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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Past Tense series.
      

      

      The past should stay in the past, right? Universal rule, isn't it?

      Meet Sally Wise - past witch and a woman who's about to be thrown into the greatest trouble history has ever cooked up.

      When Sally returns home to take over the family business, she inherits a curse. She's about to become the custodian of a magical book with 10,000 historical figures. From Cleopatra, to Julius Caesar, her work will be cut out for her.

      Then she meets him - the bolshie, quick-witted, cold detective. He's thrown into her life, and try as she might, she can't break free.

      Good. She'll need him, and he'll need her. For the pages of history are rustling, and something dark is about to push through.

      ....

      Past Tense follows a rare witch and a clueless detective fighting for each other through time. If you love your urban fantasies with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Past Tense today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Past Tense Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    I sighed, shoved the key into the door, and trembled within.

    I could see a card and a few withering bouquets by the front door. I should’ve leaned down, touched the dying blooms, and at least picked up the note.

    I couldn’t.

    I just sighed again and shoved the key harder into the lock. I had to put my elbow into it. It wasn’t the lock trying to keep me out. And trust me, it was the right key.

    It was the house.

    I stupidly let my gaze flick out from the top of my slipping sunglasses, and I stared up at the imposing place.

    It was massive. It took up a quarter of the block. The yard was huge, too, but those old, weathered, and tangled rose and herb gardens were just a backdrop for the enormity of the mansion. Because why call it a standard house?

    “You’d be frigging mad to call this place anything else other than a death trap,” I made the mistake of muttering under my breath.

    Oh, really? Hadn’t Nana Arielle taught me anything?

    Respect the house. Respect the curse. And for god’s sake, don’t let the thing out.

    The lock suddenly rejected my key at speed. I thought I’d set up a strong stance – the kind of weighted horse pose they use in martial arts when they know they have to withstand a frontal attack. I’d been wrong.

    Some battles, no matter how much you prepare for them, can’t be won.

    I tilted all the way back, slipped on a puddle that had collected in the worn-down stoop, and dramatically flew backward.

    I would’ve struck the old, broken cobble path leading to the equally old and broken white picket fence had I not heard a grunt from behind me.

    As quick as a loaded spring, a hand jolted out of nowhere and latched onto my shoulder. It smelt of cheap coffee, cheap cologne, and dust.

    I let out a delayed squeak. Oh crap. Oh crap. I hadn’t heard anyone behind me. They hadn’t seen the lock reject the key, had they?

    Magic, in all its forms, had to be kept hidden. You would think I would’ve learned that lesson by now. I’d made it all the way into my 30s, but aside from knowing how to take care of sick cats and write the occasional cutting journalistic piece for various online mags, my wisdom couldn’t even fill an empty wine glass.

    Still. I knew one thing. I could never ever let anyone know what I was.

    There was a grunt that shook down my hand like the warning rumble of a deadly boulder detaching from a cliff, and Mr. Dust turned me around.

    And….

    Well….

    As a witch, I knew first impressions were pointless. They often gave credence to a mind looking for easy answers. Magic is there to point out one thing – the truth is deep. The answers lying on the surface are nothing but illusions.

    But it was still easy to note one thing. Mr. Dust was hot.

    Appropriate, because in the stifling heat, most things were hot around here. I’d always hated the weather in Rathorne City, but I hated its stifling summers particularly. I wasn’t built for sticky nights and greasy mornings.

    But Mr. Dust here was built for things far hotter. I noted not a single bead of sweat slid down his handsome tanned brow and into his equally catching slate-gray eyes.

    He wore a high-collared white shirt, beige pants, and a holster….

    So a cop, then?

    He noted my gaze going down to his gun and took a step back on the stoop, one tan boot nudging some of the old flowers.

    I might’ve ignored them – he did not. He carefully picked up the brown bouquet and sat it down on an old white cast-iron coffee table. It was covered in overgrown pots and old shriveled letters.

    “I note you’ve already seen I’m a police officer,” he said in a rumbling voice that reminded me of a coffee grinder. But this sure didn’t promise me a pick-me-up. Unless his bristling arms intended to swiftly turn around and throw me in the clinker. “Any reason you’re trying to jimmy the lock on this house?”

    “J-jimmy the lock?”

    “This house,” he tilted his head back, and I was treated to the sight of the early-morning sunshine playing around the hard angle of his jaw, “belonged to one of the most important people in the city. Folks around here all loved—”

    “Arielle,” I supplied. I can’t say my tone was even. Nor could I say it was nice.

    What was the point?

    My grandmother was dead. Had I loved her?

    That was a complex question. I could, however, give you a straight answer. She clearly hadn’t loved me. If she had, she wouldn’t have left me her frigging house and all the horror it could bring.

    His brow twitched down. “No one in these parts called her that.”

    “What, did they call her Mystic Meg?” I couldn’t help myself. My imagination aside, I really didn’t think this man was going to drag me down to the police station any time soon. I had the will in my bag if he really wanted to see it. Though I would forgo showing him the abiding magical contract drawn across the back of my neck in invisible ink that would only reveal itself on the full moon.

    His lips twitched. I couldn’t say they flattened into a frown. But I also couldn’t say the expression they made was exactly friendly or amused. “Dame Wise,” he corrected me, “was one of the most respected people in this town. You appear to know her name. But you still can’t break into her house.”

    I let out a pathetic laugh. Oh, how little did he know.

    “Look, officer.” As much as I wanted to correct everything he thought he knew about my grandmother, I had a horrible date with destiny, and I had to hurry up and gain entry to the house to fulfill it.

    “Detective.” His lips carved that out of the air.

    “But you said earlier—”

    “I’m plain-clothed, ma’am, and as you’ve already noted, I carry a gun. Can’t you put two and two together?” His eyes flashed with a challenge.

    Two and two together, ha? Yeah, I could. Here was an equation for you – hot men like him were always arrogant. That was a universal rule, true across all times and all space. When someone had a jaw that perfect and a body that chiseled, they could and often did get away with anything.

    I might’ve ogled him previously, but my lips curled into a peevish line. “I own this house. I’m Arielle’s granddaughter. Sally Wise.” I flattened a hand on my chest.

    I did that with the kind of flourish you might use when revealing the final prize on a gameshow. It was intended to short-circuit this irritating conversation and get this darned hot detective off my stoop.

    He looked nonplussed. “Sally Wise is meant to be a crack investigative journalist from the big smoke.”

    My nose twitched. “I wouldn’t exactly say I’m that good.” I flattened my hair. “And who uses the term big smoke?”

    “And she’s meant to look exactly like Arielle – tall, graceful, and statuesque.” He pointed at me like a scientist pointing out exactly what your specimen should not look like.

    It took a moment for my mind to catch up. My cheeks brightened, and my lips squeezed down against my teeth with a hiss.

    Enough of this.

    I shoved a hand into my pocket and went to reveal the will. I’d cram it in his stupid, handsome face and ask if he could read English. If he couldn’t, I’d damn well call the family lawyer.

    There was, however, a slight problem. As soon as my fingers closed around the certified and stamped envelope, magic bit my palm. It had to travel up unseen through my feet to do that. But as it charged around my skin and sank into the will, I could see a blast of light reflect through my messy bag.

    I sucked back a gasp.

    The door opened behind me.

    Crap. Of course. The door hadn’t wanted the key – it had wanted the will. Houses like this were more litigious than Hollywood lawyers. And far, far more exacting.

    As the door opened, a chill blast of wind shot across my neck, snagging the short hairs and sending electric jolts of fear zapping into my nervous system.

    A warning like no other, as my stomach kicked, I turned and looked into the front room.

    And there, there I could feel it.

    Up the stairs, in the attic, the book.

    I’m sure its curse watched me now, beckoning me on. It was in a rush to come out once more.

    All of it. All 10,000 damn instances of it.

    I winced like I’d been slapped by an army. Mr. Dust frowned. “What have you got in your bag? And what did you do to the door? I know you’re not Sally Wise. Arielle described you as the most beautiful creature ever born,” he grunted. “So who the hell are you? Some influencer who wants a selfie? There might be rumors that this place is haunted – they’re overblown. There’s nothing in there but an old museum. Now, unless you can explain yourself—”

    I heard footsteps coming down the stairs. Heavy, I’m sure they belonged to sandals.

    Oh no. Seriously, oh deary dear.

    The curse was already awake. And he was here to enforce it.

    I threw out a hand dramatically, using the kind of stiff fingers and slack cheeks you would if you were stopping someone from jumping into a vat of acid. “You can’t go in there,” I stammered.

    The sandals stopped on the middle of the stairs. Only the tip of one was visible, a hint of a golden wing glinting in the mid-morning sun.

    Mr. Dust shoved out his chest and sucked in a breath a bull would approve of. “Ma’am, if you’ve broken in—”

    “Come in,” a deep, rich, lilting voice called over the top of Mr. Dust.

    It was the kind of voice that could stop a war, start one, and cross the frigging Rubicon, if you tempted it.

    Mr. Dust should burst out of his skin. His muscles should ripple like wind through wet sheets.

    … But instead, he cleared his throat and smiled. “Is that you, Julius? Sorry about this. You’ve got an interloper. Some stupid influencer here for a selfie with the state’s most haunted house, no doubt.” He fixed a hand on my shoulder in a replay of earlier. But this time, his fingers cinched in like wire.

    My eyes twitched wide then wider.

    … Mr. Dust knew Julius?

    Julius strode down the stairs and into view.

    He wore a toga. A wreath adorned his short-cropped gray hair, and his gaunt, commanding face soaked up the sunshine but didn’t radiate a ray.

    Mr. Dust grunted again and pulled me back dramatically. “Sorry, Julius.”

    “Wait, what?” I spluttered. “How do you know Julius C—” I almost said his last name, almost let my trembling lips spit out the truth, but the last of my grandmother’s training caught up with me.

    Come rain, shine, or the apocalypse, we could never let our secret be known.

    Julius stopped by the front door and crossed his lean arms. His toga – yes, toga – was tied with a gleaming length of golden twine. It matched the wings on either side of his sandals. He looked, not at Mr. Dust, but right at me.

    Some people have piercing stares. Some people fancy they have a lot to back them up. Some people, on the other hand, have all of history behind them.

    Julius’s sharp gaze cut down my figure, locked on my feet, then scanned my frumpy paisley dress up to my askew glasses and messy hair.

    He shook his head once, his wreath never falling from his kingly skull. Or should I switch king for emperor there?

    I winced a little. Then I tried – and promptly failed – to shrug out of Mr. Dust’s grasp. “Look, Julius, can you just tell this cop here that I’ve inherited Arielle’s house already? He’s about to drag me down to the police station.”

    “Good,” Julius said with an imperious sniff. He proceeded to turn on his sandal and march toward the kitchen. I thought I could hear a coffee pot on the boil.

    A vein in my head throbbed.

    Mr. Dust laughed. It was just a grunt really, but even though I couldn’t see his lips, I just knew they curled with total amusement.

    “Wait, what are you doing, Julius? You know me. Just tell this cop you know me.”

    “Detective George Carmichael here is not a standard officer. You should go get acquainted.” Julius fobbed a bony hand at me as he reached the open door into the blue-tiled kitchen.

    “Julius,” I called after him.

    I could only hear the clink of coffee cups being pulled from the white dresser and set on the granite bench in reply.

    “Enough of this.” George pulled me around. “You heard Julius. Not sure how you know his name, but he’s made it clear you’re not welcome. You can come with me down to the station. I’ll give you a chance to learn all about property law. Might be complicated for you – so you can take notes as I write up your file.”

    He had so much fun as he said that. His lips curled high around his almost perfect teeth.

    “Julius. Dammit, Julius Caesar, come back here right now, or I swear to god, I’ll tear up the will and go home.” I snapped.

    I had uprooted my simple – but happy – life to come here. I’d sold my apartment, quit my job, and told my friends I’d volunteered for a stint in Antarctica just to put them off the scent. In other words, I’d sacrificed everything for this. And the curse wasn’t even going to let me in the front door?

    I squeezed one hand into a fist. A dangerous one. A single spark of magic leapt up between my curled index finger and my crinkled palm.

    In the kitchen, I heard someone turn off the stove.

    Mr. Dust chuckled. “Did you just call him Julius Caesar?” The chuckle gave birth to a bouncing laugh that shook down into my shoulder. “You really don’t know him, do you? Julius is his stage name – last name is Brown. He’s probably just wearing the toga to practice for his Shakespeare recitation tonight.”

    I slid my gaze sideways and looked at George once.

    … Julius was a stage actor now?

    
      Arielle had let him out of the damn house?
    

    Julius appeared in the doorway. He locked his dangerous eyes on me. I swore he carved away the rest of the house – from George and his awful stomach-shaking laughs, to the sticky heat, to the always creaking stairs. All of it disappeared until it was just the two of us and his cold eyes.

    The stare invited me to repeat that.

    Would I really tear up the will and walk away?

    I wouldn’t get far.

    Some curses are designed to follow you wherever you go. For the past can never be outrun, no matter how far across the country you try to move and no matter how many times you lock the door.

  
    Chapter 2

    George Carmichael leaned across the desk, planting an elbow in an enormous pile of messy paper as he stared at me over the top of his steaming coffee cup.

    Cheap coffee. The kind that came in a limp little tube and smelt of industrial solvents.

    It matched his personality. I swore his gaze could strip an elephant of its hide.

    “You got anything to add?” he grunted.

    What, had he never learned to speak like a human? Had he grown up with apes? No, wait, by and large, apes are kind. Detective George Carmichael was a great big—

    “Less thinking.” He sipped at his coffee. “More answering. You know you’re see-through, right? I can practically hear the cogs whirling in your head as you dream up sub-par insults for me. What, don’t like my cologne? It’s five whole dollars from the drug store. It masks sweat for a whole 24 hours if you want it. Never put it on strong enough to dull a perp’s fear, though. And yours smells like you know you’re in trouble and you’ve finally realized it’s time to tell the truth.”

    I blinked. Once. It wasn’t that I thought I’d miss something. This guy felt like he’d walked off the set of a bad 70s police drama. If he kicked his feet out and shoved them on the desk while telling me I was a crooked perp who belonged in the clinker, so help me.

    I primly gripped my purse in my lap and repeated my story. Again. I’d do it until he heard it. “As I have already told you, I’m Sally Wise. I inherited that damn mansion—”

    “You mean one of the priciest pieces of real estate in the city? If you had inherited it, I don’t think you’d be so rude about it.”

    So help me.

    Had I actually thought this man was handsome the first time I laid eyes on him?

    A lot of poisonous plants are pretty to begin with. Get too close, and they’ll just snap around you like this cop did now.

    I leaned back.

    I crossed my arms. If he had any idea whatsoever what that mansion contained, he wouldn’t look anywhere near as arrogant right now. Though I knew the cost of revealing my magic and never would, for just a flash of a moment, I wanted to lift my fingers and show my natural force. Let it leap up high. Let this little lout’s eyes open wide with the knowledge that all his life, he’d been living on such a simple plane of existence when real force was right there, just underneath the rug or around the corner. Or, in this city, at the end of the most expensive street, apparently.

    “Can I call my lawyer yet?” I asked, trying to control my tone but being about as successful as Sisyphus pushing that stone up a hill. Speaking of Sisyphus….

    There was no way grandma would’ve been stupid enough to let Julius out.

    But that would be when I heard two officers chatting behind me. “Best Shakespearean actor I’ve ever come across. You know he’s going to get a review in a national magazine tonight? My mom had to struggle to get tickets. I got three. I’ll sell you one for 100 bucks. Sorry, what am I saying? Try 500.”

    $500 for a ticket to see Julius pontificate on a stage? I’d been listening to him pontificate my entire life.

    I still clutched hold of my bag. I nestled my hands against the soft leather and curled my nails in until they could’ve dug holes right through the center of the earth.

    “Enough of this. I do have actual crimes to attend to.” George looked at me darkly.

    “I’m sure you do – you appear to need practice recognizing what’s a crime in the first place. But the good news is you don’t need practice being a pigheaded idiot – you’ve got that nailed,” I snarled.

    Dammit. Blame it on my particular upbringing, but sometimes I didn’t know when to keep my mouth shut. Around men like him – arrogant brutes who thought they had all of history in the palm of their hands – I always lost my tongue.

    He’d reached for a crinkled manilla file on his desk. Maybe he was ready to let me go. Not anymore. His fingers froze. He looked across at me. “You’ve got a mouth on you. Any reason you think you can get away with insulting a police officer?”

    My eyes narrowed. I had this voice in my head – I’d had it ever since I was a child. It was there to tell me when I was going too far. But around this man, apparently I couldn’t go far enough. “Detective.” I pointed at his plain clothes and even gestured at his holster. “Have you forgotten you’re a detective?”

    He settled his elbows down on the desk then leaned into the move and crossed his arms. I didn’t think I had ever seen anything quite as menacing. Sorry – from an ordinary human.

    Speaking of extraordinary humans, I couldn’t take it anymore. I pushed to my feet. “If you have a reason to keep me here, keep me here. But I legally inherited that house. No, I didn’t want it. I would’ve preferred to have lived my simple little life in the big smoke,” I said, though fortunately I wasn’t as sarcastic as my lips wanted to be. “But I guess history dragged me back to this godforsaken town like it always does. I might not be as statuesque as my grandmother, and I might not be as mad. But I had my own thing going on. And now I’m going back to it.”

    I turned. Everything I had said was right. I should add something, however. I was nothing like my grandmother. We looked like we came from two very different families. She’d looked like Elizabeth Hurley, though an even taller version and with pale-purple eyes you could see glinting at you through the window a mile off. Me? Oh, come on, I’d already described me, and you’ve already forgotten, haven’t you?

    Not my point. If there was one thing we Wise women shared, it was this. Eventually we would get pushed too far, and we would push back, regardless of what army stood before us.

    But there was a problem. Because as I turned, there I saw him. Julius. Holder of the curse. He’d strode in silently – and that brute of a detective hadn’t even alerted me to his presence. Now he stood there, arms crossed.

    Julius wore his toga, and no one seemed to care. Because they honest to God thought he was a Shakespearean actor.

    He looked at me, gaze always so hollow. I knew for a fact he ate healthily – feasted every night if he could. But he always seemed as if he was just this side of the grave. And, should you be stupid enough to stare into his eyes for too long, he’d take you with him.

    “Julius,” Detective Carmichael said as he pushed slowly to his feet. “I didn’t think you were going to come until a little later—”

    Julius steadily stared at me. He had no army behind him. Yet. That gaze promised me he could get one in a jiffy. It also promised me that regardless of how crazy I thought I was, this man had literally crossed the Rubicon.

    “You wish to go back to the big smoke, do you, Sally?”

    I could see the detective out of the corner of my eye. Julius had just confirmed who I was. Shouldn’t George splutter? Choke, perhaps? Maybe drown in his coffee? Or at the very least, you know, tear up the police report he’d been writing?

    No. He looked… he looked as if he’d always known who I was.

    Because this… oh God… this had been a lesson, hadn’t it?

    My cheeks started to go fiery red. They started, because it was a long, drawn-out process. Someone had to turn the furnace on first. Then they had to stoke it up. Not hard, considering I had so much material to make me apoplectic. I had an entire life’s collection of the worst memories you could imagine. And all of them came down to Julius and the curse.

    I’d clenched my fists before. Now I did such a good job, I thought I could’ve squeezed an atom in half.

    I said nothing. I just looked at his gaunt, hollow expression and wondered if it really was worth running. I could get to the door. Hell, I could probably get to a taxi, and if I was really lucky, I might make it to the airport. But the curse would come back. It was written across my neck in ink that would never fade – ink that would burn so brightly on a full moon, you could see it from the sun and it would rival its light.

    I could fight this. I could scream and kick. I could use my legendary Wise anger. But even my grandmother had given in in the end.

    I closed my eyes. I turned to George. I might not be able to do anything about Julius, but George was meant to be a police officer. “I take it you always knew who I was, then? I take it you were playing some kind of game with Julius here? I take it that’s part of police work in this town? Wait, no, it isn’t.” I leaned forward. I placed a hand threateningly on his desk, pushing into the move, making my shoulders as hard and rigid as they could be. I wasn’t wearing some tightly fitting white cotton shirt like him. Nor did I have such impressive shoulder muscles. But I still acted as if I did. And I stared right down the barrel of my nose at him. “Way to go to get on my good side, Detective.”

    He just laughed. “First things first, you don’t know the beginnings of police work in this town. Second, I’m pretty sure there isn’t a single person who wouldn’t do Julius here a favor. And third.” It was his turn to place his hand on his desk and lean forward. In my head, I looked particularly impressive. I was a Titan of old snarling at Zeus and throwing thunderbolts at his smarmy beard.

    But Carmichael… well… let’s just say he slowed the move down. His fingers spread, but not as slowly as his lips. They drew all of my attention – every single scrap of focus – to his mouth. I didn’t think I’d ever seen a harder jaw. Those lips could and would lock onto whatever they wanted and hold on for life.

    “I can’t say I particularly care whether I’m on your good side or not. But I would say you ought to care about me. Especially considering the relationship we’re meant to have going forward.” He met my gaze. His face wasn’t that close. But it was certainly close enough that I could not get away, and all I could do was hear the word relationship playing around my head as if a full brass orchestra were accompanying it.

    I twitched. Dammit, I should’ve kept myself together, but you try doing that when someone like him says that as he looks right into your eyes. “Relationship?”

    “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” he said in a droll tone that suggested – for everyone to hear – there could never and would never be anything between a man like him and a plain old cat-fancier like me.

    He straightened. “Julius said you inherited the business. Said you’d be working closely with us. It’s a requirement in this city for every single registered private eye to work in concert with the police. Especially should you come across any information on active cases.”

    He dovetailed so quickly, I couldn’t keep up. I blinked once, twice, then turned, neck barely working, whole body shutting down as I stared at Julius.

    He looked at me once, then flicked me the coldest of smiles.

    Something vibrated in one of the folds of his toga. He plucked… he plucked a phone out of his pocket. He brought it up. “Come now, Sally. There’s something we must attend to at home. I also need to practice before the show tonight. I have an interview to do, too, apparently.” He waved the phone briefly in front of my face.

    Interview.… No. Don’t get distracted, I told my mind with the equivalent of a whip cracking in the middle of my head. According to Julius, I was going to inherit the family business. Wasn’t the curse enough?

    I sucked my lips in. All the way. If I swallowed them, maybe I could choke and die. It would be infinitely preferable to becoming a PI.

    Yes. My grandmother had been employed. If you could call it that. She’d run around town finding stolen objects. And very occasionally kidnap victims, if the curse called for it.

    The town thought she was doing it for them.

    In reality? She did it for the gaunt Roman bozo in front of me.

    “Who said I’m inheriting—” I began.

    Julius moved in close. Regally, like he was born for this – which he was – he grabbed my wrist, bony fingers extending around like chains. “We will discuss this at home. Good day, Detective.” Julius turned. He offered brief waves as if he were heading off on some gallant mission. “I will see all who attend my recitation tonight. I warn you, it will be my best work yet.”

    People cheered.

    They cheered… oh God.

    I couldn’t run. The curse literally had hold of me. The back of my neck itched. I imagined if I’d been brave enough to drag my fingers across it and pull my hair out of the way, a few little lines of light would even be visible squirreling further under the skin.

    They told me in no uncertain terms it was time to head home.

    I turned once. I looked at Carmichael.

    He just crossed his beefy arms and laughed.

    Really? I would have the last laugh. He thought Julius was an actor. He thought my grandmother was a private eye. And what, exactly, did he think I was? A washed-out journalist who’d returned home to take over the family business?

    I was a witch. One of the last past witches in the world. And when I ran into Carmichael again, regardless of that gorgeous smile, I would stick my foot where the sun don’t shine.

    And that was a promise.

    If, of course, I got the chance to fulfill it before he got to me.

  
    Chapter 3

    I sat at the kitchen table as Julius prepared himself a drink.

    He was overly fastidious about his coffee. He looked like a hipster. He had all of those tubes and Bunsen burners and things. I might have teased Carmichael about smelling of cheap coffee, but that was only because I knew the smell all too well from experience.

    I frowned over at Julius, the move digging hard into my lips as I sat back, crossed my arms, and teetered back and forth on the chair legs. “How long is this going to take? Wouldn’t you prefer to sanctify the curse and chain me to this house for the rest of time?”

    “You’re already chained to the house for the rest of time. It’s too early in the morning. I have a long night of recitals ahead of me.”

    I rocked forward. My knee banged against the table leg. I can’t tell you what my lips did. But they snapped together with such force, I should’ve started an earthquake. “Let me get this right. You are a Shakespearean actor. Grandmother let you out. And you’ve become… A thespian.”

    He was doing something with some large silver Turkish pot, drawing coffee back and forth a thousand times. He claimed he was aerating it. He was just pontificating. If there was one person who knew the importance of drama, it was Julius damn Caesar.

    Everything struck me again. I locked my elbows on the old chipped wooden table, groaned, and collapsed into my hands.

    He snorted. “If you think we are happy that we are now left in your pathetic grip, think again. But we cannot change time. Your grandmother’s no longer with us. But the curse still is. And you will,” he paused, and the coffee he was pouring paused with him – hell, I swore the entire house froze including every single persistent dust mote, “fulfill the dictates of the curse. History calls on you. And you will rise to meet it.”

    With that, he continued to pour his coffee, point made.

    I wondered if he used some of his real powers while on the stage. A little bit of lighting here, maybe a little bit of smoke there, and of course, an eternal curse or two to punish anyone who dared cough mid-sonnet.

    I rocked back again.

    I rolled my eyes. “Fine. You have me where you want me. But do I really have to inherit the family business? Why do we even have to pretend to be PIs? Can’t I go claim cursed objects on my own? It will be so much simpler.”

    “We have a certain reputation to uphold in this town,” he said, letting the coffee pot hover and pour itself as he paused and checked his reflection in a shiny metal pot. He poked at his cheekbones as if attempting to make them look even more sallow. Then he prodded his wreath.

    I grabbed my own cup of tea and mutinously drank it, practically chewing the porcelain rim. Would that help me? Nope. Nothing would now. “I don’t see why I have to have anything to do with that detective.”

    “George? He’s quite a tender soul, really. You know, I saw a tear gathering in his eyes once when I played Hamlet,” Julius said as he gestured dramatically to the side. He paused, and it was just as the clouds parted beyond, shining a slice of truly bright light down on him like a spotlight from heaven.

    I snorted. “Are you trying to tell me something other than a lump of coal beats in that detective’s chest? Look. I don’t care. I don’t want to be a PI.”

    “And yet you will be. In fact, you already have your first case. You will go out today. You will claim the cursed object. You will bring it back here, and you will place it in the book. Then the world,” Julius said as he gestured wildly once more, a few drops of coffee splashing out around him and some suspending themselves in the air like sparkles, “will continue.”

    “Sure. But it can continue after I have a bath.” I stood and turned.

    There was a clunk.

    Julius dropped everything he was doing. Including the Turkish pot, and all that precious coffee splashed onto the floor by his feet.

    I didn’t turn to see this. I watched it reflected in the fridge.

    I swallowed, one of those deep, hard moves that forces you to push your throat against your collar.

    He muttered a word. It was not in English, nor was it in Latin. It was in the ancient language of curses.

    It had an instantaneous and horrifying effect on the air. It was like it had turned into melting plastic wrap and someone had dragged clawed fingers through it. I felt force ripple past my cheeks.

    I turned.

    Julius was now covered in magic. Crimson red, it looked as if it had been bled from his feet. It wrapped around his winged sandals, making them glint like gold thrown in a fire. And finally it reached his eyes. “Sally Wise,” he said in an eternal tone that beat any thespian’s best stage voice, “you know who you are. You know what you’ve done. And you know what you must do.”

    I couldn’t help it. My knees knocked out from underneath me. I twisted, one sweaty hand on the fridge, and slid down it. I ended up in a pile. I didn’t want to show fear in front of Julius, but that’s all he ever wanted to see.

    He clenched his own hand into a fist, and it was a far more impressive feat than any I could manage.

    He took a single step toward me, no longer walking on the floor but just above it in a cloud of power. He leaned down and looked into my eyes. “Many years ago, one of your foremothers attacked me. She tried to remove me from history. But she paid the price, and your clan—”

    “Will continue to pay the price until the debt is paid. I know, Julius,” I said, only just managing to grasp hold of my fear as I clenched my teeth and spat that out. “You can pick up your coffee again. I’ll—”

    “Get dressed and meet Cleo at the door. She will take you on your rounds.”

    I blinked. “Cleopatra?”

    “Yes.”

    “Let me get this right… grandmother didn’t just let you out of the house? She let Cleo out, too?”

    “Trust me,” Julius said, personality changing in an instant as the dramatic thespian returned, he clicked his fingers, and his coffee started to waft around him, “I wasn’t happy about that, either. Cleo and I have,” he shook his hands about, “dicey history.”

    I picked myself up, though I freely admit I had to push my back into the fridge to get enough support to stand.

    Sweat slid down my brow. It crackled with just a single spark of defensive magic, not of course that I would ever be able to use it against Julius.

    “Go.” He flicked his hand at me. “Get dressed. Go out and find our object.”

    “I don’t even know what it is—”

    “You don’t need to. You just have to claim it, seal it, and bring it back here. That will be your future. Enjoy.” He clicked his fingers, finally filled his cup, started drinking coffee, and produced a newspaper from somewhere. He sat regally in one of the chairs and tutted. “Oh dear, another leadership spill, ha? If there’s one thing I’ve learned as a leader, you must always watch your back.”

    I rolled my eyes and dejectedly walked up the stairs.

    I… I was now a past witch, a private eye, and a broken woman.

    And it was only day one.

  
    Chapter 4

    I met Cleo at the door.

    I looked her up and down.

    At least she wore a jacket. I could see a flash of her painted skin underneath, though.

    She had giant green crystal earrings on, flat black hair, and enough eyeliner, any goths would ask her for makeup tips.

    She looked at me once. “I see you’ve inherited the family business, dear. How horrible for you. Julius,” she snarled around puckering lips, “wishes for me to show you the ropes.”

    “Not like I need it. I accompanied my grandmother on her little cursed object journeys in the past. I know exactly what I have to do.”

    “Pluck up. It won’t be that bad.” She reached out a hand and patted my shoulder fondly.

    I didn’t mind Cleo that much, to be honest. Like the rest of them, she certainly had a personality larger-than-life, but at least we both dearly hated Julius, and it was something to bond over.

    “Today, we will be going after a cursed ring. It’s down at the local jewelry store. I’ve already come up with a plan. It will be simple. I’ll go in and distract them with my beauty. Meanwhile, you’ll go around back, break through any defenses, claim the ring, knock out anyone who sees you, and be home by lunch.”

    I spluttered. “I’m sorry… knock out anyone who sees me? Break in? I… don’t we usually just walk around the neighborhood asking if people have seen anything strange lately? Aren’t most cursed objects usually in… I don’t know, the bushes?”

    Okay. I wasn’t really thinking straight, which meant I wasn’t having much luck explaining things clearly. But here was how things went down. Cursed objects were usually in abandoned areas. They made their way there through people’s fear.

    Though humans have no idea magic exists, a lot of them still have intuition.

    And it will alert them when they’re in the presence of something magically powerful.

    Most of the cursed objects I’d ever found with my grandmother had been abandoned in dumps or lost in the forest. Perhaps they’d made their way into rivers and flowed down to the beach. They had not been claimed by jewelry stores.

    Cleo looked me up and down. “Don’t worry. I’ll be here. Plus, have you forgotten, dear? You’re a witch.” She leaned forward, patted my cheeks, and strode out the door.

    I sighed, tried to shrug out of my own skin, failed, and followed.

    I didn’t have a car, so that meant we had to use public transport. Public transport while traveling with a historical figure, no less.

    It’s one thing going on the bus with a particularly hot friend. It’s quite another going on the bus with Cleopatra.

    As soon as we boarded after it parked at the bus stop across from my house, a bevy of teenage boys suddenly stopped drawing graffiti on the back wall. One of them actually made this noise like he was choking on his own larynx.

    There were no seats. They all jumped up and gestured Cleo toward the back of the bus.

    She floated past them like a goddess. She sat.

    I went to sit with her, but of course, they all sat around her and shot me looks that said frumpy cat ladies were not welcome.

    She smiled at me. “You can stand in the front. We’ll be there shortly.”

    I twitched as I saw one of the boys lean in and take a selfie with her.

    A selfie. Dear God. What had my grandmother done? My whole life, she’d taught me that keeping the curse hidden was the only sane thing to do. She’d clearly snapped in the end. I turned, grabbed hold of one of the hand straps, and tried not to implode on the inside.

    It didn’t take long to make it downtown. I had to watch everybody’s reactions as they got onto the bus only to see an actual queen resplendent on the back seat, gold jewelry just visible underneath her basic black trench coat.

    Rolling my eyes, all I could do was wait for this to end.

    It wouldn’t, though. Unlike when I was a child and I used to visit my grandmother some holidays, this was now it. This was my future.

    I was now trapped up to my eyeballs in one terrible historical hell.

    The bus stopped. The center of the city had gotten a lot bigger since the last time I remembered being down here.

    This place had always been parochial in my mind. Obviously money had flooded in over the years. Because the jewelry store we stopped in front of was not just massive – it had two guards out front. I took one look at the display in the window and realized those were real diamonds. Big ones, too.

    I glanced to the side. I saw the cars.

    A lot of them were convertibles.

    Wait… oh crap, I’d read somewhere that property prices had gone through the roof in Rathorne. Something to do with a tech giant moving their headquarters close by.

    Great. Just fantastic, in fact.

    I now had to break my way into what looked like a store holding the freaking Crown Jewels.

    “You go do you. I’ll do me.” Cleopatra flattened a hand on her chest and swanned in through the door. Both of the adoring guards opened it for her, fighting over who could get to the handle first.

    The perfectly shined brass and glass door parted in front of Cleopatra like the tides of the Nile.

    I just stood there, feeling dour in my summer dress and sandals and absolutely not up to this task.

    I closed my eyes. “Last night, you were still relatively normal. Or at least you still had your head in the sand. Now….”

    I turned.

    I looked at the jewelry store. Simple, ha? Go around the back, get in, knock anyone out, and steal the cursed ring.

    I couldn’t help but feel I was being set up.

    Maybe Julius wanted me to fail, because he, just like me, realized I was the wrong person for this task. But then I reminded myself that there’d been no other female Wises in a long time. He needed a past witch. It was me or nothing.

    “Come on, girl. Just break in. How hard could it be?” I turned.

    And that would be when I walked chest-first into an immovable wall which later turned out to smell of coffee, cologne, and dust.

    Detective George Carmichael clearly had the ability to appear out of nowhere.

    Hitting him was also the equivalent of hitting a truck with a tiny car.

    He’d saved me from a similar fail on my stoop earlier today, but now he didn’t even push out a hand to grab me as I overbalanced and thumped down onto my butt.

    I looked up at him. The searing sunlight of Rathorne City lit him up from behind. He wore aviators that had slipped slightly down his nose – the only consequence of me striking him, apparently. He had a cream keep-cup of coffee in his hand, and he hadn’t even spilled a drip.

    He looked at me. “Sorry, what was that?”

    I dragged myself up. I patted my butt off with several swipes. “That was a woman falling at your feet. Someone you could’ve caught, if you’d bothered.” I locked a hand on my hip and winced. “Thank you for that. Brilliant working relationship we’ve got now, don’t you agree?” I snarled through a smile and went to leave.

    He took one solid step to the left and stood in front of me.

    I slid my gaze over to him. “Yes? Any more lessons you have to teach me?”

    “No. I’m a little interested in what you were muttering to yourself before you assaulted me, though.”

    I spluttered. “Assaulted you?” My voice went up so high, I could’ve sung an aria from a balcony. “I turned. You were the one who could see me. If anything, you assaulted me by not getting out of my way fast enough.”

    “But I’m a policeman. And I’m here to stop people from breaking into places. That’s what you were muttering about before you hit me, right?”

    My cheeks became sallow. My stomach sucked itself in as if it had just been struck by a battering ram.

    And all the while, he looked at me, judging my reaction.

    I swallowed. “Breaking myself into the private eye business. Not that business,” I said, voice far too high as I gestured to the extremely fancy jewelry store beside me, the one with the massive diamonds still glinting in their display cases. “The Private eye business. I figure it’s… hard.”

    Yep. Hard. Just like trying to act normal in front of this stony-faced git.

    A part of me was proud of turning this around so quickly, but Carmichael’s expression suggested he didn’t believe a thing. “You think the private eye business in Rathorne City is complicated, do you? There’s no other private eye here. Nothing to break into,” he said as he slid his gaze over to the jewelry store. “Unless, of course, you meant something else?”

    I knew my cheeks were red. I tried to tell myself that everybody’s cheeks should be read, because it was about 300 degrees out here. George, however, was dressed in a long-sleeve white shirt buttoned all the way up to the neck while sipping on hot coffee without a single bead of sweat glistening across his brow.

    He appeared to be made for the city. He also appeared to be made for this. Baiting me.

    I smiled. “Well, now we’ve done that, let’s go about our separate ways. I have a city to save.”

    His lips twitched into a smile. “Sorry?”

    “Slip of the tongue.”

    “Good. Because I’m quite glad we ran into each other. There’s something I forgot to emphasize back at the police station.”

    “Is it that you’re a raging git? Because you made that quite clear,” I muttered under my breath, quiet enough that no one should’ve picked it up.

    But Carmichael shoved his face close. “No. I’m not a raging git. But I am a detective. And while I condoned your grandmother’s business, it was because she understood the rules. One look at you, though,” his gaze really lingered on me, and it wasn’t exactly kind, “and I get the feeling that you need a reminder or two. If you come across anything—”

    He didn’t get to finish. It wasn’t because I stole a smelly sock off a vagrant and managed to shove it all the way down his gob. Nor was it because I pushed that coffee into his face and turned him into a toad. Nope. It was because there was a shriek from behind us. From the jewelry store, no less. A shriek followed by an explosion.

    I didn’t pay attention. Carmichael’s eyes had just a fraction of a second to widen.

    Then a hot blast of glass sailed right toward my side. Carmichael dodged in, grabbed me by the hip, and twisted me around. I’d never gone dancing, but I’d been obsessed with Disney princesses as a child. Or specifically, the money-shot that came whenever the prince would sweep up the princess in her long ball gown and twist her around under the glittering lights above.

    Technically the lights were glittering around me – that would be the glass sailing toward my face. And yes, I was in a dress – an old stringy thing I’d found at the bottom of my drawer, considering the city I’d come from was far more temperate than this desert.

    But you didn’t care about that, did you? You didn’t even care that at one point, my face brushed up against his, my lip sliding down his jaw.

    Nope. It was the explosion that caught your attention, because it was the explosion that caught everything on the street.

    Carmichael managed to get me out of the way, but the two bouncers at the front of the store were thrown forward. One lucky guy hit the street and rolled before a car could strike him. The other fell face-first into a lamp post. There was a thunk as his head was cut across the iron.

    That wasn’t even to speak of the people in the store.

    Carmichael immediately dumped me. His arm was still around my middle, and he still held me off the pavement.

    He dropped me like a sack of bricks, went for his gun, then jolted toward the remains of the shop window in front of me.

    The explosion had been so bad, it’d blasted apart the jewelry cases. I saw a tennis bracelet glittering in the sun right in front of my nose.

    The jewelry store’s alarm shrieked, blaring high only to cut out a few seconds later. It whirred down as if it had been a soprano someone had just strangled.

    The only thing I could think of was Cleo.

    No. She’d be fine. She couldn’t really die – certainly not in a puny explosion. She hadn’t done this, though, had she?

    My ears rang. The side of my face was cut, too, and a few little lines of blood slid down past my ear and collected on my collar.

    I finally pushed up.

    I heard Carmichael screaming in the store, asking if anyone needed help.

    As my head pounded, I turned. It was just in time to see somebody running from the back of the store. There was really only one thing that mattered about them. They wore a cloak.

    Weird, right?

    No. Magical.

    It might have been a long time since I had played in the realms of force, but once a witch, always a witch. As my gaze locked on that figure now, I saw the invisible strands of power sliding up and down the cloak, darkening the already pitch-black fabric until no ordinary person could see it.

    I didn’t think.

    You know how I’d compared myself to my grandmother and realized there was only one thing we shared in common – our legendary anger? There was another. Instincts.

    I might’ve denied them and buried them as I’d moved to the so-called big smoke. They were still inside me. And they blared. They shook me on, unstuck my feet, and saw me race down the side of the building.

    If a magician of some description had caused that explosion, then there’d be only one reason why. They were after the cursed object.

    Sure, I could be making that up. There could be a thousand other explanations, but this one fit.

    It should have terrified me. I hadn’t practiced my power in years. I’d never been that strong, anyway. But now I was chasing after somebody in an invisibility cloak with a cursed ring. Oh yeah, without backup.

    I sprinted across the street just as they did. My hair was already stuck to my brow, and I couldn’t even begin to tell you how strained my breathing was.

    There hadn’t been a lot of impetus to engage in cardiac fitness as I’d sat at home writing articles for the web. But what I lacked in stamina, I made up for in focus.

    “I can see you,” I snarled from behind them. “Stop.”

    A smart person wouldn’t have drawn attention to the fact they were a witch.

    Smart people don’t inherit curses.

    I watched the figure turn. I couldn’t see their face. The hood was pulled down over their head. I managed to just glimpse their chin, though, and it dimpled with a smile.

    It’s pretty hard to judge the quality of a smile without being able to see somebody’s lips, but this had to be nasty, the kind of grin you’d get on a psychopath the second before they reached for the gun in their holster. And lo, this guy did reach for something in his pocket.

    There was a tree behind me. I twisted, planted my back into it, and winced against the trunk. It was just as something sliced out.

    I heard something sink into the base of the tree, and a crackle of fire leapt up across it.

    I had to remember something. I was in public. I was visible. The man I was chasing was not.

    Someone screamed from across the street. “She just set fire to a tree.”

    My heart pounded harder, and a pulse of real adrenaline shot through my body now.

    If I didn’t follow this guy, the cursed ring would disappear for good.

    If I didn’t follow this guy, I would never find out who he was. Witches and magicians were seriously rare. You were very unlikely to get two on the same turf.

    But while he now knew my face, I had no clue who he was.

    I screamed at him to stop again. Though I could’ve darted out and tried to catch him, instead, I pushed back. It was just as the tree crackled into full blazing fire.

    This city was a tinderbox at the best of times. During summer, it was the equivalent of a matchbox sitting next to a spark and just egging it on.

    As the flames leapt high into the branches, I lifted my arm and tried to hide behind it.

    The people behind me kept repeating the same thing. She set fire to the tree.

    Oh… oh crap.

    This was my first day. I hadn’t even managed to hunt down one cursed object. I’d already been to the police station once. And I was about to go again.

    No. Screw it. I could still catch that guy.

    I went to rush across the street just as I saw him darting behind a coffee store on the other side. And that would be when a long, strong hand wrapped around my wrist.

    I prepared myself to face Carmichael again. This time he would drag me away and throw me in jail for sure. Instead?

    I stared into Julius’s eyes.

    He said nothing.

    I said nothing.

    He pulled me away.

    It seemed Julius had been hiding something from me.

    And it was finally time to tell the truth.

  
    Chapter 5

    I stood in front of the cursed book.

    Here I was. Finally.

    You didn’t find me jumping for joy. I couldn’t even muster a smile. Perhaps I should. After all, this was what made our family special.

    It’s pretty weird to think of a curse as something that sets you aside from other folks, but when I was a kid, I’d actually thought that.

    I’d once bragged to my normal friends that my family literally held history in the palm of our hands. When my grandmother had caught me doing that, she’d given me a ringing slap on the behind, then she’d taken me here. She'd dragged me up to this exact room to remind me who we were and what we did.

    And why… why we did it.

    Julius stood in the attic, arms crossed. A beautiful round window was just behind him. It let in the dying rays of dusk. They played around his face. His feet were in shadow – technically. That didn’t stop his winged sandals from blazing with fire.

    I looked at him glumly then back at the book. “Is this the bit where you tell me why we’ve got a rival magician on our turf? Or are you still practicing for your recital tonight?”

    “Enough of the sarcasm. There are situations when it is appropriate to make light of things. And then there is war.”

    I wasn’t prepared for that. I spluttered. “War, Julius? You think this is the Carthaginians, ha? Maybe the Gauls? You think we’re off on a campaign here? Or are you going to hurry up and tell me who’s on our turf?” I reminded Julius as he turned dramatically to the dying rays of the sun and let them light up his cheekbones.

    He shifted sharply. A warning blast of light sailed around his winged sandals.

    You might be a student of history. You might appreciate Julius Caesar never wore winged sandals – or if he did, he probably did so in the privacy of his own palace to amuse no one but himself.

    There were, however, winged sandals in mythology at least. A certain Mercury, bearer of news and famous guide of the dead, however, was terribly fond of them.

    A topic for later.

    He crossed his arms. “Did you ever ask how your grandmother died? Or did you simply find her will in the post, bemoan your bad luck, sell all your things, and come here to fulfill your destiny without once shedding a tear for the woman who kept you from this for most of her life?”

    Julius’s words hit me like a sucker punch. I was lucky I was standing near one of the old stacked-up crates in the attic behind me. My shoulders brushed it now. I trembled slightly but knew better than to react too obviously. Julius Caesar had honed his skills – not just over his time in Rome, but over the millennia – and he knew how to stick a knife into your every weakness.

    My lips pulled into a thin line. My cheeks tingled with repressed emotions. I settled for taking a deep breath. “A heart attack. She always had coronary heart disease—”

    “She died suddenly. Without warning. And you never asked if someone else was involved?”

    I stopped. Though technically the correct term was stalled. I’d taken a breath, but it became lodged halfway up my chest. “What… are you trying to suggest?”

    “Suggest? Nothing. A suggestion is something you make when you don’t know the facts. Your grandmother was killed.” Those words slipped out of his lips, more brutal than an assault by a full legion.

    I’d always pretended that the family business, while torturous, wasn’t dangerous. The book just had to be appeased. It was a full-time, miserable job, but—

    My knees reacted before the rest of me could. They cut out, and I fell down onto my ass with a thwack. Nobody had cleared the attic in a long time, and a cavalcade of dust and spiderwebs swept around me. It made it all the more noticeable as a single tear streaked down my now grimy cheek. “What?”

    “We have no idea who they are. We have no idea what they are ultimately after. But it seems obvious,” he gestured with his long bony fingers toward the book, “that is part of what they desire. Your grandmother gallantly protected it and us until the end. She went out one night. She died the following morning at the gate. The coroner concluded it was a heart attack. I felt magic. That’s all I can tell you.”

    One tear was soon joined by many. They rushed down my cheeks now, like all the water in the Tiber had just been redirected to my tear ducts.

    I… had always had a complicated relationship with my grandmother, but regardless of how complex one’s familial relations become, they are always built on love.

    I sobbed freely, grabbed my face, and locked my palms against my eyes until I saw stars.

    Julius Caesar, never one for epic displays of emotion, crossed his arms, leaned against the window behind him, and stared at me, gaze calculating. “You want to know who stole the cursed ring today? I imagine they come from the same force that killed your grandmother.”

    “Then we have to catch them. We’ll call the police—”

    One of his pencil-thin eyebrows rose with a twitch. “Call the police? While the constabulary of this town might require you as a private eye to have regular contact, you know their limitations just as well as I do. We must deal with this internally. And we must deal with it swiftly. As I said – I have no idea what our enemy is after, but I can tell you this,” a cloud passed over the sun as it sank below the horizon, emphasizing the lack of light with the equivalent of a cymbal crash at the end of some epic orchestral piece, “if they get their hands on this book, all of history will crumble at their feet. You, past witch,” he said, voice resonating out with a boom, “are uniquely placed to know exactly what that means. And you ought to be uniquely placed to do something about it.” His cutting gaze swept up me one last time. His lips soon twisted into a grim frown. His eyes flickered back and forth as he tried to see if I was up for the task. It took all of two seconds to assess me until he frowned even deeper. He pushed toward the book. He swiped one open palm over it, and the pages came alight. Energy traced across every word, ferreted within the fibers of the parchment, and lit a fire unnatural and utterly magical.

    Soon the book picked itself up and opened every single page, fluttering between them, responsive to Julius’s grip, for he was, after all, the instigator and owner of the curse and always would be.

    Sorry. Always would be until and unless one of two things happened. I finally paid my family’s debt, or the book was stolen and used by someone else.

    Don’t get me wrong. I longed for the day when Julius would finally return to where he belonged. I would do anything to hasten his demise, in fact. His gaunt cheekbones haunted my dreams. But if someone were to get the book….

    Holding the book in one hand, he reached over and pushed his fingers in front of me. It took me a moment to realize he was offering his hand. I rubbed my face and staggered to my feet on my own. “Why didn’t you tell me this before I came?”

    “It was better to show you in person. Communication lines during times of war must be kept protected.”

    I shook my head again. “This is hardly a war—”

    “We have an unknown enemy of unknown numbers with an unknown desire – but one thing is clear. They want this book. And they’re willing to kill to get to it. What exactly would you call it? A party?” His words were just as cutting as his gaze.

    Again it slipped down me, obviously judging I was not ready for this task. To be fair – I agreed with it. I just wanted to drag my sorry ass back to the big smoke, bury my head in my pillows, cuddle up with my cats, and forget all of this. But the past, as they always say, cannot be outrun. Try, and it will just club you over the skull and pull you back to hell.

    And a pretty little hell awaited a cursed past witch like me.

    It took an age to yank myself down from the attic, and it only happened when someone rang the doorbell.

    I frowned and looked at Julius. “Visitor? Or one of our own
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