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            PREVIOUSLY IN MOON GROVE…

          

          BLOODMAGES AND BLACKMAIL RE-CAP

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It’s been five years since Zoe Clarke defeated the evil Black Brotherhood and retired as Head Witch to raise supernatural twins.

      

        

      
        Peace has reigned during that time, but that hasn’t stopped secrets and schemes from swirling…

      

        

      
        … And someone is about to stir up a revolution.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Though each mystery in the series stands alone, the series is stronger when read together.
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      A wave of delighted squeals and shouts washed over me as I stepped into the tenuously organized chaos of the Magic Minds kindergarten. Toys, crayons, and stationary littered the tile floor, forcing me to contemplate each step I made as if dodging landmines; given the sheer amount of untrained magic brimming within the thirty supernatural squirts in the class, I couldn’t be too careful.

      “Oh, hi, Zoe!” a warm voice sang from across the battlefield. I risked looking up and found Bridget Wright, or “Miss Bridget,” as the kids called her, waving at me from where she sat surrounded by children and holding an open book in one hand. A rainbow of paint stained the emerald dress that spilled around her legs, and her chestnut hair stuck out in every direction, but she still looked like she was the happiest person in Moon Grove. Teachers were truly a special breed.

      In a whirl of reddish-brown hair, a pig-tailed girl sitting with her back to me whirled around. Her blue eyes widened at the sight of me. “Momma!” she shouted and, in a flash, she’d launched herself off the floor and hurtled across the room to throw her little arms around my legs.

      “Hi, Ellie,” I said as I playfully twirled one of her curly pigtails with my finger. To be honest, I’d probably missed her more than she’d missed me. She and her twin brother, Blaise, had been attending Magic Minds for several months already, but I still hadn’t gotten used to them being gone during the day. “How was your day, sweetie?”

      Ellie shrugged, making her pigtails bounce. “It was okay, I guess.”

      “Just okay?” Ellie stared down at the floor. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”

      “Not to me. But Blaise…”

      “Oh, for Lilith’s sake. What did he do now? Or do I really want to know?” My mind raced with possibilities, and none of them were good. Blaise wasn’t a bad kid, he just had more energy than most — little boy shifters usually do — and that often got him into unfortunate situations.

      “Blaise had a tough day,” Bridget said. She’d crossed the room to join us without me noticing, a skill that no doubt came in handy for a kindergarten teacher. She smoothed the front of her dress and offered me a sympathetic smile. “One of the other students made a comment about his, uh, chewing habits, and it didn’t go over well.”

      My heart sank. From the time he was a baby, Blaise had had a fixation on chewing things; he couldn’t help it, it was the golden retriever in him. His father, Beau, and I had tried our best to break him of the habit before he went off to school to avoid exactly these kinds of situations, but we had had little luck.

      “Where is he?” I asked as I glanced around the room and realized he wasn’t sitting with the rest of the children.

      Bridget sighed. “He’s in my office, where he's been since the incident happened earlier this afternoon. I tried talking to him and smoothing things over, of course, but he wasn’t having it.”

      “Well, you can only do so much,” I said and took Ellie’s hand. We followed Bridget to her office, and with another glum smile, she opened the door for us. At first, it appeared empty, but Bridget ushered me into the room and around her desk, then pointed underneath it. I kneeled and found Blaise curled up asleep with a heavily gnawed stick clutched tightly to his chest like a security blanket.

      “Blaise, buddy?” I called gently, not wanting to scare him out of sleep — I’d made that mistake once before and wouldn’t do it again. “Blaise? It’s me, Momma.” Blaise’s eyes fluttered open, and at the sight of me, they filled with tears. He crawled pitifully out from under the desk and into my arms. “Oh, sweetie. It’s okay. Come on, let’s go home.”

      I hoisted him off the ground and onto my shoulder, where he hung lifeless. His warm tears seeped through my robe, and I stroked his hair to comfort him.

      “Tomorrow’s another day, little guy,” Bridget said and patted him on the back. “I’m really sorry about this, Zoe.”

      “Oh, don’t be. Kids will be kids and all,” I said, though I still felt awful for Blaise. “Anyway, let me get these twin terrors out of your hair for today. Go get your bags for me, please, Ellie.”

      “Yes, Momma,” Ellie said and skipped out of the office, as happy as she could be, toward the wall of cubbies along the back of the room where the children kept their things. She flung her bright red backpack over her shoulders and dragged Blaise’s blue one across the ground back to me.

      “See you in the morning, Miss Bridget!” Ellie said and darted out the front door without waiting for me.

      “Have a good rest of your day, Bridget.”

      “You too, Zoe,” she answered and walked me out. I stepped out into the heart of the Witches’ Quarter of town and found Ellie standing in place and rocking side to side, dancing to music apparently only she could hear.

      “Momma, can we watch PV when we get home?” she asked as I caught up to her. “I wanna see Daddy!”

      “Sure, sweetie.” Since the twins had started school, both Beau and I had gone back to work full time. Fortunately for him, his career as a news anchor meant the kids could at least see him in the evening. And some part of me hoped that being home and watching their dad might help cheer Blaise up; the poor kid still hadn’t said a word.

      “You okay, Blaise?” I asked as I rubbed his back. “You want to talk about what happened today?”

      Several moments passed before he answered. “Cade called me a mutt,” he muttered, so quietly I almost missed it.

      “A what?”

      “A mutt!” he shouted, and hurled the stick he’d been clutching. It clattered on the ground somewhere behind us. I froze and set Blaise down on his feet to look in his watery eyes, which he angrily rubbed. “Why is he so mean to me, Momma? What did I ever do to him?”

      “Aw, sweetie, I’m sorry,” I groaned and pulled him in for a hug. “I don’t know why Cade treats you that way. He must be unhappy himself,” I said, though I knew exactly why Cade behaved the way he did. In the several years since I’d moved to Moon Grove, we’d made a lot of progress bringing the various paranormal species who lived there together, but there were still plenty of people in town who didn’t believe our melting cauldron approach was the right one — like Cade’s father, Barrett Cross, who I made a mental note to have a pointed word with the next time I saw him.

      Sensing I’d best drop the subject, I scooped Blaise back up, and we walked the rest of the way home in silence. Ellie didn’t seem to mind as she skipped along without a care in the world. I hoped for her sake that she got to hold on to that pure joy for as long as possible; I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so carefree. But then again, how could I with magical twins?

      A few minutes later, we arrived at our humble home. While I fumbled for my keys in my robes, Ellie darted up to the front door. “Momma, what’s that?” she asked, pointing up at a piece of paper stuck just below the knocker.

      “No idea,” I said, squinting as I approached. The words “The Examiner” stared back at me from the top of the paper in a bold, old-fashioned font. “Ugh, more political garbage,” I said and yanked it off the door, crumpled it in my palm, and stuffed it into the pocket of my robes to throw away later.

      The election for a new Head Warlock of Moon Grove had ended months ago, but people still insisted on posting their propaganda everywhere — especially on my door. Being a retired Head Witch comes with a lot of unfortunate perks, including unwanted solicitation from any and everyone who thinks they have a future in the politics of Moon Grove. Back when I still had a security escort of fearsome gargoyles, no one would’ve dared approach my door, but those days were long gone. The gargoyles had new representatives to protect.

      “What does it say?” Ellie asked, always too curious for her own good.

      “Nothing you need to worry your little pigtails about,” I said as I unlocked and opened the door.

      “Grandma, we’re home!” Ellie shouted and darted around me into the living room to find Grandma Elle, her great grandmother and namesake, sitting in her favorite rocking chair and knitting by the fireplace.

      Grandma’s face lit up as she threw her arms wide for a hug. “Well hi, Sugar Pie!” Ellie threw herself into Grandma’s embrace. I couldn’t help smiling at the nickname Grandma had given Ellie. She’d always called me Sugar, and she insisted on keeping the tradition going with my kids. On days like these, I felt eternally grateful that she was here to help with the twins.

      “And you, Sugar Cookie, you look like you been suckin’ on a lemon,” Grandma said to Blaise with disdain as she watched me set him down. “You know, if you ain’t careful—”

      “My face will get stuck that way,” he interrupted as he sank to the floor to pout. “Yeah, I know.”

      Grandma raised her eyebrows at me. “Someone’s in a mood, ain’t he?”

      “Grandma, do you think I’m a mutt?” Blaise asked, and she scowled at him.

      “What in heaven’s name? No, of course not! Who told you that?”

      “Cade Cross,” I answered for him, and Grandma’s face darkened.

      “I shoulda known,” she grumbled and shook her head. “That little wart is—”

      “Careful,” I warned her.

      “Gonna get what’s comin’ to him someday,” she finished with a resolute nod. “Anyway, Beau’s gonna be on PV in a hot second. What do y’all say we turn it on and see what he’s up to tonight?”

      “Yes, please!” Ellie shouted while she jumped up and down, but Blaise only shrugged.

      “Good. They been advertisin’ his big scoop all day, and I’ve been dyin’ to see it,” Grandma said and produced her wand from under the afghan she’d been knitting. With a quick wave of it, the PV remote came flying from the kitchen counter where she’d left it into her free hand. Even though she’d been using magic for years now, I still hadn’t quite gotten used to the sight. But what did she mean about a big scoop? Beau hadn’t mentioned it to me this morning when I left for work.

      “What’s all the commotion about?” a squeaky voice asked, and I glanced down to find Luna, the family’s talking black cat, slinking around the corner into the room. Almost instinctively — and maybe it was — Blaise’s eyes shot to Luna’s moonlike lamps. “How’s a cat supposed to get any shuteye around here?” she asked, but with a silent plea, Blaise summoned the otherwise grouchy cat to his lap, where she curled up idly as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

      I shook my head in disbelief. Though Luna had eventually come around to Beau, the other shifter in the house, it’d taken months. Blaise, however, might as well have been another cat.

      Grandma smashed the power button on the PV’s remote, and the old set flickered to life, flooding the living room with an eerie blue light as the magic inside it projected a perfect recreation of the scene in front of us. Beau appeared in the living room with a microphone in one hand and his trademark warm smile.

      “Good evening, everyone, and welcome to Moon Grove Tonight here on Channel 666,” Beau said over the sounds of a small crowd gathered behind him. Even after all these years, his passion for his work colored his voice — but I couldn’t take my eyes off the distorted crowd behind him. Where was he?

      “I’m Beau Duncan, reporting on location from Moon Grove’s town hall, where a small but passionate group of people have gathered to voice their concerns about some worrying information,” Beau said, almost as if he’d heard my question.

      Beau reached into his blazer pocket and pulled out a small, rectangular piece of paper — and my heart skipped a beat because I recognized it. “Now, I’ve already spoken to some people here. Apparently, they were all recipients of this same flier, or pamphlet, depending on who you ask. It’s called The Examiner, and the information printed in it is provocative.”

      Without thinking, I plunged my hand into the pocket of my robes to retrieve the crumpled piece of paper I’d torn off the front door. It took a moment, but I eventually smoothed out the paper enough to read it, and my eyes flew over its text. One headline seized my attention: “Paxton Rathmore: Head Warlock or Head Liar?” written by someone who called themselves The Snitch.

      “Now, we haven’t been able to verify any of the information in this pamphlet, but if its election interference accusations turn out to be true, then Head Warlock Rathmore could have a real PR nightmare on his hands,” Beau continued.

      Election interference? My head swam. A few months prior, the previous Head Warlock, my close friend and colleague Heath Highmore, had finally retired from his position. An election to replace him ensued, as was tradition, and though the election was controversial, it’d gone smoothly. Paxton Rathmore had won in a landslide, and though he’d had a rocky start as Head Warlock, things seemed to have leveled out for him — until now.

      The shrill shriek of my phone ringing in my other pocket jolted me out of my thoughts. On autopilot, I pulled the phone out and my throat tightened further at the name on the screen: Heath Highmore. Though we’d once governed Moon Grove together, these days Heath rarely called me unless it was an emergency… Which could only mean one thing.

      “Turn this off,” I snapped at Grandma, and thankfully, she didn’t question me.

      “Aw, but I wanted to see Daddy!” Ellie protested.

      “He’ll be home soon,” I assured her, then locked eyes with Grandma. “I need to take this call. Will you watch these two for a minute?”

      “Sure thing, Sugar.”

      “Thanks,” I said and bolted out the front door. I answered the call just in time before it went to voicemail. “This is Zoe.”

      “Good evening, Zoe,” Heath’s fatherly voice replied. “I’m sorry to bother you, but we really need to talk about our new Head Warlock.”
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      With dread lodged in my throat, I closed the door to make sure whatever Heath was about to tell me didn’t reach little ears. “What the spell is going on?” I asked, though I really, truly didn’t want to know.

      “I assume you’ve heard about this self-styled Snitch by now?”

      “Uh, yeah. I was just watching Beau’s broadcast about the crowd outside the town hall.” It occurred to me I could’ve gotten caught up in the mess if I’d stayed at work just a few minutes longer. The Moon Grove Messenger’s offices weren’t far from the town hall, but there wasn’t a soul in the square when I left. The more I thought about it, though, the more it made sense: the people in the square probably saw The Examiner stuck to their doors when they got home from work, too.

      “Zoe, you know I’m not one to buy into conspiracies like this — I’ve been in the business for far too long to be so gullible — but these accusations are damning.”

      Instead of asking which accusations he was referring to, I scanned my copy of The Examiner again. About halfway through the top article, I spotted what I was looking for: “Mr. Rathmore’s ‘landslide’ victory was only so decisive thanks to a campaign of influence. My sources indicate that representatives for Mr. Rathmore repeatedly visited prominent members of the Moon Grove community to intimidate and threaten them if they voted for his opponent.”

      “I’d love to know who their ‘sources’ are,” I said and rolled my eyes. “Are we sure this is anything worth paying attention to? I mean, anyone could’ve just made this stuff up.”

      “Normally, I’d agree with you. But I can verify at least part of what’s in that article personally.”

      I swallowed hard and asked the question I already knew the answer to. “What? Which part?”

      “More than one person came to, shall we say ‘inquire’ about my support for Mr. Rathmore,” Heath said, confirming my worst fears.

      “Well, that doesn’t mean anything, does it? You’re the prior Head Warlock. Of course a new candidate would want your endorsement.”

      “Perhaps, but did anyone visit you about your support?”

      “... No.”

      “Precisely. Look, Zoe, I don’t want to believe this any more than you do — and I’m not saying that the rest of what’s printed in this rag is true. But there’s enough in there that’s close enough to the truth that I’m concerned. Regardless, we need to figure out who this Snitch is before they start something they can’t control.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.” But Heath was right. The crowd in the square now was relatively small and the Council’s gargoyle security could easily contain it if they needed to, but it wouldn’t take many more bodies — especially paranormal ones — for things to get out of hand quickly.

      “Neither do I. That’s why I need your help with this.”

      I groaned. “Heath, you know I promised Beau I wouldn’t get tangled up in stuff like this anymore. I have kids now.”

      “I’m not asking you to put yourself in danger. I need your skills the most right now, if you know what I mean.”

      Oh, I knew exactly what he meant. I was a talented journalist even without my telepathic powers, but being able to read people’s minds sure made the job easier sometimes. So I doubted the Snitch, whoever they were, would be foolish enough to walk around town openly thinking about what they’d written — especially not when my powers were common knowledge.

      “Keep your ear to the ground. And if you have the time, see if you can verify any of the other stuff in the pamphlet, but keep it quiet. We don’t want the Snitch getting jumpy if they get wind they’re being investigated,” Heath said.

      “Of course,” I agreed, though I also doubted the Snitch wouldn’t expect people to ask questions about who they were and why they were so intent on tearing Paxton Rathmore down.

      “Thank you, Zoe. I wouldn’t ask you if I had any other options, you know that.”

      “I know, Heath. I’ll see what I can scare up. Try to have a good rest of your night.”

      “I will. You do the same,” Heath said and ended the
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