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            Previously in Moon Grove…

          

          Shifters and Sabotage Re-Cap

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When Zoe Clarke became Head Witch, she thought she’d be the target of Moon Grove’s disapproval — until someone trapped her boyfriend in his dog form!

      

        

      
        Despite solving the mystery behind the shifter’s paranormal predicament, the town’s residents are now turning to a traveling psychic and her fortune-telling app for comfort…

      

        

      
        … And Zoe’s about to learn firsthand that the future isn’t always bright.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Though each mystery in the series stands alone, the series is stronger when read together.
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      I’ve never been a good host, a fact that stuck out like a snapped wand as I stood like a stone against the stream of my family and friends pouring into my living room.

      The noise of their voices flooded the space and my ears — a sound that should’ve been comforting but only made me anxious instead. There were too many people and too many conversations, but they were all there for me at my invitation.

      Beau wrapped an arm around my waist, and I jolted at the unexpected touch. “What’s the matter, Zoe? Cat got your tongue?”

      I leaned into him and placed my lips near his ear so no one else could hear. “No, sorry, I’m just a little overwhelmed by all this.”

      Beau pulled back to offer me a flash of his warm, honeyed smile. “Good thing you’ve got me here to back you up then, huh?”

      I nodded reluctantly. Though hosting a late housewarming party for Beau and me was my idea, I doubted I could’ve gotten through the night if I didn’t have Beau with me.

      “You’re Head Witch, remember? If you can handle that, I think you can entertain a few people for an hour or two.”

      “Very true. I just don’t know what to do or where to stand or who to talk to or—”

      “Relax, Zoe,” Beau interrupted. “They’re your family and friends, not members of the Black Brotherhood or something.”

      “Not that we know of, anyway,” I quipped, and Beau scowled.

      “Hilarious. Now come on, let’s go mingle,” he said and led me by the waist toward the crowd of familiar faces that’d formed a circle around the largest of the three coffee tables in the living room.

      Practically everyone I knew in Moon Grove had come: Heath Highmore, the Head Warlock; my best friend Mallory Crane; Raina Woods, the Headmistress of Veilside Academy of Magic; Beau’s parents, Sam and Michelle Duncan; Flora Gemwood, my ex-roommate and an old colleague from the Moon Grove Messenger, accompanied by her on-again, off-again boyfriend, Officer Ewan Barrett; and Marcel Desfleurs, a vampire photographer from the vampire magazine Grave Times.

      The only person missing was my Grandma Eleanor. The realization of her absence punctured the swell of happiness I’d felt, but I brushed it aside and smiled at those who were there.

      “Good evening, everyone, and welcome to our little slice of heaven,” Beau called over the noise, and the room quieted immediately. “Thank you all for coming. Zoe and I are thrilled to have you.”

      “We should thank you!” Mallory said. “It’s not every day we score an invitation to the Head Witch’s house.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you then,” I said to laughter.

      Mallory shook her head and her wild brown curls spilled across her shoulders. “To be fair, there would probably be a riot if Moon Grove found out its Head Witch was living in a palace.”

      “At least it would make for some juicy headlines,” Marcel said with a devilish smirk. His eerie eyes twinkled behind his tortoise-shell glasses.

      “That’s the last thing I need,” I said.

      “Here, here,” Heath agreed, beaming.

      “Anyway,” Beau interrupted. “There are drinks and snacks set up for everyone in the kitchen so help yourselves.”

      Marcel raised one of his thick, black eyebrows. “I hope that means you’ve accounted for all tastes.”

      “Of course. There’s a synthetic blood bag already warming for you,” I said, and everyone burst out laughing.

      Beau and I led the way through the living room into the kitchen. “See? You’re doing fantastic, just like I knew you would,” he whispered in my ear as we swept through the swinging door.

      “I feel like it’s been years since I last spent time with you,” Flora said when we crossed paths around the corner of the kitchen table, which buckled under the weight of cups, various drinks, and party snacks. She’d looped her arm through Ewan’s, suggesting they’d finally settled their past and gotten back together for good. Ewan looked like he’d never been happier.

      “Same here,” I sighed. “I really don’t have any time to myself anymore.”

      “Or for me,” Beau added.

      “I know the feeling,” Ewan said. “No one works harder than Flora.”

      Flora blushed, her four wings fluttering and sparkling as she looked over at Ewan. “You’re just saying that to make me feel good.”

      “Is that a crime?”

      “You ought to know,” I said. Ewan chuckled and left with Beau to let Flora and I chat. “So, how are things going over at the Messenger and with, well, you know?” I asked, referring to her secret role as a member of the Fairy Bureau of Investigation.

      Flora shrugged. “As well as they can, I guess. Things have been quiet on both fronts lately, which is nice. Lilith knows we could all use a break. How are things at the Council since the expansion?”

      I let out a long, low exhale. “Stressful. It was bad enough trying to get thirteen witches and warlocks to agree on something, but convincing twenty-six people of various species to do something is like pulling teeth.”

      Flora smiled. “I can only imagine. At least things seem like they’re going well at home. Minus that bit about Beau getting stuck in his doggy form for a while.”

      “Oh, you heard about that? Well, let’s hope it never happens again. It was hard to tell who hated it more, me or Luna.”

      “Speaking of, where is that sassy little talking kitty? I miss her sarcasm much more than I thought I would.”

      “Good question. She’s probably hiding under the covers in our bed, but I bet she’d love to see you too. I wouldn’t judge you if you curled up with her and watched an episode or two of As the Moon Turns.”

      “That sounds excellent,” a high-pitched voice said from below. I glanced down to find Luna, my coal-black cat with neon blue eyes, winding her way through Flora’s legs, her tail snaking up toward her knee.

      “There you are!” Flora shouted and scooped Luna into her arms — something the cat would never have allowed me to do, but I’d learned long ago while Flora and I lived together that she had a very different relationship with Luna than I did.

      “I guess I’ll leave you two to it then,” I said and made my way across the room to where Mallory stood. She looked thoroughly bored, but I couldn’t tell if it was genuine or if it was just her default stare. “Hey, girl. Long time, no see.”

      Mallory pushed her oversized glasses up her nose and raised an eyebrow at me. “Yeah, and whose fault is that?”

      “Touché.” I laughed and threw my arms around her. She didn’t hesitate to return the hug. “I can’t believe how much we’ve fallen out of touch. We used to talk literally every day.”

      “And I repeat: whose fault is that?”

      “Ouch, point taken.”

      “Good,” she said as she freed herself from my grip.

      “So, what’s new with you?”

      “Oh, I’m just graduating from Veilside soon. No big deal.”

      “What, seriously?! Wow, we really have fallen out of touch.”

      “Yes, seriously. It’s been a long time coming, and though I can’t say I’m thrilled about leaving — you know how much I love the library and my books — it’s probably time for me to mosey on.”

      “That’s fantastic. Do you have any idea what you want to do after graduating?”

      “Yeah, go to graduate school. Duh,” she said, and we shared a laugh.

      “That’s one thousand percent you.”

      “I mean, if I want to be a Healer I have at least another ten years of studying and residency left anyway, so I figure I might as well roll right into the next step while I’m still sharp.”

      “Not that she has anything to worry about in the smarts department,” Raina said as she stopped beside us wearing a warm smile and flowing, regal purple robes. “What Mallory failed to tell you is that she’s not just graduating, she’s graduating at the top of her class.”

      Mallory’s fair, freckled face flushed red. “Oh, stop. It’s really not that big of a deal.”

      “It’s not a surprise, either. I always knew you were one spell of a witch.”

      The blush on her face deepened to a shade of purple. “Thanks. That means a lot coming from you, being Moon Grove’s magical prodigy and all.”

      I didn’t know how to answer her compliment, but luckily Raina saved me.

      “Honestly, I think Mallory’s talents go far beyond what’s required of a Healer. I’ve been encouraging her to consider entering the MagiTech business instead — Lilith knows we need more witches in that industry — but she doesn’t seem interested,” she said.

      “That sounds like it’d be a great fit,” I agreed. “A witch with your skills in research and magic would probably make waves.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t even know what I’d do in an industry like that. Who wants to work with a bunch of good ol’ warlocks, anyway?” Mallory asked.

      “You should at least browse around at the Business Fair tomorrow, dear. What you find might surprise you,” Raina said. “I’ve heard through the grapevine that there will be some very prominent, powerful witches looking for young talent. You’ll be there too, won’t you, Zoe?”

      “Yeah, definitely,” I said, though I’d completely forgotten about the event until she mentioned it.

      Mallory shrugged. “It’s not like I have anything better to do, so I guess I could swing by.”

      “Good,” Raina said with an approving smile and left to go talk to Marcel.

      “Speaking of MagiTech, have you heard all the hullabaloo about this Madame Astra and her dumb app?” Mallory asked.

      “I’m sorry, Madame Who?”

      Mallory rolled her eyes. “You know, for being Head Witch, you’re awfully uninformed about what’s going on around you,” she said as she rummaged in the pockets of her robes.

      After a few false tries, she eventually produced her phone and unlocked it to swipe over a couple screens. She jabbed her finger at an app icon of a purple crystal ball titled “Astra’s Answers.”

      “I can’t believe you haven’t heard about this thing. Everyone at Veilside is going crazy over it,” she said and tapped to launch the app. It opened to a black screen dotted with constellations, and the same purple crystal ball from the icon melted into existence. In its center, the words “The answers are written in the stars. What truths do you seek?”

      “What is this, some fortune telling thing?”

      “Yes, and no. You can ask it for advice or a reading of your star chart and share the results with other people from your contacts who also have the app. The catch is, the readings disappear after they’re opened.”

      “Why would anyone want to share their psychic readings with their friends? Isn’t that pretty, well, personal?”

      Mallory threw her hands in the air. “Spell if I know. Like I said, it’s dumb, but everyone’s using it, especially since word spread that Madame Astra herself will be at the Business Fair tomorrow. Word is she’s trying to sell her app to the highest bidder.”

      “Sounds like a smart businesswoman, if nothing else.”

      “Definitely. I can’t even imagine how much coin something like this will end up bringing in, but I bet she’ll never have to work again.”

      “Must be nice.”

      “Right? Kinda makes me wanna reconsider becoming a Healer and get into MagiTech instead. Maybe Raina’s right.”

      “So is the magic behind this app legit, or is it pre-made stuff it’s feeding to people?”

      Mallory shrugged. “That’s the million-Moon question, isn’t it? Madame Astra claims she’s the one behind every reading — and she’s highly skilled in Divination, so she’s probably telling the truth — but I can’t see how she could do all those readings herself. There’s gotta be thousands of them every hour.”

      “Well, if there’s anything I’ve learned since moving to Moon Grove, it’s that anything is possible with magic.”

      “Maybe. Here, give it a shot and see for yourself,” Mallory said and forced her phone into my hands. “Just type whatever question you want answered and tap the little crystal ball when you’re ready to send it.”

      I stared apprehensively down at the screen. What could I even ask about? I’d never been one to give into suspicion, but like Mallory, there was something oddly intriguing to me about the app. Worst-case scenario, it’d give me something silly and I could go about my night, but what if…?

      My fingers blazed across the screen to tap out a question — “Where’s Grandma Eleanor and is she okay?” — and I smashed the crystal ball before I could think twice. The text of my question liquified and entered the crystal ball which animated in a purple swirl like a shaken snow globe, and the text, “Consulting the Cosmos, Please Wait,” appeared at the top of the screen.

      The phone dinged and vibrated in my hand to announce my results, and Mallory peeked over my shoulder to read them.

      “It’s natural to worry about the ones we hold dear, but fear not: your grandmother is safe and closer than you think. Would you like to ask another question?”

      Mallory and I exchanged looks, and she shrugged. “I guess that’s good news, right?”

      I passed the phone back to her. “Yeah, I guess. It wasn’t very specific, though.”

      “I take it that means you think it’s a scam?”

      “Not yet, but this Madame Astra has my attention. You said she’ll be at the Business Fair tomorrow?”

      “She is, but I doubt I’ll be able to get any face time since everyone and their familiar will line up to see her, but it’s worth a shot. I dunno why, but I’m fascinated by the whole thing. Morbid curiosity, I guess.”

      “That makes two of us. You know what? I bet the Head Witch could skip to the front of the line,” I said, and Mallory’s eyes shot wide open.

      “Oh, I swear to Lilith I wasn’t fishing for your help, but that’s genius! Are you serious?”

      “Why not? Heath and I are getting a tour of the Fair tomorrow from the President of the Chamber of Commerce anyway, and this Madame Astra sounds interesting. We’ll call it a girl’s day out.”

      A smirk curled a corner of Mallory’s mouth. “Things rarely go well when you and I spend time together.”

      “Oh, come on. What kind of trouble could we really get into at a business fair of all places?”

      Her smirk bloomed into a devious full smile. “Famous last words, but I’ll take you up on the offer.”

      “Good. Meet me at the Town Hall tomorrow around, say, nine?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”
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      When I arrived at the Moon Grove Council’s chambers the next morning, it was already crawling with people setting up small booths and tents along both sides of the front lawn and all down Crescent Street.

      The inside of the chamber was no exception. As Mallory predicted, Madame Astra’s booth — a large table lined by a shimmering velvet cloth topped by a massive crystal ball whose insides swirled like smoke — was far and away the most impressive. Madame Astra herself, however, wasn’t around. I tried not to stare as I passed and headed down the hall.

      “Good morning, Councilwoman Clarke,” Umrea, the newly appointed female captain of the gargoyle guard assigned to my personal security detail greeted me as I approached my office.

      “Good morning, Umrea. Is Heath in yet?”

      “He is. He’s waiting for you in his office with the President of the Chamber of Commerce.”

      “Well, then I guess my messages can wait a little longer,” I said and continued down the hall toward Heath’s office. Gorloz, Heath’s gargoyle guard, grunted and nodded as I approached. I knocked three times and entered.

      “Ah, speak of the devil, there she is!” Heath said with a smile as he pushed himself up from his chair. A witch who couldn’t have been much older than me perched on the corner of his desk in professional black robes. She faced me with a curious look and piercing blue eyes that raked over me from behind her small-framed black glasses. She wore her deep brown hair in a meticulously formed, braided crown around the top of her head and a pop of ruby lipstick shone on her lips. She was beyond intimidating.

      “I hope whatever you were saying about me was good,” I said and closed the door softly behind me.

      “There’s nothing else to say. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Zoe, this is Gillian Lovelace, President of the Moon Grove Chamber of Commerce.”

      Gillian stood and slightly bowed her head to me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Head Witch.”

      “Please, call me Zoe,” I said and stepped forward to offer her a hand. She took it and gave it an all-business shake. “And it’s nice to meet you too. Thanks for offering to give us a tour today. I think we’d get lost out there in that jungle without a guide.”

      Gillian smiled, but even that didn’t seem warm. “Not a problem. Is there anything in particular you’re interested in seeing or hearing more about?”

      I hesitated while Madame Astra’s name clung to the tip of my tongue. I didn’t want to seem too eager — and I didn’t want Gillian to think I’d fallen under Astra’s gullibility spell — so I shrugged. “I’m open to pretty much anything. I’m sure you can curate a good selection for us.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Shall we get started, then?” Heath asked, his eyes twinkling as he looked from Gillian to me and back again. “It’s probably best if we get out there early before the lines form.”

      “Good idea,” Gillian agreed. “Though I suspect most people would give up their place to allow you ahead.”

      “Perhaps. Regardless, we’ll follow you.”

      Gillian nodded and led us outside Heath’s office. Gorloz fell in with us, accompanied by Umrea. It wasn’t easy at first, but after a few months serving as Head Witch, I’d eventually gotten used to being trailed by the hulking, stomping gargoyles — and after everything I’d survived since my election, I’d grown to appreciate their company.

      Most of the booths and tents were now setup and waiting for their first visitors — and it looked like Madame Astra already had attention. She sat behind her crystal ball in lavender robes. A golden tiara held her luscious black curls out of her haunting purple eyes, which shone in the light from the crystal while she spoke to another witch I didn’t recognize.

      “Ah yes, that’s Adele Astra, or Madame Astra as most people know her,” Gillian said as she followed my gaze. “I assume you know who she is?”

      I nodded, slightly embarrassed that Gillian had caught me. “Only vaguely.” It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth, either.

      “We suspected her booth will attract a lot of attention today, but I didn’t think it would start this early.”

      “Who’s that she’s talking to?”

      “Rowena Norwood, founder and CEO of Norwood Creative,” Gillian said, as if I had any idea who that was. When I said nothing, Gillian cleared her throat, annoyed with me for being so clueless. “She’s one of the most successful and influential witches working in MagiTech, and I’ve heard she’s locked in a bitter bidding war with another MagiTech mogul from Starfall Valley looking to acquire Madame Astra’s app.”

      “Interesting,” I said, and I meant it.

      “Indeed. Starfall Valley is the MagiTech capital of the entire magical community, so it would be quite the upset if Rowena acquired Madame Astra and her technology to keep her here in Moon Grove. If anyone can do it, she can.”

      “Which I’m sure isn’t an outcome you’re pushing for, right?”

      Gillian smiled and a tinge of blush appeared on her cheeks. “As President of Moon Grove’s Chamber of Commerce, I’d be happy to see a businesswoman as successful as Adele Astra call Moon Grove her new home.”

      “New home?”

      “Yes. For the last year or so, she’s been roaming the country, bouncing from magical community to magical community to promote her app. She’s a bit of a nomad.”

      “I see.”

      “Anyway, I’m sure she’d love to meet you and Mr. Highmore, but we should probably leave her to her business with Rowena for now and come back later.”

      “Yeah, sure.” Maybe it was a good thing Madame Astra was busy. Mallory would’ve been furious with me if I’d met the psychic before she got there. Speaking of, where was she?

      “Zoe!” A voice shouted, and I spun on my heel to find Mallory standing in the entrance to the chamber as if my thoughts alone had summoned her. She waved her hand over her head, sending her tangle of curls spilling over her shoulders, and Gillian fixed me with a disapproving look.

      “Sorry, that’s my best friend, Mallory Crane. I promised I’d help her get an introduction to Madame Astra today. Do you mind if she tags along with us on the tour?”

      Gillian looked to Heath for approval, and thankfully he nodded. “I don’t see why not? The more, the merrier.”

      The look on Gillian’s face said she didn’t agree, but she also knew better than to refuse both the Head Witch and Head Warlock, so she swallowed her disapproval and I waved Mallory over.

      “Sorry I’m late. I had trouble finding my wand this morning,” Mallory said, but her admission didn’t surprise me. Based on the various things I’d seen her pull out of the pockets of her robes, I could only imagine what the inside of her house looked like. “Wait, that’s her, isn’t it?” Mallory hissed as her eyes locked on Madame Astra. “And is that Rowena Norwood she’s talking to? Oh, dear Lilith, this is gonna be even better than I thought.”

      “We’ll circle back to Madame Astra. Why don’t we start with the Norwood Creative table?” Gillian asked.

      “Yeah, sure. Great idea,” I said. I’d never heard of Rowena Norwood nor her company until a few minutes prior, but now that I knew she was in talks to acquire Madame Astra’s technology, I wanted to learn more about both of them.

      Gillian led us across the chamber to a plain folding table that looked positively drab compared to Madame Astra’s. A bundle of pens branded with the Norwood Creative name and logo — a wand tapping the screen of a smartphone — sat on one corner, and a stack of matching branded wand polishing cloths sat on the other.

      “Good morning! Thanks for stopping by the Norwood Creative table. Help yourselves to a pen and cloth if you’d — Oh, goodness, excuse me Mr. Highmore, Ms. Clarke!” An excitable, bubbly witch interrupted herself as she realized who she was speaking to. She bolted out of her chair and smoothed out her brown jacket and matching skirt.

      “Not to worry. I’d love a wand polishing cloth,” Heath said and reached for one to pocket it in his robes. “One can never have too many of these little lifesavers. And who might you be, young lady?”

      “I’m Holly Craft, Ms. Norwood’s personal assistant,” she said. “I’m running the table while she’s out networking. It’s such an honor to meet you both.”
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