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			For Mom and Dad

			and

			Mama and Papa.

			Thank you for the strong roots.
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			Chapter One

			It was one of those crisp New England autumn days that begged for hot chocolate piled high with whipped cream, a good book, and a cozy spot in front of the fireplace.

			Beg as the day might, however, this witch didn’t have time to indulge at the moment. I glanced at all the plastic bins and cardboard boxes that needed to be relocated from this space to my new home and pushed up my sleeves. My dream of curling up in front of a fire tonight was never going to happen if I kept dragging my feet.

			As much as I tried, however, I couldn’t seem to get going. I flitted from one side of my aunt Ve’s garage to the other, accomplishing little as early-October sunlight filtered through grimy windows, spotlighting every dust particle in sight.

			As well as my hesitance.

			I wasn’t known for procrastinating, but today as I transferred all the belongings I’d been storing in this space to my new house two doors down the street, I was taking my sweet time.

			My puttering had nothing to do with actually moving the twenty or so boxes and assorted bits of my previous life and everything to do with leaving behind Aunt Ve and the house I’d lived in since arriving in this village a little more than a year ago.

			Today was moving day. Tonight, I’d sleep in my new bed, under a new roof.

			I’d eventually have to deal with the emotions lurking under the surface, but for right now I fortunately had help with the move: My younger sister, Harper, and my aunt Ve had both volunteered to assist with the process.

			“It should all go!” Velma “Ve” Devany said, tossing her hands in the air. “All of it.”

			She wasn’t referencing my belongings, though I suspected the ghostly outlines left behind by my moving boxes had triggered the desire to banish everything else from the garage as well.

			“A yard sale! Tomorrow, just in time for the weekend crowd.” Spinning around, Ve faced me, her golden blue eyes alight with sparks of purpose. Her coppery hair was pulled back in its usual twist, but she’d accented the style with a red bandanna. It was tied in a knot at the top of her head like Rosie the Riveter’s. Round cheeks glowed with good health as Ve pushed up the sleeves of her white long-sleeved thermal henley and then bent to cuff the hems of her denim overalls. She was in her early sixties and had more energy than I’d ever possessed.

			“I think she means it,” Harper stage-whispered to me, a trace of horror hovering in her voice.

			“Oh, I mean it,” Ve stated firmly. “Think of all the space I’d have in here if it were empty. I could turn the garage into a craft studio!”

			“You don’t craft,” Harper pointed out as she wrestled a tall box into the driveway. The box was almost as big as she was. At just five feet, twenty-four-year-old Harper personified Shakespeare’s line, “though she be but little, she is fierce.” Her brown eyes glinted in the sunlight as she looked back at us. “Well, not in a studio kind of way.”

			Technically we were all Crafters, witches with a unique set of abilities. My family happened to be Wishcrafters, who could grant wishes, but there were dozens and dozens of other witchy varieties that lived and worked among oblivious mortals here in the Enchanted Village. This charming neighborhood of Salem, Massachusetts, was a tourist hot spot . . . and the place I now considered home.

			“Fine,” Ve said, relenting with her quick response to the truth of the matter. “How about a yoga studio?”

			Shooting her arms out to the sides for balance, she placed the sole of her right foot on her left inner knee, attempting, I presumed, the tree pose. Her arms windmilled wildly as she swayed to and fro. I resisted the strong urge to shout “Timber!” as I grabbed hold of her to keep her from tipping over.

			Flicking me a wry look, she said, “Maybe not yoga.”

			“Maybe not,” I agreed.

			“Well, I’ll think of something.” With a sweeping wave of her hand, she added, “But first, this all needs to go.”

			By “all,” she meant the decades of flotsam that had been stashed and stored in the massive garage. Floor-to-ceiling stacks of boxes, bags, trunks. Christmas and Halloween decor. A tattered love seat and other assorted furniture, dust-covered bookshelves, and side tables. Simply sorting through everything could take weeks. “Maybe it’s best to wait until spring for a yard sale,” I suggested.

			By then this particular flight of fancy of hers might pass.

			I hoped.

			“No, no.” She strode over to a clothing rack stuffed with zipped dusty black garment bags. “An impromptu yard sale is just what I need to take—”

			Abruptly, she bit off her words, and I swallowed over a sudden lump in my throat.

			To take her mind off the fact that I was moving out.

			I sent Harper a pleading look. She gave me a sympathetic nod and said, “You know what could occupy your time, Aunt Ve? Helping me. Marcus’ parents arrive back in the village tomorrow morning, and we’re supposed to have dinner with them tomorrow night.” She pressed her hands together, pleading. “Help me figure out how to get out of it. Please.”

			With a grateful smile I said, “Tomorrow night? You mean you’re not going to the auditions for the play?”

			One of my best friends, Evan Sullivan, was directing his first musical at the village playhouse, The Sound of Music. Evan was understandably nervous. Though he had a fondness for the theater, as half Bakecrafter his true gift was creating delectable miniature delights at the Gingerbread Shack, his boutique bakery. To bolster his confidence, he’d recruited some friends to help with the production. As I couldn’t sing or dance, I had been assigned to lead the scenery team. We’d already had our introductory meeting, and tomorrow afternoon we would commence with building the sets at the large scene shop inside the playhouse. Afterward, I’d agreed to help Evan with auditions.

			He’d bribed me with devil’s food mini cupcakes.

			He knew exactly how use my weaknesses to his advantage.

			“I don’t sing,” Harper said with a shudder. “Or dance. Though if it gets me out of that dinner, maybe I should reconsider. It would be less humiliating. What time are the auditions?”

			“Four to seven,” I said, watching her carefully. After Harper had moved to this village and become the owner of the Spellbound bookshop more than a year ago, her confidence had grown by leaps and bounds. It was rare to see her nerves on full display.

			Looking crestfallen, she said, “That won’t help. The dinner’s at eight. Maybe I can come down with scurvy or something by then.”

			I laughed. “Scurvy?”

			“I’ll take anything at this point. The Debrowskis don’t like me as is, and you know how I get when I’m nervous. I’m bound to spill or break something.”

			I tried to reassure her. “They like you.”

			“No, they don’t,” Harper returned, perfectly calm and absolutely serious.

			I picked up a plastic bin. Its label said only BEDROOM. Sheets and blankets, I figured. “Of course they do.”

			Ve unzipped a garment bag. “No, Harper’s right. They don’t. They don’t like any of us.” She’d said that as though it was common knowledge. “I’m sure they’re having a full-sized cow that Marcus fell for Harper in the first place.”

			Harper looked at me with a smug smile. “Told you so.”

			She loved being right.

			Still disbelieving, I stared at our aunt. “Why don’t they like us?”

			I knew the Debrowskis by sight, but I had never officially met Penelope and Oliver. They’d retired from their law firm a few years ago, handing it over to Marcus to run once he graduated from law school. The pair traveled a lot, spending hardly any time at all here in the village. A few weeks here and there. I hadn’t yet had occasion to run into them.

			“That Penelope has always been a jealous prune,” Ve said, wrinkling her face to resemble the dried fruit. “She fancies herself a free spirit and was always most annoyed that I could grant wishes while she had to practice law. Not that I blame her. I’d be jealous, too. Law is so dreadful. She’s a Crosser, you know. Half Colorcrafter, half Lawcrafter. Despite Color being her predominate Craft, her father threatened to cut her off if she didn’t join the family law firm. She almost flunked out of law school but somehow managed to graduate.”

			Witches who had parents with differing Crafts inherited both abilities; however, one ability was definitely stronger than the other. We called these witches Cross-Crafters, or Crossers, for short.

			“Well, the free-spirit thing explains her love of bohemian clothes,” Harper said dryly.

			“Don’t let her bother you,” Ve advised. “Just focus on that man of yours and all will be well.”

			Color rushed into Harper’s cheeks. “He’s not mine. . . .”

			Ve met my gaze and we both burst out laughing.

			Harper, who until she met Marcus had compared marriage to a prison sentence, shot us an annoyed look. She then picked up another box and carried it out to the driveway, stomping the whole way. She hated being wrong about anything. Especially about strong beliefs such as marriage and lifelong commitments.

			Ve unzipped another garment bag and laughed as she pulled out the frilliest wedding gown I’d ever seen. “Well, lookie what we have here.” She held it up to herself, nearly poking her eye with a wayward ruffle. “It’s the dress I wore to my wedding to Godfrey.”

			Cloakcrafter Godfrey Baleaux owned the Bewitching Boutique here in the village and had been the third of Ve’s four husbands, the one she once referred to as a rat-toad bottom dweller. She didn’t call him that anymore. Not often, anyway. I considered him family. An uncle of sorts, though he liked to claim he was my fairy godfather. He’d rescued me from more than one fashion disaster.

			“Did Godfrey design that, Aunt Ve?” Harper turned to me. “Because if so, maybe you shouldn’t let him be in charge of your wedding dress, Darcy.”

			I couldn’t imagine that dress was one of Godfrey’s creations. He preferred classic, timeless fashion. That gown was . . . neither. “Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? I’m not even engaged.”

			“Yet,” Ve and Harper said in unison, both with big smiles.

			I couldn’t help smiling, too. Police Chief Nick Sawyer and I had been dating for more than a year, and a few months ago we’d had the Talk. I knew a proposal was just a matter of time, and thanks to a slip of the tongue by his teenage daughter, Mimi, I knew he already had the ring. The anticipation of what he had planned—and when—was killing me. Part of me wondered if he was waiting to pop the big question at the housewarming party next weekend, but then I immediately ruled that out.

			Nick was rather private. He wouldn’t put such a special moment on full display in front of our family and friends. And I wouldn’t want that, either. It should be just the two of us. . . .

			“Honestly, I don’t know what he’s waiting for,” Harper said. “Do you want me to talk to him?”

			“Definitely not,” I said. “He’ll ask when he asks.”

			Harper harrumphed.

			I grabbed a box and set it next to the others in the driveway, near a spot where my dog, Missy, lay stretched out in a puddle of sunshine. The mini schnoodle—half mini poodle, half mini schnauzer—watched us with sleepy eyes.

			She’d been extra tired lately, and I was starting to worry. I added making an appointment with the local vet to my to-do list. It probably wasn’t necessary, but I didn’t want to take any risks with her health.

			Glancing at my watch, I noted that Nick was due here soon to help move these boxes. My new place had been recently renovated top to bottom, which included adding a new stacked-stone fireplace in the family room addition. I had high hopes that Nick would end up with me in front of that fireplace tonight. . . .

			“No, no, this was all me, my design,” Ve said, eyeing the dress with pity. “The fact that Godfrey still married me despite this atrocity rather proves how smitten he had been with me. Perhaps I shouldn’t have divorced him.” She tsked.

			“I thought you two hated each other by the end of the first year,” Harper said.

			“That’s true,” she said thoughtfully. “But I don’t hate him now.”

			Aunt Ve had monogamy issues.

			And loneliness issues.

			With my moving out of her house, I had the feeling she was casting a wide net to replace my daily presence in her life.

			“Don’t forget about Andreus,” I reminded my aunt. “Isn’t he coming back to the village this weekend? He’ll have your days occupied in no time.”

			“And nights, too,” Ve mused with a wiggle of her eyebrows.

			Harper clapped a hand over her mouth and said through spread fingers, “I think I’m going to be sick.”

			“You and me both,” I added.

			“Oh, you two,” Ve said with a laugh. “He’s a good man.” She paused. “Mostly good.” Another pause. “He’s a man.”

			Charmcrafter Andreus Woodshall was the director of the Roving Stones, a traveling rock-and-mineral show that visited the village several times a year. Despite the fact that he was the scariest man I’d ever met, he and Ve had hit it off the last time he’d been here. Whether he was good or bad was one of those questions that had yet to be fully answered. From what I knew of him, it was a mixed bag. He was a complicated man.

			Ve frowned. “But he’ll be leaving again soon enough. He has only a week off before traveling to a show in Florida.”

			“Live in the moment, Aunt Ve.” Harper sounded more cheerleaderish than I’d ever imagined she could.

			Lifting her chin, Ve smiled. “You’re right, Harper. That’s exactly what I should do.” She moved aside a dusty bookcase and wiggled behind it. “And the first order of business is to get this garage cleaned out for that big yard sale tomorr— Oh. Oh dear. Oh my.”

			“What is it?” I asked, watching her face lose all color.

			“What? Did you find the veil that went with that hideous wedding dress?” Harper asked, chuckling. “I can only imagine what that looked like.”

			One of Ve’s hands flew up to cover her mouth as she stared at something deep in the recesses of the garage. “No. No veil.” Over her shoulder, she said in an unnatural high-pitched voice, “Darcy dear, would you please give Nick a call?”

			I glanced at my watch. “He should be here in fifteen minutes. . . .”

			“We need him now,” she said, still using that odd falsetto.

			“Why?” Harper strode over and leaned on the bookcase to catch a glimpse of whatever had caused Ve alarm.

			Harper’s eyes went wide. “Is that a . . .”

			“Yes, dear,” Ve said. “It appears so.”

			“It’s not fake?” my sister asked. “I mean, there are Halloween decorations all over this garage.”

			“I don’t think so,” Ve said. “You see, I recognize that hat. I’d know it anywhere.”

			Hat? Halloween? I marched over to see what was going on for myself. I shimmied against the shelf next to Harper. “I don’t see . . .”

			Ve pointed.

			I gasped. In a once-hidden nook created by a tower of boxes lay a skeleton fully dressed in men’s clothing. By the thick layer of undisturbed dust covering the skeletal remains, I guessed he’d been there quite a long time.

			Harper glanced at me, her eyes full of excitement. She was an exceedingly morbid witch. Then she said to Ve, “Who is it? You said you recognized the hat?”

			“That,” Ve said, wiggling back out from behind the shelf, “is Miles Babbage. My second husband. And hand to heart, if he wasn’t already dead, I’d kill him myself.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Half an hour later, there was a small gathering of people inside Ve’s family room, a large contingent of law enforcement in her garage, and a big crowd of rubberneckers on the village green across the street from her house.

			Emergency vehicles tended to draw a crowd. Especially the van used by the medical examiner’s office.

			Voices from outside filtered in through an open window. We were waiting for Nick to come inside to tell us what to expect next, but we all assumed Ve would be under investigation. Her ex-husband had been found dead in her garage. If it was discovered that he hadn’t died naturally, it was logical that she’d become a suspect in his death.

			Harper had already called Marcus, the best lawyer in the village, on Ve’s behalf. He was on his way over.

			“Miles Babbage disappeared the night after we eloped,” Ve said as she sat on the edge of the stone hearth. She held a beautiful floral-decorated cloisonné chest on her lap. As she spoke, she began sorting the box’s contents, seemingly looking for something in particular. “I figured he ran off and that was that. Good riddance. Bon voyage. It took me forever to get a divorce granted since he was MIA, but it was the best time and money I ever spent.”

			“I never did care for Miles,” my mother, Deryn Merriweather, said from where she sat in an oversized, cushy armchair. “He was weaselly.”

			She wore a pristine white cashmere V-neck sweater and white slacks. Silver strands sparkled in long auburn hair that hung loose about her shoulders. Twin rosy spots of color had settled on her high cheekbones, and her Cupid’s bow lips pursed in dismay. Fine lines crinkled the corners of her golden brown eyes as they flashed with vitality.

			Which was rather an amazing feat considering she was . . . dead.

			And had been for twenty-four years.

			Every time I saw her, spoke to her, hugged her, I had to remind myself that this was real.

			She was real.

			My mother might technically be dead, but her spirit was very much alive and well here in the Enchanted Village. A place where magic made the impossible possible.

			As I’d learned only a few short months ago, when my mother died in a car accident all those years ago, she’d become a familiar, a witch who took on the form of an animal after death in order to live an immortal life. That day, my mom had taken the form of a mourning dove. And not long after that, she’d become the Elder, the governess of the Craft, which allowed her to use any form, including her human one. No other familiars had the ability to do the same.

			Two things had prevented Mom from telling Harper and me that she was still around. The first had been my father and her pledge to him that his girls would never know of their magical heritage until after he passed away. The second was her role as the Elder. No one—including family—was to be informed of her identity without having lived in the Enchanted Village for at least one year.

			This past June, I’d figured the secret out on my own, though I freely admitted I should have probably put the puzzle together much sooner. The pieces had all been there. We’d had an emotional family reunion and were still adapting to the change.

			Aunt Ve glanced up and raised a thin coppery eyebrow in her younger sister’s direction. “Fat lot of good that does me now. You could have warned me back then, Derrie.”

			My mother pressed her hands to her chest. Long, graceful fingers laced together. “I did. You called me in Ohio to tell me that you and Miles Babbage planned to elope as soon as possible. I reminded you that you were the first one to compare him to a weasel. Remember?”

			My mother had chosen to have her human form age-progress at the same rate it would have if she hadn’t left the earthly world. As far as I knew she’d keep on aging like the rest of us for as long as she held the role of Elder.

			And just how long that would be wasn’t known. I’d asked. In fact, I’d been peppering her with nonstop questions pretty much since I’d learned her identity, but I’d quickly discovered that some things never changed: There were still a lot of Craft secrets I wasn’t yet privy to.

			And might never be.

			I was trying to accept that fact, but it was proving difficult.

			Ve frowned and turned her attention back to the contents of the box. “I don’t remember any phone call, but of course I remember how I felt about him and the way he weaseled his way into the hearts of the women in this village, then left them high and dry. It was shameful.”

			Harper and I sat on the couch next to each other, bookended by furry friends. On my left lolled my cat, Annie, a black ragamuffin I’d taken in a couple of months ago after her owner had died tragically. On Harper’s right sat Tilda, Aunt Ve’s fluffy gray-and-white Himalayan.

			Tilda was usually a cranky puss, but today she was allowing Harper to pet her with nary a hiss. Missy was curled up on the floor in front of my mother’s chair, looking as if she was asleep, but her ears were perked as though she was listening to every word being spoken about Miles Babbage.

			Looking utterly bewildered, Harper said, “You really didn’t like him, Aunt Ve?”

			Ve continued to sort through the box. “Honestly, I didn’t know him, other than by his reputation as a ladies’ man. I wanted nothing to do with that. If anyone was to do any heart breaking around here, it was me.”

			“And has been,” my mother said with a smile.

			Ve waved her off with a laugh. “One or two, here and there.”

			Or three, four, five . . . Ve had left broken hearts scattered all over this village.

			Bracing her elbows on her knees, Harper leaned forward. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. Her forehead furrowed. Finally, she said, “I don’t understand. Then why in the world did you marry him?”

			Ve adjusted her red bandana and sighed. “I wish I knew.”

			At the word “wish,” I bristled, ready to cast a spell. However, we could not grant our own wishes or those of other Wishcrafters. Not even the Elder had that ability, because she’d once been a Wishcrafter, too.

			“It’s all a bit fuzzy around the edges.” Ve winced as though struggling to pull memories from a distant corner of her mind. “I recall that Miles came by As You Wish one Friday afternoon, completely out of the blue. It had been a year since anyone had last seen him.”

			My sister asked, “Wasn’t that cause for alarm? That he’d disappeared for a year?”

			“Not really,” Ve answered. “He was often out of the village for long stretches of time.”

			“Miles was a transient clay artist,” my mother explained. “He traveled with the Roving Stones, so he was in and out of the village a few times a year. He had no ties here otherwise.” She uncrossed her legs, shifted her weight, and then tucked her bare feet beneath her. She didn’t wear shoes. Ever. Her feet never touched the ground—she floated everywhere.

			Not wearing shoes was something she passed off as a quirk of the Eldership, but I had the feeling it held deeper meaning.

			Another secret I had yet to uncover.

			Ve added, “You never knew when Miles was going to show up. Or leave again. After a year passed, we’d all come to believe he wasn’t ever coming back, that he’d finally hooked up with some woman who hadn’t let him go. Served him right.”

			“What did he want with you, Ve?” Harper asked.

			“He wanted to hire me.”

			“To do what?” I asked. What could he have possibly needed Ve to do?

			“I can’t remember,” she said with a shrug. “I’m sure I took notes, as I do with all new clients, but I’ve never found a file with his name. It’s a mystery.”

			Harper scooted to the edge of the sofa. “What do you mean you can’t remember?”

			“Just that, Harper dear. I have no memories from that Friday afternoon after hearing him say he wanted to hire me until the next evening, when I woke up next to a marriage certificate.”

			My stomach dropped just imagining the situation. I couldn’t fathom having lived it. “Had you two been drinking?” I asked.

			“Not that I can recall,” she said with a smile, “though I don’t doubt there was alcohol involved at some point during that time period. Wedding nights often involve champagne. I had no hangover when I woke up, however.”

			“Do you think he drugged you?” Harper’s shoulders slid back, and her chin came up. Vengeance shone in her narrowed gaze.

			It was probably a very good thing Miles was already dead.

			“That’s always been my theory,” my mother offered. “There’s no other explanation to lose more than twenty-four hours of your life.”

			“Could it have been the Craft at work?” I asked. “Perhaps he cast a spell on you?”

			Using spells was something I still wasn’t wholly comfortable with, but I was slowly coming around. At some point before she had died, Nick’s ex-wife, Melina, who’d been a Wishcrafter, had penned a diary that listed dozens and dozens of spells, among other Craft secrets, and it had eventually found its way to her daughter, Mimi.

			Creating the diary had been a direct violation of the Craft laws, and I often suspected Melina had done so deliberately, her intent to teach her daughter her Craft from beyond the grave. When the diary’s existence was discovered, the Elder had graciously allowed Mimi to keep the journal but had appointed me to safeguard it. I’d been scouring those pages lately, learning things I never dreamed possible. All thanks to a woman I’d never known.

			Speaking of Mimi, the thirteen-year-old was going to be quite displeased when she was released from school today. She loved being in the thick of village happenings, especially ones that affected those she loved. I, however, was glad she wasn’t here right now. She didn’t need to hear these sordid details. Yes, Mimi was mature, but she was still so very young. I loved her, and I didn’t ever want her to know firsthand the ugly truths of the world. Honestly, if I could stick her in a bubble, I would.

			I wondered if there was a spell for that. . . .

			Ve still sifted through memories housed in that beautiful box. “Miles was a mortal, so he couldn’t have used a spell.”

			“I suppose that also rules out the possibility that he memory-cleansed you,” I said. A memory cleanse could have explained perfectly Ve’s missing day. But not if Miles had been a mortal. He wouldn’t have had access to the magical memory eraser.

			Ve said, “I don’t know what happened. And I couldn’t even question Miles about it. When I woke up, I found a note that said he’d had to run an errand and would be back later. I never saw him again. Until today, that is.”

			Today. When his skeleton was found in Ve’s garage.

			“Aha. Here it is.” Ve pulled a photograph from the box, then carefully set the box back on the bookshelf. She carried the picture over to Harper and me. “This was Miles, apparently on the day we married, in front of the New Hampshire courthouse where we eloped.”

			I had planned a few spur-of-the-moment elopements through my business, As You Wish, which was a personal concierge service, so I knew why Ve and Miles had crossed state lines. Massachusetts had a three-day waiting period from the time the marriage license was issued until the wedding could take place. New Hampshire did not, making it much more elopement-friendly.

			Harper eagerly snatched the picture from Ve’s hands, and I leaned in to study the photo as well.

			The man in the image certainly hadn’t dressed for a wedding. He leaned against a brick courthouse column, wearing ripped blue jeans, a white V-neck T-shirt, a black leather choker with a round white pendant, and worn biker boots. A tattered straw fedora with an emerald green band sat high on his head, while the ends of long curly brown hair brushed against his shoulders. He was broad chinned, with a long, crooked nose that had obviously once been badly broken. Intense eyes peered out from beneath the brim of the hat, and his half smile revealed a chipped bottom front tooth.

			He wasn’t what I’d consider to be attractive necessarily, but he wasn’t hideous, either. There was something compelling about his looks. Something that insinuated he hadn’t had an easy life. It was as though his outward appearance told me a story about what was going on inside of him. A story that didn’t have a happy beginning . . . .

			Next to Miles glowed a bright white starburst—Aunt Ve, I presumed. Until recently, Wishcrafters appeared only as white auras on film. Fortunately, we now possessed a wonderful spell that allowed our images to be captured. Though I imagined Ve was probably plenty grateful that she couldn’t be seen in this particular picture.

			Harper shook her head. “This man is . . .”

			We all waited.

			“He’s . . .”

			It was unlike my sister to be unable to come up with a word. Any word. Her vocabulary was impressive and extensive.

			“He’s . . . haunting.” She handed the picture back to Ve. “That look in his eye . . .”

			“Haunting” fit for both his appearance and the shadows in his eyes. If the old saying about eyes being the windows to the soul was true, then we were looking into a very somber place.

			“I agree.” The buckles on Ve’s overalls clanked as she plopped onto the love seat with a hearty sigh. “His broken spirit appealed to a lot of women. Women flocked to him whenever he was here, lusting after him as though he was some kind of sexual Pied Piper.”

			I absolutely hadn’t needed that image in my head.

			But as she spoke, I was a little surprised Ve hadn’t liked him right off the bat, considering she had a tendency to be drawn to men who needed fixing.

			And Miles Babbage looked like he was a fractured mess.

			I asked, “When was all this?”

			“Thirty years ago.” She frowned. “Oddly, it was thirty years ago this very week. It feels like it was a lifetime ago, really.”

			Aunt Ve would have been in her early thirties. I’d have been a year old, and Harper hadn’t yet been born.

			Ve glanced out the window in the direction of the garage. “Do you think he’s been out there this whole time?”

			We sat in silence for a moment, pondering that scenario.

			“The bones certainly looked as if they’d been there for a while,” I finally said, “but wouldn’t you have stumbled across them by now?”

			Ve lifted her shoulders in a who-knows kind of way. “I can’t remember the last time I was in that corner of the garage. Most of the stuff that’s back there belonged to your grandparents. I’ve never had need to move it.”

			“Surely you would have smelled him decomposing,” Harper said matter-of-factly.

			I suddenly felt queasy.

			“Perhaps not,” Aunt Ve replied. “The garage is detached and solidly built. I hardly ever go in there. I spent the end of that month in Ohio with Derrie, so I didn’t need my Halloween decor. I wouldn’t have gone in there until Christmas, for my decorations. If I smelled something odd, I might have thought a mouse or squirrel had somehow been trapped inside. . . . It was so long ago that I can’t recall.”

			I shifted to face my sister. “It was also heading into wintertime. If temperatures were low enough, wouldn’t that have affected decomposition?”

			Harper slowly nodded. “It would have slowed it down.”

			“It was unseasonably cold that month,” Ve said. “That whole winter, actually.”

			“When was the last time you cleaned or emptied the whole garage?” Harper asked as she continued to pet Tilda, who was still (astonishingly) allowing it.

			“Heavens.” Ve tapped her chin with a finger as she thought about it. “The last time it was thoroughly emptied and sorted was when your mother moved to Ohio. That was a few years before I met Miles.”

			We let that sink in.

			It was a sobering declaration. I said, “Then, yes, I’m guessing he could have been there the whole time.”

			Ve shuddered.

			My mother said, “The question in my mind isn’t necessarily how long he has been in the garage. It is why he is in there.”

			“Obviously, someone dumped him there so Ve would get blamed for his death,” Harper said. “Probably someone who doesn’t like Ve very much, since it’s a cruel thing to do.”

			I thought so, too.

			My mother glanced my way. “You’ll look into it?”

			It wasn’t so much a request as an order, and not from my mother but from the Elder. I’d been working under her direction as a Craft investigator for almost a year now, looking into criminal cases within the village that involved our magic in one way or another. Though Miles wasn’t a Crafter, Aunt Ve was.

			I nodded. It would be my first case knowing the Elder was my mom, and I kind of liked knowing that I was working for my mother. I was a big believer in family businesses.

			“Good,” she said with a smile. “The sooner we can figure this out, the—”

			In a blink, she dissolved into a cloud of sparkles that narrowed into a thin contrail that shot out the open window and disappeared.

			A second later, there was a tap at the back door before it swung open, its hinges creaking. Missy jumped to her feet and ran off, barking at the visitor.

			“Harper?” Marcus called from the mudroom.

			“In here,” she said, tearing her gaze from the window. She stood up and went to greet him.

			I glanced at Aunt Ve. Concern deepened the fine lines of her face as she bit her fingernails.

			“Don’t worry, Aunt Ve,” I said, trying to reassure her. “We’ll figure out what happened.”

			She steadily held my gaze. “Darcy dear, that’s what I’m afraid of.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Twenty minutes later, I took Missy outside to the side yard, leaving Ve, Marcus, and Harper inside, mapping out a legal course of action for my aunt should she need it.

			When I had questioned Ve as to why she worried that Miles’ case would eventually be solved, she’d given me only a vague answer of having bad feelings about the matter.

			I wasn’t sure I believed her.

			Which had left me unsettled, wondering if Miles’ skeleton was some sort of bony Pandora’s box that would have been better left undiscovered.

			Over the fence that divided Aunt Ve’s property from the yard next door, a beautiful scarlet macaw named Archibald, Archie for short, poked his head through an opening in the iron filigree of a large, ornate cage. The tall gazebo-like structure took up nearly an entire corner of the yard, and it had been there so long it appeared as though the yard had adopted it as its own. English ivy that continually needed pruning twined around iron curlicues at the base of the cage, and moss grew on its northern side. Protected by a waist-high fence, the enclosure sat close enough to the sidewalk that tourists often lingered, enraptured by the colorful bird’s perpetual need to put on a show.

			Archie cleared his throat and said in deep, somber tones, “‘And now there’s evil rising from where we tried to bury it.’”

			Despite the fact that I wore a sweater, goose bumps rose along my arms as I walked over to the cage. The quote, I was quite sure, had been deliberately chosen to reflect the grim discovery of the day. “The Dark Knight Rises,” I declared.

			“Curses!” Archie exclaimed, his feathers ruffling in dismay.

			Lately, he’d been on the losing end of our long-standing movie-quote trivia game, and he wasn’t taking it too well. His ego bruised easily.

			I kept my body angled, facing the back of the yard, so the gawkers who remained on the village green couldn’t witness me having a conversation with the vibrant scarlet macaw.

			What they didn’t know—unless they were also Crafters—was that Archie was no ordinary bird. He was a familiar. Once upon a time, he’d been a London theater actor, but that had been more than a hundred years ago. He’d eventually ended up here in the Enchanted Village, but his love of performing had never left him. These days, he favored singing the soundtrack for The Sound of Music to passersby. He was a big Julie Andrews fan, and it was a small consolation to be able to sing the tunes to tourists, because there was no role for him in Evan’s production.

			At this point, I wished Evan would write him in. A witch could take only so many renditions of “Do Re Mi” before she lost her mind.

			Fortunately for all, mortals have never suspected that the charmingly long-winded bird was anything other than a parrot who watched a lot of TV.

			“Did you know him? Miles Babbage?” I asked Archie as I watched Missy roam the yard, chasing after newly fallen leaves.

			It had been a long summer, a true New England gift, and the trees had only just started to turn colors with the drop in temperature. The climbing red roses that gripped the arbor above the side gate had finally begun to brown. Soon enough the grass would be littered with discarded petals. Before long, everything would be covered in snow.

			“Yes. What an uncommonly vile creature he was.” Archie had a deep baritone voice and a rich British accent that lent an air of authority to anything he said.

			“He wasn’t that bad looking,” I said. “Or was there something else you’re basing your opinion on?”

			He huffed in outrage. “Do I seem the type to judge a person’s character on appearances alone? ’Tis the height of shallowness.”

			I raised an accusatory eyebrow.

			“Oh, fine. It’s rather true. I’m nothing but a puddle of superficiality,” he conceded with reluctance. “However, I judge Miles not upon his countenance, but because he was a callous lothario who mocked my performances relentlessly.”

			In all honesty, the mocking alone had probably sealed the less than stellar evaluation.

			Missy caught a leaf, pounced on it. Then she spotted another falling and chased after that one instead. She seemed to be acting like her old self. Maybe I could hold off on that vet appointment after all.

			I leaned against the fence. “I don’t suppose you have any theories about how Miles ended up in Ve’s garage?”

			His gorgeous plumage, with its deep reds, saturated blues, and bright yellows glowed in the sunshine. “Alas, none. No one seemed to openly despise the man. Well, except for me. I am an excellent judge of character, I might add.”

			I couldn’t help smiling. “Did you stick him in Ve’s garage?”

			He laughed, a deep, throaty chuckle. “If only. Did I mention the mocking?”

			Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a shadow in the window of the house behind Archie, where he lived with Terry Goodwin. “How did Terry feel about Miles?”

			Craft familiars belonged to no one, but many had caretakers. For Archie that person was Terry, a Numbercrafter who worked from home as a CPA. Rarely leaving his house, he was an elusive Elvis look-alike and also notoriously nosy. He was almost always peeping out a window.

			Terry also held the distinction of having been Aunt Ve’s first husband. And very nearly her fifth. Their attempt to rekindle their relationship this past spring had failed, due mainly to Ve’s monogamy issues. They ran deep. Ocean deep.

			Fortunately they both rebounded quickly. Terry with his second ex-wife, Cherise Goodwin, whom I counted as a dear friend, and Aunt Ve with Andreus Woodshall, whom I counted as someone I couldn’t trust.

			Archie fluffed his wings and sidestepped along a branch inside the cage, an enclosure that was purely for display. He could come and go as he pleased. As he edged as close as he could to me, he whispered, “Although Terry was married to Cherise at the time, once word leaked that Ve had eloped and had no memory of the union, it is my belief that if Miles had returned to her I highly suspect he would have disappeared again quickly. Knowing Terry as I do, trust me when I tell you Miles would not have been found a second time.” He sidestepped away again.

			Terry was the protective sort. I knew that firsthand, as he’d come to my rescue a time or two in the past. I had the feeling it was the root of his nosiness. He was the village guardian. “But it didn’t happen that way?”

			“He didn’t know of the marriage until well after the fact. Ve kept a tight lid on the matter. It might never have been known except she had to eventually place a notice of divorce in the local paper. It was the only way to proceed with the dissolution since Miles couldn’t be found.”

			“I don’t suppose you have the names of any of the women Miles had been seeing?” I asked. “Ve said he was something of a ladies’ man.”

			“It’s true, he was regular Casanova. There’s no accounting for taste,” he squawked. “However, now that you ask, I do recall one relationship in particular. . . .”

			“What is that twinkle in your eyes?”

			He fluffed his wings and loftily said, “How badly do you want to know?”

			Knowing this game well, I sighed. “What’s your price?”

			“A role in Evan’s play.”

			“Impossible.”

			He pressed a wing to his chest and weakly said, “My memories . . . they’re fading . . .”

			I gave him a wry grin and sang, “‘We extort, we pilfer, we filch and sack . . .’”

			With a groan, he hid his head under his wings. His deep voice rumbled out. “I know it. I know I know it. . . .” He hummed the melody; then he popped his head out. “Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl!” Wiping a wing across his brow, he added, “My love of Johnny Depp is deeply ingrained.”

			“I know. As are your piratelike traits.”

			“I rarely filch,” he protested. “Extortion, however, comes in handy from time to time. As in right now. When one wants a role in the village play . . .”

			“Good grief. Fine. I’ll see what I can do with Evan, but I cannot guarantee a stage role. Deal?”

			He let out a whoop. “’Tis a deal.”

			“Now, spill.”

			He chuckled low and deep. “All right, all right. Miles had quite the scandalous affair with none other than . . .” He paused dramatically.

			“Archie.”

			With a tinge of glee, he said in a rush, “It was Dorothy Hansel Dewitt!”

			My eyes widened. Dorothy? The wickedest
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