
Chapter One 

			The sun shone brightly through the haze of a sticky summer morning. Summers in Bender, Massachusetts, were unpredictable in heat, humidity, and rainfall but could always be counted on for beauty. Isla Hoffman stared out at the lush trees lining the parking lot. The strip mall housed several half-vacant stores, with Isla’s pride and joy sitting at one end. Hoffman’s Apothecary was coming up on its eighth anniversary and stood stronger than ever.

			With great pleasure, Isla flipped the switch to turn on the purple Open sign in the window. The interior was calming with natural wood counters and floors, and sage-green walls lined with jars and plants. She adjusted a small display of crystals on a table beside the door. The smooth surface of a polished amazonite felt cool to her touch.

			“Today is going to be a good day,” Isla said. She went behind the counter where an intricate teapot sat on a burner. Herbal teas were one of the apothecary’s specialties, and while some of the hot water came from a carafe, the majority of the recipes required a more delicate pour. She began humming as she gathered ingredients, ignoring the movement beside her. “Don’t even think about ruining my mood.”

			“I’m offended,” Daria said in a deep, sultry voice.

			Isla stopped working and greeted her with a genuine smile and small tilt of her head. “Good morning, Daria. Happy Thursday.”

			Daria Kane exuded darkness from her jet-black hair and black wardrobe to her stoic appearance. That was one of the reasons Isla had hired her. Daria narrowed her eyes as she looked at Isla. “Happy Thursday. Why does your hair look different?”

			Isla started to worry. Daria was her most trusted friend and confidant, and the one person who would always tell her the honest truth. Brutal or otherwise. “I cut two inches off myself last night.” She fingered the ends of her light brown hair, lazily playing with the loose curl. “I needed a small change.”

			“I’m off for two days, and you go making crazy decisions without me.”

			Daria went silent, causing a flutter of nerves to erupt in Isla’s stomach. Maybe the at-home trim was a mistake.

			“I absolutely love it,” Daria said. “Your curls came back to life.”

			Isla relaxed her shoulders and released a breath. “I thought so, too. I can’t do a thing with it in this humidity, so I might as well work with these curls and waves.”

			Daria nodded. “Speaking of hot and steamy, is this tea for your lover?” Isla made a small choking sound and rolled her eyes. “Officer Good-Looking?”

			“Okay, all right, that’s enough.” Isla kept her head down to hide her warming cheeks. Her reaction never changed no matter how many times her staff teased her. She concentrated on the vanilla bean between her fingertips. She laid it on a wooden cutting board and sliced it down the center. The vanilla must always be fresh.

			The bell above the door chimed. “Hello, everyone.”

			“Hello, Christopher.” Isla began grating fresh ginger.

			Daria leaned in close, the kind of close meant to annoy, and spoke right into Isla’s ear. “You should add some clove.”

			“Shut up.”

			“Ooh, is this for Patrolwoman Hot Stuff?” Christopher dropped their messenger bag behind the counter and craned over Isla’s free shoulder to watch.

			Isla felt like a mother with attention-hungry children. “Will you two please stop? Doing this every time I bring Lu a cup of tea is getting to be a bit much.” She added cardamom, lemon balm, and crushed green tea leaves to a small square of cotton fabric. After drawing the edges together and securing it with a thin piece of string, she dropped the sachet into a paper cup adorned with the shop name and gingerly poured boiling water over it, circling the teapot three times clockwise and three times counter. “Now we wait five minutes.”

			Isla turned around to find both Daria and Christopher staring at her. She placed the cup down on the corrugated rubber surface they worked on for drink preparation and crossed her arms. “Don’t you two have something better to do? Like work?” Christopher and Daria looked at one another, and Christopher started whistling a familiar tune.

			Daria pressed her palms together and brought her hands to her cheek. “Isla and Lu sittin’ in a tree—”

			“You know what? I think this has steeped long enough,” Isla said, picking up the tea and walking quickly to the door.

			“K-I-S-S-I-N-G!”

			Isla let the door slam behind her. The temperature was climbing, near eighty-five already. The strong sun felt hot against the skin of her shoulders, left bare by her black tank top. She scanned the parking lot and spotted the patrol car with very little effort. Was her heart speeding up?

			“Must be the heat,” she said quietly, walking across the blacktop. By the time she made it to the car, her smile was too big for her own good. Isla tapped on the driver’s side window and waited. She watched Lu toss a small notebook onto the passenger seat and crank down her window. Isla knew the owners of the strip mall weren’t millionaires, but to think they hired a security company that couldn’t afford a car with power windows blew her mind. Once the window was fully down, Isla prepared herself for her most favorite assault of the day: Lu’s vibrant blue eyes.

			Lu looked up and smiled. “Good morning, Isla,” she said, squinting one eye against the brightness of the day. “How are you?”

			“I’m doing very well.” Isla wanted to ask Lu how she was doing or at the very least speak a little more, but she was distracted by Lu’s appearance. “You cut your hair. I cut my hair, too.”

			Lu raised her eyebrows. “Uh yeah. It was time for a summer cut.”

			Isla didn’t know what to say. Lu’s thick dark hair no longer curled around her ears or fell on her forehead the way it had since Lu began patrolling her parking lot three months ago. The sides were tightly shaved and faded from bottom to top, leaving a few inches to style back and away from her face. Lu’s stunning face. Isla had never seen such a stunningly butch woman before. The lips she stared at began moving.

			“Isla?”

			“Hm?” Isla snapped her attention back to Lu’s eyes, now filled with humor. She had to say something. “Your face.”

			“My face?”

			“Your hair is very complementary to your face. Drink your tea before it gets cold.” Isla turned and walked briskly back to the safety of her apothecary. “Your face,” she said, mocking herself as she opened the door. “What is wrong with you?” She shut the door and saw everyone looking at her, employees and customers alike. “It’s another hot one.” Isla turned away and went straight for a display of bath salts and herbal additives.

			Isla took pride in how she ran her business. The shop was clean, neat, and easy to navigate, and her inventory skills were impeccable. Every item was stocked and in place, much to her chagrin at the moment.

			“Didn’t go well?”

			Isla jumped. Daria had an infuriating knack for sneaking up on people. “I brought her the tea, and I came back.”

			“Then why are the tips of your ears red?”

			“I’m hot.”

			“Isla?”

			Isla shifted every wooden scoop delicately placed in loose bath salt containers, making sure they’d all match. Anything to avoid looking at Daria, because the moment she looked into Daria’s dark eyes, she’d start talking, and talking was what always got her into trouble. She kept her head down and said, “I have an appointment with Peter this morning at ten.”

			“He canceled.”

			Isla looked at Daria, completely shocked. “Peter never misses an appointment. He can’t.”

			Daria smirked. “He didn’t. Now tell me what happened that has you all flustered.”

			Isla wanted to be mad she’d fallen for one of Daria’s tricks, but she should know better by now. They’d been friends for years. Isla knew Daria played dirty, and now she had to spill the beans. She supposed that’s what happened when you had the ability to glamour anyone you met.

			Isla was unable to look away from Daria’s gaze, even after she shrugged. “I brought her the tea, then I noticed she got a haircut, and I complimented it.”

			“Sounds okay to me.”

			Isla tried to keep the story at that, but she felt the truth bubbling up in her throat. “I started it by announcing I had cut my hair, too.”

			“Oh. Well, that’s not terrible—”

			“I stared. For a long time without speaking.”

			“Isla…” Daria’s tone dripped with sympathy so thick it nudged the line of pity.

			“I blame you two,” Isla said, waving her index finger between Daria and Christopher. “You’ve manufactured some fantastical crush, and it’s gotten into my head.” A young woman browsing elixirs raised one eyebrow but had enough manners to not look at Isla.

			Christopher raised their hands in defense. Large silver rings adorned every other finger, and their fingernails were painted with a matte black polish. “I have a customer to assist.” They walked away and left Isla and Daria alone to duke it out. A common, smart decision.

			Daria never got flustered, a quality Isla was often jealous of. “We manufactured nothing,” she said coolly.

			“If you say something enough times, it’ll sound true even when it’s not.”

			“That’s manifesting, and it’s true.”

			“No, it’s not.”

			“You don’t have a crush on the attractive security guard outside?”

			Isla opened her mouth. She had a million colorful denials locked and ready to fly, but a harsh laugh came out. “You’re my best friend. You should believe me immediately.”

			“I always believe you. I trust you more than any other person on this earth, mostly because you can’t lie anyway, but still.”

			Isla rolled her eyes. “Thank you. That means a lot.”

			“So if you looked me in the eyes and told me you don’t have a crush on Lu, I would believe you.”

			The staredown began.

			Isla focused on the hint of gold surrounding Daria’s pupils. Pupils that would be swallowed by darkness without their halo. She thought of her feelings toward Lu and tried to find a loophole that could get her out of her present predicament. Did she have a crush? What was a crush? As a thirty-six-year-old grown woman, was she even capable of a crush? “Aren’t crushes for schoolgirls?”

			“Deflection is for adults.”

			“Ooh,” Christopher said from across the shop.

			“Fine. If you say it’s a crush, then it’s a crush. Either way, it doesn’t matter, and we all should get back to work.” Isla crossed her arms over her chest.

			“Or…” Daria pursed her lips and tilted her head in implication.

			“No.”

			“You could…”

			“Absolutely not.”

			“Ask Lu out for tea instead of bringing her a cup.”

			“It won’t happen because it can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			Isla sighed. She had explained herself countless times over the years, but no one seemed to believe her. Or take her seriously. “You know why.”

			“Oh, come on,” Daria said softly. “You made a mistake twenty years ago. You have to let that go and stop walking around like you’re cursed.”

			“Aren’t I?” Isla said, waiting. For what? She was unsure. Maybe she wanted to hear something she hadn’t considered, something new that’d give her lonely heart some hope. “I can’t trust myself to fall in love.” She shook her head and looked away from Daria. “Sure sounds like a curse to me.”

			Daria placed her hand on Isla’s shoulder, not quite an awkward pat but not committing to an encouraging squeeze either. “You have to let it go.”

			“I have to be careful. Not just for me, but for this,” she said, motioning to her apothecary. “We’re doing important work here.”

			“Are you happy, though?”

			Isla smiled. “My purpose is helping people, and I get to do that every day.”

			“I want you to be happy, but I’m afraid you won’t find that here and with one-night stands or an occasional day with a succubus.”

			Isla felt her ears warm. “I am happy. Now I need to prep for my appointment with Peter. We can’t have his feet turning back to hooves, now can we?” She started for her office, but Daria stopped her. She wouldn’t turn around, but she listened.

			“Even the most powerful witches deserve to live for themselves.”

			Isla walked away then, thinking of all the ways she truly was happy. “Happy enough,” she whispered, going into her office.

			




Chapter Ten 

			She has another think coming if she thinks she can just waltz up to me with a tea and sweet smile today like nothing happened.” Lu tucked her shirt in forcefully. “I’m gonna tell her I don’t appreciate her hot and cold attitude.” She looked down at Samson. “After all, I’m just some security guard to her, right?” Samson perked one ear up. “I know, I know. I’m not just some security guard.” She crouched down and scratched his head. “Thanks for listening, bud.”

			Lu gathered the rest of her stuff and headed out to work. The entire drive, she considered every scenario she could find herself in with Isla and prepared a wicked response to every single one. She was going to keep to herself unless Isla had an emergency, but she changed her mind drastically by the time she parked. She went from cursing Isla to worrying about her. She didn’t really know Isla, but this didn’t seem like normal behavior for her, and it didn’t sit right with Lu. She took pride in her ability to judge someone’s character, and from the first time she met Isla, Lu had sensed her warmth and welcoming spirit. She’d felt Isla’s kindness well before she felt the obvious spark between them.

			She needed to check herself. Keep drinking your coffee. She chose to park in front of a vacant store, right over where she had dropped her pizza the night before. She wanted a view of each storefront equally and the paths between them, and that included the open parking space as well.

			After spending an hour online in various weather forums and on different science pages, she found no evidence of natural causes for last night’s electrical phenomenon. No storm was rolling around within twenty miles. Lu was stumped, making the situation all the more urgent and frustrating for her. The handprint was still faint on the windshield, and Lu stared at it. She remembered then that she had taken a picture. She opened her photos on her phone and groaned when she saw the picture was nothing but a black screen. It must’ve been too dark to capture the handprint. She played around with the settings, increasing the light, and even applied filters in the hope of revealing something. She stared at the darkness and zoomed in. In the corner of the screen, it looked like there might have been a face.

			Her phone started buzzing in her hand. Thankfully no one was around to hear her yelp.

			“What did I tell you about calling during work hours?”

			“Not to call you during work hours, but this is an emergency,” Kayla said.

			Lu shook her head. “What do you need?”

			“You don’t have to say it that way.”

			“Kayla. I’m at work right now. Is this an actual emergency, or is it a favor you’re calling an emergency?” Silence stretched on. “That’s what I thought. Now tell me what you need.”

			“I was just asked to go away for a long weekend with a few friends, and one of them wants to set me up with someone who will also be there.”

			“Okay…”

			“Ken can’t watch Lilly.”

			“I see.” Having Lilly would be a welcome distraction. “I can take her if you can drop her off, but I won’t have time to come get her on a Friday.”

			“That’s fine,” Kayla said eagerly. “We’ll make it work.”

			“What weekend?”

			“In three weeks.”

			“Okay. Done. Now the next time you have an emergency during work hours, you need to text me.” Lu waited for a sarcastic comeback, but Kayla stayed quiet. “Anything else?”

			“What? No. I was just texting Jess, telling her I can make it.”

			“Bye, Kayla.” Lu hung up and shook her head.

			For the first time that morning, Lu allowed herself to check the apothecary. The Open sign was shining bright as usual, but something seemed off, and it wasn’t just the new plants outside the door. As much as she wanted to investigate, Lu sat back. She was set in her decision to keep out of Isla’s way and not get involved. Lu couldn’t—wouldn’t—willingly subject herself to another day of Isla’s unpredictable behavior. She couldn’t be swayed by the worry she felt. No way. Even if her gut was telling her to get very, very involved.

			

			* * *

			Isla paced frantically. “It’s big and dark, and it is most definitely magic.”

			“Why are we open?”

			Isla looked at Daria. “I don’t want whoever or whatever this is to know I know.”

			“What happened last night?” Christopher said.

			“I tried to see it or feel it. I needed to know what we are dealing with. None of this could’ve been a coincidence. So I put together a little ritual. I started to see a figure, but I passed out before I could see his face.”

			Christopher’s eyes went wide. “You passed out?”

			“Yeah, I found her sleeping on the floor this morning,” Daria said with a small laugh.

			“And how are you feeling?”

			“The headache is still dull, but better.”

			“For now,” Isla said ominously. “Keep drinking your tea. The last thing we can do is let our guard down and assume whatever this is has passed us by. I think they’re after us specifically. Christopher, carry your tourmaline and fluorite at all times.”

			“I always do.”

			“Why do you think they’re after us?” Daria said.

			Isla thought of her vision. “I saw a person or a being walking toward me in my vision. That usually indicates whoever or whatever is coming at you. If I saw them walking away, then I’d know it was passing. These visions are usually very literal.”

			Daria’s frown was deep. “And no face?”

			“I tried to see it, I focused really hard, but I blacked out before I saw a face.”

			“What does that mean?” Christopher said.

			Isla looked at Daria before answering. “It means whatever we’re dealing with is very powerful to be able to control what I see and affect me that much in a vision.”

			They all turned when the door chimed, and Lu walked in. They must’ve looked like a bunch of deer in headlights because Lu looked at them oddly.

			Christopher was the first to acknowledge her. “Lu. Hi.”

			“Hi,” Lu said, looking in their general direction. She finally met Isla’s eyes. “I wanted to see how you were feeling.”

			“I’m okay,” Daria said. “It was just a headache—”

			Isla elbowed Daria. “She’s asking about me.”

			“Why?”

			Isla shot Daria what was hopefully a subtle look telling her to shut up. “I’m feeling better, thank you. I slept really hard last night and woke up better. I’m better.”

			Lu nodded. “It’s probably the heat.”

			“Probably.” Isla couldn’t take it. Lu was so nice, and she didn’t deserve any of it after how she had been acting. “Thank you for checking in on me. I’m sorry for how I acted. I’m dreadful when I’m dealing with even the slightest discomfort.”

			Lu’s smile seemed forced. “I get it. I had my tonsils taken out when I was twelve, and I was the worst patient.”

			“I can’t imagine you being anything other than a good patient,” Isla said. She barely refrained from smacking her own face.

			Lu looked at her strangely. “I assure you, I was terrible. But I’m here for a reason other than telling you about my tonsil temper tantrum. Can I talk to you about something?”

			Alarms began wailing in Isla’s mind. “I can’t right now. We’re having a staff meeting.”

			Lu’s face fell. “Oh.”

			“Some other time?”

			“Yeah. Sure. Anyway, I’m glad you’re feeling better, both of you.” With that, Lu left.

			Isla covered her face with her hands and groaned. “Why is she still being nice to me?”

			“I really don’t know,” Daria said bluntly.

			“Wow. You really are feeling better.”

			“Guys,” Christopher interjected, “I enjoy making fun of the odd relationship Isla has with the hot security guard, but we need to focus on the much bigger problems at hand. Like the mystery vision attacking both of your brains. We need your brains. I’m not the brains of any operation. I’m the beauty, obviously.” They ran their finger behind their ear, as if they were tucking away long locks of hair they didn’t have.

			Isla blinked a few times before forming a response. “Christopher is mostly right. We need to focus on what’s threatening us, and on Summerfest. Not on Lu or her kindness.”

			“Or that ass.”

			“Thank you, Christopher.” Isla clapped her hands together. “We are protected, both divinely and by our own preventative actions.”

			Daria hummed. “Do you have any idea when we may get hit by this force?”

			Isla’s bravado slipped. “No. I don’t, and I hate it because I feel like I can’t keep us safe.”

			“Good thing we have each other for that,” Christopher said.

			“And our personal security detail outside with a dangerously chiseled face.” Daria had a talent for being nonchalant with her teasing. “I’m sure Lu has a Taser or something they gave her in security school.”

			“She was actually in the military,” Isla said, her need to defend Lu unrelenting. “I’m sure she has more to offer than just a Taser.” She saw the amusement on their faces. “Shut up. Both of you.”

			Daria stifled her laughter. “We should probably monitor our customers more closely. Watch for new faces, people who don’t belong.” She cleared her throat, and all humor fell away. “We basically know everyone in town who’s nonhuman or more than human, right? Especially you, Isla.”

			“Yeah. I know a lot from the years I spent helping my grandmother, and the list doubled since opening Hoffman’s.”

			“Great. Now we just need to get the surveillance camera out back to work. I bet Lu could help with that.”

			“You did really good for two minutes,” Isla said. “I was almost proud of you.”

			Daria laughed. “I’m sorry. For real, though, if we don’t know someone who can help, we should just ask her. She’s security for the strip mall, so I don’t think it’d be weird.”

			Isla shook her head. “I want to keep her as far from this whole thing as we can. I don’t even want her to catch a whiff of worry from us. Got it?” She waited for them to agree. “I’ll call the company tomorrow morning. For now, I’d like to talk Summerfest. What are some of our items and services that would go over well?”

			“Aura-reading photos,” Christopher said.

			“Yes.”

			Daria was next to pitch. “Crystals, and we can even curate bundles for special occasions. Like, these five crystals would be beneficial for a new job or new home or whatever.”

			“Yes, I love these ideas.” Isla rushed to grab a pen and paper. “What about tea?”

			“If we can come up with good iced recipes,” Daria said. “No one will want a hot tea.”

			Christopher held up their finger. “But we could make tea packages to bring home or buy as a gift.”

			“I love all of this,” she said as she scribbled. “We’ll do the usual bath and smudge kits, but what about the more unique items like balms, salves, and ointments?”

			Daria scratched her chin. “Maybe just advertise those?”

			“Or we can keep some free samples on hand. The basic ones for, like, eczema or eye bags.”

			Isla pointed her pen at Christopher. “I’ll print out some literature on products we won’t have available at the festival, and we can hand it out whenever someone is interested in samples.”

			“Can I speak morbidly for a moment?” Daria said.

			“That wouldn’t be too out of the norm for you,” Christopher said with a smirk.

			Isla grinned at their banter. “I like it way better when you two tease each other.”

			Daria continued unfazed. “Do you think we’re tempting fate by planning ahead for a future that’s seemingly being threatened by someone or something we know nothing about?”

			Isla squared her shoulders. “No. To stop living before the coward even shows their face would be the real tragedy.”

			Christopher looked at Daria and raised their eyebrows. “Very bold of her to assume they have a face to show.” Daria erupted in laughter, Isla walked off toward her office, and they set about their tasks for the day.

			




Chapter Eleven 

			Lu paced back and forth, waiting to catch her breath before starting her next set of leg raises. She woke up early three mornings a week to go to the gym, something she regretted every single time. She used to stop in on her way home from work, but she was less likely to make that happen after working long hours, day after day. She stretched her lower back and climbed back up on the Roman chair. She started her next set and focused on breathing in and out in time, counting each rep. After another fifty, she straightened out and dropped to the floor. The things she’d do for food. Lu lifted the collar of her tee and wiped the sweat from her brow. She did one more set before moving on to weights.

			She liked doing upper body one day and legs the next, just to keep herself from feeling the ache all over. She settled in to start a set of butterfly presses when she felt like she was being watched. She caught her reflection in the wall wide mirror and saw an older man watching her with a smile from a bench not too far away. She’d put him at about fifty years old with a big, solid build and graying hair. This wouldn’t be the first time someone at the gym mistook her for a man, and she wouldn’t be surprised if it ended with her having to decline a date offer. She needed to push her chest out more or something.

			Lu started the exercise and tried not to pay attention to her new admirer. She strained to keep her arms in the proper position as she pushed through the first set. After the count of fifteen, her chest burned, and she took a break. She sipped her water and cast a quick glance behind her. Lu was relieved to find him gone. She continued her usual routine, moving from chest to biceps, triceps to trapezius, then to her lower back, ending with thirty minutes of cardio. She was sweating profusely on a bike, nearing her third mile, when the strange man reappeared on the bike beside her. He pedaled lazily and stared up at the TV. Lu knew he had no interest in the news. She didn’t like wearing headphones because she needed to hear her surroundings, but she’d kill for a pair right about now.

			“I should’ve known you work out,” he said without turning to look at her.

			Here we go. “Excuse me?” she said, trying for an unfriendly tone.

			He turned his head slowly. “I’m not surprised to see you here because you look like you work out.”

			“Sure.”

			“Not just your body, but the way you carry yourself.”

			“Do I know you?”

			He laughed, but it sounded almost scripted. “No, I don’t think you do. I’ve seen you working security. You like the pizza there, and so do I.”

			Although every alarm was going off in Lu’s mind, it wouldn’t be altogether impossible for someone to recognize her from patrolling the parking lot. She let her defenses down just enough to offer him a smile.

			“Guilty,” she said. “It’s dangerous having good pizza so close. I don’t think I’ve seen you there, though.”

			“I go during busy hours.” He had a faint accent Lu couldn’t quite place. “Just another face in the crowd.”

			“Yeah, that’s probably it. Have you tried their buffalo chicken pizza? It’s the best.”

			“My favorite. Anyway, I have to go. It was nice running into you like this.”

			“You, too.” She turned back to her bike but watched him out of the corner of her eye, waiting for him to leave. When he did, she got up and walked to the front window to see what car he was driving. She opened the notes app on her phone, ready to take down his license plate, but he continued walking right out of the parking lot.

			“Dammit.” She walked up to the front desk and got the attention of the first person who looked at her. “Hi. I work security in the area, and the gentleman that just left looks like a suspect we’re after. Can you tell me anything about him?”

			The young woman was frazzled by the unexpected question. “Um, we’re not allowed to give out names of our members.”

			“Can I speak to your manager?”

			“They’re not in yet, but I can give you their card.” She handed Lu a small stack of cards after fumbling to separate one. “Call after nine.”

			“Do you know who I’m talking about? The guy who just left—about six foot six, graying hair, very broad build?” Lu asked desperately.

			Another worker looked at Lou. “Yeah, I know the guy. I asked him if he was ever a swimmer when he came in. His shoulders are unreal.”

			“Do you know his name?”

			“Sorry, we can’t give out member’s names, but I can tell you he just joined this morning.”

			“And you’ve never seen him before that?” Lu watched as they both shook their heads in unison. “I appreciate your help.”

			Lu drove around the side streets close to the gym in search of her mystery man. She had no clue what she would do if she found him, but unfortunately, she never did. He must’ve been picked up or lived close enough to be off the road by now. She cursed all the way home and readied herself for work with short, frustrated movements. Lu was so annoyed by her own thoughts, she sped to the strip mall without a coffee or breakfast stop and parked in the first space in front of Hoffman’s. She didn’t care if Isla was in the middle of eighteen staff meetings this morning—Lu was getting some answers.

			The door chimed as she entered the store, and she didn’t see anybody on the floor. She didn’t know exactly what was toward the back, but she started in that direction regardless.

			“Lu?”

			Lu recognized Christopher’s voice but kept marching. She saw a closed door ahead with a cute floral Office sign.

			“Lu you can’t go in there. Isla has a—”

			Lu grabbed the doorknob and swung the door open. She stumbled a bit in surprise when she saw Isla behind a large desk and a very attractive older woman buttoning up her shirt.

			“Uh, sorry,” Lu mumbled before slamming the door shut. She turned away, unblinking.

			“Client. Isla has a client in there.” Christopher cringed and wiped their brow. “Maybe you should—”

			“I’ll wait for her out front. Can you tell her it’s urgent?” Lu didn’t even wait for Christopher’s response. She made a beeline for the door.

			Outside, Lu took a deep breath even though the air was already humid and far from refreshing. Her stiff uniform felt too tight, and embarrassment caused her stomach to tense uncomfortably. Why was this morning so fucking awful?

			“Hi.”

			Lu spun around too quickly and felt dizzy. “Hey. Hi. I’m sorry about barging in like that—I just have something important to talk to you about.”

			Isla looked over her shoulder through the window. “It’s fine.”

			“I just, um…” Don’t say it. “I tried talking to you yesterday.” Don’t. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.” Dammit.

			“You didn’t. The appointment was wrapping up anyway.”

			“Good.” Lu nodded and tried to keep her expression neutral. Because it definitely looked like something was wrapping up, but she wasn’t jealous. Not even a drop.

			“What was it you wanted to talk to me about?”

			“Stuff. Things happening.” She cleared her throat. Get it together. “Have you noticed anything strange lately?” She would’ve sworn Isla’s face lost color.

			“Strange how?” Isla crossed her arms and held them, the way you would when you were cold, but a chill was unlikely with a temperature over seventy.

			“Anything out of the ordinary.” She read Isla’s body language and watched as she dodged eye contact. “Any new faces that seem out of place or people behaving differently?”

			“Does Christopher count?” Isla laughed.

			Lu might not have known Isla well at all, but she knew she was dodging. And her laughter was definitely fake. She decided to share more than she probably should. “What about anything electrical? Lights flickering or TV signals going in and out? Anything out of place or vandalized?” Lu grew hopeful when Isla waited a beat before answering.

			“No. Nothing like that. The strangest thing to happen around here was Daria and me feeling unwell on the same day.”

			Lu stepped closer, just into Isla’s personal space. She lowered her head and spoke quietly. “You know you can tell me anything, right?” She looked at Isla through her lashes, Isla’s eyes wide and trained on her. “Nothing will ever sound too big or too small, and I’ll never think you’re crazy.”

			“Wait here.” Isla reached behind her and opened the door. She stepped into the shop.

			Lu let out a long breath and shoved her hands in her pockets. She had no idea what she was doing, and she couldn’t explain the way Isla made her feel. She slipped into a trance and got drawn in whenever they were close. She felt a need to be close to and protect Isla. She let her head fall back and closed her eyes. Had it really been so long since she’d been with someone that a pretty woman with an unpredictable attitude did this to her? Was she really that pathetic? She snapped to attention when the door chimed.

			“I want you to have this.” Isla offered her a small linen package.

			She eyed the offering. “What is it?” she said, taking it and untying the purple string that held it together. She unrolled the linen slowly and revealed a bluish prismatic rock.

			“There’s also some herbs inside. It’s New Age protection. That,” she said, pointing to the rock, “is fluorite. You should carry it with you since you have a high-risk job.”

			She quirked the corner of her mouth. “Strip mall security?”

			“You’re obviously worried about something. Even if we hadn’t had this conversation today, I can feel it.”

			“You can feel it?” she said, not even trying to mask her disbelief.

			“Yes, I do. You said you’ll never think I’m crazy.”

			Lu watched as Isla reached out and touched her hand. “I don’t think you’re crazy.” She kept her breathing even, but her head was spinning.

			“Then hold on to this.” Isla covered the fluorite with her hand. She pulled away and stepped back. “I’ll let you know if I see anything out of the ordinary.”

			“Thank you.” Lu held up the small bundle. “And for this, too.”

			Isla bent her head and smiled before heading back into the shop. Lu watched her go, staring at the shop’s purple door even after it was shut. She took the linen between her fingers and felt along until she touched the string holding it together.

			“You must really like purple.” She laughed at her own joke. Looking down, Lu noticed a faint white line in front of the door. She checked in the windows to see if anyone was watching her before bending and examining it. Without hesitation, Lu took a small sample to her tongue. “Salt?” She had seen enough movies to know what salt meant.

			Lu scratched her head the whole way back to her patrol car. Once she was settled, she pulled out her phone and launched Google. She typed in fluorite and didn’t have to look any farther than the first few results to grow even more curious. She read aloud, “Cloaks your energy signature to avoid the effects of sorcery, psychic attacks, or curses.”

			Lu looked back up to the apothecary. “What do you know that you’re not telling me?”

			




Chapter Twelve 

			Isla hated grocery shopping. Too many people flooded the aisles, and she almost always bought way more than what was on her small list. She was convinced grocery store layouts were a scam. Every aisle had unnecessary hanging or standing displays of snacks and candy. Her cart wouldn’t have limited edition Lady Gaga Oreos or two packs of Reese’s Big Cups if they weren’t next to the napkins and pasta. She turned the corner to head toward the checkout lines and nearly ran into someone. She looked up to apologize and smiled.

			“Maribel, hi.” Isla waited for recognition, but Maribel’s attention seemed more than scattered.

			Maribel looked at Isla with a dazed expression. “I didn’t see you there. Did I run into you? I’m sorry.” She grabbed Isla’s cart with a white-knuckled grip.

			Isla noticed her disheveled appearance. “Are you okay?”

			“Me? Yeah. Of course.” Maribel’s eyes were red and swollen. “Henry had a craving for lamb, so here I am.”

			Isla moved slowly toward her and gently placed her hand atop Maribel’s. She couldn’t ignore the feelings simmering beneath Maribel’s skin. “You’re hurting.”

			Maribel’s eyes went wide. “I’m fine.”

			“You can always talk to me. No appointment necessary,” Isla said, adding a small laugh in an attempt to ease the other woman. “We’re friends.”

			Maribel shook her head. “It’s Henry. He just seems…” Maribel’s eyes began to well up. “He’s not himself lately.”

			“I thought you two were doing good.” Isla lowered her voice. “Especially in the bedroom.”

			“We were, but all of that suddenly stopped.” Maribel wiped away an errant tear. “Look at me, being a fool in front of the frozen food section.”

			Isla touched Maribel’s shoulder and offered her a gentle smile. “Would you like to get a cup of coffee?”

			Maribel looked at her oddly. “I thought you only drank tea.”

			“I get that a lot, but I like to indulge from time to time. After all, I’m only human,” she said with a wink.

			Maribel laughed. “Okay. There’s a salad place across the street. They make the best espresso drinks. I know it sounds strange, but you have to trust me on this.”

			“Say no more. Let me pay for these quick,” Isla said, pointing to her cart, “and I’ll meet you there.”

			Maribel seemed lighter when she answered. “Okay.”

			Isla went through the self-checkout, only struggling once with an unexpected item in the bagging area. She stopped by her car and unloaded her bags. After a bit of searching, she spotted the salad place. The plain storefront was less than three hundred feet away. She opted to leave her car in the parking lot and walk across the street to meet Maribel. She opened the door to the small eatery, immediately enticed by the scent of coffee. Maribel wasn’t hard to find in the open space, and Isla joined her at a small table.

			“Can you keep a secret?” Isla said the moment she sat down.

			“Of course.”

			“I drink tea regularly for the health benefits and to limit caffeine intake, but nothing compares to a good cup of coffee.” Isla inhaled deeply. “It’s one of my favorite things in the world.”

			“Mine, too,” Maribel said. “I’ll order for us. What can I get you?”

			“Whatever you’re having but with oat milk.” Isla took in the simple decor and the short menu full of fresh foods. Sounded very much up her alley. She’d had no idea such a gem of a business sat close to home for months, and she wanted to blame being distracted by Lu. Again. She smiled up at Maribel, who approached with two mugs.

			“And they even use real dishes,” Maribel said as she set down their drinks.

			“Thank you.” Isla took the mug and sniffed the top of her frothy drink. “Cinnamon?”

			Maribel leaned in. “It’s a snickerdoodle cappuccino from their secret menu. They add a little vanilla and cinnamon.”

			“Cappuccino is my favorite.” Her eyes lit up as she took her first sip and tasted the classic pairing of cinnamon and sugar. She swallowed and grinned. “It really tastes like a snickerdoodle. I love it.” She set down the cappuccino and focused her attention on Maribel, silently encouraging her to open up.

			“Over the last week or so, Henry has started to act differently, and it wasn’t a slow or subtle change.”

			“What’s he doing?”

			“He’s quiet, distant. He goes to work early and comes home late, and when I ask him where he’s been, he gets mad and defensive.” Maribel picked at her cuticle. “I suspect he’s having an affair.”

			“No way.”

			“If it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck…”

			“I refuse to believe it. Maribel, Henry is crazy about you. How long have you been together now?”

			“Eighty-four years.”

			“That’s a long time to just wake up one morning and throw it all away.”

			“Did you know most—” Maribel stopped herself from saying more. She checked her surroundings. “Most couples like us aren’t monogamous. Imagining such a long lifetime with just one partner seems impossible, but not for me and Henry.”

			Isla spun her mug between her palms mindlessly as Maribel spoke. She wondered if she’d prefer a partner to experience hundreds of years with. Then again, she wouldn’t even allow herself a partner in her own much more limited lifetime.

			“Isla?”

			She snapped back to the moment. “I’m sorry. I got lost in thought.”

			“What were you thinking about?”

			“Whether or not I could remain monogamous for that long.”

			“And?”

			Isla released a breathy laugh. “I don’t even bother with relationships now.”

			“Yet,” Maribel said confidently. “Someone always comes along and changes everything.”

			Isla shook her head, and when an image of Lu popped in her head, she started shaking it harder.

			“Look, Isla, I don’t mean to put you on the spot here, but I was wondering if you would do a reading for me.”

			“Daria does all our readings now.”

			“I want you to do it. Nobody else even knows about what I’m going through with Henry. I trust you.”

			Isla felt for Maribel, but she had rules to follow. “I’m sorry. I don’t do readings anymore.”

			Maribel looked into the foam of her cappuccino, but her disappointed frown was still visible. “You were always so good. Why did you stop?”

			She hesitated to explain, but Maribel had known her since she started studying under her grandmother, and trust went both ways. “It became too much for me. The stronger my powers grew, the more I opened myself up to everything around me.” Isla recalled the first reading that literally knocked her down. “I couldn’t control what I felt or absorbed from the other person. I made myself sick, physically and mentally, and I nearly died.”

			“Oh my.”

			“I had to make a choice to protect myself, but it wasn’t an easy one.”

			“I had no idea,” Maribel said. “I’ll book an appointment with Daria.”

			“Just stop in. She’ll have time for you—I’m sure of it.”

			They finished their cappuccinos while talking about the more inconsequential parts of life, and Isla felt tempted more than once to mention Lu. Ultimately, she decided to keep that confusing portion of her life private for now. Isla thanked Maribel for the delicious drink, and they parted ways.

			She spent the short drive home replaying her conversation with Maribel. Isla knew Henry wasn’t cheating, but proving it without evidence was impossible. Isla’s train of thought continued to wander and wonder. What would cause anyone, but specifically a werewolf, to act erratically?

			Isla pulled into the long driveway that ran along the strip mall and led to a small residents’ parking lot behind the building. Daria’s headaches, Maribel’s marital problems with her werewolf—were the two connected somehow? After all, there was no such thing as coincidence. She suddenly got it. Her people. She put away the cold items, left the rest of the groceries on the kitchen counter, and ran back down to the apothecary.

			“I just realized something,” she said to Daria and Christopher, breathing heavily.

			“That you need air to survive?” Daria watched Isla in concern. “When was the last time you ran?”

			She shot Daria a look. “No. The people. We have to watch our people, too.”

			“Please hydrate. You’re making me nervous,” Christopher said, handing Isla a water. “We’re watching out for our people.”

			“No, we need to watch them.”

			Daria looked appalled. “Spy on our own? Really?”

			She looked at Daria quizzically. “I didn’t say anything about spying. Think about it. You and I had some funky stuff happen to us, right?” She received a weak nod as an answer. “What if we’re not the only ones being affected by whatever’s going on?” She turned her palms up and looked at Daria and Christopher expectantly.

			Christopher crossed their arms. “Go on.”

			“I ran into Maribel at the store, and she said Henry recently started acting strange. I know it’s just one incident, but it got me thinking. She’s going to come in for a reading with you,” she said, pointing at Daria. “I want you to really focus and get her to talk. Get as much information from her as you can.”

			Daria looked hesitant. “Don’t you think that’s playing with her trust?”

			“No. We’re not using the information for anything bad. We’re using it to save her.”

			Christopher stepped forward. “What can I do?”

			“Ask everyone you help about their well-being lately. Even if you seem too attentive. We need to know if anyone else is feeling or acting differently. No symptom is too small. If Tom comes in tomorrow and says he’s bored with gardening, we’ll know it’s out of the ordinary and make a note of it.”

			“Tom would never be bored with gardening.”

			Daria leaned into Christopher and softly said, “That’s the point.”

			Christopher made a small O with their mouth.

			“Are we all on the same page now?”

			They both assured Isla they were.

			“Good. I’m going to my office for a bit.”

			Isla closed the door behind her the moment she entered her
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