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      Celeste Blackmoore felt a trill of excitement as she pushed open the door to Rita’s Eats. She scanned the diner, her heart skipping just a little when her eyes found the small, elderly man sitting in the last booth. She made her way down the aisle and slid into the bench opposite him, the red naugahyde seat squeaking as she scooted across it.

      “You have some news, Mr. Skinner?” Celeste raised an eyebrow at the man.

      Reinhardt Skinner’s eyes, magnified by the thick lenses of his round eyeglasses, glittered with excitement. He pushed his half eaten sandwich to the side and leaned across the table toward her.

      “I may have found something very important in your journal,” he said in a low voice.

      Celeste’s heartbeat picked up speed. She’d hired the historian to decipher a three hundred year old journal that had belonged to a distant relative of hers. The journal had been found in the attic of the family home she shared with her three sisters … a home which had been the location of a deadly treasure hunt only months before. The journal had started the treasure hunt and, while Celeste’s sisters thought the treasure was long gone, she held out a hope that there might be something worthwhile in the journal. The only problem was that it was in some sort of code, thus the need for Reinhardt Skinner.

      “Oh? What?”

      Skinner glanced around the diner. A bead of sweat formed on his forehead. He pulled a white linen handkerchief out of his pocket and swiped at his face.

      “This may be the most important find of my career.” He tugged at his red bow tie, pulling it out and loosening the top button of his crisp, white shirt.

      “What did you find?” she persisted.

      “Well, if what I think I have uncovered is true, this could be a find of historical importance.” He gulped in a wheezy breath. “Not to mention financial significance.”

      “Go on.” Celeste bit back her impatience, feeling a jolt of concern at the man’s red face and labored breathing.

      Skinner reached across the table putting his clammy hand on top of hers, his black eyes boring into her blue ones. She could feel the excitement rippling off him and her heart skittered in anticipation.

      “Miss Blackmoore, it seems you might be sitting on top of Aghh—”

      His eyes grew wide and he jerked his hand away to clutch at his chest. Celeste’s heart leapt into her throat as she heard him make a sickening gurgling sound. His eyes bulged in their sockets and he slumped over sideways in the booth.

      Celeste jumped out of her seat and ran to his side.

      “Someone call nine-one-one!”
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      Celeste was still attempting CPR when the ambulance arrived even though Mr. Skinner was clearly beyond help. The EMT’s took over and she collapsed into the booth.

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t one of the Blackmoores. You gals always seem to end up with a dead body on your hands.”

      Celeste felt her stomach sink at the grating voice. She turned to see Sheriff Overton standing in the doorway glaring at her. She cringed as he ambled toward her, his oversized belly protruding over his belt, a toothpick bobbing up and down in his mouth.

      “What have we got?” The question was directed at the EMT, but Overton kept his beady eyes on Celeste.

      “Looks like a heart attack," the EMT said as he started rolling the body away.

      Overton watched him go then turned back to Celeste. “And you’re right in the middle of it. Big surprise.”

      Celeste took a deep breath to squelch the spark of anger she felt. Overton had become sheriff in the seaside town of Noquitt, Maine five years ago—shortly after her mother had killed herself by jumping off a cliff into the ocean. Celeste had only been eighteen and had watched the investigation through anguished teenage eyes. She hadn’t been impressed with him then and was even less so now. For some reason Overton seemed to have it in for her and her sisters and relished accusing them of almost every crime that happened in their small town.

      “So tell me, why are you here?” Overton switched the toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other.

      “I was meeting Mr. Skinner for lunch.”

      Overton’s brows shot up. “Kind of old for you isn’t he?”

      Celeste suddenly became aware of the entire diner staring at her. She squirmed in her seat.

      “We had hired him to validate some of our family heirlooms.” She didn’t need the whole town knowing they had a journal that might lead to treasure—or if Skinner was right, an important historical find.

      Overton narrowed his eyes at her. “And that’s why you were here with him?”

      Celeste nodded. “He was telling me about … ummm … the items.”

      “And what were they?”

      “I don’t see how that’s relevant. The man had a heart attack for crying out loud. He was pretty old.”

      Overton’s face tightened and he wrote something in a notebook he had produced from the top pocket of his shirt.

      “It appears that way, Ms. Blackmoore. But I have a feeling you’re up to no good. We’ll see what the medical examiner has to say—given the fact that you were just in my jail a few short months ago on murder charges I’m going to have to treat this as a possible homicide.”

      “What? You know those murder charges were trumped up by you!” Celeste rose from her seat, fists clenched at her side. “The real murderer was caught and my name was cleared.”

      Overton laughed and Celeste’s cheeks flamed knowing she had played right into his hands letting him get a rise out of her.

      “Well, be that as it may, I have a sneaking suspicion that any death that involves you Blackmoore girls has a lot more to it than meets the eye. I’d be willing to bet this isn’t the last time I’ll be questioning you,” Overton said shoving the notebook in his pocket and turning in the direction of the front door.

      Celeste stared after him, fighting the urge to stick her tongue out at his retreating back. As she watched him get into his cruiser in the parking lot, her thoughts turned to Reinhardt Skinner.

      She hadn’t known him well, but she was truly sorry that he was dead. Not only because she’d liked the old historian, but also because now, she was going to have a heck of a time figuring out what the “important find” was that he was trying to tell her about just before his badly timed death.
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      Celeste closed the thick oak door of her ocean front home and leaned against it with a sigh. The twenty-four room house had been in her family for three hundred years and it had a calming influence on her psyche. For some reason just walking through the door always seemed to wash away the stresses of the day. And today she needed that, especially with the way Reinhardt Skinner had died right in front of her.

      “Mew.”

      Belladonna, the family cat, weaved figure eights between her ankles and Celeste bent down to pet her silky white fur.

      “So, how was your day?”

      Belladonna just stared at her with ice blue eyes and flicked her tail.

      “Mine wasn’t that great. I need a treat.”

      Celeste made her way down the front hall to the kitchen. Like many of the rooms in the house, the spacious kitchen had been an add-on built sometime in the mid-1800s. It still had the original dark mahogany, Victorian cabinets which were offset by white marble counters. Stainless steel appliances were a newer addition as was the island which had a sink in the center.

      Celeste breezed past the island to a thick, wooden door on the far wall. The door led to the basement. Celeste felt a chill run up her spine as she approached it. She yanked it open, her nose wrinkling at the damp smell that greeted her.

      The girls never went in the basement—it was dark and creepy and their mother had threatened them with severe punishment if they even thought about going down there when they were little. As far as Celeste was concerned, the threats were unnecessary. She’d been down there once and remembered a cavernous room with a dirt floor. A big brick well stood in the middle and spiders and other creepy crawlies skittered around in the corners. She’d had no desire to go down there when she was a little girl and even less of a desire to do so now.

      It was, however, a great place to keep paper bags filled with the end of season garden tomatoes—the ones that you want to slowly ripen so that you can still have fresh tomatoes into the fall. They kept the bags three steps down where it was cool enough to do the trick, but not far enough down so they had to venture into the basement.

      Celeste pushed the door open all the way and stood on the first step, bending down to reach the bag two steps below. Something brushed against her leg and her heart stopped … then started up again when she realized it was only Belladonna.

      She grabbed the bag and was about to turn and rush into the safety of the kitchen when she noticed the cat was five steps down.

      “Mew.” Belladonna looked over her shoulder at Celeste and flicked her tail.

      “Belladonna, get back up here.” Celeste indicated the open door, but the cat just stared at her and took another step down.

      Celeste’s heart crunched. She didn’t want the cat to get stuck in the basement. She made swooshing noises and waved her hand toward the door.

      Belladonna sat down and licked her paw.

      “Oh, for crying out loud.” Celeste shoved the paper bag into the kitchen and tip toed down to the fourth step. She bent down to scoop up the cat, making the mistake of looking into the darkness that loomed below them.

      Her heart froze when she saw a little wisp of vapor at the bottom of the steps, swirling around as if it was beckoning to her. She blinked and it was gone. It might have just been her imagination, but she’d seen that type of vapor before and knew what it meant.

      A ghost.

      So far, all the ghosts she’d talked to had been friendly ones. Her grandmother and her spirit guide, Andrew. But they always appeared in warm, comforting places.

      She had no idea if the basement ghost would be friendly or not … and she had no intention of sticking around to find out. Grabbing Belladonna she lurched up the steps, into the kitchen and slammed the door shut behind her.

      “What the heck?”

      Celeste jerked her head in the direction of the voice, dropped the cat on the floor and got into her most defensive karate position, her heart beating wildly in her chest.

      “What is going on?” Her younger sister, Jolene stood in the kitchen, her chocolate brown curls matching her brows that were arched over ice-blue eyes.

      Celeste relaxed.

      “Oh, sorry. That basement always spooks me.” She didn’t want to get into the whole ghost thing with Jolene. Her sisters were just barely accepting the notion that she talked to their dead grandmother. She didn’t know what they would think if she told them she was seeing other ghosts too.

      “What are you doing home anyway?”

      “I’m just doing some homework for my computer forensics course.”

      Jolene, the youngest of the four sisters, had graduated high school the previous year and floated around most of the summer trying to find herself. After doing some computer work that helped them clear their oldest sister from a bogus murder charge, she’d finally found her calling—computer forensics.

      Now she was taking a course at the local college and starting a new career working for their other sister’s boyfriend Jake, a former Noquitt cop, who had just hung up his shingle as a private investigator.

      Thinking about it made Celeste smile. Jolene had only been fourteen when their mother died and she’d been hit pretty hard. The sisters had tried their best to get her through high school but she’d been a bit hard to handle. Even though it was mostly Morgan and Fiona that had done the “mothering” Celeste had done what she could and felt a glow of satisfaction that Jolene was finally on the right track.

      “Did you meet with the historian?” Jolene’s question interrupted Celeste’s thoughts and she frowned.

      “Yeah, but I have some bad news about that.” Celeste took the brown bag over to the kitchen island, grabbing a knife from the drawer on the way.

      “Bad news?”

      “Well good news and bad news, actually.” Celeste reached into the bag and pulled out a bright red tomato the size of her fist.

      “Give me the good news first.” Jolene handed a small cutting board to Celeste who got to work slicing the tomato.

      “Well, he said that he had made some progress figuring out the code in the journal.”

      Jolene’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s great.”

      Celeste nodded, still focused on the tomato. “Even better, he said that if his findings were correct it could have historical significance … and be worth a lot of money.”

      “What could be bad about that?”

      Celeste looked up from spreading the tomato slices out on a plate. “The bad part is that he dropped dead before he could tell me exactly what his findings were.”
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      “What do you mean ‘dropped dead’?” Jolene’s ice-blue eyes widened.

      Celeste shrugged. “I guess he had a heart attack. One minute he was sitting across from me in the booth and the next he was making gargling noises and keeling over.”

      “Oh, the poor guy.”

      “Yeah, he was a nice man.” Celeste sprinkled sea salt on the tomato slices and pushed the plate toward Jolene. “Help yourself.”

      Jolene picked up a bright red slice and lifted it to her mouth. “So, we need to find someone else to decipher the journal then?”

      “Why would we need to do that?” Celeste’s oldest sister, Morgan, asked from the kitchen doorway where she leaned against the opening in her usual calm manner.

      “Celeste just told me the guy we hired is dead,” Jolene said.

      “Who’s dead?” Fiona appeared behind Morgan, her fiery red curls and tense stance matching her feisty personality.

      “Reinhardt Skinner. I guess he had a heart attack.” Celeste bit into a tomato slice, her mouth watering with the earthy, salty flavor.

      “When did he die?” Fiona took a seat at the kitchen island and grabbed a slice of tomato.

      “At lunch with Celeste,” Jolene said.

      “You were with him?” Morgan turned to Celeste.

      “Yep.”

      “What happened?”

      “Well, we were eating lunch and he grabbed his chest and keeled over. I tried to do CPR but it was really too late. The EMT’s came and said there was nothing left to be done.” Celeste frowned. “Oh, and Overton came.”

      “Oh, I bet he loved finding you with a dead body.” Morgan stood on her tiptoes to reach up to the top shelf of one of the cabinets, her long, silky black pony tail swinging from side to side.

      “Yeah. He made the usual snide remarks, but at least this time there were plenty of witnesses that can vouch that I didn’t kill him.”

      “Because he wasn’t murdered,” Jolene added.

      “Yeah, lucky for me he died of natural causes.” Celeste bit into another tomato slice.

      “Or unlucky for you,” Jolene said, “because he did have some interesting news.”

      “Really?” Morgan turned from the cabinet with the homemade herbal tea bag she’d apparently been searching for.

      “Yeah, I was just telling Jolene that he said he may have found something significant in the journal.”

      “Significant and worth a lot of money,” Jolene added.

      “Which is why she was asking if we need to get someone else,” Celeste said.

      “So there really is a treasure, then.” Morgan sipped her steaming cup of tea.

      “Well, he didn’t actually say treasure, but he did use the words significant and valuable.”

      “Sounds like a treasure to me,” Fiona said looking out the window toward the Atlantic Ocean. “And that means we might find ourselves fighting off pirates again.”

      Celeste shivered as she followed Fiona’s gaze across Morgan’s herb garden to their side yard, where the cliff sat eighty feet above the Atlantic Ocean … or the big gaping hole where the cliff once was.

      Earlier in the summer, the journal had led them to an old treasure map which had started a hunt for a cache their ancestor, Isaiah Blackmoore, was rumored to have buried. Unfortunately, modern day pirates had tried to get to it first. What no one knew was Isaiah had booby trapped the site and when the pirates tried to take it, they blew off half the cliff—and themselves—in the process.

      The modern day pirates had been a nasty bunch, killing at least one man, breaking into Celeste’s home and even kidnapping Morgan to get her to reveal the location found on the map. Celeste cringed at the thought of having to deal with anyone like them again.

      “But I thought the treasure was either blown into the ocean or dug up long ago,” Jolene said.

      Celeste shrugged. “Who knows? All I know is that Skinner said he made an important find and I want to know what it is.”

      The three sisters nodded their agreement.

      “So what do we do now?”

      “He must have had some notes,” Fiona said.

      “Right. And we need to get the copies of those journal pages we gave him and the poetry book,” Morgan added.

      “So we need to visit his office.” Celeste picked up the last tomato slice and popped it in her mouth.

      “I guess it’s a good thing we didn’t give him the original journal,” Jolene said.

      “Yeah, I would hate to think of that just sitting around in his office where anyone could take it." Morgan bobbed her tea bag up and down in her mug. “As it is, I feel a little nervous about him having the key book.”

      Celeste bit her lower lip. Isaiah Blackmoore’s journal had been written in code. A certain type of code called a book cipher that required a second book in order to decipher it. The way it worked was that the words in the journal referred to certain passages in the second book, called the key, and those passages revealed the actual word in the message. They had given the key, a poetry book, to Skinner and they’d need it back if they had hopes of a new historian taking over the job. And the only way to get it back was to go to his office at the museum and take it.

      “Okay, so who wants to go to the museum with me tomorrow?” Celeste asked.

      “I will, if Fiona doesn’t mind watching the shop in the morning.” Morgan glanced at Fiona who nodded her assent. The two sisters had a store, Sticks and Stones, where they sold herbal remedies and crystal healing stones and jewelry.

      “Okay, sounds like a plan," Celeste said.

      “Great. I think the museum opens at eight, so if we leave here by seven thirty tomorrow morning we’ll get there right when they open.” Morgan looked at Celeste for confirmation, and her ice-blue eyes clouded over. “I think it would be smart to keep this to ourselves. I have a funny feeling that letting word get out about this important find could be very dangerous for us.”
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      Celeste jumped out of bed the next morning just as the sun was starting to make its appearance. She pushed aside her sheer purple curtains and shoved open the wooden window, struggling against the ancient weights that held the window in place.

      Her room was in one of the oldest parts of the house. The windows could use some modernizing, but she loved the other details of the room like the marble fireplace, glass doorknobs and wide pine floors.

      The corners of her lips turned up in a smile as she leaned out the window taking a deep breath of sharp, salty sea air. Her room had a gorgeous view of the Atlantic Ocean and she’d been privileged to view decades of spectacular sunrises from it. Those sunrises always lifted her spirits, not that she really needed it—Celeste was normally a very happy and positive person.

      This morning, she was her usual upbeat self, except for one small thought that irritated her conscience like a piece of grit inside an oyster. She couldn’t forget Morgan’s warning the night before and how she’d said she had “a funny feeling” word getting out about the important find could be dangerous. Over the summer Celeste had come to recognize that Morgan’s feelings usually turned out to be right and Celeste couldn’t shake that dark foreboding she’d felt when she’d heard her warning.

      She took another deep breath and made a conscious effort to push her worries aside. It promised to be a gorgeous day and she wanted to start it off right with a glass of wheat grass juice and herbs from the garden.

      She ran her fingers through her short blonde hair, not really caring how she looked. There was no one here to see her except her sisters and she didn’t really care about impressing people with her looks anyway. She pushed her feet into a pair of purple flip-flops and started toward the door.

      “Mew.” Belladonna stretched, her front legs elongated in front of her.

      “Where did you come from?” Celeste frowned at the cat. She didn’t remember letting Belladonna into her room the night before and the door was closed. Then again, the cat seemed to have a way of appearing out of nowhere … especially when she wanted food, which was probably what she was after now. Celeste was always the first one up and the cat always knew just who to follow to get her breakfast.

      Celeste opened the door and made her way to the kitchen with Belladonna trailing at her heels.

      In the kitchen, she dumped some cat food into Belladonna’s bowl, grabbed a pair of scissors from the drawer, and headed out the side door to the garden. Picking her way through the rows of herbs, she headed toward the far corner where her little patch of wheatgrass grew.

      Although the sisters shared the garden space for whatever they wanted to grow, it was mostly home to Morgan’s various herbs—her sister was a master herbalist and loved growing her own organic plants to use in the remedies she sold at Sticks and Stones. On her way to the wheat grass, Celeste passed a few herbs she recognized such as basil, echinacea, and chamomile. She also passed dozens of others for which she knew neither the names nor what remedies they were used in.

      The garden was both aromatic and beautiful. Most of the herbs boasted gorgeous flowers, like the echinacea with its purple petals. Morgan had perfected her growing technique to extend the growing season for many of the plants and the garden was still flourishing, even in September.

      Celeste stopped at the wheat grass which was neither aromatic nor beautiful, but made up for that with its many health benefits. As she bent to cut a handful, she saw Belladonna pawing at something a few rows over.

      She squinted over at the cat and her heart froze when she recognized the purple spires of flowers. Monkshood. Wasn’t that one of the plants Morgan said was toxic?

      “Belladonna … shoo!” Celeste waved her arms, catching the cat’s attention.

      “Get away from there.” Celeste jerked her head in the direction of the catnip two rows over. Belladonna took the hint, shaking her head then plodding off toward the catnip and proceeding to nibble.

      Celeste grabbed a handful of wheatgrass and picked some parsley and mint for flavor then headed back to the kitchen.

      She was feeding the wheat grass, parsley and mint into the juicer, along with some spinach, when Morgan appeared freshly showered and wearing black jeans, a white tee-shirt and black blazer.

      Celeste looked down at her pajamas. “Do you think I’m underdressed for the museum?”

      Morgan laughed. “Maybe a tad. I just figured if I looked a little professional maybe they wouldn’t mind us poking around in Skinner’s files. I have to admit I’m a little worried about getting his notes. Do you think they’ll just give them to us?”

      “I was wondering about that myself. I’m not even sure how we will know which notes are about the journal, but all we can do is try.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” Morgan grabbed a mug from the cabinet and set about making hot water for tea.

      “Do you think we should ask them to recommend another historian while we are there?” Celeste asked as she settled into a chair at the kitchen island.

      Morgan wrinkled her brow. “I’m not sure. We’d need someone who is really discreet. I don’t want word getting ou—”

      “Meoooow!” Celeste’s heart jerked as she saw a white blur hurtle across the kitchen hitting the basement door and landing in a writhing pile.

      “Belladonna! Are you okay?” Morgan rushed over to the cat who squirmed on her back, then flipped in the air twisting herself around before she landed.

      The cat then proceeded to roll around on her back making mewling noises. Celeste was relieved to recognize this as the way she acted when she was high on catnip.

      “What the heck?” Morgan’s brows mashed together as she looked up at Celeste.

      Celeste shrugged. “Catnip”

      “Oh.” Morgan laughed and gave Belladonna an affectionate scratch behind the ears. The cat ignored her and continued her writhing, pushing her front paws under the basement door as if there was something playing with her on the other side.

      Morgan stood, looking at her watch. “Are you almost ready?”

      Celeste sucked down the last of her juice. “Yep. I just need to change and throw on some mascara.”

      “Well, get a move on.” Morgan gestured toward her juice glass. Celeste handed it over, and then pushed away from the island as Morgan rinsed the glass in the sink.

      Starting toward the hallway, Celeste looked back at Belladonna who was still batting at the invisible playmate on the other side of the basement door. She’d seen the cat do stranger things after eating catnip, so why did the fact she’d picked this particular door to do it in front of give her such a strange feeling?

      Celeste shrugged to herself. She was probably just still spooked from the other day when she’d had to stop the cat from venturing into the basement. She headed off toward the stairs that led to her room, forgetting all about the cat and the basement. She had more important things to worry about today.
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      Celeste caught her reflection in the museum’s glass doors. Not bad, she thought. The linen jacket and faded jeans gave her a dressy-casual appearance. Her short haircut always looked trendy, even on days like today when she didn’t have time to wash it.

      The reflection highlighted the differences between her and her sister. Morgan was taller, her frame more voluptuous than Celeste’s thin one which had been sculpted by years of Yoga and Pilates. Morgan’s long black hair a stark contrast to Celeste’s short blonde crop. The only thing that gave them away as sisters was their ice-blue eyes—the same eyes that all the Blackmoore women had.

      Morgan’s shoes clicked on the marble floor as they crossed the vast lobby to the elevators that would bring them to the museum offices. Celeste looked down at her own soft-soled Skechers and wondered if she should have chosen more formal footwear.

      The elevator dinged its arrival and the girls got in. Morgan punched the button for the second floor as the doors closed.

      “I guess we’ll need to see the director. Beasley, I think her name is,” Morgan said as the elevator spilled them out onto the second floor.

      “Or we could go straight to Skinner’s office.” Celeste pointed to a placard on the wall that listed the staff members along with the office numbers. Skinner’s was 217. The arrow pointed right, so the girls turned in that direction, walking quietly down the
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