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      For all those who have earned their “stripes.”

      As well as for my husband who’s had to put up with me learning the ropes.
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      I’d like to start this off by making the record crystal clear.

      I am not a witch.

      Have I been told that the meat rubs and sauces that I invent are magical? Absolutely.

      I’ve even been called a wizard in the kitchen when it comes to the other accoutrements that I make, such as my beer-garlic bread, my grilled and stuffed mushrooms, and even my white-chocolate cranberry-orange pistachio truffles.

      I have no true magic, though, at least according to my girlfriend Gabby.

      And she should know, as she’s actually a witch. A fire witch, to be precise.

      She and I, along with her sister Cecilia, make up the BBQ competition team known as Las Chicas de Carne.

      I know, I know. How did this Brit from London with a properly hyphenated surname (Elanor Montgomery-Hysmith) end up with two Hispanic-Americans cooking barbecue? Shout me a beer and I’ll tell you sometime. Or better yet, a proper scotch.

      Currently, it was the Monday after the BBQ, Beer, and Brats competition held in Little Bavaria, a town in the Cascade mountain range of Washington state. Some brilliant marketer back in the 1980s had decided that every building in the town should look as though it was part of a small German village, with peaked roofs, faux Tudor fronts, and small second-story balconies holding planter boxes filled with equally faux greenery.

      The contest had been held at one of the larger parks, just east of the main tourist-trap town center. We’d done quite well, taking third in chicken, seventh in ribs, second in brisket, but twenty-second in pulled pork. (I was going to have to talk with Gabby about what had happened to the pork. Judges had declared it dry. My pork is never dry.)

      We’d camped a few miles away outside town. Whenever we arrived at a new campground, I was never certain which side of the Yanks I’d get: the generous side or the stingy side. Or both, occasionally.

      This place was more generous. Large pine trees stood guard between the allotted camping slabs. Each site had a small firepit and a rather large, if uncomfortable, picnic table. We not only had an electrical hookup for the motorhome, we could also use their water. Plus, there was a place to dump out our waste close to the entrance of the grounds.

      Chill air had greeted me as I’d stepped outside the motorhome that morning, making me glad for my heavy coat, jeans, boots, and wooly cap. The bloody birds were going mad. Some of the areas we traveled to were so filled with them that I feared going deaf. The smell of smoke still lingered, possibly from our campfire the night before, or possibly from Gabby.

      I found her lounging in one of the camp chairs that we’d brought with us. She didn’t need any extra layers—her fire magic always kept her warm. She wore her long black hair in her usual single braid, though without flowers decorating it. Her peach-colored, long-sleeved T-shirt nicely set off her dark skin. Light makeup that morning, just a touch of a pale eyeshadow and pink lips.

      After glancing at her, I knew better than to disturb her.

      She had that far-away look in her eyes that I’d grown to both love and hate.

      Love, because it meant that she was employing her farsense technique. I teased her about it sometimes, calling it the supernatural hotline.

      Chances were, someone needed our help, and we would soon be off on a new adventure.

      Hated it, because we were scheduled for another barbecue competition—The Stary Nights BBQ Festival—that coming weekend, out on the coast, in a town called Starhaven.

      Sometimes we had to cancel at the last minute because Gabby’s visions took us too far away. (Bowing out so late also meant we didn’t get our entrance fees back, either. As I was in charge of the money for the team, that always hurt.)

      Plus, we occasionally lost contests on account of Gabby being too distracted by whatever supernatural shenanigans were going on.

      And I bloody hated losing.

      We did the competitions for many reasons. Primarily, they worked as adverts. Gabby and Cecilia’s cousins operated our food truck (also called Las Chicas de Carne) back at our home base of San Francisco. And who wouldn’t want to go eat award-winning barbecue in their neighborhood? We were still saving up for an actual brick and mortar establishment. I estimated that it would take another couple of years for us to get there.

      Possibly longer if we kept getting pulled away from contests by some sort of mystery.

      That was the other reason to attend a barbecue competition: the prize money. For most contests, the top three entries in each category of meat (brisket, ribs, pulled pork, and chicken) would get a cash reward. For the larger contests, it was the top five. They also had a grand champion, that is, the team who’d earned the most points by placing high in all the categories. That, too, came with prize money.

      The really big competitions had three levels of champions, with commensurate levels of compensation.

      We’d been doing well with the Left Coast BBQ Association, or LCBA. I actually preferred the contests out here, as opposed to the ones managed by the KCBA, or Kansas City BBQ Association, out on the east coast. (Yes, I’m well aware that Kansas City, itself, isn’t on the east coast. But the KCBA does run many of the contests all up and down the entire east side of the ridiculously large landmass called the USA.)

      Not because the KCBA ran their contests in an unprofessional manner. No, it was because all the judges were trained by the KCBA to prefer sweet to savory.

      Personally, I’d much rather have a properly salted and seasoned piece of meat to something that tasted like it had a sticky candy coating on it. (They call them chicken-leg lollies for a reason.)

      So I sat myself down on the hard wooden bench connected to the picnic table, wrapped my hands around my still piping hot cuppa, and waited for Gabby to come back from wherever she was.

      Of course, I’d created the tea blend I used that morning.

      I’d started with a decaffeinated English Breakfast tea, to which I’d added bergamot oil, lemon grass, dried orange peel, dried ginger, spearmint, licorice root, cocoa nibs, and powdered vanilla.

      And yes, it was as delicious as it sounds: the nibs and the tea itself made it rich and full, while the other ingredients gave it pops of brightness. The splash of heavy cream added a luscious mouth-feel. Overall, it was just divine.

      As a child, I hadn’t ever gone camping or even that bastardization called glamping. I firmly believe that both of my parents were allergic to dirt as well as anything that smacked of DIY. I’d had some level of culture shock the first few times I’d stayed out in the woods, but as we were in a proper motorhome and not in a tent, I grew to think of it as our personal traveling motel room. Plus, I was still young enough to enjoy the adventure—not quite thirty yet, though that was looming in the next year. Gabby was older, at thirty-three, while Cecilia was at the ripe old age of thirty-five.

      When the three of us were together, strangers would peg Cecilia as the youngest and me the oldest. Mother had always said I was born with an old soul or some such rot. I prefer to think it’s because I’m the responsible one in the group.

      Well, most of the time.

      Cecilia was the “face” of the group. She had modelesque features, stood almost five foot eleven, and exuded an enviable calm as well as charm. I was shorter, at five foot eight. Gabby stood the shortest, at merely five foot three. I may have occasionally referred to her as my pocket girlfriend, though usually when she wasn’t in hearing range.

      Finally, I heard Gabby sigh. I looked over my shoulder and spotted her stretching and yawning. Then she heaved herself out of the chair and came to sit beside me.

      While she didn’t put her arm over my shoulders—neither of us really went for that sort of PDA—she did lean against my arm.

      Her natural (supernatural?) warmth instantly penetrated my layers and I felt much cozier. I loved having my own personal fire hearth.

      “So where are we off to?” I asked.

      Cheeky git stole my cuppa and took a large sip before she replied.

      “We’re still going to Starhaven, to The Stary Nights BBQ Festival,” she said, her voice rough as if she hadn’t used it in a while, despite the tea. “We need to deal with what happened the next town over.”

      “Can you tell me about it?” I asked gently. Sometimes Gabby wanted to talk about what she’d seen. Sometimes, it was too close, too fresh, and she needed a while to chew on it.

      Those far away events almost always happened in real time. Occasionally, it was something in the past. She never saw the future though, at least as far as I knew.

      Her friend AJ was a water witch. Those sorts dealt with the future. Whereas air witches dealt with the past. Fire and earth were both present tense, as it were.

      Gabby nodded, and leaned more heavily on me for a moment before she straightened herself up.

      “Young man was killed,” Gabby said. “Pushed off a bridge. The sheriff just declared it a suicide. But it wasn’t. And his ghost…” Gabby paused, shivering. “This ghost is angry.”

      “I take it that isn’t good?” I asked. While we’d dealt with ghosts before, I didn’t recall Gabby describing any of them as angry.

      Gabby nodded. She turned wide eyes to me.

      “His soul is trapped in the bridge. His anger makes him strong. He’s already starting to weaken the bridge supports. It will take some time, but…”

      “I see.” And I did.

      While the bridge wouldn’t collapse tomorrow if we didn’t hurry up and get there, its shelf life had been seriously compromised.

      We would have to solve this mystery and free this poor soul. Gabby wouldn’t agree to leave the area until she’d fixed the problem. Hopefully this Starhaven wasn’t about to become our “base” for the rest of the year.

      “Let’s get packing, then,” I told her.

      There’s no graceful way to stand up from a picnic table bench. I still managed as well as I could, holding out my hand to Gabby to help her up, giving it a quick squeeze before releasing it.

      “Yeah, I suppose we should go sooner rather than later,” Gabby said. “I’ll call Cecilia.”

      “Good luck,” I said, gulping down the last of my tea before heading inside the motorhome. I had a lot to do before we could hit the road.

      Cecilia had stayed that night at a hotel in town. Possibly with company. We never begrudged her the night “off” as it were. Gabby and I had each other.

      Plus, the nights Cecila was gone meant that Gabby and I could spend a bit more time with each other.

      Always put a smile on my face the next morning.

      So I banged about in the motorhome, strapping down pans, spices, everything that was loose in the kitchen before tackling our bedroom. Gabby joined me after a few minutes, and in no time at all we were ready to hit the road.

      And off to our next adventure.
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      I always found it so quaint how the Yanks insisted on proclaiming their heritage. Cute towns like Starhaven were well protected, with plenty of brass plaques full of historical trivia adorning the few brick buildings remaining in the downtown area.

      The National Trust would politely decline their application to be put on any sort of register. Not unless something truly important had happened here.

      However, for most of its life, Starhaven had been just another port city, shipping wood and other commodities to Asia and other more civilized parts of the world.

      It had taken us most of the day to drive from the mountains to the coast. Both Cecilia and I drove. While Gabby could drive, and occasionally did, it was always safer to have her as a passenger. Her farsense snuck up on her occasionally. It wasn’t as bad as say, someone with seizures. She had some awareness of her surroundings and could get herself off to the side of the road.

      However, the two vehicles we had were of the larger variety. I generally drove the motorhome with Gabby riding beside me. While Cecilia’s vehicle was only a four-door pickup truck, she also hauled the rather big trailer behind her. It was loaded with Inez, our offset smoker, the UDS (ugly drum smoker), and all the rest of our equipment, including a bulky, insulated container that held all the spices and rubs we had for sale. No one wanted Gabby trying to manage all that when the supernatural hotline started ringing.

      After such a long trip, the pair of them agreed that we all needed to stretch our legs for a bit. So we unhooked the trailer and Gabby drove the truck from our campsite into town. Though it wasn’t far away, I honestly couldn’t stand the thought of having to navigate even a short distance.

      We wandered into one of the “old” buildings that held a market, poking our noses into the various shops, seeing if anything struck our fancy for dinner. I picked up a few more fresh herbs. (No, I do not have a problem, despite how Gabby rolled her eyes at me—I just don’t want to run out.)

      Cecilia drew the most attention, of course. She had the sort of beauty that could take your breath away if she smiled at you just right. Like me, she had no magic, though I would swear that she could, at will, turn the charisma dial up to eleven.

      After one or another of us had vetoed all the “charming” restaurants in the marketplace (too commercial by half) Gabby held up her phone.

      “How does authentic British fish and chips sound?” she asked coyly.

      I opened my mouth then shut it again.

      “It sounds marvelous, but chances are, I’ll be disappointed in the end, won’t I?” I said.

      Gabby nodded. “That’s a possibility. But this place has rave reviews. From people claiming to be English. And they’re an actual local establishment.”

      Cecilia nodded. “Lead the way,” she said.

      It couldn’t be too bad, could it?

      Oh, who was I kidding? It was likely to be bloody awful.

      I still followed dutifully along, trying not to get my hopes up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I must say, I do have to give them points for style,” I admitted as we walked through the car park and up to the restaurant.

      Though I use that term in only the loosest possible sense.

      It wasn’t a food truck, either.

      Instead, it was a food boat. Some mad cracker had gotten it into their head that they should serve fish and chips out of an antique red-painted wooden boat on the edge of a car park. Hard wooden picnic tables graced the boulevard beside the area.

      The air smelled amazing as we drew closer, that hot grease scent that promised the crispiest golden delights.

      Three people stood in the queue before us, while another four soon gathered behind.

      “Popular place,” Cecilia commented.

      “With Yanks,” I murmured.

      Gabby elbowed me in the ribs. “Play nice.”

      I sighed but kept my commentary to myself.

      The menu was refreshingly short. That meant they specialized, and hopefully the few things that they did cook, they did well. They offered proper malt-vinegar cups to go along with the fish, the brand a familiar (and beloved) UK import.

      Their hours of operation were interesting. They always opened at a set time. However, every close time, in addition to the specific hour, had the statement, “or until we sell out.”

      I took it as a good sign that they sold out that frequently.

      Filling the last window of the boat was a poster with a picture of a young man, announcing his celebration of life the following night.

      Gabby stiffened when I pointed it out to her.

      “That’s him, isn’t it?” I murmured softly. The supernatural hotline was really working overtime to direct us here. However, that had happened before.

      Gabby nodded.

      I told Cecilia about the connection, then stepped back and let her work her charms on those inside the boat.

      She gave them a smile that quite frankly, if I could bottle it, I’d make three million quid. The first day.

      “Hello! Welcome to The Fish Palace,” the woman said, smiling in return. “What would you like?”

      She was an older white woman, with a face that had seen so much sun and wind it was puckered and brown. Her once-brown hair had streaks of grey that didn’t make her appear old as much as distinguished, the kind of look that you’d pay plenty of money to an elite hair stylist for. (Though any beautician worth their salt would have started this woman on a skin renewal regime ASAP.)

      I will admit, I approved of the cheeky name for the establishment. I also approved of their choices for fish, as they offered both cod as well as haddock. I preferred the former, since I’d grown up eating that, though occasionally I’d go wild and have haddock instead.

      That night, tradition held. Cecilia ordered the cod for me as well as for herself, then the haddock for Gabby, just so we could exchange bites. Along with a healthy supply of chips and extra malt vinegar. (Not that I was thinking about taking it back to the campground and using it for a sauce or something.)

      “Anything to drink?” the woman prompted.

      While Gabby and I appeared to be thinking about our order (of course I was having the imported UK lemonade) Cecilia was able to ask about the poster of the young man.

      “Tragic,” the woman said, shaking her head. “He committed suicide last week.”

      A voice, out of sight but from inside the boat, replied loudly, “No, he didn’t!”

      The woman gave Cecilia a brittle smile. “He was troubled.”

      “He wouldn’t have ever taken his own life.” A younger version of the woman moved close enough to the window for us to see.

      She had the same cheekbones and broad forehead as the older woman, though her hair was a softer brown and her skin had been properly conditioned, leaving it white and supple, with just a few cute freckles sprinkled across her nose.

      “We’re so sorry for your loss,” Cecilia said. I could practically see the charm oozing from her as she continued. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “Not now,” the woman said to her daughter, holding up a finger in warning.

      The girl gave a rather impressive eyeroll, but nodded.

      “Any drinks?” the woman repeated, determined to move us along and get to the rest of the queue piling up behind us.

      I had the lemonade, Cecilia took a flier on the black-current soda, while Gabby stuck with water.

      Gabby and I staked out an end of one of the picnic tables while Cecilia waited for our food. She looked triumphant when she finally approached our chosen spot.

      “Joan would love to chat with us about her best friend Timmy after she and her mom finish up for the night,” Cecilia announced, placing boxes holding yumminess on the table. “She says it’ll be sooner rather than later, as they’re already starting to run out of the cod.”

      “Let me know if I need to go back and order more,” I said. As I was the one who held the purse strings, it was generally up to me about how we spent our dosh.

      Attending a barbecue competition at a professional level meant a lot of expenses. First off, the teams must supply their own meat. That can run as much as four hundred dollars per contest. Plus entrance fees, which the LCBA kept reasonable. (Unlike the KCBA, who charged a premium for the larger competitions.) Then there were camping fees. State sales tax. And so on.

      We were currently in the black, having received cash prizes at the last two contests, more than enough to pay for the cost of meat and other fees. I didn’t think we’d win this next one, though, because Gabby was going to be so distracted. (It turned out she didn’t know why the pulled pork had been dry for the previous contest, swearing that Inez hadn’t overheated. Possibly it had just been the cut of meat, because it certainly hadn’t been my recipe.)

      The fish turned out to be amazing. The golden brown crust snapped and crunched delightfully as I bit into the first piece, savoring the hints of salt and fat as they hit my tongue. Then came the amazing, flakey fish, slightly sweet as cod generally is, melting in my mouth. The next bite, I added the vinegar, just to amp up the umami flavor.

      I did not moan. I’m too proper to do something so wanton as that, at least in public. (In private with Gabby is a whole other matter.)

      I may have whimpered. A little.

      Cecilia gave me a knowing smile. “It’s good, isn’t it?”

      I nodded and had another bite, closing my eyes. In my imagination, I was back in London at that chippy shop in one of the less reputable boroughs that had tasted this good. The wrapper had been fake newsprint, but everything else about the place had been delicious.

      Just as wonderful as the fish I had in my hands.

      I wasn’t sure how the Yanks had done it, but I was impressed with the fish.

      However, the chips weren’t quite as good. They’d sat for too long after they’d been fried, and the grease had sunk into the potatoes. While they were still crisp on the outside, the insides weren’t as fluffy as they could be. The Fish Palace needed a better holding pan to make them as top-notch as their fish.

      Or we just needed to come back some night while we were here and get the chips when they were fresh out of the fryer.

      Of course, my dining partners insisted on putting rank American ketchup on theirs.

      “How could you defile such crispy perfection?” I demanded.

      That just got me snickers and an eyeroll from Cecilia and Gabby, respectively.

      “And how can you put vinegar on yours?” Cecilia teased back. “They’re salty enough.”

      “Heathen,” I called her.

      “You could use mayo,” Gabby suggested helpfully.

      “I’m English. Not a continental,” I said as priggishly as possible.

      That earned me more sniggers.

      We dawdled over dinner, even going up and ordering another batch of chips, this time, fresh from the fryer and gobsmackingly delicious.

      In a little less than an hour’s time, the sign went up about being sold out, and they had to turn away the last few people already queued up. After they’d shuttered the windows, it wasn’t too long before this Joan stepped out of the back of the boat.

      “Show time,” I murmured to the others. I generally took a backseat to these sorts of discussions, letting the others run them.

      That turned out to be a good choice.
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      “Timmy didn’t kill himself,” Joan insisted. She’d brought yet another serving of chips to our table and was heartily munching them herself.

      No one begrudged her a little comfort food, though I was surprised that she still found them so tasty after slinging them around every evening.

      Then again, they were rather addictive. I may have snuck a few myself. After dipping them in one of the remaining vinegar cups, of course.

      Though the afternoon had started off warm, as evening had approached it had gotten chilly. I sat beside Gabby so at least half of me was toasty. Poor Cecilia sat across the table and looked a bit cold. Joan had the appropriate layers for the Pacific Northwest, so wasn’t bothered a bit.

      “Why do you say that?” Cecilia asked, taking the lead as always.

      Joan blew out a breath, allowing her lips to flap like a horse’s. (If I’d ever made such a noise, my mother would have likely signed me up for addition classes in decorum.)

      “Mom’s right, in a way. Timmy was troubled. I’d known him his entire life. He’d gotten into drugs as just a kid. Never had to spend time in juvie, but that was just because the cops couldn’t make any arrest stick,” Joan said. “However, he’d been cleaning up his act. He’d been sober for ten months.” She sighed. “I know some people didn’t believe that, that he’d backslid again recently, but I had faith in him.”

      “How old was Timmy?” Gabby said.

      That surprised me. I figured that she would have known the exact date and time he’d been born—ghosts tended to be talkative that way, telling you all about their former lives while complaining about their current circumstances. Then again, this was an angry ghost. Maybe he hadn’t been as chatty?

      “Twenty-three,” Joan said. “We’re both Scorpios.”

      I didn’t give that the eyeroll that it deserved. Then again, not many people were aware that magic, real magic, existed. Instead, they clung to whatever intangible wisps of the fantastic that they could spin up for themselves.

      “We were both born in November, three days apart,” Joan said, warming to the topic. “When we were kids, we used to celebrate our birthdays together.”

      “So if he didn’t take his own life, what happened?” Cecilia said, drawing Joan’s attention back to her and that beatific smile she wore. It radiated comfort and understanding, like that wooly jumper of your mum’s that you might have stolen before heading off to Uni. (Not that I’d done something like that. On the other hand, Melba, our cook, may have been missing one or two pieces of comfort clothing.)

      Joan made that horse-like noise again. I fought against how my back stiffened at the noise.

      I was not becoming my mother, automatically disapproving of such things. Really.

      “I’m not sure,” Joan said softly. “He had this girl he liked.”

      Even though I’m not the one who’s the best with people—not everyone understands or appreciates my dry English sense of humor—even I could hear the regret in that little statement.

      He had this girl he liked…who wasn’t me.

      “Can you tell us about her?” Cecilia prompted.

      “Her name’s Leticia. She’s not from around here. Her parents retired here? Or something? Anyway. They met at the Icy-Freeze, where he was working. She kept coming by and flirting with him,” Joan said, still sounding disapproving.

      “Do you suspect Leticia may have killed him?” Gabby asked, picking up the thread.

      “I don’t think Leticia would do something like that herself. But she was popular with a lot of guys. Like, a lot,” Joan said. “She was stringing them all along, like she was Timmy. Maybe one of them got jealous or something.”

      That didn’t really square up if Timmy was just another of her pack. That only made sense if Timmy was at least slightly more important than the others.

      And if that were the case, we’d be seeing a rash of additional murders in the area. Which hopefully was not about to happen. Gabby’s supernatural hotline never reported future crimes, so we wouldn’t know about any of the killings until after the fact.

      “Do you know of any of the others who were being strung along?” Cecilia asked.

      “Why do you want to know?” Joan said, finally twigging to the fact that we were complete strangers and asking a lot of questions.

      “My brother killed himself,” I said, jumping in when the sisters paused for just a moment too long. I was weaving a story out of whole cloth, as I’d been an only child, a “one-and-done deal,” at least according to my mother. “Your Timmy looked a bit like him. And the anniversary of Samuel’s death is coming up next month.”

      Joan reached her hand out to me in an unwelcome gesture of sympathy. I still grasped her greasy, cold fingers for a moment before letting them go.

      Unfortunately, it was impolite for me to immediately reach for the hand sanitizer that I kept in my purse. Even I wouldn’t stoop so low, despite the current temptation.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Joan said. “Timmy would have been, too.”

      I gave her the proper nod for the comment, then sat back and let the others handle it again.

      Hopefully I hadn’t stuck my foot into it too much.

      “How old was Samuel when he transcended?” Joan asked.

      It took me a moment to translate her words into sense. “He’d just reached his majority,” I told her. Then I had to translate. “Twenty-one. Though the trust wouldn’t have kicked in until he was twenty-five. But he’d just failed Uni, and my parents were less than understanding.” I personally had had brilliant marks, despite being thoroughly uninterested in the subject matter. I’d always been sneaking away to cook up delicious treats whenever I could rather than study more corporate law.

      “That’s rough,” Joan said.

      “He was actually troubled,” I assured her. “No question of who ended his existence.”

      “But you don’t think Timmy would have killed himself?” Cecilia asked, trying to get the train back on the right track.

      “No,” Joan said firmly. “He was starting to be happy. Smiling more.”

      I could tell the admission left small cuts in her heart, that someone else had been making him happy and not her.

      “He was renting a room at a place he called the slop house,” Joan told us. “Him and three other guys. He used to complain about the mess all the time. For the last few weeks, he’d started taking steps to make it a better place. Cleaning up after himself and getting the others to do the same.” She gave us a true smile, possibly the first that evening. “Two weekends ago, he organized what he called a summer scour, offering free pizza to his friends, doing a deep clean of every room. I went to help. Leticia was there, though she was pretty useless. Some of our other friends went as well.”

      Joan paused, shaking her head. “He seemed so proud of himself, looking at how that place shone afterward. Then he went and killed himself later that night? Not a chance.”

      I could see her point. That didn
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