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Chapter One
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“Abbie, River is over there.” Jimi waved madly at a young boy his age at the far end of the school’s car park.

The day was bright under a beautiful blue sky with the air scented by a fresh-cut lawn. A scattering of people who had left the school car park earlier now climbed toward the school’s front doors. Above those doors, a gigantic violet banner with white lettering welcomed visitors with, “Congratulations!”

﻿﻿The school had invited parents, caretakers, and guardians, like Abbie, for a celebration. They’d set up games for the kids in the field out back, and tours and seminars for the adults inside.

“Can I go?” Jimi bounced and pointed to his friend. At seven years of age, Jimi was growing up to be an independent thinker who was a handful to manage.

River Spencer Irvine and Jimi had become fast friends this past term. She hadn’t met River before she heard about the boy’s burgeoning friendship. Once she saw River, recognition was instant. This short, brown-haired, freckled boy was the same one the goddess Kali had shown Abbie in a photo last autumn.

Ever since, Abbie had been wondering about him. Was he someone to be protected? Or someone to beware?

While she waited to see if Jimi’s new friendship was here to stay, Abbie and her friends checked into the Irvines’ background.

River’s parents had recently moved their family from the southern tip of Cornwall to Chipstead, Kent. The father had gained a dive instructor position at the local leisure center. River’s mother was a therapist specializing in counseling psychology.

Abbie then engineered an introduction with River’s family. During that meeting, the parents presented themselves as perfectly “normal,” with a British mother and Irish father.

As the term progressed, Abbie never let down her guard around the boy, waiting for the other shoe to drop. Especially as River and Jimi quickly grew into BFFs.

She now knelt to be at eye level with Jimi and waited until his distracted gaze met hers. “You two are to keep your masks on at all times, understand? This pandemic isn’t over.”

“Yes,” Jimi said, his attention swerving to his friend.

“And no supe talk,” she added for good measure.

For the first time, Jimi hesitated. He gazed at her with concern over the edge of his blue King Arthur mask before his attention swung back to his friend. River, of a similar height to Jimi, waved widely. He had on a black hoodie, dark trousers, and a smiling-toothy mask.

“Even with another supe?” Jimi asked.

Before the first day back at school, Abbie had “the talk” with Jimi. No talking about supernatural abilities or events to anyone other than Standard Bearer club members. Abbie’s SB group investigated supernatural calamities. So far, he’d been good at keeping to that promise. Until now.

“What other supe?” she asked, worried.

“I can’t tell you,” Jimi replied solemnly. “We pinkie squirted about it.”

Abbie glanced at Nica, wondering if she had any sibling insights about this odd ritual. The girl shrugged to say she had no clue what her brother was talking about.

“What is a pinkie squirt?” Abbie asked.

“Like this.” Jimi wrapped his pinkie around Abbie’s and held them up, grinning. “Only when I do that with River, he can make water squirt up. Then we swore we wouldn’t tell anyone else about our supe talks.”

She couldn’t fathom this water squirting up thing. Was it something Jimi had done, asking for water nearby to come and bless their pact? Or could River manipulate water?

“Jimi, is River a supe?” Abbie asked, point blank.

Jimi slammed his hand across his masked mouth, his eyes squinting mischievously. No talking, they’d pinkie squirted. Understood.

She assumed this also meant Jimi had confided in his new BFF about his ability to talk to any object. Abbie released a resigned sigh. What could she do about it now? At least the boys had sworn to keep their chit-chat between themselves.

She lifted Jimi’s chin until he met her gaze again. “No going off of school grounds without my permission.”

“I won’t,” Jimi said. “I promise.”

“All right.” Abbie released his chin and extended her arms to hug him and inhale his lovely scent of strawberry jam on toast—his two favorite food groups. Too soon, he was off, racing toward his friend, leaving her outstretched arms empty.

She wished Robert had been here with her. Then she could have sent the ghost to follow Jimi and make sure he wouldn’t get into trouble. But today was one of those rare times since she met Robert, who had died in 1816, that he was not with her. He was in St. Michael’s graveyard beside his daughter’s grave. It was the anniversary of her death.

To give Robert the privacy he needed to grieve his daughter’s passing, Abbie came alone to this school party. They were here to applaud all the children moving up a level. It didn’t matter how much or little they’d learned while being home-schooled because of last year’s COVID lockdown.

Nica then tugged at Abbie’s sleeve, wanting to go chat to her classmates.

Something inside her screamed, I’m not ready to let you go, too.

At the ten-year-old’s confused look, Abbie sighed and nodded, then immediately felt bereft as Nica ran off.

Abbie entered the school alone and strolled through the halls, reading notices on billboards and checking in on the various seminars.

Within a half-hour, she tip-toed out of an informational talk on “Understanding the lingering risks of COVID-19” and headed out to the field. To her left, boys ran around, chasing each other with dandelion plants and shouting, “pee the bed.” The sight brought back memories of her three elder brothers playing that same game when they were all kids.

Nica kicked a ball around with her football friends. Straight ahead, the year-three kids were involved in a serious egg-and-spoon race. Jimi and River stood side-by-side, giving each other sneaky looks and whispering to their eggs balanced on spoons.

Suspecting they were up to no good, she sent a message through Hafgufa. Using her magical Grimm cord embedded within her right arm, she telepathically warned Jimi. “No cheating!”

She wanted to ensure he wasn’t about to talk his and River’s eggs into staying on their spoons.

“Aw, Abbie,” he responded in a put-upon manner.

“Unless you two believe you’re incapable of winning this race fairly?”

Jimi’s shoulders dropped, signaling she’d won this argument. River gave her a nasty look and Abbie folded her arms and returned the stare. Jimi tugged at his friend’s sleeve until he looked away with a scowl.

In the end, River won the race, with Jimi coming in a close second. The boys’ loud whoops and jumping proclaimed their supreme satisfaction with their performance. Abbie was well pleased because, to be that joyful, they must have placed well by effort and determination alone.

They ran to collect their reward—two helium balloons. The balloons were brighter and flashier than the ones the other children received for participation.

A well-built young man—close to Abbie in age—strolled to chat up the two boys. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t immediately place him. Abbie asked the woman beside her if she recognized the fellow.

“Oh, that’s Shane Irvine,” the woman said. “Isn’t he gorgeous?”

Of course. Shane Irvine was River’s uncle. A star athlete and an Olympic hopeful. Abbie had never met him, but she’d seen his photo on social media and during the research her friends helped her do on River’s family.

“Sad about what happened to him earlier this summer,” the woman beside her continued.

Abbie had gathered her information months ago. She couldn’t recall hearing any recent news about Shane Irvine, so she asked, “What happened?”

“After he tested positive for COVID, he missed the cutoff to join the Summer Olympics team.”

Abbie’s gaze swung toward the diver with concern, and she was about to sprint up and tug her child away. What was he doing socializing? “Shouldn’t he be isolating?”

“He recovered quickly, but it was too late to attend the games. He was heartbroken.”

Abbie nodded, her sympathy rising. The Olympics only came around once every four years.

“It was a tragedy or a victory,” the woman continued with a twisted smile, “depending on your outlook.”

“What do you mean?” Abbie asked.

“We still brought home the gold for the ten-meter platform, love. If he’d gone,” she shrugged, “who knows? We might have had to settle for a third bronze instead.” She winked at Abbie. “Irvine’s good, but he’s no Daley.”

Abbie recognized the name Daley. He was a recent favorite in Britain after bringing home the gold at the Summer Olympics.

She glanced back at the field and noticed Jimi, River, and Shane Irvine were no longer there. She scanned, looking for her boy. Spotting Nica, she waved.

“What’s up, Abbie?” Nica asked, running to her.

“Do you know where your brother’s gone?” Abbie asked, already contacting her Grimm cord. “Find Jimi.”

“What’s up, Abbie?” Jimi responded instantly.

Abbie’s breath gushed out in relief.

Nica tilted her head as if she, too, had heard his response. “Where are you, little nightmare?”

“Don’t call me that,” Jimi answered, sounding put-out. “I haven’t had a nightmare in months. I’m with River and his uncle. We’re walking to their car. River’s Uncle Shane has to return home right away.”

“Stop where you are and wait for us,” Abbie said. Her panic lowered, but didn’t die. “We’ll be right there.”

“I didn’t leave the school grounds, Abbie,” he said, sounding confused.

“You did well.”

She and Nica raced in silence toward the back door of the school. It would be a shorter route to the front if they cut through school corridors.

“River wants me to come over for a sleepover. Is that okay, Abbie?”

“No,” Abbie said, her panic returning. “Jimi, and tell River to stay with you.”

There was a moment of silence and then Jimi said, “River can’t stay. His Uncle Shane says he’s in a hurry and has to leave now.”

Abbie and Nica had reached the front doors and were racing down the steps before Jimi finished speaking. They arrived by his side panting, to find him all alone, holding his and River’s balloons.

Once she caught her breath, Abbie said, “Which way?”

Jimi pointed straight ahead to the car park. Shane Irvine was getting into a gold Nissan Leaf. She and her kids sprinted up to it, but the car sped away in a screech of tires before they reached it. Seriously suspicious.

“Are we going to chase after them?” Nica asked, excited, as if she had scented an adventure.

“Yes!” Jimi shouted, jumping up and down.

“No,” Abbie said, speed-dialing Judith, a police officer and member of the SB club. “We don’t know yet if River’s in trouble.”

Was she overreacting because Kali had shown her that image of River? After all, Shane Irvine was his uncle.

“Who’s there?” Judith asked, sounding sensual.

Abbie cringed. She’d forgotten it was risky calling Judith on her days off. Now that she and Bran were dating, who knew what state her friend would be in on a Saturday morning? Abbie quickly explained what had happened and asked for Judith’s professional viewpoint on the matter.

“If Irvine’s related to the child, why shouldn’t he take him home?” Judith replied reasonably. “Maybe check with the school admin to see if he’s listed as a contact.”

“Good idea,” she said and hung up.

The three of them hurried back into the school while Abbie explained to Jimi why she was worried. “I’ve never been introduced to River’s uncle. Why weren’t his parents here to watch over him?”

“They’re on holiday. River said they’ve gone to Tooks and cakes. What’s Tooks and cakes, Abbie?”

“Sound tasty,” Nica offered, “if they get to eat cake.”

Abbie stopped in her tracks. “I think that’s maybe the Turks and Caicos Islands.”

“Yes, that’s it,” Jimi said, nodding. “River’s Uncle Shane entered them in a contest and they won the trip.”

“Then it should be okay that he’s gone with his uncle.” She hesitated and, on instinct, said, “Just to be on the safe side, though, shall we check with the school admin as Judith suggested?”

“Sure,” Nica agreed, half-heartedly, deflated at the lack of a proper hunt.

The clerk said that Shane Irvine was indeed in charge of River while the boy’s parents were out of the country. That was that, then.

They returned to Rosie and sat in the car, pondering what to do next. Abbie wasn’t in the mood to return to the school’s activities. Without River, neither was Jimi.

“Want to go home for lunch?” Abbie asked.

“It’s chores day,” Nica reminded them in a cheerful voice. Abbie and Jimi rolled their eyes as Nica strapped herself into the front passenger seat, oblivious to their lackluster reaction. As of her last month’s measurement, she’d grown tall enough, by law, to no longer need a car seat. But the girl had yet to outgrow her penchant for cleaning.

Abbie nodded acceptance of the plan and shifted her car into gear to leave the school. Yet, after being warned about River by the Hindu goddess and then learning the boy might be a supe, her Grimm instincts insisted that trouble was afoot.

She geared back into park. “I don’t want to go home without checking up on your friend first,” she murmured, thinking out loud.

“Yay!” Jimi said from his car seat, holding the two balloons. “River forgot to take his balloon, so I want to return his. Also, these balloons say I’m supposed to be with him.”

Abbie turned around and frowned at the balloons. “Do they say why?”

Jimi shook his head. “They’re creepy. They talk at the same time as if someone is talking to me through them. I don’t like them. So fake.”

A sudden loud pop inside the car made both kids squeal, while Abbie grinned with satisfaction. “Are they still talking to you, Jimi?”

Eyes wide, the boy shook his head. “Nope. Thanks, Abbie.”

Alarmed by Jimi’s summation of the balloons, Abbie had used her pocketknife to pop the two balloons.

She took both balloon remnants and strings, and getting out of the car, she chucked the lot into a nearby rubbish bin. Once back in Rosie, she attached her mobile to the dashboard and pulled up the GPS directions from the last time she had visited the Irvines. Must have been two months ago, now.

Abbie had the kids play the alphabet game while she drove, naming one item each child saw out the window, starting with A and then B, and so on. They’d reached K when she parked Rosie off the road by the Irvine home.

River’s uncle had parked his gold Leaf in his driveway. Its driver’s side door was ajar and the home’s front door stood wide open.

Nica took Abbie’s hand, clutching it.

“I’ll be careful,” she promised the little girl. “Both of you stay in the car.”

After their reluctant nods, Abbie fetched her medical kit from the boot and locked the car. Cautiously, she approached the Irvine home, walking past Shane’s parked golf.

Once beside the open front door, she called out, “Mr. Irvine, I’m Abigail Grimshaw. I’m the guardian of one of River’s friends, Jimi Gill. May I speak to you, please?”

She waited.

No answer.

She peeked into the house. An empty entryway showed scattered shoes and a half-open closet with coats hanging inside. Walls prevented her from seeing further.

“I’m coming in,” she called out.

Silence.

Abbie alerted her Grimm cord to be ready to strike. It vibrated, twitching her right forefinger. She entered the house, clutching her medical kit in her dominant left hand, ready to use it, too, as a weapon if needed.

“River!” she called from the entryway. “Mr. Irvine? Anyone here?”

The lack of response was troubling.

In the living room, she came to a startled halt at finding Shane Irvine sitting in an armchair, looking up at her, his expression one of shock. The small, circular, bloody hole in the middle of his forehead and the blood splatters on the wall behind him said nothing in this world would shock him again.

An eerie sense of familiarity invaded Abbie. It seemed as if this was her life now. Finding a victim, even when she wasn’t on Emergency Medical Technician duty.

At viewing this young Olympian, killed in the prime of his life, a profound sadness overcame Abbie. By rote, she gently checked for Shane Irvine’s pulse, despite the hole in his forehead proclaiming him long gone. Not a beat.

The coppery stench of spilled blood made her cringe. She might as well have been underwater because she had to force herself to take a breath as her chest closed in and her throat tightened. The sense of death pervaded this room, vibrating like a siren’s lament.

There was nothing else out of the ordinary here, except for the floor-to-ceiling fish tank against one wall. It held freshwater fish from carp to bass, and eels to mackerel. How had she missed seeing this on her last visit here? Unless it was a new acquisition?

Before leaving the room, she did a quick check for clues about the immediate crime scene. The room had little evidence that anyone other than a normal family, with an odd fetish for freshwater fish, lived here. No pet hair on cushions, curtains, or window sills. Family photos on the mantle. Kids’ toys scattered about the room.

Where could River be? She hurried, checking the ground-floor rooms next, in case the boy was somewhere in this house, alive, hiding, waiting for help. Thankfully, the feeling of death didn’t follow her. It seemed contained in that living room alone. River was nowhere in sight down here.

She headed upstairs, being careful to avoid leaving her fingerprints as she went from room to room in this two-story home. DI Turner, a rising star in Kent, would make it her business to follow up on this crime, simply because Abbie reported it. She didn’t want to be accused of snooping, or worse. Turner wasn’t her friend.

She found no one under beds or hiding inside the wardrobes upstairs. Abbie returned downstairs, certain the house was empty. Satisfied there was nothing else for her to find here, she wished Shane a sad goodbye and left as quietly as she had entered.

Abbie got into Rosie’s driver’s seat.

“Where is River?” Jimi asked in a fearful tone, ripping off his mask.

Not, Is he okay? Her boy would have heard from something in that house—perhaps from the house itself—that his friend wasn’t inside. Also, whoever had been Jimi’s informant didn’t know where River had gone, or he wouldn’t ask that question—he’d tell her where to find his friend.

She sent him a compassionate glance. “Do you know who might have taken him, Jimi?”

He shook his head.

Abbie nodded. “Wherever he is, we’ll find him. This is now an SB case.”

The circumstances fit their supernatural requirements. Jimi and River had pinkie squirted before the boy disappeared.

Abbie retrieved her mobile and called Judith. “Someone’s killed Shane Irvine.”

Her friend swore.

Abbie invited Nica to crawl onto her lap. She then extended her arm toward Jimi. He clutched it tight and began crying. “River Irvine is missing,” she informed Judith. “His parents have to be notified and a Child Rescue Alert put out.”

By the time Abbie hung up, Jimi had extracted himself from his car seat and crawled into the front to join his sister on Abbie’s lap. She hugged both kids tight as they waited for the police and ambulance to arrive. She was shaking as much as her kids in reaction because it could so easily have been Jimi who was missing instead of poor River.
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Chapter Two
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While Abbie wrote out her statements at the Chipstead police station, Judith bought them all burgers and chips for lunch. At one point, DCI Callum Radford stopped by to speak to Abbie. It was an awkward meeting.

Last Autumn, Abbie explained to Callum about Figg, an immortal dog, and all the killing he had been responsible for over the centuries. She’d expected him to avoid the dangerous pup after that. Instead, he’d adopted Figg. Abbie couldn’t understand that thinking and they’d had a royal row about it.

Her brother Bran suggested that for a norm, having a magical defender was too tempting a prospect to give up easily. Bran should know, since Judith had gifted him Comet, her magical broom, for his protection.

As hard as she tried, though, Abbie couldn’t equate Comet to Figg. She liked Figg and Jimi loved him, but she didn’t trust the dog. At his old master’s command, the mutt had murdered people. Even if she had impressed on the dog the importance of not killing again, that didn’t mean his old master couldn’t compel him if the mood struck.

True, the immortal had slunk back into the underworld once COVID broke out, abandoning the dog here. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t eventually return for it.

Callum didn’t see it that way. “I’m now responsible for Figg, and I won’t abandon him like his previous master,” had been his vehement response.

A commendable sentiment, but it put him in a tricky situation and potentially in the line of fire if trouble brewed. They’d ended up at an impasse that put any chance of a relationship between them on ice, yet again. Abbie had been heartsore for weeks after that stark conversation, listening for her phone, hoping it was Callum calling.

He never called.

She shook off that lingering regret, but her heart still ached at seeing him again. Once she and her kids returned home, she put off their Saturday chores and instead allowed the kids to take a well-needed nap.

Still a little rattled at how close Jimi had come to going off with River and his uncle, Abbie couldn’t tear herself from their side yet. Instead, she called Klaus, her Grimm Tales, to her in the kids’ room and asked the book about River’s whereabouts.

Klaus flipped open his pages until he came to a colorful drawing of a market called Spell Gate. This bazaar was also an access point to otherworldly beings, who bought and sold all manner of unusual items there. Various compounds existed all around the market to house different species while they visited. This practice had been ongoing for time immemorial. The book didn’t show her River, merely different stalls and locations around the market.

Where the market appeared on Earth routinely changed. It came to cities or towns or villages across the world at irregular intervals to ensure normal humans never stumbled across it.

As fascinating as all this information was, why would Klaus choose that market to show her when she’d asked about River? Unless someone had taken the boy there. Unfortunately, there was no information about how to get to this market.

She posted a quick note on her podcast to ask if anyone had heard of the Spell Gate market. If so, leave a comment.

Her followers rarely corresponded with her, and if they did, the ones who wrote in turned out to be ordinary humans with more curiosity than sense. Still, it was worth a shot.

Her gaze kept swerving to the sleeping children. She wished Robert were here to talk to. She’d not seen him since last night. This was his time to grieve his daughter, and she wasn’t about to disturb that by calling to him.

She nodded off with the open book on her lap.

Abbie awoke to find Jimi still asleep, but Nica’s bed was empty and neatly made up. It was twilight and someone had tucked a blanket around Abbie.

A quick furtive check located Nica wiping down the shelves and windowsills in the living room downstairs. Abbie’s heart did a flip of joy at seeing her girl safe and busy. She suspected Nica needed to do something after their stressful day. So, Abbie sat on the stairs and watched her through the living room door left slightly ajar. Soon, Jimi joined her, leaning against Abbie’s side, yawning.

She gave him a long hug until he squirmed out of her hold. Then she set him to empty all the bins in the house into a big black bag left open on the kitchen floor and went to get the laundry running and then cleaned the loo. Nica wasn’t the only one who felt the need to be busy on this troublesome day.

Mentally, she added dusting St. Michael’s church to her to-do list for tomorrow, after she dropped the kids at the Hindu temple for service. She would have to skip church service with her mum this Sunday, though, as Abbie needed time to prepare for her First Aid class on Monday. It would be the first lesson held at St. Michael’s church. She’d readied lecture notes, but needed to adjust the classroom set-up.

After Callum fixed up the abandoned church last year, all of England had gone under lockdown as COVID spread again. That prevented Abbie from utilizing the space, even if she could have afforded to buy supplies to run the classes.

This year, the government sent out financial help because of the lockdowns. Abbie also continued to work part-time as an EMT. In addition, her child support payments finally flowed in. All of that cash inflow meant she could afford to buy supplies to conduct first-aid classes. She was super excited to begin and had already scored ten registrants.

Once she and the kids completed their Saturday chores, she made a quick light evening meal before they headed upstairs to the kids’ room.

Robert appeared there, looking haggard and worn. Nica ran over to give him a hug and Jimi joined in. Robert’s resultant radiant smile said more than anything that this ghost was ready to return to the living.

The first words out of Jimi’s mouth were that his friend was missing.

After Robert chided Abbie for not contacting him earlier, she brought him up-to-date on what had happened this morning. That reminded her again of how close she’d come to losing Jimi. Until they solved who had taken Jimi’s friend, the kids needed to take more precautions.

“Nica, Jimi,” Abbie said, “bring out your bracelets and sword. Until we find River, wear those items.”

As soon as they’d grabbed them, Arthur, her pen-ring, magically linked to the two toys, and from there extended the ring’s protection over the children. After they’d finished that procedure, Abbie tucked the kids in and read a story from Klaus until the two fell asleep.

* * *
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ABBIE CALLED AN SB meeting for Sunday afternoon to discuss this newest case. After she drove the kids home from temple, they sprawled on the sofa in the living room, discussing what to have for lunch when the doorbell rang.

Robert looked out the living room window. “Detective Constable Chan is here.”

Ever since Judith received news that she’d passed her exams, he’d begun calling her by her new title. Judith had worked hard to become a detective, and she lit up every time he addressed her as such.

Jimi didn’t yell, “Yay,” and run for the door to greet her, however, which said much about the lad’s broken heart.

Once Abbie let Judith in, her friend said she was famished. Abbie mentioned a chicken dish they’d decided on for lunch, and they all reconvened in the kitchen.

Cooking had become her kids’ favorite activity after Granny Chan’s stay here last year during the lockdown, while Abbie roomed with Judith. The elderly witch had ensured both kids mastered the basics of cooking and knew how to make some excellent dishes.

Judith made lunch with the kids’ help. While Robert and Abbie set the table, while Judith updated them on how the search for River progressed.

Kneeling on a chair by the counter as he expertly snapped beans, Jimi listened intently.

Nica tended to a fried rice dish on the cooktop.

A vegetable dish was also stewing in the oven for Yousef, their only vegan member.

He arrived at her door next and handed Abbie a beautiful fragrant flower bouquet in an array of golds and yellows.

“How nice,” she said, truly pleased. They all needed a little cheering up. “We’re in the kitchen. Talin isn’t here yet.”

“He didn’t come with Judith?” he asked, following her.

“Said he’d received an S999 hit this morning, which he wanted to verify
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