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Abbie sat staring dumbfounded at a package she’d set on her friend Judith’s kitchen table. Early this morning, Abbie’s mum had dropped it off on the doorstep.

Judith and Abbie, as a police officer and an EMT, respectively, were essential workers. So, with COVID restrictions in place, to reduce the risk of exposing their loved ones to the virus, they changed living arrangements.

Judith’s Granny Chan took Abbie’s place in her cottage at St. Michael’s cottage, agreeing to look after Abbie’s kids, while Abbie moved in with Judith. This also meant Abbie couldn’t see her mother or her kids face-to-face or hug them for weeks.

This morning, she spoke to her mother through the closed front door and then waved a forlorn goodbye.

Normally, that door would have opened of its own accord when a recognized guest arrived. However, after Granny Chan moved out, this witch’s house stopped acting like a magical construction. No doors opened on their own. No chairs shifted to make room. No lights turned on by themselves.

Abbie took the package to the kitchen to study it while finishing her morning cuppa, manually opening and closing doors. The package seemed ordinary enough except for the return address written in eerily familiar handwriting.

This writing reminded her of Lila Baker’s scrolly script. Except, Lila had been dead for over a year. So, how could this package, written by Lila, be mailed from her recently deceased friend’s London address?

Abbie observed the package with bittersweet longing and rising unrest. She hadn’t thought about that name or address since Lila died after a double-decker exploded with Abbie’s EMT teammates on it. Frantic questions now flew through her mind, as debris had flown by then.

Could Lila still be alive? There’d been a memorial held for her and the others not four months ago. How then could Lila have sent Abbie this?

Was this another bomb?

Alarm shot up her spine. She jumped up and backed away from the table, tapping her pen-ring on her left hand. “Arthur, shields up.”

The ring’s magical vibration spread over her protectively, giving Abbie a modicum of comfort. With a trembling hand, she picked up the package and felt along its flap for a wire that might signal this was a bomb. The package seemed normal.

Still, she cautiously left the kitchen with it and strode to the center of the back garden. If there was a blast, she didn’t want to damage Judith’s family home.

She shook the packet and heard a rattle, as if a small object bounced within. Slowly, girding herself for a detonation, she pried open the envelope.

No bang. Breathing a sigh of relief, she checked inside and spotted a wooden matchbox. Tipping it out, she pulled out its tiny drawer. Nestled within was a small thumb drive. No accompanying note.

She had the urge to run back into the house and slip it into her laptop to see what Lila had gifted her. She squashed the destructive impulse to plug an unknown computer key into her laptop and inadvertently infect it with a virus.

Instead, she pulled out her mobile and called Talin. He was her tech-savvy friend and an electromagnetic wizard, to boot.

Within a half-hour, a car engine roared outside. Abbie hurried out wearing a mask and stood on the landing. Talin parked beside Rosie, her coral-red Renault hatchback.

“Sup?” he asked with a friendly smile, approaching. He had on his uniform and mask, so he must have been on his way to work. He often spent his mornings having breakfast with his auntie before heading out for his afternoon shift.

He wasn’t part of Abbie’s support bubble, so she couldn’t request the hug she so badly wanted. She silently pointed to Rosie’s bonnet where she’d left the matchbox.

His mobile pinged. He checked it. “My auntie. One mo.”

He absently shoved the matchbox into his pocket and frowned at his mobile in silence.

Abbie called out, “Anything wrong?”

“Auntie Niara’s in trouble.” Spinning, he sprinted to his car, shouting over his shoulder, “Have to go.”

“Wait,” Abbie said, running after him, “Can I help?”

Without replying, Talin backed his car up and sped off.

Her Grimm instinct pricked her neck and, without hesitation, Abbie jumped into Rosie to follow him.

Talin drove at breakneck speed down the drive, then turned up the lane, heading east. Having grown up with three brothers, one of whom was a speed demon, Abbie had no trouble keeping up. But what had rattled Talin? He was normally a laid-back, calm fellow.

The longer this chase lasted, the more certain she became that something terrible must have happened.

Soon, a siren sounded at her rear. Understandable, considering they’d been zigzagging around traffic along narrow streets and taking sharp corners.

By the time Talin pulled into a street leading to an old power station, Abbie had lost the police vehicle trailing her.

As she drove through the wide-open gates, she became truly worried.

This power station had been out of service for years.

With a screech of tires, Talin parked his vehicle haphazardly across two parking spots and raced away.

Abbie slid Rosie into a nearby spot, pausing long enough to grab her first aid kit. If his auntie was in trouble, she might need medical help.

Heart thudding in concern, she ran after him.

She sped around the side of a building, only to come to a skidding halt at finding Talin bent over a woman lying before its closed front doors.

The dark-skinned lady wore a cheerful flowery dress, but she lay too still for this scene to be good news.

Abbie hurried toward them and peered around Talin to see the woman’s face, and then, engulfed in horror, she instinctively glanced away. She’d seen some gruesome scenes in her EMT career, but never anything like this.

Taking a calming breath, Abbie forced herself to face this victim. Talin slumped on the paved walkway over the woman, tears streaming down his face.

From his earlier frantic message about his auntie and his current stark reaction, this must be his Auntie Niara. Abbie’s heart broke for his pain.

She inched closer to Talin, and the body stretched out before him. Someone had crushed Niara Fisher’s face, leaving it unrecognizable. Blood and gruesome bits of brain matter were exposed. Whoever had assaulted this poor woman had been vicious, striking multiple times.

She no longer needed Abbie’s medical help.

Abbie went through her EMT routine anyway, checking for life signs. The body was still warm, but there wasn’t a pulse. No sound of a breath. No chest movements.

A quick downward check showed Niara’s limbs were in a natural position. The dress she wore came down to below her knees, above stockings, and sensible shoes.

Abbie noted all those details in a sweeping glance before she met Talin’s gaze.

He returned her look with one of utter shock. Then, throwing back his head, he let out the most heart-wrenching howl. The sky thundered in response to his cries.

She glanced up in surprise and concern. There wasn’t a cloud visible on this June day. Yet everywhere, in synch with Talin’s wails, rumbles of thunder reverberated in her ears, and flashes of lightning crisscrossed the sky, blinding her as it swept down to embrace her friend.

“Talin,” she shouted. Had he heard her above the cacophony?

He hadn’t. Frightening rivers of energy flowed over and around Talin as if he’d been engulfed by an electric storm.

It was only thanks to Abbie’s shield that she wasn’t fried by the hot flow of electrical currents. She’d forgotten to ask Arthur to stand down after she’d raised her shields earlier while examining her unexpected package.

“Listen to me,” she shouted, desperate to get through to him past his torment.

Unheeding her call, he continued to scream in pain.

She reached through that energy field, which spit at her touch, and took hold of his arms to shake him. “Stop this.”

His head flopped down, cries heaving within him.

Abbie’s shield separated them too much to hug him, she could barely touch his arms for a second or two. Yet, without Arthur’s protection, she wouldn’t be alive.

“I’m sorry about your auntie, Talin,” she shouted, “but you must get a hold of yourself.” At his continued cries, she shook him again. “Talin!”

Finally, he hiccupped and looked at her with teary eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she said, deeply torn by his uncontrollable sorrow. His auntie was as close to him as his mother had once been. “You deserve time to grieve, Talin, but you must stop for now. For a little while. Can you do that?”

He nodded.

Noting the thick cloud of electricity that still hummed around him and the thunder and lightning that continued to blanket the sky, she said, “Take a deep breath.”

He took a short, shaky one.

Had the electrical grid around him thinned? The thunder sounded less intense and the flashing-light bombardments were further apart.

“Another,” she said, holding their eye contact.

He complied with a shuddering breath, pulling off his mask as if he were having a hard time breathing through it.

“And another,” she said.

He was quieter now. She was still stunned by the amount of power Talin wielded in his grief. She doubted he realized what he’d generated around him and across the skies.

Over the lessening thunder, sirens pealed. Had the police car that trailed her tracked her down? She hoped so. They needed help. Then the sirens faded away and Abbie sighed with disappointment.

“Talin, we have to call in this incident.”

He covered his face and moaned, but then nodded. “I should do it.”

“No, stay with your auntie.” Abbie pulled out her mobile. “I’ll call Judith.” Her mobile refused to turn on. If she walked away from the electrical chaos surrounding Talin, would her mobile work again? She didn’t want to leave his side, but forced herself to stand.

“I won’t leave her,” he cried, leaning over his auntie’s torso, as if afraid Abbie planned to pull him away, too.

“I’ll be right back.” She stepped around the building, but her mobile still wouldn’t work. She might have to find help herself. But would her car work any better than her mobile?

She ran to Rosie to check.

Abbie couldn’t even get a sputter from the engine. At a loss on what to do next, she headed back toward Talin, keeping a wary eye on the sky. There was the occasional rumble, as if the world still held a grudge about Talin’s Auntie Niara’s murder.

She was halfway between the car park and the building’s front entrance when a startling idea occurred, halting her steps. Her Grimm cord had proven it could act as an effective communication tool. Could it do so again?

She’d only ever used it with those within touching distance. If she focused her intention on Judith, though, could it contact her, long-distance? Worth a try. She straightened her forefinger.

The cord shot out a bit from the tip. Yes?

“I need to reach Judith,” Abbie said. “See if you can contact her. If you can reach her, tell her where I am and that Talin and I need her help. We...” she walked over until she could see him.

He held his auntie’s hand while he rocked back and forth.

“Tell her what’s happened,” she whispered.

Her cord quivered in acknowledgment.

“How did you do that?” Judith’s astonished voice spoke into Abbie’s troubled thoughts.

Abbie stood stunned by the swift connection.

“Never mind,” Judith said before Abbie could reply. “An ambulance will be delayed. There’s a blackout across Kent. The local power grid’s down. Nothing is working.”

“Nothing?” Abbie asked.

“No street lights. Or communication signals. Traffic is backed up on every street. Some vehicles died and required jump-starting. Every police officer is run-off-their-feet busy.”

“Do you know what caused this mess?” Abbie asked, glancing at the sky in concern.

“The problem seems centered on Richborough, and lessening extending outward.”

As she suspected. That’s where she and Talin were located. His breakdown must be responsible for this widespread blackout. What else could have created such an electrical mess?

“Talin is likely the cause,” Abbie said, continuing her cord-assisted mind-talk. “I’m working on calming him down.”

Judith went silent, absorbing Abbie’s astonishing words. “I’ll be there as soon as I’m able,” she finally said. “And Abbie.”

“Yes.”

“Keep him calm before this electrical storm affects pacemakers and hospital equipment. If it hasn’t already. Hard to tell since phones are down.”

“Roger that!” Abbie replied, gobsmacked at that horrendous idea. People could die if she failed to keep Talin calm. She returned to his side, reeling from that dire consequence.

As an EMT, it was Abbie’s job to save lives. Right now, the best way she could do that was to keep Talin calm.

She sat beside him and said, “Help is coming.”

He didn’t reply.

While they waited, she physically checked Niara Fisher’s body. Talin’s auntie hadn’t sustained any broken bones from her shoulders on down. Her face had taken the brunt.

Abbie shivered. What fury must have been behind this horrendously violent assault!

After a while, she noticed how the noise level had dropped significantly and all felt ominously quiet. Looking around nervously, she belatedly requested Arthur to extend his protection over Talin, too.

He glanced around as if startled. “What was that?”

Arthur’s magic must feel different from his electrical surges. Interesting. “A little protection until Judith arrives.”

“Oh, no,” he said, jumping up, fists clenched. “I haven’t secured the area. How could I have forgotten my duty?”

The skies rumbled and a threatening blast of lightning flashed across the sky.

“There’s nothing to secure.” Abbie scrambled up and forcibly dragged him into her hold. She had to keep him calm. “There’s no one here but us.”

With her protection around them both, even if someone lurked nearby, they were now safe. “I was simply adding a precautionary shield. That’s all. Now take a deep breath.”

He shuddered and slumped against her. “Why, Abbie?” he asked. “Why would she do this to my auntie?”

She? Did he have a suspect in mind? Lots of questions rose in Abbie to ask Talin. Except, this was not the time to talk about the murderer, whoever it might be.

“We’ll find out who did this and why in time, Talin. Now, why don’t we wait for the ambulance in the car park?”

“No!” he shouted. “I’m not leaving Auntie.” He slumped beside his auntie, taking her hand in his again.

Abbie gave up arguing and sat beside him, placing her arm around his back in comfort, and she received a shock. She withdrew. The most important role she could play right now was to keep Talin calm.

Soon, the thunder stopped rumbling and lightning no longer streaked across the sky in a frenzy. Then the electrical buzz around Talin reduced enough that she could take his hand without giving herself an electric shock.

Into that silence, her distracted gaze fell on his auntie’s bosom. Something was not right there. The woman’s chest looked lumpy in the wrong places. Had the assailant assaulted her there? Was that a rib sticking up? Why were no large bloodstains soaking through there then?

“Talin, something’s odd around your auntie’s chest area. I want to check there.” Abbie leaned forward, but he blocked her from getting closer to his auntie, moaning, “No!”

Abbie simply held him.

Into the silence that followed, he took a shaky breath and released an odd, strangulated laugh. “Auntie always joked that her cleavage was her second purse.”

Talin sobbed against her and Abbie rubbed his back, making soothing sounds, her heart aching at his loss.

“She would hide the weirdest things there,” he said, veering between laughter and cries. “Keys. Pen. She even pulled out her mobile from there once.”

“If she has a mobile there, I want to see it,” Abbie said.

Gently but firmly, she moved Talin aside. Pulling down her sleeve so she wouldn’t leave fingerprints, Abbie gently reached inside Niara’s cleavage. Her fingers found a metallic object, not a broken rib. Good.

With his eyes shut tight, Talin asked, “What did you find?”

Abbie used her other sleeve to flick across the screen. “It’s your auntie’s mobile but, like mine, it’s not working.”

With a disappointed sigh, she tucked it back inside Niara’s cleavage. The police might need it in case it had information about whom Niara had come here to meet.

As she withdrew her hand, her fingers scraped by a hard piece of paper. Taking that out, she scanned it.

“This business card is for eOrbit,” she said. Its slogan read, Time to find your ideal partner. “Sounds like a dating site.”

“She had a virtual first date this morning,” Talin said. “She should be home drinking coffee and waiting for his call. That’s why she canceled our breakfast today.”

“Could he have asked her to meet him here, in person?”

“No,” Talin murmured. “I asked auntie about that when she told me about her date.” He gave a deep sigh. “In-person meetings were against the agency’s COVID rules.” His teary gaze met hers. “I need help to find out who did this, Abbie.”

“It looks like a straightforward murder case,” she began with caution. Abbie left such events for the police to resolve. Her specialty was supernatural shenanigans that might require a Grimm’s special touch.

He shook his head. “It’s not!”

“What do you mean?” she asked, glancing at Niara. This murder was brutal. Senseless even. But not unnatural.

Talin tilted his head towards his auntie’s face. “That is the work of Mama D’leau. I hear her name in my head, over and over. It’s also all over the net. Rumors fly that she’s on the move.” His head dropped to rest on Abbie’s shoulder. “Everyone’s shouting her name.”

“Mama...?” Abbie asked.

“D’leau,” he murmured. “A vengeful spirit, known to disorient her victims in the woods and then kill them.”

“We’re not in the woods,” Abbie said, cautiously, because she didn’t want to argue. Not in Talin’s current emotional state. “Is blunt force her MO?”

“No,” he murmured, sounding confused. “She usually drowns her victims or throws them over cliffs. Why would she attack my auntie like this? Also, Mama D’leau usually goes after blokes. She’s known for punishing faithless Trini men.”

“Of Trinidad ancestry?” Abbie said, frowning, trying to piece together a motive.

He nodded, looking devastated.

Abbie’s heart squeezed with compassion. Now his initial horror and anger were wearing off, Talin was slipping into shock. Which might explain his latest strange theory.

She understood how his mind went there, though. His Auntie Niara was his strongest tie to Trinidad. They both had a connection to that country’s people and culture.

About to ask, What would this Trini spirit be doing in England? Abbie swallowed back the question. She could check Klaus later, her book of Grimm tales.

She held up the card instead. “There’s a handwritten name on this,” she said, to distract him. “Do you know this man?”

Blinking back tears, he flashed the card a glance and then shook his head. “Too much noise,” he whispered. “Too much chatter. Make it stop, Abbie.”

All had gone quiet. There were no babbling voices. Whatever Talin heard happened inside his head. Not good.

DSI Callum Radford, Judith and Talin’s boss, was also Talin’s uncle. His older sister had married a Trinidadian, Talin’s father. Considering that close family connection, officers outside of the Chipstead nick might be called to investigate this case.

Better if she wasn’t caught holding this card.

Sirens suddenly sounded closer.

“Must be Judith,” she whispered in comfort.

Using her sleeve as before, Abbie tucked the card back within his auntie’s bosom.

Abbie had barely finished putting the card back when Judith raced around the building with Ducky. Help was here.

After Judith inspected the crime scene, she sent Ducky to their car to report this incident using their shortwave radio. Her partner looked ashen. The sight of blood always made him queasy. Poor Ducky. 

He ran away as if Mama D’leau was chasing him.

Once Ducky was out of sight and hearing, ignoring social distancing, Judith gave Talin the biggest hug, which started him quietly sobbing again.
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Chapter Two
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“I’m so sorry, Talin,” Judith said. “Your Auntie Niara didn’t deserve this. We’ll find and bring the culprit to justice and maybe bring the hurt to them.”

Abbie shook her head in warning, afraid Talin might go off again about Mama D’leau, but he remained quiet. Had he realized he could be wrong about that theory?

After a while, he sat back down, taking his auntie’s hand.

Judith and Abbie stepped away to speak privately.

“Once the lightning storm broke, we started up some systems,” her friend said. “Cars and independent gasoline-powered units were the easiest to restart. The grid is still down, including HOLMES.”

The police database was down? Fearing the worst, Abbie asked, “How about the hospitals?”

“Most of their equipment had backup systems that started and, thankfully, have kept things working,” Judith said.

Abbie sighed, the tension at her back dissipating.

“None of the smaller batteries seem to have been affected, either,” Judith continued. “Those in torches and remotes. Mobiles are iffy. Some work. Some don’t.”

“Thank heavens,” Abbie said, her thoughts on pacemakers.

Ducky returned with several people. A police van and an ambulance had arrived. After consultation with a doctor on the shortwave radio, the EMT on call declared Talin’s auntie dead, and the ambulance transported her to the morgue.

“The SCD, the Serious Crime Directorate’s Major Crimes Unit, is in charge of this case,” Judith said as she ushered Abbie and Talin over to a police unit. Then she leaned in and whispered to Abbie, “Say the minimum.”

Before long, they arrived at a gray concrete building with windows on the upper floors. Inside, the ground floor walls were bare. She rarely saw anyone pass by. This place, which should have been humming with activity, was a tomb.

What made it even more bizarre were the lights flickering down every corridor they passed. That widespread blackout Judith mentioned must have affected this building, too.

They separated them, taking Talin down another corridor.

She called out, “Everything will be fine.”

“No talking!” her PC said, leaving Abbie frustrated.

“Where is everyone?” she asked. This absence of people couldn’t all be because of the blackout, could it? Judith had mentioned that many officers worked from home these days because of the COVID lockdown. The combination left this building deserted.

Ignoring her, the PC opened a door to an interview room with a flickering fluorescent tube above. He placed his unlit torch on the table for her to use if needed, and left her alone, shutting the door.

Inside the interview room, a rectangular table had four chairs arranged two to a side. A clear plexiglass partition stretched lengthwise across the table. Probably a COVID precaution. Abbie sat and knocked on the divider. Reinforced? It was spotless. Except for her knuckle prints.

Besides the torch, a box of tissues and a hand sanitizer rested on the table. Opposite her, a TV screen was affixed to the wall. It was off or no longer working. Was that why they dragged her and Talin—both mere witnesses—to this deserted headquarters? Because remote questioning was impossible?

“Good questions,” Robert said from beside her.

Abbie kept her face and eyes still. Hard to do when she wanted to smile like an idiot at having her ghostly BFF beside her again. She treasured his company, and if she could have, she would have turned and hugged him.

Although there weren’t any threats of COVID contamination at embracing Robert, she was fairly certain that someone could watch her through a CCTV camera. If it was still working. Even if it wasn’t, she didn’t want to take any chances of it recording Abbie enthusiastically hugging thin air.

“Shall I check on Mr. Higgins?” Robert’s voice gentled, as if he sensed her elation at his presence.

“Yes,” Abbie responded in mind-talk, grateful for the suggestion. Talin always looked up to and responded well to Robert. “Afterwards, please keep the children company. Tell them I’ll be home soon and not to worry.”

He sent her a concerned glance before he faded.

After the first hour of twiddling her thumbs, waiting for someone to come in and take her statement, Abbie put her head down, and pretending to be overwhelmed, used her cord to contact Judith. “What going on?”

The message back, which Judith whispered even though no one but the two of them could hear each other, was that they had placed another DI in charge of this investigation. Worse, this DI viewed Talin as a suspect rather than a witness.

Abbie sat back, stunned by that absurd disclosure. “How could anyone believe Talin could hurt his aunt?”

That woman had been like a mother to him these past several years after his parents died. He’d adored the Trinidadian woman who’d left her home to come to England specifically to take care of Talin.

“Close family members are usually the prime suspects in violent murders and kidnappings,” Judith said matter-of-factly.

“Not Talin!” Abbie said. He’d confided in Abbie once that his auntie had even taught him to speak like a proper Trini and made her laugh by mimicking that accent beautifully.

How yuh going? Wuh is de scene? Wuh is de plan?

“I know that, as do you, but she doesn’t.” Judith began and then abruptly went quiet.

Must no longer be alone. Had they left Abbie in here to stew to make her angry or nervous enough to let slip something that might incriminate Talin?

If so, they would be sadly disappointed.

She massaged her scalp as she sent her next mental message to Klaus to check into Mama D’leau. When she sensed the book come to her, she frantically told it to stay in her bedroom.

She didn’t want to explain to the DI how a book had magically transported itself into the Serious Crime Directorate without authorization.

Once the book settled back inside her room, Abbie set Klaus to track down all mention of Mama D’leau.

Next, she pretended to check her fingernails while contacting her mother.

Margaret Grimshaw was justifiably shocked to hear her daughter speak inside her head.

Abbie informed her she was using her Grimm cord to connect to her mother, and that the police had brought her in as a witness to a murder. She might be awhile before returning home. She asked her mother to please notify the South-East Coast Ambulance Service that she couldn’t be on call today.

“Be careful,” her mother warned, “about using your Grimm gifts arbitrarily.”

Drumming on the table, Abbie considered that advice.

After a while, feeling thirsty, she went to the door and requested a water bottle.

The PC posted outside was the same fellow who’d escorted her here. She tried to chit-chat with the stiff-boots constable about Talin. He rebuffed her.

Thirst satisfied, Abbie relaxed back in her seat, hoping Talin fared favorably, though she doubted it. She resisted the urge to check in on him. Aside from her mother’s warning, if a DI was present in his interview room, Talin’s reaction to Abbie’s voice in his head might make the investigator even more suspicious of her subject.

Would he even hear her over all the other mental “chatter” that seemed to bother him?

A more intriguing thought was if she mind-touched Talin, would she hear the same sounds that inundated him? A fascinating
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