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      AJ spooned up the last of the delicious, dark chocolate pot de crème that she’d shared with Roland. He’d insisted that she have the dregs at the bottom of the small glass jar and she hadn’t fought him about it.

      “Thank you for dinner,” she told him sincerely as she licked the last little bit off her spoon. “That was yummy.”

      And it had been. Roland had kept their Saturday-night-date meal simple: porkchops seasoned in garlic, onion, black pepper, and chia seeds, which had added an unusual but tasty earthiness to the meat; grilled asparagus with a touch of butter and lemon; and sweet potatoes that he’d mashed into a paste, then added cream, butter, and a dash of vanilla.

      AJ had brought the dessert from one of the little bakeries on Main Street. The dark-chocolate treate was one of her favorites. Then again, as she’d been in Milltown for close to three years now, she’d discovered delicious treats in most of the shops by this point.

      Roland beamed a big smile at her. “You’re welcome. I’m glad you agreed to come over tonight.”

      “Well, we do have some planning to do,” AJ reminded him. They were leaving on Monday to go on a four-day vacation together. As it was still April, and not quite the busy season yet, they’d concluded that if they didn’t go now, they wouldn’t be free to travel until after Labor Day.

      AJ had never been to Little Bavaria, a quaint town in the Cascade Mountains that had been renovated to look like a German village, complete with faux Tudor siding on the buildings, flower boxes, many murals, and all the signs done in a fancy “Germanesque” font.

      Roland nodded. “I already have my suitcase packed. You can take it with you tomorrow morning.”

      AJ was renting a car for the trip because they hadn’t wanted to travel in Roland’s work truck, and his car needed to spend some time in the shop. AJ had never bothered to buy a car after she’d arrived in Milltown; instead, she rented one as needed.

      “So meet at my place Monday tenish?” she asked.

      Roland nodded. They’d agreed to spend Saturday night together at his place, as Sunday night was her regular dinner and get-together with her sister, Bea, and their mom.

      Normally, Roland and AJ met and ate at AJ’s place. Quite frankly, she much preferred her old Craftsman house with its newly renovated kitchen to Roland’s semi-generic condo. She figured that was why she was feeling a touch antsy that night, though she tried to hide it.

      Her mother would have thrown up her hands in disgust and insisted on tearing out every non-load-bearing wall on the first floor of Roland’s condo, redesigning the place from the studs out. The main floor had a kitchen, a sitting room, and through the doors, a more formal dining room. It made no sense. Only casual guests would be in the kitchen area, while the important guests were off in their own room. Maybe it worked if you had a lot of catered events. It just didn’t make any sense to how Roland lived his life, though.

      Upstairs were three tiny bedrooms. Again, her mom would have torn out the walls and renovated the entire thing into one grand master-bedroom suite.

      Heck, AJ might suggest it to Roland someday. Maybe that would make her more comfortable here. Tonight, though, her discomfort seemed worse than usual.

      Maybe they should have eaten outside? Though it was near the end of April, and it had been mostly dry that day, the air held quite a bite to it that evening.

      Roland had a postage-stamp-sized backyard, accessible from the kitchen. He’d explained to her once that he liked the tiny space. As he ran a yard- and lawn-care business, he didn’t want to do a lot of work on his own yard on the weekends. He hadn’t let it become overgrown; the HOA would have words with him about that. And he hadn’t paved it over, though he’d threatened to more than once.

      Still, it wasn’t an area that either Roland or AJ used very often.

      As Roland stood up, with dishes in hand, AJ stopped him.

      “No, you cooked. I’ll clean up,” she told him as she stood herself.

      Roland rolled his eyes at her. “You just want to go play in the water,” he accused her.

      “What?” AJ said, confused. “What do you mean?” Sure, she was a water witch, and was attracted to large bodies of water. But she didn’t want to “play” in the water. Or to practice her magic here in Roland’s condo.

      Did she?

      “You’ve been casting glances of longing at the sink throughout dinner,” Roland explained.

      “I have?” AJ said, still perplexed. She didn’t recall doing that.

      She walked over to the sink. The bowl Roland had used to mash the sweet potatoes sat at the bottom of it, full of scummy water. He carefully placed the dinner dishes on top of it, blocking her view of it.

      AJ blinked, surprised at how cut off she felt by his action.

      Sure, the water in that bowl was dirty. However, it had been calling her.

      Pressure suddenly built in her head.

      “Crap,” AJ said. She reached out with a hand that was already shaking, grabbed a cup, rinsed it out once, then filled it again with clean water.

      “What is it?” Roland said, standing beside her.

      His voice seemed as though it was coming from very far away.

      “Vision,” AJ said through gritted teeth as she place the clean cup on the counter, beside the sink.

      “Okay,” Roland said. “What do I do? What do you need?”

      Poor guy sounded a little panicked. She’d have to reassure him.

      Later.

      “Keep me upright,” AJ said. Or at least she tried to say.

      Fortunately, Roland seemed to get the idea. He embraced her from behind, his warm, supportive arms wrapping her in his gentle strength.

      “I got you,” Roland said, the words rumbling through her body.

      AJ felt herself relax as she leaned back into him.

      Mists started to rise from the cup on the countertop. She knew that he couldn’t see them and would never be able to see them. The swirling gray drew AJ in, capturing her entire attention.

      That was all right. She could delve into the future for a few moments.

      Roland would still be there, supporting her, loving her, when she returned.

      With a slight shudder, AJ gave into the pressure building in her head.

      She closed her eyes and let herself be carried away.
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      AJ found herself standing before a black figure. Normally, she wasn’t in her visions. She was just an observer. This time, though, she was much more “present.”

      Sickly green mist rose from the floor, undulating slowly around the figure as it resolved into a woman wearing a loose black robe and a pointed “witch’s” hat.

      The brim of the hat rose slowly as the woman tilted her head back. She stopped before her entire face became visible. From what AJ could see, the other woman’s skin was green, while her lips were painted a bright red. Her pose resembled the poster of a famous play that had been turned into a movie in the recent past, a retelling of a beloved old-fashioned tale.

      All about witches.

      Slowly, the woman raised her hand. She offered AJ a shiny red apple. The green mists from the floor shot up and swirled around the fruit briefly before dissolving.

      Nothing good or healthy came from that sort of miasma. No, those wisps probably poisoned everything they touched.

      AJ found herself taking one, then another, step backwards.

      The witch smirked at her.

      Another figure came shambling up to stand in front of the witch. A short, portly man, the top of his head bald while fringes of white curls still clung valiantly to the edges of his skull. He was dressed in an Elizabethan costume. The vest over his torso was heavily embroidered in silver and gold. He wore a white shirt underneath, with puffy sleeves that had cream-colored ribbons flowing from his shoulders, then tied at his elbows as well as his wrists. Funny, bulbous shorts with similar ribbons went to his midthigh, and white tights covered his legs, ending in black ballet slippers.

      He picked up the apple with an exaggerated gesture, then turned and waved it at the crowd that AJ suddenly realized had gathered behind them.

      They were all standing on a theatre stage. She hadn’t realized it before, when her attention had been consumed by the evil witch.

      The man pretended to take a bite from the apple.

      The audience loudly shouted, warning him away from such poisonous fruit.

      The man pantomimed not being able to hear them, so the audience yelled louder.

      Twice, three times, he teased them, before finally taking a huge bite from the apple.

      He fell to the floor before he’d even finished chewing and swallowing.
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      Since darkness came swirling up after the man had fallen, AJ had assumed that was the end of the vision.

      However, when she opened her eyes, she was still standing on the stage.

      Only a few people remained in the audience. Some were dressed in the same sort of Elizabethan costumes as the man had been in, others were not.

      An indication of insiders and outsiders?

      A large coffin now stood to her right on the stage. The open lid showed the man, still in the same costume. He now lay with his head on a white-satin pillow, his eyes firmly shut.

      Was he dead? Or was this part of a play?

      The people in the audience stood, walked up the stairs, then onto the stage. One by one, they passed by the coffin, saying their goodbyes, then leaving the theatre.

      No one appeared particularly upset by the man’s death. They weren’t celebrating, but they weren’t mourning, either.

      Had his passing been inevitable? Or didn’t they know him very well?

      The last person to pass by the coffin was the witch. She still wore her black outfit and pointy hat. Her green, bony fingers poked at the man in the coffin, as if to confirm that he was dead.

      AJ couldn’t say why she felt as though she, too, needed to step closer to view the man.

      However, as soon as she moved, the witch’s gaze pinned her in place.

      Though AJ knew she wasn’t actually there, that her body was safe someplace else, she suddenly felt her heart beating hard in her chest, her breath growing shallow as she tried to freeze in place.

      The witch stalked over to her, looking her over from head to foot and finding her wanting.

      “Tsk. You don’t belong here,” the witch said clearly.

      Then she reached up and flicked her fingers against AJ’s forehead.

      AJ felt herself rocketing back into her body. She would have stumbled across the floor and possibly fallen if Roland hadn’t been holding her up.

      A headache immediately landed on the top of her skull, like a giant’s hand pressing down on her head, trying to squeeze her brain out through her ears.

      The spot that the witch had touched ached, as though someone had held a piece of ice to AJ’s forehead.

      She realized she was trembling as she turned herself in Roland’s arms.

      Had he asked her how she was? She thought he had.

      She shook her head as she burrowed into his warmth. His masculine scent reassured her, as well as the solidity of his body.

      He stopped speaking and just held her instead, seeming to realize what she was silently asking for.

      Even as she warmed up and her shakes subsided, her insides quivered still.

      What had she just witnessed? What kind of vision had that been?

      And how had that other witch touched her?
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      Despite Roland’s insistence that AJ take one of his prescription sleeping pills, her rest wasn’t peaceful. When she awoke, she felt as though she’d alternated between sleeping so tensely all her muscles had been locked in place, or so restlessly she hadn’t stayed in a single position for more than twenty minutes.

      Her sports watch, AKA the Tyrant of Movement, agreed, granting her a bare six hours of sleep despite having lain there for eight.

      After talking about it in the morning, AJ and Roland decided to still go on their vacation. They could have canceled, but AJ didn’t want to put her life on hold for some vision. Particularly as she wasn’t certain if the man she’d seen had been a symbol or an actual person.

      If the figure had been a symbol, there was a chance that the future wasn’t set in stone for him. She’d be able to change his fate, warn him away from the impending disaster.

      If the man had been an actual person, he was a dead man walking. There wasn’t anything AJ could do to save him from his fate.

      She had the feeling that in the vision, the man had represented himself and hadn’t been a symbol. Every other vision she’d had before then, the symbolic nature of a figure had been obvious: a catfish, a robot, or even an old-fashioned radio.

      This had been an actor. Had he been playing a part? Or himself?

      AJ was still puzzling over her vision when she arrived at her sister Bea’s cottage later that evening. For the second time that weekend, she’d been tasked with bringing dessert to a gathering. This time, she’d stopped at the internet café on Main Street. While the shop’s coffee left much to be desired, their maple-pecan bars were to die for. Mom would bring the wine and appetizer, and Bea would provide the majority of their meal. They regularly switched around who brought what, so that no one person was always tasked with doing the same thing every time they ate together.

      Bea took one look at AJ and pointed her at one of the stools tucked in under the big island in the kitchen. “Sit,” she commanded.

      AJ glared at her bratty younger sister, but she couldn’t bring herself to put up much of a fight.

      “Woof,” she did manage to comment as she pulled the stool out.

      Bea snorted at her. “Do you need wine? Or an ice pack for your head?”

      AJ opened her mouth then closed it again. “Do I look that bad?” she asked, curious.

      Also, when had Bea learned to read her so well that she knew when AJ was still harboring a major headache?

      “You’re kind of squinting at the light, which is how I know that your head’s hurting,” Bea explained. “And you’re holding yourself stiffly, as if you’re afraid if you move too quickly you’ll break apart.”

      “Huh,” AJ said. Those were the same sorts of observations Roland would have made if he’d seen her. “You haven’t been talking to my boyfriend, have you?”

      “No,” Bea said. “I figured it out all by myself,” she added smugly.

      AJ couldn’t help but roll her eyes at that. Even if it did make her glad that she was seated so she wouldn’t fall over or list to the side.

      “Burglars!” Mom called out as she let herself into Bea’s house. “I’m here to steal your stuff!”

      AJ shared a warm smile with Bea. It was an old family joke about how a polite burglar always made their presence known.

      Mom came sweeping into the kitchen holding aloft a cotton bag decorated with the logo of one of the charities that she was on the board of. “Behold! I have brought wine, cheese, bread, grapes, and nuts. Let the feasting begin!”

      “Someone’s in a good mood,” Bea commented as she took the bag, immediately placing it on the kitchen island and starting to root around in it. “Oh, you brought that apricot cheese that I love!”

      “I did,” Mom said proudly as she sat beside AJ. “And Marcona almonds,” she bragged.

      “What are we celebrating?” AJ asked, pulling herself upright and trying to act as if her head wasn’t about to split into pieces.

      “Nothing,” Mom assured them. “Can’t I just want to share some good food with my girls?”

      “No,” AJ and Bea said simultaneously.

      “Seriously, Mom, what’s up?” AJ asked as Bea grabbed her cutting board for the small loaf of French bread, as well as serving plates for everything else.

      Mom gave an exaggerated sigh.

      AJ rated it low on the emo scale. It was as if her mom’s heart wasn’t really in it.

      “Well, if you must know, Floyd and I are going on our second date next week,” Mom admitted.

      “That’s great!” AJ said, smiling. “I’m so happy for you!”

      “Wait, a second date?” Bea said, rounding on both AJ and their mom. “When was the first date and why wasn’t I told about it?”

      “Ah,” AJ glanced at their mom and shrugged.

      Mom shrugged back, so AJ continued.

      “Roland and I went out on a date to The Peak and saw them together,” she explained. “I didn’t say anything because Mom asked me not to.”

      Bea transferred her glare from AJ to their mother. “And why were we keeping this a secret?”

      “Because I wasn’t sure if there was going to be a second date,” Mom admitted. “I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up until I knew for certain.”

      The sigh Bea gave in response could have been a lot more heartfelt. It was as if no one was really trying that night.

      “Fine,” Bea said. “I can understand that.” After a brief paused, she nodded and said magnanimously, “All right. You’re forgiven.”

      She handed the bottle opener to Mom and let her do the honors before she turned and opened the oven.

      “That smells heavenly,” AJ commented. She hadn’t had an appetite all day due to the headache. That lovely scent had just reminded her stomach that she hadn’t eaten much.

      “It’s just pot roast,” Bea demurred, “with carrots, pearl onions, fingerling potatoes, and turnips. It’ll be done in…fifteen minutes.” She fiddled with the alarm on the stove then turned back to her guests.

      “So, want to tell us what sort of vision you’ve had?” Mom asked after she poured AJ a glass of wine.

      It was AJ’s turn to sigh. It was nice that her family knew her well enough to recognize that she was slightly in distress. A little disturbing, but nice. They’d all grown much closer, now that their mother had decided to retire down here in Milltown.

      Between bites of cheese, almonds, and bread, as well as sips of the lovely merlot, AJ filled them in on her latest vision, not leaving out any of the details.

      She’d sent email about the vision to both her mentor, Ursula, as well as Gabby, a fire witch who’d helped her discover more of her powers. Neither of them had responded yet. She figured Gabby was at a barbecue competition that weekend, and Ursula might be spending time with her various grandnieces and nephews as well as their kids.

      “I think I can answer your question about whether the dream is real or symbolic,” Mom said as Bea started clearing away the small plates and getting everything set up for dinner.

      “Really?” AJ said, surprised.

      Then again, Mom frequently knew more about local events than either AJ or Bea. It made AJ feel old when her mom started talking about hashtags and viral videos.

      Mom pulled up her phone. “Yes. I was remembering correctly. There’s a roving troupe of actors who will be coming here next weekend and putting on a play. Macbeth,” she added.

      “Huh,” AJ said.

      Mom handed her the phone so she could see the announcement herself. “The Parkview Players,” she mused. The name sounded vaguely familiar. Did the Bridgewater Inn where she worked part time have one of the posters for the event in the front window?

      “Wait, they’re putting on the performance at Sandy Point Park? Rain or shine?” AJ asked.

      Mom nodded. “Yes. They have a Ruhlman grant.”

      “Oh, really?” Bea said, sounding interested.

      As no one seemed to feel that they should enlighten AJ, she finally asked, “And for those of us who are uninformed about the arts, what is a Ruhlman grant?”

      “It’s a pretty easy grant to apply for and obtain,” Bea said with a shrug as she started serving up portions of meat and veggies. She put equal amounts on the plate for their mom, while being overly generous with the veggies with AJ.

      She glared at Bea, who shrugged it off. AJ shook her head but still took her plate. She ate so much better these days, despite what her sister might think. Certainly when compared to her diet when she’d first arrived at Milltown. She didn’t need the extra servings of “good” food that her sister still insisted on giving her. She no longer lived on caffeine and rage.

      Really.

      “So what’s a Ruhlman grant entail?” AJ prompted again.

      “Oh, Rudy Ruhlman—yes, his parents probably hated him, giving him that name—wanted to see more artists utilizing state parks. He put together a massive grant program for artists to do events in the parks. If you get one of the grants, his team will put through all the paperwork for you, hire security if you need it, help you rent the necessary equipment, and so on,” Bea finally replied. “Recurring events are given higher priority.”

      “So the Parkview Players have a Ruhlman grant to put on Shakespeare in the park?” AJ asked, putting it all together.

      “That’s what they say on their socials,” Mom replied. “They’ve just started their season. They’ll be traveling across the state all summer.”

      AJ spent a few minutes thinking while she dug into the incredible meal before her. Bea had always been a much better cook than AJ. Then again, Bea was an artist at heart. AJ preferred practical to artistic.

      She never would have thought to add a sprinkling of curry to her regular pot roast. The meat was tender and juicy, easily pulling apart with her fork, no knife needed. The veggies, on the other hand, still had some crunch to them, and were seasoned with a more traditional rosemary and thyme mixture. Bea had fried up some sage leaves in butter and sprinkled those over each plate just before she’d served, adding a beautiful nutty taste and making the dish even more complex.

      AJ even revised her opinion of Bea’s portioning of more veggies than meat on her plate, as everything was so delicious.

      The conversation didn’t return to AJ’s vision until after they’d finished dinner and had started on the maple-pecan bars, served with a decaf coffee that even their mom deemed acceptable.

      “Are you still going on vacation with Roland? Leaving tomorrow?” Bea asked.

      “We are,” AJ said, nodding. It surprised her how the wonderful food of her sister had helped her headache so much. Or maybe it was the company. “I agree with you, Mom, that the vision is symbolic. That means I have a few days before something occurs.”

      “When will the Parkview Players be in town?” Bea said, turning to their mom for the answer.

      After checking her phone, Mom replied, “According to their schedule, they’re out in Sunset currently. They’ve been performing there all weekend, and will have one last show Monday night. So they won’t arrive here until Tuesday at the earliest. I would imagine that they might take a day or two to pack up. Their first show here is on Thursday.”

      AJ nodded. She and Roland had planned on returning on Thursday, so the timing might end up being perfect.

      “That means you need to rest, while you’re on vacation,” Bea told AJ severely. “Because I’m certain that you’ll run yourself ragged when you come back, particularly if there’s a murder to solve.”

      AJ couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “Yes, Mom,” she said.

      Her actual mother snorted at that, but didn’t disagree.

      The dinner party broke up soon after that. AJ insisted on walking back down the hill to her place. She needed the cold night air to help clear out the last of her headache.

      As always, she paused at her first glimpse of the ocean, a long black streak splashed across the horizon. Her heart sang at the sight of the water and she plunged forward, eager to get to her house and closer to the waves.

      Three years ago, she’d been living in Seattle, planning a completely different life.

      Now, she lived here, in Milltown. Worked as a psychic, as well as part time at the Bridgewater Inn. Had grown closer to her family—her sister and her mom, that is, as her dad had vacated himself from the familial unit when she’d still been a teenager. She’d turn forty-five the
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