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A gay high-society wedding. A stolen book of spells. A love-threatening lie.

Can a witch avoid a murder rap without revealing the supernatural truth?

 

Cosmo Saville guiltily hides a paranormal secret from his soon-to-be husband. Thanks to a powerful love spell, uncertainty threatens his nuptial magic. But when he’s suspected of killing a longtime rival, he could spend his honeymoon behind bars…

 

Police Commissioner John Joseph Galbraith never believed in Happily Ever After until Cosmo came along. Falling head over heels for the elegant antiques dealer is an enchantment he never wants to break. But when all fingers point to Cosmo’s guilt, John struggles to trust what his heart is telling him.

 

As Cosmo hunts for the missing grimoire among the arcane aristocracy, John’s doubts grow. With an unseen enemy threatening to expose Cosmo’s true nature, the couple’s blissful future could shatter like a broken charm.

 

Can Cosmo find the lost grimoire, clear his name, and keep John’s love alive, or will black magic “rune” their wedding bells?

 

 

 


To Sabine and Hans. May you both live happily ever after!

 

 


By the pricking of my thumbs,

Something wicked this way comes.

Open, locks,

Whoever knocks!

William Shakespeare, Macbeth

 

 

 


MAINLY BY MOONLIGHT

Bedknobs & Broomsticks 1

Josh Lanyon

 

 


Prologue

 

Something dark was following him.

Preoccupied with his thoughts, he didn’t notice at first.

When he did, he was not unduly concerned. It was an old part of town, a dark part of town—and Valencia Street ran through one of the darkest of the dark parts. Not in the sense of street lamps—or beings—missing a few light bulbs, though yes, come to think of it, it was a Stygian sort of night in the Mission District. The witch’s moon peeping slyly through the purple-edged girders of clouds shed little light on the closed shop fronts and wide empty streets. Deep shadows crawled from the mouths of alleyways, loitered by doorways.

A good night to get yourself mugged. Or magicked.

Neither thought worried him overmuch. He was running late. As usual. His main concern was that Seamus might grow impatient and leave—or worse, take offense and change his mind entirely.

In fact, it was hard to believe Seamus had invited him to this private viewing in the first place. They were not friends. Not even friendly.

Not after the incident of Great-great-great-uncle Arnold and the Louis XVI rococo hanging mirror.

Maybe offering Cosmo first chance at the grimoire was Seamus’s attempt to make amends. Though that was unlikely. There was no more arrogant son of a warlock than Seamus Reitherman. It was doubtful he believed he had anything to make amends for.

No, this gesture, if sincere, would be nothing more than a calculated effort to get the best price possible.

Which he would. If this was the real thing, Cosmo had no intention of quibbling over money. Let alone magic.

In three long strides he reached the darkened storefront of the Creaky Attic. His heart sank.

CLOSED read the sign in the front door. It was gently swinging, as though it had only been turned over a few moments ago.

Oh, but then the shop would be closed. It was well past midnight. Cosmo reached for the door handle. 

Wrong again. It was locked. 

He swore softly, studying the front of the store for movement within the indistinct interior. With the exception of the swaying sign, nothing moved. Even the playful night breeze stilled. Cosmo took a step back, absently considering the flowery white and gold script that flowed across the top of the unlit bay window: Antiques and the Arcane.

Though the lights were off, he could see straight down the crowded, shadowy center aisle to a sales desk—and the black outline of a doorway beyond. Pale lamplight glowed from within Seamus’s office.

Cosmo raised his hands before the front door. He murmured, “Ticktock, turn the lock.”

Simple magic. The kind of thing they learned as children. He didn’t expect it to work, but like the mortals say, it’s the little things. The locks turned—there didn’t appear to be any wards or enchantments protecting the entrance at all—and the door swung silently open as though pushed by an unseen hand.

Cosmo stepped inside. “Hello? Seamus?”

The shop smelled of old books and furniture polish and incense.

Barring the incense, it smelled like his own shop, though there was a sharp, unpleasant undernote he didn’t recognize. But then disagreeable smells were part of the antiques dealer job description. More often than not, the past stank.

“Sorry I’m late,” Cosmo called into the resounding silence. “Hello?”

No one answered. Nothing moved.

Yet the shop did not feel empty.

Framed in the office doorway, the lamp on Seamus’s desk shined with cheery disregard, a sharp black silhouette against the red walls. Cosmo walked soundlessly down the aisle, passing a Secor wooden barrel chest worth a couple grand, a late 19th century Broadwood upright piano in an ebonized and satinwood decorated case. The ivory keys rippled a ghostly little tune as he passed. Fauré’s “Clair de Lune.”

On the other side of the aisle he could make out Goddess boxes, smudging kits, and figure candles in the gloom. Seamus sold both the cheesy and the costly with equal aplomb.

“Seamus?” This time Cosmo did not call out. Something in the listening silence made him uneasy.

He remembered the presence he had felt on the street outside. But no, whatever that had been, it was still behind him. Unable to cross the shop’s threshold? Perhaps he had been wrong about the lack of wards and enchantments on the front door.

He reached the old-fashioned wooden circulation desk, went behind it, and entered the office. He froze on the threshold.

Seamus was on the floor, lying prone in twin pools of lamplight and blood.

Cosmo stared and stared and yet couldn’t seem to make sense of it. 

Every detail was imprinted on his mind—the strands of gray in Seamus’s long ponytail, the silver glint of the ring on his hand, his staring bloodshot eyes—and yet he couldn’t seem to take in the whole picture. He felt strange. Cold and far, far away. Not astral projection far, far away. More Am I about to faint? far away.

Seamus was…dead?

Dead?

Not just deceased. Violently dead. 

He could not see a wound, but all that blood had to be coming from somewhere. Some opening not intended by Goddess or nature. He swallowed his rising sickness.

An ebony-handled athame—the double-edge blade black with gore—lay a few inches from Seamus’s outstretched hand.

But this was not suicide.

Murder?

Who? Why?

Cosmo’s stricken gaze lit on what appeared to be yellow chalk markings above Seamus’s head. He moved closer for a better look, and his scalp prickled in horror.

The first strokes of a sacred symbol. Had someone begun to draw a pentagram?

No. This was truly unthinkable. Seamus had been slain by someone within the Craft. Cosmo knelt to reach for the dagger but remembered in time—all those hours spent watching television finally going to good use—and drew back.

He must touch nothing. He must leave. Now.

But those markings. He should make some record. He should… He felt for his phone.

A rustling sound overhead made him look up.

The image sliding across the low ceiling was straight out of his childhood, out of a lot of people’s childhoods: the sharp black silhouette of a witch on a broomstick. His relationship with that symbol was vastly different from most people his age—most people of any age. Even so, ridiculously, the sight of that profile—crooked hat, crooked nose, crooked chin—paralyzed him for a second or two.

“SFPD. Don’t move!” a voice bellowed from the doorway behind him—and Cosmo jumped.

“Keep your hands where I can see ’em. Do. Not. Move. A. Muscle.”

After his initial start, Cosmo did not move a muscle. He did not dare so much as breathe. Even with everything that had happened in the last four minutes, he could not believe he had not sensed the cop’s approach. Fool. Fool. Fool. He really was out of Practice.

“Facedown on the floor and lock your hands behind your head.”

Cosmo said urgently to the blinding white light, “I haven’t touched him. I found him like this—”

“Get on the floor. Facedown. Now.”

There were two of them. Two flashlight beams hitting him square in the eyes, and although the room was not in total darkness, it was disorienting. With time and cover there were evasive actions he could have taken, but he had neither.

The shock of finding Seamus dead had chased everything else from his mind. Now he remembered. The grimoire. Where was it? Was it in the shop? Had Seamus’s assailant taken it?

“Last chance. Get on the fucking floor, or I’ll blow your fucking head off.”

They were as frightened as he was.

He could not be arrested. There had to be some way—

Getting shot was not a viable alternative.

Though possibly preferable to having to explain…this.

Cosmo placed his hands on the floor, surreptitiously wiping the heel of his hand across the yellow chalk. He lowered himself, trying to avoid the spreading cobweb of Seamus’s blood weaving across the channels of woodgrain. 

He blinked into the glare of the flashlights, forcing his soft voice to an even quieter and more soothing tone, seeking to reach them, to convince them. “This is a mistake. I’m not who you’re looking for. I just got here—”

“Hey,” the voice behind the second flashlight beam interrupted. “Isn’t that…”

“Isn’t that what?” demanded the first cop.

No, no, no. He tried again to reach them, keeping his voice so soft, so soothing… “This is a mistake. I’m not—”

The second cop said in a wondering tone, “Holy shit. I think I know him.”

“Well, who the hell is he, then?”

Goddess, no. Please no. He gulped. “Just listen, will you? This is not what it appears—”

“Holy shit,” the second cop repeated. Then in that same slow, incredulous voice, “Isn’t he the guy Commissioner Galbraith is supposed to be marrying this weekend?”

 

 


Chapter One

 

This is a bedtime story.

And like so many bedtime stories, it begins with a rebel prince, a brave soldier, a witch’s spell, and in our case, yes, a bed.

Not just any bed. A black and bronze Victorian antique four-poster with a superbly cast brass plaque decoration in the shape of a five-pointed star and one perfect crystal knob atop each tall and graceful post.

The perfect witch’s bed.

Or rather, the perfect bed for a witch.

The problem was, he saw it first.

John Joseph Galbraith.

I didn’t know who he was at the time.

I noticed him, though. At six-foot-four, with shoulders like a gladiator, he was hard to miss. Early forties. Not handsome exactly—or at least the handsomeness was secondary to his air of command. Of authority. Not a guy to fool around with.

So naturally, I had to try and fool around with him.

“That’s going to be a tight fit,” I said.

John looked up from his frowning contemplation of the star escutcheon. “What?”

I’m six feet, so it was a novelty to have to look up to meet his eyes. They were a striking shade of yellow-brown—amber—and those alert hawk eyes perfectly suited the severity of his features.

Despite the red glints in his thick hair, there were no freckles on his tanned face. Nor did it look like a face that creased into a smile very often, and he was definitely not smiling for me that afternoon.

I nodded at the empty rectangle formed by the black and bronze bed frame. “Especially if you’re planning on company.” I gazed right into his amber eyes.

He stared right back at me and said, “I sleep alone.”

“That would have to be by choice.”

“Now you’re catching on.”

He was not flirting back. He was not regretting his lack of bedtime companionship, and he was bluntly declining any and all offers I might have in mind.

I felt my smile falter a little. Not that I think I’m irresistible, but some people do. Mortals usually do. When I want them to.

Beside me, Andi gave a little Mary Poppins kind of sniff. Which is always a danger signal.

It occurs to me that a little backstory might be needed here. Andi—Andromeda Merriweather—and I were at Bonhams’ warehouse previewing Lot 132, a late 19th century George III-style mahogany quarter-chiming tall case clock, and Lot 136, the previously mentioned Victorian four-poster with the crystal bedknobs, in advance of the Elegant Home auction being held the following day.

I’d already decided to bid on the bed before that curtly delivered smackdown. Post smackdown, I determined the bed would be mine, period. I’d been trying not to use Craft for day-to-day interactions. We all rely on it too much. Plus, it’s not really fair when dealing with mortals. But I cannot lie. That crisp “Now you’re catching on” smarted.

Not that I can’t take no for an answer, but it could have been phrased a little more diplomatically.

So I said sweetly, “You’ll have to choose to do it elsewhere.”

He laughed.

It was not a nice laugh. There was no creasing of cheek, no crinkling of eyes, no smile in that sound. It was the sound of someone planning to take no prisoners. It was the chuckle Alexander the Great gave before burning Persepolis to ashes.

Did I mention that, in addition to all the time spent watching TV, I have a classical education? It’s not really relevant, except that those who fail to learn from the past are doomed to repeat it—and when it comes to romance, I can be a slow study.

“You think so?” John said, still amused.

“I know so.”

“We’ll see.” He nodded in dismissal, I nodded in I’ll-see-your-bet-and-raise-you-one-thousand, and we went our separate ways.

When the bidding began the next day, I didn’t have to resort to Craft. I’d have mortgaged my townhouse to make sure Paddle Number 131 didn’t win that auction, but it wasn’t necessary. He gave up the third time I doubled his bid. When the auctioneer’s gavel came down, John gave me a nod and a flicker of a wry smile.

At least he was a good sport. The truth was, that bed was way too small for him. I wasn’t sure why he’d even bid on it.

“Prick,” Andi muttered when we spotted him on our way out of the auction house.

I said nothing.

 

 

The second time I saw John Joseph Galbraith, Andi and I were shopping for TVs at Best Buy. Her old one had exploded when I’d tried to manually mute the sound. I’m no fan of technology—and the feeling is mutual. 

Anyway, multiple mirror images of an ecstatic-looking woman showing off her clean laundry flashed off, and the bank of TV screens offered instead a view of a solemn-faced John being sworn into office at City Hall.

The chyron at the bottom of the TV screen read: New San Francisco Police Commissioner John Galbraith sworn in.

“Hey, is that him?” I demanded. “Isn’t that the same guy—”

Andi had an odd expression, but at the time I put it down to the price the salesman had just quoted her for a Samsung Q9FN.

“Is it?” she said.

“It is.” I stared at the screen. The severely tailored black suit set off John’s fierce, no frills good looks. He made a striking, even imposing, figure.

“He’s an ex-Navy SEAL,” the salesman put in. “He’ll clean up this town for sure.”

The three of us watched in silence as the screen-sized John raised his right hand and silently recited his oath of office. His brown-gold eyes seemed to stare right through the television cameras into my own.

“Let’s try someplace else,” Andi said, tugging on my arm.

 

 

The third time I saw John Joseph Galbraith was two weeks ago at the San Francisco Symphony’s newly reinvented Black and White Ball.

I hadn’t expected to see him—I’d like to pretend I’d forgotten all about him by then—but there he was. Our brand-new police commissioner.

The city’s first openly gay—and reportedly available—police commissioner was surrounded by city officials, local celebrities, and wealthy citizens in the patrons’ tent. Given the fuss everyone was making, I thought the center of that storm had to be at the very least Harry Connick Jr., who was the evening’s main musical guest. But no, it was just him. Prince Charming. A.k.a. John Joseph Galbraith.

My lip curled at the memory of our first encounter, and at that exact moment, John happened to look up from sipping his champagne. He caught me mid-sneer.

I suppose it must have been the novelty of someone not fawning over him. The way people were gushing, you’d have thought he had promised to fix all their parking tickets en masse. Not that people drive in San Francisco. Well, I don’t.

John met my eyes, freed himself from the clutches of his admirers, and caught up to me as I was making my way over to speak to Ralph Grindlewood, a local historian and friend, as well as a very good customer of mine.

“I’ve been looking all over town for you, Cinderella,” John said. He was smiling. It changed his whole face. He looked younger. Handsome. Likable. Maybe more than likable.

“I…beg your pardon.”

I really thought I’d misheard him—he had clearly mistaken me for someone else.

“I like your top hat,” he said, and I automatically put my hand to my head to check if I was dreaming. But no, I was not dreaming. I was wearing a top hat because I like top hats—I want them to come back into fashion—and a lot of guys used to wear them to the Black and White Ball.

If all this sounds a little disjointed, it’s because my thoughts were disjointed. In fact, I was beyond confused. I was befuddled. Why was he looking at me that way? His face was slightly flushed, his eyes were almost golden with warmth and appreciation, and his smile was charming. He had dimples.

“I…”

“Are you enjoying my bed?” John grinned. He was flirting with me.

That settled one question. He did know who I was. He did remember where we’d met.

“That bed is too small for you,” I said. And I scowled, remembering the smackdown he’d delivered when I’d been the one trying a little innocent flirtation.

He gave another of those peculiar lighthearted chuckles. “That’s half the fun, right?”

“Uh…”

His expression changed, softened, grew serious. “Why don’t we get out of here?” he suggested.

I looked around the crowded big top tent and caught sight of us on one of the giant flat-panel video screens. Glittering rainbow-colored confetti drifted down from overhead as we gazed into each other’s eyes. People in the background were smiling at us, nodding and whispering.

It was very weird—and I say that as someone who is in the business of weird.

I asked feebly, “But what about the midnight surprise? It’s supposed to be really special this year.”

His smile made me dissolve inside. I’d never felt like that in my life. Warm and silly. Weak in the knees. My heart turned to pink melt-away marshmallow.

John bent his head and whispered, “I promise you the best midnight surprise ever.”

 

 

“Maybe it’s not the same guy,” Officer Young said.

We were sitting in their patrol car. We’d been parked near Mission Dolores Park for over ten minutes. It was clear that having arrested me, Officers Young and Takeo were afraid to take the next logical step.

I sympathized.

“It’s the same guy,” Officer Takeo said.

“I’m the same guy,” I said.

“Quiet,” Young threw back automatically.

“When dealing with the rich and powerful…” Takeo said.

Young and I waited for him to finish the thought, but apparently that was it.

“Let me just call my—the commissioner,” I urged.

I was desperate to talk to John. It was bewildering how in just two weeks he had somehow become as necessary to me as oxygen, but so it was. He was my waking thought each morning—well, early afternoon—and my last thought at night. He was sure as hell my first thought when I was in trouble, and it was hard to imagine I could ever be in more trouble than I was at that moment.

But also, I was thinking of my calling John as a way out for all three of us.

Judging by their instant alarm, Young and Takeo did not consider me part of the team. Instead, they called their sergeant.

Sergeant Banks said he would get back to them after he called Lieutenant Fernández.

Lieutenant Fernández said he would get back to them after he called Captain Diamond.

Captain Diamond said he would get back to them after he called Commander Zhang.

Commander Zhang said she would get back to them after she called Deputy Chief Danville.

Thirty seconds later Zhang radioed to say forget all that and bring me in immediately.

Which is how, four hours after I discovered the body of Seamus Reitherman, I came to be sitting in an incongruously cheery yellow interview room at the Mission Police Station, waiting for…I wasn’t sure what.

I had not been photographed or fingerprinted, and although Young and Takeo had handcuffed me and read me my rights, the handcuffs had been removed once we’d reached the station house.

At Mission they did examine my hands for cuts and my clothes for blood, and the fact that there was neither probably helped my situation. They took my phone but left me my jewelry: signet ring, earring, and small silver amulet. Though I’d never been arrested before, I was pretty sure this was not the way it usually worked. And I was pretty sure everyone else in the station was aware it was not the way it usually worked—and they were not happy about it.

I was afraid John would not be happy about it either. Maybe we hadn’t been together long, but it had been long enough to figure out he frowned on favoritism, nepotism, and a whole lot of other-isms. And I admired that John was a man of principle—even if some of those principles sometimes felt a little straitlaced. He’d have made a great Puritan. All manly rectitude and tiresome industriousness. He had been begging to be seduced, whether he knew it or not.

Not in bed, thank the Goddess. He was not remotely puritanical between the sheets. Granted, there were a few things I had yet to show him.

At least, I hoped so. Getting arrested on suspicion of murder was liable to throw a wrench in our honeymoon plans. Or worse, our wedding plans.

Not that John would believe the charges against me—he surely knew me that well, even if it had only been two weeks. But with our wedding only three—no, now two days away—there was still so much to do. And awful as the thought of not marrying John on Sunday was, I had even bigger problems.

Where was the grimoire? Was it the grimoire? Was it possible the rediscovery of the grimoire had something to do with Seamus’s death? Was it possible it didn’t?

Worse, if someone within the Craft had murdered Seamus, well, that was almost too terrible to contemplate. Someone had to contact the Société du Sortilège. 

I needed to speak to the Duchess.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Two

 

The minutes ticked by on the clock above the door.

Every click of the second hand seemed as loud as a gong. The rhythmic ticktock had been the only sound for what felt like hours. This interview room had to be soundproof because I felt as isolated as if I were sitting in a cell on another planet.

Why didn’t John come? Surely they’d contacted him?

Or maybe not. Maybe they hadn’t been able to find him. This was the night of John’s stag party—speaking of arcane traditions—and it was highly unlikely he was regularly checking his phone.

I put my face in my hands, practiced slow, calming breaths, resisted the temptation to use a summoning spell. No. Once you started down that road…well, that was not the way to treat your beloved consort, that’s all.

Maybe they had reached John and he had declined to ride to my rescue.

My heart shuddered to a stop at the thought.

He wouldn’t. He loved me every bit as much as I loved him. In fact, if he’d been anyone but John, I’d say he was downright besotted. But John was not only severely scrupulous, he was ambitious, and nothing said bad career move like your fiancé getting hauled in on suspicion of murder.

No, this was nonsense. Of course John would come.

There was a reason I was sitting by myself in an interview room and not in a jail cell. John was the reason. I was letting my fears get the better of me.

And I was probably letting my fears get the better of me about Seamus too. The athame could have been Seamus’s own, used against him by a perfectly ordinary homicidal burglar. I hadn’t had a good look at those scratchings. I could have imagined—

In the midst of my zigzagging thoughts, the door to the interview room flew open, John strode into the room, and I jumped from my chair and went to him.

In the split second before I threw myself in his arms, I could see he looked tired and ever-so-faintly disheveled. His collar was crooked, and he smelled of alcohol and cigarettes. I didn’t even know he smoked.

“John, I swear I had nothing to do with it. He was already dead when I got there.”

He took me by both arms, pushing me back and raking me over with a hard, intent gaze. “Are you all right?”

“Yes. I’m fine.”

His expression looked compressed with anxiety. “You’re not hurt?”

“No. I—”

I broke off as he hauled me into his arms. “Thank God,” he muttered. “Thank God for that.”

I hugged him back with equal fervor. I knew, obviously, that he was pretty fond of me—and vice versa—but this seemed uncharacteristically emotional for John. But then he’d told me only the night before that he couldn’t believe the things he said to me sometimes. That it had never been like this with anyone else, that he’d never felt like this with anyone else. “I didn’t think I even had this in me,” he’d said.

Which made me happy, of course. Not least because I felt exactly the same.

I raised my head and met his eyes. “He asked me to come there after-hours. He’d found a book he thought I might be interested in. I walked in and found him…like that. There was no reason for me to kill him.”

“Of course not,” John said.

Again, I appreciated the sentiment, but it was a little surprising. John is…maybe not cynical, but certainly a born skeptic.

“I couldn’t have been there more than a couple of minutes. I was so shocked, I couldn’t think of what to do, and then the officers burst in.”

It was the absolute truth, but somehow it sounded false. I’m not sure why. Maybe because there was so much else I was holding back. John didn’t seem to hear anything off, but as I looked past him, I saw Sergeant Pete Bergamasco hovering in the hall.

Bergamasco is John’s aide-cum-one-man-protection-detail-cum-anything-else-John-needs. He’s about fifty, gruff, gray, and grizzled. In fact, he bears a marked resemblance to the dog breed of the same name. He did not like me. A lot. I wasn’t sure why because I wanted him to like me and had done my best to ingratiate myself—or maybe that was why.

Anyway, Bergamasco was eyeing me with a cold and unwavering stare. I looked away.

John, hands resting on my shoulders, said, “Tell me exactly what happened. Start at the beginning. How do you know Reitherman?”

You need to be careful. I said, “I’ve known him for years. We travel in the same…circles. Occasionally, we’ve been rivals.” I closed my mind to the memory of Great-great-great-uncle Arnold and the Louis XVI rococo hanging mirror. “Never anything I’d want to kill him over.”

“Go on.”

“He phoned this afternoon—no, I guess it would be yesterday afternoon now.”

“Focus.”

“Right.” I drew a sharp breath and let it out slowly. “Seamus said he had a book he thought I might be interested in. He asked me to come after business hours.”

“He asked you to come at midnight?” Bergamasco burst out as though he just couldn’t contain himself a moment longer.

“No, I was running late.” I threw John an apologetic look. He really disliked tardiness, and I’m always late.

“It’s all right,” John reassured, ignoring Bergamasco. “What was this book Reitherman needed you to see after-hours?”

I said vaguely, “It’s just an old book of, um, poems.”

“Poems? By who?”

What the hell did he care by whom?

I contained my exasperation. “By various authors, I believe.”

“I see.” He was trying to, clearly. “So this book of poems is very old and very valuable? It’s a first edition or something?”

“Yes. Exactly.”

“Why wouldn’t he sell it himself? Did he think he could get a better price from you? Why would he think you’d be interested?”

“Because I collect…similar books.”

John looked surprised—and charmed. “I didn’t know that. I didn’t know you collected poetry first editions.”

Now standing in the room behind him, Bergamasco sighed. Heavily.

“Yes!” I lied brightly. “I just didn’t want to scare you off, sharing all my dark secrets too soon.”

John laughed.

Bergamasco shook his head.

“Okay,” John said. “You arrived at Reitherman’s shop at what time?”

“I’m not exactly sure. I was supposed to be there by eleven. I know I was late.”

“How did you get there?” Bergamasco interrupted. “You don’t drive.”

I gave him a murderous look. He took it without so much as a blink.

“I took a taxi.”

“Right,” John said, like this could never be in doubt. “What company did you call?”

Merde. This was just getting more and more complicated. “You know what, actually, I think it was Uber.”

John hesitated, then dismissed it. “Okay. We’ll come back to that. When you got to the shop…”

My turn to hesitate. “It was dark, and the CLOSED sign was hanging in the door. It was swinging as though Seamus had just locked the door.”

“But you told the officers the door was unlocked.”

I flushed. “Yes. I— It was.”

John considered me. He didn’t say anything for a moment, and I felt my face go warmer still. John said finally, “You went in through the door. What did you see? Did you touch anything? What exactly did you hear?”

At the memory, my stomach tightened with nerves and dread. “I don’t think I touched anything but the door handle. And I don’t remember hearing anything at all. I called out to him. Seamus. He didn’t answer. Like I said, the lights were all off except for the lamp in his office. I could see that was on, so I assumed he was probably in the store somewhere. I walked back to his office and saw him immediately.”

The scritch of my swallow was audible to all of us. “There was blood. A lot of blood. I knew he had to be dead. His eyes were open, staring…”

John gave me a little comforting squeeze. “What else?”

“There isn’t anything else.” Not that I could share with him.

A uniformed female officer knocked on the frame of the open doorway. “Commissioner? Commander Zhang says you should know the press is already waiting for a statement.”

We all looked at the clock above the doorway. Just past seven.

John swore quietly and turned back to me. “Don’t worry. You’re safe now. Newman will drive you home.”

“I-I’m not under arrest?”

“Of course not.”

“Really?” I didn’t dare look at Bergamasco. I said quickly, “I mean, I didn’t—okay. Thank you.”

He made a sound of amusement. Not so Bergamasco.

I said, “Never mind about the ride. Andi’s already on her way.”

John’s brows drew together—I didn’t have my cell and had not been granted a phone call—but then seemed to accept it. He did say in warning, “This could get messy. I have plenty of political enemies in this city, people who would like nothing better than to use some scandal like this to bring me down.”

I couldn’t help wincing at the “scandal like this.” “I know. I’m sorry.”

He brushed it off. “This isn’t your fault. The most important thing is you weren’t harmed. But it is possible—more than possible—that you may have been deliberately set up.”

While I couldn’t afford for John to know the complete truth, I didn’t want him wasting time and energy and resources on following false trails.

“That seems… I don’t think that’s very likely.”

He smiled like I was an adorable imbecile. “Go home,” he ordered. “Stay there. Don’t talk to the press. Don’t talk to anyone until you hear from me.”

“Yes. Right. I will. Won’t.”

He nodded, turned, then seemed to recall himself, turning back to drop a quick, almost cursory kiss on my mouth. I returned that kiss a little desperately.

John drew back, but gently. He said softly, “I love you, Cos. Don’t worry about anything.”

I nodded. “I love you too.”

I followed him out of the room. He disappeared down the long bulletin-board-lined corridor, Sergeant Bergamasco on his heels. Bergamasco glanced back at me. His gaze was not friendly.

“This way,” the uniformed officer said from behind me. I’d forgotten all about her.

She led me to a small office, where I received my phone, wallet, and house keys in an unsealed manila envelope. I signed for the envelope, signed a couple of other forms, and was led to the emergency exit in the rear.

“You want to avoid the front,” the officer advised. “There are reporters and photographers and other lowlifes hanging out there.”

“Thank you.”

I waited until she had disappeared inside the building. Then I raised my hands, spoke the words, and stepped through the doorway that appeared.

* * * * *

Estelle Saville, Duchesse d’Abracadantès, is a French national and very high placed witch in direct line for accession to the seat of the Crone. She’s the favorite niece of the elderly and powerful Laure d’Estrées, the current Crone or, vulgarly, Queen of Witches.

Estelle is also my mother.

We have the same last name because she declined to marry my father. Had she married Torquil Tremaine, a lowly American and, worse, descendent of Cornish witches, I—and she—would have been pushed further back down the line of inheritance.

I only mention it because it gives you a little insight into Maman.

This sounds like I have mummy issues, but no. I love and respect my mother. I just have few, if any, illusions about her.

John calls her Endora, which is closer to the truth than he knows.

I found the Duchess at home in her Nob Hill mansion, enjoying her usual breakfast of grilled hearts of innocent babes. I’m joking, of course. She was washing down toasted brioche slathered in brie and plum jam with gallons of hot black coffee, her weekday morning repast, when Marthe led me onto the sunlit terrace.

“Cosmo, mon chou. Come and tell me all the news.” My mother is tall and willowy. Her hair is dark and her eyes are green. My eyes are gray, but otherwise, I take after her in looks. 

She ordered Marthe to bring more coffee and rolls. I nixed the offer of breakfast. I couldn’t imagine ever eating again.

“The news is terrible,” I said, taking a seat at the linen-covered table.

Maman brightened at once. “The marriage is off?”

“What? No.” I couldn’t even contemplate that possibility. “Of course not. Why would you even—no. Seamus Reitherman is dead.”

“Oh? Excellent!” She smiled, and her small, pearl-like teeth crunched into her brioche. She is not of a forgiving disposition.

I gaped at her. “No, not good. In fact, so much worse than you can know. He’s been murdered, and I think it’s very possibly by someone within the Craft.”

“Nonsense.”

“It’s not nonsense. I was arrested as a possible suspect.”

She stopped smiling. “You? Bah. Imbeciles!”

“Certainly. Whatever. The point is Seamus phoned me yesterday with news that he believed he had the Grimorium Primus.”

She went statue still. “Did he?” she asked finally, as if only remembering how words worked.

“Yes. Oh, you mean did he have it? I don’t know. When I arrived at his shop, he was dead. Murdered.” I shivered. She made no sign. I’m not sure she even heard me. “Stabbed to death,” I said.

She didn’t blink.

“With an athame. I think.”

“You think?”

“It could have been his own. I’m not sure. There’s more—”

“Did you find the grimoire?” she interrupted.

“No. The police came before I could look for it.”

She said quickly, “So it may still be there?”

“It’s possible, but, Maman, you need to hear the rest of this.”

She nodded graciously, her mind clearly racing ahead. Mentally arranging a little B&E?

“It looked to me like someone had started to draw a pentagram around Seamus but was interrupted.”

I had her attention again. “What are you trying to say, Cosmo?”

“I could be wrong.”

She made a sound of exasperation that there’s no English equivalent for. Come to think of it, there might not be a French equivalent. It might be unique to Maman.

“There were only a couple of lines and they were blurred, so it’s possible I’m mistaken.”

She considered. “Was the death—” She stopped.

“There was no scintilla.”

“Ah.”

“But it doesn’t mean he wasn’t slain by someone within the Craft.”

“True.”

“There’s something else very strange. While I was trying to figure out what was happening, the image of an old-timey witch flashed onto the ceiling. The kind of thing that would show up in a turn of the century—last century—magic lantern.”

She said slowly, “This is very odd.”

“Oui. C’est très bizarre.”

She smiled faintly. She’s always afraid I’m becoming too Américain.

“Despite the lack of scintilla, somehow that image was projected for me to see. Which means…”

“Magic.”

“Yes!”

She tipped her head to the side, thinking it over. “Perhaps.”

“There’s no perhaps about it. You’ve got to take it to the Society.”

“Yes.”

That was a relief. This was not something I could begin to deal with on my own. Or even that we could deal with together. Though she probably thought we could. She does not ever like to cede authority to the Society.

I said, “So far John has been wonderful about it. He thinks I might have been targeted in an attempt to get at him.”

She laughed.

“Yes, but it’s not funny. It’s only two days until the wedding.”

“Perhaps you should postpone.”

I gaped at her. “Postpone? I’m—we’re—not going to postpone our wedding. Not if there’s any way to avoid it. That would be disastrous.”

She raised her perfectly arched brows but said nothing.

Watching her, I said, “Are you really so against this union?”

“Hm.” She wrinkled her nose. “Let me think… Of course I’m against this ridiculous marriage. My darling boy. Is that a serious question?”

“I love him.”

She looked pained. “He’s a mortal, Cosmo. He’s not just a mortal, he’s Catholic. And a police officer. I’m hard-pressed to think of a more disastrous combination for us.”

“No one thinks like that anymore.”

“Everyone thinks like this. Name one of your friends who has taken a consort outside the Craft. One.”

I glared. “I don’t care. I’m going to marry him. Unless something happens to convince him to change his mind.”

“Hardly likely, is it?” she said dryly.

I stared at her. She wasn’t complimenting me. This was something else. Something she took for granted that I knew.

Something I did not know.

I said slowly, suddenly afraid of the answer, “What do you mean?”

Her green eyes grew puzzled, wary. “You know perfectly well.”

“No.”

“He can’t change his mind.”

“Why can’t he change his mind?”

She hesitated, which was in itself a warning. Even before she said the words, I think I knew. I think perhaps I’d even suspected it for a while, but hadn’t wanted to question what I so needed to be true. I loved John so much. I couldn’t bear to think my feelings weren’t returned.

I repeated, “Why can’t John change his mind?”

“But you must know. You must have cast the spell yourself.”

“I’m not practicing anymore. You know I’m not.” Well, mostly I was not. I tried not to, anyway.

She grabbed for that distraction. “Quite ridiculous, Cosmo. It’s your heritage. It’s your nature. You might as well deny—”

I broke in, “Why can’t John change his mind about marrying me? Tell me.”

Maman said testily, “Because as you must surely know, he’s under the power of a love spell.”

 


Chapter Three

 

“Most amusing,” I said at last. 

Maman said nothing. She watched me, her expression guarded.

“It’s not true.”

“Cosmo.”

“It’s not true.” I wiped impatiently at my eyes, stared—glared—at the bees humming around the sunlit scarlet roses climbing up the pergola. I shook my head. 

“I…naturally assumed…”

“Naturally. Why would he love me for myself?”

She clicked her tongue in disapproval. 

I expelled a long sigh, wiped my eyes again, faced her. I could see the unwilling sympathy in her gaze, which did not help matters. I made myself ask. “Am I bewitched as well?”

Her eyes widened, then narrowed. She stretched her hand to me. I took it. Her clasp was strong and warm. Her gaze held mine steadily. 

Nearly a full minute passed before her face twisted. She gave a little shake of her head. “No. Your feelings are genuine.” Her lip curled. “Unfortunately.”

I freed my hand. Pressed my fingers to my temples. Funny to remember that half an hour ago I had imagined the day could not get worse.

“What will you do?” she asked.

It was difficult to get the words out. “I don’t know.”

“Do you know who—”

“Yes,” I said curtly. “Oh yes.” 

And Goddess help her. That betrayal was nearly as painful as the realization that all my hopes and dreams of a life with John were based on illusion. Trickery. Witchcraft. 

How could she have done such a thing? Why?

“Ah,” Maman said softly, and I believe she guessed correctly. 

It was a great deal to take in—the implications of what I’d just learned—and for several long moments I sat unmoving, trying simply to absorb…the end of everything.

“Vraiment,” my mother said suddenly, briskly. “What does it matter when all is said and done? He’s happy enough as he is. You love him. For reasons known only to yourself. At least for now. And there is your role in this ridiculous murder inquiry to consider. Therefore, you need do nothing.”

I stared. “You mean, go ahead with the wedding?”

She lifted her shoulder. French for whatevah! 

“Marry him when he’s—when he’s not in his right mind?”

“Mon chou, he’s a mortal. They have no right minds.”

I ignored that. 

“You could try marriage and see if after a month of it, you persist in feeling the same way. You may find yourself grateful to have a way out.”

“It’s not right…it’s not the way to treat someone you love.”

She rolled her eyes. She is no romantic, ma mère. 

I said, “You don’t even want me to marry him. Now you’re saying I should go ahead and do it anyway, even knowing he doesn’t truly love me.”

“You don’t know that he doesn’t love you. It’s possible that by now his feelings are somewhat genuine.”

My spirits rose, then sank again as I remembered John’s initial and instinctive reaction at our first meeting. Something about me had raised his hackles—like a dog meeting a cat.

“Either way, he won’t thank you for breaking his heart.”

“No. I’ll have to— The spell has to be removed.”

Maman’s green gaze was curious. “You would do that? Knowing the risk?”

I hesitated. It was tempting to do as she suggested. Pretend I didn’t know the truth. Pretend the love John and I felt for each other was real—my love was real. The most real thing I had ever known. It might be years before the spell wore off, and by then he might come to love me. It was sometimes the case. More often, the non-bewitched partner fell out of love even before the spell faded. 

“I don’t think I have a choice.”

She made a sound of amused disgust. “I always said it was a mistake to let you watch so much television. Your head is full of such frivolous notions. So. If you’re not going to marry him—which is the wisest decision and my vote—do give Great-aunt Coralie warning so that the wedding breakfast can be cancelled.”

My throat closed. I nodded. 

“And there is tonight’s rehearsal dinner. That too must be cancelled.”

I nodded again.

My mother sighed. “Love is not everything, my darling boy. When you’re my age, you’ll come to understand that making decisions based on love is like building your castle on the sand.” She rose. “Now you must excuse me. I have to contact la Société. The news regarding Reitherman’s death is most troubling.”

* * * * *

When I arrived, Andi was behind the counter at the Mad Batter, the cupcake shop she owns and operates. She wore her white baker’s uniform, and her short red hair was starting to curl with perspiration, not surprising given the line of customers.

I think she saw the truth in my expression before I even stepped through the doorway.

“How could you?” I demanded. “How could you do that to me?”

Andy flung her right hand out, saying, “All time stop. Let nothing drop!” Every mortal in the building froze. I passed people checking their phones, people stepping into midair, people holding cups inches from their lips, people scrunching their faces in delighted mid-bite.

“It was an accident!” she cried.

“An accident? How do you accidentally cast a love spell on someone, Andi? Were you aiming for Sergeant Bergamasco and mistakenly hit John?”

She turned red. “I mean, I didn’t mean—didn’t intend— He was such an arrogant prick, Cos. You liked him, and he was a jerk to you. He didn’t have to be. He went out of his way.”

“He has a right not to like me back!”

“I know! But he didn’t have to be such a douche about it.”

I hate that word, and she knows I hate that word.

“He’s not, and what the hell business was it of yours if he was—er, wasn’t?”

“It was supposed to be funny.”

“Funny!”

“Not even funny so much as—”

“No, it isn’t remotely funny!”

“I never meant for you to be hurt by it. I never thought you’d see each other again. It was a spur-of-the-moment spell to pay him back for his rudeness.”

“It wasn’t spur-of-the-moment. You didn’t spell-cast him on the spot. You had to work up a proper enchantment. Enchantment equals premeditation.”

I’m not sure she even heard me. “And of course I had no idea he was the police commissioner.”

“It wouldn’t matter if he was the local dog catcher. You can’t go around casting spells on mortals because they happen to annoy us.”

“No, I mean as police commissioner he had the resources to try to find you. I hadn’t considered that. I never thought he would become a problem.”

I was confused for a moment, and then I realized what she had admitted.

“Wait. Do you mean John contacted you? He approached you before he saw me at the Black and White Ball?”

She nodded reluctantly. “He came here about a week after the auction. He’d managed to track me down through the auction house. I didn’t buy anything, so it didn’t occur to me I needed an obscuration spell.”

“John was here looking for me?” Even now, knowing what I did—and with everything that had happened—my heart gave a happy bounce like a baby about to take that first lurching step. “What did you tell him?”

“That you were a friend of a friend. That I didn’t know you that well.”

Strangely, John had never admitted this to me. I knew he had tried to find me. Knew why he had failed. The beauty of the obscuration spell is that even with a set of directions and your phone number, the uninvited can’t find you. It’s wonderful for keeping sales people and spammers at bay. Of course, that’s also its downside, because sometimes the uninvited are the very people you’d most like to hear from. John had never told me he had tried to find me through Andi, and that Andi had lied about knowing me. Why? 

“I can’t believe you wouldn’t tell me.”

“I’m so sorry, Cos. Truly sorry. I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d be angry about my spelling him. And…other things.”

“Even if I could understand all the rest of it, I don’t get how you could let it continue. After the Black and White Ball, when I told you I’d met him again, why didn’t you tell me then? And why, why, didn’t you remove the spell from him? It’s been two weeks.”

“You were so happy. I hated to spoil it for you. I didn’t think you’d actually fall in love with him.”

“I almost married him!”

She covered her face. “I know.”

“Were you ever going to tell me?”

She lowered her hands. “I’m not sure.”

“You…”

“I’m not sure,” she repeated. “I was hoping it would work itself out.”

“Work itself out?”

“He’s so…not your type.”

“Clearly he is my type.”

“I mean, you’re so different. He’s so old. So…mortal. How could you possibly be compatible? He has no sense of humor. He’s rude, arrogant, overbearing—”

“I love him,” I said curtly, to cut her off.

“I know you think you do, but you hardly know each other. Even if it’s true, love doesn’t last forever. I can’t imagine you being able to stomach more than a few months of actually living with him.”

“I want you to remove the spell from him,” I said. 

Her gaze grew doubtful. “If I remove the spell, he may not—”

“Now.” 

I glanced around the shop with its statue-like customers and crew.

“As soon as possible,” I amended. “As soon as you can get away.”  

“Are you sure, Cos? There’s no reversing it. Once love is dead, it can’t be rekindled.”

“I know that.”

It’s one of the three most important things to remember when casting love spells. That, and true love cannot be created where it cannot survive—nor prevented where it does.

Andy continued to quibble. “Maybe it would be wiser to, you know, give yourselves time. Maybe he’ll come to love you on his own. Or maybe you’ll come to see that you don’t love him.”

“I do love him. Too much to marry him under false pretenses. I want the spell removed. Will you promise to do it, or do I have to go to someone else?”

“No. Yes. No, you don’t have to ask anyone else. Yes, I’ll do it. Of course I’ll do it.” Tears filled her wide, hazel eyes. “I’m so sorry. You know I never meant harm to you.”

I did know that, but it was too soon to ask for forgiveness. I was shaken by her deception and sick with the fear that I was about to lose John forever. 

I turned and started my way back through the forest of living mannequins. 

Andy called, “Maybe it won’t make any difference.”

I didn’t bother to reply. I reached for the door handle.

“Cos?” 

I turned.

“Are we— What do I tell people? What about tonight? What about tomorrow night? And what about… Am I— I need to know if I’m still baking a wedding cake.”

She didn’t mean to be unkind, and she wasn’t obtuse. She did need to know. Tonight was the rehearsal dinner. Tomorrow night was supposed to be my bachelor party. First came the traditional enterrement de vie de garçon—well, in fairness, that part of the long evening wasn’t all that different from John’s celebration the night before, though friends of both sexes attended. 

Then at dawn on Sunday came the Transformation of the Stag, which was a sober and solemn occasion bearing zero resemblance to any mortal stag-party ceremony. 

So yes, just as Great-aunt Coralie needed to know whether to order champagne for forty people, Andi needed to know whether to cancel reservations at trendy Misdirections.

That didn’t mean the question didn’t hurt or that I didn’t struggle to answer. 

“I don’t know,” I said. 

Her face twisted with commiseration. She opened her mouth to apologize yet again but stopped. She knew. She knew the moment the love spell was lifted, my hold on John would end.

A wave of uncertainty washed through me. Was I being too hasty? Perhaps Andi was right. Why not wait? Give John’s artificially induced feelings a chance to take root and grow into something real. Why risk everything? What was the hurry? 

Strangely, the face that came to me in that moment of doubt was not John’s. It was Sergeant Pete Bergamasco’s. His expression of glowering incredulity when he listened to John telling me the only thing that mattered in his murder investigation was that I was fine.

I loved who John was with me, but it was painfully clear that whoever that man was, it was not the John everyone else knew and loved.

I made myself say with a firmness I did not feel, “Let me know when it’s done.”

On the sidewalk outside her shop I felt for my phone and made the call with shaking fingers. 

When John’s voice mail came on, I’m not sure if I was disappointed or grateful. The person I now turned to in times of trouble was the trouble. I wasn’t sure I could hold it together if I actually had to talk to him. 

John’s recorded voice tersely instructed me to leave my message.

“Hey,” I said, and my voice wobbled. I steadied it as best I could. “I just wanted to say…I love you. I always will. Meeting you…” I suddenly ran out of air and had to squeeze out the rest of it. “Changed my life. Whatever happens, I’m never going to regret that. I just…thought you should know.”

I clicked off, dropped the phone in my pocket, and spoke the words. When the door appeared, I had to blink a couple of times before I could see it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Four

 

I had forgotten there would be reporters.

They were lying in wait outside Blue Moon Antiques, a small mob armed with microphones and cameras. News vans were parked all along Grant Street. Reporters and camera crews milled around the front door of the store, coffee cups and cell phones in hand. 

The lights were on inside the shop, so Blanche must have locked them out. 

That would not be good for business, though I approved her strategy.

Luckily, the news teams did not spot me lurking anxiously in the alley opposite. I stepped back into the shadows, conjured another doorway, and slipped through. The door opened upstairs in Blue Moon. I flicked the latch, pushed open the narrow door of the giant longcase clock, and stepped into a room lined with burnished floor-to-ceiling cases crammed with books and atlases, the upper shelves accessible only by way of ladders set on tracks and rollers. Maps and vintage prints were rolled into tubes and planted in old whiskey barrels. Old photos in protective sleeves rested in produce crates or placed in thin-drawered desks with hand-scrawled cards denoting regions and period. The entire second story of the shop was devoted to books, prints, and maps. 

Everything was in order. I listened. All was quiet. The muted overhead lighting, augmented by a few laser-focused spotlights, gave the huge room an almost sepia tinge. I let out a breath, feeling myself calm, as I always did up here. There was something about this elegant collection of old maps, old prints, and old books that reassured me. Comforted me. Maybe it was just the simple reminder that kingdoms rose and fell but life went on. 

I headed down the staircase to the main showroom. At the sound of my footfalls on the wooden steps, Blanche put down the phone, gazing upward. The look of startled fright on her face gave way to amazement. “I didn’t know you were here! Have you been upstairs the whole time?”

Blanche is fifty. She’s tall and curvaceous with long, curly black hair and blue-green eyes. By that I mean one of her eyes is blue and one is green. She favors rhinestone glasses, and her makeup style is similar to that worn by sorceresses in 1960s Sinbad movies. She’s not a sorceress, however; she’s Wicca. Wicca is a charming and useful thing, but it is not Craft. I don’t suppose Blanche even believes in Craft.

“I didn’t mean to startle you. I didn’t realize you’d come in,” I said.

“It’s after ten.” 

“Yes. I— Is it?” I stared at the Orfac sun clock behind the counter. Yes, it was now after ten. It felt as though a million years had passed since I had stood outside Seamus’s closed shop. Why in the name of the Goddess hadn’t I walked away? 

“However did you get past all those reporters?”

“I sneaked in through the back.”

Blanche shook her head. “You look terrible. Is it true about Mr. Reitherman?”

I nodded. 

“Murdered?”

“Yes.”

“And the police suspect you?”

My heart went cold. My mouth dried. “Is that what the reporters are saying?”

“They said you’re a person of interest.”

“I do try,” I joked, but my heart wasn’t in it. Blanche didn’t bother to smile. She looked as worried as I felt. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “John says no, but…I was there.”

Behind the rhinestone-framed cats-eye spectacles, Blanche’s eyes widened. “You…were?”

“Not when it happened, of course, but not long after. He—Seamus—invited me to see a book he thought I might be interested in. He said I could have first bid on it.”

She said doubtfully, “That was generous of him.”

I understood her skepticism. She was well aware that Seamus and I were rivals—and not friendly rivals. 

She glanced down at the phone. “A Karl Kolchak left a message. I think he said he’s a police detective. He wants to speak to me.”

“Karl Kolchak? Isn’t that the name of the guy in The Night Stalker?”

Blanche looked blank. It’s amazing how many mortals don’t know their own culture. “You look terrible, Cosmo,” she said again. “Were they— Was it—?”

What?

I turned to study myself in the gilt geometric mirror with floral leaf design border we had priced to sell at $1400. I did look seedy. Maybe more so because I’m usually on the, well, fastidious side. I needed a shave. My hair—dark, spiky, with gold highlights—was flattened to my skull as though I hadn’t showered in a week. There were purple shadows beneath my eyes and lines around my mouth. My clothes looked like I had been roughed up, though of course no one had laid a hand on me.

“No rubber hoses. No blinding lights,” I said.

“No. I mean finding…him.”

“Awful,” I admitted, suppressing a shudder at the memory of Seamus soaking in his own blood.

“Blessed be.” She made a quick horned fist. “What should I do about the detective?”

“You’ll have to talk to him.”

“Yes, all right.” She sounded uncertain.

“But?”

“If they ask me about Mr. Reitherman…”

Oh.

I considered, said, “Well, you can’t lie. You don’t have to go out of your way to say Seamus and I didn’t always get along. But don’t try to cover up anything. I’ve done nothing wrong. I didn’t harm Seamus. I was there because he invited me.”

“Of course.”

Yet she looked worried. Did she think I was lying? Did she think I was capable of murder? It was a troubling idea.

I said, “Hopefully, I didn’t throw the note Seamus sent. I’ll have a look for it now.”

“All right.” As I headed for my office, Blanche called, “I had to lock the front door. A couple of those reporters were insisting they had a right to come in.”

“That was a good decision.”

“The phone was ringing off the hook earlier.”

“I don’t want to talk to anyone.”

I went into my office, half closed the door, and sat down at the Gampel and Stoll ebony lacquered elephant desk. I rested my head in my hands, closing my eyes for a moment. All at once I was so tired, I wasn’t sure I could keep my eyes open.

But there was no time for lolling about. Person of Interest in a murder investigation could not be a good thing. I straightened and began searching through the scattered invoices and bills of lading for the note Seamus had sent. 

I didn’t find the note. I rifled through the wastepaper basket beside the desk. Nothing.

I rose to ask Blanche if she had been in my office, but my cell phone rang. I glanced at the caller ID, and my heart bounded awake, all weariness gone.

John.

I clicked, said in a voice I had not expected to sound so unsteady, “Hi.”

“Hey. I’ve only got a minute. What’s going on?” John asked.

I hadn’t expected him to call back. I’m not sure why. For all I knew, Andi hadn’t even removed the spell yet. Even if she had removed the spell, we were still engaged. He would still return my phone calls. It was silly to be flustered, but knowing what I did, I felt…off. Diffident. Like I was talking to a stranger. Because I was. I now knew that everything I had previously believed about him and about our relationship was false, or at least predicated on an illusion.

Worse than that really, because John had inadvertently been wronged through me. He had been forced into emotional intimacy, forced to feel things he had no wish to feel: desire, longing, loyalty, love. And there were practical ramifications too. We were buying a house together. There was already an offer on his old home. He had paid for half of this ridiculously extravagant wedding, and he had paid for our honeymoon: a two-week stay in Scotland.

So his brisk What’s going on? was a question I couldn’t begin to answer.

“Cos? What was that cryptic message about?”

I cleared my throat, said, “Sorry. I just…wanted you to know.”

He gave a funny laugh, a little exasperated, a little not. “Thank you. I do know. I also know you’re worried sick about the investigation, but everything is under control.”

The crazy thing was, after learning about the love spell on John, I hadn’t given the missing grimoire or Seamus’s death another thought until I’d seen the mob of reporters waiting for me.

“Right. Of course.”

He added lightly, “And I love you too.”

I made a sound that hopefully passed for amusement.

“Okay, well, I’ve got to go. Are you at home or at the house?”

“I’m at the shop.”

“What?”

“I’m at Blue Moon.”

“I specifically told you to go home.”

“No, you didn’t. You said…” Actually, yes. He had said to go home. Go home and stay there. I hadn’t paid much attention because I never had any intention of going home. 

“Yes, I sure as hell did,” John said in a tone I’d never heard from him before. Or rather, I’d never heard directed at me. “I told you to go home. I said don’t speak to anyone until you heard from me. I—”

“I haven’t spoken to anyone,” I cut in. “Not about Seamus. Blanche didn’t even know about it.”

“Goddamn it, Cosmo. Is the press there?”

I felt sick at that goddamn. I know it’s different for mortals, but within the Craft, a curse in the name of the Lord or Lady is…not something you would ever direct at someone you love.

“Yes. I didn’t speak to the press. They didn’t see me. I slipped in the back entrance.”

“I don’t understand why you would flout my orders. Do you not understand how serious this situation is?”

That flout my orders put my back up just a little.

“Certainly I understand. But I had to— I couldn’t not show up.”

“That is exactly what you could and should have done. What the hell is so important at the shop, it couldn’t wait a day or two?”

“I thought I’d have a look for Seamus’s note. To prove that he invited me to the Creaky Attic.”

“No one questions he invited you.” John added into my doubtful silence, “It’s immaterial.”

“Why would it be?”

John said curtly, “Reitherman’s after-hours invitation doesn’t address his actual state of mind, nor your state of mind in accepting the invitation. It doesn’t prove the two of you didn’t fall out in the course of your meeting.”

When I didn’t respond, he added, “Which is why you should have gone home as I asked. Blanche seems more than capable of running that place for a few days.”

The word days jarred me. The realization that this investigation might be something that went on and on for days, maybe weeks. It was not what I wanted to hear. 

“If it’s going to be for a few days, all the more reason for me to check in with her!”

“There’s this new invention called the phone,” John said. “I bet you could try using that.”

Sarcasm. That was another new one. And although I’m known in my circle for being on the sarcastic side, it hurt.

I protested, “A few days on top of my already taking—”

I stopped, my heart seeming to deflate as I remembered.

“On top of already taking what?” John snapped.

“On top of having to take time off for our…honeymoon.” I added gruffly, “Assuming we’re still getting married.”

A sharp silence followed. John sounded strange as he replied, “Of course we’re getting married. What kind of comment is that?”

“I don’t know. I just… I’m sorry.” I stopped because it felt like I was making it worse with every word. What do they call it? Self-fulfilling prophecy? See, there is magic in the mortal realm.

“Look, Cosmo.” I could hear his struggle for patience. “You’re upset. I understand. Finish up whatever you’re doing and go home. I’ll call you when I can.”

“Yes. All right.” I took a steadying breath. “What about tonight’s rehearsal dinner?”

He was silent. “Damn,” he muttered.

I waited numbly for his decision. 

It felt forever—though it could only have been a few seconds—before he said, “The dinner is still on. The rehearsal is still on. We’re getting married on Sunday.”

Words were beyond me. I managed a choked sound.

John hesitated. When he spoke again, his voice was softer. “Cos, nothing has changed. We just have to be smart in the way we handle this.” 

“I understand.” 

“The optics have to be considered.”

“Yes. Of course. I’ll finish up here and go home.”

Yeah, no, of course I would not. Because there were things that had to be done, things that had nothing to do with Blue Moon Antiques. 

Another uncharacteristic hesitation from John. “Why don’t you go to the house. There’s plenty to do. It’ll help take your mind off things.”

By “the house” he meant the 1939 five-bedroom townhouse we had purchased together on Greenwich Street. Our “forever” home as his sister, Jinx—er, Joan—called it.

I understood that he was making an effort to reassure me that everything was fine. I could proceed with my plans to repaint the loft in the master because we would be sleeping there in our Victorian brass bed for years to come. 

Illogical emotion closed my throat yet again. I managed to say around the tightness, “Yes, good idea. I’ll do that.”

“I’ll see you at three.” John hung up.

I rested my face in my hands, breathing quietly, trying to get control. A thought occurred. I checked my phone, scrolled through my messages, and saw that Andi had sent a message: Done.

I checked the time. She’d messaged while I’d been on the phone with John, which meant she had probably finished reversing the spell before he called. Or perhaps during our conversation. I thought back over our conversation. John had definitely been different—shorter, sharper—but maybe that difference was due to the fact that his fiancé was the prime suspect in a homicide investigation. 

Or maybe not.

But my earlier thinking had been flawed—of course John would not instantly stop loving me. 

No, it would be a more gradual, and possibly even more excruciating, process. With the love spell removed, our natural incompatibilities would begin to assert themselves. Traits he had previously been blind to would start to irk and annoy him. He would start to question his feelings. Eventually, inevitably, he would recognize he no longer loved me.

But was it inevitable? 

As of this moment, John did love me. Was it possible that I could prolong his feelings, give them time to take firmer root if I tempered my behavior? Not pretend to be someone I wasn’t, but…tried harder to be my best self. My more loveable self.

Stop arguing with him, for starters. Stop “flouting his orders.” 

Presumably there were things about me he did genuinely like and appreciate. We were sexually compatible. That was a big one, right? 

Blanche rapped on the half open door. “Cosmo?”

“Yes?” I cleared my throat. “Come in, Blanche.”

She pushed the door wide. Her smile was apologetic, awkward. “Ambrose Jones is here to see you.”

“Who?”

I assumed a reporter had somehow finessed their way through the front entrance, but Blanche added, “He says Mr. Grindlewood sent him.” She dropped her voice and whispered, “He’s looking for work.”

“I can’t—” Deal with this right now was what I was going to say, but the kid was hovering right behind her, gazing over her shoulder. I caught a glimpse of a thin, pointy face, wild black hair, and pleading dark eyes. 

He couldn’t have been much more than twenty. Just a bit younger than Jinx, my soon-to-be—maybe?—sister-in-law. 

I hesitated. With Antonia moving to Seattle, we did need a second assistant, though I’d planned to wait to hire someone until after the honeymoon. But if Ralph Grindlewood thought this kid was worth sending to me, he must have had a good reason.

I sighed. “All right. Have him come in—and close the door, please.”

Blanche moved aside, and the kid—Ambrose Jones—stepped inside my office, casting a quick, curious glance at the vintage pen-and-ink sketch of the Salem Witch Trials, which hung behind my desk.

I half rose, offering a hand. “Hello. I’m Cosmo Saville.” 

His hand was small, fine-boned, his grip tentative. He was very tall, very thin. He reminded me of a puppy that had not yet grown into its paws. There was something else he had not yet grown into, and I could feel it humming in the air around him.

“I’m Ambrose.” His brown eyes met mine, veered shyly.

“It’s nice to meet you, Ambrose. You say Ralph Grindlewood sent you?”

He nodded, gave me another of those wide, diffident looks. “I am looking for work, but also…Mr. Grindlewood said you could help me.”

“Help you how?”

I had the uneasy feeling I already knew, but surely Ralph wouldn’t try to saddle me with this kid when he knew perfectly well I was absolutely the last person to take on such a responsibility—and that had been even before I was prime suspect in a murder investigation. 

“I want to be your apprentice,” Ambrose said. “I want you to teach me to be a witch.”

 


Chapter Five

 

“That’s not something anyone can teach you,” I said. “You’re either born to it or you’re not.”

Not exactly true, but close enough. 

Ambrose Jones’s eyes darkened. He raised his chin. “I am a witch. I think. But…I’m not sure. I need training.”

Kudos to him for knowing that much.

“The thing is, and Mr. Grindlewood knows this, I’m not practicing. Haven’t been for over two years.”

“He told me. He said that was why he believed you would be the best teacher. Because you’re trying to live a mortal life. You can see it from both sides.”

It being this kid’s decision to choose to live his life within the Craft. That’s what Ralph meant. If you didn’t grow up within the constraints—and protections—of a particular tradition, trying to move from a mortal life to a life within the Craft required a huge adjustment. Could even be dangerous.

“And even if I was still practicing, I’m not really equipped to take on an apprentice. I’ve never taught. I’ve never even shared spells in circle.” 

I kept hoping to make the kid see reason, although I had a sinking feeling this was foreordained.  

“But you could if you wanted to. You know how. You’re trained. Mr. Grindlewood says you’re well trained, that you know more old magic than any witch he’s ever met.”

“Yeah, but no. Besides, old magic isn’t even…it’s not practical. It’s theoretical. Most of it doesn’t even work now. That’s just academic interest. A hobby.”

Ambrose shrugged. “I don’t mind beginning with theories. I have to start somewhere.”

I opened my mouth, shut it. I did feel for the kid. I really did. He was—well, who could say, but he did have power. Unharnessed, unfocused, it buzzed beneath his skin like an alternate nervous system. Like those old cartoons where someone swallows a firefly and their stomach lights up, Ambrose Jones was lit from within. 

And that was the last thing I needed right now. A witchling apprentice? I was trying to live a mortal life—was hoping to marry a mortal—oh, and let’s not forget, was a suspect in a mortal murder investigation. 

I said regretfully, “I’m sorry, Ambrose. I just can’t take this on right now. I don’t know why Mr. Grindlewood thought I could. I’m getting married on Sunday, and then I won’t even be around for a few weeks.”

Ambrose said nothing, just gazed at me with those mournful dark eyes.  

“If you’re serious about this, I could maybe try to recommend another master.”

Or mistress. It would serve Andi right if I sent Ambrose to her. Having to keep her eye on an apprentice ought to leave her too busy to meddle in other people’s business.

“Mr. Grindlewood said you would be the best.”

“Mr. Grindlewood is not even Craft.” I was starting to get exasperated. “How would he know who would be the best teacher?”

Ambrose shook his head. He seemed to think things over and said, “All right. You won’t take me as your apprentice. But you are looking for help? For the shop?”

“Yes, but—”

His expression grew pleading. “Mr. Saville, I really do need a job. I’m willing to do anything. Really.”

I sighed. “What’s your work experience like? Have you ever worked for an antiques dealer? Or an antiquarian?”

“No. I love books, though. I worked at the Barnes and Noble in San Bruno, but I wanted to move up here to live with my GramMa. She’s getting on, and there’s no one else to help.” He lifted his shoulders as though he could feel the weight of his responsibilities settling. 

I did not want to know. I did not want to take him on. It wasn’t just his lack of experience. I could feel he was going to be trouble. Not feel in a Craft sense. Feel in a that-much-baggage-is-called-luggage-and-I-can’t. 

“Please. You can call the store for references. They’ll tell you. I’m a fast learner. I show initiative and I-I’m self-motivated. And I’m willing to stay late or come in early—”

I shook my head. “I was hoping for someone with more—”

His face fell—he looked stricken—and I stopped. 

Just because I was having a spectacularly fucked-up day didn’t mean Ambrose Jones had to. We did need help at the shop, particularly over the next couple of weeks, and if Ambrose didn’t work out, well, at least he’d have been given a fair chance. 

I sighed. “All right. Go ask Blanche for an application. I’ll have to check your references, but if everything works out, you can start tomorrow morning.”

His smile was incandescent, and I couldn’t help thinking maybe I had made the right decision after all.

“Thank you, Mr. Saville. I won’t let you down.”

“Go. And it’s Cosmo.” I pointed at the door. “Close it after you.” I picked up the phone.

Ralph answered on the third ring—unsurprising because he works mostly from home, although he does guest lecture at colleges and universities now and then. I first met him four years ago when I acquired Blue Moon Antiques. He bought a repro copy of Francis Barrett’s The Magus and asked if I had ever handled the original 1801 edition.

That is not a typical question.

We became friends long before he revealed his startling knowledge of witches and Craft. 

He’s about fifty, tall and thin and sort of scholarly. The quintessential bachelor, although he always has a very pretty and much younger girlfriend somewhere in the picture. Or maybe that is the quintessential bachelor.

Anyway, Ralph was home and taking phone calls. 

“Cosmo. I’ve been thinking of you all morning. What a terrible experience. The police can’t seriously consider you a suspect.”

“So far they’re just calling it a person of interest.”

“Was it a summoning spell that brought you to Reitherman’s?” 

My feelings for Seamus—and vice versa—were no secret in the antiquarian community, unfortunately.

“No. He invited me. The usual way. He said the Grimorium Primus had come into his possession.”

The silence on the other end had a stunned quality.

“That’s not…surely that’s not possible?”

“I don’t know. He was dead when I arrived.”

“My God.”

“Yes. Ralph, did you send me a boy named Ambrose Jones?”

His tone changed, lightened with relief. “Then he did contact you. I’m glad. I wasn’t sure he would.”

“But you know I’m not practicing.”

“I know. That’s one reason why I sent him.”

“I don’t follow.”

“I don’t know if this boy is witch-blood or not. I don’t know if it matters. What I do know is he’s going around asking questions of the wrong people. Not counting myself. He needs guidance. He needs a mentor. And he needs to see there are alternatives.”

I opened my mouth, but before I could answer, Ralph added, “And he does need a job rather desperately. You mentioned last week needing to replace Antonia; well, Ambrose is smart, personable, and he’s living with his ninety-year-old grandmother who’s subsisting on what sounds to me like welfare fraud.”

“Terrific.”

“From what I’ve gathered, neither his mother nor uncle are willing to look after the old woman, so it’s all on young Ambrose.”

“Stop. I give up,” I said. “I offered him a job.”

“Excellent! I knew you’d take to him. He’s a very nice boy.”

I tried to be noncommittal. “We’ll see how he does.”

“I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.” There was a smile in Ralph’s voice. “Well, then. Is there anything I can do as far as the, er, other situation?”

That tactful “other situation” brought me back to earth hard. I remembered that Seamus was dead, the grimoire was missing—assuming Seamus ever had it—and I was suspected of murder.

“No. John assures me SFPD will find the killer and…” I couldn’t quite finish there’s nothing to worry about because there was so much to worry about. None of which I could share with Ralph.

“I’m sure John’s having to walk a tightrope.”

“Yes.”

“But he’ll have walked tighter ropes than this.”

I had no idea. John didn’t talk much about his past. His focus was always on the immediate present or, as he liked to call it, the mission.

“Then I’ll see you Sunday,” Ralph said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

* * * * *

Ciara Reitherman was a witch, but not of the Abracadantès tradition. She claimed buidseachd tutelage, but according to Maman, she was mostly self-taught. 

It’s relevant only because I knew Ciara had no stake—or likely even interest—in the Abracadantès’s claim to the Grimorium Primus. After all, Seamus had been Abracadantès and had shown no loyalty, except perhaps in offering me first look.

I haven’t explained about the Grimorium Primus yet. Think of it as a cross between a family Bible handed down through generations and your mémé’s treasured cookbook—complete with her secret recipe for macarons. It is one of The Five. One of the Great Grimoires, five original grimoires, each associated with an ancient tradition and, inevitably, a bloodline. Grimorium Primus may or may not be the first grimoire, but it is the most powerful—and it belonged to the Abracadantès. 

Well, I mean, that’s the legend. Who knows, really? The fact is, the book has been missing for nearly a century. Ever since Great-great-great-uncle Arnold used it to murder Great-great-great-aunt Esmerelda. 

(Never mind about that. Every family has its skeletons.)

The point is, having such a powerful and dangerous grimoire floating somewhere out there in the mortal realm was an embarrassment to my family and a potential catastrophe for la Société du Sortilège.

So, I did not expect much help when I arrived at the Reitherman house on Hopkins Street in Berkeley.

It was just before lunchtime. An unmarked police car was pulling away from the small Spanish-style home as I arrived. I waited for the detectives to disappear down the wide, tree-lined street before I strode up the front steps and through the porch’s arched doorway. Colorful glazed pots of caraway, catnip, and chamomile were positioned against the wall. A wreath made of tiny spring flowers and more healing herbs hung on the brick-red door.

I knocked.

Nothing happened.  

I rang the doorbell.

Still nothing.

I was tempted to see inside. 

I don’t mean look through the window. That can get you arrested, and I already had enough of that in my life. I mean see. But no. It’s not only rude, I had given up all that when I stopped practicing.

While I waited, my gaze idly wandered over the tidy lawns and neat flower beds. It was a pretty little house on a pretty little street. Not exactly Seamus’s style—or at least not the style of the old Seamus. Maybe marriage had changed him. Presumably marriage changed everyone.

I only hoped I got to find out for myself. 

The door suddenly swung open. Ciara gazed at me with grief-dulled eyes. 

She was in her forties. Tall for a woman, slender but shapely. Her eyes were green. Her hair was cut chin-length and colored in Cheshire Cat stripes of red and blonde.

“Blessed be, Ciara,” I said. “I’m so sorry. I wanted to tell you myself I had nothing to do with Seamus’s death.”

Recognition blazed in her eyes; color came back into her white face. “You.”

I spread my hands, palms up. “I swear to you in the name of the Lady and the Lord. I swear by all that is holy. I had no part in Seamus’s death. I did not raise my hand to him. I did not—”

“That’s not what the police say.”

“What?” I gaped at her.

“There were two detectives here just a little while ago. They only asked questions about you. You’re the only suspect, Cosmo.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is true. Seamus said you would do anything to get your hands on the grimoire, and he was right.”

“Pay anything, yes. Not do anything. I wouldn’t kill.”

“And yet Seamus is dead. You’re the only one who knew about the grimoire. You’re the only one Seamus told.”

“That can’t be true.”

“It is true. He didn’t have to tell you he had the grimoire. He didn’t owe you anything. He owed the Abracadantès nothing. But he went out of his way to try to help you. And you turned on him.” Tears flooded her eyes. She blinked them back furiously.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Any of it. Including the part about my being the only person Seamus told about the grimoire. One thing Seamus had never been was closemouthed. “Did the police actually say I was the only suspect?”

“They didn’t have to. You’re the person they asked about. The only person they asked about.”

“If I had killed Seamus—which I would never do—it would be for the grimoire, correct? But I don’t have it. I came to tell you I don’t have it and to see if you knew—”

In hindsight, there was probably a more diplomatic way to have approached the subject of the missing grimoire. I blame my lack of sleep and the shock of hearing the police weren’t even pretending they had other suspects.

Ciara’s eyes turned molten. “That’s why you came here? To ask about the grimoire? My husband is dead, and you’re whining about your family album? You rank, dank, hell-hated demon spawn reject of a witch.” She threw up her hand and began to speak in Gaelic. 

“Avert!” I twisted my hand to turn the spell, stumbling back and half falling down the steps. 

She followed me out into the portico, still pointing, still reciting—loudly—the words of her spell, clearly indifferent to the possibility of attracting the attention of her neighbors. 

I landed at the bottom of the steps, babbled, “Open the door, I know no more.”

A door opened, child-sized, and only the Goddess knew where it led to, but I didn’t care. I shoved my way in, wriggled frantically, and pulled my feet through just as the opening snapped shut.

 

 


Chapter Six

 

I landed badly.

Hard. And in way too small a space. Which is what I got for using a child’s spell. But I had been too unnerved to think of a real spell. It had been two years since I’d performed an actual incantation.  

I tried to sit up, and promptly banged the top of my head against… I sank back, squinting up through the gloom. I was sprawled beneath a small table. A child-sized table. I scooted out from under and studied the small chairs, the half-size fireplace with a witch’s cauldron replica.

I was in a child’s playhouse. To be precise, a witch child’s playhouse. 

It looked eerily familiar.

The reason came to me. This was the playhouse located on the playground at Covenant Hall, the elementary school at the Academy of the Sacred Art, San Francisco, which I had attended from kindergarten through grade 12. 

The last time I used that spell, I’d probably been a student here.

I stood up—sort of—and exited orangutan-style through the little green door. Across the yard a bell was chiming in the clock tower, and a mob of black-and-white-clad children poured out of the building, shrieking like baby birds, as they raced toward the playground.

“Oh God,” I said, but I was thinking in alarmed mortal terms, not calling upon the Lord or Lady. 

“What on earth? Cosmo?” Someone spoke from behind me.

I whirled, probably looking a little wild-eyed, but the woman standing beside the faux-gingerbread playhouse stood her ground. She was nearly as small as a child and quite elderly. She was dressed all in black. Beneath the black cowl, her silver coif was embroidered with purple moons and stars and other holy symbols.

“Magistra Alizon.” I gulped, as though I was six years old again and had been caught writing No More Homework spells on the walls of the boys’ restroom. 

“Cosmo Saville. It is you.”

I nodded. “I-I think I took a wrong turn.” I was speaking geographically, not morally.

“You’re all over the television. You’re all over the news.”

There are few things more frowned upon in the Craft.

“I know, but the things they’re saying… None of it is true.”

“They’re saying the police consider you a person of interest in Seamus Reitherman’s murder.”

“Well, yes, that part is true. They do”—I swallowed—”suspect me. But they’re wrong.”

She studied me with her bright, birdlike eyes and held out her hand.

I took her hand—my own was now large enough to engulf hers, though her grip was as strong as ever. After a moment, she nodded and released me.

I wiped my forehead. 

By now we had an audience of pint-sized witchlings. They ringed us, gazing up in wide-eyed curiosity. In my day, mortal television was believed harmful and disruptive to the young. But nowadays—

“He was on the TV!” A small boy in a white shirt and black shorts pointed at me.

—nowadays opinion is divided.

Magistra Alizon shook her head and put her finger to her lips. The children quieted.

“What is the tenth precept?”

They—and I—dutifully recited, “In our silence lies our safety.”

“What you’ve seen this morning you will not speak of.”

They chorused, “Yes, Magistra.”

She pointed at the row of tetherball poles, and the children dispersed, screaming. She said to me, “They’ll blab the minute they get home.”

“I know.”

“Where are you trying to go, Cosmo?”

“240 Carson Street.”

She considered, reached up, and drew a perfect rectangle. The rectangle expanded. For a moment the door was outlined in silver blue, the same color as my living room. “The Goddess goes with you.”

“Blessed be, Magistra. And thank you.”

I stepped through the door and entered my living room. The door faded behind me.

At last. I could have fallen to my knees in gratitude for the safety and sanctuary of my own home. 

The room—in fact, the whole house—appeared to have been ransacked, but that was not the result of a police search. That was me preparing for the movers on Saturday. Framed paintings and prints stuck out of a large cardboard box. My bronze and black Boulle clock sat on the cerejeira veneer and mahogany coffee table. A rainbow of French farmhouse toile pillows spilled from a plastic trash bag next to the fireplace.

Pyewacket, who inhabits the body of a Russian blue cat, lay on the back of the gray velvet curved sectional. He twitched his tail and hissed at me.

“Don’t start, Pye,” I said. “I’ve had a hell of a day and it’s only lunchtime.”

He lifted his lip, showing his fangs. 

“Yes, and had I realized I’d be out all night and half the day, I’d have left kibble for you.”

I went into the kitchen—ignoring Uncle Arnold, who glared and tried to speak to me from the mirror in the hallway—and considered its state of disarray. Cupboard doors open, shelves mostly empty. Drawers were pulled out, some cleared, some not. My collection of antique Wedgwood black basalt bowls and basins were stacked on the table next to a small army of fragile crystal cocktail glasses. A pile of wooden forks and spoons with carved, painted faces lay on a sheet of bubble wrap.

I snapped my fingers, and the bubble wrap rolled up like a window shade, folding the wooden utensils into a tidy bundle. I pointed, and one of the flattened cardboard boxes leaning against a table leg and the box sprang into shape. One by one, the black bowls rose from the stack and floated gently into the box.

While the box filled, I opened a can of Friskies Paté. 

“Do I tell you how to live your life?” I muttered, scooping the food out. 

The vet told me it’s one of the worst things you can feed a cat, but try telling that to a three-hundred-year-old Familiar. Pyewacket also has a taste for vodka, so I keep the drinks cabinet locked. At least he doesn’t smoke. Indoors. 

I poured some kibble into a small Khokhloma bowl and put the plate of cat pâté on the floor. Pyewacket trotted in, pointedly ignoring me, and delicately savored a bite. I left him to it and went into the bedroom—also a disaster area of half-filled boxes and half-emptied drawers. I started another couple of boxes, phoned Uber, and went into the bathroom to shower and shave.

I needed to search Seamus’s shop as soon as possible, but it would have to wait until that night, after the rehearsal dinner. For one thing, crime-scene personnel would surely be inspecting every inch of the Creaky Attic, searching for clues. For another, I could not afford to disobey John when he might possibly notice. He expected me to be at the new house, and at the new house I would be. ASAP.

A hot shower and my morning prayers helped a little. I felt cleaner, anyway. The negative psychic energy of jail, though invisible, is a tangible thing. Like ashes on your skin or grime beneath your nails. It was a relief to rinse all the aggression and fear and grief away, and my prayers calmed and focused me. 

Yes, my situation was rather grim. Okay, hella grim. But as the ninth precept states: Until the worst has come to pass, the past anticipates all possibilities. Or, as the mortals have it, never say die.

Did John know his detectives were going around informing people that I was the number-one suspect? I couldn’t believe that, so John must not know. And yet how could he not?

Sergeant Pete Bergamasco’s rough-hewn features flashed into my mind’s eye.

Was Bergamasco keeping that information from John? Or worse, had Bergamasco given instructions that I was to be viewed as the prime suspect?

The first, I could easily imagine. The second… I wasn’t sure. It probably wouldn’t require Bergamasco pointing out the obvious to make Detective Kolchak and company view me as the boy most likely to. 

I selected my outfit for the evening—black jeans, lavender shirt, boots, and bracelets of silver and steel. There would not be time to return home before the rehearsal started. By then my Uber had arrived. 

“The rehearsal dinner is tonight, so I won’t be back until tomorrow,” I told Pyewacket. “After all, you’re not trapped here. There’s always the pet door.”

His meow was loud and rude.

* * * * *

John found us the house on Greenwich Street. 

I say us, but the house would not have been my first choice. I liked it well enough. I can appreciate early modern architecture with its open floor plans and large windows—and the steep, terraced back garden was a promising tangle of overgrown shrubs and gnarled trees. Truthfully, I would have happily lived anywhere John chose. 

And that was fortunate, because he was not particularly flexible.

Probably that was because, at forty-five, he had basically been on his own for the last twenty years. He was not used to considering anyone else’s wishes, barring Uncle Sam’s, and he was very much set in his—well, he had strong opinions. That was all. 

About everything.

Fortunately, our taste was mostly compatible, at least as far as furniture went. John liked what he considered to be “antiques,” and my Hollywood Regency tendencies were close enough for him. He didn’t exactly give me carte blanche in decorating our new home, but he thought he did, and that’s the first step. 

I had painted the walls of the master bedroom the palest shade of powder blue and the ceiling and trim cloud white. The ceiling was decorated with small silver leaf stars, several concealing recessed lights. 

John originally said the stars were “Hm…different,” but then decided he liked them. 

“Your eyes turn that exact shade of silvery gray when we make love,” he’d said.

Now I knew that all those unexpected, wildly romantic comments were not John. They were Andi’s love spell.

So far the only furniture in this room were the black and bronze Victorian antique four-poster that had brought us together and a 19th century wedding armoire with carved love birds, flowers, and acanthus leaves. The armoire was a gift from my great-aunt Laure d’Estrées. It was an incredibly generous gift. Not for its material value, though that wasn’t anything to sneeze at, but for the blessing of our union this particular gift implied.

In fact, I think it was only the Crone’s tacit approval that brought the Duchess around.

Did everyone believe I had cast a love spell on John? 

I sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed. Was I wrong to go ahead with the marriage? Probably. Probably the honorable thing was to break it off.

And how would I explain that?

I wouldn’t be able to.

But it was most likely the right thing to do.

And I was pretty sure it would kill me.

And it would hurt John deeply. Maybe only in the short term, but in the moment, pain is pain. I couldn’t bear to harm him.

And what if it wasn’t necessary?

What if he did grow to love me? What if we could be happy together?

After all, I had not cast the spell. Was it so wrong to try to preserve our happiness? To try to make it real?

I chewed absently on my knuckle, my thoughts unproductively running in circles.

Should I? Shouldn’t I? Yes? No?

A short, wrought-iron staircase led from the bedroom to a half-loft lined with bookshelves. I’d planned on painting the loft cloud white with powder blue accents today, but I found I didn’t have the energy.

Instead, I rose, wandering through each room, aimlessly checking out the plastic-wrapped furniture that had been delivered so far. We had picked several things together. A French hand-carved hanging vitrine with double glass doors for the bar area, a set of four Chinese rosewood nesting tables with inlaid mother-of-pearl for the loft, and a large Italian Toleware six-candle chandelier with thirty-two yellow porcelain roses for Jinx’s room. Or, as John preferred to call it, “the other guest room.”

John’s relationship with his young half-sister was problematic.

I say young, but Jinx—Joan—was twenty-five. Only four years younger than myself. Which didn’t change the fact that she and John were often at loggerheads. He seemed to think that although he had not lived at home for the last twenty years, it was his job to police her. And, no surprise there, Jinx resented it—and him.

Anyway, ever the model of efficiency, John had already moved in a bunch of furniture and boxes from his house. Mostly winter clothes, a couple of nice military lithographs, an antique map of Scotland, his LP collection—which seemed to largely consist of Nina Simone and Ella Fitzgerald—and boxes full of official-looking folders and files. I had long ago figured out I was marrying a workaholic. In addition to the large master suite and two guest bedrooms, John and I were each going to have a home office. 

I moved to the box window of John’s office and gazed down at the hedge-lined empty cul-de-sac that formed a parking area in front of this row of townhouses. My heart jumped as I saw that the cul-de-sac was not empty. John’s silver-blue Range Rover was parked beneath the cedar trees, and John was striding up the sidewalk.

At some point he had managed to shave and change clothes. He looked dapper but forbidding.

I left the window, hurried downstairs, and shot out the front door, crossing the small blue porch in two steps. I met him in front of the neighboring townhouse, currently empty while under renovation, and surrounded by scaffolding and tarps.

“Hey, you’re early,” I said. “It’s only two.”

John’s expression changed, but not in a good way. Not only did he not look happy to see me, he looked like I was the worst news he’d had all day.

“Where the hell have you been?” he demanded. “Kolchak and Iff came to interview you about forty minutes after we spoke, and you still weren’t here. They went by your place, and you weren’t there either. What is going on with you?”

“N-Nothing,” I stammered. “Nothing’s going on.”

“Cos.” John was looking at me like—well, I did not like that look. The suspicion, the alarm. “You have to talk to them. I can’t— You can’t—”

I said quickly, “I know that. I intend to talk to them. I want to talk to them. They must have just missed me. Or-or maybe I was in the backyard when they stopped by. I’m not avoiding them.”

That last was even true. I wasn’t avoiding John’s detectives. They were least on my list of worries.

He didn’t believe me. I could see it in his eyes. 

“If there’s something I should know about Reitherman’s death, for both our sakes, you need to tell me.”

I gaped at him. “If— There’s nothing to tell. I—”

From somewhere overhead drifted the faint notes of “Clair de Lune.”

A shadow fell across John’s face. He glanced up, his expression changed to astonished horror, and he shoved me back very hard.

I nearly fell, managing to catch myself as I stumbled away from him. Not far enough away. Something heavy struck my left shoulder and knocked me to my knees. As I went down, I heard a terrible noise. Like every chord known to music smashing into each other, a scary movie soundtrack. I crashed onto the pavement, thinking I’d either been shot—or a house had landed on me. 

 

 


Chapter Seven

 

The gritty feel of warm cement beneath my cheek, the smell of dust and wood. The coppery taste of blood. 

From overhead I could hear, “Cos? Cosmo? Can you hear me?” 

I hadn’t lost consciousness, not entirely. Not for more than a few seconds. I was mostly stunned, mostly disbelieving. My confused recollection of cartoon classics led me to believe I’d been hit by an anvil. Or maybe a safe.

It didn’t matter. What mattered was the note of fear in John’s voice. I tried to pull myself together, rolling over and blinking up at his white face as he bent over me.

“It’s okay,” I croaked. “I’m okay. You’re okay.”

“You’re not okay. Jesus Christ. You were nearly killed.”

“Was I?” That was alarming. I tried to sit up. His hand landed on my chest, pressing me back on the hard, hot pavement. 

“No,” he said quickly. “Don’t try to move. You may have broken something.”

“Like what?” I guess I was pretty scattered because I was thinking he meant I’d damaged the sidewalk or a ladder.

“Your arm. Your back. It’s a goddamned miracle it’s not your skull.”

“Oh…” I lifted my head again. My clothes were filthy, covered in dust and splinters. “What thing?”

John kept me pinned in place while he felt for his phone with his free hand. “That fucking…thing. I think it might have been a-a piano…” He thumbed the number for emergency services. “Yes, this is Commissioner Galbraith. I need an ambu—”

I grabbed his hand. “No, wait, John. You don’t.” 

He spared me a harassed look. “Lie still, Cos. Let me—”

“No, but don’t.” I pushed his hand aside and sat up. “Don’t call them. I’m fine. Really. It was a what-do-you-call-it? A glancing blow.” 

He said incredulously, “A glancing blow?”

“Yes…” Hands shaking, I hastily brushed bits of metal and ivory from my hair, my shoulders, my sleeves. 

Past his shoulder, I could see the wreckage. It looked like someone had dropped a wooden box from high overhead. I could make out ebonized cartouches and bronze hardware in the chunks of satinwood. Black and white piano keys, scattered like broken teeth, were strewn across the black asphalt of the parking area.

This pile of kindling was all that remained of a 19th century Broadwood upright piano.

I thought I knew what had happened, but it was only more bewildering.

The voice on the other end of the phone continued to squawk alarm.

John hesitated, his expression doubtful, worried, but maybe he realized that this kind of publicity—any publicity—was the last thing we needed right now. “Cancel that,” he said crisply, and pocketed his phone.

“Cos, are you sure you don’t need an ambulance?” He took me carefully by the shoulders, scanning my face. “I thought—I thought you were dead.” Even now he was shocked by the memory.

I shook my head. “Nope. If you want out, you’re going to have to jilt me.”

His formidable brows drew together, but instead of answering, he said softly, “You cut your lip.” 

I swallowed, reading the dark intensity of feeling in his amber eyes. Yes, the love spell had been removed, but he did still feel something for me. It was right there in his gaze.

He cupped my chin, tracing his thumb against my bottom lip. “Jesus, Cos,” he whispered, and then he bent his head and kissed me. A careful kiss, as light as the brush of an angel’s wing. I believed in that moment that if I had been dead, his kiss would have brought me back to life.

But owww. My lip did sting, since he pointed it out.

I winced, John drew back, and I licked, tasting blood. “I bit it, is all.”

He offered his hand. “Can you stand?” 

“Yes…” I took his hand. My scraped palm stung, but his hard, warm grip centered me. 

John threw another uneasy look at the scaffolding overhead. “I don’t understand how this could happen.”

Let it go. Let it go.

“I don’t know, but I’m okay. Really. It mostly missed me.” I used my free hand to push up from the pavement, but I was shaking so badly, I nearly fell back on my ass. John lifted me onto my feet, steadying me.

“Mostly?” He frowned at me, then once again stared up at the taped windows and empty scaffolding. “Where the hell did it come from?”

I had no answer.

“It can’t have been an accident. No one accidentally pushes a goddamned piano out a window.”

No. It had not been an accident. 

My gaze was irresistibly drawn to the broken pieces of the piano from Seamus’s shop.

Someone had tried to kill me.

Whether it was that realization or I’d been hit harder than I knew… I reeled dizzily, and John’s face changed. He caught me and swung me up into his arms. Just like that. As if I weighed no more than a kid. 

“Hang on, sweetheart,” he said.

Sweetheart.

It was a bit embarrassing and at the same time ridiculously comforting. I let my head drop on his shoulder. “Sorry,” I mumbled into his collar. “Low blood sugar. I haven’t eaten since yesterday.”

“Yeah, I think it’s a little more than skipping breakfast.”

It was silly. I really was okay… But it was so nice to be in his arms, nice to know he really was worried about me. And he was. I could hear the fast, energized pounding of his heart. Battle stations ready.

“I promise I’m not the swooning type.”

“I know. I’ve got you.” He easily carried me up the two steps to our porch, shouldered open the door, and brought me inside. The house was pleasantly cool and dim after the blazing sunshine of outside. 

“Hey, carrying me over the threshold,” I felt obliged to point out as he adroitly managed to avoid falling over the tumbled stack of wedding presents next to the door. 

He made a sound of exasperated amusement. “Uh, not quite the way I pictured it.”

“Me neither.” I closed my eyes, twitched my nose.

That shows you how out of it I really was. Like a lot of witches of my generation, syndicated reruns of the television show Bewitched were a huge and consequential childhood influence. Samantha Spell-casting, as it was known, was absolutely forbidden at school because of the dangers of a mistimed sneeze or even a puzzled frown—which, let’s face it, is a daily occurrence when children begin formal education.  

“When did you have your sofa delivered?” John asked in surprise, pausing at the top of the steps leading into the sunken living room. 

“A little while ago.”

“That’s handy.”

“Mm-hm.”

He carried me down the steps and deposited me on the gray velvet cushions. Pyewacket, clinging to the back of the sectional, arched his back and hissed at him.

“Ssst. Tais-toi,” I muttered. 

John added mildly, “And…you brought your cat.”

He was more diplomatic than Pyewacket, but they shared a lack of enthusiasm for each other. 

“Yeah, he… I thought if I wasn’t coming home tonight…” I let it trail because honestly, I had no idea if I was spending the night or not. We were supposed to be having our wedding rehearsal in a couple of hours. I couldn’t even imagine it.

John wasn’t listening. “Just rest here for a minute. I’m going to see what the hell is happening in that building.”

I opened my mouth, but he was already gone, and what was I going to say anyway? Oh, don’t bother. That piano was thrown from Valencia Street.  

I sank back against the cushions. 

What in the name of the Goddess was I going to do? Like everything wasn’t already bad enough? Someone wanted me dead? Who? Ciara? Or could the person who had slain Seamus be after me as well? But why? A blood feud? There had not been a blood feud within the Abracadantès since the 1600s. In fact, I did not know of a blood feud within the Craft during the last four centuries. There was nothing like a common enemy—in this case, the 16th century witch-hunters—to bring people closer together. 

I suddenly recalled the dark presence that had followed me down Valencia Street.

Pyewacket bumped his face against mine and meowed pâté breath in my face.

“It’s okay. Don’t worry. I’m fine.”

…

“I don’t know,” I said. “It may be a coincidence.”

He headbutted me. I turned my head, kissed his furry little face. “Thank you.”

“Who are you talking to?” John asked from above us. He moved quietly for a big man. I hadn’t heard him return.

“Pye,” I replied. “Did you find anything?”

“No. The building is sealed shut. The front and back doors are locked. No one seems to be there. I couldn’t spot any open windows.”

He sat down beside me on the sectional. Pyewacket sprang from the couch to the wrought-iron railing above us and then another leap to vanish up the staircase. John said, “Let me look at your shoulder. Can you lift your arm?”

I lifted my left arm—it felt stiff, but everything seemed to be working—and John helped me wriggle out of my T-shirt. His face got tighter at the sight of the bruise already darkening my chest and shoulder.

“If that had struck you on the head…” 

“But it didn’t,” I said quickly. “And a miss is as good as a mile.”

“What I don’t understand is how it could even happen. The building is locked up like a bank. There was no one on the scaffolding. There were no vehicles parked in front when I arrived. If no one is in that building, how the hell did a piano get shoved out the window?”

“It must have…fallen out,” I said. Which of course was idiotic, but the truth was even more unbelievable.

“It would take two people to move even a small piano.” John threw me a look of impatience, but then his expression softened. “Cosmo, it’s one thing to turn down an ambulance ride, but a doctor needs to take a look at you. You don’t know. You could have cracked your clavicle. You could have a concussion. You were knocked cold.”

“No, I wasn’t. I was just surprised.”

“Oh, come on.”

“Well, and stunned. For a second. But I have my own doctor. My uncle Lucien will be at dinner tonight. I’ll ask him to take a look at my shoulder.”

John shook his head but let it go, preoccupied with the puzzle of a piano falling from the sky. He took his phone out. “I’m going to have that building searched stem to stern. Pianos don’t simply fall out of the clouds. And that is definitely the wreckage of a piano out front.”

He began to press the numbers on his screen.

Why couldn’t he let it go? 

I rose. “John.”

He glanced up, distracted, and as I reached out, I saw him flinch. 

It was no more than a flicker of wariness crossing his face, but infinitesimal as it was, I saw it, felt it like a knife sliding into my heart—he didn’t trust me.

He was right not to.

I put my hands on either side of his face. He did not pull away, but his eyes were watchful.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “Truly. It won’t happen again. I promise you that.”

He frowned. “What are you talking about?”

I spoke the words of a forgetting spell:

 

Forget what was, let’s start anew

The recent past’s no good for you

Think of the future that lies ahead

The last ten minutes are gone and dead.

 

My voice died. I let go of John, sat down on the sofa, and pulled my T-shirt on. I waited, watching him.

John blinked, looked briefly confused. “What was I saying?”

“You wanted to know why I wasn’t here when the detectives came by.”

He shook his head. “No,” he said slowly. “There was something else.”

I studied him uneasily. Was I that out of practice? Or was he resisting the spell? 

How was that even possible?

“You were hurt,” he said. He sounded like someone trying to feel his way through the dark.

“I fainted,” I said. “I missed breakfast and got a little woozy. I cut my lip when I fell.”

His expression cleared. “That’s right. I was going to get you something to drink.”

John left the room and was back a minute or two later. I raised my head from my hands as he sat beside me on the sofa.

“Here you go.” John handed me a glass of orange juice over ice. “Drink this. You’ll feel better.”

“I hope there’s vodka in it.”

“Uh, no, you young maniac. No booze.” Despite the teasing tone, his expression was so concerned, so caring, it made my eyes sting. I nodded, drank the orange juice in a couple of gulps, and shuddered. 

“Better?”

I whispered, “Yes, thank you.”

“Good.” He took the empty glass from me, set it aside, and said neutrally, “Okay, Cosmo, now talk to me. What’s going on?”

Sweetheart. Earlier, he had called me sweetheart. The first time he had ever used any kind of endearment. And that was after the spell had been removed. So, it had to mean something. It had to be a good sign, surely? I could see in his eyes that he cared, that he was worried for me—for both of us.

I wanted to tell him everything. With all my heart. I wanted his help. I wanted his reassurance that nothing had or would change. I wanted…things that simply were not possible.

I cleared my throat, said, “I know it looks…funny. But really, it’s only a series of unfortunate… coincidences.”

“Cos.” He was still kind, but I could see him struggling to stay patient.

I said earnestly, “I’m happy to talk to the detectives. I swear I’m not trying to avoid them. It’s just that after we spoke, I stayed later at the shop than I’d planned. Ralph Grindlewood—I’ve mentioned him a couple of times—sent me someone who could potentially replace Antonia. And I stayed to interview him.”

John wasn’t buying it. He shook his head. “Cos, I know you this well. Something is very wrong.”

“I know you this well.” John was beginning to acknowledge to himself that he did not know me very well. Once again, tears sprang to my eyes.

He saw it, and his face twisted. He put his arm around my shoulders, pulling me to him so I could rest my head on his broad chest. He was breathing quietly, evenly, forcing himself to patience, reminding himself I was not…myself.

His voice was warm against my ear. “You know you can talk to me. I’m on your side.”

I nodded. 

“What are you so afraid of?”

I raised my head, met his gaze. “John, do you think— They’re saying I’m the only suspect.”

I didn’t even have to specify who they were. The lines of his face grew somber.

“I know. I can’t control the media, but I’ve made it clear to everyone on the team that public speculation about this case will not be tolerated. The department’s official position is we do not yet have a prime suspect. We have only lines of inquiry. You are just one of several lines of inquiry.”

“But am I? Are there other suspects?”

He barely hesitated. “Of course. The spouse is always a suspect. Reitherman’s wife is under scrutiny as well. It’s early in the investigation.”

“Okay. But how does that work? Where does an investigation begin? Because it seems pretty obvious everyone is speculating that I killed Seamus. And I understand that I was there—at least I was there after it happened—but…”

“The investigation begins with the victim. The detectives will look into Reitherman’s background. His finances, his social circle, his business dealings, his marriage, his employees. Everything is fair game in a murder investigation. They’ll look to see if he had a significant insurance policy, if he was in debt to the wrong people, if he had any recent arguments or conflicts with anyone.”

I nodded automatically.

“Reitherman dealt with the public, so right there that opens another potential avenue. He could have had a run-in with a crazy customer. On top of all that, he apparently dealt in the occult. CSI found Satanic paraphernalia in his store. That alone opens the door to some very weird and unsavory possibilities.”

I cleared my throat nervously. “I’m pretty sure Seamus wasn’t involved in anything Satanic.”

“Witchcraft, Wicca, Satanism. It’s all the same.”

“Actually, it isn’t.”

John’s expression grew wry. “You don’t think so? Fine. I’m talking about selling items like T-shirts and tote bags with Satanic logos printed right on them.”

I said defensively, “I’m not sure what you mean by Satanic logos.”

“Potions and oils and black candles all labeled as having magical properties and stamped with an official logo featuring a goat head in an inverted pentagram.”

He was speaking of the Sigil of Baphomet, which was, in fact, trademarked and copyrighted by the Church of Satan. So, okay, yes, he was not totally wrong. About that.

John cut into my thoughts. “To be clear, I’m not talking about collecting a few antique books on witchcraft or sorcery or poetry.”

My face turned warm at that pointed reference to antique poetry books—I hadn’t thought he’d noticed my collection of antique grimoires; he’d never said a word—but I felt obliged to protest, “Okay, but I think you’re confusing the Satanic Temple with the Church of Satan. They’re not the same thing. And neither has to do with Wicca.”

“Maybe not, but it doesn’t make me happy that you think you know enough about this to want to argue with me about it.”

I could feel all the blood that had flooded my face draining right out again. I said huskily, “No. Sorry.”

“Anyway, you asked how an investigation like this one proceeds, and that’s how it works. We look at all the evidence. All the indicators. No one is going to rush to judgment.”

“Right. Of course.”

John sighed, studying my face. “I think maybe we should cancel the rehearsal.”

“No.” I drew back, unable to hide my panic at the idea.

He held on to my hands, keeping me beside him on the sectional. “Cos, listen, you’re still pale and shaky, your hands are clammy. You fainted a few minutes ago. I’m worried about you. Maybe it’s just stress, but maybe you’re coming down with something.”

Persecution complex?

Except it’s not persecution when the hunters are in the majority. Then it’s called purification.

I shook my head. “I’m not. Really. I would know, and I’m not. Please. I don’t want to postpone the wedding.”

John frowned. “I didn’t say we should postpone the wedding. But how much rehearsal do we need? The service is in our own backyard. I think it would make more sense if we got you checked out and then have a quiet evening here tonight.”

A quiet evening together sounded like heaven, but I was terrified that what this was really about was John finding the first reason for deciding to pull the plug. “It’s too late.”

“Of course it’s not too late.”

The doorbell rang.

“See? It is too late.” I pulled my hands free and went to answer the door.

 

 


Chapter Eight

 

I was expecting Detectives Kolchak and whatever-the-other-one’s-name-was, so the sight of Jinx, John’s sister, threw me.

“Hi!” Jinx said brightly. “I thought you might want help with all the last-minute details.”

Jinx was tall and slender. She had shoulder-length curly brown hair and the same striking gold-brown eye color as John. In fact, the family resemblance between them was pronounced, resulting in Jinx inheriting a chin and nose too fierce for mere prettiness. Looks were all they shared. She had only been a baby when John joined the military, so not only did they not grow up under the same roof, they didn’t really know each other very well. In my opinion. 

“Hey. That was nice of you. Come in,” I said, moving aside.

She inspected me more closely. “What the… Are you guys fighting?”

“Fighting?” 

“You’re…” She pointed at my face. I laughed, then winced as my cut lip re-split.

“No, of course not. I fell.”

“Oh my God. You’ll have to do better than that. What’s wrong?”

Jinx was the sole member of John’s circle of family and friends who didn’t think John was making the worst mistake of his life by marrying me. Her quick and sincere concern undermined my determination to match John’s stoic resolve. In all fairness, no one has ever accused me of being the stoic type.

“Nothing. Everything’s fine. John thinks…” I didn’t even know how to put it into words.

“Better get used to it,” Jinx growled, following me inside.

“Hello, Trouble,” John said from the living room, when walked through the entryway.

She scowled at him in response. This was their normal mode of greeting each other, though, so I wasn’t concerned. “What have you been doing to make Cos cry?”

Okay, I could have done without that observation—which wasn’t true, for the record.

“Tactful as ever,” John replied. “Cosmo is feeling under the weather, which isn’t surprising given everything that’s happened. I’ve suggested that maybe we should skip the rehearsal and he can have an early night.”

“Skip the rehearsal?” Jinx looked as horrified as I felt. 

“How much practice does it take to say I do?” 

“It’s the logistics. It’s coordination of all the event elements.”

I spread my hands to her in gratitude. 

“We’re not taking Baghdad. We’re exchanging wedding vows in front of friends and family.”

“A lot of friends and family,” I pointed out. “Almost one hundred people. Which takes some coordination.”

Jinx spread her hand to me like, What he said.  

John’s lip curled. “Seriously? You two think you can double-team me?”

But Jinx, butterfly-like, had already lit on a new topic for consideration. “What do you mean given everything that’s happened? What’s happened?”

John brought her up to speed while delivering a brief lecture on the importance of keeping up with current events versus spending hours texting friends who were being paid to work at their places of employment, not play games on their smartphones all day.

“You mean the guy who runs that cute little shop on Valencia that sells all the witchcraft supplies?” Jinx dialed down the last minutes of the lecture, turning to me. “How totally weird. I was there only yesterday!”

“You were…” John looked flabbergasted, which, in other circumstances, might have been enjoyable. In this case, I probably looked equally flabbergasted.

“Seamus mostly sold antiques,” I tried to intervene. Jinx had recently moved into her own apartment, and it wasn’t impossible that she might want to furnish—

“That’s right. I’m studying witchcraft,” Jinx informed us.

I say us, but that announcement was clearly designed to get John’s goat—no pun intended—and it succeeded.

In the midst of a spiel on the unfortunate attraction the supernatural held for gullible hormonal adolescents and, all too frequently, emotionally immature adults, the doorbell rang again, and I turned—leaped—to answer it. I don’t think the other two even heard those merry chimes over their raised voices.

Two plainclothes detectives stood on the porch. 

They were unfamiliar to me, but I knew them for cops the minute I saw them. The Craft has a long and unhappy relationship with law enforcement, which was one reason—hopefully the main reason—everyone I knew was skeptical, at best, of my plans to marry John.

“Mr. Saville?” 

“Yes.”

The first cop offered me a glimpse of his badge. He was short, wiry, and gray. Gray hair, gray skin, gray suit. “I’m Sergeant Kolchak. This is Sergeant Iff. We’d like to ask you a few questions about your meeting with Seamus Reitherman last night.”

“If it’s not inconvenient,” Iff said.

He was also middle-aged and short, but the palette was rosier: plump, pink-cheeked, and daffodil-colored hair coiffed in a style favored by medieval monks and British pols who favor leaving the European Union.

“Of course,” I said. “I’m sorry I missed you earlier.” 

I stepped aside, the detectives crossed our threshold, and stopped short at the sight of John coming up behind me.

“Kolchak. Iff.” John sounded brisk but cordial. 

“Commissioner,” they said in near unison. They looked about as thrilled to see him as I’m sure I looked to see them.

John slid his arm around my waist—a little protective, a little possessive—and said to me, “Joan and I are going to make sure everything’s set up and ready to go.”

I nodded, grateful beyond words for that casual, maybe even instinctive gesture from John. The point wasn’t lost on Iff and Kolchak, who somehow managed to exchange a glance without so much as a flicker of their eyes.

John smiled at his investigators. “Gentlemen, our wedding rehearsal starts in one hour, so I’d consider it a personal favor if you could keep this brief.”

“Of course, Commissioner.” Kolchak’s smile was as meaningless as my own.

John’s arm tightened in a small, reassuring squeeze; then he released me and followed Jinx out to the kitchen. 

“Like marrying you wouldn’t be stressful enough,” Jinx was saying.

The detectives were silent, waiting for the moment we all heard the door leading into the backyard slam shut. 

I said at random, “We’re getting married on the bottom terrace of the back garden. John had thirty ivory heirloom roses planted. It’s going to be a white garden.”

“Sounds very convivial,” Iff replied.

I gave him a doubtful look and gestured toward the steps leading down to the living room. “Would you like to sit?”

Iff nodded graciously, preceding me down. Kolchak followed. Iff took a seat at one end of the sofa. 

I waited, but Kolchak gestured for me to sit. “That’s okay.” He took out a small notebook. “I have a bad back. It’s easier if I stand.”

I sat on the opposite end of the sofa and resisted the temptation to make meaningless chitchat. Learning to survive interrogation is one of the things we learn in high school.

Kolchak leisurely flipped through his notebook. I glanced at Iff, who offered a genial and unconvincing smile. “Congratulations on your impending nuptials,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mind him,” Kolchak said, turning pages. “He’s trying to improve his vocabulary in thirty days.”

Pyewacket appeared at the top of the steps. He eyed our visitors, flicking his tail as he sized up the situation. 

Iff brightened. “Oh, he’s a beauty! Russian Blue?”

“Yes.”

Pyewacket raised his fangs and disappeared.

“He’s not very social,” I said.

Iff laughed and sighed. “Yeah, we get that a lot.”

I said, “Can I offer you tea or coffee or, um, something?” I wasn’t sure we had tea or coffee or um something, but waiting for the interview to begin was making me nervous—as it was no doubt intended to do.

“No thanks,” Iff said. “We’ve had lunch.” 

Kolchak said suddenly, briskly, “Yep, times have sure changed. Our first gay police commissioner. And he’s getting married in a big high-society wedding.”

It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t try to answer.

“Where was it you first met?”

Presumably Kolchak was loosening me up by lobbing a few easy questions before he started playing hardball. I explained about meeting John at Bonhams and then again at the Black and White Ball.

“So it was what they call a whirlwind courtship?”

“I suppose so.”

Iff leaned back and studied the ceiling. Kolchak proceeded to ask a lot of general background-information questions. I told him my mother was French but my father was American and that I had been born in Salem, Massachusetts. I had grown up mostly in San Francisco but had attended Université Lumière in Domrémy.

“That’s in France?” Iff inquired.

“Yes.”

“But you’re an American citizen?”

“Yes.”

I explained about buying Blue Moon Antiques four years earlier from Oliver Sandhurst. “He was in business for forty years. He’s written a number of books about historical San Francisco.”

In fact, “Uncle” Oliver, as he was known within the Craft, had penned several books about San Francisco’s occult history. Not all of them approved by la Société. At one time there had even been talk of sanctions. Of course, it had come to nothing. Oliver was a beloved figure. Even an institution.

Iff and Kolchak appeared disinterested in Oliver Sandhurst’s literary endeavors. “Is it fair to say there was some conflict with yourself and Reitherman over the purchase of the store?” Kolchak asked.

I had to give them credit for doing their homework.

“Well, yes. Seamus made an offer as well, but Oliver chose to go with mine.”

“Why do you think that was?”

“Two reasons, I’m guessing. I was in a position to offer more money down, and my plans for the shop were more in keeping with Oliver’s vision.”

“Elucidate,” Iff invited.

“I believe Oliver’s feeling was that Seamus was mostly interested in Blue Moon for its location and footprint.”

That was true, as far as it went. But Oliver—as well as many within the Craft community—had also looked down on what he deemed Seamus’s “business practices.” By which he meant Seamus’s decision to sell kitschy and cheap occult souvenirs and gimmicks alongside some really wonderful heirloom pieces.

It’s one thing for non-practitioners to sell Craft items, but when someone who knows better chooses to sell the sacred—and items that mock and mimic the sacred—not everyone takes a lenient view.

“And that led to some hard feelings between yourself and Reitherman,” Kolchak said.

“I…not on my part.”

“But certainly on Reitherman’s part.” Kolchak smiled. His teeth were gray too. “No need to answer. We’ve had confirmation from plenty of people on that score.”

“Any ill will was on Seamus’s side. I got what I wanted.”

“Do you usually get what you want?” Iff inquired interestedly.

I ignored that.

“Would you say it’s fair to assume that Sandhurst’s decision to sell to you was the inciting incident—”

“No.”

“Catalyst—”

“Certainly not!”

“Start of a fairly contentious—”

“No,” I said. “We were competitors, yes. But—”

“Business rivals, you’d say?”

“By that definition, I’m business rivals with every antiques dealer in the city. It wasn’t a contentious relationship.”

“Wasn’t it, though?” Iff put in. “Weren’t there hard feelings over a transaction regarding a fancy gold mirror?”

That threw me. I didn’t know how they could have learned about the mirror. It was a scandal within the Craft, but only within the Craft.

“It wasn’t— You’re placing too much importance on that.”

Kolchak asked, “On what?”

“It’s natural that dealers will bid against each other. That’s how it works in this business.” It sounded lame, but it was true.

However, I wasn’t surprised when Iff said, “We’re talking about a Louis XVI rococo hanging mirror that was put up for private auction.”

“Yes. It was three years ago. The mirror isn’t, in itself, that valuable, but it was a family heirloom, so I bid heavily and won the auction.”

“And then Reitherman tried to do an end run around you,” Kolchak said.

I shrugged. “Yes. I didn’t even know I was bidding against him, but apparently, he took the loss personally. He went to the mirror’s owner and offered them more money, a lot more money—in fact, a ridiculous amount—if they would cancel the sale and allow him to purchase the mirror.”

Iff said, “But instead, the owner contacted you, and you were irate at Reitherman’s duplicitousness.” 

“You’re making this sound like a much bigger deal than it was,” I protested.

“But it was a big deal to Reitherman. That’s obvious.”

Yes. It had been obvious at the time too.

“He was still irritated over my purchase of Blue Moon—and, like I said, I think he took being outbid personally.”

Probably. But that was the tip of the iceberg. Seamus had deliberately—knowing the history of the rococo mirror, knowing that recovery of the mirror was important to me and to my entire family—bid against me. And when he lost, fair and square, he tried to get the mirror through cheating. It had not been his finest hour, and I had been angry. No question. But it had also been three years ago. I’m not good at holding grudges. Maman says I lack “constancy of purpose,” but honestly, I don’t have the heart for hatred.

“Once again you had bested Reitherman,” Kolchak said.

“If you want to call it that.”

“That’s what Reitherman called it.”

I said nothing.

“Would it be fair to say that Reitherman believed you were a rich dilettante,” Iff said, “and that he considered you a hobbyist and thought your success—and you do seem to be very successful—was entirely due to your family’s wealth?”

“If he did, that was on him.”

“Oh, he did,” Iff assured me. “According to everyone we’ve talked to, Reitherman hated you.”

I could see the direction this was headed. “Look, if there were bad feelings, they were on Seamus’s side, not mine. I rarely, if ever, gave him a thought.”

“That would make it worse,” Kolchak informed me. “Nothing aggravates a person like finding out their archenemy doesn’t even know they exist.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t know—” I stopped. Tried again. “I know where you’re going with this. If Seamus hated me as much as you’ve decided he did, why did he ask me to come to his shop last night? But he did invite me.”

“Exactly,” Kolchak said. He gave me another of those wintery smiles. “Why did he invite you? Not to sell you a book of poetry, that’s for sure. But we think we’ve got that worked out.”

“It’s a matter of proving it,” Iff said. He smiled too.

“Which we hope to do before the wedding,” Kolchak said. “That would be better for everyone, wouldn’t you say?”

I swallowed. My throat was drier than graveyard dust. 

“Better for the commissioner,” Iff agreed. He rose. “No question there.”

“We’ll be talking to you,” Kolchak said. 

Iff said, “Soon.”

 

 

 


Chapter Nine

 

By the time I reached the bottom of the garden, most of our wedding party had arrived.

I had taken the time to splash water on my face, comb my hair, and smear balm over my split lip. Maybe I didn’t look stylish, but I also didn’t look like I’d been hit by a train. I felt like I had, though. I did my best to hide it, plastering on a smile as I reached the bottom flagstone.

The opposing factions—er, John’s friends and family were standing on the opposite side of the garden from mine. Well, my friends. My family was not making an appearance until dinner. Which, frankly, was a relief.

I spotted John standing by the white arched trellis where we would exchange our vows on Sunday. He was speaking to a tall—nearly as tall as he—lean, dark-haired man. Military or maybe ex-military. I was beginning to know the type.

I went to join them. John smiled in welcome, and as usual, I felt that crooked little grin in the center of my heart. Like an arrow hitting a bull’s-eye. “Okay?” he asked.

“It is now.”

He started to speak, then settled for smoothing his hand over my back. Not the time nor the place. I got it.

The man beside John was smiling too, but his blue gaze was cool, considering, as he sized me up. 

“This is Trace,” John said. “We served together. You’ve heard me speak of him.”

Trace Levine. They had been in the SEALs together. That much I did remember.

“Right. The Best Man,” I said.

“I keep telling him,” Trace said, and they smirked at each other.

“Very nice to meet you,” I said. 

Trace’s grip was harder than it had to be, though not actually crushing. Pointed. Someone else not thrilled with John’s selection, but doing the necessary. I was starting to wonder if John and I were the only people genuinely thrilled by our marriage.

Actually, given the curious looks I was getting from pretty much everyone, I was starting to wonder if I was the only person genuinely thrilled by our marriage. 

“What do you think?” John asked.

I blinked at him, then realized he was talking about the wedding preparations. I did a half turn, scanning what amounted to a small glade surrounded by a forest of overgrown and towering oleander bushes.

The white garden was John’s wedding gift to me. The work had been completed the day before. Silvery white flagstones ringed a wide border of ivory and white heirloom roses, cream and blush-edged peonies, and panicle hydrangeas. The beds were filled in with sweet-smelling lily of the valley, snowdrops, Queen Anne’s lace, fragrant white hyacinth, and choisya. Datura and angel’s trumpet vines climbed obelisks made from ornate reclaimed wrought iron. There were even a couple of faux gazing balls in silver and blue atop weathered pedestals. It was perfect in every detail. Made more perfect by the fact that John had chosen everything—plants and accents—himself.

(Which should have warned me he paid close attention to the little things.)

“It’s so beautiful.” I meant it. The garden, but even more, the thought behind it.

He studied the plantings in their mounds of dark, freshly turned soil. “It’ll be more beautiful once it all takes root.”

I nodded. Something in his look of quiet satisfaction put a lump in my throat.

“The chairs will be set up Saturday evening. And, in case this isn’t enough flowers for you, the floral arrangements will be delivered Sunday morning.”

“That will work.”

“First service is here at nine, followed by the wedding breakfast provided by your Great-aunt Coralie, then a little time to ourselves…” He winked at me, and I felt my face heat. “Then at four we have the second, formal service in your mother’s rose garden, immediately followed by the reception, which is hopefully more than picnic baskets and jugs of wine…”

“Don’t worry. Maman knows how things should be done.”

“Sure. She seems like a girl who loves to party.”

I swallowed a laugh. 

John said, “After the reception, dancing and drinking until dawn at Chambers. Is that all correct?”

The battle plans were drawn up. We had our mission.

I smiled. “Yes. All that is perfect.”

“And then finally, hopefully, a lot more time to ourselves.”

“Hopefully, yes.” Assuming I wasn’t sitting in jail on murder charges. I didn’t say that, though. 

“Which reminds me. Your…priest? Inés was asking if you’re bringing your own, er, broom to the service.”

“Yes. I am. I’ll speak to her.”

John grinned, though his expression was quizzical. “I won’t ask.”

I cleared my throat. “It’s a…a French thing.”

“Okay. And what about your friends over there dressed like they’re attending your funeral? Is that a French thing?” He nodded at the little knot of my black-clad attendants standing with their backs to the rest of the wedding party. In addition to Andi, who was supposed to act as my Best Woman, I had three of my closest friends taking part in the ceremony. Vaughn, Brianna, and I had been pals since the days of bubble spells and Krav Kids training at the Academy of the Sacred Art. Rex, I’d met shortly after college, and they were one of those people you instantly connected with. 

“Yes.” I couldn’t help it. I hooked my arm around his neck, pulled him in, and kissed him. And then again. And then again. “Thank you,” I whispered. “John, thank you for all of this.”

For everything. For the garden, sure. For not caring that I was making some requests he clearly thought were peculiar. For not minding that no one but us seemed to want this marriage. For not even being scared off by the fact that I was the prime suspect in a murder investigation.

“Hey, hey.” John pulled back, smiling, a little surprised. “You don’t have to thank me. This is for both of us.”

“I know. I’m just…happy.”

“Happy, huh? You’re a very emotional guy, Cos. You know that?” Despite the teasing, his tone was tender and his eyes bright with emotion.

“I know. But I love you. So much.”

John saw the tears, opened his mouth, but a couple of the groomsmen gave catcalls, and he laughed, shaking his head at them. To me, he said, “We have to get through the hoopla, that’s all. When it’s us on our own, it’ll be okay.”

Was he trying to reassure me or himself?

Before I could respond, Nola bustled up. 

John’s mother was, well, let’s say she was very different from my mother. Nola was a square and sturdy woman with an open disdain for all that she considered “frivolous.” One of those people born middle-aged and aggrieved. She did not wear makeup, and she sewed her own clothes. I’m not sure if she ever had a career beyond wife and mother, but her current occupation was dedicated widow and full-time martyr. 

“Cosmo, I need a final answer. Is your father attending tonight’s dinner?”

“I—I’m not sure.”

“You can surely phone him and find out?”

You would think so, wouldn’t you? But my father was never one for being in the right place at the right time. In fact, the very idea of a right time and a right place offended him. Which was one of the many reasons he and my mother had not stayed together.

John said easily, “We can always squeeze in one more, Mamie.”

“Mamie” was his pet name for her. I didn’t understand the significance of it. I did understand that she adored John with every fiber of her being. That was the single thing I really liked about her. I was sorry she was so unhappy about our marriage. John didn’t see it, but I did. Then again, Nola was unhappy about many things. Unhappy that we were not getting married in the Catholic Church. Unhappy that John had not “outgrown” being gay. Unhappy that I was male, of French descent, and probably, in her view, the embodiment of all things frivolous. Unhappy that I was. At all. 

“Your mother and her friend will be there? That’s for sure?” Nola persisted.

“Yes,” I said. “Maman and Phelon will be there. That’s for sure.”

“Though she’s not here now.”

It was tempting to answer, If she was here, you’d know it, lady. But I did not. Nola was going to be my belle-mère (now there was a misnomer), and I was determined to give her my respect even if love wasn’t in the cards. 

John said, “You know she’s not, Mamie.”

I said, “Unfortunately, she had another engagement.”

My primary parental unit had declined to attend the rehearsal, though she was going to grace us at dinner—along with her current companion, Phelon Penn. Regardless of what Nola thought, my mother not being at the rehearsal was good news for all of us. The Duchess has never been good at keeping her feelings to herself. Anyway, since John and I were not planning to do any kind of parental hand-off during the ceremony, there was no need for either of our mothers to be at the rehearsal. Though of course nothing could have kept Nola away—it gave her such an excellent opportunity for practicing her burned-alive-at-the-stake look for Sunday.

Nola was not a woman who gave up easily. “It’s only that at a hundred dollars per plate, I hate for John to throw his money away on someone who isn’t going to be there.”

John said quietly, “Mother.”

I smiled, though it wasn’t easy. “I understand. If you’ll excuse me for one moment?”

I heard John’s deep tones and Nola’s wounded protest as I moved across the grass to speak to Vaughn, Brianna, and Rex. 

“Hey, you made it.” I put my arms around Brianna’s and Vaughn’s waists, and kissed Brianna’s cheek. 

“Did we have a choice?” Vaughn asked. He was only sort of joking. V. was short, slim, and fair. Both his hair and beard were styled in sharp geometric lines. He wore an onyx stud in his ear and a tiny silver ring in his left brow. But though he cultivated the look and manner of a fashionable villain, he was a good-natured goof. 

Brianna—who, to her disgust, looks like pretty much every dark-haired teen witch on television—stared at me with wide eyes. “Sacrebleu, Cos. So it’s true? Seamus Reitherman was murdered?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“They’re saying it was someone within the Craft.” 

“Who says that?”

Bree shrugged. “Everyone. I don’t know where it started, but that’s what people are saying. Whispering.”

How would anyone know that? I was the only one who had seen those faint chalk marks—and I’d removed them. The only person I’d told had been my mother, and one thing the Duchess knows how to do is keep a secret. 

Rex said, “You look like you’ve been brawling with the wedding planner.” Rex is older than the rest of us. Probably mid-thirties; they’re always vague about personal details. Tall, lanky, and brown, with a hawk-nose and shoulder-length Botticelli curls. 

“What?” I remembered what, and automatically put a hand to my cut lip. “Oh. No. I, er, fainted.”

“Fainted!” Bree echoed.

V. said, “Did you suddenly realize who you were about to marry?”

“Oh, ha-ha.”

V. shrugged modestly.

Bree said, “How could the police possibly think you had anything to do with Seamus’s murder?”

“Well, for one thing I was there when they arrived.”

For the first time I wondered how the police had got there so fast. I hadn’t called them. I had seen no sign of any alarm system. Seamus’s phone had not been anywhere in sight. And all the businesses neighboring the Creaky Attic were closed tight for the night. I needed to ask John about that. 

“But you’re marrying the police commissioner.”

“Are you marrying the police commissioner?” Rex asked, watching me.

“You’re here, aren’t you?”

Rex spread their hands peaceably. 

“Why would you even go to his shop?” V. asked. “You guys were archenemies.”

What was with the archenemy thing? Kolchak had used the same idiotic term. 

“We weren’t— I wasn’t— He asked me to come there after-hours. He said he had, um, something to show me.”

“And you fell for that?”

“What?” Rex asked. “What was he going to show you?”

“I…don’t know. He was dead when I arrived.”

Bree whispered, “I can’t believe it. Who would do such a thing? I mean, yes, Seamus could be a total warlock, but he wasn’t…he wasn’t someone you’d—I mean anyone—would kill.”

“Ciara,” V. said. “It’s always the wife.”

She frowned. “How would you know it’s always the wife?”

“I watch TV.”

Bree shook her head in disgust. She did not approve of television viewing. “Not that I would blame Ciara, because Seamus would tap anything breathing.”

“He used to bully you in school,” V. said to me. 

This is the problem with friends who’ve known you since childhood. They remember all the stuff you want forgotten.

“Yeah, sort of, but that was a million years ago. It’s not like I was holding a grudge.”

“Did he bully you?” Rex asked.

V. answered. “Yep. Once he pushed Cos in the school swimming pool, even though he was three years ahead of us and knew Cos was afraid of water and couldn’t swim because his cousin Waite had tried to drown him when he was five.”

“You know what,” I said. “It’s going to be way better if none of you ever mention any of this again. Especially not in front of…” It occurred to me that Sergeant Bergamasco was not present. He was supposed to be one of John’s groomsmen. 

But maybe he was too busy trying to wrap a noose around my neck to attend the wedding rehearsal.

“If you want to solve this, you have to look at it from every angle,” V. said.

“If I want to solve this? I’m not trying to solve it. I’m not a detective.”

“No, but you’re going to be a prison inmate if you leave it to the police.” V. added, “At least according to the news.”

Bree gasped. 

Rex said, “It does sound like you’re the only suspect.”

Not according to John, but maybe John wasn’t telling me everything. Maybe John didn’t know everything. I glanced across the lawn to see him standing with his groomsmen. They formed a wall of brawny ex-military types in jeans and polos or shorts and Hawaiian shirts—accessorized by Ray Bans, huaraches, and too much machismo. John didn’t look particularly worried. In fact, they were all laughing and talking and elbowing each other like friendly elk before rutting season began.

“I’m not the only suspect.”

V. said, “It doesn’t matter. If this murder was done by someone within the Craft, the police will never catch her.”

“Her?” Bree said.

“Like I said, my money’s on Ciara. Those Celtic witches are very hot-tempered. If I were you—”

Rex said, “Sleuthing is not a job for amateurs.”

“Well, we’ll burn that bridge when we come to it,” I said with determined cheerfulness. I tried to change the subject. “So…no Andi?”

“Nope.”

My heart sank. I’d been too distracted to phone Andi back, and she probably didn’t realize the wedding was still on. It seemed a million years since I’d discovered she had used a love spell on John, and although I remained heartsick, my anger at her had faded. I mean, yes, Andi had her faults, but so far she hadn’t tried to drown me or drop a piano on me.

My efforts to move the conversation from hard feelings and homicide did not succeed. Rex returned once more to the scene of the crime. “Does John think you had something to do with Reitherman’s murder?”

“Of course not.”

Now that they mentioned it, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. I assumed John knew I was innocent. He seemed to take it for granted I was innocent. Was that chivalry or genuine confidence?

“Will the Society get involved?’ Rex asked. Rex was not Abracadantès, and like many within the Craft but outside la Société, took a cynical view of their long-standing domination of Craft hierarchy. 

I said, “It’s hard to see how they wouldn’t.”

“Is that going to be a problem for you?”

V. snorted. “His mother is next in line to the Crone. He’s going to be Witch King one day. I doubt it.”

“The hell,” I said, glaring at him.

At V.’s words, Brianna caught her breath and twisted her fingers in a swift avert spell. “Remember where you are,” she hissed at him.

Vaughn reddened, but said, “No one’s paying any attention to us. They think we’re Cosmo’s weird friends.”

“Exactly!”

He hissed back at her, “Anyway, the point is, if la Société is letting him marry a mortal, they’re not going to object to his knocking off a warlock like Reitherman!”

“Let me marry? Anyway, I’m not going to be— You know I’ve rejected all that. I’m out of practice and have been for years.”

Brianna said, “You’re still Craft, Cos.”

“And you’re still practicing,” Rex said. “Maybe not officially, but you’re practicing, all right. That’s a given. You could more easily stop breathing.” They hesitated. “Will the Society investigate?”

What was Rex’s fascination with this? What did they care what the Society did or didn’t do? Why couldn’t they drop it?

“I don’t know. I don’t know how it will work.”

“You would have to have more motive than some childhood grudge.”

“It’s because of the mirror,” Brianna explained. “Cosmo’s great-great-great uncle is imprisoned in an antique mirror Reitherman tried to steal.”

“You guys—” To my alarm, I spotted Nola trekking our way with her perennial look of determination. I said urgently, “Can we please, please, continue this later?”

“You may not have a later,” Rex said.

It didn’t really register because at the same moment, Bree looked past me and said, “Here’s Andi!”

Relieved, I turned to see Andi half jogging down the steep flagstone walk. She was wearing some kind of floaty, flowery gray and white dress, but despite the high heels, she was fast and agile as a mountain goat—until V. whistled to her. 

Andi’s head jerked up, and to my horror, I saw her misstep. Her heel caught on one of the flagstones, and she pitched forward. Three of us put our hands out to stop her fall—and three of us froze, remembering we were among mortals.

Rescue came from an unexpected direction. 

John’s best man, Trace, seemed to leap across the grass, landing at the bottom of the steps in time to catch her. There was a universal gasp of relief from the watching crowd as he swooped her up as though trying out for the lead role in a Hallmark movie.

Trace asked her something, and Andi blinked up at him, looking confused and flustered. 

Trace set her on her feet. He was smiling down at her—and Andi, looking pinker and more and more like one of her own confections—seemed to be assuring him she was perfectly fine.

I glanced away and happened to catch Rex’s gaze. Rex was staring at me, and although their expression instantly rearranged itself into its normal bland friendliness, for a split-second I thought they looked horror-stricken.  

 


Chapter Ten

 

Despite what you might expect—despite what I expected—the rehearsal went off with almost military precision. 

Afterward, John and I went up to the house so I could change my clothes. I was hoping for a moment alone with him, but Nola and Jinx went with us, so there was no chance to tell him about my interview with Sergeants Kolchak and Iff before leaving for the rehearsal dinner at City Club.

Although the city provided John with a car and an official driver, he always drove himself to and from anything not work-related, so that evening he chauffeured the four of us. Nola spent the entire trip making dire predictions about the cost of the evening’s bar tab. She had wanted to hold the rehearsal dinner at the hall of St. Patrick’s, but thankfully, John had nixed that. 

“The church doesn’t recognize our marriage, so we’re sure as hell not giving them our business, even if they wanted it, which I’m sure they don’t.”

Nola had protested, “You’re the police commissioner, John. They would gladly make an exception for you.”

“I don’t want to be an exception,” John said. “Or make an exception.”

But even Nola was not proof against the old-fashioned glamor of City Club’s polished black-and-green marble floors, black-and-white marble walls, and gold-leaf ceiling.

Elevators whisked us up to the tenth floor. The tall doors slid open, and we walked into a crowded room full of smiling people. The air was scented with roses and orange blossom. Candlelight flickered in crystal lanterns, casting gold shadows over the linen-covered tables. 

In all honesty, most of the evening passed in a blur. I do remember that the food was great—though I couldn’t tell you what I ate—the service terrific, and mostly people seemed to be having a good time. John’s friends certainly had a good time—and Nola was quite right about the impressive bar bill.

Rex did not show up at dinner and did not answer my phone calls when I tried to find out if something had happened to them on the drive over. But that wasn’t a total surprise. Rex was not all that social; in fact, I’d been surprised as well as pleased when they’d agreed to act as one of my attendants.  

V. and Bree did make it to dinner, but did not stay much after the meal. Despite the bright smiles and pat-on-the-back assurances that it was going to be a lovely wedding, their fond farewells sounded more like commiseration as they clutched their silver flasks—John’s gift to each member of the wedding party—and made their escape. They promised to meet me and Andi at the restaurant the following night for my enterrement de vie de garçon. 

At least Andi stayed the whole evening, attended assiduously by John’s best man, Trace, who seemed downright smitten with her.

“He’s not married or anything, is he?” Andi asked uneasily when we ran into each other at the bar.

“No. Widowed.”

“Recently?”

“Not sure.”

Her hazel eyes met mine diffidently. “Are you— Is everything— It seems like John’s as crazy about you as ever?” I didn’t miss that tiny, cautious uptick of inquiry. 

“Something’s different,” I said. “I can feel it. But he doesn’t seem to want out. Yet.”

She put her hand on mine. “I think he does really care, Cos. He watches you all the time.”

“He’s not sure if I committed murder or not.”

I hadn’t meant to say it aloud, and she looked shocked.

I said quickly, “I’m joking.” 

I hoped so anyway.

She nodded doubtfully.

“Then you’re going ahead with it.”

“Well, yeah.” I indicated the lavishly appointed room, people talking animatedly at tables. “Clearly.”

She made a little moue. “And what about us? Are we…?”

I felt my mouth curve into a reluctant, wry smile. I mean, I knew why she’d done it. For the same reason in second grade I’d given Gideon Terwilliker a green polka-dot complexion after he’d declined to share her Hostess cupcake. It’s a funny thing, but it’s easier to forgive people hurting us than to forgive them hurting someone we love.

“It’s forgotten,” I said. “But from now on, stay out of it. Whatever happens between me and John is between me and John.”

“Witch’s honor.” Andi stuck her little finger out, and I curled my own around it. Mortals call that pinky swear. We call it… Well, actually we call it a pinky swear too. 

A minute or so after I left her, I finally ran into John. We were spending most of the evening circulating and so had not really spent much time together.

“Where’s Sergeant Bergamasco?” I asked. “I haven’t seen him tonight.”

John gave me what I was starting to think of as his bad-news smile. His mouth curved, but his expression stayed impassive. “Nothing to worry about. We’ll talk about it later.”

If we needed to talk later, obviously it was something to worry about, but I offered an equally untroubled smile. “Of course.” I glanced past him as the elevator doors slid open and a tall man in his mid-fifties with black hair and angular features exited.

I said, “My father’s arrived. Would you like to meet him?”

“I would.” I started to turn, but John stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. His brown-gold eyes studied my face. “Are you having a good time, Cosmo?”

“Comme ci, comme ça.” I wiggled my eyebrows. “It’s a lovely party, but I’m looking forward to going home with you.”

John’s smile was sudden and very white. “Me too.”

As I led the way through the tables, I heard him say ruefully, “Nothing brings home the age difference like realizing your parents are only a few years older than me.”

To which I really didn’t have an answer. 

I managed to intercept my father before he could make his way over to where my mother was holding court with Uncle Lucien, Aunt Iolanthe, Great-aunt Coralie, my cousin Waite, and his fiancée, Jadis. Yes, Jadis. Her parents actually named her after the White Witch in the Chronicles of Narnia. And my family thinks I’m too much influenced by mortal culture. 

“Ah, Cosmo,” my father greeted me in his usual, cool New England tones. “I didn’t know pets were allowed at this event.”

That piquant comment was not directed at me or John. It was aimed at Phelon Penn, my mother’s companion. Companion sounds better than boy toy. Same job description, but a higher paygrade. 

“Father—that is, Torquil Tremaine, may I present my fiancé, John Galbraith?”

Father recalled himself—sort of—and shook hands with John. “Galbraith. Scottish descent, correct?”

“Correct,” John said. This was a good start because John was very much into his Scottish heritage, having completed one of those DNA Ancestry kits a few months before we met.

“Yes. An ancient bloodline. Picts, I think.” Father said to me, “A good choice.”

“Right, well,” I said heartily, fearing he was about to launch into a dissertation on primitive magic. “We’re all Americans now.”

Father snorted. “Have you met your mother?” He considered. “Who cast your horoscopes?”

“No one. We didn’t have them done.”

He began to splutter. “D-d-didn’t have them done?”

“John is not—doesn’t believe in astrology.”

John sounded startled as he said to me, “Do you?”

“Well, I mean…yes.”

John looked completely taken aback. And if he was taken aback at the idea that I believed in astrology, the Goddess alone knew what he’d make of the rest of it.

Father said, “You’re going to marry this child of mine without any idea of what you’re getting yourself into?”

“Uh, Father, I’m twenty-nine. I’m not exactly a—”

John smiled at me, put his arm around my waist. “I think I have a pretty good idea.”

“Don’t misunderstand me. He’s charming and well educated, but if you marry him, you marry the Duchess of Abracadantès.”

I relaxed. Okay, that was better. My father was once again on his favorite topic. My mother. 

Or maybe that wasn’t better as John said a little grimly, “So I discovered this evening.”

Yes, that had been a little uncomfortable. Until tonight I’d managed to skirt around the whole issue of titles and birthrights. It wasn’t like Maman swanned around town referring to herself as The Duchess. That was the rest of us. But there was no way to officially introduce her and her sister the, er, countess without getting into, well, details. 

Nola had been impressed. That was the one silver lining. John had been dismayed, but then I suspect he’d been dismayed by Maman from their first meeting seven days earlier. 

I cleared my throat. “The title is mostly ceremonial these days.”

My father laughed.

John looked from me to him and made a valiant effort. “I understand you teach at Salem State University, sir?”

“Call me Torquil. Not that we’ll be seeing much of each other. Cosmo is entirely his mother’s son. Arabella was mine. Even before this one was delivered, Estelle had all but cast me out. The sole point on which she ever gave in to me was allowing him to be born in Salem.”

I groaned inwardly.

“Arabella?” John repeated.

“My sister,” I said. “She…crossed when I was seven.” 

“I had no idea. I’m sorry.”

I shook my head. One more of the many, many things we did not know about each other. Two weeks is a long time to be tortured, but not so long to get to know someone you plan on spending your life with. And rushing the latter almost guarantees the former.

Or so I had thought before I met John.

“I teach astronomy and philosophy.” Abruptly and unexpectedly—as was his wont—my father answered John’s earlier question.

“Both fields of study?” John asked, surprised.

“Officially, astronomy. But how can you teach the stars without exploring those fundamental questions of existence?”

John shook his head. Navy SEALs study the stars for different reasons.

“Mr. Saville?”

A waitress hovered on the edge of our conversation. I turned to her in inquiry. She said in an under voice, “An elderly gentlemen is insisting on speaking with you. He’s not a guest. I’m not sure how he got into the club. He gave me a card.”

She handed me a slightly bent black calling card printed in gold script with the name Oliver Sandhurst. Books and Bygones.

“I’ll speak to him,” I said. “Where is he?”

She looked pained. “He won’t come in. He’s waiting for you in the stairwell. In front of the Diego Rivera fresco.”

“That’s all right. I’ll go see him now.”

“What’s up?” John asked.

“Oliver Sandhurst—the man I bought Blue Moon from—wants to speak to me.”

“Speak to you about what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

I was surprised at how instantly on guard he was. Not naturally trusting, John. But then naturally trusting people don’t go into law enforcement.

“No, no. I’ve known Oliver for years. He’s a friend. If you could just…” I glanced past him to my father, who was glaring at the table where my mother—pretending to be oblivious to him—sat. 

“Rest assured,” John said. 

“Thank you.”

He added, “Don’t take too long.”

* * * * *

Oliver looked small, frail, and a little frightened standing on the landing before the vibrantly hued thirty-foot-high Diego Rivera fresco Allegory of California.

“Oliver, hi,” I said. “Why don’t you come and join us? There’s plenty of food and drink. You’d be very welcome.”

He took both my hands in his unsteady, ice-cold ones. “Cosmo, dear, dear boy. I’m so sorry to interrupt your happy occasion, but I felt I must tell you at once. Police detectives came to see me a short while ago. They seem to believe…” Oliver gulped. “That you killed Seamus Reitherman.”

For the last couple of hours, I had managed to forget the looming threat of the investigation into Seamus’s death. Now all that anxiety and apprehension came crashing down with the weight of that Broadwood piano earlier. 

“It’s not true.”

“Certainly it’s not true.” Oliver looked relieved. “I didn’t believe it for a moment.”

“He asked me to meet him at his shop last night. When I got there, he was dead.”

Unfortunately, I had told this story so many times, it was beginning to sound like a script.

“Did he tell you…” Oliver hesitated, biting his lip. “I’m sorry to ask this, but why did he invite you of all people?”

“He told me he believed he had found the Grimorium Primus.”

Oliver’s eyes kindled. He whispered excitedly, “He did! He had!”

“But… Are you sure?”

Oliver nodded. “He showed it to me. Well, not the whole thing. He showed me a page. He wanted me to authenticate it.” His pale-green eyes were wide and frightened. “It was. Authentic. It was the real thing. The Grimorium Primus.”

My knees went a little weak. I had been trying to reassure myself that Seamus could not have really, truly found the first and greatest of the grimoires. That I had not seen those telltale chalk marks. That his death had to have been due to other circumstances. Maybe Ciara had killed him. Maybe someone had tried to rob him. Maybe a crazy customer had returned after-hours, demanding a refund on a witchcraft starter kit.  

Oliver was watching me with blazing-eyed and slightly unnerving intensity. “Do you know what he did with the book?”

“No. I never saw it. It’s as I said. He was dead when I arrived.”

Oliver began to wring his hands. “This is bad. This is very bad.”

“I know.”

“In particular, very bad for you, dear boy. Very bad for your family.”

I said more huskily, “I know.”

“Whoever killed Seamus must have stolen the grimoire.”

I thought again of the chalk markings. What had I seen? I couldn’t be sure. The spell had only been started. 

“Maybe not. It’s possible Seamus hid the book.”

A finding spell? Was that what I had seen? I half closed my eyes, trying to remember…

“Do you think so?” Oliver whispered.

“I don’t know.”

I opened my eyes, studied his wizened, worried face. Either he truly was terrified, or he had aged a lot in four years. 

“Oliver, one of your gifts is finding things.”

His eyes widened. He drew back. “Yes, that’s true, but—”

All witches are born with certain talents. No, call them aptitudes. Witches who train and develop their abilities usually gain other, well, powers. The ability to find things without the aid of a finding spell typically manifested late in life. Since his fifties, Oliver had been legendary for his ability to locate that which was lost.

“If Seamus had time to hide the book, it might still be in his shop.”

“The Creaky Attic?”

“Yes. The store is huge. If his slayer didn’t take it, it could be hidden anywhere. Hopefully somewhere only another witch could find it.”

For a moment we both considered the terrifying consequences of a grimoire so powerful falling into the wrong hands. Oliver shuddered.

“Who else did Seamus tell about the grimoire?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Ciara, for sure. His consort. And whoever he got the book from knows. Assuming it came to him through regular channels.”

“Do you know where he got the grimoire?”

“No.”

“Nor do I.” He added, “Then we can assume nothing.”

I conceded it. An idea came to me. “I was going to try and search his shop tonight. What if you came with me?”

“Tonight? But you’re…” Oliver waved vaguely at the door above us. Muffled voices and music drifted down the stairwell. 

“After the party,” I said. “I could meet you at the Creaky Attic at one.” Midnight would be better for Oliver’s finding, but that might be cutting it too close. I had a feeling John would want to talk when we got home.

Oliver’s eyes lit. He was about to speak, when a door swung open overhead. We both froze. The sound of music and voices swelled, peaked.

John called down, “Cosmo? Everything okay?”

I sagged with relief, threw my head back, and called, “Fine! I’ll be right up.”

I could feel him listening. For what? A second voice? My coconspirator? 

“Roger that,” John said.

He didn’t move.

We waited—and he waited.

Why? What was he expecting to happen? My unease grew. Did he really not trust me?

But then the door swung shut again, cutting off the noise above.

“I don’t know,” Oliver said uneasily. “What if it’s a trap?”

“How can it be? It’s our own plan.”

He said, “Well, dear boy, actually it’s your plan.”

“Okay, it’s my plan. I think it may be our only chance of finding the grimoire before it’s lost forever.”

“Maybe,” Oliver murmured. “You could be right. I don’t know…”

It would be so much easier with his help. But he was frail and elderly and it was not really his problem. I said, “Oliver, that wasn’t fair to ask. It’s all right if you don’t want any part of this. You already stuck your neck out by coming here tonight.”

He hesitated.

“Don’t be silly,” he said quickly. “I won’t desert you in your hour of need. It’s only…”

“It’s only what?”

He gave me a sickly smile. “I think we would be wise to remember that if whoever killed Seamus did not take the grimoire, they may also be searching for it.” 

 

 


Chapter Eleven

 

“Mother thinks she’s found the perfect housekeeper for us,” John said on the drive back to Greenwich Street. 

We had put Jinx and Nola into a taxi a few minutes earlier and were finally, for the first time since Jinx had rung the doorbell that afternoon, alone together. 

I made a vague sound of inquiry.

“Some woman she befriended at church. Bridget Something.”

Great. Another church lady.

“Do you think we need a housekeeper?”

“Yes.” John glanced at me. “I’ve seen your place.”

Having also seen my place, I did not take offense. “Still, I think I’d rather find my own housekeeper.”

“It won’t hurt to interview her, will it? You’ll be at the house tomorrow anyway with the movers.”

“Sure. If that’s what you’d like.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw John’s head turn my way. “Everything okay?”

I was watching the tall buildings, outlines etched in moonlight, gliding past. They reminded me of the shadow-lantern silhouette of a witch I’d seen in Seamus’s storeroom. What had that been about? A kind of witchy bat signal? So weird. This was all so weird…

“Cos?”  

I snapped back to present-day concerns. “Iff and Kolchak think I murdered Seamus.”

John was silent for so long that I knew this was not coming as any news to him. I stared at his profile.

He said, “Try not to take it personally.”

“Try not to…”

“There’s a fair bit of circumstantial evidence pointing in your direction. That’s all. Iff and Kolchak are two of the best detectives on the force. Even though they’re starting the investigation with a certain amount of bias, they’ll keep digging until they get to the truth.”

“You’re taking this very calmly.”

“No, I’m not.” His tone was grim. “But getting mad about it won’t change anything.”

The bleak note in his voice caused me to revise my initial opinion. He was not remotely okay with this. 

“Do you think I killed Seamus?”

After what felt like a very long moment, he said, “I don’t think so, no.” 

He had been giving it plenty of thought, though. Did that make it better or worse that he had eventually concluded I was innocent? I couldn’t help wishing for instinctive and heartfelt belief in my innocence.

“For the record, I did not kill him.”

“For the record, again, I don’t think you did. But you are hiding something.”

I said bitterly, “Isn’t everyone hiding something?”

“I’m not hiding anything from you. If you’ve got something to ask, ask.”

“Do you want to call off the wedding?”

“No.”

My mouth curved, but I did not feel like smiling. “Why did you ask me to marry you?”

He shrugged. “I love you.”

Yeah, well.

“Sure, but you don’t strike me as the whirlwind-courtship type. We haven’t even known each other a month. Your friends and family think I’ve somehow bewitched you.”

Now, I can’t explain why I was pushing this—even going so far as to throw the W word in. Maybe it was simply the prolonged tension of wondering when he would begin asking these questions himself. 

John too smiled without humor at the “bewitched” comment. “Maybe what’s happening here is you’re having second thoughts?”

I said huskily, more huskily than I wished, “No.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Okay, well, the truth is, I never planned on marrying. I’ve always thought marriage was solely for the purpose of having children—and I don’t like kids.”

“Good to know.”

He threw me a quick glance. “Do you want children?”

“I…don’t know. I guess if I thought about it at all, I assumed it was a far distant likelihood.” 

The Duchess would not be pleased. That was for starters. Barring my aunt Iolanthe and cousin Waite, no one within the Abracadantès would view this as anything but a disaster. Orientation notwithstanding, my own disinclinations notwithstanding, it was viewed as a matter of course that I would one day sire an heir or heiress to the trône de sorcière. 

John was silent, and I couldn’t think of anything to say either. How funny if the thing that ended it between us was something so basic, so prosaic, so obviously should-have-asked-this-sooner as the question of having children.

Eventually he said, “I would probably feel differently about my own kids.”

“I… Probably.”

And that was the last thing either of us said until we reached the house. 

 

 

“Did you want a drink?” John locked the front door behind us.

“Sure. Hello.” I bumped noses with Pyewacket, who had leaped into my arms as we let ourselves into the house. “Did you have a nice evening?”

Pye had not had a nice evening, and he proceeded to tell me all about it. He did not like change. And the more he thought about it, the less he liked it. That’s more a Russian Blue trait than a Familiar trait, but the nature of his unhappiness was not the point. The unhappiness was.

“I’m sorry,” I told him. “If you’ll give it some time, I’m sure it will get better.”

“Are you talking to the cat or me?” John threw over his shoulder, heading toward the den and its wet bar.

The bar was my wedding gift to him. 

John was a little bit of a wine snob. Or at least he seemed like a wine snob to me, given that I knew little about wine and cared less. My poison of choice was the flavored martini. Cocktails. In fact, in my crowd, I was held to be quite the master mixologist. I’d even come up with a few recipes for Andi so that she could create what had turned out to be a very popular line of cocktail cupcakes.

Anyway, after a lifetime of lime-laced Corona and whiskey out of flasks, John had discovered the wide world of wine.

Our bar area was a beautiful little room of rustic redwood and blue stone. The cabinetry and wine racks were all custom. Dual wine refrigerators flanked a sink basin made from an antique whiskey barrel. It was the one room of the house that was completely finished and fully equipped, which I guess tells you something about us.

I followed John, Pye draped like a morose fur stole over my shoulders. 

“Red or white?” John asked.

“Either.”

Pye meowed into my ear. 

“Ssst,” I replied.

John, busily uncorking a 1994 bottle of Churchill Port, said, “Is he settling in okay?”

“Not really.”

John’s brows rose, but he said nothing.

“I don’t know. He may not be with me much longer, so maybe it doesn’t matter.”

John did look up at that.

“He looks healthy enough.”

“Oh, he’s perfectly healthy. He just…isn’t happy with me anymore.”

John made a faint sound of…not quite amusement, not quite dismissal, but close. Pye heard it too. He yowled, let me feel his claws as he scrambled off my shoulders and jumped to the barstool next to mine. He departed the den with a rude snap of his tail.

Great.

I sighed. I loved Pye. His decision to leave was yet another lousy piece of news in a day peppered with ill tidings. 

“I want you to try this. It’s a vintage port,” John said, handing me a tall glass filled less than halfway with rich, ruby-colored wine. 

“Okay.”

“It’s like vintage champagne in that they’re not made every year. Port houses decide individually if a year is exceptional enough to make a single vintage port.”

“Ah.”

“¡Arriba.” He touched the rim of his glass to mine.

“Abajo,” I said, and we touched the bases.

“Al centro.” We clicked the bowls.

“Adentro.” We drank. I added, “Abracadabra.”

John laughed, leaned across the bar, and kissed me. His mouth was warm and tasted like port—sort of deep and sweet with plum and berry notes. “You’re cute.”

“Cute?” I snorted. 

He laughed again. It occurred to me he was more buzzed than I’d realized. Perfect. I was driving him to drink.

He held his glass up, studying the deep ruby liquid. “Your father is…”

“Go ahead. Say it.”

“Not what I expected.” He added, “But I like him. He’s…likable.”

I laughed. For an instant, John’s dimples showed. It felt like years since I’d seen those little indentations in his lean cheeks. 

“And I like you,” he said. “A lot.”

“That’s a good place to start.”

“It’s kind of weird, I know, but I kind of like it that you care whether your cat is unhappy.”

“Of course I care. And he’s not just a cat—” I stopped myself.

“Yeah, but that’s it. Nothing is just a…whatever with you.” John shrugged. “It’s…different. Endearing, I guess.”

“Thank you.” I hid my face behind my wineglass. I knew what this was—besides booze, I mean. More and more, he was analyzing what he felt for me. Sifting through his emotions. He was sharing the positives with me, but there were probably an equal number of negatives he wasn’t sharing. 

John sipped his port, meditated, said, “It was a good party tonight.”

“Yes. It really was. You—and Nola—did a wonderful job arranging everything.”

His mouth curved in a small, satisfied smile. “Yep. Even Endora had to admit it was nearly good enough for her only son.”

I cleared my throat nervously.  

He said thoughtfully, “I was surprised to hear you had a sister, Cos.”

“I know. It was a long time ago, and I don’t think about it as much as maybe I should.”

John didn’t say anything. 

“I’ve never known the details, but after that, everything changed between my parents. They were already separated—well, I mean, they were never married to start with—but that completely divided them.”

“Unfortunately, I think that’s pretty common.” He said after a moment, “I don’t think I realized how much family you have locally. For some reason I thought most of your relatives were in France.”

“They travel a lot. But it’s not as though we do birthdays and Thanksgiving. You won’t have to see them often.”

He nodded, and despite his stoic expression, I thought he was relieved.

I said, “Why did Sergeant Bergamasco skip the rehearsal and the rehearsal dinner?”

John’s face went completely and carefully neutral. “Pete feels that participating in wedding-related events is going to have the appearance of bias and might ultimately compromise portions of the investigation into Reitherman’s homicide.”

“Oh.”

“And he’s right. Not about everything, but he’s right about that.”

“Yes. I’m sure he is.”

Bergamasco was another cop who believed I murdered Seamus. Was that the universal view? Probably. I wondered how much pressure John was having to exert to keep me out of jail.  

John finished his port, rinsed the glass, and said, “Do we have a set of sheets for that bed upstairs?” 

 

 

“It’s a weird thing about this bed. It always looks way too small for one of us, let alone both of us, but there’s more than enough room.” John and I had finished making up the Victorian black and bronze bed in the master bedroom. John had been impressed at my ability to accurately “guess” three sets of new sheets from the stack of wedding presents downstairs. We’d compromised on the embossed lavender linen set from my cousin Lucretia. 

“It’s the angle of the room,” I said. And then, because apparently it was a night for awkward questions, “If you thought the bed was too small, why did you bid on it?”

“I wanted it for Jinx. It’s a beautiful piece, and I know she likes that mumbo-jumbo witchy stuff.”

I laughed.

He hung his shirt in the armoire. “What?”

“Nothing.”

Even the bed—the impetus that had brought us together—had never been intended to bring us together. 

We finished undressing, me once again managing to keep John from seeing my bruised shoulder. I climbed into bed—the mattress was new, and firmer than I liked—and John turned off the overhead light from the switch beside the door. He crossed the floor, walking through the shadows, and something about him, the quiet, powerful way he moved, his naked body striped by moonlight, reminded me of a tiger on the prowl.

The mattress dipped beneath him as he moved beside me, leaned over me. His mouth found mine, his kiss hot and unexpectedly hungry. I kissed him back. His kiss deepened. His hand moved restively, questingly over me, groped between my legs, found my balls. He squeezed gently, I gasped, and his tongue pushed into my mouth. 

Not that John had ever been the shy, retiring type, but there was a hint of aggression in his kisses and caresses that was new. I didn’t mind it, but the sudden surge of possessiveness made me wonder. All down the length of my body, I could feel his heat and hardness pressing into me. His mouth moved demandingly on my own, and I tried to answer that insistence, but I began to consider if what I was ready to offer was going to be enough tonight.

I tore my face away, breathing hard, touching fingertips to my bruised mouth.

John said roughly, “God, I want you.”

“You have me. Every inch of me.”

“Not every inch,” he said softly, meaningfully.

I smiled, pretending I thought he was joking, and kissed him more lightly.

He groaned, a low, heartfelt sound. “You don’t want to, do you?”

“Of course I want to.”

“Well, then? We’re getting married the day after tomorrow.”

“And there have been times today when the promise of our wedding night has been all that’s kept me going.”

Not fair, I know, but perfectly true. I felt him absorb it, and said, “You know, you never finished telling me why you decided to ask me to marry you.”

John’s sigh was warm against my face and edged with exasperation. But he said, “Why? You mean aside from loving you and wanting—very much, in case you haven’t noticed—to have sex with you every night and every morning?”

“Aside from that, yes. You’ve already said you never wanted to marry, never planned on marrying. So what made you change your mind?”

He said a little irritably, “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

I said nothing. 

“The truth? It makes sense. You’re rich. You’re socially connected. You’re…” He seemed unsure of the word.

“What?”

“You’ve got the right style. The right manners. The right taste. Together, we’ll make a great team. Like tonight. You were the perfect host. No one who didn’t know would think for a moment anything was wrong. You were charming, considerate to everyone. You were…beautiful.”

I almost forgave him the wealth, social connections, manners, and the rest for that quiet, almost wondering beautiful. I mean, I did forgive him—post love spell and pre murder conviction—for coming up with a host of sensible reasons for moving ahead with our marriage. He was a pragmatic and ambitious man. He thought in strategic terms. There were powerful and practical incentives for not marrying me now, but he was focused on finding reasons to move forward.

I appreciated that, but it wasn’t exactly heartwarming to hear my list of marriage-worthy credentials.

“I see. So you don’t love me. This is just—” A marriage of convenience. An alliance. Which was quite French, actually. 

“Of course I love you. I’m crazy about you. I have to be to be going ahead with this wedding after everything that’s happened.”

He had a point.

“Plus, I like talking to you. I don’t think you’ll bore me anytime soon. And you are very, very sexy when you’re not holding the Spanish Inquisition.”

“Nobody ever expects the Spanish Inquisition,” I said. “Or the French Inquisition. Though by now we all should.”

John laughed, and I hooked my arm around his shoulders and drew him down.

We kissed…and then kissed some more…

“Do you think that damn cat’s going to watch us all night?” John muttered.

“Hm?” I raised my head, and sure enough, Pye, outlined in moonlight, sat in the window seat, gazing at us. 

“Do you mind?” I said to him.

“I wouldn’t,” John replied, “except for my suspicion that he plans to smother me in my sleep.”

I swallowed a laugh. “His bark is worse than his bite.”

“You know he’s a cat, right?”

Pye made a sound of disgust, flipped me off with his tail, and departed.

John’s mouth found mine once more, heat and taste and scent blooming with each brush of lips, and I opened to him like the flowers of the white garden yielding to the moon’s kiss. Lovely, lovely. I lifted my lashes and saw the fuzzy glow of the painted stars on the ceiling. On the ceiling of our bedroom. Ours. Soon John would be my husband in law as well as in my heart.

But then John’s breathing roughened, his hands hardened. His mouth coaxed and grew demanding. I could feel his mounting dissatisfaction, his disappointment.

I murmured his name. Not a protest, just a reminder.

“Yes,” he insisted. His breath was hot and scented of ripe plums and sex.

For two weeks—fourteen nights—I’d managed to keep lust and longing—his and mine—in check, but now I was losing my balance. When I had been confident he loved me, it had been easy—well, easier. But now I was painfully aware that what John felt was at least partly an aftereffect of the love spell. This brand of belligerent desire? I didn’t believe that came naturally to someone as controlled as John.

What was driving it? Insecurity? Uncertainty?  

When he rolled me onto my side and shoved his knee between my legs, I felt a flash of alarm. I did not want to fight him. It was the last thing I wanted, not least because I was also having to fight myself.

“Wait, no.” I wriggled over, gripping his shoulders, pushing him back. “John, no.”

I could feel his frustration, the temptation to ignore me and push ahead, trembling through him. He held himself in taut, precarious restraint.

“I know you want to. I can feel you want to.”

“I do want to. But…I don’t.”

He raised his head, and I could see the warning gleam in his eyes. “What the hell does that mean?” 

“I mean, it’s important to me that we wait. Until we’re conso—until our union is consecrated.”

“Until we’re married? Seriously?”

“Yes. Seriously.”

“It’s the day after tomorrow. How the hell much difference does it make?”

“It makes a difference to me.”

“Jesus Christ, Cosmo. You’re a grown man. An adult male living in the 21st century. Not a-a Victorian maiden. Despite your taste in furniture.”

“Ouch,” I said.

John blew out a long, aggravated breath. “That was uncalled for. I apologize. I like your taste in furniture. But you can’t tell me someone as experienced, as sophisticated as you are in the sack has never—”

“I haven’t,” I said quickly. “Not that. Never. You’ll be the first to possess my body in sexual union.”

I didn’t expect the startled silence that followed. 

He asked warily, “Um, and by first to possess my body in sexual union, are we talking about good old- fashioned sex or something else?”

“Well, yes. I mean fucking. Of course.”

“Of course. And I’m not going to end the, er, sexual union with an alien lifeform clamped to my face?”

Even I could hear the shakiness in my laugh. “I know I sound…”

“A little out of this world? Sweetheart, you have no idea.” But I felt his body relaxing, that belligerent thrust softening, and the kiss he dropped on my mouth was as resigned as his voice.

I was relieved, naturally, that he was conceding defeat, but at the same time my body felt surprisingly…hollow. Achy and strained, as though it had been prepared for something, some intense experience, that had not happened. Disappointment so strong, it was a physical reaction. I had to suppress my own longing, my own need, and return his kiss with equal restraint.

“It’s another of those French things,” I said on a sigh. 

“And here I always thought the French were supposed to be the sexiest people on the planet.”

“No. That is, yes! I hope. It’s not necessarily all of France, but definitely the, er, area where my family is from that traditionally, sexual penetration—of man or woman—isn’t supposed to happen before the marriage vows.”

“What kind of archaic bullshit is that?”

I licked my lips, but I really couldn’t think of a better way to explain it. 

“Look,” John said, “if you don’t like it, that’s one thing. But don’t pret—”

I put my fingers over his lips. “I am nervous,” I admitted. “But I know it will be good with you. I want it too. All of it. But I want it to happen the right way. I want—I know it sounds stupid to you—for us to be married first.”

He was silent for a moment. Then he kissed my fingertips, pulled my hand down. “If it’s that important to you, okay.” 

Honestly? I didn’t expect him to give in so easily. Or at all.

“John, thank you.”

“Don’t sound so surprised. Your first time should be what you want. Hell, every time should be what you want. It’s only…I had no idea you were so traditional.” 

“In some things I’m very traditional.”

“I’m not sure if that’s good news or bad.”

I said softly, “If you prefer to be on top, speaking physically and not metaphorically, it’s very good news.”

I felt him lean forward, peering at me through the darkness. He gave an odd laugh. “I…see. I’m… I did not see that coming. Literally.”

“Is it going to be a problem?” I was quite sure it was not. We’d put in a lot of practice over the past two weeks. 

“I can’t say I object. I simply assumed you would want a…more equal distribution of power.”

I was amused, though not really surprised to find he held primitive notions regarding sexual roles in the relationship paradigm. 

I murmured, “Oh, I think I’ll hold my own in any actual power struggle.” I rubbed my face lightly against his, flicked my tongue against his lips.

John’s laugh was a little sardonic. “Even I’m starting to believe it…”

 


Chapter Twelve

 

I fell asleep. 

Deeply, dreamlessly. 

That’s the simple truth. The last twenty-four hours had been the most exhausting and emotionally draining of my life, and despite my plan to head straight for the Creaky Attic once I knew John was out, I fell asleep before he did.

I woke a little after three, startled out of a near-coma by someone shouting my name.

I sat up, wide-eyed and listening. My ears echoed with the sound of that cry. I glanced over: John still slept beside me, face half-buried in his pillow. I realized that the voice had been inside my head.

A summoning spell.

Oliver.

Oh no. Oh Goddess. How could I have forgotten? How had I let myself fall asleep?

Oliver had been terrified at the idea of going to the Creaky Attic at all, and I had left him to do it alone. 

I put my face in my hands, concentrating, trying to reach out to him…but there was nothing. 

A blank emptiness.

No Oliver.

No anyone.  

Not only was no one reaching out, no one was even listening.

I edged cautiously off the mattress, feeling for my clothes in the darkness. I could see Pye’s eyes gleaming from the window seat.

Pouvez-vous m’aider? 

Two narrow green flashlight beams pinpointed my crumpled black jeans and discarded black T-shirt.

Merci.

I snatched them up, dressing quickly, quietly—freezing every time John sighed or shifted—and tiptoed downstairs. There was a doorway in the armoire, naturally, but the hinges squeaked a little, and I could not take the chance of John’s sharp ears registering any furtive noises.

It was hard to believe no witch had lived in that house in eighty years, but so it was. There were no other doorways in the house. I had previously declined to create them, determined not to use any magic once I was married to John, but now I was second-guessing that decision.

I slipped out the front door, locking it behind me. The windows in the townhouses across the way were all dark, a hundred panes reflecting the moon’s sharp smile. 

The night air was scented of smog. Crickets and distant traffic were my accompaniment as I hiked up the driveway and down the street until I came to a familiar side street. 

I raised my hands, spoke the words, and the door appeared. I walked through and stepped out on Valencia Street. 

A strong enchantment protected the store itself from the city’s network of netherworld doorways, which was why once again I had to enter half a block down from the Creaky Attic and walk up the street.

I had pretty much forgotten all about the dark presence that had followed me on Thursday night, and it was not waiting near the postern. But when I was within a few feet of the store, I sensed it drawing close.

I stopped walking. 

“Spirit show thyself,” I said.

Across the street, traffic lights changed colors. Caution. Stop. Go. Caution. I continued to wait. A crumpled Doritos bag scraped its way down the sidewalk. Nothing else happened.

Yet it was there. I could feel it hovering. Feel the charge of black emotion: unhappiness, anger. There was no graveyard nearby. How had it come to be here? A violent death on the street? A traffic accident perhaps? Some tragedy had left this poor soul stranded.  

But no. This was not simply a lost soul. A ghost, yes, but not only a ghost. There was magic at work here, there was…witchery in this.

It was too great a coincidence that this spirit lingered just a yard or so from the Creaky Attic. Had it been brought here through some article in Seamus’s store—and then banished to the street outside? 

On impulse, I said, “Fantôme, montre toi.”

A silhouette began to take shape in front of me, the inky outline of…I wasn’t sure. Tall, slight…

A chill slid down my spine. 

A witch. More alarming, in life she had been Abracadantès.

“Qui es-tu?”

The vague black mist wavered, rolled. A sudden flash of crimson illuminated the black and featureless face. Not good. Never a good thing. 

The street lamps and traffic lights all turned red and began to blink on and off. Blood-red shadows pulsed against the buildings and sidewalks in silent, angry heartbeats.

The dark presence vanished, pinched out, like cold water on a hot ember.

I wiped my damp forehead.

Ohhh-kay. The spirit of a wicked witch was trapped on the street outside the Creaky Attic. After this, a little breaking and entering ought to be a piece of cake.

I continued to the front door of the store. Crime-scene tape stretched across the entrance. I snapped my fingers, and it ripped down the middle.

I raised my hands, said, “Ticktock, turn the lock.”

The handle turned to the right, turned to the left, but the door stayed locked. 

Damn.

I tried an oldie but a goodie. “Open locks, whoever knocks.”

The door banged in its frame but held fast.

This was probably Ciara’s work. Not that I blamed her for throwing a few barriers up after the catastrophe that had occurred here.

Okay, so a formal incantation was required. Cadence. Concentration. Full sentences. 

 

Open the door that is always there

Grant my passage through thin air

The secrets that may lie within

Are now my own, now let me in!

 

The locks clicked, the handle turned, the door to the shop swung open. I crossed the threshold cautiously, prepared for… I wasn’t sure what.

My nose twitched—the non-magical way——at the mix of scents: incense, furniture polish, crime-scene chemicals.

Déjà boo. Last time I did this, it didn’t go so well. I can’t deny I was on edge, uncertain—and that had been before I ran into the dark presence.

“Oliver?” I called.

Tonight, there was no light to guide me. Shadowy, ungainly forms stood at the head of crowded aisles. I passed the Secor wooden barrel chest, the empty square where the Broadwood upright piano had stood, a gold-painted grandfather clock that I could tell, even in the dark, had been made in China. 

As soft as my footsteps were, they sounded loud in the stark silence.

“Oliver?”

My nerves jumped as the Wicca figure candles in a box on the other side of the aisle burst into flame. 

 

I pledge no harm, but claim this right;

Now douse your flame and say good night

 

The candle flames wavered and went out.

“Oliver?”

I was pretty sure by then that Oliver was not in the store. I wasn’t even sure Oliver had summoned me. It seemed logical because we had agreed to meet, but never assume. He was probably tucked up in bed right this minute, the tassel of his nightcap bobbing in the wind of his peaceful snores.

I reached the closed door of Seamus’s office. I had to give myself a moment. 

That was just good old-fashioned atavistic dread. I didn’t sense any threat on the other side of the doorway. I was just…afraid.

But I had planned on searching the store with or without Oliver’s help, and that was what I was going to do. 

I raised my hands, but before I even spoke the words, the door unlatched and swung soundlessly wide.

It didn’t soothe my anxiety any.

I stepped into the room.

To my relief, there was no scintilla, no lingering aftereffect of dark magic, no resounding echo of recent, violent death. I had sensed nothing the first night either, but I’d put that down to my own shock. Now I saw that my first impression was correct.

That meant two things. Seamus had died without guilt and without regret. And he died by mortal hand. Or, more precisely, no magic had been used against him. 

I spoke a quiet prayer for him. I should have done it the night I found him, but I’d been too rattled, and then there had not been time. 

The niceties out of the way, I began to search his office. 

You know, on TV everybody seems to have great luck conducting searches. I did not. It probably didn’t help that I didn’t know what I was doing. I knew what I was looking for, but that was all I knew. I didn’t have a system. I opened every drawer, every cabinet, and searched every shelf. I used every finding spell I knew. Nothing. Nada. Le zero. 

I did not find the Grimorium Primus. I did not find any grimoire of any kind. Nor did I find the shadow lantern that had cast that paralyzing image of an old-timey witch on a broomstick.

As I stood by Seamus’s desk, defeated and dusty, trying to think whether I should tackle the sales floor on my own or wait till I could gather reinforcements, the door to the office slammed shut with a force that shook the entire building.

I jumped and swore. I was hoping it was the wind, but I knew it was not. For one thing, it would take more than the little summer breeze tickling the closed blinds to swing shut a propped door. My light—just your basic, atmospheric ghost light—went out.

I said, “Light, light, I hate the night.”

It didn’t work. 

Now maybe it didn’t work because it was an idiotic spell even for someone who’d gotten into the bad habit of using kiddie Craft. It was both nonspecific and inaccurate, and magic requires aim and intent. Or maybe it didn’t work because someone better prepared than me was ready for my response.

Whatever the reason, it was a jolt.  

I pulled out my Takeflight pen—an early gift from John, who had been appalled to learn I frequently walked around town unarmed at night—switched on the flashlight, and recited:

 

Open the door that is always there

Grant my passage through thin air

I wish to leave, I cannot stay,

Open door and clear the way.

 

The door began to rattle in its frame so hard, the tall shelves in Seamus’s office bounced and began to weave back and forth as though we were having an earthquake. Boxes began to fall. A file cabinet tipped over. Or maybe that wasn’t a spell. Maybe we were having an earthquake. That would be about my luck.

But no. The desk drawers flew open, and a tornado of papers whirled up and flew in my face. I batted them away.

 

Open the door I see right there

Stop my passage if you dare—shit! 

 

I ducked as a heavy brass knuckles paperweight just missed my head.

It’s hard to think clearly when you’re really frightened. That’s why they call it scared out of your wits. My wits were as scattered as the papers flying around Seamus’s office, but I knew one thing for sure. If I didn’t get out of that room, I was dead.

I crouched down, protecting my head from the pens, pencils, paperclips, stapler, tape dispenser, letter trays, every fucking item on that fucking desk being hurled at me, and shouted, “Open the door, I need a noun. Open the door or I’ll burn it down!”

The spell was terrible, maybe the worst yet. I think what did the trick was my pointing my flashlight at the door and saying, “Ignem.”

The small circle of light began to smoke. 

The door flew open, and I scrambled up, racing out of the room. I ran for the front door as the canyon of shelves began to topple over like dominos. The crash of wood and glass was horrendous. I expected any moment to be crushed.

I could see the streetlights—now back to their normal comforting white—shining through the windows. And I could see the bars of a security gate pulled across and barring my exit.

So it had been a trap all along. And I had walked right into it.

The normal spells would be anticipated. I gathered all my strength, all my focus, and cried, “Open Sesame!”

Because a classical education is all well and good, but so is familiarity with pop culture—as in movies, television, and comic books.

The security gate shoved to the side with an accordion-like screech, the door swung open, and I dived out. I sprinted down the street, summoning the postern as I ran, and jumped through the shining rectangle that appeared before me.

I landed on Greenwich Street, sweating, shaking, but mostly unharmed. 

That had been way too close. I assumed my attacker had been Ciara. There was no question she wanted me dead, and while she wasn’t the only person who knew how desperately I wanted the grimoire—desperately enough to risk returning to the Creaky Attic to hunt for it—she was the only person I could think of who would be willing to nearly wreck the place trying to kill me, but stop short of letting it be burned to the ground. 

It was possible Oliver had set me up, but what would be his motive? And I was the one who had come up with the idea of searching the store. He had not been in favor of it—and he had been right. 

Of course, the third possibility was that whoever had killed Seamus, had tried to kill me by luring me to the Creaky Attic with that clumsy summoning spell. But why? Because they thought I knew something about the crime that I hadn’t yet told anyone? Because they couldn’t find the grimoire and hoped I could? I hadn’t succeeded, though, so in that case, why kill me? Because they didn’t like me on general principles? For some other unknown reason?

I puzzled it over as I walked back to the house.

When I let myself in, I was nonplussed to see the amber and bronze chandelier in the dining room was on. 

Had I left it on? No, I was pretty sure I hadn’t turned on any lights. I walked toward the staircase, glanced over at the sofa, and saw John sitting there, watching me.

I know the jump I gave was visible—and visibly guilty.

“Oh.” I gulped. “Hey. You’re awake!”

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

“Where have you been?” John asked. 

His voice was even—and dangerously quiet. Not many guys look intimidating in their underwear, but John did. Wearing nothing but a pair of blue-and-red plaid boxers, hair sleep-ruffled, he still looked imposing.

“You startled me.” I smiled. “I went down to the white garden. To see the flowers in the moonlight.”

He gave a small nod as though this confirmed his suspicions, and I relaxed. But what he said was, “No, you didn’t. Because I thought of that too, and I went down to the garden to check.”

Awkward. And unexpected. 

I offered another quick, rueful smile. “Oops. Okay. You got me. The truth is, I went for a walk. I needed to clear my head, and I thought the night air would help. I knew you wouldn’t like the idea of me wandering around alone in the dark—”

“Don’t lie.” Again that flat, controlled, and increasingly ominous voice. “I hate liars.”

“I—”

“And I hate that you are a very good liar. Very natural. Very believable.” 

“It seems not.”

He smiled, and speaking of the Spanish Inquisition, that had to be an expression many a witch before me had seen on the face on the other side of the fire.  

John said, “Pathological liar would be a deal breaker for me.”

“Doesn’t trust me would be a deal breaker for me.”

He continued to smile. Not angry. Not losing control. And, unlike me, not bluffing. “So fair warning, Cosmo. Don’t ever lie to me again.”

Anything out of my mouth would have been untrue, so I said nothing. 

John studied me, interpreted my silence perfectly, because he said, “Exactly. You can decline to answer. But don’t lie.”

“All right. Then I’m pleading the fifth. With the rider that I had nothing—nothing—to do with Seamus’s murder. Also, I’m not having an affair.”

Why the hell hadn’t I said I’d been doing something related to another wedding gift for him? Something he couldn’t possibly verify. Something he might even believe? Something I could make true.

John considered, nodded. “All right. I’ll accept that for now.”

This was even worse than I thought. If at some point my actions this night became relevant, John was not going to be able—or willing—to lie for me. Feeling as he did, I did not want him to have to lie for me. 

I was potentially putting him—and myself—in a terrible position. 

That wasn’t the real worst, though. Even more painful was the obvious recalculation John’s emotions had gone through over the past ninety minutes. I could see it in his eyes. He did not see me the same way he had when we had retired for the night. He did not trust me. In fact, he viewed me as…not an enemy, exactly. No. An adversary. We were on opposing sides.

He was smiling, his gaze assessing, curious, but there was no kindness in him, no gentleness in him now. I still had his interest, so that was something.  

What this last shank of the night needed was a redo. Failing that, John’s memory of the past few hours needed to be wiped. For both our sakes. For the sake of our marriage. He would be happier, and I would be happier.

And it would only be this one last time. 

Truly, this would be the final time.

“Good.” I walked toward him. “Then can we please go back to bed? I’m beat.” I reached up, and he took me into his arms, kissing me with an unexpected, rough hunger.

Did he suspect I was having an affair? Not knowing the truth left him with a limited number of possible scenarios—and international jewel thief was probably not one of them.  

I moaned, kissing him back—almost forgetting my true purpose for a second or two—my fingers sliding through his hair, thumbs coming to rest on his temples.

John raised his head, gazing darkly into my eyes, his lips moist from my kisses.

My mouth still tingled as I began the spell, “Forget what was, let’s start anew—” 

“Nn-uh.” John grabbed my wrists, pushing me back a step. “No, you don’t. Not this time.”

What in the nine gates of hell…? 

I was startled at this resistance—was I so out of practice, I was losing my powers? No way. When I’d needed them tonight, I’d been able to draw on them. I laughed, reached for him again, murmuring, “The recent past’s no good for you—”

I broke off in a yelp as he grabbed my left wrist, twisting my arm behind my back and momentarily immobilizing me in an excruciatingly painful wrist lock. Fast and efficient. I had no time to resist—had not even thought of resisting—before I was off-balance, gasping in pain, and in imminent risk of having my arm dislocated from my shoulder socket.

“Down boy,” John said.

“John.” I wheezed, “Let me go!”

“Stop struggling.”

“You’re hurting me.”

“And I’ll hurt you worse the next time you try the Vulcan Mind Meld on me. Or whatever that was supposed to be.”

I whimpered, let myself stumble against him, his grip eased a fraction, and I drove my right shoulder into his chest. The follow-through part of that move required that I knee him in his crotch, but I couldn’t bring myself to really hurt him, and anyway, he let go. I think that was his equal unwillingness to break my wrist as much as surprise at my resistance.

He was surprised, though, and I took advantage of it to jump out of reach. 

I protested, “I wasn’t—”

“Don’t lie to me.”

I saw that he was not quite as controlled as I’d thought. Or as he wished.

“I wasn’t going to hurt you,” I cried. “I just wanted you to stop looking at me that way. Like you don’t—like I’m the enemy.” Things had gone from bad to incredibly worse in the space of seconds. How, how was he resisting my spells? I scrambled for an alternative anything I could use to fix this, in my desperation resorting to old magic from my collection of antique grimoires.

I pointed at him, reciting, “Irresistable ego ad te, nolo te resistentibus, id velim facias…”

Not elegant. Not subtle. But surely fail-safe.

I am irresistible to you, you have no wish to resist me, you will do whatever I wish. 

John snorted. “Hard to resist, sure. Nobody is irresistible.”

That shut me up. 

“You…speak Latin.”

“I spent twelve years in a Catholic boys’ school. I was an altar boy for three years. Yes, I have a rudimentary understanding of Latin.”

“I didn’t realize.”

He made an unamused sound. “I can see that.” He was cool again, watchful. “What is it? Some kind of hypnotism?”

Magic, spell-casting, witchcraft, none of these even occurred to him.

That was the good news, right?

I rubbed my wrist—there would be bruises there for sure—and tried to think. 

It would be impossible to obey him regarding telling lies. The ability to lie well was as much a part of practicing the Craft as spell casting. It was a matter of safety. Of survival. Even if I wasn’t practicing myself, the secret of the Craft was not mine to share. 

Which meant if John and I were going to stay together—a big if at this point—our life would be one lie after another. Suddenly I had no heart for that battle. Not because I had stopped loving him, stopped wanting to be with him, but because I loved him too much to keep up the fight. 

I said calmly, “Probably. Equal parts suggestion and manipulating selective attention.”

“Why Latin?”

“English didn’t seem to be working.”

“Where did you learn it—the hypnotism?”

“My mother taught me.” No lie. The Duchess had taught me all my first and probably all the most essential spells in my arsenal.

I watched him process, both of us breathing fast, taking care to stay out of reach. He was silent and severe as he considered what to do. I was quite sure it would be unpleasant. I tried to remind myself: that which doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. It’s not one of the Ten Precepts. Just something I got off a Scholastic Book Club poster. It’s quite true, though.

John said finally, “That’s another no-no. No more tries at mind control.”

My mouth fell open. “Wait. You…”

“I?”

“Are you not… You’re not ending our engagement?”

“Do you want me to?”

Wordless, I shook my head.

“You’ve got some alarming bad habits, but assuming you’re not convicted of murder, my reasons for wanting to marry you hold. Like I said, I don’t think life with you will ever get boring.”

I could think of nothing to say. 

John gave me a moment, and when it was obvious I had nothing useful to offer, said, “We’ve got a long day tomorrow. We both need to sleep. You won’t mind if I take the other guestroom tonight?”

I swallowed, said in a whisper, “No.”

He scrutinized me for another second, then turned and went upstairs.

I stood there, motionless, for a long time. Until the night began to lose color and Pye slunk through the kitchen pet door. He padded over to me, and I picked him up and cuddled him. He was purring, his earlier bad humor forgotten.

“Good hunting?”

I listened absently, watching the empty staircase, wondering, until Pye batted my face with his paw.

“Difficult to say. John thinks I’m either psychotic or a space alien. Possibly both. Someone has tried twice to kill me. I can’t find the grimoire. And tomorrow the movers are coming, and I have almost nothing packed.”

He meowed.

“Agreed,” I said bitterly. “Fuck it.” I couldn’t help adding, “For one night at least.”

 

 

I had not expected to do more than rest my eyes, but the next thing I knew, someone shook my shoulder. John said, “It’s seven. Aloha is here with the car. I’ll see you this evening.”

My eyes flew open. I sat up. “Wait. You’re leaving?”

John had moved to the foot of the bed. He was wearing the same navy-blue suit from the day before, and despite the fact that he had showered and shaved, he did not look like he’d had much sleep. “Of course.”

“But it’s Saturday.”

“If I’m going to be gone on my honeymoon for two weeks, it’s important I don’t leave a lot of things undone at police headquarters.”

“Right. Of course.” I was relieved that he seemed to believe we were still going on a honeymoon. And afraid that the real reason he was leaving for the office was he didn’t want to be around me. I threw back the covers and looked around for my robe—which was at my townhouse. “When will you be home?”

He watched me continue to search for…even I was no longer sure what.

“When I’ve finished everything I need to do,” he answered.

In other words, I’ll see you when I see you.

I said tentatively, “I can’t believe I fell asleep.”

“You were exhausted.” Statement of fact, not sympathy.

“Yes.” This was awful. We were struggling to make conversation. “Do you want me to meet the movers at your place, or—”

“No. Pat will liaison with the movers. You focus on getting your things here.”

Pat Anderson was John’s executive assistant. She was smart, capable, and pleasant. Plus, she looked a bit like Samantha Stevens from Bewitched, Season One, which made me warm to her the minute I met her. 

“Right.”

“And if you could interview this prospective housekeeper Mother found, that would be helpful.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

He hesitated. 

I said, “Tonight’s my enterrement de vie de garçon.” He looked blank. I corrected, “Stag party. Well, our version.”

“Right.” He frowned. 

“Is it going to be a problem if I attend?”

“Do you know what your friends have planned?”

“Dinner and dancing at Misdirections. It’s just us. Just my wedding attendants. And Jinx.”

The frown stayed firmly in place. “I’d prefer you kept a low profile. We’ve had enough bad publicity to last our entire married life.”

My heart sank. But, after all, it was unlikely Andi, Bree, V., or Rex really cared whether we went out tonight or not. The main thing was to not further antagonize John.

“I’ll call Andi and tell her to cancel.”

He nodded, turned away—then turned back to me. He sighed. “No. You’re not a prisoner. You haven’t been found guilty of anything. You have a right to go out and celebrate with your friends.”

I felt ridiculously grateful for this show of trust. “Are you sure, John? Because if you think I should cancel, I will.”

“I’m sure. But be prepared for media scrutiny. Professional and unprofessional.”

Keep an eye out for cell-phone-armed YouTubers in addition to members of the press. Brace for unkind and unfair public commentary. That’s what he meant. I nodded unhappily.

“You’ll probably have reporters hanging around the house today. I’ll see that there are a couple of officers on-scene to make sure no one harasses you or finds a way to get into the backyard.”

“Thank you.”

He hesitated, then stepped forward and kissed me.

It was intended to be a quick kiss, a businesslike buss, but I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back with all my heart. 

 

This much is true.

I love you, I love you,

I. Love. You.

 

As spells went? Meh. And as poetry, even worse. But the absolute truth.

His mouth lingered, and I opened to him, murmuring welcome as his tongue pressed in. He tasted of coffee and toothpaste, not the sexiest of flavors, and yet the hot, instinctive push of his tongue against mine had my cock up and raring to go. His own pressed against the outline of his trousers.

“Don’t go,” I whispered. I didn’t mean to say it. Of course he had to go, and anyway, I wasn’t talking about physical proximity. Not really.

He drew back. His eyes were dark and, I thought, unhappy. 

“I’ll see you tonight,” he said with a hint of unsteadiness. “Try to stay out of trouble.”

I nodded, unable to trust my voice. 

He strode from the room without a backward glance. I heard his brisk footsteps fade down the hall. 

Pye, curled in the window seat, meowed at me.

For once, I agreed.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Fourteen 

 

The first thing I tried to do was phone Oliver. 

Being even more old-school than me, Oliver did not have a cell phone—and did not seem to be answering his home phone. I tried twice in the space of half an hour, but there was no response.

Next I tried to approach him by more direct means, but even simple telepathy takes an incredible amount of energy, and I was very tired and very much out of practice. Nor was there a strong emotional bond between us, which makes such efforts so much easier. 

Once again, I failed to reach him.

The second thing I did was phone the Duchess—and it was in her role of Duchesse d’Abracadantès that I needed my mother. 

“Cosmo! Comment osez-vous m’ignorer? Why have you not returned my phone calls?” she demanded when I was put through to her.

“What calls? I didn’t know you’d phoned.” I scrolled quickly through my messages, but saw nothing. Nothing from anyone, which, come to think of it, was unusual. I’ve probably mentioned my love-hate relationship with technology? In fact, it is only hate-hate. On both sides.

Maman made a sound similar to what an ocelot might make if you poked it with a stick. “Pourquoi tout doit être compliqué avec vous?”

“Je suis désolé. I guess I’m just built this way. Maman, I didn’t call merely to hear your lilting voice. I went to Seamus’s shop last night to try to find the grimoire.”

She instantly forgot her displeasure with me. “Did you find it?”

“No. But someone tried to kill me. For the second time in two days.”

She is not easily discomposed, but her voice was fierce as she demanded, “Tell me all.”

I told her all. It took a little time.

“Why did you share none of this last night?” she cried at the end of my recital.

“At dinner? How could I? It was neither the time nor the place.”

“Then you should have phoned me immediately afterward.”

“Afterward, I was searching Seamus’s store for the grimoire.” Well, eventually. “Have you heard yet from la Société du Sortilège?”

“Oui. Why do you suppose I’ve been trying to reach you all morning?”

“What have you learned?”

She hesitated—which was not in character. “The situation is far more serious than either of us realized.”

“I kind of thought being suspected of murder was pretty serious.”

“Have you ever heard of something called the SPMMR?”

I considered that alignment of letters. As acronyms went, it seemed unfortunate. “No. What is it?”

“A recent and alarming development. An underground alliance that has begun to take root in cities with significant Craft populations.”

“What kind of underground alliance?”

“Witch Hunters.”

The words seemed to echo down through the ages. I think my heart even stopped for a moment. There is no more frightening phrase in the Witch lexicon. 

Maman continued, “A new breed. Organized. Funded. Fanatical.”

“They’re always fanatical.”

“True. I give you that. They call themselves the Society for Prevention of Magic in the Mortal Realm.”

Mortal Realm is a misnomer because there is no Magical Realm. No place we can flee to. We must all live together in the Mortal Realm. And if we cannot all live…

I found my voice at last. “You think this SPMMR is behind Seamus’s murder?”

“We can find no evidence they have slain before, but there have been incidents of violence. In this case, there are two ill-boding indicators. One is the missing Grimorium Primus. It is the stated mission of the SPMMR to confiscate and collect all magical books and artifacts.”

“They have a mission statement?”

“Cosmo, will you attempt to concentrate? Last year Leabhar nam bana-bhuidsichean was removed from Mar’s Wark in Stirling. And Le petit livre de sorts vanished from Paris three weeks ago. Under the very nose of la Société.”

“Vanished,” I said. “As in…”

“As in sorcery,” my mother said. “As difficult as it is to comprehend, they are being aided in their unholy work by witches. The very young. The disenfranchised. Or perhaps half-witches; those with little or no power, but dangerous knowledge.” 

I understood why she wanted to believe this betrayal might come from half-bloods than those born and indoctrinated in Craft, but I wasn’t so sure. Times were changing.

“You said there were two ill-boding indicators in Seamus’s death.”

“Tell me again about the projection on the ceiling of Seamus’s office.”

I half closed my eyes, trying to recall. “An old-time caricature of a witch on a broomstick, projected by an antique magic lantern. Or some equivalent. I couldn’t find the lantern when I searched the shop last night.”

“The projection did not come from any item in Seamus’s inventory. This projection is their emblem.”

Horror shuddered down my spine. If witches were indeed helping these hunters, the use of that image was an obscenity. 

“How have I not heard of this alliance until now?”

“Until the theft of Leabhar nam bana-bhuidsichean, no one took them seriously. Their numbers are small, but…not insignificant.”

From the very beginning, I had felt a certain dread that as bad as the circumstances of Seamus’s death were, they were the prelude to something much worse. I had figured the much worse was my possible arrest or being jilted by John. As terrible as those possibilities were, this was worse. Much worse.

Maman said, “So you can understand why la Société requests that you postpone—at least—your marriage.”

I was jolted back to current day calamity. “Uh…say what?”

She did not say what. She did not have to.

“No,” I said. “Absolutely not. En aucun cas. No. No.”

“Cosmo, have you not been listening to me?”

“What does any of that have to do with John and me?”

“Are you being willfully blind? You must see the danger to yourself!”

“If there is danger, it isn’t from John.”

“Is that what you believe or what you wish were true? You’ve admitted that twice someone has tried to kill you.”

“That could be anyone!” Well, that made me sound less than popular. “Not that I have so many enemies—or any, that I know of. But—”

“You are Duc of Westlands, however much you wish to pretend otherwise. One day you will take the mantle of L’ermite and ascend le trône de sorcière.”

“The hell I will. It seems that it is you not listening to me. I wish to live a mortal life. I am living a mortal life. The idea that this SPMMR would choose to target me, well, if they’re that far off the mark, they’re no threat to us at all. And the fact that you’re trying to somehow involve John in this is…it’s grotesque.”

“If we have managed to infiltrate them, is it so hard to believe they would do the same to us?”

Had we managed to infiltrate them? Had it gone that far? 

“Yes,” I answered. “In this instance, yes. This is paranoia speaking, plain and simple. Prejudice and paranoia. You know how John came into my life. Against his will! If anyone should be on guard, it’s him. The victim of witchcraft. Do you also suspect Andi—the daughter of your oldest friend—of taking part in this convoluted conspiracy? I’m not even sure what the goal would be in that case. To kill me or control me? Or something entirely different? Frame me for murder maybe?”

She said quietly, “I hoped you would be more reasonable about this.”

“Why would you hope that? I love him. You know how much I love him.”

“And how can that be?” she exclaimed. “What is your obsession with mortal life and this mortal man?”

“We’re all mortal. We are as mortal as they are. We can be killed. We grow old and die. Exactly as they do. We’re all mortal, so stop saying that!” 

“Call it what you like. Soulless, animated clay. That is all they are.”

I could not remember ever being so enraged with her. I was afraid to speak lest the bitter words trembling on my tongue poured out. I was shaking, clenching my cell phone so hard, I would not have been surprised if I’d crushed it. Instead, the phone zapped me. I dropped it in surprise. It fell to the wooden floor face up, the call disconnected, and I saw a stream of delayed messages scroll past. 

Messages from Andi: Is the rehearsal on? Are you all right? Please talk to me. Is the rehearsal on? Is the rehearsal on? Is the rehearsal still on?

Messages from Rex: Sorry about dinner. Something came up. Then: Got your message. We’ll talk tomorrow night. And then: We need to talk.

Messages from Blanche: The reporters are making it impossible for customers to come into the store. Do I give Ambrose Antonia’s hours? No sales since lunch. Should I close early? And finally: The detectives were here again looking for you.

Message from Unknown Caller: Leanaidh mo mhallachd thu bho àite sam bith

Message from Ralph Grindlewood: I may have made a mistake in sending the Jones boy to you. Please call me as soon as possible.

Messages—a lot of messages yesterday—from John: Why aren’t you at the house? Where are you? Are you at the shop? Let me know when you’re at the house. Cos, I need an answer. Why are you not answering my phone calls? Call me. Call me NOW. Meet me at the house. I’M LOSING PATIENCE.

Message from Unknown Caller: The words are read. Now you’re dead. 

I buried my face in my hands.

* * * * *

I hadn’t realized Oliver lived so close to the Creaky Attic.

The little yellow-and-red Victorian was right around the corner from Seamus’s store, so whatever else I had done to Oliver, at least I hadn’t dragged him all over town to do it.

I went up the red stone steps, pushed through the short black-and-yellow wrought-iron gate, went up more steps, and knocked on the red-and-yellow door.

I buzzed the doorbell.

I knocked again.

He did not appear to be home.

I went around the side of the house, peering into windows and trying to see through a ghostly multitude of filmy sheers. 

There wasn’t much to see, and what there was seemed to confirm that no one was home. The house was quiet, locks fastened, wards in place. It did not appear to be the scene of any disturbance.

What could have happened to him?

There had been no sign of him at the Creaky Attic the night before, nothing to prove he had ever been there, and I was inclined to believe Oliver bailed—had it not been for that psychic shout.

He had been frightened and reluctant to help me search for the grimoire. Perhaps he’d had second thoughts.  

After all, I didn’t know that it was Oliver who had tried to summon me. I had guiltily assumed that because I had failed to meet him. After the attack, I had changed my mind and figured a trap had been laid and I had been lured into it. But there was a third possibility. That Oliver had gone to the Creaky Attic, been attacked himself, and had cried out to me for help.

The idea made me feel a little queasy, because if that was the case, I had failed Oliver completely.

Wasn’t that more likely than the coincidence that I had been drawn to the store by someone else—someone unaware that a visit to the Creaky Attic was already on my night’s itinerary? Someone who wanted me there for a very different purpose. 

To kill me.

Because…why?

That’s what I kept coming back to.

Even if Maman’s talk of secret societies was true and Seamus had been killed in order to procure the Grimorium Primus, why would I be a target? Yes, I was also looking for the grimoire, but it wasn’t like I was having any great success. I could hardly be considered an obstacle. If anything, my wish to live a normal, ordinary mortal life was in keeping with the objectives of the Society for Prevention of Magic in the Mortal Realm.

In fact, you would think I would be the last witch on the planet they’d be out to get. 

But someone was. Someone wanted me dead. And the sooner, the better.

 

 


Chapter Fifteen

 

I was trying to reach Rex—and only getting their answering machine—when I arrived at my townhouse on Carson Street and found a welcoming committee of two: Sergeants Kolchak and Iff.

“We were beginning to think you’d pulled another vanishing act,” Kolchak greeted me. 

“I wasn’t aware I’d pulled any vanishing act.” I disconnected my call and felt my pockets for my keys. I hoped I had them. I’d fallen back into the bad habit of not using them all the time. That would of course stop once I was married. The ability to regularly bypass a home security system would be awkward to explain.

“Are you sure this is your domicile?” Iff was inquiring at the very moment I finally found my fob.

“Ha.” I dangled the keys in triumph and unlocked the door. I gestured for them to enter. 

“This shouldn’t take too long,” Kolchak assured me. “We just have—”

He broke off. For a moment they stared in silence at the wreckage. Iff whistled.

“Should we call it in?” Kolchak asked. “Or did you do this in a fit of rage?”

“Believe it or not, I have a system.” I crossed the room and pulled the drapes. Sunshine flooded the room. It did not help.

Kolchak said wonderingly, “Yeah, no, I don’t believe it.”

Iff said, “Speaking of tornados, someone wrecked Reitherman’s shop last night. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

“No.” After John had left me, I had done a forgetting spell on the building to remove my fingerprints and a forgetting spell on the street to remove my image from any stray security cameras. Such spells were less reliable on inanimate objects; I hoped that attempt to cover my tracks would be enough. 

“I’ve got people coming any minute to help me pack before the movers arrive, so what did you want to ask me?”

Kolchak was recalled to business. He took out his little brown notebook. He flipped through the pages, making faces as he read. I tried to control my exasperation. 

He said at last, “To start with, we’re having trouble verifying your movements on Thursday night. As a matter of fact, we’re having trouble verifying your movements at any time.”

“I don’t follow.”

“And neither can anyone else.”

They were gazing at me steadily, meaningfully. I wasn’t sure—was he suggesting that SFPD had put a tail on me? Or did he mean something else? 

I said, hoping I sounded calmer than I felt, “I’m not sure I understand.”

Iff said, “For example, how did you arrive here? We didn’t see any car pull up. You just came walking down the street, seemingly out of nowhere.”

“I don’t understand the question. Am I in trouble for choosing to travel on foot?”

“On foot from where, though?”

“What does it matter? What am I suspected of now? Jaywalking?”

Kolchak put up a hand like the traffic cop he no doubt wanted to avoid being demoted to. “Okay. Fair enough. We’ll leave the subject of your movements this morning and return to the subject of your movements Thursday night.”

I tried to keep my expression pleasant, but I was a yoctosecond from a Vincent Price shriek à la 1974’s Madhouse. “Sure. What did you want to know?”

“You claim you arrived by Uber at the Creaky Attic around twelve o’clock.”

“Correct. I can’t pin my ETA any closer than that. I know I was running late.”

“Right. The problem we’re running into is we can’t find any record of any Uber driver delivering a fare to that part of town within a two-hour window of your, as you put it, ETA.”

Iff said, “We even expanded our window to three hours, but no luck.”

“I still don’t understand.”

“We don’t either.”

Kolchak said, “We thought, maybe given the stress of the evening, you were confused about the details of your ride, so we checked with Lyft, and no luck there either.”

“I…”

“And then we got curious, so we checked with the cab companies and the private shared-ride vans and shuttle services and Muni and Muni Metro. I guess we could start looking at cable cars and trolleys, but I don’t think we’re going to find anything, do you?”

My heart was pounding so hard, I was surprised they couldn’t hear it. “I don’t know. I’m not sure what it is you’re hoping to find.”

“Well, it started out we just wanted to verify when you arrived at Reitherman’s store. But the inability to track your movements does raise a few flags.”

“I was there. Obviously.”

“Yep.”

“The officers arrived within minutes of my finding Seamus.”

“That’s how it looked,” Kolchak agreed. 

“My clothes and my person were free of any bloodstains. I had no bruises or cuts or nicks or any injuries that would have resulted from a fight. Were my fingerprints on the ath—knife?”

“Nope. But there were no fingerprints on the knife, so that doesn’t mean anything. The knife was wiped.”

“I don’t know what you want from me. I didn’t kill Seamus. It happened exactly as I describe. I walked in and found him dead. Why would I kill him? What motive could I possibly have?”

Iff said promptly, “Long-standing enmity.”

The archenemies thing again. I groaned. “Is that really a motive? Even if it were true, why would I choose now of all times to kill him? Why would I wait years, until I’m marrying the police commissioner? I had nothing to gain by his death.”

“Now, see, that’s an interesting point,” Kolchak said. “We kept hanging up on that too. But according to Mrs. Reitherman, her husband had a very valuable antique book in his possession. According to her, her husband said you’d do nearly anything to get your hands on that book. And, coincidentally, the book is missing.”

Iff said, “Another interesting—if you want to call it that—point is this is a book about witchcraft and the occult.”

“She…told you that?” I couldn’t believe it. Was Ciara out of her fucking mind? To speak of Craft matters to law enforcement? I wasn’t sure how it worked in the buidseachd, but in the Abracadantès, it was more than enough to get her “burned,” i.e., excommunicated. In any tradition it would surely be enough to bring down severe censure.

“So there’s your motive,” Kolchak said. “No, it doesn’t make a lot of sense to us, but we’re not the type of guys who spend our free time reading books on witchcraft and sorcery.”

This was going to go into their reports—it was probably already there, a fact of record for SFPD’s finest to wonder and gawk over. There was a very good chance John had already seen it. No question Sergeant Pete Bergamasco had seen it and would report it to John.

I realized they were waiting for me to say something. I pulled myself together.

“I would have paid anything for the book, yes. Which is why Seamus offered it to me first. It was understood that if it was authentic, he would get his price, whatever it was. But I would not have killed him for it.”

For one thing, I wouldn’t have had to. If Seamus had demanded a fee beyond my reach, I would have had the buying power of the entire Société du Sortilège behind me. I wasn’t unwise enough to point that out, but it was the truth. Even if I were capable of murder, there was no scenario in which I would have had to resort to such drastic and complicated measures. 

They continued to regard me without expression, without comment.

What were they waiting for? They seemed to believe they had enough to arrest me. So why didn’t they?

“I didn’t kill him,” I repeated. “I don’t know what else I can say. I’m not your guy.”

The doorbell rang.

Nothing from Iff and Kolchak. 

Sweat broke out on my hairline, my underarms. I knew they were on the very cusp of hauling me in for a more formal interrogation—and yet something made them hesitate. Something I had said.

Or something I had not said. 

What?

I had no idea what. Instead, I forced myself to act as I would if I was innocent, which, ironically, I was—at least of what they suspected me. 

I said briskly, “That’s my friends. Is there anything else you wanted to ask me?”

Iff and Kolchak exchanged another of those looks-without-looking-at-each-other. It was the kind of silent communication you saw in old married couples. Maybe one day John and I would be able to read each other’s minds without looking at each other.

Not if these two had anything to say about it.

Kolchak relaxed, shook his head. “I think that’ll do for now.”

“We’ll keep in touch,” Iff said, and opened the door.

“Sorry I’m late!” Jinx said, and then, “Oh. Hey. Hi.”

“Miss Galbraith,” Kolchak said.

They stepped past her, Jinx entered, gazing over her shoulder at them.

“Who’s the gruesome twosome?”

“Homicide detectives.”

“They can’t think—” She stared past me in horror. “Oh, Cos. They searched your place?”

“Uh, no. I don’t think so. I’ve been trying to get things ready for the movers.”

She spluttered with laughter. “U R Doin’ it wrong,” she said cheerfully, and breezed into the living room.

“Don’t close the door,” Blanche called. Slightly out of breath, she appeared on the landing with a bemused-looking Ambrose in tow. “This was a good call, Cos. Until this whole murder investigation gets cleared up, I don’t know what we’re going to do. Most of the customers we’re getting are lookie-loos. We haven’t taken in more than two hundred dollars since you were arrested.” She added uncomfortably, “I saw the detectives on the stairs.”

“I wasn’t with them, so that’s the good news.”

“Yes.”

“John’s not going to let Cos be arrested.” Jinx was busily taking down several small gold-framed 1930s silhouettes. “Cos, do you have a box for these?”

“Uh…yes. Just a sec.” I got Jinx a box, started Blanche and Ambrose packing up the kitchen, and by then Andi had arrived.

“The Creaky Attic was ransacked last night,” she whispered after waving hello to Jinx. Jinx smiled tightly back.  

“I know,” I whispered. “I was there looking for the, er, GP.”

Her eyes went wide. “You…”

“Goddess no. Of course not. Someone tried to…stop me.”

“Stop you?”

“Kill me.”

She sucked in a breath. “Who?”

“I don’t know. I think someone used a summoning spell.”

“You think?”

“Well, it felt more like a psychic shout would. I think. I’m not sure. Except for practice in school, no one’s ever summoned me.”

“Mm. Good point. Have you reported it?”

“Yes. Well, I told my mother. Same thing.”

“Not always,” Andi said wryly.

“True.”

She glanced past me to Jinx, who was studiously ignoring us. “What do you need me to do?”

“Nothing. It’s…it’s under control.”

“I mean here, you goof. This is not remotely under control. Where do you want me to start?” She added under her breath, “And the other is not remotely under control either.”

“Could you start with my bedroom?”

She nodded.

I stepped out onto the small balcony facing the apartments across the way to check if by any chance John had phoned.

There was no call and no text since his increasingly irate texts the day before. My heart shriveled a little as I stared at his final message.

I’M LOSING PATIENCE.

This was never going to work.

As much as I loved him, as much as I was willing to do anything—almost anything—to keep his love—whatever smidgen of that I still had—there were too many circumstances outside my control.

I couldn’t change my very nature. And the truth was, I wouldn’t if I could. 

And yet the thought of not having John in my life was unthinkable. Even trying to imagine the hole in my life his leaving would create felt like an unsurvivable injury. 

That was selfish, right?

For John’s sake, I should end it—take the pressure, the onus, off him. Why should he have to be driven to the breaking-it-off point? Why should he have to be the bad guy?

But John’s reasons for going ahead with the marriage despite everything were valid. I would be a good husband to him. We would make a good team. I did bring a lot of assets to the table. It wasn’t all double trouble, toil and…well, however it went, with me. 

No, if John wanted out, he would have to cut the cord. I simply did not have that strength of will. I loved him too much. Or maybe not enough.

I clicked out of messages and phoned Ralph.

“Cosmo.” I could hear the relief in his usually smooth baritone. “Thank goodness you got my message. I owe you a sincere apology. I should never have urged you to hire the Jones boy without having done some checking first.”

I always think of Ralph as unfazeable, so his distress startled me. “Is there a problem?”

“A rather serious one, I’m afraid.”

I was afraid too, remembering Maman’s description of young disenfranchised witches being fooled and manipulated into helping the Society for Prevention of Magic in the Mortal Realm. Ambrose was untrained, but the power humming inside that wiry frame would inevitably find an outlet.

It occurred to me Ralph was the one person I knew, witch or mortal, most likely to have knowledge of the SPMMR. If such an organization did really exist, Ralph would know. He might even have insight into their operation.

Ralph was saying, “Ambrose Jones has a criminal record. Well, a juvenile record.”

“Oh.” And proof of how upside down my life was, I actually relaxed. “For what?”

“Theft. Which is why, despite the fact that it occurred a while ago, I feel obliged to bring it to your attention. He stole money—a fair bit of cash, as it turns out—from a previous employer.”

Okay, yes, that was a problem.

“I see. You said this happened when he was a teen?”

“Yes. And I don’t doubt there were some…perhaps not extenuating circumstances, but some reason behind his actions. The troubling thing is his lack of remorse or willingness to make any restitution.”

“He doesn’t exactly seem like a hardened criminal.”

“I agree. I think the boy deserves another chance, but I can’t help feeling that Blue Moon, where he would be working with cash—sometimes temptingly large sums—might not be a good fit.”

“Possibly not.” I was noncommittal. “But the main reason you sent him to me was your feeling he needed a mentor in matters relating to the Craft. Or at least someone who could offer some practical advice.”

“That’s true. But there again, I feel I wasn’t fair to you. You’ve made an effort to distance yourself from the Craft, and your life is, well, a little tumultuous at the moment. The last thing you need is the added responsibility of this youngster.”

I suddenly wondered if Ralph was more worried about my shady influence on Ambrose than Ambrose’s hand in my till. 

“That’s true. But the kid needs a job pretty desperately.”

“He does. And I’ve been thinking about that. Whatever his past mistakes, he’s smart and hardworking. I’ve been thinking I could use a research assistant. This might be a way of killing two birds with one stone.”

Through the glass doors I could see that Ambrose had left the kitchen and was now in the living room with Jinx. They were laughing as they examined my CDs and stacked them in a box. Apparently, my taste in music had them in stitches. 

“There’s something else,” Ralph said, and I could tell by his tone there was something else, something worse. “I hesitate to bring it up because it’s partly hearsay, but…I do think you should be warned.”

“Okay. What is it?”

“Ambrose interviewed with Seamus on the afternoon of Seamus’s…murder.”

“Interviewed for…?”

“A job at the Creaky Attic. Seamus declined to hire him. That part is fact. Apparently, Ambrose does not take rejection well. He threw a fit—thankfully, the ordinary human kind—and threatened to burn the store.”

“I…see.”

“Which, frankly, sounds out of character, but this comes from a completely reliable source. And while the Creaky Attic was not burned down, Seamus was killed. And the store was wrecked last night. I’m not sure if you’re aware of that last.”

“Yes. I heard. Well, that’s certainly not good news.”

“No. I would say not.”

At the start of our conversation, I had intended to ask Ralph if he had ever heard of the Society for Prevention of Magic in the Mortal Realm, but now I hesitated. Nothing Ralph had said seemed suspicious per se, and yet… 

Why not lead with the news that Ambrose had threatened Seamus? It seemed an odd thing to withhold. He had waited until he suspected I wasn’t impressed enough by Ambrose’s youthful offenses. Well, and to that point, was Ambrose’s juvenile record really relevant? He was twenty-one now, and his most recent job references had checked out. GameStop, Baskin-Robbins, and Barnes and Noble had all been sorry to see him go. It was hard to imagine he posed a danger to society or even my cash register. So why the urgency to remove the kid from my sphere? Was that for my protection or Ambrose’s? I wasn’t sure. 

I said, “Thanks for letting me know, Ralph. I’ll talk to Ambrose, and we’ll see where we are after that.”

“Very good,” Ralph said. “And again, sorry for putting you in an awkward position, but better to address it now than wait for things to go wrong. Isn’t that one of the Precepts?”

“Yes,” I agreed. “Delays have dangerous ends.”

 

 

 




Chapter Sixteen

 

“What about Great-great-great-uncle Arnold?” Andi asked in an under voice when I stepped inside again. 

I glanced at the hallway where the mirror hung. Thankfully, Arnold was behaving himself this morning and not exposing himself to my helpers. And with Great-great-great-uncle Arnold, exposing himself did mean all options were on the table. “I’d better carry that myself.”

She nodded agreement.

I moved past her and went into the kitchen, where Blanche was wrapping my mismatched vintage china in enough bubble wrap to ship it safely to Mars. 

“I would kill for even one of those Wedgwood basalt bowls,” she told me.

“That’s a phrase I wouldn’t use around here these days.”

Blanche made a face and then the avert sign. “True.”

“Hey, I wanted to ask. How’s Ambrose working out?”

Behind purple rhinestone glasses, her blue and green eyes lit. “I like him! Of course, things are pretty slow with no customers right now. But I think he was a good choice. I’ve been teaching him about Wicca. I mean, just while we don’t have any customers.” 

“Wicca? Really?”

“He’s very open-minded. Not like Antonia.”

Antonia was Craft and a little bit of a snob about Wicca. Unfortunately, that was all too common with some witches. 

“So…no problems?”

“None. He seems like a fast learner. Anything I ask him to do, he’s right on it.”

“Okay. Just checking.”

“Honestly, I’m glad you hired him. I guess we could have found someone with more experience in antiques, but that poor kid is in a tough situation. His grandma is nearly blind and, from the sound of it, totally gaga. And it’s all on him. No one else in the family can be bothered.”

“That’s how it sounded to me too.”

“I think it’s going to work out,” Blanche said. “We just have to make sure you don’t spend the next twenty years on Alcatraz.”

“I don’t think Alcatraz is still operational.”

Blanche sighed despairingly. “I know, hon. That’s the point of the joke. Because you’re an antiques dealer, they’d put you in an antique jail.”

“I get it.”

She waved me away with that Glinda begone-you-have-no-power-here brush-off, which I get from her a lot. 

I returned to the living room, where I found Ambrose and Jinx chortling over Stevie Nicks’s Stand Back: 1981-2017 three-disc compilation set, which happens to be a great collection by a great artist, for their information—and yours.  

“How goes it?”

Ambrose nodded, his eyes watchful. 

“Great,” Jinx said. “We’re going to save your marriage by shoving these off the moving van once it’s traveling at high speed.”

I pointed at her. “I know where you live.”

“Not anymore you don’t.”

Actually, she was right about that. Since she’d moved out of Nola’s house, I didn’t have an address on her.

I turned to Ambrose. “Could you step into my office for a minute?”

He gave Jinx an odd look—apologetic, guilty? “Sure.”

We went onto the balcony, and I closed the door. It was a little warm with the sun beating down, and I noticed the succulents hadn’t been watered in days.

“What did you want?” Ambrose asked, and I don’t think I imagined the defensive note in his voice.

“Did you apply for a job at the Creaky Attic?”

“Yes.”

“What happened?”

He looked like he didn’t understand the question. “Nothing. I never heard back. I took the job with you.” He added cautiously, “I know Mr. Reitherman died and that the police think you did it.”

“Yes. Does that worry you?”

He only seemed more confused. “No. I mean… Well, no.”

He seemed to be telling the truth. I couldn’t be positive. I can easily spot a bad lie, naturally, but the whole point of a good lie is it’s pretty much undetectable. The main thing that bothered me about Ralph’s story was the picture it painted of Ambrose as a violent thug. It didn’t match what I knew of the kid. True, I’d only known him a couple of days, but Blanche liked him, and Blanche is a very good judge of character.

I said, “I checked your references. Everything looks good. As far as your application itself, was there anything you maybe wanted to add or amend?”

“No.”

I waited.

Nothing.

I sighed. “Okay.”

He understood me perfectly. “I don’t have to declare a juvenile conviction if I’m over eighteen or five years have passed. You can’t not hire me for not—”

“Stop.”

He stopped, his expression sullen.

“What you say is true. Your juvenile record can’t be considered in my decision whether to hire you. But you didn’t come to me only for a job, did you?”

He struggled with it, got out a bitter, “No.”

“You want me to instruct you in the Craft. You’ve asked to be my apprentice.”

His eyes widened. “You said no.”

“Suppose I’d said yes?”

He stared, and then his gaze fell.

“The relationship between witch and apprentice requires mutual trust and respect.” I studied him. “I’ll leave it there.”

“Am I fired?”

“No.”

“Will you take me as your apprentice?”

“I don’t know. Time will tell.”

He opened his mouth. Out of nowhere, a raven crashed into the glass door right above our heads. We ducked, jumping back as the door cracked into a spiderweb of white and silver. The bird flopped to the ground, twitched and trembled, and died. 

Ambrose raised his head and regarded me with huge dark eyes. “Jesus Christ. That’s a terrible omen.”

Stunned though I was, I didn’t miss that instinctive Jesus Christ. Was that childhood indoctrination, or was Ambrose not exactly what he seemed to be?

“It’s not good,” I agreed. 

To put it mildly.

He gazed at me and then said, “I’ll get a broom and a dustpan.”

I nodded and stared down at the dead bird.

 

 

You’re probably thinking that with all this going on, there was no possibility that everything would be packed and ready for the movers when they arrived. But with a bit of nose twitching, finger-snapping, and plenty of elbow grease, we just made it.

After the stacks and stacks of boxes were carried out, the only items left in the apartment were my toothbrush, tuxedo suit, and the upholstered Platine De Royale bed I was giving my cousin Lorraine. I’d bought it Wayfair, but don’t tell anyone.

No, actually, you’re probably wondering how on earth John and I had managed in two short weeks to look for, find, and buy a house, take possession of it, begin renovating, begin moving, plus make all the wedding arrangements, plus-plus John designed that white garden for me and had it planted, plus-plus-PLUS I had the wet bar custom made for John. 

All I can say is that Pat, John’s executive assistant, is the most efficient woman on the planet.

I’m joking. I mean, yes, she is, but that wasn’t the whole story. Or even half the story. It is not true that money makes all things possible, but it does make many, if not most, things possible. John and I had thrown a lot of money at our problems—back before we knew what real problems were. Also, faith moves mountains. But so does sorcery, and yes, despite my protestations, a magic kingdom’s worth of sorcery had been worked both by me and on my behalf. 

In fact, I was starting to feel a bit like an alcoholic with bottles of booze stashed in my clothes hamper or concealed in a mouthwash container. 

I did truly, sincerely, intend to quit all—well, most—magic once John and I were married. Even before John, I had cut back quite a bit. Enough to be of concern to my family and friends, who seemed to believe I was suffering from some kind of supernatural anorexia wherein I thought I was doing great but was in reality starving my true self to death.

Anyway, money, magic, and motivation had brought John and I to the very brink of starting a new life together. As I watched the white-and-green moving van lumber down the street and slowly, slowly, turn the corner, I wondered if it would be enough.

 

 

My old friends Officers Young and Takeo had been assigned as my—or rather, the Greenwich house’s—protection detail. Such as it was. 

Andi and I arrived ahead of the moving van. I was cradling the rococo mirror, glass side against me, lest Arnold treat the officers to another display of temper like the one Andi and I had tried to ignore on the drive over.

“I don’t know how or why, but we haven’t seen a single reporter yet,” Young informed me.

I knew why, but since I hadn’t cast the obfuscation spell, I was unsure of the how.

I glanced at Andi, but she gave a no-way shake of her head. 

“Well, keep up the good work,” I told them, and we continued to the house.

“Cos, do you want me to stay and help you unpack at least a few things?” Andi asked when we were inside. 

“No need. We’re only here for one night. Well, two, counting tomorrow night, but I don’t think we’ll be doing a lot of cooking.”

“It’s up to you. I’m happy to help.”

“You’ve got a shop to run. And a wedding cake to bake.”

“True.” She glanced around. “Where’s Pye? I wanted to say hello to him.”

I called, “Pye? Pyewacket?”

We waited. Pye did not appear. My heart sank.

“That’s odd,” Andi said. “Could he have lost his way?”

“Pyewacket? No chance.”

“Maybe you should summon him to be sure.”

“Yeee-ah. No. I don’t think so.” I sighed. “I think Pyewacket has left me.”

“What?”

“He isn’t happy about, well, almost anything. But especially not about John. So yeah. This has been coming for a while.”

“Oh no. Oh, Cos.” 

“I know. But I can’t make him stay. And it’s not fair to ask me to choose.”

“No, he’s supposed to serve you, but… Oh, Cos. You’ve had him since he was a kitten.”

“I know.” I really didn’t want to think about it, or I’d be getting all teary-eyed like Andi. 

“I’d be brokenhearted if Minerva left.” Minerva was Andi’s Familiar. A Dwarf Hotot rabbit. It was hard to imagine Minerva taking a strong dislike to anyone or anything, so Andi was probably safe. 

“I know. It’s a drag. But…” She was still looking at me with commiseration and understanding I didn’t want, couldn’t deal with, right then. “I’ve got someone John’s mother found for us coming to interview for our housekeeper, so…”

“John’s mother is picking your housekeeper?”

“Of course not. She just suggested this woman she knows.”

Andi said with sudden heat, “Everything doesn’t have to be John’s way. You’re going to live here too!”

“Andi, I know that. I’m not— It’s fine. I don’t care if we have a housekeeper or not.”

“Then why are you interviewing one?”

I said patiently, “Because John does care, and so why wouldn’t we go ahead? It’s called compromise.”

She scowled. “So far it seems to me that you’re the one making all the compromises, Cos.”

“Come on, give me a break,” I pleaded. “I’ve got to get ready for this interview. You can lecture me later.”

“And I will.” But she sighed. “Okay, I’ll see you at seven. They won’t hold the reservation, so for once in your life be on time.”

 

 

Bridget O’Leary was a witch.

I didn’t realize it at first. It isn’t always easy to tell, especially with mature witches who’ve had a lot of experience hiding their true nature. But the ability to figure out old secrets is the bread and butter of my profession. Bridget’s navy skirt, prim white blouse, sensible shoes, and tiny gold cross made a good disguise. She really did look like the kind of woman Nola would befriend at one of St. Whoever’s Sunday Socials. As she described the miracles of vinegar on grout and baking soda in ovens, her voice held the faintest suggestion of an Irish lilt. Her age was indeterminate. Anything from forty to sixty. She wore her mousy hair in a bun, and her lipstick was a modest, faded petal pink. 

But she was a witch all right. A few minutes into our interview, I gazed into her alert dark eyes, and I knew.

And I had a pretty good idea who had sent her. Who had really sent her, I mean, because as much as Nola wanted a pair of eyes in John’s and my household, her efforts were child’s play compared to Maman’s machinations. Leave it to my mother to arrange it so that her spy came with Nola’s stamp of approval.

“Your references are certainly in order.” I glanced through Bridget’s letters of recommendation. They were impressive—and very likely valid.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Cleaning, cooking, running errands. Is there anything you don’t do?”

“I don’t do windows, and I don’t work on the Sabbath, sir.”

“Of course not.” I couldn’t make my mind up. I did not want a spy, Maman’s or Nola’s—let alone a double agent—in my home, but we did need a housekeeper, and Bridget appeared to be a very good one. If I didn’t hire her, both Nola and Maman would keep sending us candidates, and there was always the chance that a worse choice might slip under my radar. 

This way I could control the information fed to Nola and Maman. 

“Do you smoke, drink, or swear?”

“Certainly not, sir!”

I grinned. “Too bad. Otherwise, you sounded perfect.”

Her beady black eyes narrowed. But then she smiled. “You have a lively sense of humor, Mr. Saville.”

“It could get tiring, I know.”

“I’ve never been afraid of hard work, sir.” 

“When would you be available to start?”

“The sooner, the better.”

“My husband and I will be on our honeymoon until after the solstice.”

No church lady of her generation and Nola’s inner circle was going to be okay keeping house for a gay couple—never mind my mention of the solstice. Bridget never blinked, waiting politely, hands folded. “Perhaps you would like me to come in and help prepare things for your homecoming?”

Yes or no?

After all, this would be one thing off John’s list, and my priority was making sure John was happy in our new home. 

“I don’t think that will be necessary. But if you could start on the 24th?”

Her smile was small and polite, but I saw the relief in her eyes. “That would be perfect, sir.”

I rose. “All right, then. I guess it’s settled.”   

I saw Bridget out the door, snorted as I watched her climb into a taxi and drive away, and turned to face the mountain of boxes now filling the ground floor of our house.

My gaze fell on the smaller mound of parcels—some still in boxes and brown mailers, some in silver-and-white wedding paper—and decided one thing I could do to bring order and find space was move all this to the newly positioned dining table.

I grabbed an armload and carried it, boxes slipping beneath my arms, to the table, carried another precariously balanced stack over. As I was putting together the parcels for the third trip, a plain-wrapped square box caught my attention.

Sharp black letters spelled out my name and the address. I didn’t recognize the script, but something about it did seem…familiar. I reached for the box and almost dropped it at the buzz of…what was that?

I reached out again, and even without touching the wrapping, I could feel a crystal-cold blaze stretch to meet me. Like grabbing a blade of ice or putting your hand in white fire. At the same time, it called to me. Not in words. This was a song of blood and marrow.  

I grabbed the parcel, tore off the wrapper, and gazed in stunned silence at the black-and-silver cover. There’s something disconcerting about seeing a legend in the flesh. I wasn’t quite sure if I was dreaming. Sparkling script read: Grimorium Primus. 

 

 


Chapter Seventeen

 

A handwritten note from Seamus slid out from beneath the cracked leather cover.

 

Cosmo,

Either way, by the end of this night, the Grimorium Primus will be yours. Or at least in your hands. And as your hands will eventually be the hands of the Abracadantès, there’s no point splitting hairs. If all goes well, I will be rich. If what I fear comes to pass, you have received the bargain of a lifetime. 

You can thank me later.

Seamus

 

How like Seamus not to explain a Goddess-blessed thing.

He had been in a hurry, of course. And a little afraid. But remained wily to the end. He had not tried to use magic, had not tried to be clever, and that was why the book was now safe in my hands and not the hands of his murderer. 

Except, if this book was found safe in my hands, I was going to jail for sure—because under no circumstances could I show this note to anyone outside the Craft.

Heart pounding, I picked up the grimoire, ran upstairs, and climbed into the armoire. John’s shirt from the day before brushed my face, and I smelled his faded cologne. My spirits rose at that summery blend of lemon and rosemary, spicy lavender, and a woody, masculine undernote. Someday I would try to concoct a cocktail that captured the way John’s scent made me feel.

I touched the back of the cabinet, spoke the words, and stepped through—

—into my mother’s gold and pink boudoir. Where she was in flagrante delicto with her atrocious companion, Phelon. 

I mean, technically, she was not in flagrante delicto because she’s an adult, unmarried woman and she can spend her afternoons however she likes, but holy moly—and I mean that literally. 

Blessedly, I had only a quick glimpse of tumbled hair, tumbled limbs, tumbled sheets before I acted to save my sanity.

“What the fuck?” I yelped, and put the book up to shield my eyes.

“Cosmo Aurelius Saville,” Maman shrieked. “Are you lost to all propriety?”

Phelon said, “You might knock, you know!”

I continued to avert my face, staring out the tall windows at the rose garden where white and blue tents were being raised in preparation for tomorrow evening’s reception. It looked a little like the circus was in town, a thought that did not cheer me up any.

“I have to speak to you at once, Maman.”

Seeing that the reason for my impromptu visit was staring her straight in the face, I wasn’t surprised when she quit muttering dire predictions in French and said, “I will see you downstairs in the library. Get up, Phelon.”

I exited—using the door this time—and she snapped her fingers, slamming it forcibly behind me. 

I didn’t have to wait long in the library, only perhaps ten minutes before she swept in—she always sweeps in regardless of what she is wearing. Or not wearing. Happily, she was wearing, and a rather nice ivory shantung silk sheath too. In fact, it looked a lot like the dress she had planned on wearing to the wedding.

“If you would embrace your true nature and your Goddess-given powers, and stop sneaking through back doors and scurrying around the city like a common field mouse, Cosmo, we could avoid such discommodious encounters.”

“What do you suggest? I appear and disappear in a cloud of green smoke? Or perhaps a giant bubble?”

She gave an exasperated sigh. “And why must all your cultural references be to films and books that degrade or stereotype us?”

I was equally exasperated. “I don’t understand what we’re arguing about. I have the book. I’ve brought you the Primus.”

She held out her hand, and I passed it to her. Maman clasped it to her breast, arms folded, and closed her eyes. After a moment, she said softly, “Yes. Blessed be. Blessed be. It is really the Primus.”

It had never occurred to me that it wasn’t. It probably should have.

Maman opened her eyes and smiled. “You’ve found it. I knew you would.”

“Through no effort of mine. Seamus mailed it to me. There’s a letter from him inside the book. It seems he knew his life was in danger, knew that someone would try to steal the grimoire, but that’s all he says. He gives no clue to that person’s identity. In fact, he doesn’t even spell out what he fears.”

“That’s unfortunate. However, the main thing is the Primus has been safely returned.”

You’d think I would be used to her callousness by now. “Well, yes. However, Seamus is still dead, and his killer has not been caught. And I’m still suspected of murder.”

“Yes, it’s very inconvenient. One assumes it will work itself out.”

“Uh, yes. One hopes, given how inconvenient things have been lately.”

At the tartness of my tone, she studied me, made a little grimace. “You think I’m unfeeling.”

I laughed. “Oh, I know you’re unfeeling.”

“Not when it comes to you.”

“Sometimes when it comes to me.”

She considered and seemed perplexed. “You’re still upset over the things I said this morning.”

“Kind of. Not surprised, though.”

Her mouth twisted. She looked almost sad. “You are my only child. Above all else, I wish for you to be healthy and happy. Is that so wrong?”

“No.”

She gave a little shrug like, So what’s the problem? and went back to gloating over the grimoire.

I observed her for a moment. “Did you happen to place an obfuscation spell on my old townhouse and the Greenwich Street house?”

She said absently, “No, that was your father.”

“Why? I can deal with a few reporters. This way, it’s actually bringing attention to the fact that news people can’t seem to locate the house.”

She stroked the cover the of the grimoire. When she glanced at me, her expression was distracted. “Your father fears that now you’ve married a police commissioner you have made yourself a target for crazed, gun-toting mortals. You know his feelings on the subject.”

“I appreciate his concern, but—”

“If you have an objection, you must speak to your father. I will not be your go-between.” She returned to caressing the book.

I hesitated. “Maman?”

“Oui?”  

“I am going to marry John. For better or worse. My mind is made up.”

That got her attention. “So you have said. Repeatedly.”

“I would be happier with your blessing, but with or without it, this marriage is going to take place.” Honesty forced me to add, “Unless John changes his mind.”

Her brows arched. “Unless he changes his mind?” she repeated dangerously. “Let us hope for his sake, he doesn’t.”

“Now see? That. That kind of thing has to stop. Regardless of what happens tomorrow, no one is to cast any more spells on John.”

“That will be up to John.”

“Maman.”

“Bah!” She flipped her hand. But then she seemed to reconsider. She smiled her most charming smile and reached out to me. I hugged her tightly. She was still holding the grimoire with one hand. It lay between us, pressed to my heart. She murmured, “Very well, my darling boy. You have my blessing. Marry your John. May you find all the love and happiness you long for in his arms.”

“Merci, Maman.”

She smiled with something almost like tenderness. But then, being herself, she just couldn’t help adding, “And when he breaks your heart, as he will surely do, I promise I will not even say I told you so.”

* * * * *

I took my time dressing that evening. 

Mostly because finding anything in that mountain of boxes was nearly impossible. But eventually I settled on a black silk T-shirt, supple black leather skinny jeans, black denim jacket, black boots, and my signet ring, earring, amulet, and bracelets. 

I styled my hair with extra attention, making sure the spikes were very spiky. Once I would have worn a little eyeliner, but it occurred to me that the husband of the police commissioner probably needed a somewhat more circumspect look. In fact, this would probably be the final appearance of my leather jeans. I did not want to look like John’s rent boy the first time we attended a gala event together.

The house seemed very quiet, very empty without Pyewacket. I went downstairs about half an hour before Andi was due to pick me up, and was startled to find John in the living room, going through one of his boxes.

He had to have known I was home, and yet he hadn’t come up to see me. It hurt. And it worried me. There had been no message from him all day. I’d been hoping it was because he simply hadn’t had a free minute, but now it was plain he hadn’t wanted to talk to me.

“Hi,” I said, and I knew he could hear my surprise, see that I was unsure of my welcome.

“Hi.”

John came to meet me, so that was a relief. I saw he was still dressed for work; had not even loosened his tie yet.

“Did you just get home?”

“About half an hour ago. You were in the shower.” His brows rose. “You look…nice. If a little sinister.” 

“I’ll take nice.”

We kissed. His lips were firm and warm, his taste familiar. I was afraid to even consider what it would be like not to have this anymore: the little kisses hello, the little kisses goodbye. Sometimes I thought it was those light and fleeting because-it’s-you kisses I would miss the most. 

John sighed as we reluctantly broke the kiss. “It’s going to be disappointing if you’re one of the bad guys.”

Given all that had happened between us, that wasn’t as funny as it would have been two days earlier.

I said lightly, “Good guys wear black too. The elegant good guys.”

“It is elegant on you, yes. Though I find myself wondering why is it that you and your friends all dress like you’re training to be super villains when you grow up.”

I was not imagining the distance or the underlying edge. And I got it. How could I not? He already knew about the witchcraft connection, and by now he’d have learned that I had been trying to buy a grimoire—at any price—something he would consider unhealthy at best and creepy at worst. He believed—no, let’s be honest, he knew—I had tried to hypnotize him (and that was a polite way of putting it), and then there was a host of not-so-trivial trivial things like not liking my family, not liking my cat, having nothing in common with my friends, feeling I was too young for him…

Oh! And let’s not forget me being prime suspect in a murder investigation. Although maybe that was less off-putting than my being a witch.

Not that John thought I was a real live witch. Just a weirdo.

A weirdo he had committed to marrying—now against his better judgment.

Any minute now he was going to reach the breaking point. The only real surprise was that he hadn’t reached it last night.

“When we grow up?” I asked politely, thinking maybe I ought to help the moment of truth along.

But it seemed he didn’t want to fight, because, abruptly, he changed the subject. “Any problems with the move?”

“No. Nothing I’m aware of, anyway. I didn’t go through your stuff, obviously, but it looks like mine made it safely and mostly in one piece.”

“I see you hung that gold-framed mirror in the hallway between the guestrooms. Are you sure you want to put such a valuable piece where no one’s going to see it?”

“I might change it up later, but I’m kind of tired of that mirror.”

“Up to you.”

“Did you get my text about Bridget O’Leary?”

“Yes. I did. If you think she’ll suit us, then let’s move ahead with hiring her.”

He got my text, but didn’t bother to respond. 

“Okay.” I didn’t bother to mention that I’d already moved ahead with hiring Bridget, hadn’t realized he thought I needed his permission.

“Did you want a drink before you go?” he asked.

“Sure.” I followed him into the bar area.

“What would you like?” He went behind the bar.

“Whatever you’re having.”

He poured two short whiskeys, straight up, no ice, no water. I felt my scalp prickle. Scottish descent notwithstanding, he didn’t drink whiskey unless he wanted to get drunk. His mounting unhappiness was a tangible thing, and I had no idea what to say or do. 

John handed me one of the short tumblers. “¡Arriba.” He touched the rim of his glass to mine.

“Abajo,” I said, and we touched the weighted bases.

“Al centro.” We clicked the glasses against each other.

I said, “Adentro.” 

We drank.

“What happened to abracadabra?” John asked after a second swallow.

“Hm? Oh. I got the feeling you don’t like it.”

He was silent for a moment, and then he said, “I didn’t mind when I thought you were being ironic. Now that I know you’re serious, it’s less amusing.”

I surprised us both by laughing. “Despite what you may think, I’m not a junior magician. I can’t say I was being ironic with the abracadabra, but I did think I was being funny. Apparently not.”

His lip curled. “Sorry. I seem to be losing my sense of humor.”

I put my glass down. “Look, if you want to talk, let’s talk. I’ll cancel dinner. Maybe I should anyway.”

“Meaning?”

“The obvious. Do you really still want to get married?”

When he didn’t answer at once, my heart seemed to stop too.  

“Do you?” John asked finally.

Not the answer I’d hoped for. In fact, it took me a second or two to get command of my voice. 

“I’m the one suspected of murder. Not you.”

“That’s not an answer.”

I said huskily, “I haven’t changed my mind about you, John. About us. I never will.”

“I haven’t changed my mind either.” The words were right. The tone…a little flat. Like leftover champagne. Like a hangover pill the morning after.

After a moment, I said, “So then…full speed ahead?”

“It seems so.”

I nodded. I was not remotely reassured—and it didn’t seem to me that he was either. 

We sipped our drinks. He glanced at the clock. “When are you leaving?”

Was he in a hurry to get rid of me so he could finally relax? That’s how it felt.

“Andi’s picking me up at seven.”

He nodded curtly.

I couldn’t leave it like this. Obviously things were not okay between us.

I said abruptly, “Can I ask you something?”

“Ask.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell me that you went to Andi when you were trying to find me after the auction at Bonhams?”

He shrugged. “What would there be to say? We both know your friends and family detest me. I assumed she told you.”

“Detest is pretty strong.”

“Also pretty accurate.”

Yes. Also pretty accurate. I said, “It’s the same on your side. With the exception of Jinx, I don’t think your friends or family approve of our marriage.”

“I don’t give a damn what anyone thinks.”

“Neither do I, but I care what you think, and it’s pretty obvious to me that you’re having second thoughts.”

He didn’t deny it.

Now I knew how those witches of old felt when another heavy stone was placed on the pressing board. With every passing moment I felt like another rock was being added to the weight on my heart.  

“Then don’t you think we should talk about it?”

John said, “I’m not sure there’s anything to say. I don’t think you can tell me what I need to hear. I don’t know that what I need to hear is a fair or reasonable thing to ask of you.”

My throat closed. Not only was it impossible to speak, I wasn’t sure I could breathe. The best I could manage was a nod.  

He studied my face. “I meant what I said. I’m not backing out.”

Was that supposed to comfort me?

I burst out, “I don’t want—” I stopped. Tried to say more calmly, “I don’t want you to go through with this because you’re a man of your word. I want…” Once again, I had to stop.

“Cos…”

I shook my head, said almost steadily, “I want you to marry me because you love me and want to spend your life with me. I do not want— Yes, I’ll be a great host and I bring a nice additional income, but the only reason I want to marry you is I love you, John. With all my heart. I can’t— I want— I deserve that too.”

He said quickly, sounding almost like the old John, the bewitched John, “Yes. You do. Of course you do.”

I drew a long shaky breath. “So if you can’t give me that in return, we need to…we need to face it now.”

He was very still. His eyes, dark and moody, held mine without blinking. 

I said, and thankfully my voice strengthened again, “Tomorrow morning is… Andi, Rex, V., and Bree, we’re all going to watch the sunrise. I had planned to spend the night at my old place anyway, so this actually works out. If you decide tonight that we shouldn’t move forward, then just come and tell me. I should be back by midnight. That’s all I ask. Tell me to my face.”

He frowned, started to speak.

I said quickly, “I’m not going to fall apart or throw a fit or anything. It would be nice to say goodbye in person, that’s all. And if you decide that you do love me…enough, then I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“Cos.” He shook his head, looked down at his glass. “This isn’t necessary.”

“I think it kind of is.” 

“If we were going to— If I was going to change my mind, don’t you think I’d have done it before you moved all your stuff in?”

That was a hell of a lot more revealing than he realized. 

The doorbell rang. I said, “That’s Andi. I have to go.”

John reached for the whiskey decanter. He said wearily, “Go. Have a good time with your friends.” He added, “I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

 

 

 

 


Chapter Eighteen

 

“Everything okay?” Andi asked as we walked out to her Mustang Cobra. 

“Yep.”

“Would you tell me if it wasn’t?”

“Nope.”

Once we were on our way, she said, “Have you seen the papers?”

“I haven’t had time.”

“The police chief and the DA are calling for John to resign.”

I sucked in a breath. “To resign?”

“John’s holding his ground, though. The mayor says she’s still one hundred percent behind him, but who knows how long that will last?”

Not long, I was betting. I understood better John’s dilemma. He was ambitious, determined, a man with a plan. It had been one thing when my potential assets outweighed his reluctance to tie himself down, but I was increasingly becoming a huge liability for him. The wonder was he hadn’t already pulled the plug, was still contemplating going through with marrying me.

 

 

Misdirections—not to be confused with the shop on 9th Street—was a combination magic dinner theater and night club. 

The dining room was packed and noisy. Dinner shows were usually booked a month in advance, but Andi had pulled some strings—possibly celestial—and we had a reservation for six. Er, for six of us at seven, I mean. Jinx, Bree, and V. were already seated when Andi and I arrived, and we got a round of applause from our table.

“Witch. Way. Is. Up,” V. called and made the moon sign. 

“Oh boy,” I said. Andi smirked. 

When we were kids, we used to do this kind of thing all the time. Dress up like a very special episode of American Horror Story: Coven and go to local clubs to flirt with disaster and anyone else who would dance. 

And yes, it was fun to be the real thing in a stable full of ringers. Fun to have our uniform, our in-jokes, and our code words and phrases, to know that even if the other reindeer didn’t want to play, we were the ones with the real power. 

But then we all grew up and got jobs. Having to get up by seven in the morning with a hangover changes you. Anyway, playing with fire had lost its appeal for me long before I’d met John.

V. and I did the one-armed, slap-each-other’s-back hug. He shouted, “It’s not too late to flee the country. I know a man with a plane!” I wasn’t sure if that was in reference to my marriage, my imminent arrest, or both. Bree greeted me with a kiss and yelled into my ear, “Why is she here?”

She meant Jinx, the non-witch. The outsider in Bree’s, and probably the rest’s, opinion.

“She’s part of the wedding party.”

“So were all John’s groomsmen, but I notice you didn’t invite any of them.”

I teased, “Do you wish I had?”

She tossed her head. “Hardly. Andi might, though.” Before I could respond, she added, “And on that subject, she is jealous as hell of her.”

“Who of whom?”

“Your new kid sister is jealous as hell of Andi. Yikes.”

My new kid sister. I hadn’t been thinking of it that way, but yes. Jinx was family now. Well, assuming John and I married tomorrow. If we didn’t…I was going to miss Jinx. 

On the bright side, no more Nola. And I’d be able to dispense with Bridget O’Leary’s services as well.

“She’s looking at me.” Bree ducked away, picking her glass up in a swoop and sipping. She pointed at the blue liquid and said, “Yours are better, Cos.”

“Merci bien.”

I sat down, glanced around the table.

“No Rex?”

Andi shook her head. 

“That’s unusual. They’re pretty punctual.”

“How would you know? You’re always the last to arrive anywhere.”

“Possibly true.”

“One hundred thousand percent true.”

“Any word on Seamus’s murder?” V. called down the table. Our waitress nearly dropped the drinks tray, but recovered. 

“Not that anyone’s shared with me.”

“It’s Ciara. I’m telling you. She did it. And she’s trying to deflect suspicion by accusing you.”

Bree scowled and gave him a quick smack on the arm. “Hey!” V. protested. “What? I think he knows he’s being investigated!”

Yep, and I also knew that Ciara had shared her suspicions with the police, but—

The penny dropped.

That was why Kolchak and Iff had acted so oddly that morning. Ciara must have told them that I had come to her house looking for the grimoire, and they had expected me to trot that out in defense, as if my ongoing search for my supposed motive was proof that I hadn’t killed Seamus. Instead, I had kept quiet about my visit to Ciara. 

Which I knew proved nothing either way. There was no proof the murderer had successfully made off with the book. I knew for a fact, they hadn’t. Kolchak and Iff’s reasoning was based on a faulty premise, but they didn’t know that. All they knew was they needed to supply a better motive for a case that was generating such a huge amount of media attention.

“Ciara was crazy about Seamus,” Bree objected. 

“Exactly!” V. said. “She was mad with jealousy.”

“Okay, let’s not talk about that stuff tonight,” Andi interrupted. “Let’s do the gifts before they serve dinner.”

“Gifts! There weren’t supposed to be gifts,” I protested.

There were gifts, though. Thankfully, nothing serious. A vintage magician’s top hat from Andi. Bullet cuff links from V., who said, “Just keeping it real, bro.” A T-shirt with the slogan Now accepting applications for Partner in Crime… from Bree. And from Jinx, a small box set of Witch’s Apothecary Sex Oil, which raised eyebrows from the rest of my crew.

By then dinner was being served, the show had begun, and I spent the next hour worrying about John.

After dinner we moved to the dance club downstairs and ordered yet another round of drinks.

“Any word from Rex?” I asked Andi. 

I was starting to get uneasy. Maybe—probably—Rex’s odd behavior had absolutely nothing to do with me, but looking back at the wedding rehearsal, they had seemed to take a pretty dim view of the situation. Or at least, of some situation. There had been so much going on—had the rehearsal been only yesterday?—that my recollection was cloudy at best.

“Nope.”

“It’s unusual they wouldn’t even call.”

“I couldn’t tell you. They’re your friend.”  

I got my phone out, gave Rex another call. Once again, I was directed straight to voice mail. “Hey, I’m getting a little worried. No pressure, but when you’ve got a chance, could you let me know you’re okay?”

It was possible that a wedding was just too much socializing for Rex. It was also possible that something might be really wrong. Rex was quick to offer help, but not the kind of person to ask for it. 

Andi was asked to dance, and Jinx moved into her empty chair next to me. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes sparkling. She looked pretty, but there was a certain quality to her smile that made me uneasy. 

“Having a good time?” I asked.

She nodded, but I think she barely registered the question. “Can I tell you something? But you have to promise not to tell John.”

“Okay.” I added doubtfully, “I think.”

Jinx leaned forward and whispered in my ear, “I really am a witch.”

Uh-oh.

I gave her the side-eye. “Is that so?”

She nodded, her mouth curving again into a small, secretive smile.

“That’s interesting.”

“I’ve always known. But you know Mother. And John. If I’d said anything, Mother would have been demanding Father Holohan begin the exorcism. And John’s a born fascist.”

I scowled. “Hey.”

She shrugged her slim shoulders. “You’re in love with him, so you can’t see it. The most open-minded thing he ever did was fall in love with you.”

I didn’t know how to take that, so I sipped my drink.

“I used to study and practice on my own, but it’s hard trying to do it that way. Now I have a teacher.”

“Anyone I know?”

Jinx giggled at the idea, but I was being serious. I was hoping she’d name one of the Bay Area’s respected Wiccan Priestesses or High Priestesses, but she said, “Valenti Garibaldi.”

The name meant nothing to me. “Is Valenti a he?” Call me cynical, but I had to wonder about this unknown entity’s motive in helping Jinx achieve her full inner witch. Or maybe the “Valenti” was an attempt to pay homage to Doreen Valiente, known to mortals and Wiccans as the Mother of Modern Witchcraft?

“She.” Jinx leaned in again to whisper, “She’s a Witch Queen.”

I choked on my cocktail. “Is she now.”

Jinx’s gold-brown eyes were bright with pride. “She’s invited me to join one of her covens.” She glanced dismissively around the crowded room. And yes, there were a few wispy, aspiring-magician types, a few aging Goth girls and boys, but mostly it just looked like people drinking, dancing, and having a lot of fun. 

Jinx said, “This is all…posers and wannabes.”

“I don’t know. I think a lot of people are here for the magic show and to hook up.”

She threw another of those scornful looks at the room. 

“Isn’t the first rule of Witch Club, you don’t talk about Witch Club?”

“I don’t talk about it. Ever.” She reached out to trace the silver beads of my bracelet. “I’m telling you because I know you have an interest in it. I’ve seen all your books on the occult. And you wear witch symbols on your jewelry—although maybe you don’t know what those really mean?”

I contemplated her, undecided on how best to approach this. Was it even my place to approach it? It wasn’t about whether I married John or not. The Goddess summons us as she chooses. She speaks to us in the voice we are best able to hear. She draws us down the path we are most likely to follow. 

Jinx said, “I was thinking maybe you’d like to meet Valenti. I’d have to ask her first, of course, but you’re going to be my brother, and I think she would welcome you. If you have any interest?”

“Yes, I’d be interested in meeting your teacher.”

Jinx beamed, leaned back in her chair, and smiled at the dance floor. I was not feeling nearly so pleased.

Sure as hell—in the purely mortal understanding of that concept—this was going to mean trouble for John. Which meant trouble for me. 

Or at least, I hoped it did. I checked my phone, but there was no message from John. I’d been hoping if I waited long enough, there would be some sign that he also felt unhappy with the way our conversation had gone. Some reassurance that I needn’t spend the next few hours worrying about whether he was going to show up at my door.

Granted, he had told me he would see me in the morning. For John, that was probably all the reassurance that should be required.

Jinx was asked to dance, and Andi took her place next to me.

“What was that about? She thinks she’s a witch?”

“You heard?”

“Even if I hadn’t, it wasn’t hard to read her expression. Is she a witch?”   

“I don’t know.”

“Well, you would, right? You’ve spent enough time around her.”

“It doesn’t always manifest in obvious ways. I would say no, but I tried to use a forgetting spell on John last night, and he was able to resist it.”

Andi’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding me?”

I shook my head. “I was assuming it had something to do with his Pictish bloodline—some genetic resistance to spell-casting of Gallic origin, but maybe there’s something in their dam’s line.”

“Right. He and Jinx had different fathers.”

“Yes.”

She asked curiously, “Why, if Mrs. Galbraith remarried, did she keep her first husband’s last name?”

“The second husband died while in bed with the next-door neighbor. His name has been expunged from the family Bible.”

I was pretty sure I wasn’t kidding about that last.

Andi considered all this. She said slowly, “You know who is a witch, and no question about it because he’s buzzing like a telephone power line——”

“Yes.”

“Does he know?”

“Yes. I think I’m going to apprentice him.”

Her jaw dropped. “You’re going to apprentice him?”

“Yes.” I glanced at her. “Unless you want to.”

“Me? Oh, heck no. I’m not ready to take on that responsibility. And I can’t believe you are, especially since you’re supposedly out of practice. Why are you?”

“Good question.” Because the Goddess had sent him to me? Because if there really was such a society as SPMMR, we needed to look after our own? Because if John dumped me, I was going to need something to occupy my time and attention? Or maybe if he didn’t dump me, I’d still need something to occupy my time and attention?

Andi said, “So what happened between you and John that you tried to use a forgetting spell?”

I opened my mouth to tell her about my search for the grimoire and the now two attempts on my life, but a cute guy in camo pants—the fashionable kind—and a black silk shirt came up and asked me to dance.

He took my hand as we walked to the dance floor. 

“I’m Chris. I’ve been watching you all night,” he called as we began to dance to “ME!” “I’ve never seen you here before.”

I called back, “Cosmo. First time. It’s my stag party.”

His face fell.

We finished the dance, and Chris walked me back to the table and tried to buy me a drink. I thanked him, declined the drink, but when he asked me to dance a little while later, I accepted.

* * * * *

“You want company?” Andi asked when she dropped me off in front of the townhouse on Carson Street. 

“No, that’s okay. I could use an early night for a change.”

She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “You’re not really going to bother to go to bed? It’s nearly one.”

“Yes. I’m beat.”

“I’ll see you at four, then.”

“With bells on.”

“They say that’s how the ancients did it.”

I laughed. “Night.” I closed the Mustang’s door, patted the roof.

The mustang’s red taillights were turning the corner as I went inside the building and climbed the stairs.

I unlocked the door—yes, with a key; yes, I was learning—and let myself in. Moonlight transformed the empty room. Already it smelled a little stale, a little forgotten. For a moment I stood there, not thinking so much as…feeling. Whatever happened tomorrow, tonight a chapter closed. Even if John and I did not go through with the wedding, there was no going back to the way life had been before him. 

There are things that change you forever, things you can’t unknow. Love was one of those things.

I followed the path of moonlight to the window, rested my hand against the cool glass, stared out at the perfect crescent moon. 

I jumped at the soft but distinct knock on the door.

No. No. No.

For a moment, my legs wouldn’t move. My heart was banging so hard, I felt ill. 

I stayed motionless; eyes closed. As if I could ignore that summons.

The doorbell rang again. This time, a sharp, testy buzz.

I made myself turn and cross the room.

I opened the door.

John stood in the square where my welcome mat had once lain.

 

 

 


Chapter Nineteen

 

All night I’d feared this moment. I’d tried to tell myself I was letting doubt cloud my vision, that what I was experiencing was insecurity and dark imaginings, but deep down I had known. Known from the moment Andi confessed to the love spell, that this was how it would end.

Standing in the dark with a broken heart.

John must have been in the midst of unpacking, because he wore jeans, tennis shoes, and his gray sweatshirt had a smear of dust on the shoulder. He looked predictably austere, predictably unapproachable. Yet at the same time, he looked like the dearest thing in the world to me. 

I said huskily, “I was expecting you. Come in.”

His amber eyes blazed to life. He stepped forward and, to my astonishment, pulled me close. His arms folded around me hard, almost fiercely. “Jesus. No, Cos. That’s not why I’m here. Someone came by the house to see you.”

I clutched him back, not least because relief almost made my knees give out.

“Rex?” I’m not sure why Rex was the first person I thought of. I suppose because I’d been increasingly worried as the evening passed with no return phone call.

“No, but it’s regarding Rex. I’m sorry, it’s not good news. They were in an accident. A hit-and-run. They’re in a coma.”

“Oh no.” I really did have to lean against John that time. “How?”

“It sounds like it happened on the job. They’re a private investigator, I gather. That can be a risky business.”

“Rex is a PI?”

John’s forbidding brows rose. “You didn’t know?”

“No. I had no idea. Rex never really discusses work. They’re a glassblower. I thought they earned a living at it.”

“Apparently not. So you have no idea what they were working on?”

I shook my head. “Are they going to be okay? Did this friend who brought the news—what was the friend’s name? Did they say?”

“She. Leonie de Foix.”

“I know Leonie. Is Rex going to be okay?”

John held me tight. He shook his head. “It’s not looking promising.”

“Oh Godde— Where are they?”

“I’ve never heard of it. Our Lady of the Green Vale.”

He meant Our Lady of the Green Veil. But he wouldn’t be familiar with that hospital either.

I said, “I know where that is.”

“Okay, but de Foix said that the family requests Rex’s friends stay away until sunrise. I don’t know what that’s about; I’m only relaying the message.”

“All right. What time is it now?” I felt for my phone, swore when I saw it was dead again. 

“Around one thirty. You were late getting back,” John said. His smile was crooked. “You must have been having a good time. I waited out there for about an hour.”

I hadn’t seen his car when Andi and I pulled up, which was a lesson in itself. I had been so busy mooning over the fact that John was probably lost to me, that I’d completely missed him sitting right in front of me.

I said, “It was fun. It was a good night. I put off coming home because I wanted there to be a smaller window of time for you to break up with me.”

John said slowly, “There’s something almost frightening about your ability to say what you’re really feeling,” and then he kissed me. 

A long, lovely press of warm mouths. The gentle bump of nose and chin, flutter of eyelashes, scratch of beards. 

When we drew back, he stroked the side of my face and said roughly, “I was coming to see you before de Foix came by the house, but only because I don’t want—can’t——spend even a night without you.”

I was pretty sure I heard that wrong, but I reached for him anyway, pulling his face down to mine, kissing him with all my love, all my passion——and a fair bit of relief.

“Are you sure, John? Please be sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“Because this is the speak-now moment. I won’t be able to take it if you change your mind after we’re married.”

He said gently, “How many times do I have to tell you? I’m not going to change my mind.”

“If you’re following through out of some misguided sense of honor or chivalry—”

He drew back to study me. “Honor or chivalry? Where do you get this stuff, Cos? I’m not following through. I’m marrying the man I love. The man I’ve loved since the moment we met.” 

“Yeah, but you didn’t love me when we first met. You didn’t even like me.”

He raised his powerful shoulders, conceding the point. “Okay. It wasn’t love at first sight.”

“More than that. You actively disliked me.”

He sighed, obviously decided to humor me, and said, “True. The first time we met, I thought you were too young, too pretty, and way too used to having your own way.” His smile was wry. “And I still think that.”

“That’s…frank.”

“You asked.”

“What is it you think you love about me, then?”

John looked perplexed, but as previously established, no one expects the Spanish Inquisition—or a murder investigation—in the midst of their declaration. It was important to me to know for sure he understood what he was doing because I wasn’t exaggerating: I didn’t think I could survive his changing his mind once we were married.

“I love all kinds of things. I didn’t put together a dossier. What is it you love about me?”

I said at once, “I love your strength and your honesty and your decency and your courage. I love the fact that you know what you want and go after it. I wish I had your single-mindedness. I love the way you smell, and I love the way you taste. I love the way you make that funny, kind of half-growl sound before you laugh, like it goes against your nature to give in to being amused.”

“I don’t think I growl before I laugh.”

“You do, though. And I love—”

“Okay, well, I can’t put it as nicely as you do, but I love you.”

“But why?” I insisted. “How do you know it’s real? Maybe it isn’t. Your friends, your family, none of them think I’m your type.”

“You’re not my type. My type was guys I had no intention of marrying. The idea of marriage never crossed my mind until you. You’re…a separate category.”

I started to answer, and he put his hand over my mouth. 

“Yes, I thought some uncomplimentary things when we met, but I knew the first night we went out that I never wanted to be away from you.”

That was the love spell, pure and simple. Nothing about that reassured me in the least.

But John continued, “Because in addition to being too young, too pretty, too used to having everything your own way, you’re smart and you’re funny and you’re kind. You’re…bright. I don’t mean mentally—”

I opened my mouth, and he corrected hastily, “I mean, yes, mentally, obviously, but in your attitude. In your way of…of being. You’re positive. I don’t know else how to put it. You make me see the world in a different light. Which sounds corny, but it’s the truth. The world is different since I met you. Life is more interesting and more surprising and more entertaining.”

That couldn’t be the love spell. Could it? For one thing, John was coming up with genuine positives, whether perceived or true. For another, he definitely wasn’t blind to my faults. 

He finished, “I don’t know what my family or friends think when they see us together. I don’t give a damn. I came here tonight because I can’t imagine not having you in my life. I can’t imagine anything worse than never seeing you again.”

My throat closed, squashing my answer. This was so much more than I had expected. This sounded—felt—like true love. Not that I was an expert. This was my only experience at real love, true love, as well.

“So unless you want out, we’re getting married tomorrow morning. I don’t know if we’ll live happily ever after—I don’t believe in fairy tales—but I know there isn’t a chance in hell of living happily without you.”

“I don’t want out,” I managed.

He kissed my forehead. “Then I think we should try to get some sleep.”

 

 

We didn’t sleep, though. 

We lay in wakeful silence in the moonlight flooding the room, and then almost in perfect accord we turned to each other… 

Warm, soft lips trailing kisses as light and lovely as thistledown or moonbeams the length of my naked back. One velvety kiss for each articulation of my spine. The vocabulary of seduction. Not that he had to convince me. Each touch of lips to skin glinting and sparkling through my nerves. Through my cells. Through the bits of air and fire that make up the soul. Kiss by kiss, John read the human runes of bone and cartilage, telling my fortune with each beat of his heart. I closed my eyes, breathing softly, wondering where he would stop, not wanting him to ever stop.

“Oh…”

“You like that?”

“Yes.”

I felt his smile against my flushed, damp skin.

He nuzzled the sensitive hollow at the small of my back, and my breath caught. It tickled a little, and it sent something fluttering in my belly. Something soft and warm and helpless. 

“Baby bats in my belfry…”

“Huh?” John asked.

I shook my head. “I’m being silly.”

“I like your silliness,” he murmured, “and those little sighs you make…but they’re not good for my resolve.”

I burrowed my head in my folded arms. “What are you resolved to do?”

“Nothing that will make you regret marrying me tomorrow.”

I considered this silently while he slowly rubbed his scratchy jaw against my ass cheek, savoring, but also giving me time to think. 

“Not even possible.”  

“Yeah, well.”

His warm palm stroked my flank, possessively, appreciatively, and I waited, reveling in his touch. Was that too strong a word for it? No. There was nothing so simple or so powerful as the feel of his hand on my skin. I felt sure I would know his touch in the dark, know his touch in death. Was it really possible to tire of this, grow bored with being loved, cherished? I couldn’t imagine it. John’s love felt essential to my survival. There could be no substitute. No surrogate.

John’s hand stilled. He shifted around on the mattress, nudging my legs apart. I glanced over my shoulder, surprised, wary, as his fingers dug into my cheeks. His head bent and, to my shock, I felt the wet slide of his tongue on the sensitive sac of my testicles as though he was sampling something sweet and illicit. I bucked, and made a sound that men—well, men like John—are not supposed to make.

He gave a surprisingly devilish laugh.

“Good?”

“Oui. Grimper aux rideaux,” I moaned.

“I have no idea what you said, but your accent is so damn cute.”

“Merci…”

He licked my balls, then behind my balls, working his way back up to the forbidden zone, and every cell in my body seemed to take a step back and pop on its monocle. Sacrebleu! indeed. He nuzzled my ass, and I could feel myself trembling with anticipation.

He paused to whisper, “We’re not going to violate international law here, are we?” 

Never mind French. I couldn’t remember how any words worked. I finally managed a thick, “I-I’m not sure. What are you going to do?” Afraid to ask in case it was something he should stop.

By way of answer, slippery heat slowly pressed into my body.

Oh. God. Oh Goddess. Oh, John…

Osculum infame. The shameful kiss. 

According to the Compendium Maleficarum of 1608, witches would greet the Devil with an anal kiss—and occasionally vice versa. How like a particular type of mortal to turn something sacred and lovely into a sin. 

Anyway, sin or not, it was beyond my willpower to lie motionless as John’s tongue did those shattering things: delicate, wicked, teasing things that left me mewling like a kitten. I whimpered, squirmed, humped, feeling the roughness of his beard, the hardness of teeth. He whoofed, caught my hips, holding me fast. 

“Don’t break my nose, because that’s going to be impossible to explain.” His voice was threaded with amusement.

I laughed too, weakly, and then gasping as he kept pressing, pressing. “Sorry. It’s just so good. So good.”

“Yeah? I don’t want to get you thrown out of the Church of Stevie Nicks.”

I shook my head, still laughing, feeling light and silly as smoke rings or snappy, sizzling fireworks on sticks.

I could hear the smile in his voice, but he sounded serious. “I don’t ever want to push you into something that you regret or hurts you.”

I said urgently, “No, this is okay. This is not that.” Close. But crucial differences. 

I hoped. Honestly, I didn’t care anymore. When the wine is drawn, one must drink it. A proverb John could surely appreciate.

John’s tongue circled and then dipped in. I heard myself making inarticulate and helpless sounds of delight and revelation. Was he really…? Was this actually…? 

Yes, it was. Yes, he was. John’s tongue poked slickly in and out of my clenched-tight hole. So nasty. So naughty. Almost at once I began to come harder than I had ever come in my life, a messy spray of hot, wet, glittering celebration. Of life. Of love.

I rolled over and clutched him, whispering my feelings, my promises. He held me tightly, letting me babble.

“You’re sparkling.” I could hear the smile and the tenderness beneath the smile as he reached out to touch a drop of moonglow on my chest. 

My heart seemed to rise in my chest like a will-o’-the-wisp. I was surprised it didn’t simply float away. I knew with complete certainty that he loved me with everything he was capable of.

And in that moment, I truly believed it would be enough.

 

 


Chapter Twenty

 

There was no Transformation of the Stag for me the next morning.

And maybe there never would be. There were worse things that could happen to a man. 

When Andi arrived to pick me up, I explained about Rex, and she agreed that their need was the greater. We collected Bree and V. and drove straight to Our Lady of the Green Veil, arriving just before sunrise.

Rex’s family and a few other friends were already gathered, pale, tired, tearstained. 

When word came, we crowded into Rex’s room, joined hands to form a circle around the hospital bed where Rex lay gray and still, and chanted the words of healing prayers and comfort spells as the sun slowly bathed the room in rose-gold light.

Afterward, Medicus Abioye said we had done all that could be done; the rest was in the hands of the Goddess.

So mote it be. 

The most difficult of all the lessons. 

On the way back to Andi’s car, V. said, “So the wedding is off, right? You can’t get married without undergoing the Transformation of the Stag.”

“Ha-ha.”

He grinned. “Yeah, but what if I’m right?”

Andi said, “I had no idea Rex was a detective. I thought they were a potter or something.”

“That’s a great disguise for a detective,” V. said.

“Did you know, Cos?”

“No.”

Andi shivered. “Their mother said a street person saw it happen.”

“Did they get a license? The make of the car?”

“No license. It happened too fast. The car was a black Mercedes Benz.”

“Maybe the self-driving Mercedes is roaming the streets again,” V. said.

“That’s an urban legend,” Andi told him.

“The hell!”

She said, “Anyway, self-driving or not, it wasn’t an accident. The witness said the car drove straight at them.”

Bree said, “Maybe they stuck their nose some place they shouldn’t.”

* * * * *

“Who comes to be joined together in the presence of the Goddess?”

I answered, “Cosmo Aurelius Saville.”

Inés, standing beneath the rose-twined arch in the white garden, smiled at me and turned to John.

John said, “John Joseph Galbraith.” He glanced at me, and I smiled. His mouth quirked, but his eyes stayed grave. 

Two hours after Andi and I got back from the hospital, John and I stood within a circle outlined in flowers, our hands lightly bound by a braided ivory rope, surrounded by our loved ones as we exchanged our marriage vows. 

The tiny garden was crowded with white wooden chairs, and every chair was filled, though this informal, private service was only the first ceremony of the day. The big event, an Episcopalian wedding service, would take place late afternoon in Maman’s garden. That second exchanging of vows was to be immediately followed by a country—the country being France—style reception.

The severity of John’s black suit suited his stern not-quite-handsomeness. A butterfly fluttered down, touched his shoulder for an instant, and fluttered away.

Despite everything that had happened, or maybe because of it, this morning seemed especially beautiful and truly magical. The air was sweet with the heady fragrance of an abundance of cut and newly planted flowers, the sun warm and caressing, and nearly everyone I loved was gathered round. 

There were a few tears, but it was mostly smiles. Nor were all the tears were from happiness. Neither Nola nor my mother were crying for joy. In fairness, Maman was not actually crying; it was more of a light mist with a slight chance of thundershowers. Nola was experiencing climate change: a severe downpour with a high probability of freezing temperatures. 

Inés spoke in French and then repeated in English, “Cosmo and John have chosen to include the traditional handfasting in their ceremony. You may know this ceremony as the basis for such terms as tying the knot or bonded in matrimony. The yoking of their hands symbolizes their love and commitment to each other, but it is not ropes or rings that unite the hearts and bodies of two men for all their lives. Love is not a restraint or restriction or a predicament. Rings may be lost, cords maybe be cut, and bodies will die, but true love is eternal. 

“Cosmo, is it with willing hand you take this man to have and to hold through all your earthly years?”

“It is,” I said.

“John, is it with willing hand you take this man to have and to hold through all your earthly years?”

John said, “It is.”

“Blessed be. Never forget that these are the hands that will protect and champion you the rest of your life. Never will these hands be raised against you. For his are the hands that will support you in your efforts, steady you when you stumble, raise you up when you fall. For his is the touch that will cherish your body, comfort your heart, and feed your spirit.”

“So mote it be,” I said.

“I do,” John said.

Inés nodded to my cousin Lucille, who strummed her guitar and began to sing Stevie Nicks’s “Your Hand I Will Never Let It Go.”

John’s lips twitched. He met my eyes and shook his head ever so slightly. I squeezed his hand.

When the song ended, Inés said, “Cosmo and John, with willing hearts you have pledged to take the man at your side to have and to hold through all your years. The Goddess and God smile upon this union. All gathered here today wish you a lifetime of happiness—”

“Not everyone!” a woman screamed in bloodcurdling tones.

I confess that for one appalled moment, I thought it was Maman. But no. 

Worse.

Ciara stood about a foot from me, outside the sacred circle. 

She looked…unhinged. 

It was not a Maleficent moment. This was not a witch in control of her powers, this was a woman on the edge of a nervous breakdown. She was white and shaking and sick. She looked like she hadn’t bathed or slept in days. She was still wearing the short blue shift she’d had on when I came to see her on Friday.

People began to rise from their chairs. I heard the instant low hum of protection spells being spoken, like a swarm of bees rising, and I saw John’s groomsmen breaking rank and making for us. I saw Sergeant Bergamasco reaching for what looked like a shoulder holster. A dozen images imprinted themselves in a quick, confused rush upon my memory: my mother’s face, Lucille’s guitar twanging as she dropped it, Ralph Grindlewood’s astonished expression—and the equally transfixed expression of the young, dark-haired woman beside him.  

Ciara cried, “Not everyone wishes you a lifetime of happiness, you lewd, vile, canker-blossom, maggot pie of a murderer!” 

She pointed skyward—and I saw that she was holding a pistol. She didn’t fire it, though. She quoted, “Ùine, stad a-nis, Tha mo ghunna a ’dol gu pop.”

I didn’t understand the words, but it was easy to guess their meaning because I and everyone else instantly froze in place. 

A holding spell. 

Something old enough, arcane enough, powerful enough to hold even other witches motionless for a few vital seconds—and that was all the time she required.

She walked back and forth along the curve of the circle, pointing the gun at me, and crying. She said through her tears, “I would wish you a lifetime of pain and sorrow—only your life ends now.”

I had never seen a gun up close. John did not carry a gun. He owned guns, and we would have guns in the house, whether I liked it or not (and I did not), but he had not shown them to me. Ciara’s pistol, which seemed the size of a Schwerer Gustav Dora, wavered. 

“Why are you so hard to kill?” she wept.

There was barely time to be afraid—although I was afraid—because in the space of describing what happened, it was over. In one lightning-swift motion, John shook off the silk rope binding us together, knocked me to the grass, sprang from the circle, and grabbed my besom, which was leaning against the side of the rose-covered archway in anticipation of the broom jumping. He whacked Ciara across the middle so hard, she fell backward and dropped the pistol. 

It went off with a shocking bang! Everyone screamed, and the blue crackle-glazed seer’s globe on the nearest pedestal shattered into a million shining bits.

The holding spell was broken, and John’s groomsmen and cop buddies rushed Ciara, who was crawling toward the dropped pistol.

 

 

Several hours and many, many questions later, the ceremony was eventually completed, and John and I were married in the eyes of the Goddess. 

Ciara was arrested. Not just for attempted homicide, but for Seamus’s murder. What John had not bothered—well, in fairness, he hadn’t had time—to tell me the night before was that when Seamus’s computer had been searched by SFPD’s computer forensics team, emails had been found between himself and a woman who signed herself only as V.

Sergeants Kolchak and Iff theorized that Seamus and V. had been having an illicit relationship, Ciara had discovered it, and in a jealous rage murdered Seamus and then tried to frame me for the crime.  

I’m not a detective, but I thought this was a pretty lame theory. But then there was a huge amount of pressure on Iff and Kolchak to solve this case—even though they didn’t have all the facts. Nor were they about to get them from me. I was grateful to no longer be under suspicion. Grateful to be alive, because Ciara might not have killed Seamus, but she had certainly intended to kill me.

It had turned out to be harder than she expected, and those two seconds of wavering reluctance had given John the time he needed to throw off the holding spell. The fascinating thing was no mortal, not a single one, including John, realized anything but shock and horror had held them in place. 

Which was fortunate, to say the least.

What most fascinated and, if I’m honest, concerned me was John’s ability to resist the power of Ciara’s spell. Was that because she had delivered it in Gaelic? He had also resisted English and Latin. 

Anyway, as I said, the ceremony was at last completed, and John and I received the congratulations and well wishes of the attendees—not to mention a few other comments. 

Ralph Grindlewood paused to shake hands on his way out. 

“That was a close call. The Goddess smiled upon you today, my friend.”

“Thanks for coming,” I said. “And sorry about the floor show.” I studied his companion. As usual, she was about twenty years younger than Ralph—probably my age. She had blue-black hair and eyes so pale, they looked like sea glass. She was beautiful, but it was an unsettling kind of beauty. She studied me back with equal curiosity.

Ralph chuckled, and said, “I don’t believe you two have met yet, have you? Cosmo, this is Valenti Garibaldi. Valenti, this is Cosmo Saville—or will you be taking John’s name now?”

I admit I didn’t hear the first part of his comment. I was still processing the fact that this was the Valenti. The supposed Witch Queen. It had to be. No way could there be two of them running around San Francisco. I couldn’t tell if Ms. Garibaldi really was a witch or not——which made me suspect that she was.

Then Ralph’s remark registered. I said, “No, I’ll keep my last name.”

“Ah. Of course, you’ll want to protect the line of succession in case of progeny.”  

I was a little shocked he said that right out loud in front of John. Not about the possible progeny, but about the line of succession. Fortunately, John was busy talking to my father, who appeared to be giving him an eye-glazing amount of advice on only the Lord and Lady knew what. Home security systems?

I said to Valenti, “I think you know my sister-in-law, Jinx Galbraith.”

She smiled. “Yes, Joan and I were just speaking. In fact, we were speaking of you.” She winked. “She thinks you and I should get to know each other. I think she’s right.”

Ralph said, “I spotted young Ambrose earlier. I take it you’ve decided to keep him on despite everything?”

“Despite everything,” I agreed.

“I hope you don’t live to regret it.” Ralph smiled at John, who had finally freed himself from my father’s clutches and turned back to us. “Thank you for allowing us to share in this joyful occasion. We wish you both the best of luck.”

When they were well out of earshot, John said, “Have I met him before?”

“I don’t think so. Have you?”

“Not sure. Something about him pings my radar. You said he’s a close friend?”

“I thought we were friends. Maybe he’s more of a customer than a friend.” 

“I don’t like his eyes.”

I’d always thought Ralph’s eyes were rather warm and kindly. It didn’t sound like a John sort of comment, but he seemed perfectly serious.

My heart began to thump in the wake of alarmed realization. I know. You’re wondering what took me so long. But like I said, nobody ever expects the Spanish Inquisition. 

John was still following his own line of thought. “I thought wishing the married couple luck on their wedding day was bad etiquette.”

“It is. Hey, can you excuse me for one second?”

John’s brows rose. “Sure. Everything okay?”

“Yes. I just want to verify something. I’ll be right back.”

I didn’t wait for his answer. I sprinted up the flagstone path, passing other guests on their leisurely way up the hillside, absently noting friendly, teasing comments—Too late now, Cosmo! or He’s right behind you, Cosmo! I reached the top, raced across our backyard, banged out through the side gate, and came to a stop on the sidewalk just in time to see Ralph’s black Mercedes disappearing over the crest of the driveway.

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

“Even if you’re right,” Andi said, “you can’t do anything about it now. You’re supposed to be having your champagne breakfast. Guests are going to notice the other groom is missing. John is liable to be in here looking for you any second.”

After the receiving line and the photos at the white garden were finished, John and I had followed everyone over to my great-aunt Coralie’s (frankly, spooky) Nob Hill mansion where I’d asked John to hold the fort while I commandeered Andi away from Trace’s clutches.

“Hold the fort?” John had repeated. “Do you consider yourself under siege? Or am I projecting?”

“Er, no. I just need to have a word with my Best Woman.”

“I can give you five minutes,” John said, and looked pointedly at his watch. 

Which is how I came to be standing in my great-aunt Coralie’s conservatory while I brought Andi up to date on my suspicions regarding Ralph Grindlewood and Valenti Garibaldi. Since I was still feeling my way through my theory, Andi was not terribly impressed. 

I said, “I have to do something. Ciara didn’t kill Seamus!”

“Cos, you don’t know that. She sure as heck tried to kill you. Even if you’re right, you don’t have any proof. Not that you can share with John or any other mortal. Grindlewood drives a black Mercedes. That’s it. And so do a million other people. That’s not going to be enough to convince anyone, especially the police. And to be honest, if SFPD is busy prosecuting Ciara, they’re not looking at you anymore.”

I glared at her. “Nice!”

“You know what I mean. The best thing is to take your suspicions to the Duchess. Have her bring it up with the Society. According to you, they know all about these spammers.”

“Not spammers. Andi, you’re not listening. It’s an acronym. SPMMR. Society to Prevent Magic in the Mortal Realm.”

“Right. My point is, if Grindlewood has become involved with that, and if this self-titled Witch Queen is working with him, the Society is a lot better equipped to take them on than you are.”

“They’re trying to recruit Jinx.”

She was silent. “Okay, yes, that’s worrying. And it’s worrying your smarmy cousin Waite spent so much time talking to Ralph while we were waiting for the ceremony to resume.”

“Did he?” I felt the hair at the back of my neck prickle. If my cousin Waite could have one wish granted it all the world, it would be to take my place in the line of ascension to the trône de sorcière. 

“Yes.”

“What does that tell you?” I demanded.

“Listen to me.” Andi put her hands on my shoulders. “You know what I think? I think you feel guilty about Rex. I don’t know why you would, but I think you’re taking what happened to them personally. I think you’re trying to connect what happened to Rex with this greater plot so that it makes sense, but senseless acts of violence happen all the time. These two cases may be completely unrelated. Rex was—is—a professional investigator. That’s a dangerous business.”

“There is a connection. I know there is.”

“But you don’t. We don’t know all the facts regarding Rex’s accident and we don’t know all the evidence against Ciara.”

Now there she was right. 

Andi gazed up at me earnestly. “Cos, yesterday the Primus was still missing, you were suspected of murder, and John was—according to you——having cold feet.”

I winced.

“Isn’t that true?”

“Yes.” 

“As of right now, the Primus has been returned to the Society, you’re not suspected of murder anymore, and you’re married to John. Take some advice from your oldest and closest friend. Leave the conspiracy theories till after your honeymoon. Have these next two weeks with John. You both need this time together. You need to get to know each other. For real.”

She was right, and I knew she was right.   

I nodded reluctantly. 

“The other thing is.” She stopped abruptly.

“What?” I asked warily.

She said reluctantly, “Well, you’ve been out of practice for two years. You’re not at the top of your game. You admitted yourself it was mostly luck you made it out of Seamus’s shop alive.”

I made an impatient sound.

She didn’t drop it though, insisting, “You can’t have it both ways, Cos. You can’t live a mortal life and think you can tackle a consortium of witches, some of whom could be at the peak of their powers. You’re not ready for that. Not mentally and not magically. You’ll get yourself killed.

The aggravating thing was, she was right. Again.

Seeing that she had made her point, Andi kissed my cheek and let me go. “You’ll thank me later.”

I sighed. “John’s thanking you right now.”

 

 

One person who did not show up at either wedding ceremony or any of the celebrations that followed, was Oliver Sandhurst. I asked around, but no one had seen or heard from Oliver in days. I suspected I could pinpoint to the exact day 

Another mystery for my ever-growing list of things to tackle after my honeymoon.

But at least there was going to be a honeymoon. I’m happy to report the rest of our wedding day went off without a hitch. Or rather, the hitch went off without any further problems. 

In fact, the worst thing that happened was I had too much champagne at breakfast and John had too much champagne at the second reception. We both had too much champagne at Chambers. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

The second service—the Episcopalian service—was actually, to my great relief, quite lovely, and nothing that could possibly offend even my most conservative relatives.. 

John and I wrote our own vows, and John’s, unsurprisingly, brought tears to my eyes.

Something in the steady, solemn way he quoted them—and maybe that was it, the idea of him memorizing those vows over the past few days, given everything that had been going on.

“I, John, take you, Cosmo, to be my husband, my partner, and my one true love. Respecting what I know of you, and trusting what I do not yet know. I promise to love, honor, and cherish you for better or for worse, in sickness and in health, from this day forward, for as long as we both shall live.”

His fingers were warm and sure as he slipped the platinum Celtic eternity knot wedding band on my left hand.

My own vows—the second version, assembled after I knew about the love spell—were sadly unimaginative, and I deeply regretted trashing the original ones, but there had been more than once over the past three days I had been sure this moment would never happen. 

“I, Cosmo, take thee, John, to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish all the days of our lives and beyond. Until the last star burns out in the heavens, I hereby plight thee my troth.”

John’s mouth twitched a little at the “hereby plight thee,” but he looked touched, and when my fingers shook sliding the antique gold band with its large oval cabochon turquoise on his finger, he leaned forward and nuzzled me, which got a round of applause from the one hundred guests watching us.

 

 

The reception was rustic and charming. A string quartet made ancient melodies sound fresh and top twenty songs sound ageless. Lanterns and white linen in the dusk, flowers and herbs in small jars, and pale colored almond candies tied with silver and blue ribbons. The menu was designed to show Nola who was boss: foie gras and scallops for the starter, veal, quail, and salmon for the main course, and naturally, an abundance of cheese, pastries, fruit, and wine. So much wine, you might say it flowed like…wine. 

Andi’s cake was four ivory tiers, complete with ornate tufting and perfectly painted gray and blue sugar flowers, finished off with a silver satin ribbon and an edible monogram with the entwined letters S&G.

Before the caterers had finished serving the cake, the fireworks had begun—literally fireworks: whistling explosions of pastel flowers and diamond star showers.

I think it must be true that, even if no one tries to kill you on your wedding day, it’s hard to remember everything. Certain images lingered: Andi dancing with Trace all night; my father hitting on Bree; sharing my first dance with John; V. nearly getting in a brawl with Tighe, one of John’s groomsmen; Nola tipsy on champagne; Jinx watching Trace with Andi; my mother’s unblinking stare in the lantern as she watched my father.

There was more dancing and drinking at Chambers, but when John looked at me quizzically and said, “Ready to call it a night?” I replied, “I thought you’d never ask.”

Our guests were throwing each other in the rooftop pool when we left.

 

 

When John unlocked the front door to the house on Greenwich, I said, “It’s my turn to carry you over the threshold.”

He laughed, grabbed me, we tussled, laughing breathlessly for a few seconds, and then he hoisted me over his shoulder and carried me inside.

“That ought to give the neighbors something to talk about,” I commented as he dropped me into a leather club chair by the door.

“I’m sure they’ve been talking since the first squad car pulled up.”

“True.” 

He sat down on the footstool facing me. We grinned at each other.

“Now what?” he said, and I laughed.

You know when you’ve longed for something with all your heart, and unexpectedly, against the odds, your wish is granted? It’s exciting, but it’s humbling too. And a little frightening. 

Was I ready for this? 

“We could open a few presents?” I suggested.

“Seriously?”

I shrugged.

He tilted his head, said teasingly, “Are you feeling shy, Cos?”

My smiled twisted, “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“You don’t look like a guy who ever had a shy bone in his body.”

“I’m not! Usually.”

We opened about half the presents. When I opened Jinx’s gift, an antique blue-and-white china plate by Vieillard, John frowned and said, “Why the hell is she giving us a plate with a nun?”

I refrained from pointing out the nun was actually a witch.

“So what is your astrology sign?” he asked, when we finally headed up to bed.

“Gemini.”

“Is that the sign of the cricket?”

“Ha. That’s Jiminy. This is Gemini. The twins.”

“And is that a good match for Aries?”

“It has its challenges. The biggest one is lack of trust.”

He snorted. 

“No, but it’s true. I’m not making it up. Sexually, we’re very compatible. We both like to experiment, be creative.”

“Now you have my interest.”

 

 

But really, no danger of that. I had always had John’s interest. Even, apparently, when he didn’t like me. 

Now he stood naked and powerful in the moonlight, and I smiled up at him, reached out, and he lowered himself beside me.

For a long time we simply kissed and caressed each other, and some of my nervousness faded. I’m ashamed to admit I hadn’t expected him to be so gentle, so careful, but he was. 

“My very own husband.” He linked his fingers with mine, staring at our hands. He shook his head a little, as though in disbelief. 

I said, “To have and to hold from this day forward.”

“Yes.” He pushed our entwined hands above my head, seemingly intent on having and holding every inch of me then and there, continuing to pet and kiss every part of my body. When something tickled, and I squirmed, he shushed me, whispering, “I’m learning how you work.”

“Is it a crash course?”

“Oh no. This will require a lifetime of study…” 

His tongue flicked my nipple in pleasurable chafing, a fingertip lightly scratching my inner elbow; he touched his tongue to the tip of mine, rubbed noses. I smiled and sighed and relaxed, kissing him back when he’d let me, stroking his lean, hard flanks and sides.

 I liked the taste of his tongue, the beat of his heart beneath damp skin, the moonburn of his beard against my bare skin. “Please…” I whispered. I didn’t finish it. Even I wasn’t sure what I was really asking. I was out of my depth, but even that was weirdly enjoyable, letting John lead, letting John guide me. My consort.

At last he helped me over onto my knees. I ignored the tightening in my belly—partly anxiety, but mostly desire—and spread my legs. I wanted this union very much, but I was also conscious that—for me at least—there would be no going back now. But then there was already no going back. I belonged to John body and soul. This was simply us making it official.

He opened the drawer of the bedside table and took out a disappointingly prosaic-looking white-and-orange bottle with a black plastic pump. He gave the pump a businesslike squirt.

I sniffed and cheered up a little. “That’s nice. What is it?” 

He gave a funny laugh. “I had a feeling you’d like it. It’s called Happy Endings. It’s made by a company called Sister Witches.”

I chuckled. I did like it. I liked that he would have had to search for something like this. And I especially liked that though he didn’t actually think I was a real live witch, knowing I had some, er, witchy interests, he wanted to show me that he was keeping an open mind, not judging. Too much.

I shivered toes to tips of my hair as he worked the lube between my ass cheeks. His finger delicately pierced me. I moaned at the now familiar invasion.

John hesitated. “You know, we don’t have to do this now. There’s no timetable.”

I raised my head, blinking at him. “Huh? Are you too tired?”

“What? No. Of course not. It’s…it’s not going to be like last night. I’ll try not to hurt you, but if you’ve never done it, you’re liable to be sore for a bit.”

I pushed back against his finger. “I’m not afraid.” “Don’t you be afraid.” 

He moved his finger again, and I caught my breath. His oily thumb lightly stroked across the sensitive pucker of my hole.

“Keep breathing,” he said.

I gulped as his thumb pressed in. He massaged, pushed a little deeper, rubbed some more.

“That’s right. That’s the way.”

I tried. I concentrated on loosening my muscles. The tip of his other thumb slid in, and he used both to massage me, no secrets in sex. My breaths came in shallow pants as he prepared me. Not for the faint of heart, this.

“You’re silver in this light,” he murmured. “Your hair, your skin, your eyes…you okay?”

“Yep.” My voice sounded a little high and a little shaky. 

“You didn’t turn into a moon man after all, did you?”

“Still human.”

My stomach muscles were quivering, and my legs felt like jelly by the time he withdrew. I rolled over onto my back.

He kissed me slowly, lingeringly. “Still okay?”

I nodded.

“Tuck your legs,” he advised. “That’s the easiest way.”

I tucked my legs.

He leaned over me, and his mouth found one of my nipples. He tongued it, wet heat turning the tip to a hard point. Distantly, I felt the pressure from the blunt head of his shaft building at the entrance of my body, creating exquisite distress. I tried to focus on the tease of his lips as he moved to my other nipple. His teeth closed delicately on the bud, and I jerked, surprised—and then more surprised to find myself wanting more.

The pressure on my hole mounted to a distracting pain—and then, staggeringly, I felt my body’s resistance give in, accept-- John’s cock slipped past the tight ring of muscle, and I felt pleasure spread, expand in ever widening spheres. 

“Oh John—” 

 “Cosmo?” He seemed to have trouble squeezing even that one word out.

I nodded, in exquisite distress. It was difficult, I felt demolished, and yet…and yet I was okay. It did feel good, disturbingly good. My shivering body was already adjusting to that thickness. To becoming part of someone else. Half of a whole. I pushed tentatively…

John’s thighs tightened in response, and he thrust against me, once. “Jesus. Don’t move.” His hands continued to stroke and smooth my belly, my ass.

Wonderingly, I reached down and touched where our bodies were joined as one. 

Something entirely new. Something entirely our own.  

“How’s that for possessing your body in sexual union?” John sounded breathless.

“It sure beats handfasting,” I whispered.

He laughed shakily at the wobble in my voice and cautiously began to rock his hips against me. 

I looked into his face, his eyes as bright as a hawk’s. Our gazes locked on. He was thrusting into me, the quickening center of me, with smooth, long strokes. I moved to meet him, finding my own rhythm. 

John murmured encouragement. His face bumped my face, his mouth closed over mine, hot and wet and urgent. When his body froze and he groaned my name, it was as though liquid moonlight poured into me, white-hot waves shivering through my bones and muscles and nerves. 

I too began to come.

A million miles away on another planet, I felt John gathering me up against him, saying the things I had thought were the love spell and only the love spell. I kissed him back. 

John whispered, “It really is different when you’re in love.”

 

 

When I woke a few hours later, Pyewacket was curled on my pillow, licking my hair, and someone was setting off fireworks in the cul-de-sac in front of the house. 

“Pye,” I gasped. I reached to pick him up and cradle him against me. “I thought you were gone forever. John, he’s back!”

John, arms folded beneath his head, turned his face to observe us. “He thinks you can’t fend for yourself,” he remarked. His tone was dry. “He thinks he needs to protect you from me.”

Pye yawned, showing all his pointy teeth.

I smiled. “I didn’t know you spoke cat.”

John shook his head. He was smiling too. 

Another small explosion sent yellow, purple, and silver chrysanthemum blossoms bursting into the sky outside our window. John sighed. “Your friends think they’ve got a get out of jail free card now.”

I bit my lip. “You don’t mind a few fireworks, do you? It’s our wedding night, after all.”

He shook his head, leaned over to scoop Pyewacket up and deposit him at the foot of the bed. “No.” He kissed me. “I don’t mind fireworks.”

“You’ll see. I’ll be a good husband to you. The best. A good host, a good—”

John grinned. “Sweetheart, I don’t care if you’re a good husband or not. I love you despite your friends, your family, your cat, and sometimes yourself.”

Remembering how it had all started, I couldn’t help a flicker of insecurity. “Do you? Are you sure? I can be pretty—”

“Yes, you can.” John’s mouth quirked. “But I am. And I do. I guess it’s…a married thing.”
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