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Chapter one
The Importance of Buttons—Who Knew?


I gasped and stared at my familiar, Professor Studmuffin Salvitore III, my college application temporarily forgotten. “Did you just declare me important enough to speak to?”
He did the cat version of rolling his eyes and then delicately licked one of his white murder mittens. “It couldn’t be helped. I’ve been waiting for months for you to start filling that application out.”
“Well…why didn’t you tell me that?”
He paused his cleaning long enough to fix me with his stern professor glare. “If I demanded you did it before now, would you have?”
He even spoke in a stern professor voice. It was grumpy and surprisingly deep and sounded like he’d inhaled too much dust in the library. It was perfect. Yet even though he spoke to me now, he was still the same lovable, quirky familiar I’d known for five months.
“Of course not,” I said. “I would’ve left the application on The Place To Put Things I Don’t Want To Think About Today like a normal witch.”
He harrumphed. “Stubborn.”
“Says the most stubborn creature alive.” Grinning, I leaned back in my chair and propped my head on my forearm so I could study him easier. “I can’t believe you’re finally talking to me.”
“It’s not due to a lack of things to say, believe me.” He crossed the living room toward me and then hopped up into my lap. “You didn’t know if you wanted to be a witch or not, so I decided to bite my tongue, figuratively of course, in case you ever came around. That’s your decision to make, not mine, and I didn’t want to sway you one way or another.”
“Yet you decided to adopt me anyway, huh? I must not be too terrible if you stuck around even when I gave up witching.”
He gave me quite a view of his backside as he climbed up onto the table, flipping the end of his tale at my nose. “You’ll do. Besides, familiars can’t be choosers. And you desperately needed one to adopt you.”
“Okay, calm down.” Laughing, I slid my hand down his silky black and white fur. “I admit I’m a witch-in-progress, same as I’m an adult-in-progress. But this college application has nothing to do with me being a witch, so why start talking now?”
He sat between my application and my grimoire. “Your grimoire lay next to the application for years on The Place To Put Things You Don’t Want To Think About Today. You made them so they’re not mutually exclusive.”
“So talking to me is like a gift from you, then? Your version of a half-dead bird left on the floor for me?”
“Sure. Whatever you’d like to think,” he said, his sarcasm dial cranked to eleven. Then he touched his paw to my cheek, such a sweet gesture that I removed it just to kiss his toe beans and then promptly put his paw back on my face again. “Not only did you think about the two things you didn’t want to think about, you decided to do something about both of them.”
“Right,” I sighed. “Like trying to get into a coven called Anything Goes. Anything, including murder.”
“No, like you levitating for the first time in years, pet, and there are other covens.”
“Do you know of any that might want me?” I blinked hard at him. “Wait, did you just call me…pet?”
“So?” He puffed out his white chest and regarded me coolly. “It’s what I’ve always called you inside my head.”
“I’m your pet, huh?” I grinned. “Does this mean I should give you half-dead birds as gifts?”
“You do you,” he said. “Now, continue with your essay. I’ll interrupt when necessary and offer suggestions.”
“You mean demands.”
He shifted so he faced my application and then gave me a cursory glance over his shoulder. “I am a professor, aren’t I?”
“Only the best.” I hugged him to my chest and smothered the back of his head with kisses. “This is going to be so much fun.”
“College?”
“All of it. Finding a coven, doing magic again, taking classes that will help me improve Sunray’s, you talking to me,” I said in a rush.
“Pet?”
“Yes, Studmuffin?”
“Will you kindly ease up on the squishing and continue answering the essay question?”
“Right. Sorry.”
Even though I had a thousand questions tumbling around in my head to ask him, I put a mental stopper on them and picked up where I left off into the voice-to-text app on my phone. Studmuffin nodded at some points I made and held up a murder mitten at others to make a demand, but mostly he just listened.
“…and that is why I am confident The University of Georgia will help me accomplish everything I am meant to and more, professionally and personally,” I concluded. “Good?”
Studmuffin gave a little smile. “Not too shabby.”
With a sigh of relief, I exited the app on my phone. “That wasn’t that bad. I could’ve done that a long time ago.”
He licked his mitten and turned to the next page of the application. “There are four more essay questions.”
“Oh.” I slumped in my chair. “Well, that’s a skunk in my groove. What more could they possibly want to—”
The fur along Studmuffin’s back bristled. Slowly, he turned his yellow-green gaze to the kitchen window which faced the street. Seconds later, I heard the motor outside. Motors, actually, old ones from the sound of them.
“Oh no, you don’t.” I dove for my familiar and scooped him up. “You are not going to suck me into a vortex again to keep me here.”
“That’s not Bernadette though!” With a loud pop, he vanished from my arms and reappeared on top of the counter by the kitchen sink and the window above. 
“Studmuffin,” I hissed and leaped toward him.
But now my hair was bristling, too, along my arms and at the base of my neck.
The sound of the motors grew louder. Headlights below touched the edge of the lacy yellow curtains.
“What is that?” I whispered.
Studmuffin had nosed his way around the crack in the curtain. He crouched low, his ears pulling back and his fur still sticking straight up. “You’re going to want to see this, pet.”
“You don’t sound so sure,” I said, warily stepping up behind him.
Outside, three midnight-black hearses with shiny silver trim were creeping by, practically bumper to bumper with each other. All of their windows were shaded dark, but even so, it felt like we were being watched.
“Well, that’s not creepy at all,” I whispered.
There were no mortuaries on this side of Belle’s Cove, and the nearest cemetery was on the edge of town. It was too late at night for a funeral, so what could they be doing? Cruising for dead bodies that just happened to be lying around?
I shivered and hugged my arms around myself. “Who do you think’s inside?”
“Nothing good.” Studmuffin’s tail twitched. “You feel that, right? That claws-on-sandpaper feeling?”
“Yep, like fingernails on a chalkboard, only I just hear their motors. That’s usually not a feeling I associate with motors. At all.” Another tremble tapped down my spine. “You don’t have to worry about me flinging myself out into the road to ask them why they’re here.”
He gave me the stink-eye over his shoulder. “You were thinking about it though.”
“Nope. I learned my lesson. I won’t ask any more questions as long as there aren’t any more murders.”
My phone chimed, and without tearing my gaze away from the window, I backed into the kitchen table, formerly known as The Place To Put Things I Don’t Want To Think About Today, and grabbed my cell. 
There was a text from Boxy. Grab a boot.
Um, what? I voice-to-texted him the exact same question while I returned to the window.
At Studmuffin’s questioning glance, I explained, “Boxy’s had too much sugar again.”
“Ah, poor guy,” he said absently, returning his attention to the window. “Must be Monday.”
“Huh?”
“Yoga night.”
“Oh…” What did yoga have to do with too much sugar? And more importantly, Boxy did yoga?
Shaking my head, I pressed closer to the window again. At the three hearses’ turtle pace, they’d be on this street until sunrise.
Grab a boat, Boxy texted back.
I sent him a string of question marks and then, No boats, just three hearses outside.
Only a second after I pressed send, my cell rang.
“Hello?” I answered.
“Grab a button before they drive past,” Boxy said in a rush. “Stinkin’ autocorrect!”
“A button?”
“Hurry!”
I dropped the phone and smoothed my hands all over my sweatpants-goblin ensemble. Finally, I found one on my T-shirt pocket. Studmuffin stared at me like I’d lost my mind as I took one of his paws and placed it on the same button.
Outside, the rear of the third hearse slipped by.
“Done, Boxy,” I shouted to my phone on the floor. “Why are we doing this again?”
“It’s supposed to keep you attached to the here and now so that the dead inside those hearses can’t grab you. It’s an old superstition, grabbing a button before a hearse drives by.”
“Wait, where are you?” I asked. “How did you know they were driving by?”
“I saw them on Main Street as I was driving home from yoga. I didn’t know they were driving by Sunray’s right now. Lucky guess.”
“Yeah.” I blew out a shaky breath. That was too close. The last thing I needed was to have dead people cruising by in hearses grab me. “Thanks.”
“Don’t mention it,” Boxy said. “Death already came too close to you once, Vic. Keep a button on you at all times, just in case.”
“I will, but…why are these hearses driving all over Belle’s Cove?”
“No idea. They’ve been driving around for a couple minutes now.”
“Looking for people who don’t have any buttons?”
“Maybe. I’m surprised your familiar didn’t swallow you up into a vortex or shower you with every button there.”
I grinned down at Studmuffin. “He was thinking about it.”
The hearses’ taillights made Christmas ornaments out of his big yellow-green eyes as he continued to watch them. “Superstitions are for the birds,” Studmuffin said. “Ever hear the ones about black cats? Utter nonsense.”
I nodded. “I used to know a mini house panther. One of my friends in elementary school had one. She named her Mrs. Inky.”
Boxy gasped over the line. “What did you say, Vic?”
“Um, that I used to know a mini house panther named Mrs. Inky?”
“And you said that because…”
“Because black cats aren’t bad luck?” I shrugged. “According to Studmuffin anyway.”
Boxy whooped and hollered. “You’re an old stinker, Studmuffin. You finally talked to her?”
“She began filling out her college application,” Studmuffin said loudly so Boxy could hear. He backed away from the window and sat with his white chest puffed out like he’d never been prouder.
My heart warmed. “If I’d known that would be my reward, I would’ve filled it out a long time ago.”
“Wow, college, Vic,” Boxy breathed, and it took him a long time to say anything else. “I always knew you could do it. You’re going to be amazing as a college student. And a college graduate.”
“Thanks,” I said, grinning. “That means a lot.”
Somewhere in Belle’s Cove, police sirens began to wail. Unease tiptoed down my back. Did that maybe have something to do with the three hearses? Or was it just the usual mayhem in town?
“Quick question, Boxy,” I said. “When will it be safe for us to let go of my button?”




Chapter two
Who Dares to Wake the Sweatpants Goblin?


Early the next morning, a loud knock at the front door erupted through my apartment. I cracked open one eye, vaguely aware my alarm clock hadn’t even gone off yet. One glance at the clock on my dresser showed it was only nope o’clock. Maybe if I ignored them, they’d—
Another loud knock split that hope in half. With a groan, I hauled myself out of bed and stumbled sleepily across my room. Studmuffin still lay asleep on the bed, completely oblivious to the next round of blasts from the front door.
“All right, all right,” I grumbled.
Was this an overenthusiastic Sunray’s Auto Shop customer? If so, I’d have to explain to them what open meant using charts and graphs and one of those pointy metal thingies.
Across the living room, the front door bounced on its hinges.
“Cease!” I shouted.
Whoever it was didn’t stop knocking.
Someone was about to meet morning me, which was about as pleasant as sweatpants-goblin me right before bed. Really, there was a good twelve-hour window where I should be avoided altogether.
Already spitting and hissing, I threw open the door.
Outside, a fist froze mid-air. Behind it stood a large frame, but that’s all I could see with only one eye open.
“Oh. Did I wake you?” a familiar male voice asked.
I groaned and leaned against the doorframe. “This hour doesn’t even exist on a clock, Detective.”
Yep, it was Detective Palmer of the Belle’s Cove Police Department, probably here to accuse me of another murder. Yay.
“I’m sorry,” he said, “but I really need to talk to you.”
At his serious tone, I forced open both eyes. He looked somewhat frazzled with his untied tan tie hanging loose around his neck, his dark blue button-up shirt untucked, and his long sleeves rolled up. His gunmetal eyes were wide and bloodshot, as though he’d had less sleep than I did.
With a defeated sigh, I held the door open for him. “Coffee?”
“Yes, please.” He closed the door behind him and followed me into the kitchen.
I made the coffee myself since Studmuffin was still sleeping, and yes, I was grumbling about that too. I know, the horror of making my own coffee! Still, after all these months of being spoiled, it was too early in the morning to act like a responsible adult.
While I filled the pot with water, the detective made himself at home at The Place To Put Things I Don’t Want To Think About Today. His seat was right next to my grimoire, unfinished college application, and a pile of buttons I’d found last night. He seemed too fidgety and preoccupied to notice any of it.
“So what couldn’t wait until daytime?” I asked, scooping the coffee grounds into the filter.
“Something happened last night.” The detective’s permanent frown deepened. “Three somethings, in fact.”
“Let me guess, three hearses?” I turned and caught him studying the college application. 
A sound escaped the back of my throat I’d never heard myself make before—a cross between a moo, a ribbit, and my familiar’s yowl. I made that noise while I dove toward the table and brushed the application to the floor. You know, super casual, like someone normal might do.
The detective pointed to the floor. “Was that—”
“Do you take sugar and cream?” I pasted an innocent smile on my face. The one that probably made me look like I’d just described the smell of the color eight.
“No.” He cleared his throat and clasped his hands on the tabletop. “Yes, three hearses. And three other things in addition to those hearses. Four, actually. You saw them too?”
Nodding, I half turned to the gurgling coffee. “It was kind of hard not to see them. They were hardly moving when they passed by. And the feeling I got from them…” I shivered at the memory. “It was like fingernails on a chalkboard. Why? What happened?”
“What didn’t happen is the better question,” he said with a sigh. “The 911 switchboard lit up last night. All across Belle’s Cove, well… I’ll just come out and say that several folks turned into rats.”
I froze, my hand mid-reach for the full coffee pot. “What the what?”
“Not just folks, Victoria.” His solemn gaze bore into mine. “Witches.”
I gasped and blinked hard. My head erupted with questions, but they tripped over themselves in their rush to get out. So I just stood there with my jaw hanging to my shins. 
When I could finally close it, I said, “We’re going to need another pot of coffee, aren’t we?”
“Probably.”
I poured the entire pot into two extra-large mugs and then started the pot again. Once I set his coffee down, I settled into the seat opposite him with a full canister of sugar. “You think the hearses had something to do with the town’s witches turning into rats?”
He nodded. “Witnesses say it happened right as the hearses drove past.” He narrowed his eyes. “But not you, Victoria.”
“Of course you think I had something to do with it.” I rolled my eyes toward the ceiling so hard I nearly did a cartwheel out of my seat. “Is this how it’s going to be? I’m a suspect for everything now?”
He leveled me with a look that almost made me think I’d hurt his feelings. “I didn’t say I thought you had anything to do with it. I’m asking you if you know anything else. If you did anything different. How far away were you from the hearses when you saw them? Any detail you have. Anything.”
I opened the sugar canister and began pouring it into my mug. “I was right there at the kitchen window. Boxy texted me, then called me, demanding I hold a button before the hearses drove past. So I did.”
“A button?” He glanced at the pile in front of him, seeming to just now notice them.
I nodded and held up my free hand with a little blue button taped to my palm. “A button. I took off the one on my shirt pocket. I taped two more I found to Studmuffin’s paws, just in case.”
The detective raised an eyebrow. “Your cat? He let you do that?”
“Well…‘let’ is sort of a strong word. I still have all my fingers though.” Barely.
As though his ears had been tingling, Studmuffin himself tap-danced down the hallway into the living room. By tap-danced, I mean the buttons taped to his front paws click-clacked over the wood floor. There was absolutely no dancing though. Not with the lethal look he aimed at the detective through his one open eye. He was even less of a morning creature than I was.
“Does it have to be a button you hold?” Detective Palmer asked, eyeing the sugar I was still pouring.
I shrugged. “I only do what Boxy tells me to do.”
The detective shot me a skeptical frown.
“I only do what I feel like doing,” I corrected, “but I’m glad I listened. Boxy said that buttons are supposed to keep you here so that the dead inside hearses can’t grab you as they go by. He said it’s an old superstition. I’d never heard of doing that before. Then again, seeing three hearses that ooze nails-on-chalkboard feelings and turn witches into rats is pretty rare. Are the witches okay?”
“Animal control helped round up as many as we could.” He sipped his coffee and pursed his lips at the sugar I was still pouring into mine. “They’re now at Belle’s Cove Humane Society. All the rest went to the animal hospital. It was a lot of rats.”
Finally, I decided I’d poured enough sugar, but I stirred it in with a spoon and took a sip to be sure. Ahhh. Perfect. “I had no idea there were so many witches in town.”
Studmuffin crossed over then and leaped up onto the table directly in front of the detective. Then, he stood up on his back feet with his chest out to give the detective his full wrath. Oh boy, here we go with the power pose. He only did it when he wanted to be worshipped or to challenge someone…to a duel, I supposed. I didn’t have to see Studmuffin’s no-nonsense glare to know it was still there. 
The detective gazed at him, frowning. “Does your cat have a problem with me?”
Definitely yes. “Uh, no, he’s just…” Thinking about sharpening his murder mittens on your face. “Would you like me to move him?”
“He’s fine.” The detective waved me off, the overhead light reflecting off his watch. Silver spots danced up and down his bared forearm. Studmuffin sat on the table and stared at them with bulging eyes. “I don’t know exactly what the three hearses did—or rather, whoever was driving them did—but I know why they did it. At least partly.” He reached inside his pants pocket and pulled out what looked like a bumper sticker. “For this. They appeared all over town about the same time as the hearses did.”
Studmuffin blinked at the sticker, momentarily sidetracked from the detective’s dancing spots.
The words printed across the sticker drifted around lazily then settled into something readable for my dyslexic brain.
“Who Killed RaeRae? Call 1-800-CUR-RATS.” An itchy feeling crawled up my neck. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Detective Palmer tossed the sticker onto the table. “I think it means cure. Cure rats. If we find out who killed RaeRae, someone will cure the rats.”
“As in turn them back into witches.” I took a long, long swig of coffee. Something told me it was going to be a very long day, and it hadn’t even really started yet. “So who is this RaeRae? If she’s dead, is she in the back of one of those hearses?”
“We’re looking into it. I dialed this 800 number earlier to ask some questions, but an awful screeching sound was all I got.”
Studmuffin yawned, clearly unimpressed with this whole conversation. Thankfully, he kept all his thoughts to himself. 
“There’s something else.” Detective Palmer flipped over the sticker to reveal a handwritten message. “I found this one on my windshield.”
The words rearranged themselves to read: You have until midnight July 3. Tick, tick, tick.
I had to really do some braining to remember what day it was today—July 1. “Three days? Why the time limit?”
“I don’t know,” the detective said. “Victoria, I admit I’m out of my element here. I’m just a human. If I can’t solve this case, then…”
I nodded. “Then we might as well call it Belle’s Whiskers instead of Belle’s Cove.” Or something more clever than that. Mornings. Bad. That’s all I could come up with right now.
Detective Palmer lifted his eyebrows. “Unless you help me…”
For the second time in my under-caffeinated morning, I was struck near speechless. “M-me?”
He scoffed into his mug. “Yes, you. Do you see any other witches around?”
A chuckle tripped out of me. “I’m hardly qualified. I’ll spare you the details of my witch life gone wrong, but trust me when I say it’s bad. Really bad.”
“Look, I saw the pictures you took on your phone when you were kidnapped and taken to Carter Lake. Either you climbed a twenty-foot tree after being knocked unconscious, or you were levitating. You have a grimoire. You have a familiar. You have a broom.” 
I looked at each of these things in turn, my grimoire and familiar on the table and my new broom leaning against the living room wall. Casserole Rudio hand-made it for me, and it was simply perfect.
“I do have these things,” I said, nodding. “But they only have me right back up to a certain degree.”
Studmuffin swished his tail over the pile of buttons, knocking most of them to the floor.
Yep, I deserved that.
“Hey.” I reached over and tapped him on the back. “I didn’t mean you. I know you have me just as much as I have you.”
He shot me a super-sleepy slow blink over his shoulder.
I gave him a super-sleepy smile in return.
“Still,” the detective said, “those three things make you more qualified than I am on this case.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but he cut me off.
“Besides,” he said, “I don’t trust anyone else but you.”
So I’d gone from suspected murderer to someone he trusted? That was quite the one-eighty. Still, my cheeks warmed that he thought so highly of me.
But then I froze. “Wait a minute. Cass. Casserole Rudio. Did she turn into a rat too?”
The detective nodded gravely. “She’s at the animal hospital.”
Oh no. The one and only person on my BFF Hopefuls list was now a rat. She’d been there for me when my life had too many cave-ins to handle alone. I owed her this, at the very least. 
“Okay, I’ll do it,” I said. “I’ll help.”
Some of the tension eased from the detective’s shoulders. “Thank you.”
“Better not thank me yet.”
While the detective drained his coffee, he tapped one of the buttons closer to Studmuffin. My familiar swatted it back. A little smile played at the corners of his mouth while they volleyed it back and forth a few times. 
“Sorry, guy, I got to go.” Detective Palmer stood and crossed to the door. “Thanks for the coffee.”
“Wait. What was the fourth thing?”
He turned. “Hmm?”
“You said there were four reasons you were here other than the hearses. The rats, the bumper sticker, and asking for my help were only three reasons. So what else?”
“To make sure you were okay,” he said, facing the open front door. “That was reason number one.”
“Oh,” I said softly, but he’d already gone. 
Reason number one, huh? Well, that was a pretty nice reason.
Studmuffin lifted his front legs up high and tap-danced toward me across the table. “I like him. He’s shiny.”
“Ooo-kay.”
“So what are you going to do?” he asked, pawing at the edge of the Who Killed RaeRae? bumper sticker.
“Um, I guess same thing I do with a lot of things. Leave the bumper sticker on the Place to Put Things I Don’t Want To Think About Today.”
“July 3.” Studmuffin tilted his head and gave me his best disapproving glare. “That’s three days, pet.”
I blew out a long sigh. He’d echoed my thoughts exactly, the little fluffer-stinker. “If you’re waiting for me to come
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