’t think I have to tell you what we were doing.”
 
   At this point I wasn’t sure if he was just being difficult, or really trying to hide something. Aaron had a major attitude about my FBI status, even more so than the rest of the town. It wasn’t completely out of the question that he was just being difficult for the sake of being difficult. 
 
   Placing one hand on my hip, I glared at him with my most evil - demon look. “What were you two up to?”
 
   “Ah! You see!” he yelled, pointing an accusing finger at me. “As soon as you put on that badge … the demon inside you takes over.”
 
   Rolling my eyes, I put my other hand on my other hip, which was my way of letting him know that I meant business. “There is no demon inside of me. I’m a fallen angel, not a demon. Besides, I don’t actually wear my badge,” I clarified. 
 
   “No difference,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
   Now I was very familiar with Uncle Aaron’s tactics when it came to getting out of a mess, and deflecting was the one he used most frequently. If I didn’t guide the conversation back to Elias and the spyglass, we’d be arguing about demons until midnight.
 
   It was time to throw out some threats. “I will take you in for questioning … if I have to. Just tell me what you were up to? Elias is on the short list of our serial killer suspects, you know.”
 
   I didn’t bother adding the fact that our short list was very short. At this point, Elias was the only person on it.
 
   When I thought about it that way, it felt kind of warped that I had a major crush on someone who was suspected of being a serial killer. Perhaps Annabelle was right. Maybe I did have terrible taste in men.
 
   Sighing, Aaron held up his hand. “Hold your bloomers. I’m going on air in a few seconds.”
 
   It would be just like my uncle to pull a fast one, like going on air just to keep from answering.
 
   Plopping down in his chair, Aaron placed a pair of headphones on his head. When he was set to rock, he looked back at me and held up one finger, which meant, keep your mouth shut!
 
   When Uncle Aaron was convinced that I wasn’t on the verge of jumping into a tirade, he proceeded to hit one of the many buttons situated on the equipment in front of him.
 
   “Closing out that set was Rolls of Thunder by Red Lynx. If you are just joining me, this is Aaron the Rock Baron, bringing you four decades of the best in classic rock from WRCK at Shipwreck Point. Now to keep your heart pumping, here’s an old Metal tune for you.”
 
   Aaron pressed some buttons and then sat back in his chair. Turning to me, he removed his headphones. 
 
   “Yes, I heard he was one of the suspects in yesterday’s mayhem,” he admitted.
 
   “Well then, you must also know why I’m asking what you two were doing?”
 
   Shrugging his shoulders, Aaron’s mouth morphed into a sheepish grin. “He just showed up here this morning and asked if he could use my spyglass to check something out.”
 
   I didn’t have to ask how it was that Elias knew about the spyglass. Everyone in Storm Cove knew about Uncle Aaron’s spyglass. He’d discovered it washed up on the beach, not too far from the lighthouse.
 
   In a town the size of Storm Cove, everyone knew your business, especially when you announced it on air. 
 
   After cleaning it up and restoring it, Aaron kept the spyglass at the station to look out on the sea. He claimed that with the spyglass, he could see a fogbank coming from miles away.
 
   Maybe he could, but I suspected he also used it to spy on the town.
 
   “Was he looking for fog?” I asked, sarcasm dripping from each word.
 
   Throwing me a sour look, Aaron pointed toward the town. “He was looking at something on Eerie Lane … at least that’s the direction he was pointing the spyglass. Elias didn’t exactly tell me what it was he was searching for.”
 
   Arching one brow, I asked, “And you didn’t think to question him?
 
   “You stormed in here before I got a chance,” he scowled.
 
   Suddenly I remembered why I was talking to my uncle in the first place. “Granny wanted me to ask if you’d go by the all night store on your way home? She needs you to pick up some bread and milk. And by the way,” I added, “When are you going to take care of the yard up there?”
 
   “Why didn’t she just call me?” he asked, ignoring my question about the yard work, which was pretty much normal for Aaron.
 
   “You know Granny and gadgets. They are her biggest enemy, as far as she’s concerned.”
 
   That’s when it dawned on me that Granny could be playing matchmaker. It was possible that she’d had some inkling Elias would be at the radio station, and that’s why she’d sent me up here. Never mind that the guy she was trying to set me up with was a werewolf, and a possible serial killer. 
 
   I loved Granny Stella with all my heart, but she could be a real pain in the rear end at times.
 
   Going down the spiraling staircase was so much easier than climbing it, and would have been even easier with some real light, and not just dim emergency lights, placed in random locations. 
 
   I had no choice but to blame the lack of adequate lighting for what happened next. If I were to blame my lack of foresight, I might have to face the fact that I could be losing my psychic power, or at the very least, I wasn’t paying attention to it again. I just hoped Mister Grim wasn’t paying attention either.
 
   One minute I was staring down at my feet, trying to see where I was stepping. A wrong step could mean a broken neck, and that could be a disaster.
 
   If I were to die again, Mister Grim might decide I was too accident prone to manage redemption, and just mark me down as a lost cause. After all, one had to stay alive long enough to earn salvation.
 
   So out of nowhere, I step on a pair of ghostly white shoes, which happened to be attached to a set of ghostly feet.
 
   The scream happened before I could help it, and so did the fall. By the time I stopped tumbling, I had nearly made it to the bottom of the stairs. My head was throbbing, and there was an annoying ringing in my ears.
 
   Muriel was hovering above me, her ghostly eyes wide with fright. “You okay? Do you need a doctor?”
 
   Probably, but who had time for a doctor? I had to catch a killer and earn some redemption points.
 
   That was too much to say, and I wasn’t in the mood, so I just shook my head. 
 
   “What happened down there?” Aaron called from the top of the stairs.
 
   “I’m okay … I just tripped!” I yelled. Though I put as much power in my voice as I could muster, it still sounded extremely weak.
 
   “Need some help?” he asked.
 
   “No, I’m good.” It was a lie, but no way was I going to admit that I was nearly scared to death by a ghost, and not just any ghost, but a friendly ghost. 
 
   Maybe Aunt Mandy was right about the friendly ghost thing?
 
   Muriel gave me a sheepish grin. “I’d help you but …”
 
   “I know,” I mumbled, as I was struggling to my feet.
 
   “Sorry. I thought you saw me following you and were just ignoring me, so I jumped in front of you,” she explained.
 
   I had a ghost following me and hadn’t noticed?
 
   What had I been thinking about just before falling?
 
   The lighting sucked … and that I should go question Elias myself! That was it.
 
   This definitely had to stop. I was so caught up in Elias, just thinking about him could turn everything else off?
 
   Damn him anyway!
 
   When I could stand without the room spinning, I proceeded to brush the dust off the backside of my jeans. “Did you need something Muriel?”
 
   “I saw Captain Marsh again last night.”
 
   “You nearly killed me to tell me that?” Now I was annoyed.
 
   Why was it everyone was so nervous about Captain Marsh? Even if the stories were true, he was just another murder victim ghost that got off on haunting people. The situation wasn’t all that unusual.
 
   “Sorry,” Muriel shrugged. “I just thought you’d like to know. Did you find out anything about him?”
 
   I was already on my way out the door. “Don’t worry about it,” I called over my shoulder. “And no … I haven’t found out anything about old man Marsh.”
 
   A second later, Muriel popped up in front of me. “Where are you going?”
 
   “To my office. Where else would I be going … seeing how I’m headed out back?” I grumbled.
 
   “I don’t know why you’d be going to your office,” Muriel shrugged her wispy ghost shoulders. “No one is there.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, stopping suddenly.
 
   Again she shrugged. “When the sheriff showed up this morning, your boss and the nerdy guy left in a hurry.”
 
   Now I was getting annoyed. Not only did Muriel know what Tim’s name was, though she insisted on calling him nerd, I was getting the feeling she knew more than she was telling me.
 
   Being dead hadn’t robbed her of her ethereal senses. I knew perfectly well that she could hear, as well as see.
 
   “Well what did you hear them talking about before they left?” I decided it was time to get a little pushy.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   She answered way too quickly. Now I was sure Muriel was hiding something, but what was it and why hide it from me … her best, still breathing, friend?
 
   It was time to go right to the source and ask Ayden myself, which is exactly what I would have done, if I’d remembered to grab my phone before I left the house. 
 
   What was wrong with me today? 
 
   Since the dog incident, I never went anywhere without my phone. On the up side, I did have an excuse. I couldn’t think of it yet, but it would come to me.
 
   Another plus was that there was a landline in the office. In light of this, I continued in that direction.
 
   Muriel floated along side me. “I think you need to concentrate on Captain Marsh.”
 
   “I don’t have time right now, but I’ll look into it,” I promised. 
 
   The door to the office was locked, so it was a good thing Ayden had been generous enough to give me a key. 
 
   There was no note waiting for me on the whiteboard, just a display of gruesome crime scene photos. 
 
   Snatching up the phone from my desk, I punched in Agent Fontaine’s number. It rang several times and then went to his voicemail. 
 
   Now that was strange. Usually he answered when he saw it was one of his agents calling. I half expected an, I told you so, from Muriel, but she was nowhere to be seen. 
 
   There was nothing to do but try again later.
 
   Since I wasn’t real good at looking at crime scenes and profiling yet, I thought I’d do something a little more constructive, like questioning Elias again.
 
   “You can come along if you want!” I called out to an invisible Muriel.
 
   There was no answer. Not that I expected there to be. Muriel was bound to the lighthouse and couldn’t go anywhere. 
 
   From the looks of things, I was going to be on my own with Elias. The thought was exhilarating, but yet terrifying also. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   After knocking on Elias’s front door several times, I gave up and started back to my car. On my way, I kicked a rock that just happened to be in my way, and I’m not ashamed to admit that while kicking the rock, I imagined it was Jasper’s head. 
 
   But since I’m so over that crap, I changed my mind and decided I hadn’t kicked Jasper’s head, but just a rock.
 
   Unfortunately, thinking of the rock as a rock, didn’t give me near the same pleasure, so I kicked another rock, and purposely envisioned the dickhead’s face when I did.
 
   I was just thinking that I should find another rock to kick when I heard the angry - snarling growl. It wasn’t just a regular growl, but a ferocious, I’m going to eat you, growl. 
 
   Holding my breath, I slowly turned in the direction I’d heard it, while at the same time, reaching for my gun … the gun I’d forgotten to bring along. 
 
   Damn!
 
   When the wolf emerged from the thicket of trees, I couldn’t hold back the half gasp, half scream that escaped my lips. It was easily the biggest wolf I’d ever seen. Not that I’d seen that many wolves, other than in at the zoo.
 
   It was time to face facts. This wolf had to be Elias. The heartthrob of my teen dreams was indeed, a werewolf. 
 
   But what if it weren’t him?
 
   What if it were just a wolf, or even worse, another werewolf? 
 
   Suddenly I felt like a great big hen that had just wandered out of the chicken coop to come face to face with the big bad wolf. 
 
   “Elias!” I half choked on his name.
 
   The wolf began moving toward me, slowly - gracefully.
 
   At first I was only afraid, but that quickly turned to terror when the wolf crouched until the front of his body was brushing the ground. I was sure he was ready to pounce on me, but he didn’t.
 
   There was the gross sound of bones cracking and grinding, and then he began to howl. When the wolf’s body started to morph, I almost made a run for it, and would have, if I could have forced my legs to work.
 
   Just as I was in the process of commanding my legs to obey my brain, the wolf’s skin slid from his hard - male body.
 
   There was no stopping it. My eyes made their way from his beautiful face, to his wide shoulders, and then to the bulging muscles of his chest.
 
   I couldn’t stop there. My eyes had a mind of their own, so on account of this, they continued to his narrow waist, and right on down to his extra thick and long, dangling boy part.
 
   If it were possible for a body to overheat and melt, mine would have done just that.
 
   Thinking of what it was I’d missed out on in high school, was enough to make me want to do a little time traveling.
 
   All traces of the wolf were gone, but his eyes were still on me, and they were still hungry. 
 
   “Elias,” I breathed.
 
   Something brought him back. I had no idea if it was the sound of my voice, or the cool breeze against his bare skin, but I was glad of it. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the wild look in his eyes, and the thought of being pounced on by a naked and gorgeous werewolf, but if and when it happened, I would sure like Elias to be there to share it with me.
 
   Elias glanced down at his naked body, and then looked up quickly, his dark eyes locking with mine. “I’m so sorry … that you caught me in this position,” he added. 
 
   I cleared my throat. Not so much because I really needed to clear my throat, but because it gave me time to come up with a response that wouldn’t sound totally stupid. The extra time didn’t work.
 
   “That’s okay. I don’t mind.”
 
   As soon as the words left my mouth, I felt the blood rush to my cheeks. “I mean … I should apologize for not calling first.”
 
   “Yeah well, if you’ll give me a minute, I’ll throw some clothes on.”
 
   Putting clothes over that body was so totally not needed, but I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t think there would be enough room to fit my other foot in there.
 
   A few minutes later, he was at his front door, motioning for me to come in. 
 
   I hesitated. After all, he was a suspect in a homicide investigation.
 
   Oh the hell with it!
 
   I followed him through the front door. 
 
   “Are you here on official FBI business, or should I offer you some coffee?” He smiled, and my heart dropped to my feet. 
 
   How could he still do that to me after all these years?
 
   “Umm … both … I think,” I stammered. 
 
   There went the other foot, right into my mouth.
 
   “Good,” he said. “I’m going to need some caffeine if you’re going to be interrogating me.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Why couldn’t I just be cool, like Annabelle?
 
   The kitchen was rustic, kind of an Old West - log cabin style rustic, but with all the conveniences of modern living. It had the two most important items needed in a kitchen, a microwave and a coffee pot. 
 
   The coffee smelled great, and I sure did need a dose of caffeine. Somehow I’d managed to have two breakfasts, but only one cup of coffee. There was just something not right about that.
 
   “You can sit over there.” He pointed to the breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the dining area. It too was constructed of pine logs and reminded me of something you’d see from the last century; at least you would have if they’d had breakfast bars back then. 
 
   Did they have breakfast bars in the Old West?
 
   I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t think it was a good time to broach the subject. At the moment, we had more important things to discuss, like what he’d been looking for on Eerie Lane, and why he’d been running around in his wolf’s body in the middle of the day?
 
   After shifting my weight on the tall stool, and nearly tumbling off the other side, I pulled my trusty notebook and pen from the back pocket of my jeans. 
 
   Since I didn’t have my phone, I also didn’t have my recorder. That meant doing things the old fashion way.
 
   To keep my mind off the fact that I’d again made myself out to look like a total klutz in front of the sexiest guy on earth, I cleared my throat and slipped into my FBI skin.
 
   “Do you mind telling me what you were doing at the lighthouse today … with my uncle?”
 
   One dark brow shot up. “I didn’t realize there was a law against visiting a radio station.”
 
   “There’s not … but when I questioned Aaron, he said that you were there looking for something. What was it that you were looking for?”
 
   When Elias smiled, my heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped butterfly.
 
   Was it just my imagination, or was he smiling like that on purpose, perhaps with the intent of giving me a heart attack?
 
   What a perfect way to kill a federal agent. The coroner would classify it as death by natural causes, and no one would be the wiser.
 
   But I was onto him. No way was he going to win me over with his devious smiles.
 
   “Sorry. I just can’t get over the fact that after all these years, I’m sitting here next to you, but you’re only here to question me about looking through a spyglass.”
 
   Since he put it like that, it did seem a little crazy. There was a time when I’d come up with just about any excuse to hang around his house, the outside of it anyway. Actually, when I thought about it, questioning him about what he was looking at through a spyglass was probably one of my more logical reasons for coming to his house. 
 
   “So what were you looking for this morning?” I asked again.
 
   “When I was out early yesterday morning, I saw this gigantic guy walking down Eerie Lane.”
 
   “What time yesterday morning?”
 
   Leaning against the back of the stool, he rested one elbow on the breakfast bar. “About two or three in the morning.”
 
   His answer caused my eyebrows to do that scrunching thing. “What were you doing out at that time of the morning?”
 
   “Running.”
 
   “Running? Do you usually go jogging in the middle of the night?” Taking apart his story was going to be easier than I thought. Maybe I was actually picking up on some of Ayden’s interrogation techniques.
 
   He shook his head. “I wasn’t jogging … I was running.”
 
   “Running?” I echoed. “Oh yeah, running!” 
 
   So now I could add foolish to feeling stupid, or maybe it was pretty much the same thing.
 
   A thought occurred to me. “You wouldn’t have happened to have been hunting, while you were running?”
 
   “Sure,” he nodded. “Rabbits and such.”
 
   Well there was no law against hunting rabbits, unless one didn’t have a hunting license. Problem was, I wasn’t sure that a werewolf needed a hunting license, or even how that would work.
 
   Oh well, it was probably best to change the subject and stay totally away from the, werewolf hunting rabbits illegally, thing. Granny was always telling us that a smart woman chooses her battles wisely. That’s what I would do in this situation.
 
   Obviously, getting information on a potential homicide suspect was a little more important than killing a rabbit or two, no matter how morbid it was to kill bunnies.
 
   “What did this guy look like?”
 
   Giving me a lopsided grin, he turned away. “You won’t believe me.”
 
   Well, given the fact that I came from a family of witches, and I was sitting here questioning a werewolf, I didn’t think there was much chance of me not believing him.
 
   “Try me,” I urged, returning his smile.
 
   “He looked like the Frankenstein monster from those old classic movies.”
 
   I couldn’t stop my jaw from hitting the floor. 
 
   It took a minute to recover, and during that time, he was staring at me - waiting for a response.
 
   “I hate to ask you this,” I said, clearing my throat, “but do you self medicate … drink, anything like that?”
 
   The thought of a drunken werewolf running amok on Mystique Island was really ugly.
 
   Elias shook his head. “I told you that you wouldn’t believe me.”
 
   “Maybe it was just a big guy and your imagination added other details … or could it be that wolves don’t see things quite the way they really are?”
 
   “No,” he wagged his head again. “That’s what I thought at first too, but I saw him again, after changing back”. 
 
   “Go on,” I prompted.
 
   “After changing, I followed the guy to the Smuggler’s Bay Lodge. It was weird because he just stood outside, as if he were waiting for someone. Dale must have been out running too, because he was only half changed into human form when he went through that window. The guy got a hold of him before he’d even made it back to his human form.”
 
   Again, my mouth was hanging open. “You witnessed the murder, and didn’t tell Ayden about it when he questioned you?”
 
   “You know he wouldn’t have believed me. He’d just run me in for more questioning.”
 
   “You’d be surprised. Agent Fontaine is a lot more open minded than what you might think.”
 
   “Maybe so, but he’s not an islander, and I know he’s one of those, by the book, kind of cops. He might know about some things, but how is he going to believe something that I’m having a hard time believing myself?”
 
   He had a point.
 
   “So are you going to keep this between us for now?” he asked, adding sugar to his words by way of his devilishly sexy smile.
 
   Several things came to mind in that moment, namely getting fired, and possibly going to jail. At the very least, keeping this info to myself would be obstruction of justice, but it could get worse. If Elias turned out to be the killer, and at this point I couldn’t be absolutely sure he wasn’t, I could also be charged with aiding and abetting.
 
   “Oh what the hell?” I shrugged. “But only for a day or two.”
 
   “That’s okay,” he said, reaching out to caress my arm. 
 
   As soon as our skin made contact, I felt my blood turn to liquid fire. 
 
   My first reaction was to jerk away.
 
   But why, especially considering the fact that I loved the way it felt when he touched me? 
 
   After giving it some thought, I realized I was afraid of Elias. I didn’t so much fear him physically, but I knew he could really do me in, emotionally. 
 
   If Jasper could tear me up with what he’d done, I could only imagine what Elias could do. My feelings for Elias had been around longer, and I suspected they ran much deeper than anything I’d ever felt for Jasper. 
 
   “No more keeping things like this to yourself, or I’ll have to tell my boss everything,” I warned.
 
   Elias nodded.
 
   Sighing, I got to my feet and put my little notepad back in my pants pocket. I wasn’t even sure why I’d taken it out. It wasn’t as if I’d actually written anything in it, but I had managed a cool picture of Frankenstein while I’d been doodling. 
 
   “I have a question though,” he said, drawing my attention back to him.
 
   I paused, waiting for him to ask his question.
 
   At first he didn’t say anything. He just stared at me with hungry eyes, which for some reason made me feel like dinner, or a sex goddess. At the moment, I wasn’t sure which. 
 
   “Why did you do it?” he finally asked.
 
   Okay then. I had no idea what he was talking about.
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Did it really mean so little to you that you don’t even remember?” Pain and anger twisted at his handsome features.
 
   “Really Elias … I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “That summer we spent together. Don’t you remember any of it?”
 
   I was so not getting it. “Umm … I remember chasing after you all over the island, but other than a little kiss while we were standing on the beach, I didn’t think we had anything together.”
 
   I was pretty sure what we’d had together, if anything, was all one sided, as in my side.
 
   Turning away from me, he studied the teapot clock that hung on the kitchen wall. He wasn’t saying anything, which I found really disturbing.
 
   On account of the uncomfortable silence, I decided maybe I should say something more. “Seriously Elias … that’s how I remember it.”
 
   When he turned away from the clock, I could actually feel his dark - turbulent gaze settle on me. “So you don’t remember me asking you to marry me … to share your life with me? You don’t remember that you just stopped writing? You never gave me a reason … the letters just stopped.”
 
   There have been very few times in my life that I was speechless, and this was one of them.
 
   Had I somehow been sucked into an alternate reality, and now all my dreams were coming true. It may be a little belated, but all things considered, late was better than never.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   How could two people’s recollection of the same thing, be so vastly different?
 
   Elias was convinced his version of that summer was the correct version.
 
   But that was impossible. If I’d had some hot and heavy romance with Mister Elias Moreland, I damn sure would remember it.
 
   Wouldn’t I?
 
   There could be some possible variables in my recall of the events that summer, but I preferred not to think about it just now. When I had time to ponder the illicitness of my juvenile love life, or lack of it, I would try and figure out why it was I didn’t remember this hot love affair that I supposedly had with the man of my dreams. 
 
   Right now I had urgent business to attend to, such as chasing down someone who resembled Frankenstein. 
 
   The next thing to do would be to make a quick pit stop at home to pick up my phone. It was exactly where I’d left it, charging on the nightstand in my bedroom. There were several missed calls from both, Ayden and Tim.
 
   I figured I’d better return Ayden’s call first, on account of him being the boss man. The phone rang twice before he answered.
 
   “Where are you?” he demanded.
 
   “Umm … well when I went into the office today, everyone was gone and there were no instructions left for me … so I kind of just did some poking around on my own,” I explained, hoping I sounded convincing enough that I wouldn’t have to elaborate.
 
   To my surprise and pleasure, he didn’t ask any further questions concerning my whereabouts. Instead, he made more demands.
 
   “Well you need to get to the Sandbar, ASAP!”
 
   “Okay … what’s up?” I asked, already on my way out the door. 
 
   “I’ll fill you in when you get here.” The line went dead.
 
   Well how rude was that?
 
   I just might start hanging up on him, and then we’d see how Mister Smarty Pants Fontaine liked it.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Again, the Sandbar’s parking lot was full of vehicles; unfortunately for Annabelle, they were all police vehicles.
 
   All this murder and chaos had to be killing business.
 
   When I walked in, Officer Parker, the only cute cop employed by the Mystique Island Sheriff’s Department, pointed to Annabelle’s office. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said, adding a smile.
 
   He returned my smile, but it was forced. This was my first clue that something was very wrong. Not just regular, another homicide wrong, but something very very wrong. 
 
   As soon as I knocked on the door, Ayden pulled it open. There were only four people in the office, and Annabelle wasn’t one of them. 
 
   Jeb was there, sitting on Annabelle’s metal desk with one butt cheek. Tim was sitting next to Nick Watson, the guy who cooked for the Sandbar, and doubled as a dishwasher. He looked shaken and white as a ghost, which wasn’t a major change for Nick. 
 
   Nick Watson was naturally pale, add that to his tall - willowy frame, and he always appeared as if he were just getting over the stomach flu. 
 
   Nick had been one of Annabelle’s best friends while they were in school. After graduation, Nick ran off to the big city, like most of the younger generation tended to do. And like most, he ended up right back on Mystique Island, broken and disillusioned. The outside world didn’t mesh well with the secrets most of us had. 
 
   And Nick had secrets, I was sure of it.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked.
 
   Ayden turned to Nick. “That will be all. We’ll be in touch.”
 
   Nodding, Nick got up and practically ran out the door, which was totally out of character for him. Sure, we hadn’t been as close as he and Annabelle, but we were still friends. Usually he had a hello for me, and sometimes even some kind of crazy story. Mostly his stories were trumped up tales of the time he’d spent on a commercial fishing vessel, but they were interesting.
 
   “What’s all this about?” I asked again. “Where’s my sister?”
 
   When Ayden and Tim shared one of their looks, which usually meant they were keeping something from me, I knew I’d better sit down. 
 
   This I did, even before the boss man could command me to do so.
 
   “Annabelle’s missing,” Ayden told me, and quickly added. “But this time there’s a witness. I’m not sure the witness is all that reliable, but he did see something.”
 
   “Who … Nick?” Not being a complete idiot, I’d managed to put two and two together fairly quickly.
 
   Ayden nodded.
 
   Clasping my hands together in my lap was the only way I could stop them from trembling. “What did he say? Who took her? Why isn’t anyone out looking for her?”
 
   There was another look that passed between Ayden and Tim. These secret looks were really starting to get on my nerves. “Why don’t you guys just tell me what’s going on? I can handle it. I’m a big girl.”
 
   Well maybe not so much, but how was I going to get my sister back if they wouldn’t even let me in on what was going on?
 
   “Nick Watson claims that he was in the kitchen, preparing salad for when the dinner crowd started coming in, and that’s when he heard Annabelle scream. When he went to look for her, he saw someone carrying Annabelle out the back door,” Ayden explained.
 
   “Well did you get a description of the suspect?” I asked, half expecting him to tell me that the suspect had an uncanny resemblance to Frankenstein. 
 
   Ayden nodded. “This is where his account gets questionable. He says that all he saw was the suspect’s back, but it looked like a mummy.”
 
   Okay then. That was completely random, and there was even a slight possibility that it topped Elias’s Frankenstein sighting. 
 
   Had everyone on the island lost their freaking minds?
 
   “A mummy … as in the black and white movie? That kind of mummy?” I asked, party because I wanted confirmation that Nick had now joined the ranks of, totally nuts, instead of just a little weird. 
 
   “That’s what he says?” Ayden sighed.
 
   Jeb cleared his throat to get our attention. “To tell the truth … we’ve had several weird calls the last couple of days. Just yesterday we responded to a report of some monster in the Blue Fin Pond. Apparently it chased the Findley twins out of the water. We chalked it up to the overactive imagination of kids, but then we responded to an assault. Mary Beth was accosted, by what she alleges was a one-eyed alien monster, while she was closing up the library last night.”
 
   All I could do was shake my head. Out of all the things I’d heard and witnessed in my lifetime, which was one heck of a lot considering my background, this had to be the most insane.
 
   “You don’t actually believe any of this, do you?
 
   No one responded, which was not a good sign.
 
   It was official. I was the only sane person left on the island. 
 
   Maybe someone had slipped LSD in the coffee this morning? I’ve always been a little suspicious of the Kennedys. That was the family who own the Bayside Grill. Maybe they were pushing drugs and slipping them into their food so the entire town would start hallucinating?
 
   Old lady Janet Kennedy did have that weird twitch in her left eye. It could be a sign that she was a tweaker, and having some serious withdrawal symptoms. 
 
   The Kennedys being some kind of drug cartel was as good a theory as I’d heard so far, in my opinion anyway.
 
   “Also, the forensics team found this near the back exit.” Tim held up a clear plastic baggie with some strips of material inside. “We’re going to have this rushed to DC to get an analysis on it.”
 
   I knew that even with a rush order, getting the results could take a couple of days. That could be too late. 
 
   “Maybe we should send a sample to the university on the mainland,” I suggested. 
 
   Ayden had a thoughtful - brooding look on his face, which meant he was actually considering my suggestion. 
 
   Nodding, he turned to Tim. “You go ahead and get this to the Archeology Department at the university. I’ll call ahead and make sure there’s someone available to get this done.”
 
   Suddenly I had a disturbing thought. “Why wasn’t I informed first thing? Annabelle is my sister; I should have been called right away. Has anyone told Granny and Aaron?”
 
   “They know.” Ayden nodded. “By the time we informed them, you’d already left. I didn’t want to panic your family, so we didn’t say anything until we knew what was going on.”
 
   Jeb stood up, removing his backside from my sister’s desk. “I’m thinking we should impose an island wide curfew … just until we figure out what’s going on. Whatever it is … we need this killer or killers stopped before the Bicentennial this weekend.”
 
   Unable to sit still any longer, I jumped to my feet. “I don’t know how much good that will do. Some of these incidents took place before the sun went down.”
 
   “She’s right,” Ayden put in.
 
   It was so awesome to hear Ayden say I was right, for a change. It would have been cause for celebration, if my sister weren’t missing, and we didn’t have a bunch of monsters overrunning the island.
 
   Since Ayden thought I was right about at least one thing, I thought it might be a good time to push one of my theories. “As long as we are on the subject of the Bicentennial Celebration, has anyone considered the possibility that this might have something to do with the curse?”
 
   All I received for my effort were a lot of blank stares. 
 
   “Remember the old Indian curse, and the rumors about this island being some kind of sacred ground, or portal?”
 
   “Are you losing it?” Ayden frowned.
 
   “Well I don’t see where that’s any crazier than a mummy, or the Frankenstein monster,” I shot back, realizing my mistake too late.
 
   “Frankenstein? What are you talking about?” Tim asked.
 
   “Nothing.” I shook my head. “Just adding some color to the theory.”
 
   I hated lying, but a promise was a promise. On the bright side, now I could encourage Elias to come forward with what he knew, and then maybe Ayden could clear him from the suspect list.
 
   Of course it was still a possibility that Ayden would arrest Elias for the murder of Dale Simmons, unless we could find another person of interest. 
 
   “This could have something to do with witchcraft and the curse!” I blurted, finally putting words to what had been playing on my mind since Elias’s Frankenstein story. 
 
   “Well there’s no shortage of them type on this island, that’s for sure.” Jeb said in a dry - cynical voice.
 
   It was obvious that Jeb wasn’t too fond of witches since Granny put a spell on his prom date.
 
   “It makes sense, in a crazy sort of way. Granny said there could be someone channeling the island’s power.”
 
   Ayden was scowling at me, which meant he didn’t like something I’d said. “Have you been discussing this case with your grandmother?”
 
   “Well kind of … umm pretty much,” I admitted. 
 
   “Hmm … we’ll discuss this later. For now, Tim needs to get on that ferry to the mainland, and we need to organize a search party.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   With it being three in the morning, it was no wonder I barely had the strength to fall into bed, let alone push myself into the shower, but I forced the issue. I wouldn’t get a wink of sleep without a shower. It was one of those things you got conditioned to as a child that never left you. It wouldn’t matter if we were in the middle of an apocalypse, and I was half dead, I had to have a shower and brush my teeth.
 
   With my hair still dripping, I crawled into bed. No doubt I would have a bad case of bed head come morning, but I just didn’t have the energy it would take to stand in front of the mirror and blow dry my hair. 
 
   We’d searched the island for hours, and not only was there no sign of Annabelle, but no monsters either.
 
   It was an island for hell’s sake. How many places were there to hide a kidnap victim?
 
   We were missing something significant, I was sure of it. Things just weren’t adding up. 
 
   If I kept thinking about Annabelle, I wouldn’t get any sleep at all, and I needed sleep to function.
 
   I couldn’t help but wonder how those TV cops could stay up for hours, drink a dozen pots of coffee, and still manage to shoot straight enough to bring down the bad guy? 
 
   This was something else I’d have to add to my to do list. Find out how to stay awake for days, and still be able to hit a running target from hundreds of feet away. Damn, those TV cops were awesome.
 
   I wasn’t too worried about Annabelle just yet. My sister and I had always had some kind of connection between us. Since we were old enough to walk and talk, there had been this emotional connection. We could sense the other’s emotions. 
 
   When I’d first come back from the dead, I’d been a little worried that I might have lost that connection with Annabelle, but now I could be sure I hadn’t.
 
   I was still picking up on her emotions. My sister was irritated as hell, and confused, but I hadn’t felt a lot of fear yet. The important thing was that I could feel her, which meant she was still alive.
 
   If that wasn’t enough to keep me awake, there was always my Elias amnesia. Just like everything else that was happening, this strange and mysterious relationship, that had apparently escaped my memory, didn’t make any sense. 
 
   There was just no way it could be real. I would have remembered walking away from the love of my life … unless I’d been witched. That was always a possibility. 
 
   But if so … who would do something like that, and why?
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Sleep didn’t bring me any answers, but it did bring on a pounding headache, which grew worse as the gummy candy ringtone pierced my eardrums.
 
   Why I’d thought it was cute enough to put as a ringtone, I had no idea. 
 
   Resisting the urge to hurl the phone across the room, with the hope that by doing so, the song would somehow change to just an annoying buzz, I groped for the offensive piece of technology and put it to my ear.
 
   I was still trying to push the answer button when I realized it was upside down. Without opening my eyes, I managed to get it upright.
 
   “Hello,” I croaked.
 
   “Did you want some breakfast this morning?” Tim asked.
 
   “Hmm … no, but some coffee and aspirin would be appreciated.”
 
   “Did you hit the bottle last night?” Tim sounded worried; as if that was something I actually did on a regular basis. Sure, I might tie one on every now and again, but not often enough to call for that kind of attitude. 
 
   “No … and I’m offended that you would even suggest I’d do such a thing, with my sister gone, and monsters overrunning our town?” 
 
   I wasn’t sure how convincing I sounded, but I hoped it was enough to ward of further questions. Not that I had anything to defend myself against, but a migraine might develop if I had to answer any stupid and needless questions so early in the morning. 
 
   “Sorry,” he apologized. “You just sound a little hung over.”
 
   I felt hung over. 
 
   “Maybe I sound like that because you keep waking me up at insane hours of the morning,” I accused, though it might be a mite unfair of me, especially since Tim had been holding my hand a lot of the time. It was his way of helping me keep my job.
 
   “Sorry. I guess I’m just tired,” I added. Tim was a good guy, so I didn’t want to sound like too much of a bitch.
 
   “That’s okay. If you’ll come and open your door, I can help you out with a cup of ambition. 
 
   Now he was talking.
 
   Not bothering to put a robe over my pink bunny pajamas, I slipped into my trusty turtle slippers and stumbled to the front door.
 
   As soon as I swung open the door, I was ready to tackle him for the Styrofoam cup he was holding, but I thought better of it. Instead, I gave him a quick peck on the cheek before snatching the coffee out of his hand. I hoped the kiss would make up for my lack of manners.
 
   “You are such an angel,” I told him, just before taking a big whiff of the coffee, in the hopes it would help to get my heart pumping.
 
   The subject of angels made me think of Julius. I hadn’t heard from my guardian demon in a couple of days, which wasn’t really that unusual. But still, when there was something going on, he tended to make an appearance. 
 
   Maybe I’d have to stop by his apartment. How or why a demon needed an apartment, I had no idea, but I figured it might be time to pay him a visit for a change.
 
   “Are you okay?” Tim asked.
 
   “Sorry … come in,” I told him, before turning toward the kitchen and the coffee maker. One cup might be enough to keep my eyes open, but I had a feeling this was going to be one of those days when I might need two or three pots of the go juice.
 
   “Did you get any sleep last night?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah,” he nodded. “Slept in the lobby of the Social Science building. “I take it there was no luck with the search last night?”
 
   Shaking my head, I tested the coffee. It wasn’t too hot, but still warm enough to be good. I took several quick swallows, but it still took a minute for the caffeine to work its magic.
 
   “Are you okay,” Tim asked again.
 
   “Yes, just coming back from the land of the dead. Sorry.”
 
   “So I haven’t talked to Fontaine yet. What happened last night?” 
 
   “We got a search party together and search most of the island, but we didn’t find a thing,” I explained, my mouth dipping into a frown.
 
   “Maybe she was taken off the island,” he suggested.
 
   “No … I can still feel her. If she’d been taken off the island, the connection would be weaker. Someone has to be hiding her in a place not accessible to a search, like their house maybe.”
 
   “And no sign of monsters?” he asked, a cockeyed grin lighting up his boyish features..
 
   “Nope … no monsters.”
 
   “Well I have some news,” he informed me.
 
   That’s when I realized I hadn’t offered him a seat. It wasn’t that I was being forgetful, or rude on purpose. I was just accustomed to Julius, who would sit whether he was invited to or not.
 
   “Have a seat.” I motioned to a kitchen chair.
 
   Tim sat down and placed his coffee on the table. “The Anthro Department was able to test the sample and found natron powder. They will have to carbon date a sample to find out how old the linen is, but the natron powder is telling.”
 
   My knowledge of ancient Egypt was about as extensive as my knowledge of physics, which meant I knew next to nothing. 
 
   “Sooo … what does all that mean?”
 
   “It means that so far, it looks authentic. Natron powder is a mixture of sodium compounds usually found around lakes west of the Nile River. It’s what the ancient Egyptians used to help dry and preserve the body, prior to wrapping it. We won’t know how old the sample is until they finish with the carbon dating though,” he explained.
 
   I couldn’t help but wonder how likely it was that a killer would go through so much trouble, just to make it appear as if he were some kind of old mummy. Probably not too likely, but yet it all seemed real enough. This led me back to Granny’s, witchcraft combo curse, theory. 
 
   It was time to take a closer look at the witches on the island. I could immediately scratch Granny off the list of suspects. My grandmother didn’t have a mean bone in her body. Now I wasn’t too sure about Uncle Aaron. He had his weird moments.
 
   “I do have an idea,” Tim interrupted my thought process, which for some reason reminded me that I had a headache.
 
   “What’s that?” I asked, as I was searching the cupboard for a bottle of aspirin. 
 
   “We could hire a paranormal investigator  … you know, maybe as a consultant.”
 
   Tim was brilliant. Why hadn’t I thought of that one?
 
   Although I couldn’t quite understand what an island full of witches and other odd folks would need a paranormal investigator for, I was up for it.
 
   That’s when it dawned on me that I hadn’t had any connection to the crimes at all. Not even a pop in from the victim to ask about our progress, or to inquire as to which way they had to go to find the light. 
 
   This not only wasn’t good, it was just plain odd. 
 
   A paranormal investigator sounded good.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   “This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard of,” Ayden grumbled. 
 
   Our boss was making no secret of the fact that he wasn’t happy about bringing in a P.I for the supernatural.
 
   In spite of the fact that he was with the Monster Squad of the FBI, I sometimes think he forgot what exactly it was we were dealing with. Ayden believed that the best way to solve a crime was with good old-fashioned police work. But as in this case, sometimes that wasn’t enough.
 
   When the only trace evidence left behind didn’t make any sense, it was time to go for the weird and unusual.
 
   Turns out that after receiving the results on the sample, Tim contacted the investigator while he was still on the mainland. 
 
   It was well after dark when the paranormal investigator arrived.
 
   I was expecting a team of ghost busters to pull up in some shiny bus, with something like, West Coast Ghost Hunters painted on the side in huge red letters. Instead, it was one guy, and he was driving a beat up old Bronco.
 
   Only one guy!
 
   I couldn’t help but wonder how he was going to run all those gizmos that I’d seen ghost hunters using on those reality TV shows, without the help of at least one assistant.
 
   The spook hunter met us with a smile, and held out his hand to Ayden first, who shook it reluctantly. 
 
   “Hi there. I’m Marty Morrison. You’re partner got in touch with me and said you might need some help out here.”
 
   “So he did.” Ayden forced a smile.
 
   The boss man was being really stiff tonight, even more than usual.
 
   What was up with that?
 
   As soon as I took Marty’s offered hand, I knew. He was as cold as a corpse, which could only mean he was either a zombie, not likely since he wasn’t rotting, or he was a vampire. That would explain why he couldn’t show up until late.
 
   In a way, it was kind of exciting. I’d never met a vampire before. 
 
   Stepping back, I took a minute to study Marty Morrison. He didn’t look anything like what I’d imagined a vampire would look like. He wasn’t exactly sexy or charismatic. In fact, he looked like any middle-aged guy you’d see on the street. Hell, he could have been a city bus driver, or a janitor. He didn’t dress all that flashy either.
 
   He wore his long sleeve blue plaid shirt tucked into his blue jeans, which had obviously seen better days. His thin brown hair was balding on top, and the glasses he was wearing had extra thick lenses. 
 
   Now from what I’d heard about vampires, he probably wouldn’t even need those glasses. It would seem that maybe he was a vampire who didn’t want to be a vampire, or else he was trying really hard to masquerade as a still breathing human.
 
   I decided that meeting a vampire was extremely anticlimactic. You just couldn’t trust what you saw on TV. Not only was I misled by the entertainment industry about what to expect from a ghost hunter, but a vampire too. 
 
   Some of those movie and TV vampires were pretty hot, but not this guy. Even Jasper was hotter than this vampire, which was so totally yuk to think about.
 
   I guess it was a good thing I had my Elias amnesia to obsess over, seeing as how I was now completely disillusioned with vampires.
 
   “So where do we start?” Marty asked.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The most obvious place to start was the Sandbar. Not only was it the latest crime scene, but there was a good chance the victim was still alive. 
 
   Marty’s plan was to do a walk through using his EMF meter, which would measure the electromagnetic energy. According to Marty, if there were any spooks hanging around, he would be able to detect them with the meter.
 
   I’d already known that much from watching TV.
 
   Problem was, as soon as he turned on the EMF meter, it went all kinds of crazy. 
 
   After messing with it for several minutes, and checking various locations at the Sandbar, Marty shook his head. “There’s too much interference here. Maybe we should try the next location.
 
   The next location was in back of the Sandbar. 
 
   “I’ll stay in here,” Ayden called to us as we headed to the Sandbar’s rear exit. 
 
   The boss man had been acting strange all night.
 
   Leaving Ayden to stare at the mirrored wall behind the bar, we left the Sandbar by way of the back door. 
 
   As soon as Marty turned the EMF meter on, I knew we were going to get the same result. There was nothing but static.
 
   “What could be the problem?” I asked.
 
   “There’s probably a lot of electromagnetic interference in the atmosphere. When that happens, there’s no way to pick up traces left behind by spirits,” he explained. 
 
   “Wouldn’t a lot of electromagnetic energy give spirits more power?” I asked, deciding it was time to add some of my own knowledge to the mix. TV was a great teacher, with some things anyway, though obviously not vampires.
 
   “It could,” Marty agreed. “But it could also cause hallucinations. That kind of energy tends to spark something in the brain that causes perception problems.”
 
   “But a hallucination wouldn’t be able to kill or abduct someone,” I pointed out.
 
   “No it wouldn’t,” he agreed.
 
   Tim decided it was time to butt into the conversation. “It might influence the perception of the witness, but there’s also the sample.”
 
   “Yeah … there’s that too,” I defended our theory. “A hallucination wouldn’t leave behind evidence that it was there. The evidence we found inside the sandbar corroborates what the witness claims.”
 
   “What evidence?” Marty wanted to know.
 
   Tim shook his head. “We can’t release that information, but I can tell you that the evidence found at the scene, supports the witness statement.”
 
   A thoughtful look settled over Marty’s face. “I’ve heard rumors about Mystique Island being a power source or portal. If true, it would explain why the EMF meter is going nuts.”
 
   “The island was cursed by an old Indian shaman from the Black River people.” It was my turn to put my two cents in. “These murders could have something to do with that.”
 
   Cocking his head to one side, Marty the vampire, stared at me for a long time. “I’m not sure I believe in curses, but I’ll tell you what I can do. I have to get the last ferry back to the mainland, but I can do some research if you’d like … maybe talk to members of the tribe and find out what they know,” he offered. 
 
   “So you’re giving up?” I asked, a little deflated. Even the ghost hunt had turned out to be a bust.
 
   Smiling sheepishly, he said, “I’m sure you understand that I have to be inside before sunrise.”
 
   Because we hadn’t wanted to appear rude, no one, including myself, had mentioned Marty’s undead condition.
 
   But now that he’d brought it up, I had tons of questions, like why he spent his time chasing ghosts, instead of his next victim, and were there any vampires as hot as the ones on TV?
 
   Instead I asked, “What makes you think it’s not a curse?”
 
   He shrugged. “Maybe it is … but in my experience, and I have a lot of it … ghosts are usually what fuels a curse, or mass hysteria. I’ve always had my suspicions about the Mystique Island curse, but I don’t want to say too much until I talk to the Black River people.”
 
   Tim and I helped Marty pack up his equipment. 
 
   “I’ll see you to the ferry,” I offered. 
 
   “That’s nice of you,” Marty smiled widely. 
 
   There was a sparkle in his eyes, but I wasn’t sure if it was gratitude or bloodlust. Suddenly I had second thoughts.
 
   How was I going to handle a vampire without my witchy powers?
 
   “No problem.” I pretending not to be the least bit worried that I might become this guy’s dinner.
 
   “Do you want me to come with you?” Tim asked. By the look on his face, it was obvious he was a little worried too.
 
   “I’ll be okay,” I assured him. “Sooner or later, I’ll have to learn to deal with this kind of stuff on my own.”
 
   “I have good hearing guys,” Marty called from where he was standing at the back of his Bronco. 
 
   “Sorry.” Tim and I apologized concurrently.
 
   “We weren’t trying to be rude or offensive,” I explained with a nervous smile.
 
   Looking over his shoulder, Marty winked at me. “I don’t feed on humans.”
 
   Now what the hell kind of vampire doesn’t drink blood from humans?
 
   My disillusionment grew, but I was glad to hear that I wouldn’t have to make a pit stop to buy garlic. 
 
   Why was it I knew so little about vampires?
 
   Living in a place like Mystique Island, I should have been an expert on the undead, but as far as I knew, no vampires resided on the island, which was a bit strange.
 
   After settling into Lady Luck’s driver’s seat, I started her engine and proceeded to pull onto the Island Loop Highway and follow Marty back to Storm Cove. 
 
   From the Sandbar, it was only a short drive before entering the Storm Cove city limits. Taking a left at the first stop sign would take you to Pier Alley, which is where the port is located. 
 
   Pier Alley ran along the bay’s shoreline, which of course is where the pier is, as well as several fishing shops, cafés, and the Mermaid Inn.
 
   The Mermaid Inn was where Julius lived. It was actually an old pub and hotel, but with the building being nearly two hundred years old, it was a bit rundown. Decades ago they’d put aside a couple of rooms to accommodate the occasional guest or two, and turned the rest of the top floor into apartments. 
 
   Forcing my attention away from the Mermaid Inn, I noticed that the ferry was already in port and was beginning to board passengers. It was one of those really big ferries that carried vehicles too. The vessel was painted red and white, with Mystique Island Transport on its sides in bold black letters.
 
   Dave Shaw’s family had owned and operated Mystique Island Transport for nearly as long as there had been a need for public transport to the mainland.
 
   The Shaws were one of the few normal families on the island; at least I’d never noticed anything off about them.
 
   On weeknights, the last ferry to the mainland left port at 8:00 pm, returning from Coos Bay at 9:30 pm. If you missed it, then you were stuck on the mainland overnight. Dave’s ferry was the only service to Mystique Island.
 
   Marty was in line to drive onto the ferry, but there was still a van and dump truck in front of him.
 
   Strolling up to Marty’s door, I motioned for him to roll down the window. “Do you need me to arrange your passage back?” I asked.
 
   Marty shook his head. “I figured I’d be making a few trips out here, so I bought a pass.”
 
   “Good. Well then I guess we’ll wait to hear from you?”
 
   Nodding, he waved and rolled up his window. A second later, he pulled up to the little white shack and flashed his pass to the port guard.
 
   I stared at the ferry almost wistfully. Every now and again, I couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if our parents had lived. We’d have gone to high school on the mainland, with no clue to Mystique Island’s mysteries, or our own origins.
 
   The scenario was okay to think of every now and again, but then I remembered just how boring a mainlander’s life could be.
 
   With it being so late, the large parking lot near the Storm Cove port office was nearly empty, which was a good thing. Trying to find parking near the Mermaid Inn could be a real bitch.
 
   Hitting the remote lock on my key chain, I crossed the street and started down the narrow sidewalk to Julius’s place. 
 
   Suddenly, I noticed how dark the street was.
 
   With most of the shops already closed for the night, the only light came from the dim streetlights. With the streetlights being fashioned to look like old nineteenth century gas lighting, they looked great but they weren’t very efficient at cutting through the dark. 
 
   Walking at night normally didn’t bother me, but for some reason I was getting spooked. Of course it didn’t help that thick fingers of fog were crawling in from the sea to cover the ground.
 
   Passing Mystique Island Coffee Beans, I peered into the window to see if anyone was still there. I really needed a caffeine fix.
 
   It was deserted, just like the business next to it, Blackbeard’s scooter rental. 
 
   One more block and I’d be at the Mermaid Inn. Unfortunately, that block went right by the old town square park, now known as Founder’s Park. 
 
   Typically when I walked by the park at this time of night, there was an old sailor sitting on one of the benches next to the statue of Reese Simmons, but the bench was empty. This was definitely strange, mostly because the sailor was a ghost. Although I could only see him at night, I knew he was always there. 
 
   So far, I hadn’t been able to get the ghost to acknowledge me, but night after night, he sat on that bench.
 
   Not tonight though.
 
   It was always possible that he’d resolved, whatever unfinished business he’d had that had kept him anchored to that bench, but I had my doubts. Old Salty, as I liked to call him, was the kind of ghost that would take some serious work. Even then, he may never wake up. 
 
   Old Salty was a sleeping ghost, which meant he was there, but not really. Kind of like a person who was in a coma. 
 
   So what happened to him?
 
   The thought crossed my mind that maybe I should stop and sit on the bench to see if I could pick up any unusual feelings, but then I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Whatever it was that I’d seen, it was near the large gazebo at the center of the park.
 
   I kept my eyes on the gazebo, waiting to see if it would reappear.
 
   After a few minutes, I was beginning to think maybe it had been my eyes playing tricks on me. After all, the gazebo was at least fifty yards away. 
 
   But then it stepped into a patch of bright moonlight and my heart nearly stopped. 
 
   A werewolf!
 
   It was a werewolf, but nothing like Elias.
 
   When I’d seen Elias in his wolf form, he appeared to be an extra large wolf, but this creature looked like a real wolf man. He was standing upright, and had a long snout sticking out of his face. The creature’s clothes were shredded and hanging from its massive hairy body. 
 
   While I stood there, transfixed by what I was seeing, the werewolf threw its head back and let out an ear-shattering howl.
 
   Falling on all fours, it started running in my direction. 
 
   That was enough to get my legs moving. The next thirty seconds seemed to pass in slow motion, though I was sure I was running faster than I ever had in my life.
 
   Bursting through the doors of the Mermaid Inn, I ran straight through the crowded pub to the back staircase. Taking the stairs two at a time, I didn’t even slow down long enough to catch my breath until reaching the second floor. 
 
   Taking a page out of Julius’s book, I walked right into apartment three. Shutting the door, I rested my back against it. It took some immense concentration to slow my heart rate, and draw oxygen into my lungs.
 
   All the lights were off, but there were a few candles burning. I could just make out music drifting from the stereo, but the volume was too low to tell what song it was.
 
   Julius’s apartment was small. All there was to it was a tiny living room, and an alcove that passed for a kitchen, along with a bedroom and bathroom. All in all, it was serviceable, if one were extremely desperate for a place to stay. 
 
   Julius didn’t seem to mind it. Then again, I could well imagine that anything would be an improvement over Hell.
 
   There was no sign of Julius, but I did see an array of women’s undergarments scattered throughout the living room. 
 
   “Julius!” I called out.
 
   I caught the sound of a woman’s giggles coming from the bedroom just before the door opened. Julius stuck his head out. “You called?”
 
   I have to admit. At that moment my feathers were a bit ruffled. I’d been running for my life from the wolf man, while the entity that was sent here to watch over me, was busy rutting with someone or another. Probably that murdering misfit Misty!
 
   Putting both my hands on my hips, I took a deep breath, hoping to calm myself before I said or did something I might regret. 
 
   It didn’t work.
 
   “Who’s in the bedroom?” I demanded.
 
   Julius smiled. “Well now, love … I didn’t realize the two of us had nuptials … therefore, I would assume that is not your concern.”
 
   “Missy!” I yelled. “Get your ass out here!”
 
   A moment later, a not so bubbly blond bimbo stepped out of the bedroom. All she had on was a long white t-shirt, which I assumed belonged to Julius. 
 
   By the way I was acting, a casual observer might have thought I was jealous, which I wasn’t. I was furious that he’d been busy with the murdering hosebag, while I’d nearly been killed less than a block away. 
 
   Taking in another calming breath, I leveled my eyes on Missy. “You have about two minutes to get out of here, or I’m going to have you charged with murdering your husband,” I threatened.
 
   Missy’s mouth fell open. “You wouldn’t dare!”
 
   “Try me,” I responded, dropping my tone of voice to dangerously low. 
 
   The truth was, I so wanted to handcuff the bitch and commit police brutality, but I had more serous problems to deal with at the moment, therefore I was glad when she started gathering up her clothes.
 
   Another realization hit me in that moment. Missy’s husband wasn’t hanging around.
 
   Where had all the ghosts gone?
 
   While Missy was in the bedroom dressing, Julius grabbed the robe that hung from the back of his bedroom door and slipped it on.
 
   “Do you feel better now?” he asked.
 
   “I was nearly killed tonight!” I thundered. “At Founder’s Park.”
 
   A mocking smile touched his lips. “Well I take it you escaped that fate. You appear to be all in one piece.” 
 
   “You are supposed to be watching over me … not diddling around with the town’s biggest … so and so,’ I ranted.
 
   Julius laughed. “I thought you were going to slip up for a minute there.”
 
   Just then, Missy emerged from the bedroom and ran straight for the door. “I didn’t do it,” she tossed the words over her shoulder before slipping out.
 
   “Why do you even bother with her?” I asked. “It’s not like she isn’t going to be spending an eternity with you in Hell.”
 
   “You still have quite a temper problem,” he commented, as he was pouring some whiskey into a shot glass.
 
   “Want a drink?” he asked.
 
   A drink sounded pretty damn good about then, but I still had to drive home. The last thing I needed was to get into an accident. I could just imagine myself trying to explain a drunk driving death to Mister Grim.
 
   I shook my head. “You haven’t answered me. Why aren’t you looking after me?”
 
   Julius downed the shot and then leveled his dark eyes on me. “You still don’t get it. I am not here to look after you. I’m here to drag you back to Hell when your time is up, and you’ve failed at getting yourself redeemed.”
 
   “Whatever!” I scowled. “I’m not going to fail.”
 
   “Really?” he laughed, and for a minute there he did seem pretty wicked.
 
   He’d told me this bit about dragging me back to Hell before, but just like always, I ignored him. Julius really did do a lot of looking after me, though I wasn’t sure if he was supposed to, or he did it out of boredom. 
 
   “What happened?” he asked.
 
   Plopping down onto his ugly, retro green sofa, I told him about the wolf man and Annabelle’s disappearance. 
 
   To Julius’s credit, he really did appear concerned, as well as confused. “I have to agree with your grandmother. This sounds like a witchy thing to me. Witches can be so temperamental and wicked.”
 
   “So you don’t think that thing was a real werewolf?” I asked, ignoring his insult to witches. 
 
   Pouring himself another drink, he shook his head. “You should know better than anyone what a real werewolf looks like, considering your fascination for that dog, Elias.”
 
   I twisted my face into a menacing scowl, but said nothing. 
 
   When I didn’t rise to the bait, Julius continued, “What you describe sounds more like something out of the movies.”
 
   That’s when it clicked. The thing had looked like the wolf man from the old black and white movies. 
 
   “That is exactly what it was like!”
 
   Plopping down next me, Julius draped one large arm around my shoulders. “The question is … how is it possible? If you can figure that out, you’ll probably catch your killer.”
 
   “I can’t even see ghosts anymore,” I frowned.
 
   “Someone is sucking at the power on the island. Perhaps it is the island itself,” he suggested.
 
   “Where would Annabelle be? We’ve looked everywhere?”
 
   “Really? Everywhere?” he asked, his words laced with doubt.
 
   “Well everywhere except …” My voice trailed off.
 
   “Except the old Marsh estate,” he finished for me.
 
   Just the thought of going near that place gave me a queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   I tried not to have anything to do with the Marsh estate, not since the day I’d decided to take a short cut through the property to get to Roseland. It was such a long walk, and my feet were killing me that day. 
 
   Foolishly, I ignored the rumors and decided to take the easy way for once. Yes it was stupid, but thinking things through hasn’t always been my way of doing things. I’m much better at it now.
 
   Being fifteen has its disadvantages, and not having a driver’s license is one of the biggies, but I had a plan. As soon as I turned sixteen, Mary Beth Brown promised she would give me an after school job at the library. 
 
   I was excited, and not just because having a job at the library would give me a chance to save for a car, but also because I’d be working with books. I loved to read, and so working at the library seemed natural enough. That was back before I trained to be a paralegal. To this day, I still wasn’t sure if that had been a mistake or not. It might have been safer to become a librarian. 
 
   The most direct route to Roseland is Luna Road, which is really an access road through the forest. If it were passable, it would cut at least two miles off the trip to the west side of the island, but no one used it anymore. The road was overgrown with weeds and impenetrable, unless you were on foot or using an ATV. 
 
   No one alive remembered exactly why Luna Road was closed, and since it had been that way for so long, no one bothered with it, except for local kids of course. This was probably how the old Marsh estate got the reputation of being haunted. Any abandoned house is going to seem spooky when you’re young, add that to the cemetery you had to pass through to get to Luna Road, and you had the perfect recipe for a haunt.
 
   At fifteen, I’d convinced myself that all the stories connected to Luna Road and the Marsh estate, were nothing more than overactive imaginations. Besides, even if there were a ghost or two hanging around the old place, they’d be pretty harmless. That had been my experience with ghosts, at least up to that point.
 
   There were only three cemeteries on the island. Grace Point Memorial Gardens was located on the north side of the island, and was the newest of the three. The people of Roseland had their own cemetery, and Luna Road went right through the third, Hope Grove cemetery. At one time, Luna Road continued west from Hope Grove, but in the early twentieth century, Mystique County put up a gate blocking the entrance to Luna road. Apparently that wasn’t good enough, as there was also a gate blocking entrance to the road from the west. 
 
   It would seem the powers that be were really were determined to keep people away from the Marsh estate.
 
   The Marsh family had long since died out, at which time the county confiscated the property. For a hundred years it sat empty, and for the most part, undisturbed. All that changed the day I decided to take the shortcut.
 
   Not being an islander, I hadn’t paid a lot of attention to the various spook stories I’d heard in the year I’d lived with Granny Stella. That’s the only excuse I have, but spooks and whatnots don’t care much about excuses. 
 
   The old cemetery is creepy enough. I’ve never been a big fan of cemeteries, or funerals either for that matter, but Hope Grove is creepier than most cemeteries. It has those huge gothic statues and headstones, along with several tombs. It reminded me of something out of a horror movie. 
 
   But the old cemetery was nothing compared to the Marsh house, or castle really. The family had actually replicated the castle they’d had in Europe. Some even claimed it was brought to Mystique Island and rebuilt, one stone at a time.
 
   I had no idea about that, but the place sure was creepy enough. 
 
   After leaving the cemetery, Luna road continued, twisting and turning through the forest. The woods were so thick that I nearly missed it. If it hadn’t been for the raven, I probably would have. 
 
   I remember feeling as if I were being watched. Several times I stopped and looked around, sure that I’d see someone duck behind a tree. Once, when I had the sudden urge to look over my shoulder, I heard the flapping of wings.
 
   Startled, I looked up just in time to see the raven take flight. As soon as the bird was out of my line of vision, I saw a castle tower.
 
   Stunned, I stood there, rooted to the ground and staring for several minutes. Of course I’d heard the rumors about the Marsh place actually being a castle, but honestly, I’d believed it was probably an exaggeration.
 
   Once I’d asked Granny about it. She’d looked me right in the eye and told me never to go near Luna Road. That’s all she would say about it.
 
   With mischief being my middle name, there was no way I was going to walk past that castle and not check it out. 
 
   Getting to it was another matter all together. About a hundred yards down the road, I found a huge iron gate blocking the drive. It had a padlock on it that was nearly rusted through, but it was thick enough that breaking it open probably wasn’t an option. 
 
   Looking over my shoulder to make sure there was no one around, I used a little magic.
 
   That was back when my witchy powers still worked. It took a few blasts from my index finger, but the lock finally fell to pieces on the ground. 
 
   With so many witches on the island, I wondered why no one had thought to do this before. I was soon to find out it wasn’t so much that no one had thought of it, they just didn’t want anything to do with getting near the place.
 
   The long dirt driveway was a shadowy labyrinth that went off in all sorts of directions. The entire length was canopied with huge oak trees that barely let in a hint of sunlight. 
 
   Still, I wasn’t deterred. 
 
   The gnarly branches jutting from the encroaching forest didn’t make progress too easy, but I found that if I ducked low enough, I could get beneath them. 
 
   Obviously the dirt road had never seen a car, which made sense since it had been closed off since the time of the horse and buggy.
 
   Finally the road gave way to a huge clearing, which from the looks of it, had once been the estate’s gardens. It was bigger than a city park. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I imagined what the gardens and castle would have looked like two hundred years ago. 
 
   There would have been a lovely manicured lawn, and stunning flower gardens. There was am immense pond in the middle of the property. Though it was crumbling now, there was a white marble statue in the pond.
 
   Of course it was only a guess, but to me the statue looked like it was supposed to be Poseidon. I could well imagine how beautiful he would have been with water pouring from his hands to fill the pond.
 
   The castle itself was magnificent, reminding me a little of Windsor Castle. Of course it wasn’t quite that large, but close, and it looked ancient. It was easy to believe they had actually brought it from Europe, a piece at a time.
 
   What wasn’t so easy to believe was that it had been abandoned and left to fall into decay. Sure the old place was a wreck, but its potential was amazing.
 
   Running to the entrance, I stood in front of the colossal wooden doors. 
 
   There was a pair of brass knockers, one on each door. Other than being very medieval looking and tarnished, they were in good condition. 
 
   All the sudden that feeling of being watched, returned. Freezing, I turned to look around. As far as I could tell, I was still alone. Turning back to the doors and the gargoyle knockers, I brushed the feeling aside.
 
   Maybe it was just the freaky blank eyes of the gargoyles that had made me feel as if I were being watched?
 
   That’s what I wanted to believe anyway.
 
   After convincing myself that I was just suffering from a case of the jitters, I tried the doors. They were locked, and why wouldn’t they be?
 
   If the county was going to go through so much trouble to block access to the estate, it only made sense they would also make sure the old place was secure.
 
   So for the second time that day, I decided to resort to the old magic key.
 
   Holding my hand in front of the lock, I hit it with a good jolt of witch juice.
 
   The next thing I knew, I was on my back, several feet from the door, and suffering from vertigo. 
 
   This time using my witchery had backfired and I was zapped a good one.
 
   It would seem the Marsh estate had some kind of protection spell to ward off witchcraft.
 
   Feeling as if I’d been struck by a bolt of lightning, I struggled to my feet. It was time to accept that magic wasn’t going to get me in this time.
 
   That would be my luck.
 
   There was always the option of looking for another entrance, or breaking in via a window, but I was already running late. If I stayed any longer, there would be no time to go by the Moreland place and see Elias.
 
   Just as I was ready to turn around and leave, the door opened right in front of my eyes. So I was a little freaked out, but still not to the point of running away.
 
   Maybe when I zapped it, I’d managed to unlock it somehow. 
 
   It was always possible that some of my witch juice had managed to get to the lock mechanism. After all, with me being a late bloomer, I didn’t have as much control over it as I should have. 
 
   Since I was practically being invited in, I went ahead and pushed the door open. It took a long time for my eyes to adjust to the shadows, but when they did, I was in awe. I found myself in an immense hall, complete with family shields on the wall, a coat of arms, and paintings. If I hadn’t known better, I would have believed myself transported back in time. 
 
   Now if I’d been smart, I would have turned and left right then, before being terrorized to the point that to this day, I still suffer from Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome. 
 
   As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I noticed that there was a shadow at the far end of the great hall. It was distinct from the other shadows, because it was darker. 
 
   When the shadow moved, my heart nearly stopped. I was paralyzed, unable to tear my eyes away, let alone run.
 
   It flew at me from the darkness. Something told me that if I didn’t get out that door, I would not live to see another day. The thought was almost enough to break my paralysis, but not quite. Before the message got from my brain to my limbs, the thing had a hold of my arms and was pulling me to the ground.
 
   I must have blacked out because when I woke, I was back on the road in front of the iron gate, and it was night. 
 
   Now being on the track team, I was accustomed to running fast, but that night I ran faster than I ever had in my life. As soon as I made it back to Storm Cove, I found a phone and called Granny Stella. 
 
   Granny was understandably upset. Especially since she had the entire Mystique County Sheriff’s Department out looking for me.
 
   I did tell Granny the truth, at least part of it … the part about blacking out. To this day, I have no idea what happened to me during the time I was unconscious. What I did know was that every time I thought about the Marsh place, it made me feel as if I were in the middle of being ravished by the stomach flu. 
 
   So no, I hadn’t suggested that we search Luna Road or the Marsh estate, but it was time to put on my big girl panties and do exactly that.
 
   Annabelle was a pain in the ass, but she was my sister. Besides, butting heads with monsters is what I do.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   After stuffing another handful of caramel popcorn into my mouth, I raised the binoculars and focused on Ayden’s front door. 
 
   Stakeouts were completely new to me, if I didn’t count my stalking Elias days.
 
   I was quickly finding that despite what I’d seen with TV cops, stakeouts were extremely boring. I’d been watching Ayden’s house all afternoon, and the most exciting thing that happened was when the paperboy wiped out on the curb two houses down.
 
   Although it might mean blowing my surveillance, I got out and helped the boy pick up the newspapers that had gone flying all over the street. In exchange for my help, I wanted some information.
 
   “Hey … have you seen the guy who lives in that house?” I asked, pointing to Ayden’s little white house.
 
   The boy’s longish red hair flipped in front of his face when he shook his head. “I haven’t seen Mister Fontaine since a black car picked him up a couple days ago.”
 
   This was a strange but interesting development.
 
   “About what time was that?”
 
   “I have to get the paper out in the evening. I’m usually on this street in the afternoon, but I had a doctor appointment that day and was late getting the paper out,” he explained before jumping on his bright green bicycle.
 
   So it sounded as if it would have been shortly after Ayden left the Sandbar two nights ago.
 
   The boy’s description of the car was too vague. I needed more. “What kind of car was it?” 
 
   “I don’t know. It was big, black, and shiny. The guy who got out and opened the door for him was wearing a black suit, like Men in Black. That’s all I know,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders.
 
   “Okay … thanks,” I told him, waving as he rode away.
 
   Now Ayden had disappeared. It made sense that he’d left the night we did our ghost hunt, as no one had seen or heard from him since then.
 
   When he hadn’t shown up for work the next morning, Tim and I started calling his mobile, but he wasn’t answering. We’d even contacted the Portland field office. Not that it had done much good. They hadn’t heard from him either. At least that’s what they claimed, though with this new information, I wasn’t so sure. It sounded very FBI to me.
 
   But why would he disappear like that, and why would the FBI lie to their own agents about it?
 
   Now I had a missing boss, on top of a missing sister. With Ayden gone, Tim had taken charge and was now heading another search for Annabelle. Today they were searching on the north side of the island. 
 
   When I brought up the idea of searching the Marsh estate, I’d discovered that we would need a search warrant. Strangely enough, the county refused to allow the search without one.
 
   Not only that, but getting a warrant wasn’t going to be easy. We’d already filed for a one from the local court and been denied. Now we were going to have to wait until we were issued a federal warrant. That could take a day or two, probably longer with Ayden missing.
 
   But why was the local government fighting us on this?
 
   That was the big question. 
 
   The obvious answer was that they were hiding something, but what?
 
   I sensed that Annabelle was still okay, but she was weakening. Our connection seemed to be fading.
 
   When I’d tried to join the search, Tim refused to let me. It would seem he thought my efforts would be put to better use looking for Ayden.
 
   After searching all the places I knew the boss man frequented, including the Bayside Grill, and Mom’s Pins and Balls Bowling Alley, I came to the conclusion the only thing left to do was watch his house in case he returned.
 
   That hadn’t been working out too well.
 
   I’d just settled back in my car when my phone rang. I snatched it from the passenger seat where I’d tossed it.
 
   I found that during a stakeout, my phone was much easier to get to if I kept it on the seat, as opposed to the back pocket of my jeans. 
 
   These days, I tended to be a little more careful about answering my phone and texts.
 
   There was a bit of hope that it was Ayden calling, or maybe the Portland field office, but my hopes were quickly dashed when I saw it was Granny Stella. Not that I didn’t want to hear from my grandmother, but finding Ayden about right now could make life a whole lot easier. 
 
   “Hi Granny.”
 
   “Any news on your sister yet?” she asked, the stress in her voice evident. 
 
   Poor Granny had been worried sick. Since Mom’s accident, she’d been extra protective over the rest of her family.
 
   “Sorry … not yet, but we are still searching. Tim has a search party out near North Beach.”
 
   “There’s something else,” Granny Stella cut in before I could go into detail about the North Beach search.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, not liking the distress I sensed.
 
   “I tried a little locator spell last night, and got nothing.”
 
   “Well sometimes those spells work … sometimes they don’t. You know that,” I reminded her.
 
   “No matter. I thought the same thing at first, but I didn’t even get a spark. I still wasn’t totally convinced until this morning. That’s when I did a test drive. My roses haven’t been doing too well … so I decided to give them a dose of magic, and do you know what happened?”
 
   “Hmm … nothing?” I asked, a little afraid she’d say yes. Turns out it was worse than I feared.
 
   “Not only did they not perk up like they usually do when I give them a push … they were completely dead within seconds. Something bad is happening,” she added with a heavy sigh.
 
   I was at a complete loss for words. A spell not working was one thing, but a spell having the opposite effect was another story entirely.
 
   When I failed to respond, on account of me not knowing what to say, Granny asked, “Are you sure everything is okay?”
 
   “Not really Granny. I’ll look into it, but I have no idea why your spells wouldn’t be working.”
 
   What had Julius said about someone drawing away power? 
 
   Could it be that someone was draining the power from, not just me, but also other people on the island?
 
   Was it possible for the island to suck up a witch’s power?
 
   But that didn’t make sense. If the island were drawing on the power of others, the roses would have been thriving and intervention wouldn’t have been needed. 
 
   Something or someone was sucking up everyone’s power, including the island’s.
 
   “I’ll look into it Granny.”
 
   “Thank you dear. You make sure you call me if you hear anything about Annabelle.”
 
   “I will,” I promised.
 
   From the moment Dale’s body was discovered, everything had gone to crap, and there sure weren’t any signs of things getting better. In fact, it was exactly the opposite. Everything seemed to be falling into total chaos.
 
   What was really going on?
 
   When one is wasting their time, which is exactly what I felt I was doing, they move on to something else. In this case, that something else involved contacting the second in command, Tim.
 
   His phone rang several times before he finally answered. “What’s up?”
 
   I quickly relayed what I’d learned about Ayden before asking how the search was going.
 
   “We haven’t found anything at all,” he informed me. 
 
   “Maybe it’s time to call in reinforcements?”
 
   “And what would we tell our reinforcements? Tim asked. “That we possibly have a pack war on our hands, or that our serial killer is an ancient mummy, and to top it off … our boss has been abducted by the Men in Black?”
 
   “Okay okay! I get it. We are on our own. I just think I’m wasting my time watching the boss man’s house. If he is okay … chances are he’s going to contact one of us before he goes home … and if he was abducted, the perps probably aren’t coming back here.”
 
   As I was rambling about the merits of abandoning my post, a Mystique County Sheriff’s car pulled up behind me.
 
   “I think Jeb’s here. He probably wants to know how the search is going.”
 
   “Don’t tell him anything about Ayden yet,” Tim advised. “There is one thing I haven’t tried. I’m only supposed to do it in an emergency, but I think this qualifies.”
 
   “What’s that?” I asked, pretending not to see Jeb standing next to my door and motioning for me to roll down the window by twirling his finger.
 
   Funny that I’d never notice how nerdy our sheriff was before.
 
   “Never mind. I’ll let you know if I find anything,” he said before ending the call abruptly.
 
   Tim and Ayden sure did have a bad habit of keeping secrets. If I were going to be working with them, this was definitely something we needed to talk about.
 
   Turning to look at Jeb, I pretended to be startled, like I’d just noticed him. As soon as I rolled down the window, he leaned over and rested his arm on the car door. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Well … I was just looking for my boss.” I was proud of myself. I’d just given him an explanation that wasn’t really a lie, though I wasn’t so sure that learning ways to skirt around the truth would be a virtue. 
 
   “Any word on Annabelle?” he asked.
 
   “No not yet,” I shook my head. “Any word on why they won’t let us search the Marsh estate?”
 
   It was Jeb’s turn to shake his head. “Strangest damn thing I ever heard of. Spent half the morning trying to sweet talk Luis into convincing the county to allow the search. He won’t have anything to do with it.”
 
   “Maybe I should pay him a visit and try some convincing?” 
 
   “You could give it a try.” Jeb shrugged. “Just be nice,” he warned in his extra stern voice.
 
   Jeb still hadn’t forgotten the time I’d thumped Brenna Hardin’s forehead a good one in my effort to convince the little witchy poo to stop putting mice in my locker. For the most part, it had worked, but my success had come at a cost, namely being sent to the principle’s office. I also had to face Jeb and my granny.
 
   The good part was that I’d gone through the rest of high school without Brenna messing with my locker.
 
   “I’ll be nice,” I promised.
 
   The truth was, this wasn’t the first time I’d thought about visiting the county commissioner, but using my charms to convince Luis Sawyer wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind. I thought maybe flashing my badge and pulling my pistol would give me better results. 
 
   Tim talked me out of it, convincing me that it would be a lot safer if I watched Ayden’s house. I half thought he was just giving me something to do so I’d stay out of trouble.
 
   Tim was about to find out that trouble was my middle name.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   With the city and county building only being a block from the sheriff’s office, which was conveniently located in the court house, it wouldn’t take Jeb that long to get there, if someone did happen to call 911 for me pistol whipping that weasel, Luis. 
 
   I figured thirty seconds tops before I heard the sirens, and two or three minutes before the building was surrounded. 
 
   As I pulled into the parking lot from West Avenue, I ran through the scenario in my head.
 
   I would ask to see Commissioner Sawyer, the secretary would refuse, and I’d pull my gun on her. About then, she’d usher me into Sawyer’s office. Once I was safely in the commissioner’s office, I’d very calmly suggest that he give me written permission to search the Marsh estate.
 
   Likely he’d refuse, and I’d have to threaten him, but by then the building would probably be surrounded, and Jeb would be yelling at me through that horn he liked to use during a hostage situation.
 
   Not that there had actually ever been a hostage situation in Storm Cove, but he and the other members of the Sheriff’s Department trained with it all the time. 
 
   It was finally the thought of spending the night … or possibly the next twenty-five years of my life behind bars that convinced me to revise my plan.
 
   Before climbing the concrete steps to the old brick building, I put on my nice girl face. The county offices were located on the first floor, which was a good thing because I didn’t feel like taking the stairs. Climbing stairs would take too much energy and I would need to reserve all the energy I could, if I were going to be nice to Commissioner Weasel. 
 
   Betty George had worked as a receptionist for Mystique County nearly all her adult life, and she was at least Granny Stella’s age. She was one of those old ladies who had to wear a sweater, no matter what the temperature was. Although I was fairly sure she was completely gray by now, she kept her short curly hair dyed blond. Her milky blue eyes had always given me the creeps, but that could be because they reminded me of zombie eyes. 
 
   I didn’t know Betty well, as I’d never had much reason to visit the city and county building, but from what I did know of her, she seemed to be a nice lady, if you could overlook the eyes.
 
   “Hello Betty,” I said, giving her a bright smile.
 
   “Oh hello,” she smiled. “It’s Isabelle Cooper, right?”
 
   I didn’t think there was much sense in adding the rest of my names. Izzy Mischief Trouble Osborn Cooper was just way too long. It was best to keep it simple. Instead, I just nodded. 
 
   “Is Commissioner Sawyer in?”
 
   “I believe he is,” she replied. “Did you have an appointment, dear?”
 
   This was where things would get sticky. “I don’t have an appointment, but there is an urgent matter I need to discuss with him.”
 
   “Oh … I hope it isn’t about the Marsh estate. Luis was already thrown into a tizzy when Sheriff Bourne showed up this morning.”
 
   I was only half listening. Right behind her was a large door with a gold name plaque on it. It was Sawyer’s office.
 
   “It’s okay. I don’t want to trouble you, so I’ll announce myself.” I was already making my way to the door. 
 
   Before Betty could get out of her chair, I was in Commissioner Weasel’s office. 
 
   My plan of attack worked. He was so startled, he nearly jumped out of his chair. To be fair, he wasn’t the only one surprised. I’d expected to see him busy talking on the phone, or doing some kind of county government stuff on his computer. Instead, there were several old books sprawled across his desk.
 
   “Can I help you?” he asked. The scowl he wore on his flushed face, added to the frown lines around his mouth.
 
   “You can. My name is Izzy Cooper and,”
 
   “I know who you are.” He cut me off.
 
   “Yeah well … I’m here to get the county’s permission to search the Marsh estate. It’s the only place on the island we haven’t been able to search for my sister.”
 
   Sighing, he ran his fingers through the few strands of gray brown hair that he still had on the top of his head. “I already told the sheriff that I couldn’t do that. Even Judge Ashton has refused the warrant.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   I was really trying not to lose my temper, but it was becoming painfully obvious that keeping my cool wasn’t going to be easy. “You do know that my sister has been missing for a few days now … and that her life could be in danger, right? I don’t know if you’ve noticed or not, but there have been two murders on the island in less than a week.”
 
   “I’m well aware of it … but my hands are tied when it comes to the Marsh estate,” he explained.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Shaking his head, he opened his mouth, as if to say something, but nothing came out.
 
   “We at least deserve an explanation as to why that property is off limits. You do realize that we will be searching it anyway, as soon as that federal warrant comes through.” I informed him, hoping he’d see that resistance was futile, and give his permission for an immediate search.
 
   No such luck. Commissioner Weasel wasn’t budging.
 
   Leaning back in his posh leather chair, he leveled his sharp brown eyes on me. “Maybe so … but you’ll have to wait until then.” 
 
   While I was trying to come up with a plan that didn’t involve my gun, my eyes strayed to the half a dozen or so books on his desk.
 
   Bram Stoker’s Dracula
 
   The Ancient Order of the Knights Templar
 
   Neutralizing the Vampire
 
   What the hell was he up to?
 
   Was it possible that Dracula had joined his friends, wolf man, Frankenstein, and the mummy, in their killing spree?
 
   I hoped not. Dealing with a ghost-hunting vampire was enough for me.
 
   What’s with all the books?” I asked.
 
   I’d never been one to stand on ceremony. If I wanted to know something, I’d come right out and ask. Manners were overrated. 
 
   Clearing his throat, he shut the book he’d been reading. “Just a personal interest of mine.”
 
   “Do you normally pursue your personal interest while at work?” I asked.
 
   “Excuse me, but what I do at work isn’t exactly your business.” 
 
   It would seem that I’d ruffled his feathers a bit. Good, maybe I’d get more information out of him if he were in defense mode.
 
   “I think it is. I am a taxpayer you know. Not only that, but I bet the citizens would love to know what their money pays for. Perhaps a visit to Ruth, down at the Storm Cove Herald, is in order?” I tossed out the, not so veiled, threat.
 
   Pushing a heavy breath through his meaty lips, he laced his fingers together and rested his hands on the large cherry wood desk. “Take my word for it Miss Cooper, you do not want to search the Marsh estate. Even when you do get a warrant, it would be best if you let the Sheriff’s Department search. You stay completely away from there.”
 
   His words were wise. I had to give him that much, but there was no way around it. I would have to face my fears, or I might never find my sister.
 
   “Well thanks for the warning,” I told him, spinning on my heels. 
 
   “Stay away from there Miss Cooper. Don’t make me use force,” Commissioner Weasel threatened.
 
   My step faltered, but only a little. 
 
   How funny he thought he could intimidate me with threats. Perhaps he would have known better if I’d given him all my names when I introduced myself.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The needle on Lady Luck’s gas gauge was riding the red, so I thought it might be a good idea to drop by the Quick Stop and fuel up, before heading out to Luna Road. 
 
   Who cared about some stupid warrant. Breaking a rule here and there wasn’t a big deal to me. I broke the rules all the time, which had probably been a contributing factor to my current position, but a girl has to do what a girl has to do.
 
   Rules were made to be broken. All one had to do was ask Ayden, or the principle of Storm Cove High School, to find out about my philosophy on rules. 
 
   Getting myself into trouble was one thing, but getting other people in trouble was another matter. I would have to search the place myself, without telling Tim what I was doing. 
 
   If I knew Tim, and I was pretty sure I did, he’d probably look the other way when he couldn’t talk me out of it. That would just get him into hot water, which I didn’t want to do. 
 
   So that was the plan. I would search the estate myself, and not tell anyone where I was going. 
 
   Really stupid plan, I know, but my sister was missing, and I’d be damned if some old corpse from Egypt was going to have his way with her. 
 
   I eased Lady Luck up to the fuel pumps as carefully as possible. Getting too close could be disastrous, as I’d found out the hard way. My bank account was still in trouble from the last time I’d gotten too close to the pumps, which resulted in a long scratch along her side. 
 
   Just as I killed the engine, my phone rang again. 
 
   Hmm … did I dare answer it while at the fuel pumps and risk blowing myself up?
 
   When I saw it was our friendly vampire ghost hunter, I decided it was worth the risk.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Hello, Izzy Cooper,” he greeted.
 
   “Do you have anything for us?” I asked, hopefully.
 
   “Well kind of. According to the Black River Indians, the curse is just an old story, but they do believe that the island is a power spot.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “A sacred power spot is a place where the earth’s energy can be found at very high levels. It’s a spiritual place, a portal between worlds.”
 
   “I’d already guessed that much. Anything else?”
 
   “Not from the Indians, but I did a little research of my own. It seems that the original captain of the Mystique was a man by the name of Beaufort. There are a few articles online that allege there was a mutiny during the voyage, and he was murdered.”
 
   That was something I wouldn’t have guessed. In fact, this was the first time I’d even heard the name.
 
   I wondered if the captain that people claimed to see was actually Captain Beaufort, and not Captain Marsh.
 
   “That’s about all I’ve come up with, so far,” he said.
 
   “Thanks … it’s a little more than I had a minute ago.” 
 
   Granted, it wasn’t a lot of help, but interesting nonetheless. “Do you need me to come back to the island, or would you prefer I stay here and do some more research?” he asked.
 
   I hated decisions. On one hand, I would have loved to ask him to go with me to the Marsh estate, but on the other, I didn’t exactly relish waiting until dark, on account of his vampire state, and then traipsing around an abandoned castle with him. Sure, he didn’t feed off humans, so he claimed, but why take any more chances than I had to. 
 
   “At the moment there isn’t much for you to do out here … so more research would be great.”
 
   “Okay … I’ll see if I can get out there within the next couple of days. Oh, and one other thing. There seems to be some kind of secret society connected with the island.”
 
   Well this was something totally new. “What society … aside from the Order of the Sharks?”
 
   That was the local men’s club on the island. As far as I knew, Storm Cove was the only chapter. Most of the older guys were members, at least I thought they were. It was secret after all. I’d never really had much interest in them. Any club that forbids women, was too chauvinistic for my liking. 
 
   Seriously, I could wear a funny hat and recite nonsense as good as any guy. Why couldn’t I be part of it?
 
   “They were called Knights of the Eclipse. According to a few sources, there were a couple of these guys on the Mystique. There are a few historians who claim that it was a member of this order who murdered the true captain.”
 
   That was interesting, though I wasn’t sure how it would help with our current situation. “Maybe you should see what you can find out about them too,” I told him, trying to be patient, but not doing a very good job.
 
   I didn’t want to be rude, but I was anxious to get to Luna Road.
 
   “Will do. Talk to you soon.” 
 
   Thanking him again, I hung up before he could tell me more stuff that wouldn’t be all that helpful in my search of the Marsh estate.
 
   Now it was time to fill up Lady Luck’s tank. To be on the safe side, I turned off my phone.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   With a large drink in my cup holder, and a wad of spearmint gum in my mouth, I was ready for battle. At least I thought I was until I pulled up to Hope Grove Cemetery and saw that Elias was blocking the gates with his Harley. 
 
   His motorcycle was parked sideways in front of the gates, and Mister Elias was standing there, leaning his cute backside against the bike.
 
   I was getting the distinct impression he was waiting for someone, though it was a bit rude of him to block the gates while he was doing it. Not that it mattered too much. I had no intention of driving Lady Luck through the gates anyway. That road was way too narrow and rocky.
 
   I decided to park in front of the gate too. If he could do it, so could I.
 
   While keeping my eyes on him, I pulled the gum from my mouth and stuck it in the little plastic garbage bag that hung from my stereo knob. Not only was chewing gum unprofessional, I thought it might also make it a little more difficult to intimidate him.
 
   Getting out of the car, I hit the lock button and made myself ready to confront the man of my dreams. 
 
   “Imagine finding you in a place like this.”
 
   “Imagine that,” he said, a grin pulling at the corners of his mouth.
 
   It would seem Mister Moreland had no intention of letting me in on the reason he was parked in front of the cemetery gates, so I asked, “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Waiting for you.”
 
   Okay then. That was flattering, but I couldn’t help but be a little suspicious. “How did you know I would be here?”
 
   “I was told you would be here, and instructed not to let you near the Marsh estate,” he informed me, his tone a little too, matter of fact, for my liking.
 
   Well that was just perfect. Now even the man of my dreams was interfering. “Sorry,” I said with a shake of my head. “I don’t know who is behind this, but I’m here to do what I have to do.”
 
   “Don’t make me get rough with you over this. You won’t like it,” he warned.
 
   Was he reading my mind?
 
   How did he know that one of my fantasies was for him to get rough with me?
 
   “But then again, maybe I would like it.” Laughing, I stepped around him to open the gate.
 
   He caught my wrist in his large hand. Damn, he had one heck of a grip. 
 
   “Sorry Izzy. I can’t let you do it.”
 
   Sighing, I turned to face him. “Stand back or I’ll turn you into a frog.”
 
   Now it was his turn to laugh. “For one, I know that witches can’t actually do that … for another, I am also aware you no longer have your power.”
 
   What was the deal? Did the entire world know about me losing my witchy power?
 
   Since I couldn’t actually turn him into a frog, or do anything else with powers I didn’t have, I decided on another tactic. I’d distract him, and go for the gate when he was least expecting it.
 
   “So tell me … did we ever have sex during this relationship that I don’t remember?” 
 
   He stared at me, amusement glittering in his dark eyes. “I think I’ll keep that to myself. Maybe then you’ll do what you can to bring back your memory.”
 
   Keeping secrets! That was so like a guy. 
 
   “I’m not totally convinced there was ever anything going on between us.” I decided it was time to let him in on what I’d been thinking since he informed me of this alleged relationship.
 
   “Whatever,” he said, shrugging his wide shoulders.
 
   Well distracting him hadn’t worked out too well. He still had a firm grip on my wrist. The only thing left was to reason with him.
 
   “Elias. I have to go in there and search for my sister. It’s the only place on the island we haven’t looked … and I know she’s still on this island,” I added.
 
   “That could be, but I can’t let you in there.” 
 
   He was a lot more stubborn than I thought. 
 
   My lips parted as I prepared to come back with more argument, but I never got the chance. My entire world started spinning when I felt the warmth of his lips on mine, and his tongue exploring my mouth.
 
   He was cheating big time, but I loved it.
 
   Just like that day ten years ago, I could actually feel my brain leaking out my ears. Now I totally understood why some people could act so ditzy when they were in love. They’d probably leaked half their brains out their ears too.
 
   Still, I pushed him away. I had to stay focused. Annabelle was depending on me.
 
   Clearing my throat, I groped for something to say. I even managed to force my tongue to form something along the lines of okay, but all that came out was a squeak. 
 
   “Focus Izzy,” I heard Julius’s voice in my ear.
 
   Jumping, I yanked my head around to look for him, but it was still just Elias and me. 
 
   If Julius was around, he was doing a good job of keeping out of sight.
 
   I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d just witnessed Elias’s kiss.
 
   I sure hoped not. If he knew Elias could still turn my legs to jelly with a simple kiss, he’d never let me live it down.
 
   “Don’t make me shoot you Elias,” I threatened.
 
   Sighing, he let go of my wrist. “At least let me go with you.”
 
   That could be good … if he wasn’t a civilian, and if it wasn’t for the fact that by allowing him to go with me, I would be leading him down the path of lawlessness. 
 
   “It would be safer for you if you didn’t,” I said, half hoping he wouldn’t listen to me. Going in there with Elias was one heck of a lot better than going in alone. 
 
   “Why don’t you let me worry about that,” he said, reaching out to unlatch the cemetery gate.
 
   All was going great, at least it was up until I remembered someone had sent him here to stop me. 
 
   Could he be trusted?
 
   I wanted to believe I could trust him, but I was no longer sure. “First, tell me who sent you here.”
 
   “I’d prefer not to … if you don’t mind.” He stepped aside and motioned for me to pass through the arched gateway.
 
   It was time to get serious and make him understand that I wasn’t the kind of woman he wanted to screw with. I was a fallen angel, which came with a bit of wickedness.
 
   “I do mind,” I snapped, and fixed him with my fiercest, don’t screw with me look.
 
   It wasn’t as if I didn’t already have a good idea who’d sent him, but I wanted him to admit it. 
 
   I had no idea how he was connected to Commissioner Weasel, but I intended to find out, before I went into the forest with him.
 
   “Luis Sawyer called me and asked if I would make sure you didn’t go beyond the cemetery,” he admitted. 
 
   I didn’t miss the way he refused to meet my eyes. “And?”
 
   “And that’s all,” he shrugged.
 
   “No way. There’s more to it than that. Why would he call you … and why doesn’t he want me in there?”
 
   Lifting his arm, he motioned to the cemetery path. “Do you want to take a look or not?”
 
   Hell yeah I did. I just wished I wasn’t so jittery about going into a dark forest with a werewolf at my side, and not just any werewolf. This werewolf was hiding something, and I was dying to know what it was.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Unlike the previous occasion when I’d stood in front of those doors, this time I was definitely afraid.
 
   On my last visit I’d been curious, and like most young people, I was certain nothing could ever happen to me, at least nothing too serious. I was invulnerable, maybe even a little immortal.
 
   But that was a long time ago. My way of thinking had changed a lot since then. Partly because of what happened to me on my last foray to the Marsh estate, but also because of being hit by a certain truck, and then getting a visit from Mister Grim.  
 
   Whatever it was that I saw that day, it taught me a lesson in real fear. It was a lesson I had no desire to repeat. 
 
   But being afraid wasn’t the only difference. This time there was no padlock, and no chains. I wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not.
 
   “Last time I was here, it was locked.” 
 
   Jerking his head around, he fixed me with a cutting stare. “You’ve been here before?”
 
   “Yeah … it wasn’t a good experience.”
 
   “I’ll bet. Do you want to tell me what happened?” he asked, still boring into me with those dark eyes.
 
   “Not really.” I shook my head. “That is unless you want to cough up the info I asked for, namely the reason why Sawyer doesn’t want me here?”
 
   “Judging by the look on your face, I have a feeling you might know already.”
 
   “What’s here?” I asked. 
 
   “If I told you that … I’d have to kill you,” he remarked, adding a smile to take the sting out of his words.
 
   Since I wasn’t sure if he was serious or not, I tossed him a sour look and reached for the door handle. I’m not sure what it was I was expecting, possibly a jolt of electricity, or a dark revelation, but I was a little surprised when nothing happened. 
 
   This gave me courage, so I pushed the door open. 
 
   It was exactly the way I remembered it, dark, gloomy, and ancient.
 
   “We can search faster if we split up,” I told him, deciding it was time to take charge of the situation.
 
   Elias shook his head. “That’s not a good idea.”
 
   I mostly agreed with him, but I also wanted to get the search done and get out of there as soon as possible. 
 
   “Please Elias. I just want to get this done. I don’t like being here any more than Sawyer likes it.”
 
   For an instant, I saw indecision flicker in his eyes, so I pushed it home. “If we split up, we can do a quick search and be gone before anyone even realizes we were here.”
 
   When my words didn’t appear to sway him much, I added, “Don’t forget Elias … I am an FBI agent. I can take care of myself.”
 
   Nodding, he pointed to the second floor. “I’ll take a look around up there, and you can check down here. Scream as loud as you can if you see anything … anything at all.”
 
   “Okay,” I agreed.
 
   As soon as Elias was gone, I began my exploration of the first floor. Not a lot of daylight managed to make it through the grungy windows, which made for a lot of shadows and dark corners. It was a good thing I had one of those key chains with a tiny flashlight. 
 
   The little beam of light didn’t help a lot, but it was better than nothing. 
 
   “Annabelle!” I called out, hoping she’d make it easy and scream or something.
 
   But there was nothing but the sound of my own footsteps as I made my way through the various rooms.
 
   Mostly it was difficult to tell what each room had been. There was still some furniture, though it was covered. The library was full of books, but they were so dusty you couldn’t even make out the titles of most of them.
 
   The entire place had a medieval flavor to it, which would have been awesome, if it weren’t abandoned, spooky, and dustier than a spinster’s negligees. 
 
   I’d gone down so many passages that I was probably lost by the time I discovered the huge door. Even using both hands, it took some effort to pull it open.
 
   Behind the door was a staircase that led into an abyss of darkness. I wasn’t exactly thrilled about this new area that would need to be searched. The girl going into a dark dungeon alone was a classic recipe for disaster. 
 
   How was it that I was always finding myself in these crazy situations?
 
   I could call for Elias, but in the time it would take for him to hear me, and then find me, I could probably be done searching the lower level.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I pointed the tiny beam of the flashlight into the dark. It barely penetrated the inky black void at all.
 
   When I found Annabelle, she was so going to get a piece of my mind. My sister was always getting herself into messes.
 
   Not that I didn’t realize this was probably not Annabelle’s fault, but still. She knew how much I hated dark, musty places. Why did she have to go and get herself abducted?
 
   As I descended the stairs, the sound of creaking wood resonated through the surrounding darkness.
 
   This went a long way in turning an uncomfortable situation into something spooky.
 
   “Focus Izzy.”
 
   Julius was in my head again. 
 
   I wondered if my guardian demon realized that he could have been a lot more help if he would have just accompanied me on the search. Getting into my head to whisper warnings and instructions wasn’t all that helpful, or practical. Well maybe it would be helpful, if he would be a little more specific, and we could have a two-way conversation. 
 
   I was focusing, the best I could anyway.
 
   For example, I was focused on all the spider webs clinging to the rock walls.
 
   Scanning the walls and passage, I noticed the webs were broken in certain areas. 
 
   That meant someone had come through there recently.
 
   This gave me hope. Just maybe Annabelle really was down here.
 
   The basement level of the house was like a dungeon. It was a maze of passages, alcoves, and rooms, not to mention the area I found that resembled cells, of the dungeon variety.
 
   What could the Marsh family have needed cells for?
 
   Unless they acted as the law keepers in the beginning? 
 
   That wouldn’t have been too unusual for a small frontier town during the nineteenth century. Still, it was weird. 
 
   While trying to recall which area of the basement I’d already searched, something caught my attention. 
 
   It was the faint sound of footsteps in the distance. As I listened, the footsteps grew louder, which meant whoever was making those footsteps was getting closer. 
 
   “Elias! Is that you?” I called out.
 
   There was no answer, but someone was obviously in the basement with me. 
 
   Holding my breath, I flattened my back against the cold rock wall and let my hand slide to the pistol at my hip. As quietly as possible, I pulled my gun from the holster and began working my way toward the sound.
 
   Whoever was following me, and I was sure that’s exactly what was happening, was going to have a big surprise coming their way.
 
   It was never a good idea to sneak up on someone who was armed.
 
   Inching along the wall to the point where the passage turned, I raised the gun and stepped around the corner.
 
   And then I froze.
 
   I was too shocked to do anything but stare. Not only because I’d come face to face with the culprit, at least one of them, but because less than fifty feet away was Frankenstein.
 
   The monster was completely unfazed by my show of force. He kept lumbering toward me, his arms held straight out in front of him.
 
   Well if the monster wasn’t going to be intimidated by the badass gun I was holding, I would have to show him I meant business.
 
   “Freeze! Keep your hands where I can see them!” There was some doubt the bit about the hands was necessary. The monster appeared to need his hands in front of him in order to walk.
 
   That didn’t do the trick. He was still coming.
 
   It was time to do some threatening. “I’ll shoot!” 
 
   Didn’t work. I wasn’t even sure he could hear me.
 
   He was only fifteen feet away. I was going to have to shoot or run. 
 
   With as slow as the monster was moving, the running part would probably be easy, but I couldn’t find out much about what it was, if I were running.
 
   Aiming for the left leg, I squeezed the trigger. 
 
   I’m not sure exactly what it was I was expecting, but it sure wasn’t exploding monster. One minute Frankenstein was coming at me, the next he was nothing but glowing red dust. 
 
   While I was still trying to absorb what happened, Elias came running up behind me. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, but he’s not.” I pointed to the pile of dust scattered about the ground.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Before I put a bullet in it, that pile of dust was your Frankenstein monster.”
 
   His face twisted into a mask of confusion.
 
   I couldn’t blame him. It was difficult to imagine how such a big monster could turn into a pile of dust.
 
   “It couldn’t have been real then,” he commented.
 
   “Well of course it wasn’t real.” I rolled my eyes. “Everyone knows that Frankenstein is fiction, along with his friends, the mummy and the wolf man.”
 
   Pausing, I gave Elias a sideward look. “Well okay, maybe not the wolf man, but you know what I mean.”
 
   Elias continued to stare at the pile of ash for a long time before finally turning to me.  “The point is … if it wasn’t real … what was it?”
 
   Shrugging, I asked, “Do you have a piece of paper? We can get a sample and have it tested.”
 
   “Clean out of junk papers,” he replied.
 
   “I might have something,” I said, sliding my hand into the front pocket of my jeans. I grabbed the first thing that felt like paper. Fortunately, it happened to be the foil wrapper for the gum I’d been chewing.
 
   Smiling, I held up the foil wrapper. “Just what we need.”
 
   “Do you usually keep trash in your pockets?” he asked, cocking his head to one side.
 
   “Pretty much,” I admitted. 
 
   There was no sense in denying my habit of putting candy wrappers and such in my pockets. I hated pollution, and vowed I’d never contribute to it. That included candy wrappers and such.
 
   Kneeling down, I pushed some of the ash onto the foil wrapper before carefully closing it. 
 
   It wasn’t exactly by the book evidence collecting, but there wasn’t much to do but improvise. Since I was searching without a warrant, I couldn’t exactly call in the CSI unit. 
 
   “Did you find anything?” I finally remembered to ask.
 
   Frowning, he shook his head. “But I think we should follow this passage and see where that thing was coming from.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   “Stay behind me,” Elias ordered as he was stepping around the ash.
 
   “But I’m the one with the gun.”
 
   “I don’t need a gun,” he said over his shoulder.
 
   I thought he was being a little too optimistic, but men were like that. No matter what the risk, they had to act tough.
 
   There didn’t seem to be much sense in arguing, so I fell in behind him. 
 
   The passage appeared to run the entire length of the house, but finally Elias stopped. 
 
   Since I wasn’t expecting such an abrupt stop, I managed to run into the back of him.
 
   “Sorry,” I muttered, craning my neck around him to see why he’d stopped.
 
   The passage ended at a door. 
 
   “Are you going to try it and see if it’s locked?” I asked.
 
   When he pushed on it, the door swung opened. It didn’t even squeak, which told me that someone was probably using it on a regular basis.
 
   I sensed Elias’s hesitation.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Just a strange room.”
 
   He wasn’t kidding. The large room was painted completely black, including the walls, ceiling and floor. If that wasn’t weird enough, there was an old TV in the far corner, and it was on.
 
   With me clinging to Elias, we made our way to the Television. It was one of those old bulky TVs, like you might see in the 1940s.
 
   There was a movie playing on it. I wasn’t absolutely sure, but I thought it might be The Mummy’s Curse, or something along those lines. 
 
   Confused, I stared at the screen, trying to figure out why there would be some old movie playing in a black room, beneath an abandoned house.
 
   That’s when I saw her.
 
   Annabelle was in the movie. It appeared as if she were running through a maze of passages in some old pyramid. In fact, the passages kind of resembled those we’d just explored. 
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.
 
   Elias turned to me. “I guess you and I should have a talk.”
 
   “You think?” I asked with a cynical twist of my mouth.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   During the drive back to Storm Cove, I went over everything Elias told me. According to him, the story about Captain Beaufort was true, but the old captain wasn’t actually killed. His soul was sent to another dimension, while his body was placed in a silver-lined coffin and buried beneath the Marsh house. 
 
   So all that was old news, and shouldn’t matter to the here and now, that was my thoughts on it anyway.
 
   Turns out. that isn’t the case, according to Elias. 
 
   The town keeps people away from the estate because they are afraid someone will release the old captain, and if that happens, no one on the island will be safe.
 
   Captain Beaufort was an ancient vampire and as is the case with most ancients, he is very powerful. In fact, if one were to believe the stories, Beaufort’s power rivaled even a deity’s.
 
   If released, he would be out for revenge on the entire town.
 
   I still wasn’t sure what that had to do with my sister being trapped in an old classic horror movie, but I was hoping Ayden or the ghost hunter might have some idea. 
 
   Elias was as confused about Annabelle as I was, though he did explain why it was that Commissioner Weasel called on him to stop me from going to the Marsh place.
 
   It turns out he and the rest of the Roseland pack have been charged with keeping Beaufort locked up nice and tight. Most of the people on the island weren’t aware of the real reason for the Roseland pack coming to town.
 
   Feeling a little more comfortable with his involvement, I confided in him about what happened when I was a teenager. He had no answers to offer.
 
   There was always the possibility the place was actually haunted, and it had been a ghost to scare the crap out of me, but I wasn’t buying it. The entity, or whatever it had been, seemed way too ominous to be just a simple ghost.
 
   I couldn’t get over the feeling that what I’d seen years ago, was somehow connected to what was happening on Mystique Island.
 
   Suddenly I remembered that my phone had been off the entire time I’d been at the Marsh estate. Tim or Ayden could have been trying to call me.
 
   Keeping my eyes on the road, I groped the passenger seat for my phone. As soon as I found it and turned it on, there were message alerts. 
 
   I was already well acquainted with the dangers of using a mobile phone while in transit, so I waited until I reached the Quick Stop and pulled into the parking lot. 
 
   Glancing at the screen, I saw that Tim had been trying to call, but there was nothing from Ayden yet. I hoped Tim had some news. 
 
   He picked up on the second ring. “Where have you been? I’ve been trying to reach you for over an hour.” 
 
   Well it would seem formalities like hello, wasn’t Tim’s thing at the moment. 
 
   “Sorry … my phone’s been dead.” These little white lies were really starting to become a habit. 
 
   I made myself a promise that starting tomorrow, or soon, I’d stop the fibs.
 
   Earning my white wings back was going to be a lot harder than I thought.
 
   “Have you found Ayden yet?” I got back to the reason I was checking in.
 
   “Yeah, Ayden’s here now. He needs you to come in.”
 
   The relief I felt was like half a ton of weight being lifted from my chest. Now that Ayden was safe, at least I assumed he was, we could concentrate on Annabelle’s mess.
 
   “I’ll be there in about ten,” I promised.
 
   Glancing at the red and white building that housed the Quick Stop, I considered a quick run inside to buy another soda, but thought better of it. Two sodas in one day would show on my thighs for sure, and I was in no mood for diet. Too bad chocolate ice cream would be even worse. I could have used a couple scoops of that.
 
   Stress eating would end up killing me sooner or later, but at least I’d go happy.
 
   My regret manifested itself in the form of a sigh. Putting Lady Luck into gear, I got back on the road.
 
   I hoped Muriel would be occupied with something else when I arrived. Trying to explain to a ghost that Captain Marsh, may not actually be Captain Marsh, would require far more concentration that I could muster.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   There was a storm brewing. I knew it as soon as I entered the office. 
 
   Tim was busy shuffling papers on his desk, while Ayden was totally engrossed in something on his computer. 
 
   As soon as I entered, Tim glanced at me and shook his head. 
 
   “Where have you been?” Ayden asked, looking up. “You know when we are on a case, you need to stay in contact.”
 
   The double standard thing really irritated me, and it was way beyond time I let the boss man in on that fact.
 
   “Is that so? It seems to me that we spent almost two days looking for you. … who wasn’t in contact while working a case.” I folded my arms in front of me, hoping to drive my point home.
 
   “I had something to take care of that is classified. It couldn’t be shared with the team,” he explained.
 
   “Well then that’s my excuse too.”
 
   I knew I’d hit a nerve by the way his jaw tensed and his mouth thinned.
 
   “It was last minute … otherwise I would have let you know that I would be going out of town for a couple days,” he explained further.
 
   Normally I don’t back down from confrontation. In my opinion, a good fight every now and then keeps you on your toes, but this time I had something to attend to that was a little more important than pointing out my boss’s double standards.
 
   I turned my attention to Tim. “I take it you didn’t find anything on the North Beach search.”
 
   “Nothing.” Tim shook his head.
 
   “Well to answer your question about where I was … I was doing an illegal search of the Marsh estate.”
 
   By the pained, and even livid expression on Ayden’s face, you’d think I just told him I intended to dump a bus full of kindergarteners on him for a week. Tim was again shaking his head, a little dismayed, but not shocked.
 
   Tim seemed to have a much better grasp of my true nature, and just how wicked I could be. 
 
   “The director is going to have a field day with this if the county files a complaint … and you do realize that anything you find while searching without a warrant is completely useless in getting a prosecution. All you’ve done is jeopardize the case,” Ayden finished his rant.
 
   “You should at least hear what it is I found before you decide that.” 
 
   Leaning back in his chair, he leveled icy blue eyes on me. “Let’s hear it.”
 
   Taking a quick look around to make sure Muriel wasn’t hovering nearby, I recounted everything that had happened since leaving my post in front of Ayden’s house. Of course I left out some of it, like my tentative plan to take Commissioner Weasel hostage, as well as Elias’s kiss.
 
   I expected disbelief, and perhaps even some laughing, but to my surprise the boss man seemed to be taking my story seriously. 
 
   “That’s my sister in that TV, and I intend to find out why … and how to get her out. If I know Annabelle, she’s probably dying to get out of that show. She hates those old black and white movies.”
 
   I wondered what would happen if Annabelle were killed in that old movie. If that happened, she might actually be dead in the real world too.
 
   “We need to have this analyzed,” I told them, pulling the gum wrapper from my pocket.
 
   That shot Ayden’s brow upward. “I know you are aware of the proper way to collect evidence.”
 
   “It’s all I had,” I told him with a shrug of my shoulders. 
 
   I figured collecting evidence in a gum wrapper was better than not collecting it at all, though he was right about one thing. It would never hold up in court, but it wasn’t like this was a case we could take before a jury anyway. That was even if we’d had a suspect to charge and put on trial.
 
   Getting up from his desk, Tim held out his hand to receive the gum wrapper. “I’ll take this in the lab and see what I can find out. I don’t think we have time to send it to Washington DC and have it analyzed.”
 
   I had to agree. Leaving Annabelle to run through a horror movie for two or three more days didn’t seem practical. My sister didn’t much like running. 
 
   It was a good thing that Tim had half a dozen PhDs, and one of them was in forensics science.
 
   “So do you or your wolf friend have any theories?” Ayden asked when Tim was gone.
 
   I was a little surprised. This was the first time he’d ever asked for one of my theories, but judging by the mask of confusion that hung over his face, this one really had him stumped. 
 
   My conversation with Granny Stella came to mind. More and more, Granny’s theory was starting to make sense.
 
   “I think our subject is a witch, and that he or she has found a way to channel the island’s power. It’s making them strong enough to manifest these monsters … and somehow put real people into TV programs.”
 
   Ayden had entered into his silent - brooding mode. I assumed he was running through my theory and looking for holes.
 
   “I also think the Marsh estate has something to do with it … if the story about that old vampire is true,” I added.
 
   “It’s true,” he stated, his tone of voice flat and emotionless.
 
   This was a first. Ayden actually said something that left me speechless. Usually he was looking for the most rational explanation, which made sense. Most crimes had nothing to do with the supernatural, even on Mystique Island.
 
   That was one of the main things I liked about my new job. Most of the time it was so quiet, I could spend my days reading trashy romance novels, while I pretended to be doing research. No one was ever the wiser, at least not until Tim caught me with my nosed buried in a book once.
 
   I’d disguised it by placing the dust cover of a scholarly reference book over the outside of it. It was just my luck that Tim happened to have an interest in researching Project Blue Book, the government name for the study on UFO sightings. Unfortunately, that was the subject of the library book I’d snagged the dust cover from.
 
   Which reminded me, I still had to have a talk with Mary Beth and convince her to let me pay for that book. I wondered how much time one would get for ripping off a dust cover from a library book.
 
   Getting up from his desk, Ayden strolled over to the one painting he kept on the wall. It was a painting of the Mystique being tossed around in dark, churning waters, against a backdrop of murderous gray clouds.
 
   “Beaufort knew this island was special. That’s what drew him here,” Ayden commented.
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   When he turned back to face me, his mouth was set in a deep frown. “I don’t just work for the FBI … I also work for the CSNB.”
 
   Hmm … so my boss was a double agent. No wonder some of what he did was too top secret for us, but what the heck was the CSNB?
 
   I didn’t think he was going to come right out and tell me, so I asked, “What is that?”
 
   “The Council of Supernatural Beings. The truth is, human governments can only control beings of the supernatural world to a point. After that, it’s up to the CSNB. The FBI is aware of this agency and have classified them Above Top Secret. Anything to do with the Council is on a need to know basis.”
 
   “And you think I need to know?” I asked.
 
   Nodding, he continued. “The Council has been worried about Beaufort escaping for some time now. That’s why we were based here, instead of Portland.”
 
   “Do you think this could have something to do with him? I didn’t think vampires had any kind of magical powers … at least not the type it would take to pull something like this off,” I pointed out.
 
   “Most of them don’t,” Ayden shook his head. “But Beaufort is a special case. He has some kind of mythical power that we haven’t been able to understand yet, and as you said, he could also be channeling the island’s power through a witch.”
 
   “But who is the witch?”
 
   Just then Tim exited the lab room. “I can’t tell you that, but the ash Izzy collected might give us a clue.”
 
   We both turned to Tim.
 
   “There were actually a few bone fragments in the ash,” Tim explained. “From what I can tell, they are fragments of animal bones, probably feline.”
 
   “So that monster was really a cat?” I wasn’t totally convinced. It looked way to Frankensteinish to be a cat.
 
   Tim nodded. “When you shot it, you must have broken the spell, which resulted in some kind of combustion.”
 
   “Well that points to our witch probably being a cat person,” Ayden put in. “Who around here has a bunch of cats?”
 
   He was looking at me to answer that question, and rightfully so. With me living on the island the longest, I would be in a better position to know the people. 
 
   But this was an island of witches, and witches meant cats, or other odd creatures. 
 
   When I didn’t answer right away, Ayden continued. “They have probably gone through a recent loss or tragedy that would have acted as a trigger.”
 
   “And they have a thing for those old black and white horror movies,” Tim added.
 
   “Well there’s Aggie Wardwell. I think her house burnt down about a month ago … and she did try to assassinate the guy who owns the bakery.”
 
   I felt a little guilty pointing the finger at old lady Aggie, but she fit the profile, and she was definitely a cat lady.
 
   Leaning over his desk, Ayden grabbed a pen and his notebook. “Where is she now?”
 
   “I don’t know. The last time she was arrested, Jeb said something about putting her in Sunnyside.”
 
   Sunnyside was the only retirement home on the island. Unlike most rest homes, Sunnyside had few residents. The majority of the people on the island lived to be a ripe old age, and managed to stay in good enough shape to remain in their own homes, but every once in a while there was a problem. That was the case with Aggie. She still had her magic, but was losing her reasoning.
 
   “Why don’t you and Tim go talk to her,” Ayden instructed. “I’m going to go talk with Elias and find out what else he knows about the Marsh estate.”
 
   I was jealous. Why couldn’t I go talk to Elias? 
 
   Since I’d parted ways with him at the cemetery, I hadn’t been able to get that kiss out of my head.
 
   As soon as this case was solved, I was going to find out why I couldn’t remember this relationship he kept talking about.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Sunnyside was located on the corner of Seventh Street and Simmons Avenue. Unlike other retirement homes, Sunnyside wasn’t an institution housed in a large building with dingy halls, and even dingier rooms. It wasn’t one of those places where the old and decrepit spend their final days dreaming of better times.
 
   The brainchild of Delia Antson, Sunnyside was a private housing project for the elderly. It consisted of several acres of beautiful cottages, each with a lot of its own, where the residents could grow their own herbs, as well as have a little vegetable garden. 
 
   The residents were well cared for. There was always a medical staff on duty in the main building, and of course Delia. 
 
   Delia was known as the good witch of Storm Cove. She was fifty something. and still a fine looking woman, but she’d never married. After her grandmother died in a Portland rest home, she’d inherited a fortune. Delia vowed to change how the elderly lived after reaching their twilight years, and she did just that when she founded Sunnyside.
 
   It was well after 6:00 pm when we arrived, which meant visiting hours were over. The residents didn’t receive visitors in the evening, except for by special arrangement.
 
   I was hoping Delia would still be in so that we could get permission to interview Aggie, in spite of it being after hours.
 
   A short brunette showed us into Delia’s office. 
 
   She was sitting behind her desk, but as soon as we entered, Delia stood and smiled. 
 
   Her appearance was always so perfect; I couldn’t help but wonder what her secret was. Whatever it was, I wished they’d bottle it and sell it to the rest of us. 
 
   The director of Sunnyside was a little chunky, but it was hard to tell beneath her perfect tan pantsuit. She wore her brown hair long, and it had so much body and shine that it still looked good on her. In spite of her age, her lashes were long and thick, fanning over a set of huge brown eyes.
 
   “It’s been a long time Izzy. How are your uncle and grandmother doing?”
 
   “Good … and you?” I asked, which was only polite.
 
   “I’m doing good.” She nodded, her smile widening. 
 
   She was right. It had been awhile. The last time I’d seen Delia was when I was fifteen, and she’d busted me taking a shortcut through Sunnyside to get to the jetty on the south side of the island. 
 
   She called Granny Stella, which resulted in me getting grounded for a week. I never could understand what the big deal was about using Sunnyside for a short cut, but then I’d read about the wolf attack.
 
   Apparently they’d had a resident who could no longer control the changing. Usually the old man was secured, but somehow on this particular night, he’d gotten out. It just so happened that a group of teenagers were cutting through the property when he got loose, which led to the attack. 
 
   Now it made a little more sense. All the residents were special, and some of them were not quite in their right mind, which could lead to all kinds of chaos.
 
   “I know it is after hours, but it’s important that we see Aggie Wardwell. She’s here, right?” I asked.
 
   Delia nodded. “Do you mind if I ask what this is about?”
 
   “It’s official police business,” Tim answered for me.
 
   “Really … and it can’t wait until morning?” Though Delia was smiling, I could see skepticism in her eyes. 
 
   “It could be a matter of life and death,” I added quickly. 
 
   “Well in that case, I’ll take you to her cottage myself.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Aggie’s cottage was quaint, and very Tudor like. It reminded me of something you might see in a fairytale. It even had a thatched roof. 
 
   Delia prided herself on Sunnyside offering an escape from reality for its residents, and from what I could see, it probably did that.
 
   Delia had to knock on the door a couple times before getting any response. 
 
   The door opened just a crack. “Do you knuckleheads have any idea what time it is?”
 
   There were definitely cats. I could hear them meowing behind the door.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Delia told her. “You have a couple of visitors that need to talk with you.”
 
   “Who?” Aggie grumbled.
 
   “Hello Miss Wardwell. I’m Izzy Cooper,” I said, pulling out my FBI identification. “This is my partner, Special Agent Tim Lehman.”
 
   “I don’t have anything to say to the fuzz. Now get out of here before I zap you into Neverland!”
 
   This was going to be a lot trickier than I’d thought. “I have to insist Miss Wardwell. We do need to speak with you, and I’d prefer to do it here, but I can take you into the Sheriff’s office if need be.”
 
   Threatening an old lady had to earn me at least one bad mark, but there was no helping it.
 
   “Fine then,” she muttered and opened the door. “Can’t a body get any sleep these days?”
 
   “She sleeps a lot,” Delia whispered.
 
   Aggie’s thin frame was wrapped up tight in an old pink terrycloth robe. Her short gray hair was in disarray. It was apparent that she’d been sleeping.
 
   Since Aggie wasn’t going to be the most cooperative person to deal with, I wondered how best to question her. 
 
   “Are you missing any of your cats?” I decided that approaching by way of her cats was probably the best bet.
 
   A thoughtful look crossed her face and she stepped back to survey the cats gathered at her feet. A moment later she looked up.
 
   “Now that you mention it, Nikki hasn’t made it home yet. He’s usually home by now,” she said, stepping to the side so she could see the yard behind us. “Have you seen him?”
 
   I shook my head. “So you just now noticed him gone?”
 
   Aggie nodded. “But he’ll probably be back. Nikki and a couple of the others have been wandering out a lot lately.”
 
   Aggie was looking good for this, but if she were the one channeling, she didn’t seem to be aware of it. 
 
   I was at a total loss for what to do next. We couldn’t exactly arrest her without any evidence. Not to mention the fact that if she really were unaware of what was happening, she wasn’t actually the perpetrator, but a tool the real bad guy was using.
 
   “Okay … if you don’t mind, we’d like to stop by tomorrow and see if Nikki has returned,” I said, offering my most disarming smile.
 
   “Fine by me,” she nodded and shut the door.
 
   “I thought this was a life or death situation … not about a missing cat?” Delia was a little perturbed. I couldn’t blame her.
 
   “It is … but it might have something to do with the cat,” I explained. 
 
   “I see. Well I hope you got the information you came here for.”
 
   “Do you know much about Aggie’s habits? Does she watch a lot of television?”
 
   “Does she ever! For the last couple of weeks she’s been having a horror movie fest. I think she’s borrowed nearly ever classic horror movie in Sunnyside’s library.”
 
   That stopped me in my tracks. “Does she have one right now?”
 
   Giving me a strange look, she shook her head. “The librarian was off today. I remember seeing Aggie return a movie this afternoon … after her nap, but she couldn’t get another one.”
 
   I turned to Tim. “Do you have one of your cards?”
 
   Nodding, he pulled out one of the business cards he always kept in his back pocket and handed it to me.
 
   Taking it, I handed the card over to Delia. “If she borrows a movie tomorrow, can you give me a call and let me know what the movie is?”
 
   Again she gave me a strange look, but nodded. “Sure. Are you certain everything is okay?”
 
   “Yes … I would tell you more, but like my partner said, it is police business.”
 
   When we got back to the car, Tim turned to me. “What are you thinking? Shouldn’t we be bringing her in for more questioning?”
 
   “I don’t think so. If I’m right about this, she doesn’t even realize what she’s doing. Taking her in right now would probably put a damper on whoever is using her, but we wouldn’t find out who that is.”
 
   Tim didn’t seem convinced. “But what if someone else gets killed in the meantime … and what about your sister?”
 
   “Whatever is happening has something to do with those movies … and she doesn’t have one tonight, so I believe we’re safe. As far as Annabelle goes, I think she is beyond Aggie’s influence now. Whoever it is that is using Aggie, also has Annabelle.”
 
   “And you think that someone is Captain Beaufort?”
 
   I nodded. “Somehow he’s reaching out from his prison and he’s doing it through Aggie.”
 
   Tim dropped me at my car, but just before leaving, he reached out and grabbed my arm. “You better keep that gun of yours handy … just in case,” he advised.
 
   “Thanks Tim,” I smiled. “I’ll do that.” Hesitating, I looked over my shoulder as I got out. “You know none of this explains a TV in a house that has been abandoned for a century.”
 
   “I know. Maybe the sheriff has an idea why it would be there. I’ll give him a call in the morning.”
 
   Nodding, I shut the door.
 
   When I was safely in Lady Luck’s driver’s seat, with her door shut, Tim waved and drove away. 
 
   The lighthouse’s parking area was empty, except for Uncle Aaron’s scooter.
 
   I tossed around the idea of going up to the top of the lighthouse to ask Aaron more about that spyglass he’d found. If it was connected to the Mystique, it could also be connected to Captain Beaufort.
 
   No matter how I ran through it, I kept coming back to one thing. In order for this old vampire to use Aggie, there had to be some kind of connection between them. 
 
   Finding that connection was the next thing on my agenda, and I would need to work fast. With the Bicentennial celebration the next day, I had a hunch that’s when all hell would break loose. 
 
   What better time to extract revenge on a town, than on that town’s two hundredth anniversary? That was also when most of the citizens would be concentrated in one area.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Sinking into the hot bubble bath, I closed my eyes and tried to relax. Sending out my sensors, I tried to pick up something from Annabelle. It was there, but even weaker than it had been before.
 
   Annabelle was tired, but I still felt no fear. In fact, she seemed to be angry. I felt sorry for whoever it was that pulled her into that TV. If she found a way to use her magic in there, they’d be in deep trouble. My sister could get really nasty when she was angry. 
 
   Once when we were in grade school, Annabelle got mad at one of her classmates, Charlie Davis. That was back before she knew she was a witch, and what she could do.
 
   Charlie had been teasing Annabelle all day about the color of her hair. He was still doing it as we were leaving the schoolyard that day. 
 
   Annabelle turned to glare at him. He was standing on the sidewalk behind us. In a blink of an eye, that sidewalk turned into a pit of wet cement and he started sinking. It took me and three other kids to pull him out.
 
   Mom was extremely upset when she found out about it. That was the day she’d told us that we could absolutely never think bad things about someone when we were angry. She never explained why, only that we couldn’t.
 
   I never understood why my mother had been so adamant about that until I came to live with Granny Stella. That’s when we found out what could happen if we got angry and didn’t control it.
 
   Getting so little sleep over the last couple days, I was dead tired, which probably explained why I was on the verge of drifting off when I was startled awake by the creaking of the bathroom floor.
 
   My eyes flew open, and I found myself staring into the laughing eyes of the most devious demon to ever walk the earth. 
 
   “You seriously need to stay out of my bathroom!”
 
   Julius laughed. “And what fun would that be?”
 
   “What do you want?” I asked, sinking deeper into the water.
 
   “Just checking in to see how your case is going.”
 
   “Crazy … that’s how it’s going. Not that I think you really care,” I came back, fixing him with a glower from hell.
 
   I wouldn’t mind these visits so much if he weren’t so annoying, and if he’d knock. It would also be nice if he actually had something useful to tell me.
 
   To tell the truth, I wasn’t even sure why he kept hanging around. A lot of the time I was a total bitch to him, but I had an excuse. He is a demon after all, and his purpose was to lure me to the dark side, and by doing so, deny me redemption. 
 
   “So tomorrow is the big day … Storm Cove’s two hundredth birthday.”
 
   “You know more than you’re telling me,” I accused.
 
   “Maybe,” he said, giving me a lopsided grin. “But if I told you everything I know … I wouldn’t be able to watch you run around and play cops and robbers … or murderers.”
 
   “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes.
 
   I’d long since stopped trying to get info out of Julius. Sometimes he’d give it up, but most of the time he wouldn’t. 
 
   Letting out a deep sigh, he kneeled down next to the bathtub so that I was looking into his eyes. “I’ll make you a deal. Let me have a little touch and feel, then I’ll tell you what I know.”
 
   Pursing my lips together, I took a handful of water and threw it in his face. “You pig!”
 
   In the process of attacking him with bathwater, I’d inadvertently allowed one of my breasts to peek out of the water.
 
   He noticed. “Well that was quite a sweet sight.”
 
   “Go away!”
 
   “You mean you want me to go away without telling you what you want to know?” His eyes widened in mock surprise. 
 
   “Well I’m not letting you feel me up for it.”
 
   “I got a peek,” he shrugged. “That’s good enough for right now.”
 
   “So go for it. What do you now about the case?”
 
   “The case?” One of his dark brows shot up. “I never said it was about the case.”
 
   “What then?” He was really starting to get on my nerves. Not a good thing after a long, frustrating day.
 
   “How about your alleged relationship with the dog man?”
 
   Now he had my attention. “Go on.”
 
   “He’s telling the truth. You did have a little teen romance going on with him.”
 
   “Why can’t I remember it?” 
 
   “It could be someone took your memory,” his answer was noncommittal.
 
   Julius loved playing cat and mouse games.
 
   “Who would do such a thing?” I was exasperated, and really wanted the game to stop.
 
   “What you should be asking is, who could do such a thing.”
 
   “A witch maybe.” I spoke my thoughts aloud. 
 
   The theory only made sense up until I remembered that my memory would have had been taken before I lost my witchy power.
 
   Stealing a witch’s memory wasn’t impossible, but it also wasn’t easy. Witches had a way of knowing when they were being witched. 
 
   But a vampire could do it, especially if the witch wasn’t aware the person was a vampire. If you didn’t know someone was a vampire with the power to compel, you’d have no reason to keep your guard up.
 
   Maybe Julius was onto something.
 
   “Think harder,” he urged.
 
   “A vampire?”
 
   “Maybe you aren’t quite as air headed as you seem to be,” he smirked.
 
   Ignoring the insult, I pushed on. “But the ghost hunter is the first vampire I’ve ever met.”
 
   “Not likely. You probably just didn’t realize said person, was a vampire.”
 
   The next thing I knew, Julius was pushing my head under the water, which sent me into a panic until I realized he was pulling me back up.
 
   “What the hell!” I yelped.
 
   Without acknowledging my outburst, he poured a little shampoo in his hand and began to massage it into my hair. 
 
   Wow! It was feeling really good.
 
   “Think back, love. Do you remember an engagement ring … a moonlight walk along the beach?”
 
   His fingers were warm against my scalp, almost hot. 
 
   I did remember. It was the night of Elias’s big kiss, but I’d forgotten the most important part. Elias had proposed that night and gave me a ring.
 
   It was all coming back now, all the nights and days I’d spent with Elias. It was true that I’d chased him like a lovesick schoolgirl, which was actually what I was. That went on up until the summer I turned seventeen.
 
   I couldn’t be sure what changed, but suddenly he wasn’t ignoring me anymore. One day when I was trailing him, he circled back and came up to me from behind. 
 
   At first he was angry that I was following him, but then I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him. 
 
   He kissed me back, and wow! It was mind-blowing awesome.  
 
   We were inseparable after that. During my senior year, I spent every spare moment with him, but then I had to go away. He was worried that I’d forget him while I was away at college, so he proposed. 
 
   “How could I have forgotten it all?” I whispered.
 
   “You forgot the events … not the feelings. That’s why you’re still chasing after him like a bitch in heat.” The fingers massaging my scalp grew a little rougher.
 
   “Well that wasn’t a nice thing to say,” I looked up at Julius, and was surprised to see him scowling.
 
   Without warning, he dunked me again to rinse my hair. 
 
   When I came back up gulping for air, the scowl on his face was gone. 
 
   A thought occurred to me. “Did I lose my memory when I died?”
 
   “Nope. Your ex fiancé is a vampire. Think about it.” 
 
   With that, he stood and started for the bathroom door.
 
   “Julius.”
 
   The sound of my voice stopped him.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Nodding, he left, closing the door behind him.
 
   Every once in a while Julius actually did something nice for me, like helping me remember Elias. 
 
   That one memory had a domino effect. It didn’t take long before I recalled Jasper stealing my memory. 
 
   He’d been trying to get me to go out with him for weeks, but I’d refused because of my engagement to Elias. One night he’d come to my dorm room and compelled me to forget Elias. He’d taken the ring off my finger and slipped it into his pocket. 
 
   I was under his spell, with no will to stop him.
 
   But compelling a witch isn’t nearly as effective as compelling a regular person. He’d managed to steal the particulars, but not the feelings. That’s why I’d always felt there was something not quite right about my relationship with Jasper. It was also why I’d never been able to get Elias out of my mind, even though my memory of him had been stolen. 
 
   Jasper had a whole lot more to answer for now.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   I was too excited to sleep. I had to see Elias and share the news with him. 
 
   I could remember it all.
 
   Throwing on a pair of shorts and a football T-shirt, I made the drive from my seaside cottage to Elias’s house in record time. 
 
   With it nearing midnight, I hoped he was still awake. 
 
   When I pulled up to the cabin and saw the lights still on, I let out a sigh of relief. There was no way I’d be able to sleep tonight unless I saw him.
 
   It took three rounds of knocking before he finally opened the door. He was standing there in nothing but a towel. 
 
   With his chest and abs as bare as the day he was born, I couldn’t help but drool a little.
 
   “I remember everything!” I blurted out.
 
   A parade of expressions flew across his face. First there was surprise, and then excitement, but then I could swear I saw despair.
 
   No matter. I wasn’t letting this opportunity get away. I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him smack on the lips.
 
   At first he tensed, but that only lasted about half a second. The next thing I knew his tongue was in my mouth, which sent shivers right down to my toes.
 
   Elias lifted me in his arms, and kicking the door shut, he carried me to his couch. When he let the towel drop, my mouth fell open. 
 
   He was huge and erect. 
 
   There was a glowing yellow sheen in his dark eyes that meant he was having trouble holding the beast at bay.
 
   None of that mattered. All I cared about was being with him.
 
   As he tried to remove my clothes, he scratched my skin with the claws that were growing from his fingertips.
 
   “I don’t think I can do this without hurting you,” he growled, losing his fight to control the hunger burning inside him.
 
   In that moment, the wickedness inside of me blossomed, turning me into a harlot. 
 
   “I don’t care,” I moaned. “I just want to feel you inside of me.”
 
   A moment later my clothes lay in shreds around the couch and he prepared to mount me. 
 
   He covered my mouth with his in an effort to squelch my screams, just before he entered me.
 
   At first the pain was excruciating, especially when he seemed to grow even more enormous. 
 
   But then the pain gave way to pure ecstatic sensation. Heat seared through my body as he moved within me, taking me into an inferno of passion where I met him in an amazing orgasm. 
 
   Even with his passion spent, he couldn’t pull out. It was part of the werewolf’s nature to become engorged just before release, and it took a while for it to subside. He was trapped inside of me.
 
   “That was unbelievable,” I breathed the words into his ear. 
 
   It was our first time, and something I’d been waiting years for. Before I’d gone off to college, we’d experimented, but never really went all the way. He’d always been too worried about hurting me.
 
   Damn did it ever hurt, but it was the most pleasurable pain I’d ever experienced. 
 
   “What happened? How did you remember?” he asked.
 
   I thought it best not to tell him about my demon guardian shampooing my hair for me while I was in the bath, so I sidestepped that part of it. 
 
   “It just came back all the sudden, while I was in the bath tonight.” 
 
   It wasn’t really a lie, just not the complete story.
 
   After several minutes, his male part slipped from my body. 
 
   Gathering me in his arms, he kissed me again. “I’m glad you remember now, but what made you forget?”
 
   Did I dare tell him about Jasper?
 
   Again I opted for only part of the story. “When I was in Portland, a vampire compelled me to forget our engagement.”
 
   He looked at me sharply. “A vampire?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   This seemed to trouble him. 
 
   Placing his fingers beneath my chin, he forced me to look at him. “This island is bad for you. Maybe you should consider moving back to Portland?”
 
   I was confused. Now that I remembered everything, he wanted me to leave.
 
   Pushing him away, I jumped off the couch. “Do you mind if I borrow this?”
 
   Without waiting for him to answer, I wrapped his towel around me and headed for the door. Unfortunately, I had to move slow on account of my girl parts being sore, but the pain was nothing compared to what was in my heart.
 
   “Wait! Don’t go,” he said, grabbing my arm.
 
   “Tell me what you mean then?” 
 
   Sighing, he released me. “I can’t explain right now.”
 
   I left without so much as turning to look at him. No way was I going to let him see the tears in my eyes. That would have made me feel weak and vulnerable. After Jasper, I’d never let a man see me vulnerable.
 
   In that moment, I promised myself that I would never let Elias know how much he’d hurt me.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   When I opened my eyes, the morning light burned right into my brain. I was sure I’d gotten wasted the night before, and totally forgot about it.
 
   Getting an emotional ass kicking was just as damaging as downing a fifth of whiskey. At least it had always been that way for me. Both had a tendency to slam me with a hangover from hell.
 
   My phone was ringing, and no wonder. When I forced my eyes open enough to see the digital clock next to my bed, I about choked when I saw it was already 10:00 am.
 
   I was in deep trouble. Being an hour late for work on a day that could prove to be the busiest day of my career, probably wasn’t a good thing.
 
   I tried sitting up, but that turned out to be too difficult, so I just threw the blanket off me and rolled to the floor. 
 
   Stupid me had left my phone on the arm of my sofa. Now I would have to crawl all the way to the living room to answer it.
 
   The hardwood floor was killing my knees. I’d been too distraught to get into my pajamas. Instead, I’d simply thrown on an oversized t-shirt and a pair of panties. It was a good thing I hadn’t been pulled over by one of Jeb’s deputies the night before, since I’d made the trip home in nothing but a towel.
 
   They’d have run me in for sure. I could just imagine explaining that one to the boss man. 
 
   I was half way to the bedroom door when someone grabbed a hold of my arm and hauled me to my feet.
 
   Julius was angry, as was evident by the way his eyes were burning a hole into my face. 
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” he barked.
 
   Yanking my arm from his grasp, I met his rage with a bit of my own. “Isn’t a girl entitled to a breakdown once in a while?” I snapped.
 
   It was just like Julius to go from rage to amusement at breakneck speed. Now he was laughing at me. “I gave you what you wanted, didn’t I? Maybe you forgot what Granny Stella is always telling you about being careful what you wish for.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes to slits, and for a minute there, I could actually feel the hellfire burning in them. “You did that on purpose, knowing what would happen.”
 
   “Pretty much,” he nodded.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Maybe I did it because I was tired of you being lovesick over dog man, and I thought it was time you knew the truth about him.”
 
   “I still don’t know the truth.” I shot back. “Besides … he isn’t a dog. He’s a werewolf.”
 
   “Close enough,” he shrugged. “And you do know the truth … you know that there is something more important than you. That’s all you need to know.”
 
   Well he was right about that.
 
   “You have a job to do, so get your ass going and get to work.” He wasn’t yielding an inch. 
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be keeping me from atoning for my sins, not pushing me to it?” I grumbled.
 
   “Well the sooner you bleach those black wings back to white, the sooner I can stop babysitting you and be on my way.” It was the stupidest excuse he’d come up with yet, but it still hurt my feelings.
 
   “Whatever. Get out of here so I can get dressed.”
 
   Julius gave me a wicked smile. “You weren’t too anxious to tell dog man that last night.”
 
   “I’m going to tell you this only one more time! He’s a werewolf … not a dog. And mind your own business.” I told him in voice as hard as steel.
 
   “Have it your way,” he sighed. “I’ll see you later today.”
 
   He started to leave, but then turned back. “Keep your gun on you today … and stay away from dead things.”
 
   Now what was that supposed to mean?
 
   He was gone before I could ask.
 
   It was just as well. With my head throbbing the way it was, I was in no mood to play word games with him.
 
   Today was Storm Cove’s Bicentennial, which meant I’d have to dress up a little. I spent about five second standing at my closet and thinking of what I should wear. 
 
   I hated decisions, and I had no fashion sense. That was something I’d accepted a long time ago.
 
   Closing my eyes, I reached for a hanger, deciding it was the best way to choose an outfit. It was random, but usually worked fairly well.
 
   This time I pulled out a yellow sundress. I wasn’t real fond of dresses, but since I had to doll up a bit, a sundress probably wasn’t a bad choice. It would mean that if I wanted to carry my gun, I’d have to bring along a purse to tuck it into. That was if I decided to listen to Julius at all.
 
   After pulling the dress over my head and situating it so it looked halfway good on me, I pulled my hair back in a ponytail, and then searched my closet for a matching pair of sandals. Five minutes later, I was ready take on the world, kind of. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   On my way out the door, I checked the messages on my phone. There was only one, and it was from Delia.
 
   I called her back as I was getting into Lady Luck. “Hello Delia. I’m sorry I missed your call.”
 
   I did my best to sound normal, if not totally professional.
 
   “I just wanted to let you know that Aggie checked out another movie this morning.”
 
   “What is it?” I asked, dreading her answer.
 
   “I can’t remember the name, but I think it was an old zombie movie.”
 
   Oh rats! I hated zombies, even more than I hated spinach and maple syrup.
 
   Yeah, my dad actually tried to feed that to me when I was a kid, and mom left him in charge of breakfast.
 
   The lesson I learned from that was to never leave a guy in charge of breakfast, not unless he’s a chef, or knew how to find fast food sausage sandwiches. 
 
   “Thanks. I’d appreciate it if you kept a close eye on her today.”
 
   “Sure … I’ll be going to the Bicentennial celebration this evening, but until then I’ll keep a watchful eye on her.”
 
   Thanking Delia, I ended the call.
 
   This time I got to work as quickly as I could. Usually I made a side trip to get some coffee at the Quick Stop, but not today. Dealing with Frankenstein and a mummy was one thing, but zombies were an entirely different ballgame. I needed Ayden and Tim’s input on this one. 
 
   As soon as I walked in the office, both Ayden and Tim’s mouths fell open. It was the first time they’d seen me in anything other than a pair of jeans and a T-shirt.
 
   “Who are you, and what have you done with Izzy?” Tim asked. 
 
   “That different huh?” Now I felt self-conscious and suddenly wished I’d stuck to my usual attire.
 
   “You look great.” Tim smiled. 
 
   Ayden cleared his throat to get my attention. “You’re late again.”
 
   “Sorry … I was talking with Delia from Sunnyside. She was letting me in on which movie Aggie Wardwell borrowed this morning. I suppose Tim filled you in.”
 
   Damn, I glossed that one over pretty well.
 
   “He did, “ Ayden nodded. “What movie did she borrow?”
 
   “A zombie movie … she couldn’t remember the name.”
 
   Frowning, Ayden scrunched his brows together. “I don’t believe that’s an accident. Whoever is doing, this is probably planning an attack during the celebration.”
 
   I agreed. 
 
   “Shouldn’t we alert the Sheriff’s Department?”
 
   “I told Jeb most of what we found out last night,” Tim said. “By the way, he said that awhile back, someone broke into the Marsh place and was living in that room. He thinks they must have put a TV down there and ran it from a generator.”
 
   That made sense, though I hadn’t noticed a generator there yesterday. 
 
   “So what’s the plan boss man?” 
 
   I really hoped he had a plan because I sure didn’t. At this point, I had no idea what to do, aside from target practicing on zombies, which is exactly what I’d do if I saw one. 
 
   “I think we need to go to the source,” he said, getting to his feet. “It probably wasn’t a good idea to wear that dress.” Ayden directed his words to me.
 
   He most likely was right. Going back to the Marsh property meant going through the cemetery. That might not be such a good thing if zombies were in the picture.
 
   “What are we going to do there?” I asked, though I had a sinking feeling I knew.
 
   “I think if we destroy that television, we’ll destroy the window Beaufort is using.”
 
   That’s when I remembered Uncle Aaron’s spyglass. “What if she has something of the captain’s linking her to him?”
 
   “You have a point,” Ayden admitted. “It looks like we will have to pay another visit to Miss Wardwell before we head to the Marsh estate.”
 
   “Did you get a search warrant yet?”
 
   “Not yet, but I don’t need it when I’m taking care of Council business.”
 
   Well that sucked. I wouldn’t have had to strong arm Commissioner Weasel if I’d known about this.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   This time when we knocked, we didn’t bother waiting for her to answer. Ayden opened the door and walked in.
 
   The television was alive with zombies, and they were in the process of tearing down a door to get to the victims inside a house.
 
   Aggie was sound asleep in her recliner. 
 
   If she were sleeping, that must mean there were zombies about? I’d already decided that she was probably channeling while she slept.
 
   I put a hand on her shoulder and gently shook her awake. “Wake up Miss Wardwell.”
 
   Blinking several times, she jumped up from the recliner faster than I would have believed possible for someone her age. 
 
   “What in the hell are you doing in my house?” she yelled.
 
   For a minute there, I thought she was going to start zapping us with random spells. That wouldn’t be good.
 
   “We need your help.” I spoke in a soothing voice, hoping to calm her.
 
   “What do you need?”
 
   I looked to Ayden and Tim to see if either of them was going to tell her, but they stood as still as statues, watching the situation unfold. 
 
   A lot of help they were.
 
   I related what we knew about the situation, which took too long as far as I was concerned. The sooner we got rid of the zombie threat, the sooner I’d feel better.
 
   “So you think I’m doing all this?” It was obvious she was having some trouble coming to grips with our theory.
 
   “Pretty much,” I nodded.
 
   Finally the boss man stepped in. “We need to know if you’ve found anything lately … like something antique perhaps, or something that looks like it might have come from an old ship. You could have found it on the beach.”
 
   At first all we got was a blank stare, but slowly understanding sparked in her eyes. “Well now that I think of it … I did find this ring in the sand when I was digging for clams.”
 
   Aggie held out her hand so that we could see the ring. It was bulky, like a man’s ring, and appeared to be made of gold. 
 
   I leaned over her hand so I could get a better look. There was a design on the front of a rose embedded in a Celtic cross. 
 
   “Do you mind if we take this for awhile … just to be sure?” Tim asked.
 
   Shrugging, she pulled it from her finger and handed it to him.
 
   “Also, we need you to come out to the Marsh estate with us.” 
 
   The blood drained from her face, but she gave him a curt nod.
 
   I knew what Ayden was thinking. He figured we might need her magic to undo the spell that had Annabelle trapped. Aggie seemed to be the only witch on the island who still had some witchy juice in her.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The four of us hopped in Ayden’s black SUV to make the trip to Luna Road.
 
   We hadn’t gone far when I began to notice some very bizarre people. An old lady in a somewhat grungy bathrobe was making her way down Simmons Road. That wasn’t exactly out of this world strange, but the pallor of her skin was a sickly yellow, and there seemed to be some decaying of her face.
 
   Clearing my throat, I pointed the woman out. I wanted to scream zombie, but was afraid of sending Aggie’s blood pressure over the top. That could be deadly at her age, and if she happened to bite the big one, not only would we probably not get my sister back, but then we’d be stuck with a zombie in the vehicle with us. Now I had some regret for volunteering to ride in the backseat with her.
 
   “I see it?” Ayden said, his eyes fixed on me through the rearview mirror. 
 
   “But how is that possible? She’s awake.”
 
   Tim twisted around to look at me. “If I had to make a guess, I would say it means his power has grown to the point that he no longer needs someone to channel for him.”
 
   Why did Tim always have to be such a smarty pants?
 
   Even worse, why did he always have to be right, which he was more than ninety-nine percent of the time?”
 
   At the last minute, Ayden must have changed his mind about where we were going because he took a sharp right toward Pier Alley, which would take us to Founder’s Park. 
 
   There would already be events going on at the park. I knew that the baking contest would be taking place about now, along with the chili cook off. I’d also heard something about a dog show that was scheduled to start sometime before noon. 
 
   “We better take a look at what’s happening,” he explained when we all gave him one of those quizzical, what the F are you doing, looks.
 
   When we arrived at Founder’s Park, I was suddenly convinced the boss man must have some kind of sixth sense. 
 
   There were people running in every direction.
 
   This was a heck of a lot more activity than one might expect for a chili cook off.
 
   It couldn’t be what was causing all the chaos, though I had a pretty good idea what the cause was. Sure enough, there was a herd of about half a dozen zombies grabbing at people as they tried to get away. 
 
   “The cemetery is miles away. Where are they coming from?” I asked, as I was rolling the window down to get a better look.
 
   “The hospital is only a block from here,” Aggie pointed in the general direction of Mystique Harbor Hospital. “They’re probably coming from the morgue in the basement.”
 
   I couldn’t help but wonder how bad things would get if those corpses in the cemetery were to reanimate and dig themselves out of the ground. It would be mass hysteria and total mayhem, even worse than it already was. 
 
   When Sheriff Bourne caught sight of Ayden’s SUV, he frantically waved his arms to get our attention. 
 
   Pulling off to the side of the road, Ayden looked over at Tim and me. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Well that didn’t make a lick of sense. How was he going to fight them all off alone, and then deal with the crowd?
 
   Ayden ran to where Jeb was ready to pull the trigger on one of the walking dead. This one was especially spooky, his arm was half gone, like one of his dead friends had already tried to chew it off. 
 
   We were close enough that I could see that zombie glazed look in his undead eyes.
 
   Ayden pointed to the zombie’s head and said something. 
 
   Jeb aimed at the thing’s head, and fired. Half its head was gone when it hit the ground. 
 
   The boss man was saying something else, but a moment later he ran back to the SUV.
 
   “Aren’t we going to stay and help?” I asked, my voice sounding a little too tight, but that was because I was still holding my breath.
 
   As soon as I exhaled, I felt much better. 
 
   “No …  there are not that many of them. I told Jeb what was going on and gave him instructions on how to kill them. These aren’t cats turned to monsters. These are the real deal.”
 
   I’d already figure that much out when the zombie actually fell to the ground, without exploding into dust.
 
   “We need to get to the source and stop this before we end up with a horde of them coming from the cemeteries,” he explained further.
 
   I agreed, but I didn’t so much agree that we should go by way of the Hope Grove Cemetery. They were bound to be a few of those things there. 
 
   “Why don’t we get on Luna Road from the other side of the island,” I suggested.
 
   “It will take longer,” Tim reasoned.
 
   “Well so will fighting zombies to get to the Marsh estate.” I hoped my logic wouldn’t be lost on them. Thankfully it wasn’t.
 
   “She’s right,” Ayden spoke up. “The drive will be a little longer, but we probably won’t have to deal with zombies, which will mean we can get right to business.”
 
   So there we were, on our way to do battle with the source, and we’d even found a way to skirt around the walking dead. 
 
   Imagine my surprise when we were on the Island Loop Highway, only a mile from Luna Road, and there was one of those things moseying down the middle of the street.
 
   “What the hell?” I gasped.
 
   “Where did it come from?” Tim asked. “Could they be migrating to this side of the island?”
 
   “Roseland’s cemetery isn’t too far from here,” I reminded them.
 
   Ayden shook his head. “That one is dripping water. It came from the sea.”
 
   “Holy hell! Do you think the dead from the Mystique could be coming out of the water?” This time there was no hiding the fear that was winding its way around my throat to cut off my breath. 
 
   “That’s what it appears to be.” Tim pointed to a spot beyond some pines where the beach was visible. There were several dozen of them making their way out of the water. 
 
   Then I remembered my cottage was less than half a mile away. 
 
   One thing was for sure; going home would be out of the question.
 
   Instead of hitting the zombie, Ayden swerved around it. 
 
   “Why didn’t you run over it?” I asked, not ready to believe that my boss would actually spare something as horrifying as a zombie.
 
   “It will just slow us down … and possibly damage our transportation. I assume you don’t want to be walking about right now.”
 
   He had a point.
 
   Ayden slowed the SUV as we approached Luna Road. There would be a lot of twists and turns through thick forest before we reached the Marsh property, but so far, there didn’t appear to be any dead things walking about.
 
   Leaning back against the black leather seat, I breathed a sigh of relief. I knew it was only a short respite, but I was willing to accept that much for now. There wasn’t a lot that scared me these days, but zombies had done the trick since the time I was old enough to begin having nightmares about them.
 
   I was half hoping that when we pulled up to the gates of the Marsh estate, I’d see Elias waiting there, but he wasn’t. 
 
   My heart sank a little, and I wasn’t even sure why, especially after what had transpired between us the night before. 
 
   Maybe I just felt safer with him nearby, which was totally ridiculous, considering I was with two FBI agents, not to mention my own credentials. 
 
   Killing the engine, Ayden asked, “Is everyone armed?” He was asking both of us, but his eyes were on me, probably because of my bad habit of neglecting to bring my gun with me.
 
   “Sure do.” Tim patted the gun holstered around his waist.
 
   I nodded, holding up my really cool and funky tie-dyed handbag. 
 
   “Okay … let’s go,” he said, throwing open his door. “You’re going to have to show us the way to get to this room Izzy.”
 
   Damn! It looked like I wasn’t going to be able to slip away when no one was looking, and sneak back to the car to lock myself inside.
 
   Everything was exactly the same as it was when I’d been there with Elias the day before. We let ourselves in, and I led them to the back of the house where I’d found the door to the dungeons. 
 
   I was still questioning the wisdom of descending into an abyss of darkness while in the midst of what amounted to a local zombie apocalypse, but then I realized Ayden had brought along one of those big mammoth sized flashlights.
 
   Damn, that boss of mine was one smart cookie.
 
   This was the second time I’d gone down in the abyss, and I still hadn’t thought to bring along a simple flashlight.
 
   When we reached the bottom of the stairs, I realized I had no idea which way to go. I hadn’t been paying attention to the location last time because I was with Elias, who just happened to have a very keen sense of direction. 
 
   They were all looking at me, as if I were some kind of leader. Too bad they had a big surprise coming. 
 
   “I’m lost,” I told them with a shrug of my shoulders. “I can’t remember how to get there now.”
 
   I heard their weird dead gargling noises before I saw them, but that was enough to send me right back of the stairs. 
 
   Where the hell had they come from?
 
   My terror-numbed brain couldn’t piece it together, but then I remembered reading some gothic romance when I was a teen. In that story, there had been an old house with tombs in the basement. Those snooty families had a habit of putting people to rest below their houses.
 
   Aggie’s screams snapped me back to the present. When I caught sight of her, there was a bony hand of some long dead corpse trying to rip out her throat. 
 
   “Oh what the hell!” I sighed. I couldn’t just leave her to be ripped apart by zombies. Besides, it wasn’t as if I hadn’t been killed before.
 
   I had just reached her and was pulling the dead thing off when I felt hands clamping onto my leg. I knew the teeth would be next, and I braced for it, wondering if the zombie condition was contagious, like in the movies.
 
   But it never happened. 
 
   The next thing I knew, I heard footsteps descending the stairs and the whole area lit up with a kind of amber colored light. 
 
   It was Julius, and I was totally and completely ecstatic to see him, even if he’d brought along his snarky attitude. 
 
   In that moment, I found myself completely transfixed by his eyes. They had a red ember glow to them that was totally awesome, maybe even a little spooky.
 
   All it took was a simple touch of his hand and those zombies were falling like flies in an artic storm. Even Tim, Ayden and Aggie fell to the ground, as if they were asleep.
 
   “Well dang it Julius! I kind of need the witch to get my sister back.”
 
   “No you don’t,” he said, his voice flat, almost emotionless.
 
   I was a little spooked because he just stood there, staring at me as if he were ready to tear my soul right from my body.
 
   “Thanks … but what’s wrong?” I asked, the nervous twitch in my throat made my voice waver a little.
 
   Sighing, he wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “Love … how many times do I have to tell you that your witch powers might be gone, but you are not completely powerless.”
 
   “Hmm … I don’t know what you mean,” I lied. 
 
   I knew lying wasn’t a good thing when my soul was literally on the line, but I was in no mood to go over it again. 
 
   According to Julius, all I had to do was reach into that dark part of my soul, and I would have all the power I needed. 
 
   But the whole reason I was here … that I was doing all this in the first place, was to save my soul, not take advantage of the dark power that had been granted to me as a fallen angel.
 
   Dropping his arm, he gave me a light kiss on the forehead and grabbed my hand. Without another word, he led me down several passages until we came to the black room. 
 
   The TV was still there, and there was still a movie playing on it. This time, there was a vampire on the screen that looked eerily like Dracula.
 
   “So how do I get Annabelle out of there and close the door on Mister Bloodsucker?” I asked.
 
   Suddenly his eyes changed.
 
   I could almost believe I saw sympathy in them. 
 
   Reaching out, he lifted my chin so that he was looking into my eyes. I was taken aback when he brushed my lips with a kiss.
 
   “You do understand that there’s always a price to pay for what we want most?” he asked.
 
   I knew that, though I wasn’t exactly thrilled about the constant reminder. “What do I do?”
 
   Julius motioned to the TV. “All you have to do is reach out to her.”
 
   I stared at the TV as if it were a deadly cobra, just waiting to strike at me.
 
   “You did this on purpose … to force me into using my demon juice,” I accused.
 
   Leaning down, he whispered in my ear. “Maybe … maybe not.”
 
   “If you wake up Aggie, she could do this,” I urged.
 
   Julius shook his head. “She can’t do it. Her power is almost gone.”
 
   “You’re evil!”
 
   “But you like it … admit it.”
 
   Ignoring him, I swallowed hard, trying to dislodge the band of fear winding its way around my throat. 
 
   It didn’t work. With each step I took toward that TV, the harder it was to breathe.
 
   I glanced back at Julius, who was still watching me. He gave me a nod, which was meant to push me forward.
 
   Extending my arm, I placed my hand against the cool screen. Almost instantly, the glass was gone and I felt my arm sinking into nothingness. 
 
   “Annabelle!” I called out as loudly as I could.
 
   “Izzy! Where are you?” It came from a distance, but it was definitely my sister’s voice.
 
   “Grab my hand!”
 
   A second later, I felt someone take my hand, and I pulled back. In a blink of an eye, Annabelle was there, and we were both sprawled across the cold floor.
 
   We wrapped arms around each other and began hugging, as if we hadn’t seen each other in years. 
 
   “What the hell took you so long?” she asked.
 
   “Well it took a minute to figure out where you were, and what was going on. What was it like being in the TV?” I asked, a morbid curiosity taking over. 
 
   Annabelle looked away. “It was like being in a never ending nightmare.”
 
   “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”
 
   “Let’s just get out of here,” she said, pushing up until she was on her feet. I followed suit. 
 
   I’d taken a couple steps to the door before I remembered there was something else I had to do.
 
   Turning back to the TV, I pulled the gun from the purse that was still hanging from my shoulder. Taking a deep breath, I took aim and pulled the trigger. 
 
   My ears were still ringing from the blast as I watched black smoke swirl up from the shattered screen.
 
   “Now we can get out of here.”
 
   We were already in the passage by the time I remembered that bit about there being a price to pay. 
 
   I wanted to ask Julius for a little more detail on the subject, but he was nowhere to be seen.
 
   That was Julius’s way. He seemed to disappear as quickly as he showed up.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   A spray of multi colored fireworks lit up the night sky. 
 
   It seemed the entire island had shown up for the dinner and dance show. Most had stuck around long enough to see the fireworks display. All in all, it had turned out to be a good day.
 
   The first part of the day had been chaotic and terrifying, but from what I’d heard, right about the time I blasted that damn TV to hell, things began to return to normal.
 
   The zombies fell and were gathered up to rebury. Whatever dark force had been animating them, must have gone back to hell.
 
   Ayden had skipped he celebrations, claiming he had too much paperwork to catch up on. Personally, I thought it might be an excuse so he could take care of some Council business. 
 
   Tim was having fun though. The last time I’d seen him, he was beneath the blue and white striped dining canopy, stuffing his face with potato salad, while listening to Annabelle recite every line in Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein. 
 
   I was beginning to think my sister could be suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome. 
 
   But it was over now, and our community could get back to normal. Well as normal as a place like Mystic Island could be.
 
   “We sold every ounce of apple strudel,” Granny Stella commented. 
 
   “That should make Reverend Chadwick happy.”
 
   Granny nodded. “We raised well over a thousand dollars today. With that and the strawberry jam fundraiser, we should be well on our way to replacing the church’s pews.”
 
   That didn’t surprise me. Granny’s blue ribbon jam always sold. She added a secret ingredient that made it taste like it came straight from heaven.
 
   “Oh dear … I think I see the reverend now. I should go have a word with him about the Halloween fundraiser. With it only being a few months away, we’re going to have to get busy.”
 
   Wrapping my arms around her, I gave Granny a big hug. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   When Granny was out of sight, I glanced back up at the sky, just as another burst of fireworks exploded.
 
   “Hello beautiful.”
 
   As soon as I heard his voice, I felt my heart turn into a jackhammer. Glancing sideward, I saw Elias standing next to me.
 
   And holy hell did he look good in his tight jeans and blue cowboy shirt that was open just enough to give me a glimpse of his rippling chest muscles. 
 
   Once again, I was slammed with the memory of our lovemaking. The fire ripped through my body. 
 
   “Hello,” I replied, keeping my voice faint so he wouldn’t hear that I was actually gasping for air.
 
   “Can we talk?”
 
   “I thought we were,” I responded, but still refused to look at him.
 
   “I mean privately. Maybe we can take a walk.” There was a pleading in his voice that I found impossible to ignore.
 
   Did I dare give him the opportunity to get under my skin, anymore than he already was?
 
   Not really, but I didn’t want to let things be ugly between us either. 
 
   Nodding, I pointed to the docks. “We could go watch the sea lions. With all the fireworks, we should be able to see them.”
 
   He reached out to take my hand in his. I didn’t resist.
 
   Although I was still hurt and very angry, I had to admit that I liked the feeling of his hand squeezing mine.
 
   We walked in silence until we were well away from the crowd. “I want you to know how sorry I am about last night,’ he said, pulling me around so that I was looking at him.
 
   “It’s okay,” I shrugged. “I’ll get over it.”
 
   “I don’t regret what happened between us?” he said.
 
   The truth was that I didn’t either, but I wasn’t actually going to tell him that. “I do want us to remain friends,” I said.
 
   “Friends sounds so … I don’t know … so platonic,” he moaned.
 
   He was right. Being his friend wouldn’t be anywhere near as exciting as being his lover. But again, I couldn’t put voice to what I was thinking. I just couldn’t bring myself to give him that kind of power over my emotions. 
 
   Getting on my tiptoes, I gave him a peck on the lips. “Let’s be friends and we’ll see where it goes.”
 
   A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Not exactly what I wanted to hear, but I’m good with that for now.”
 
   Taking his hand in mine, we continued in the general direction of the docks. We’d only gone about ten steps when a sudden gust of wind blew in from the sea. It was strong enough that it nearly knocked me off my feet. 
 
   I felt it immediately. It wasn’t an ordinary wind. This wind seemed to carry a dark - ominous warning. There was something foul about it, almost as if it carried the very essence of darkness.
 
   Was I the only one who could feel it?
 
   My eyes scanned the crowd. No one seemed to notice a thing. The music was still playing, people were still dancing, and the scent of roasting hotdogs and popcorn still filled the air.
 
   No one had noticed, except for maybe the stranger who was watching me. He was leaning against the massive trunk of an ancient pine. He had his eyes directed right at me. 
 
   He’d noticed the wind, and he was aware that I’d noticed too.
 
   In that moment, I knew it wasn’t over. In fact, if I were the betting kind, I’d wager the nightmare was just beginning.
 
    
 
   # # #
 
    
 
   Get the next book in the series at http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00S90TOB4
 
    
 
   Don’t miss a new release, signup for the Kenda Ashe newsletter at http://eepurl.com/bbxLLr
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   Kendra Ashe grew up reading stories of intrigue and mysteries of the paranormal. As a teen she discovered her love of telling stories, and naturally leans toward the kind of stories she likes to read. 
 
   You can learn more about the Izzy Cooper series by visiting Kendra on the web at http://kendraashebooks.blogspot.com/
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
Kendra Ashe
*Kigsing

The
g ‘%’,erewolf

AIprVl






images/00001.jpeg





