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			Chapter One

			My name is Lily Roa, and I am a witch. I use my powers to help the local police officers with their more…unusual cases. We all grew up with magic, faeries, and monsters, but not everyone is equipped to handle them. There’s always a great deal of intolerance against the magical community. Whether it stems from fear or jealousy, it’s not likely to go away anytime soon. So I’m like a bridge between the two. 

			The police are great for human crimes, but when it comes to the preternatural, I get called in. There’s nothing like proving a creature is innocent when there’s a lynch mob after it. Or helping the police find the true creature responsible. Humans tend to struggle with the unknown, and I don’t blame us. The world is scary at times. But in the end, I want to make sure we all end up on the same side. 

			“Uuurrrp.” I sighed in relief. A mighty burp was exactly what I needed. I had two more slices of pizza I wanted to eat. The delivery guy didn’t believe little ol’ me could eat an entire pizza, but clearly, he underestimated the cravings of one suffering from PMS. Teenagers aren’t the only ones who can pack it away. 

			I stretched on the couch and scratched my stomach. I hadn’t had a night off in two weeks, with working as a consultant for the Arion police department or cleansing a house every other night. I almost forgot how to relax, so I decided to watch some movies. I recently read an article about the best horror movies currently streaming, and as I browsed through about a hundred of them online, my cell phone rang.

			I groaned and swiped right. “Yeah?”

			“Ms. Roa?” Crap, there goes my relaxing night. No one called me ‘Ms.Roa’ except the police.

			“That’s me.”

			“Ms.Roa, my name is Detective Moss. I’m with the Arion Police department. Captain Howard Adams gave me your number.” Howard was the one who called me when the police needed my unique services at a crime scene. Typically, I got a call from him at least once a week, but lately, it seemed like every other day. Arion seemed to be in the middle of a flap of high strangeness at the moment. Fine with me if it meant more money in my pocket.

			“Ah, Howard, thank you so much,” I picked up one of the pizza slices and took a bite. “What can I do for you, Detective?”

			“There’s been a murder, and we need a w…uh, someone with your expertise.”

			I swallowed my bite. “It’s okay, you can say it,” I took another bite and managed to talk around it. “It’s not a bad word, I promise, you need a….”

			He cleared his throat. “Witch.”

			“There ya go!” I set my slice down and clapped for him. “See, that’s not so hard. Now, why call me? I’m not the only witch in town. The Fell’s are also on retainer.” I often wondered what it might be like being in a magical relationship like the Fells. Would it be beneficial or a hindrance? I shouldn’t wonder too much about it. I don’t even have a boyfriend. It’d be a while before I had another one. Not many people moved to Arion, and there’s no way a local would date me. Which is fine. They’re all jerks because they think I killed my family. 

			“I might be super busy. As a matter-of-fact Detective, I was just about to watch,” I looked at the TV screen and picked the first title I saw. “Satan’s tongue, ew what? No! Who comes up with that crap?” 

			I thought I heard a snicker over the line. “Yeah, we tried them,” Moss said, “Apparently, they’re on vacation and won’t be back until tomorrow.” I cursed internally. I forgot Jackson and Amelia went to Cancun.

			I sighed and rolled my eyes. “I forgot. Text me the address, I’ll be there within the hour.”

			“Sorry to pull you away from the scariest movie of the year,” I saw that was the tagline of the movie. “See you soon, Ms. Roa.” I swiped left and got to my feet. Thankfully, I didn’t spill any pizza sauce on my shirt. I just had to brush the parmesan and garlic dust off, throw some pants on, and I’d be ready. I was going to a murder scene. Makeup wasn’t required.

			***

			I got in my little white car and typed the address into the GPS. Seems the murder happened a few blocks away from my apartment. I hate it when serious stuff happens close to where I live. I can’t help but wonder if there had been anything I could have done to prevent it. But witch or no, I was only human, and I couldn’t stop every terrible thing that happened in my town. I pulled an extra hair band off my visor and quickly tried to tame my dark, curly hair. I had my mother to thank for my bountiful coif. Thick, curly hair was dominant on my mother’s side, and I could believe it. My Abuela was in her sixties when she died, and her hair had no signs of thinning. Having your hair pulled back at a murder scene can keep you from accidentally getting blood in it, as well. You only make that mistake once, so that was my usual hairdo at these kinds of things.

			After a few blocks, I turned one last right and saw police cars and ambulances down the street. The houses were mostly cute cape cod style, with perfectly manicured lawns and seasonally appropriate flowers planted, so lots of oranges and yellows for the fall. Not the usual background for a murder investigation in our town. Don’t get me wrong, all towns have crime, but ours usually happens in the back alleys and the south side of town, not in the idyllic neighborhoods that were put on the travel brochures. I pulled over a few houses away from the crime scene tape and got out. I could feel magic waver through the air, and the hair on my arms stood up. That usually meant dark magic had been used or something dark had been there. Believe it or not, there was a difference. There was also a pull, like something wanted me there. That made me nervous. 

			I ducked under the tape, flashing my ID to the rookies guarding the yellow line, and they backed off. Most of the older guys knew me from work or having lived in the town their entire life, but occasionally, I had to put an out-of-town newbie in his place. 

			I walked up to the sergeant on duty. “A Detective Moss called me,” I couldn’t remember the sergeant’s name, Doug? I looked at his name tag, Dougal, that’s right. Close enough.

			He turned around and yelled towards the houses. “Moss! Your witch is here.”

			“So, what have we got?”From my vantage, all I could see were cars and ambulances. Everything must have still been inside one of the houses. Dougal shifted. He looked almost nervous as his thumbs hooked under his vest at his chest. 

			“Homicide, multiple bodies, human, fey, something else.”I noticed he wouldn’t look at me. That wasn’t unusual, but with his nervous demeanor, it made me wary. 

			I crossed my arms and tried not to take offense. “Is the something else the murderer?”

			He grimaced. “No, I think it was a pet or something. Some weird fey creature.” Ahh, my specialty, weird, fey things. I rolled my eyes at his indifference.

			“Well magic was definitely involved, I could feel it by my car.”

			He cleared his throat. “Yeah, I’ll take your word for it.” Something in his voice made me pause. There wasn’t the usual annoyance or loathing, he almost sounded…sad. 

			“Dougal, what is it?” 

			But he ignored me. “That’s Moss.” Dougal pointed off to his left and walked off. I turned and saw a man in a suit and tie come jogging over. He looked like he was in his early thirties and had a handsome face. 

			I let the detective finish his jog and held my hand out when he reached me. “Moss?”

			He shook my hand, nice and firm, good. Nothing worse than a limp handshake. Maybe a sweaty one. Ugh. 

			“Yeah, that’s me. You must be Ms.Roa.”

			“I am. You can call me Lily.” 

			He motioned with his head to a house on the north side of the street. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you the crime scene.” I nodded and followed. The house was white with dark colored shutters, green maybe? It was hard to tell at night with the constant flicker of all the emergency vehicles. There was also a dark colored SUV in the driveway, and it caught my eye. Do I know that car? I wondered, trying to ignore the pull that came from inside the house, a pull that told me I did. But since I couldn’t immediately place the car, it was easier to ignore what my guts were telling me.

			“So, when did Howard give you my number?”

			“Last week,” he turned to me as we walked to the house, “he said I might like working with you.” I had never met Det. Moss before, but as he talked, I noticed his eyes. There was sadness in them, and I stopped him with a hand on his arm.

			“Moss, what is going on? First, Dougal didn’t insult me. Now you look like you have bad news.”

			He sighed and stepped closer to me as he leaned down. “You know one of the deceased.” I held in my gasp. The pull. They had recognized me and wanted me to find them. I started to put two and two together. The vehicle I vaguely recognized, Moss called instead of Howard, and no one was giving me grief.

			“Howard.” 

			Moss laid a hand on my shoulder and nodded. “I’m sorry.” I took a deep breath and faced the door. This was going to be hard.

			I walked up to the door, Moss behind me, as another officer gave us gloves and booties to cover our shoes. “Now I have to warn you, it’s pretty horrible,” Moss sighed. 

			The pull was coming from the back of the house so strongly I could have sworn someone was pulling my hand towards it. The further in we got, the more insistent it became. So I walked slowly, letting it lead me. 

			“Dougal said Human, fey, and something else? A pet?”

			“Most likely.” I took a deep breath as we passed the dining room. It seemed like spaghetti and salad were for dinner. Unfortunately, it was tinged with the familiar metallic smell of blood. The dining table was off to the right and was still set perfectly, except for the one wine glass on its side, the contents staining the white tablecloth red. I walked through a door into the back bedroom and saw police officers slowly walking around, taking pictures and notes. One thing all cops learn is how to keep a blank face, but there were quite a few who weren’t even trying. 

			Upset faces walked around me, talked quietly in corners, and were leaning against the wall, looking at the ground. I wasn’t surprised. It was hard when another officer was killed. The first thing I noticed in the room was this pet everyone was talking about. It was on its side by the end of the king-sized bed, and I could tell its fur was supposed to be white, but it was covered in bloody polka dots of varying sizes. The animal was about the size of a Yorkshire terrier and had two horns sticking out of its head that looked like they had been ground down on purpose. 

			“First,” I said, pointing at the dead creature, “this is a puca. Fey sometimes have them as pets.” A few of the officers began writing what I said. It made me feel a little better. It showed they were listening to me. I took a deep breath and finally looked at the rest of the crime scene. The room was large, there were sitting chairs and bookcases filled with books and a large television on the wall opposite the bed. They all seemed untouched by the butchery. I took another breath, then looked at the bodies. It took a while for my eyes to adjust to the carnage, but through the blood-soaked carpet and strangely positioned bodies, I finally saw him. Howard. “Oh, Howard.” I knew he lived nearby, but he liked to keep his work and private life separate, so I never visited. I didn’t blame him. It’s hard when work follows you home. Sometimes, the ghosts wanted more attention from me than I could give at a crime scene, and I ended up with an incorporeal roommate for a week. 

			I slowly walked over to his body and kneeled by his hand, careful not to dunk my knee in a puddle of blood. He was on his back, his legs were at odd angles, and his eyes stared at the ceiling. There was a hole in his chest, and in this world, that meant one thing. His heart was missing.

			“Hey, Lil.” Howard’s voice made my ear twitch, and I looked up. His ghost was standing by his head, and he looked sad.

			“Hey, Howard,” I said, not caring who heard me speaking to something they couldn’t see.

			He sighed and kneeled by his body. “What a mess.”

			“Do you remember what happened?” I could feel the other officers staring at me. It happened every time the ghost of a victim showed up. But instead of their usual ‘go about their business’ attitude, the room quieted, and I knew everyone was listening intently to me.

			“No.” He shook his head and looked down. “Ooh, my Thicket.” His translucent hand petted the white-blonde hair of the elf on the floor. Her face was buried in the carpet, blood had spread from her torso, but since no one had moved her body, it was unclear how she was murdered. But I had a feeling her heart was also missing.

			“I didn’t know you hung around elves, Howard.” 

			“I tried to keep that part of myself separate from work. Thicket was my wife.”

			I gasped. “Your wife?”

			“Wife?” Detective Moss kneeled next to me. “Did you say, wife?”

			“Yeah, her name is Thicket. She was married to Howard.” I looked up, and his ghost was gone. I wasn’t sure if I’d see him again. Ghosts tended to come and go at will until their murders were solved. Good motivation if you ask me.

			“I didn’t think elves married humans,” Moss said.

			“Me either. He said he kept it a secret. They both did.” I stood up, and a few of the officers walked over. I noticed they were all ones who didn’t particularly like me for what I was.

			“Did you see him?” Officer Gray asked. There was a kindness or sadness in his voice that I’d never heard in the six years I have known him.

			“I did, for a moment.”

			“Did he, was he…” Officer Foster couldn’t seem to get the words out.

			“He didn’t seem to be in pain. He didn’t remember what happened.” The police chief, Ria Franklin, walked over and shook my hand.

			“Thanks for coming, Roa. This is a tragedy for the whole department.” I didn’t mind Franklin, she was better than the last Chief, but I didn’t really work with her. “You’ll have anything you need to find what did this.”

			“Thanks, Chief, we’ll get them, I promise.” I didn’t promise often, but for Howard, I would. She gave me a nod and walked out of the room. I sighed, “Hey, can we move the bodies yet?” I turned to the officer in charge of the scene.

			“You got gloves?” He yelled across the room. I held up my blue latex covered hands. He nodded. “Go ahead, but be careful.”

			“Don’t have to tell me twice.” I kneeled next to Thicket and turned her over in one smooth motion. She hadn’t been dead long, but there was no more bleeding. She was stiff, but not so much that I would snap something off. Thank goodness for the little things. There was a large gash in her abdomen, and though I wasn’t an expert in elven anatomy, it looked like there might be bits missing. “Do you have a flashlight?” I asked Moss. He quickly took a little mag light off his key chain and shined it in Thicket’s wound. Nice to work with someone who can anticipate my needs. “Captain!” I waved him over with my bloody glove. I could hear the carpet squishing as he got closer. You never realize how much blood a person has until it’s spilled on a carpet you have to walk through.

			“Find something?” 

			“Found a lack of something. Whoever did this took both their hearts.” The captain sighed heavily, careful not to wipe his face since he was still wearing gloves. 

			“So, what, a werewolf or something?” I looked around at the room. Besides the dead bodies of Howard, Thicket, and their pet puca, the room looked to be intact. Usually, a werewolf attack was chaos personified. But here, there were no broken chairs, no claw marks on the walls or on the bodies. The wounds were made with precision. They were too clean, too straight. Claw wounds tend to be more ragged and messier. Now, I could say all this to the officers, who should know these things as well, but my friend just died, and I needed to be a smart-ass.

			“Does it look like a full moon outside?” I said sarcastically and pointed to the window. The captain and Moss looked outside. “Uh, yeah.”

			“What?” I turned and saw a bright full moon through the open window. Damn it, how could I forget! “Uh, I mean, it’s possible, but with this almost pristine crime scene, I wouldn’t peg a werewolf, something sneakier perhaps. Howard doesn’t remember what happened. He may never remember since the incident was quite violent.” I knelt and pointed at Thicket’s empty cavity. “Usually, werewolves aren’t so neat with their kills and like to eat body parts, not just hearts, so keep your mind open to other possibilities.” I stood and closed my eyes. I put my hands together, palm to palm, and shifted my right hand down and my left hand up. Keeping my palms together, I raised my arms into the air and cast my spell. “Spirits of the other side, show me the crime that has taken my friend from me.” I felt my magic spread around the room, and I opened my eyes. It would only show me the last few hours, so hopefully, it hadn’t been that long. It didn’t take long before I saw the ghosts of the past, well, not the literal ghosts, a memory. 

			Howard and Thicket were running into the bedroom. He was holding his wife’s hand. “All right, they ran into the bedroom, I assume from the dining room, since there was a glass knocked over.” Officers around me began writing down what I saw. I watched as the couple stopped by the bed, the puca asleep on the end of it. “They stopped over there by the bed. Their pet looks like it was asleep on it. It wasn’t alerted to anything until they ran in.” Something had scared them, but I couldn’t see whatever they were staring at. I followed Howard’s gaze. Whatever this was, it was big. “Damn it, whatever killed them, cloaked themselves magically,” I said. “No one would see it enter or leave, and I can’t see it with my spell.” 

			“If it was cloaked, how did they know to run?” Another officer asked.

			“I don’t know, maybe Thicket could still see it? Elves have a better sense of those things than humans.” I watched as their pet puca jumped what seemed like seven feet in the air and sank its little teeth into the attacker. I gasped. “Their pet, bag it and be careful. It bit whatever killed them. I might be able to get something out of it and track the thing.”

			“It’s on its way to the morgue as we speak,” Moss said. 

			“Perfect, thanks.” I watched the invisible creature rip through Howard and his wife, telling the officers what happened and how. The thing definitely stole their hearts before leaving. I had seen worse over the years, but not to my friends. I closed my eyes and lowered my arms to end the spell. 

			“Well, it wasn’t a werewolf,” I sighed and barely remembered in time not to run my bloody hands through my hair. “I don’t know what it was,” I raised a finger to the captain as he opened his mouth to complain, but the smart man didn’t speak. “Yet.”

			“Is there anything that uses the moon like a werewolf?” Moss asked.

			I shook my head and walked from the room. “No, nothing is so tied to the moon like a werewolf. Some spells do require different moon phases. Since it took their hearts, I assume it plans to do a spell. I’ll have to do some research. Moss?” I turned and jumped a little. I didn’t hear him walk up behind me. 

			“Yes, Ms., er Lily.”

			“Care to escort me back to my car?”

			He nodded. “My pleasure.” We headed towards the front door, carefully pulling our bloody gloves and booties off. 

			“I’m going to go to the M.E.’s and check on the puca, care to join me?”

			He nodded but scrunched his nose. “Not the cutest pet.”

			“Probably was to her. They’re usually known for luck, but
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