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  Chapter 1
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I looked up from my product order and saw Pete was about to eat one of my customers. 
“Man, come check this out! It’s like straight out of a video game.”
Crap, I thought. Two customers—both with low riding jeans and stained t-shirts—hovered around my Dionaea muscipula gigantus, more commonly known as a giant Venus flytrap. When they began waving their arms perilously close to its trigger hairs, my heart leaped into my throat.
“Careful,” I piped up from behind the counter. “It’ll take your arm clear off if you get too close.”
“Whoa. That thing is trippy.” The shorter of the two swayed on his feet and snatched his hand away. The guy’s eyes were red-rimmed. I held back a sigh.
Running a hydroponics shop in California had its pitfalls. That certain kind of customer whose interest in gardening was limited to growing one plant in particular being one of them. 
“What can I help you fellas with today?” I gritted my teeth as I smiled, knowing full well what they were after. The cheapest hydro set-up money could buy, so they could start growing some Mary-Jane in their closet.
“Well.” The shorter one leaned over the counter and gave me what he must have thought was a dashing smile. “How about you show us what you’ve got?”
It didn’t take long to send the boys off with an armful of globes, pots, and hoses to get started. They baulked a little at the price but assured me they’d be by tomorrow to pick up some nutrients for their ‘tomatoes’.
When the store was empty, I gave Pete a pat and tossed him a hunk of steak from the fridge. The carnivorous plant snapped it clean out of the air and clamped down to start on the long process of digestion. 
Perhaps it was a little foolhardy to keep a magical plant in the store. But so far Pete’s existence hadn’t raised too many eyebrows, and he was certainly a talking point among the folks who came by. Besides, with our apartment building’s rooftop terrace being the closest thing to a garden that I could lay my hands on in the city, I needed some space to keep my green thumb placated. 
I had to admit though, the store was becoming more like a collection of horticultural curiosities. The far brick wall, which was ugly and stark when I moved in, was almost completely obscured in a tangle of verdant green. I checked each pot carefully, from my lightning bromeliad, devil's paw, philodendrons, and my current pet project—a fire lily which looked close to blooming bright red. Everything was in order, and the plastic tubs of fitting and hose on each stand was free of customer’s litter and lost items. A few more pots with some Chinese evergreens and spider plants cheered up the front window underneath flashing neon signs. I stuck my finger in each pot absentmindedly to feel for moisture and check for any issues. Everything was under control in the plant department. It was time to get going.
Flipping the light switch on the way out, I turned the closed sign on the door and locked up. The sun was glorious on my back, and I figured my boyfriend Damon would be off at the beach catching some waves. As much as I could have done with a little sea spray myself, there was paperwork to get through at our apartment, and I planned on getting up early to do a proper inventory of the shop. It was going to be so much easier when I could afford to get a little help, but in the meantime— 
“Kat!” I turned and blinked at the man outfitted in one of his usual Hawaiian t-shirts and sandals, his wispy gray hair standing at all angles like a cloud. “Did I catch you at closing time?”
I glanced at my wristwatch—it was just after five—but turned to unlock the door again. “Come on in, Randall. What can I get you?”
He was one of my best customers, after all. Despite the free-spirit hippy look, it was his obsession with orchids that had him stopping by three or four times a week for supplies.
“Hoses and clay pellets. I have some bulbophyllum that—”
I knew I shouldn’t zone out with my customers, but I also knew that Randall would tell me all about his latest acquisition at length and repeatedly. I waved him through the door as he nattered away and plastered a cheery smile on my face.
After rounding up more than what he came for and tallying up a sizable order at the antiquated register, Randall stopped mid-sentence to peer closer at Pete.
“This one is rather remarkable, you know? Can’t say I know much about them, but it would cause quite a stir at the orchid shows. With a bit of signage, a leaflet or two, you could drum up some business for this place. There’s an exhibition this weekend.”
“Business is just fine, Randall. But you feel free to bring along any of your buddies to come see Pete. I don’t think he’d care much for being moved around in the back of my van.”
Randall nodded with a grave face and swiped his card. “You should have seen my collection last time I did a show. The prize seemed hardly worth it afterward, with the flowers limp, and the temperature fluctuating.”
It was hard to keep a straight face, but the man’s enthusiasm for his orchids was something I could relate to. The fact he got out of the house once in a while to spend time with other people who shared his passion was more than I could say for myself.
“Well, maybe not with Pete... but maybe I could still drop by with some coupons?” That sounded like something a good businessperson would do. “I was going to do inventory tomorrow. I’ll figure out what I can do a good price on.”
“Great.” He narrowed his eyes theatrically. “But you make sure I get first dibs on the sale.”
I laughed, helped him get the purchases out to his car, and got the details of the orchid show. By the time I locked up again it was getting close to six, and I puffed out my cheeks as I pulled out of the laneway in my van. Getting used to life in the city was tougher than I thought it would be, and the traffic on the way home looked like it was going to be brutal. It used to be so much simpler when home was a five-minute drive on a dirt track from what passed for a town in Arkansas. But then, it had been pretty boring too.
As I crawled closer to our apartment, the smell of the sea crept through my AC vents, and if I had my swimsuit handy, I would have detoured. It was Damon’s job with his family’s property firm that had us living in such a sought-after location close to the beach, and I could only dream about affording rent for a shop close to home. Not that I minded. I wanted to prove I could stand on my own two feet and make something of myself.
After pulling into our underground garage and trekking up the stairs to our apartment, I let myself in to find Damon was absent. I chalked it up to either a late night at the office—the family business was involved in a nasty lawsuit—or surf that was too good to pass up, even if daylight was dwindling. But he could have called, at least.
‘What took you so long?’ Gus, my ginger feline familiar, glared from his perch on the back of the slick leather sofa.
“Oh, you know, working to earn a living.” I smirked and grabbed a can of his favorite chow from the cupboard. “So I can afford this top-shelf stuff.”
Gus licked his chops and pounced onto the rug. ‘Not much good to me if you’re not home in time for dinner.’
“Thought Damon would be home by now.” I bent to tap the seafood pate into a bowl hand-painted with colorful fish. “It’s not like you can’t get into the kibble.”
‘That stuff is wretched,’ Gus said around a mouthful of food. ‘And so is that male of yours.’
I refrained from rolling my eyes but couldn’t help the sigh that escaped my lips. Gus wasn’t taking to the city lifestyle very well and blamed his misery on Damon. “Don't be such a grouch. Did you see Mimi today?”
The fluffy white cat from downstairs had Gus in a tailspin, even if she didn’t possess the cognizance of a familiar. While he pretended he wasn’t interested, he couldn’t help but tell me all about her when he let his guard down.
‘Pah,’ he spat. ‘I saw her smooching up to some ragged tomcat yesterday.’ 
Ouch. And here I was thinking Mimi may have been the key to getting Gus around to the idea of staying in California. “That’s too bad. Maybe we should try to find a cat cafe this weekend? There’s plenty of fish in the sea, you know.”
‘Don't be patronizing,’ Gus grumbled. ‘We should pack our things and head home on the weekend. I sense trouble. And in a big way.’
A familiar’s job was to look out for their witch or warlock, but I wasn’t buying into the dire warnings. Not with his agenda to leave from the minute we’d arrived.
“Not going to happen. Now, I’ve got more work to do, so I’ll leave you to your dinner.”
Fortunately, the seafood pate won out, and Gus ignored me as I grabbed a granola bar from the kitchen. Worrying about his sulking was on my list of priorities but socializing on the weekend would hopefully take his mind off being spurned by Mimi. I fired up my laptop and sank onto the sofa to the dreary work of accounts, doing my best to ignore the stunning view of the horizon from my window.
Tallying up numbers was harder with mild dyscalculia—dyslexia except with numbers. I was sure my accountant hated me. All the pre-formatted spreadsheets in the world couldn’t save me from swapping digits as I painstakingly moved amounts around. A proper point of sales system was on the list of things to do, just as soon as I got ahead on supplier invoices. 
I was almost through my shoebox of paperwork—with Gus curled into a food coma beside me—when my cell phone rang. I startled at the interruption. 
“Hello?” There was no caller ID, and I blinked at the night sky out the window. Where had Damon gotten to?
“Yeah, it’s Steve from All Hours Security. Just a courtesy call to let you know we’ve had an alert from your system. We can head over and check it out for ya, but we’ll need prior approval.”
Yeah. And get charged a princely sum for Pete having ticked off the motion sensors. Or a tremor that knocked something over.
“Thanks for letting me know. I’ll go take a look myself.”
“Just be careful now,” Steve warned. “If it looks like anyone’s inside you go ahead and call law enforcement, won’t ya?”
“Of course.” I pushed down a wave of irritation. “Thanks for the call.”
The security system at the shop was a legacy from the pawnbrokers who’d been there before me. And it was dated, to say the least. I’d considered leaving the thing off entirely, but Damon had warned against it. I supposed he was right. The insurance company would have a field day if I got broken into with no security.
‘What was that?’ Gus yawned and blinked sleepy eyes beside me. ‘Leaving again?’
“Just the alarm at the store.” I scratched his fuzzy cheek. “I’ll be back soon. Damon will probably be home before me.”
Gus mumbled something I didn’t quite catch and snuggled back down to sleep. 
Damon. I frowned and dialed his number, but it went straight to voicemail. I shot him a text to let him know I was heading back to the shop and brewed a coffee to go before heading to the van.
At least the trip back was quicker with rush hour traffic well and truly off the road. But when I pulled out onto the strip where my shop sat between a Chinese takeout and laundromat, flickering blue and red lights awaited me.
“Crap!” My heart hammered in my chest. Police vehicles sat right out front of the store. And with tape spanning the footpath around the entrance, I knew it wasn’t just a regular break in.
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