

Chapter One

			Gaelic Christmas music played in the Keane’s Spotted Owl Inn and Pub, competing with two older men yattering at the end of the bar. Sloane West willed the bodhran’s steady beat and the harp to drown out their voices and her pounding heart. She recalled Stella’s bar, her former neighborhood haunt in NYC, where everyone kept to themselves and spoke in hushed voices, if at all. Where she could drink alone in a crowd. But the Spotted Owl wasn’t Stella’s. And she hadn’t come to the pub to drink.

			“Aye, Johnnie!” one of the older men shouted.

			Sloane turned to the entry and watched a silver-haired man shuffle in. He was red-faced, and his breathing labored. “Just what we need, another one,” she said under her breath. The pub became unbearably warm. She wiped the sweat from the back of her neck and slipped her arms out of her old peacoat, fanning herself with the sides of her favorite cardigan. 

			“How long have you been here?” a voice asked from behind her.

			She jerked forward. “Jesus, Jack. Don’t sneak up on me.”

			“Sorry, love. I assumed you felt me arrive. Or have you gotten used to my vibrations already?” Jack Denham unwrapped a silk scarf from his neck and removed a black wool coat. He rubbed his hands together and blew on them. “It’s freezing outside. Let’s sit by the fire so I can warm up, please?”

			“I’m not in the mood for ambiance,” Sloane mumbled, pulling out a stool. She first sensed a witch’s vibration when she arrived in Denwick last March. Jack’s vibration was a strong one, just like Dorothea Denham’s, her second cousin, twice removed. She must be seriously distracted not to feel him.

			“Christ on a crumpet, boys. Did you hear what happened?” the man named Johnnie shouted while he struggled to hang his coat by the fireplace.

			Every head in the pub turned his way. 

			“What are you going on about?” his friend in the thick wool sweater asked.

			“Give me a minute. I’m getting there.” He hooked his walking stick on the back of a barstool. “The Morins’ entire flock is dead. Mutilated. All one hundred thirty-seven head. The way I heard it, their bowels were torn out. What was left of them spread over the paddock. Not a drop of blood was left in their bodies. The RCMP are at the farm. Major Crimes. Been there since early morning.”

			Sloane and Jack glanced nervously at each other as the news silenced the pub. 

			Before Johnnie could utter another word, Rose Keane burst into the bar, pointing a pint glass at him. “Listen up, Johnnie. Take a breather and lower your voice before I send you out.” 

			Johnnie wiped his bulbous nose with the back of his hand and shook a crooked finger at her. “You wouldn’t dare do that if your dad were here.”

			“Maybe so. But he isn’t here, is he? I’m the boss now, Johnnie, and you need to behave. You’re bothering the other guests. So pipe down.” Rose tossed a coaster on the bar and filled the pint glass with ale, sliding it in front of him. 

			Sloane stifled a smile. Rose had filled her father’s shoes and more, running the Spotted Owl admirably. She was happy for her. Rose’s brother, Oscar, had put aside his ego and agreed to work off the money their mother, Fiona, had stolen from the pub to prop up his struggling distillery. She missed their parents, especially Ken and his exaggerated Scottish act. 

			Sloane’s smile turned to a frown. She had left Denwick after she had stopped Lore Reed. She had failed to control her magical strength and killed Lore in the crypt, so she had to leave and sort out her life. Prepare herself to return to a new life. As a wiċċe. By the time she had returned six months later, Ken and Fiona had retired and moved to divide their time between Scotland and Jamaica. She didn’t get to say goodbye. 

			“Hey, Jack,” Rose said as she joined Sloane and her cousin. “Nice to see you have a smile for me unlike your lunch date. What can I get you?”

			Sloane stared into her glass. She deserved Rose’s slight. It was true. She wasn’t smiling. Some days, she could sit at the Spotted Owl and convince herself protecting Rose Keane was enough for her, but on other days, like today, the reality of their situation twisted her up inside.

			“I’ll have the fish and chips with a chardonnay,” Jack answered. 

			“I’m good,” Sloane said, raising her glass of water. 

			“Lovely, a cheap and moody date,” Jack said. “Why don’t we bring Grumpy a half-order of poutine?” 

			“If that’ll make her smile.” 

			“Are you two done?” Sloane frowned. “We might want to talk about this sheep attack, don’t you think? Do you know the Morin family?” she asked Rose.

			“I know of them. They supplied us with lamb and mutton in the past, but I think they’ve sold exclusively to an abattoir for years. Nice people. I wouldn’t be overly upset about what Johnnie says, though. He doesn’t dive deep for the truth.” Rose handed Jack his wine and filled Sloane’s glass with more water from a bar gun. “And sorry. I was only teasing.”

			“Yeah. I can take a joke,” Sloane said impassively.

			Rose forced a smile and walked away. 

			“The police think the boy killed those sheep.” Johnnie’s voice had escalated after Rose disappeared into the kitchen. 

			“Scott?” his friend in the tweed flat cap asked.

			“That’s right. Cathy and Les are sick about it.” Johnnie placed his pint glass on the coaster. “As I heard it, Les saw Scott run into the forest after the sheep were killed. The RCMP are looking for the boy.” He snorted cynically. “Who runs if they’re innocent?” 

			“That boy is a bit odd. I wouldn’t be surprised if he did it,” his friend in the sweater said.

			“That is a lie.” A gravelly voice with a thick Spanish accent came from the dining room. Sloane whirled around on her stool. A stranger beside the fireplace had spoken. He rested his forearms on the tabletop. His demeanor was calm and confident. His black eyes fixed on Johnnie and his friends. “How old is this boy?” he asked.

			“Well, well. Drama at the village pub,” Jack whispered. “The only thing I want to know is who’s the dark-haired Adonis?”

			“Shhh.” Sloane swatted backward, hitting Jack’s thigh.

			Johnnie swiveled around on his stool and faced the stranger. “If you must know, he’s got to be twelve years old by now.” He gulped the last bit of his ale and motioned to Oscar for another.

			“Is he a big boy?” the man asked.

			Johnnie cocked his head and held his hand level to his shoulder. “No, he’s only about yea high. Skinny as a wet otter.” He jerked his thumb at his friend in the sweater. “But like Hal said, he’s a bit off.” 

			“No twelve-year-old boy could mutilate one hundred and thirty-seven sheep. No human could, at least not as you described.” Something about how the stranger said boy and human made the hair on the back of Sloane’s neck prickle. The old men sat unmoving, eyeing him suspiciously. He had struck them silent for the first time since Sloane arrived.

			Oscar picked up Johnnie’s empty glass and poured him another ale. Johnnie snatched the pint from his hand, drank some courage, and turned back to the stranger. “What’s your name, son?” he asked curtly.

			“Mateo Ciervo. But you don’t know my familia or me. We are not from here.” The large man loosened his posture, resting back against the chair, his hands in his lap.

			“We can tell that. A bit of advice, Mr. Ciervo. When you’re in an unfamiliar pub, you should listen. You might learn a thing or two. See here, Scott Morin comes from a good home, but he has caused his share of trouble.” He looked to his friends for confirmation. Their heads bobbed up and down. “His mother’s a good woman, and his father tries his hardest to raise him right. For God’s sake, he even takes him to piano lessons instead of hockey—”

			“Oh, make that man Father of the Year,” Jack said sarcastically. Johnnie shot him a harsh look, and Jack held his finger to his lips, mouthing an apology. 

			Johnnie faced Mateo again. “What did you say you were doing here?”

			“I didn’t. But if you must know, I’m hunting.” He drained the rest of his drink, dropped money on the table, and stood. 

			“He’s even better looking on his feet,” Jack whispered. “I wonder what he looks like—” Sloane elbowed his knee hard. “Ouch.”

			“My opinion might be unwelcomed, but Scott Morin did not kill those sheep.” Mateo grabbed a walking stick leaning against the fireplace and climbed the Inn’s staircase, disappearing down a hallway.

			“How would he know, right?” Johnnie’s cheeks became ruddier. His friends grunted their agreement.

			The kitchen door swung open, and Oscar appeared carrying two plates. Johnnie and his friends tried to catch his attention as he hurried past. He set Sloane’s and Jack’s lunch plates on the bar. “I apologize for the wait. Do you need anything else?” 

			“Your charming presence is all that I need, Oscar, deary,” Jack answered. “Unless you have any other suggestions?”

			“None at the moment. I’ll get back to you.” 

			Sloane chuckled. “How long until you take a hint?”

			“As long as it takes, love. He offered a raincheck of sorts, and I’m a patient man.”

			“You’re barking up the wrong tree. You’re not his type.” 

			Jack smoothed a napkin over his lap. “Please, love. I suit everyone’s taste.”

			“All right. Good luck with that. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 

			Sloane had met Jack three months earlier when she returned to Denwick from NYC. He was another second cousin. The one Dorathea had told her about last March. A member of her extended West family from the magical world. The Grand Coven, the leaders of the wiċċan in the Northwest Quadrant, had trained him to be a Protector. After it was discovered that Lore had killed Sloane’s grandparents and her mother, they sent him to join their coven in Denwick. They were three witches strong again: Sloane, Dorothea, and now the colorful Jack. Three points. A triangle. The symbol of power. 

			The Denwick Nogicals believed he had arrived to run the West Gallery, the art business Sloane’s grandparents had left her. He did a decent job at it, which was no surprise. He had been a gallerist for the Quadrant’s Art Gallery. No matter whom he talked to—stranger, friend, or family—Jack exuded charm. Over the last few months, Sloane thought maybe the GC had trained the wrong cousin. What Jack didn’t lack in good looks and affability, he lacked in modesty. She wondered how vanity could stop a Hidden One or a Demon’s plans to irradicate all wiċċan Protectors and control the nogical and magical worlds.

			Sloane speared the poutine with her fork, twirling a bite of fries through heavy gravy and cheese curds. Rose hadn’t returned from the kitchen. She wondered what or who was holding her up, and it was concerning.

			“Are you going to play with your food or eat it?” Jack asked after a few minutes.

			“I’m preoccupied.”

			“You don’t say.” He sipped his wine. “Why not confess your feelings? If Rose won’t have you, move on. It makes no sense to come here and pine. It’s unbecoming of a wiċċe of your stature.”

			Sloane stared at her lunch. She still wasn’t sure what her stature meant. Apparently, she was a rare wiċċe whose magical ability was protection. She had learned from Dorathea that like her great-great-grandfather, her purpose was to start a coven with her eldest sister that would rid the nogical world of evil. But she didn’t have a sister or the training necessary to found her own coven. Dorathea explained that since Sloane’s mother and grandparents were dead, she would head the West Coven in time. The thought overwhelmed her. “Oh, so witches aren’t allowed to have emotions?” she snapped.

			“Of course they are.” He speared a bite of fries. “I’m only saying your behavior is bad form. You’re sulking because you can’t have her.” 

			“You’re wrong. I’m not sulking. Today, of all days, I thought you’d agree I need to be here.” This wasn’t the first time Jack accused her of sitting in the pub and pining away for Rose, and it pissed her off. He knew during every full moon, as long as Rose’s ex, Talia, was there, she would be there, protecting Rose. “Jesus. Why do I agree to eat with you?” 

			“You must spend time with me, we’re family. You might even like me one day.”

			“Yeah. That’s doubtful.” Sloane glanced at the kitchen door. 

			“Growl. You are in a mood.” Jack took a large bite of his battered fish, and they ate the rest of their meal silently while the conversation in the pub buzzed.

			Sloane had convinced herself that Rose hadn’t returned from the kitchen because Chef needed her help. But when Oscar also started to look concerned, she decided it was time to investigate. But just as she stepped off her barstool, Rose appeared. 

			“Everything okay?” Rose asked them, refilling Sloane’s water.

			“We’re splendid, deary,” Jack answered. “You’ve been an excellent host. As always.”

			Sloane noticed Rose’s red-rimmed eyes. “What about you? Are you okay?” 

			“I’m fine.” Rose looked back at the kitchen door. “But Talia isn’t. She twisted her ankle during her run this morning and called me for a ride, but my phone was upstairs.” Rose frowned. “So she had to walk home from Cowichan Road.”

			“Well, how would you have known she needed you, deary?” Jack asked, his voice soothing.

			Rose’s emotional pain lived in Sloane’s head as if it were her own. But her anger toward Talia provoked her to say abruptly, “Does she usually run near the Morin farm?” 

			“I guess she might go as far as their place,” Rose answered. “Why?”

			“Just wondering if she saw the police out there or anything else. Anything strange?” A thick, auburn curl framed Rose’s profile, holding on to the soft line of her chin. Sloane resisted the urge to tuck it behind Rose’s ear and touch her cheek.

			Before Rose could answer, the kitchen door swung open, and Talia Koslov entered the pub. Her short, thick, ashy hair was damp, sticking straight up, and her gaunt face was even paler than usual. She avoided eye contact with anyone, limped across the dining room, and climbed the Inn’s staircase. 

			The hair on Sloane’s body pricked. It happened every time Rose’s college ex-girlfriend appeared. She scanned the dining room. Everyone ignored Talia’s presence, except for Oscar. He had stopped. He kept his eyes on her until she disappeared at the top of the stairs. Then he marched to the bar and shoved his empty tray into Rose’s hands. 

			“Working off my debt to the pub doesn’t include covering the tables and bar alone because you and your girlfriend can’t get along. Whatever her excuse is for not working this time, you have five minutes to change her mind. Or I won’t be here.” He glared at his sister, and the air around them became eerily calm and heavy. 

			Sloane and Jack positioned their hands under the bar, ready to conjure any spell necessary should the second most powerful Magicals in the pub break into a fight. 

			“She’s hurt, Oscar,” Rose said, inching closer to his face. 

			“Then you need to find someone else to take her place,” he said without moving.

			“Fine. I will.” Rose stepped past her brother, knocking him with her shoulder. Oscar returned to the dining room.

			“Well, well. That would have been something. Have you ever seen Dhampyres fight? Mentally, of course. I’m not saying they would’ve come to blows, although that would have been exciting, too.”

			“Shut up, Jack.” 

			“All right, Princess. I can take a hint.” Jack dabbed at his mouth with the corner of his napkin and placed it on his plate. “It’s been quite a riveting lunch hour at the Spotted Owl. I’m heading back to the gallery. Do you want me to go upstairs and light the fireplace in your office so it’s nice and toasty when you return, or are you staying here to cause more trouble for Rose?” 

			His question churned in Sloane’s stomach. Last March, she had learned that the Interspecies Concealment Law required all magical species Defenders, like her Protecter coven, the Keanes, and the Reed family, to live in complete anonymity. It was the only way to prevent magical collusion with Demons. The magical Defenders in Denwick first learned of each other after Sloane had killed Lore Reed. The Interspecies Council agreed to let them live with their knowledge of each other until the Demon in Denwick was destroyed. But Sloane had promised Rose she would never again keep secrets from her. Yet here she was, forced to keep another one. A deadly one about Talia. Sloane pushed away her empty plate. “I’m not the one causing Rose problems.”

			“See there. You can lie,” Jack said with a chuckle. 

			Sloane ignored him, staring straight ahead. The wall behind the bar was outlined in festive holiday lights. The Keane family photos and their framed tartan, the burgundy and black pattern with thin yellow lines, hung in the center. Besides Rose and Oscar, she was the only other person in the pub who knew the tartan was the Keane’s portal out of the nogical world. It gave her some relief. If Talia lost control and threatened Rose’s life, she could escape. 

			Jack waved for Rose’s attention, but she was in a heated discussion on the bar’s phone, so he pulled money out of his wallet, laid it on the bar, and stepped off his barstool. “We have no proof Talia has anything to do with the Hidden Ones, love. As far as we know, none of her family lines trace back to a banished family. You need to let it go. As long as you hang around here, perched on your spy seat, poor Rose will continue to hold feelings for you. Doesn’t that concern you?”

			“At the moment, we only need to be concerned with what killed the Morins’ sheep, Jack. There’s absolutely no way a twelve-year-old little boy could have done what they say has happened out there. I think we both know what the attack means—a Hidden One is back in Denwick. And we have no idea who or what it is.” He looked at her incredulously. “And I think it’s trying to draw us out, goading us.”

			Sloane put on her peacoat and pulled her tote’s strap over her head. Her cousin was dead wrong about Talia Koslov. And she was going to prove it. 

			





Chapter Ten

			Sloane’s office above the West Gallery was cold. She flipped on the gas fireplace, hung her peacoat on Harold’s coat-tree, and tossed her tote behind her desk. Replaying her earlier conversations with Kellie and Mike in her head, she brewed a fresh pot of coffee. Both interviews had left her with more questions. She needed to call Lieutenant Sharma and find out what the RCMP investigation was up to. No. That could wait, she thought. What she needed to do was follow Mateo and find out what he was hunting, if anything at all. 

			She sipped her coffee and glanced at her phone. Five new messages. All from Gary Prence. “Jesus, Joseph, and Mary, Prence,” she mumbled and tapped on his name. After two rings, he picked up.

			“Holy shit, Slo. Why didn’t you call me back yesterday?”

			“I’m calling you back now, Prence.” 

			“Ahright. Ahright. But I needed you yesterday. You gotta call me back when I call, you know?”

			“Just tell me what’s the matter?” Sloane grabbed a notebook and pen. Eventually, Gary would get to his point, and in the meantime, she wanted to jot down a few notes about Scott. 

			“I was callin’ cause your apartment got broken into.”

			She dropped the pen and gave him her full attention. “What? When?” 

			“Yesterday!” His voice rose. “That’s why I called. You gotta listen to my messages.”

			“Yeah. I get it. What happened?”

			“Yeah. Well, Jimmy took me to a new bodega on 128th yesterday morning. Oh, it’s nice. You’d like it if you were still here. Anyways, we also had a schmear. You’re gonna love their bagels. On account of that, I was gone longer than I thought I’d be. So I went to your place later than usual cause it’s Saturday. I water your plants on Saturday. You know as part of my weekend maintenance routine.” 

			Sloane threw her free hand in the air so she wouldn’t punch something hard like the desk, which she always wanted to do when Gary rambled. 

			“Anyways, your apartment door was shut, and the locks and everything was okay, so I didn’t think anything of it. Not like before, you know, with the killer guy when he offed that poor lawyer guy. Nothing like that.” He sounded like he was pacing. “I checked every window, Slo. Nothin’ was broken or opened. I don’t know how they got inside. Do you?”

			Sloane took a deep breath. “No, Prence. I don’t have a clue.”

			“Ahright. We need better security. If I’m gonna run the building for you, I gotta have the right stuff. Anyways, they must’ve been looking for something cause your stuff was all over the place. Your paintings on the floor. Furniture cushions tossed. Even your cabinets were emptied out, not that they had much in them. Cause I got rid of almost everything inside them when you left, remember?”

			“Yeah. I also remember telling you to buy what you needed for the brownstone, like extra security, with our business card.”

			“Ahright. That’s true. I’ll take care of it.”

			“Fine.” Sloane rubbed her forehead. “Is anything missing?” 

			“How would I know? I just water your plants. Did you do an inventory or something? Cause I can cross…” Sloane had stopped listening. She was in her head ticking off her old New York City cases. Would any of the people she’d found or helped arrest want to ransack her home? Not likely. The intruder or intruders had to be from The Order, a Hidden One like Morris or Lore. But what were they looking for? 

			“Slo?” Gary asked.

			His voice brought her back. “Yeah. What else?”

			“Can you do that zip, zap thingy and come see for yourself,” he whispered.

			“For Christ’s sake, Prence. Don’t talk about that stuff, okay? I told you, the Magicals will wipe your memory if they suspect you know.”

			“Ahright. Ahright.” His voice grew louder. “But you should catch a direct flight here if you know what I mean.”

			Sloane bit her lip before she said something she’d regret. She had calmed down enough to reply when there was a knock at her office door, and it opened. “Prence, I have to call you back.” She ended the call. A familiar vibration spread through her. “Can I help you?” she asked the man who entered.

			“Apologies for interrupting you. I was here yesterday to visit the gallery, but it was closed. Do you know if it’s opening today?” He knocked the snow off his boots against the door’s threshold.

			The man had a pleasant Scottish accent, reminding her of Rose’s dad, Ken. But he didn’t share Ken’s red, fiery hair. He was younger, too. Probably Jack’s age, whatever that was. “It’s not open?” she asked. He shook his head. She wasn’t surprised. Jack looked worked over earlier. He had probably got rid of the ex-future Mrs. Denham and gone to bed. “Sorry. I have no idea.”

			He looked disappointed. “Well, thank you for your time. My apologies for bothering you.” The man closed the door behind him.

			Sloane would have guessed from his dejected look that Jack had mistakenly told a one-night stand where he worked. Another reason she had abandoned hooking up in her twenties. But the man’s vibration was the same feeling she had around other wiċċan. She figured she had just met one of Jack’s magical friends. She picked up her phone to call Gary back when she heard metal clinking against metal in the kitchen. Someone was there. 

			She crept along the wall. The kitchen was the first room off the hallway. An intruder would have had to pass her desk to access it. So whoever it was had an unconventional way of getting inside, or they had been there all along. She stopped beside the kitchen entry. The intruder didn’t make a sound. Her adrenaline surged as she prepared herself for a face-off, repeating over and over in her head, don’t kill the trespasser. Quiet footsteps approached. She backed a few feet away, ready to attack. A body appeared. “Frīest,” she shouted before she could form the name for the man’s face before her.

			Jack screamed, dropping the cup in his hand. It broke against the floor, splashing coffee everywhere.

			“Jesus, Jack. What are you doing here?” She stomped past him into the kitchen and grabbed a towel. 

			“Sorry, love. Didn’t mean to scare you. I thought I was being quiet.” 

			“If I’m unaware you’re here in the first place, quiet isn’t helpful.” She was pissed at him for letting himself into her office. But more upset with herself. Her spell hadn’t worked.

			“It appears not.” He followed her back into the hallway, standing out of her way while she wiped up the coffee. 

			“You should be at the gallery. Someone was just here asking why we aren’t open.”

			“Don’t be cross with me. I needed some sleep.”

			“And you couldn’t go home because your date’s still there?”

			He trailed behind her like a puppy. “Yes, that’s right. You really are quite good at your job. Maybe you can also assist me with asking her to leave?”

			Sloane poured him another cup of coffee, added two creams and two sugars, and handed it to him. “Why do you do this to yourself? Why don’t you get on a dating app and meet someone instead of picking your date up at a bar?”

			“I’m not really at that stage in my life.”

			Sloane shook her head and walked back to her desk. “Call her and tell her that your date’s over and you paid for a cab to take her home. Give her half an hour.”

			Sitting in an armchair across from her, he watched her settle into her office chair. Then he blew a loud raspberry. “You make it sound so easy. Do you think it would be crass if I texted her I was going abroad?”

			“Oh, by all means, do whatever’s easiest, Jack. But you’re the one who brought her home. You owe her some honesty.”

			 “You know, for someone who abhors black-and-white thinking, I find this absolute you hold about lying rather hypocritical.” 

			“Not in the mood.” The edge in Sloane’s voice ended the topic.

			“Fine, then. Let’s talk about why the incantation you used to immobilize me earlier failed.”

			She tapped a pen against the desktop. “Go ahead.”

			“It’s simple, really. Happens to all of us in the beginning. Our connection to our source is harder to establish when we have intense emotions. Or like you, when we have a death wish.”

			“That’s all you got?” she asked, becoming more annoyed by the minute. Jack shrugged. “Fine. I’ll figure it out.” Dorathea had told her the same thing last March when she first began training. The Freudian idea that she had a death wish wasn’t new to her. The notion had also plagued her when she was with the NYPD. But she didn’t believe a death wish was blocking her power. She had first thought whatever obstructed her powers stemmed from all the resentment she had felt in the past, her mother’s lies and secrets, Jess leaving her for Thomas, her partner in the force dying from a bullet meant for her. But she’d got over those feelings. So what was blocking the path to her source now? Was it the anger inside her from which she so easily drew?

			Jack snapped his fingers and regained her attention. “Try to stay with me, Princess. I also chose to nap here, because I have some news. I befriended a lovely woman, Helen, at UBC’s Student Services and coaxed her into providing me with a list of undergraduate and graduate male students during the 1987–88 school year. I believe one of them must be your father.”

			Sloane snorted. “Wouldn’t that be convenient.” 

			“Not everything has to be difficult,” Jack said, disappointed in her reaction to his super-sleuthing. “I think it’s an important lead.”

			She remembered when she came to the island village in search of Harold’s killer, she met many of her mother’s childhood friends. They told her that Jane was dating a UBC student during her last year of school, the summer she ran away to NYC and pregnant with her. Sloane had grown up knowing nothing about her father. Now she knew the man who fathered her had to have been in the area. “We don’t have any evidence my mother was seeing a UBC student. It’s just hearsay.” 

			“You really don’t understand small towns, do you? When more than a few people say something happened, you can believe it happened. The minor details might be different, but it happened.” 

			Sloane thought about Jack’s line of inquiry into her father’s identity. The chances of it being successful were slim. “Thousands of names will be on that list. How are you going to cull it?” 

			“Thirteen thousand two hundred and eleven male students, to be exact.” Jack sat back. “I plan to pare it down according to demographics and location. Your father was most likely local.”

			“That’s a big assumption,” Sloane said. “What if he was an international student?”

			“Even better. The number of international students is considerably less.”

			“All right. What if he’s a Magical, or was?”

			“We would know if he was, love. If he is any species other than wiċċan, you would share those traits. Have you howled at any full moons?” 

			She glared at him. 

			“Don’t get cranky. I’m just making a point.”

			“Point is, he could be or could have been wiċċan.”

			“It’s possible. But I think we would have sensed it, love. Freya certainly would have. And you stood before the Grand Coven, surely, they would have detected any other wiċċan blood in you.”

			“Would you? Would they? Isn’t that how the Hidden Ones have an advantage on us? We can’t sense them?” Her voice was sharp, frustrated. “Maybe my father is behind the spell that concealed me for so long because he’s in hiding.”

			Jack held his hands up, palms toward her. “Okay. Okay. I see your point.” He thought for a moment. “But it doesn’t make sense. If your father is or was a part of The Order and tried to infiltrate our coven through your mother, why would he impregnate her? Then conceal you both in New York City? Only to kill her and your grandparents in road accidents thirty years later? And when Jane had invited them to come to NYC to finally meet you?” 

			“Yeah. All right. It sounds unlikely when you put it that way. Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate everything you’re doing to help me find my father. It’s just my gut tells me The Order and his absence are somehow connected.” She glanced at her phone. “Listen, I have news too.”

			“Oh, do share. Is it juicy?”

			“It isn’t good. Gary called earlier to tell me someone broke into my New York apartment.”

			Jack stood, grabbing her empty cup. “Are you serious?” He disappeared down the hall. 

			“Oh, yeah. He said they tore the place up.” She raised her voice so he could hear her. “There isn’t anything expensive in there. All Jane’s pricey stuff is in a safety deposit box.”

			Jack returned with fresh cups of coffee. “Well, I didn’t expect to hear that. Did Gary call the police? Are you going to investigate?” 

			“I was hoping you would make a quick trip for me.”

			“Why me?”

			“He said there were no broken windows. The front door was intact. So the intruder got inside in an unorthodox way.”

			Jack lowered his cup. “Maybe. Or they had a key.”

			“Not likely.” She sipped her coffee. “From the mess Gary described, they were looking for something, and whatever I’ve left there belonged to my mom.” 

			“And?” Jack asked. 

			“And I think it had to be The Order,” Sloane answered. “I think they know she collected information about them when she was younger. Before she ran away. Maybe Lore told them something about her or she had something they wanted back. You would be able to sense if a Magical has been in the apartment, right?”

			“Oh, yes. I absolutely could.”

			“What if it was Hidden Ones? Could you sense if they’ve touched things?”

			“Well, there’s only one way to find out and it just so happens I love New York City during Christmas time.” Jack clasped his hands and got to his feet in a rush of excitement.

			“You’ll need to alert the Weardas and have them meet you there.”

			He frowned and leaned against her desk. “You know how to suck euphoria right out of a person, don’t you.”

			“Sorry. Dorathea will agree. As long as the GC suspects Jane and I have ties to The Order, we have to keep an eye on the Weardas. They’ll investigate according to their agenda. We can’t let them be in my apartment unsupervised. And don’t let them take anything without you knowing.”

			“I understand.” Jack ran his hands over the front of his crumpled clothes. “I’ll need to freshen up first.”

			“For the Weardas?”

			“They’re not all insufferable. I once knew a man from the Weardas who was positively delightful.” 

			 “Don’t get carried away. You’re only popping in and coming right back, okay? You need to open the gallery at least once this week.” 

			He feigned a hurt look. “What is that supposed to mean? I only closed yesterday and today. It’s not like I’ve lost business. All our sales take place online, if at all.” 

			“I don’t care about that, Jack. Dorathea says we need to blend in, and regular people open their businesses during scheduled hours.”

			He rolled his eyes and straightened. “You mean Nogicals.”

			 “Speaking of customers, it was a nice-looking guy with a heavy Scottish accent asking when the shop would open. But something tells me he was looking for you.”

			“Mmhmm.” Jack grinned. “I heard you talking with him. That was Calen. He’s a Protector like us. Masquerades as an art broker in the UK. We were hooking up this weekend. Unfortunately, I’ve run out of time. But I’ll see him again. We have business to wrap up.”

			Sloane shook her head. “When do you sleep?”

			He gave her a broad grin. “I’m in bed more than eight hours a day.”

			“God. I’m sorry I asked. Just don’t disappear in New York. I need your help with the Morin case. We’re meeting tonight at the cottage to discuss updates. Can you be there by eight o’clock?”

			“I’ll try. Promise.” Jack snapped his fingers and changed his clothes to a tailored button-down lavender shirt and strategically age-worn jeans. “Ooh, is Gary home?”

			“He’s always home. It’s his job.”

			 “Wonderful. I do enjoy his charisma.” He turned side to side. “How does this look.”

			Sloane pointed a pen at him. “Leave Prence alone. He’s involved, and he’s not as easygoing as you think he is.” She opened her notebook. “You look good. Now, go. I have work to do.”

			





Chapter Eleven

			“We need to hold an intervention for Jack.” Sloane dropped into an armchair and watched Elvina set up the case board. “After training this morning, he slept in my office and didn’t open the gallery. That’s two days now. His late nights and hookups are going to get him in trouble.”

			“How sweet, dear. You’re looking out for your cousin,” Elvina said, leaving the board and sitting on the sofa beside Dorathea. “In all fairness to Jack, he did lose the love of his life.”

			“Where, in a pub?” Sloane poured two fingers of whiskey into her glass and set the bottle on the side table.

			“No, dear. He died.” Elvina gave her a blank stare. 

			“Dear Nathan was a Weardas, pet. He and Jack spent many happy years together. They planned to increase their family with a child. But Nathan lost his life investigating the disappearance of babies. It was a Changeling mother. Feeding on babies in the nogical world.”

			Sloane’s amused look vanished. “Jesus Christ. I had no idea.”

			“How could you have known?” Dorathea smoothed her scarlet cloak. “We will talk with him tonight. His grieving has gone on in this manner for too long.” She summoned a tea service.

			“For Christ’s sake, Denham. It’s not like there’s a time limit on grief.” Sloane knew all too well how Dorathea’s disappointment felt. When they first met, she was in the grip of self-medicating her grief over losing Jess and then her mother. Sloane set her glass on the side table. Jack had never told her he had lost the love of his life. She had spoken about Jess with him. Then again, she had never asked him about his past. “He probably won’t be here anyway. I sent him to my NYC apartment. Someone broke into it yesterday.” 

			“Why are we only hearing about this now?” Dorathea asked. She looked concerned but sounded more annoyed. 

			“I only found out this afternoon,” Sloane answered, picking up her tote. She pulled out a few sheets of paper. 

			“Do you suspect a Hidden One?” Elvina asked.

			“Gary said he saw no signs of forced entry, and I only have two keys. One for me and one for him. He also said the place was ransacked, which tells me whoever broke in was looking for something.” Sloane pulled her silver tree-of-life pendant from beneath her T-shirt and rubbed it between her finger and thumb. She pictured her mother’s belongings. Jane’s past clients’ files and Impressionist paintings filled her closets. She had stacked boxes of Jane’s photo albums and mementos in her old office area. And there were piles of her mother’s clothes and books in her old bedroom.

			Dorathea seemed to consider this for a moment, her eyes narrowed. “Do we know yet if anything is missing?” 

			“Not yet. Hopefully, Jack will get a better idea of what happened. Oh, and I had him inform the Weardas to meet him there. If Polydora thinks my mother and I have something to do with The Order or the Demon in Denwick, they’ll search her stuff for evidence. I told Jack to watch what they look at or take.”

			“Do we think that was wise?” Elvina poured herself a cup of tea after the teapot began to release steam.

			“I think the Weardas can handle Jack.” Sloane grinned and tucked the necklace under her T-shirt. “I’m not so sure about Gary, though.”

			Elvina laughed. “That poor, sweet Nogical. I miss him and his hospitality.”

			The lines at the creases of Dorathea’s eyes deepened. “Jack watching the Weardas is a clever but risky game.”

			“I know, but Polydora isn’t telling us the truth. What makes her think Jane and I are involved with The Order? What’s her evidence? The concealment spell? No one even knows what its source is.” Sloane suspected her father had placed the spell on them from an ancient source. Maybe Polydora did, too. A thought for another time, she decided. “Besides, she allowed the crows to spy on us last spring. Why not pay her the same respect.” 

			Dorathea let out a sigh and poured a cup of tea. “Her behavior has been suspicious, indeed. She continues to question every request I make. Even those concerning simple matters. Must we agitate her further? I am certain she will continue to suspect you and your mother until we destroy the real Demon among us and prove you have nothing to do with the Order.” 

			“Did Freya tell you how Polydora is behaving toward her?” Elvina asked. 

			“Yes, dear. We have discussed it at length,” Dorathea answered.

			“I didn’t know she was messing with your mom,” Sloane said.

			“She thinks Freya assisted Jane when she ran away and still assists you now. Millicent and Cenric have allowed her to have the Weardas watch her café.”

			“That doesn’t surprise me. I don’t trust either of them, either.” The memory of Millicent trying to pry into her mind and Cenric trying to read her cardigan came to mind, infuriating her. “What the hell does Polydora think Freya did?”

			“The same thing Jack suggested. Helped create the concealment spell bound to you. The one they can’t identify.” Elvina sipped her tea. 

			“What a bunch of crap.” 

			“I am puzzled why a Grand Coven would treat one of their Protector Covens irreverently. Their suspicious behavior is baseless and disappointing, indeed. But we will prove our innocence in the end,” Dorathea said as Sloane placed photos of Scott Morin, Mateo, and Talia, and a picture of the sheep slaughter on the case board. Dorathea and Elvina stared at the mutilated carcasses, their brows pinched together, and mouths drawn into tightly pressed lips. “A Nogical did not create that carnage.” 

			 “No,” Elvina said in a hushed voice. “That is the work of pure evil.” 

			“Which means, any of our suspects could be possessed.” Sloane pointed at Cathy’s and Les’s photos. “I’ve interviewed Scott’s parents. They’re telling a story with a very tight timeline. On Friday morning, Les left the farm at five a.m. He heard no noise during the night and none before he left. Scott and Cathy were asleep. Scott did his chores sometime between six and six thirty a.m. Evidenced by feed still in the feeders. Sometime after six o’clock, Cathy woke up late, and at forty minutes past six, she looked for Scott in the paddock and barn because he hadn’t returned for breakfast. She found the sheep but couldn’t find him.” 

			Sloane wrote “5:00 a.m. – 6:40 a.m.” on the board beside Cathy’s picture and drew an arrow to Opportunity. “Cathy says that when she found the sheep she called Les. She tells him what’s happened and that she can’t find Scott. Les was on his way back from the feed store and twenty minutes away. When he nears the farm, he sees Scott run from the barn into the woods.”

			“And did Cathy see him too?” Dorathea asked.

			“No. By that time, Les had advised her to go back to the house and wait, saying they didn’t know what kind of animal was out there.”

			Elvina stared at her in disbelief. “She looked for her missing child for less than fifteen minutes?”

			“That’s what she said.” Sloane turned and wrote “6:50 a.m.” next to Les’s picture and an arrow to Opportunity. 

			“She was fearful for her safety, presumably?” Dorathea asked.

			“Still. I find her behavior strange. Wouldn’t you be more fearful for your child’s well-being?” Elvina asked.

			“Everything about them is strange. When I was in their home yesterday, something didn’t feel right. They had photos of Scott everywhere, and when I looked through Scott’s room, it was spotless and organized, yet Cathy and Les made excuses for Scott’s bed being unmade.”

			“Suspicious, indeed. I often direct the characters in my books to overexplain themselves when they are nervous,” Dorathea said. “But why do the photos of Scott concern you?”

			Elvina tilted her head. “I agree, dear. Your mother had hundreds of pictures of you.”

			“Yeah. But she only put out a few, and most of those were of us together. They had pictures of Scott displayed all over the place, like shrines. Les said photography was his hobby. But every shot was of Scott. It was creepy.” Sloane sipped her drink. “I also interviewed Scott’s teacher and his ex-best friend today.”

			“My, you have been busy. How do you ever find time to protect Rose?” Elvina grinned.

			“This is no time for teasing, dear,” Dorathea said.

			Sloane ignored the comment and pointed to the names “Kellie Langdon” and “Michael Carson” on the board. “Like I was saying. I questioned his teacher. She said about two years ago Scott began acting out. He also ended his friendship with Michael at the same time.” She touched Kellie’s name with her pen. “She seemed to be close to him. Told him he could talk to her about anything. He sent her a message Thursday night asking if they could meet Friday morning.” 

			“Clear sign he was upset about something,” Dorathea said. “What kind of negative behavior has he exhibited?”

			“Kellie implied he was bullying others but not in school. And she didn’t have firsthand knowledge, only what the other kids had said. According to Cathy and Les, though, he’s a well-adjusted, tidy boy who does his chores at six o’clock every morning, takes piano lessons on Saturdays, and practices every day.”

			“Are they lying to protect him?” Elvina asked.

			Sloane thought about the parents’ curious behavior. They could have several reasons for painting a different picture of Scott. But she didn’t want to assume which description of him was the truth. “I’m not sure, but we have to rule them out. A likely scenario could be they killed their flock for insurance money. Scott found them dead, and unable to handle what he saw, he ran. They could also be in debt to the wrong person. Scott witnessed the attack and became a liability.”

			Dorathea’s expression twisted in disgust. “My God. Surely, not.” 

			“It’s possible. I’ll know more when Sharma realizes a twelve-year-old didn’t kill those sheep. She’ll follow that line of inquiry and look into their financials. It makes more sense to me that The Order is behind the attack, not that I can discuss that with Sharma.”

			“The Order and the Morins could both be responsible,” Elvina said. “The Order could have learned from Morris’s and Lore’s failures and deaths. Why put themselves directly in harm’s way?” 

			“What do you mean? Get a Nogical to do their bidding?” 

			Elvina nodded at her. 

			“Can Magicals control Nogicals?” Sloane asked.

			“It is possible. Blodaeters, Dhampyres, and wiċċans can all possess a Nogical. But unlike Demons, ours is an incomplete abduction. Let us remember, nevertheless, Nogicals are capable of unbelievable violence.” Dorathea picked out a danish and placed it on her tea saucer.

			“Yeah. I know.” Sloane pointed to Michael Carson’s name on the board. “According to Mike, Scott’s ex-friend, Scott threatened to gut a classmate’s dog and to put its entrails in her desk.”

			“For goodness’ sake.” Dorathea shook her head. “If that is true, the child is troubled, indeed.” 

			“It sounds like he could be possessed,” Elvina said. “Maybe The Order targeted him two years ago, and that’s why his behavior changed.” 

			Sloane stared at Scott’s photo. In her mind, telling another twelve-year-old he’d kill her dog didn’t rise to the level of demonic. She’d heard street kids saying much worse. Maybe Scott was the one being bullied, and it was his way of fighting back. Whatever the truth, something had clearly happened to Scott Morin two years earlier, and she needed to figure out what it was.

			“Have you detected Mateo Ciervo yet?” Elvina asked. “Maybe Scott is his one body removed. They might have attacked the sheep together.” 

			Sloane’s gaze settled on Mateo’s photo. “I plan to follow him in the morning when he hunts. Even though it’s colder than a witch’s tit.” 

			“Really, pet. Must you be so crass?”

			“She has been for her entire adult life, dear. You might as well get used to it.” Elvina patted Dorathea’s leg, leaving pastry flakes and icing on the High Priestess’s cloak. 

			Sloane chuckled and a memory of working on her case board with Tom Hanson broke through. They had worked hard and had a lot of laughs, especially when Jess interrupted their brainstorming sessions for some attention. But even then, when the three of them were at their best, it never felt like home. Like it did now. “Sorry, Denham. I’ll try to be less colorful.” 

			She returned her attention to Mateo’s photo. “After he hunts, he returns to the Spotted Owl for lunch. I’ll follow him back and detect him. But I already know he’s a Magical.”

			“Why do you think he’s a Magical?” Elvina asked, licking icing off her fingertips.

			“Like I said, I asked him what weapon he used to hunt, and he said his bare hands. So I asked what kind of animals he could kill with his bare hands, and
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