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“We’re being followed,” Robert said from beside Abbie.

Her right foot automatically pressed Rosie’s accelerator and her coral red Renault zoomed forward. That shut out the kids’ argumentative chatter from the backseat.

They were doing ten k over the speed limit for this street in Warden Point, Kent, before she said, “By whom?”

“A witch’s broom,” he replied matter-of-factly.

Abbie breathed a sigh of relief, but her speed didn’t decrease. Since her best friend was a witch and she was on her way to Judith’s granny’s home, hearing a magical broom was on their tail wasn’t a total shock. Her anxiety didn’t reduce though, because trouble had been dogging her steps for months, making her edgy.

“Cool,” Jimi said, swinging around to glance out the back window. Having turned six in December, to him pretty much everything was “cool.”

“Could it belong to Granny Chan?” Nica asked. His sister, three years his senior, was more practical. She sounded as excited, though, rather than her usual reserved self, which warmed Abbie’s heart.

“Let’s find out.” Abbie switched her foot from accelerator to brake and pulled over.

She breathed deeply to calm her racing pulse. There was nothing to worry about.

She gave Robert, a centuries-old ghost dressed in full Regency attire from coattails, a patterned waistcoat, to a top hat that partially stuck out through the roof, a side glance. “Think this means trouble?”

He shrugged, doing a quick surroundings check. “No pedestrians or drivers seem to have noticed the broom.”

Only they were privy to its magical presence, then. The broom came to a halt on Robert’s side of the vehicle. It was a gnarly old thing with unruly yellow bristles tied with a red rope at one end. All perfectly ordinary if one ignored the magical sparks shooting off it.

“Jimi,” she said, “see if you can converse with it.”

“Is that safe?” Robert asked, worried.

“Shields up,” Abbie said to her ring and waited for its magical protection to rise over herself and her kids. Then she gave a nod to Jimi, who immediately unbuckled himself while Robert rolled down his window. The young boy had proven he could talk to magical things, so communicating with a witch’s broom should be a snap.

Abbie, too, had recently discovered she could interact with magical objects because of the Grimm cord embedded within her right arm. She needed a physical connection, though, while Jimi could talk without the need to touch.

“Her name’s Comet,” Jimi said, leaning forward to glance around Robert. “She’s here to guide us to Granny Chan’s place, even though she’s not a sodding GPS.”

“No swearing,” Abbie reprimanded, but smiled at the broom to soften the reprimand.

“She says she’s sorry,” Jimi said with a shameless grin.

“All right, back in your car seat.” Abbie shut off the GPS guide on her phone before putting her car into gear. “Nica, buckle your brother in.”

Nica leaned over and did as asked, straightening her brother’s shirt before sitting back. Then she adjusted her dress, meticulously re-arranging the hem. Abbie looked away from those disturbing movements, an unwanted reminder of Nica’s developing OCD tendencies. It made leaving her so difficult.

Focus, Abbie. She then repeated a mantra she had been echoing all too often these days. You can’t control Nica’s fears any more than she can control every inch of her world. That’s her psychologist’s role.

“Lead the way,” Abbie said to Comet.

The broom zoomed ahead and Abbie pulled into traffic, zig-zagging around vehicles to keep up. She had never driven to Judith’s home and didn’t want to lose her guide. The witch constable lived in her grandmother’s basement flat.

Grimm-witch history had resulted in witches distrusting Grimms. So, Abbie’s friendship with Judith wouldn’t automatically mean that Judith’s grandmother trusted Abbie. This invite had been hard enough to get.

According to Klaus, her Tales of the Grimm book she’d consulted last night to prepare for this morning’s drive, Granny Chan’s home might be hard to find for most people. The notation had actually made Abbie feel safer about leaving her kids with Granny Chan while she attended a London tribute for her late EMT team members who died in a bomb blast.

A year ago, tomorrow.

She shivered as an icy-cold well-spring of grief spurted up at that reminder of her upcoming trip. Sensing her unrest, Robert brushed her hand in cool comfort.

Abbie flicked him a swift glance before looking away, afraid if she stared into his compassionate gaze for too long, she’d cry. Something he’d witnessed her doing several nights this week. Abbie’s self-appointed ghostly guardian was aware of how much she dreaded this light ceremony. Hard to celebrate her friends’ lives when she still mourned their absence.

Compounding that horrible bomb-blast memory was the thought of leaving her children behind. She hadn’t left Nica and Jimi for more than a few hours since Abbie found them at St. Michael’s church last summer, late at night, huddled beside their murdered mother.

What if something happened while she was away? The kids had powers that villains might want to misuse. It was that thought that kept Abbie from relying on anyone but her mum—another Grimm—with their safety.

Yet, Kali, Nica’s patron goddess, had hinted that Abbie should attend this event. Abbie had planned to take her kids until she received an anonymous tip from one of her podcast listeners saying they had information about who had been behind the London bombing. The informant promised to share that vital clue during the event.

Abbie desperately wanted this information but wasn’t prepared to risk her kids in case it was a trap. Unfortunately, her parents were off on a thirty-year-delayed honeymoon in Hawaii that Abbie’s brothers purchased as a surprise. She was glad for her parents’ joy but bemoaned the rotten timing because it meant she’d lost her trusted caregiver.

She asked Judith if she’d be willing to watch the kids, but her friend said she was on an intensive course that kept her away from home for hours, sometimes for days. Her suggestion was to ask her grandmother. Since Judith said that her granny was the most powerful witch in England, the suggestion was too tempting to resist.

After not receiving a reply from Granny Chan for days, though, Abbie lost hope the old lady would accede. Then she woke up yesterday to find a note floating mid-air over her bed. The handwritten message had said, Bring the kids.

Printed below that note was Judith’s home address in east Kent, along the coast. Abbie had been so elated that right after breakfast, she called Judith to tell her that her gran had agreed.

Constable Denby had answered Judith’s work phone and said she was unavailable. He then hung up. Rude fellow.

Although thrilled at Granny Chan’s offer, before leaving for London, Abbie had wanted to check that the witch’s house would be safe for her kids and that the old lady would take good care of Nica and Jimi. If neither proved the case, she planned to cancel her trip. Her kids’ safety came first.

The broom suddenly sped up and Abbie focused on keeping up. They had only traveled a block before Comet abruptly stopped. Abbie slammed on the brakes and still ended up tapping the broom’s bristles.

The car behind Abbie honked in affront.

As she waved in apology, the car behind her sped ahead and Abbie lost sight of the broom. “Where did she go?”

“Vanished,” Robert said, squinting ahead.

“Abbie, Granny Chan’s in trouble,” Jimi said in a panicked tone. “Comet’s gone to help.”

Robert glanced at her with concern. “Can we find her home without Comet’s help?”

“We’d better.” Abbie turned her cell GPS back on and streaked down the road, praying common electronics would work well enough to identify the witch’s home after all. Hopefully, Granny Chan had lowered her magical defenses enough to allow this Grimm to enter.

Their frantic drive took them closer to the coast. Cool, salty sea air swept through the open windows on this cool February day. The breeze would have been reminiscent of a rainy seaside outing except for the high tension vibrating like a constantly ringing alarm.

Weaving around slower vehicles, Abbie sped down the street. Ahead, she spotted a home with iron gates pulled wide open, leading to a long drive bordered by flowering cherry trees, newly sprouting bushes, and wild ferns. Within that peaceful vegetation stood a two-storey, vine-covered home. A plaque by the gate post identified the place as Fern’s End.

“We’re here.” Abbie swiftly swerved into the drive, earning another angry honk, this time from a driver on the main road going the opposite way.

“How do you know it’s the right spot?” Robert asked, glancing at her GPS which was blinking as if confused.

“The paper invite Granny Chan sent offering to watch the kids had a fiddlehead imprint. Also, didn’t you feel that zing as we entered? Likely a ward warning her we’ve arrived.”

The long curvy drive brought them closer to the house.

“Stay inside the car,” she warned her kids and parked. After receiving firm nods, she and Robert exited.

“Something’s burning,” Nica called out the back window.

Abbie nodded. She, too, smelled an astringent scent irritating her throat. Tasted like burnt food. Granny Chan was an exceptional cook. Abbie was more likely to burn a dish than her.

She ran up the steps and knocked on the front door. “Granny Chan, it’s Abigail Grimshaw. Is everything okay?”

Comet zoomed up to them from around the house, spitting sparks.

Jimi stuck his head out the window on his side and shouted, “She can’t find Granny Chan. The kitchen’s a mess. There’s a dirty rumpled quilt in the back garden. She’s searched every room and the old witch is gone. Gone. Gone!”

Abbie raised her left hand, palm aimed at Jimi. “Got it. Calm yourselves.”

His shouting stopped, but not Comet’s zipping.

Robert ducked when she flew too close.

Abbie caught the broom handle with her right hand. “Calm down, Comet. Please.”

She invoked the Grimm cord within that arm. It came awake with a tingle and transmitted to Abbie the broom’s frantic search for her mistress.

“Help me find her!” Comet cried inside Abbie’s head, as clear as if she’d spoken aloud.

Before Abbie could say that’s why she was here, the broom flew straight up.

Abbie went up with her. She screamed in surprise and then bit her lip while trying to contain her panic. She glanced around to see if any of Granny Chan’s neighbors had heard.

From this towering perspective, neighboring properties appeared miniature, nestled within colorful greenery. Abbie wasn’t afraid of heights, but if she didn’t get something solid under her feet soon, she could develop a phobia.

Cars continued down the road without screeching to a stop and no one looked up. They must not notice the witch’s broom dragging Abbie through the air. Now she was clutching the broom, she must be invisible to norms.

Directly below, her kids were out of Rosie—against her express orders—and shouting and waving at her in excitement.

Abbie grabbed the broom with her other hand, too, and pulled herself up, wrapping her legs around the handle. “Comet, put me down!”

Instead, Comet flew her over the house toward the back. Finally, the broom stopped and said, “Look.”

Abbie straddled the broom above neatly trimmed hedges that separated nearby homes.

“See that quilt below? Could Granny Chan be under it? It wasn’t there when I left earlier. I’ve looked everywhere except under there. Will you please look, Abbie?”

“Put me down and I’ll see what I can do,” she promised, worried about the lumpy-looking patchwork quilt. As they shot downward, Abbie quickly added, “Gently!”

In a blink, they were closer to the stained, rumpled quilt. The patchwork material, which told a mythic Chinese tale in vibrant colors, was utterly beautiful but for an ugly stain on one side. Worse, the shape suggested it hid a curled-up body.

Comet stopped well above the grassy ground and then slowly set Abbie on her feet.

She released the broom handle. Her hands were white-knuckled, cold, and cramping from gripping for dear life. Her shaky legs gave way then, and her knees hit the ground. She was glad to be touching solid land but was not looking forward to lifting that quilt to see what it hid.

Abbie tentatively lifted one end as her mind whispered, Don’t be Granny, don’t be Granny, don’t be Granny.

It wasn’t. Her breath came out in a whoosh of both relief and sorrow. Whoever this was, it was too late to help him.

Robert and her kids came out the back door and Comet flew over to them and then back to Abbie.

“Keep them inside,” Abbie warned, hoping whoever had created this havoc out here hadn’t gained entry into the witch’s house, “but don’t touch anything.” 

He shooed the kids who had followed him back into the house and then, with his head sticking out the door, he asked, “What have you found?”

“Not Granny Chan,” Abbie said, a profound sense of relief as that information sank in.

Comet stopped flying about and settled on the ground, spreading her bristles to balance herself as if also relieved by that news.

Ignoring the broom, Abbie checked for breath or a pulse, though from the poor old fellow’s wide-open, unmoving gaze and the dagger sticking out of his chest, her professional instincts said she would find neither. Yup, he was good and gone, though a doctor would have to pronounce him officially dead.

She gently dropped the quilt back over the body. The victim lay curled on his side. She met Robert’s inquiring gaze and shook her head. “How did you all get inside?”

“I walked through the wall and then opened the door.”

Despite the broom’s assertion that she’d searched every room and not located her mistress, Abbie wanted to hear that reassurance from Robert. She rose, picturing the old woman lying inside as bloody as this poor elderly man lay out here.

“No sign of her in the reception rooms or the kitchen,” Robert said. “I did not check upstairs before I spotted you out here. This is definitely a witch’s house.”

“Why do you say that?” Abbie asked, curious, and reached for her mobile.

“You’ll see when you get inside,” Robert said.

Abbie nodded and tried Judith, but it went straight to voicemail. With a resigned sigh, she dialed 999 and gave info about her find to the operator. The fellow warned her not to touch anything and to remain until a police unit arrived. She promised to do so and hung up. He wouldn’t be aware that this wasn’t her first crime scene.

Abbie put away her phone and followed Robert into the house. The smoky kitchen stung her eyes, making her blink. Wrinkling her nose, she said, “Please open a window, Robert.”

Before he could, the kitchen windows flew open, allowing in fresh air.

“Ah,” Abbie said. “I see what you mean about this being a witch’s house.”

She shut off the oven next and used a mitt to remove a tray of burnt biscuits that smelled vaguely chocolaty. The moment she set the smoking tray on the hob, the stove fan turned on as if it magically sensed the need to air the room.

“Nice,” she murmured in envy. She could use this type of service at home.

Soon, the smoke cleared.

Her kids were on the kitchen island’s far side, covering their noses and mouths. This wasn’t these two little ones’ first crime scene, either. They’d experienced way too many deaths in their brief lives.

She went over and knelt, opening her arms to offer comfort. Both ran into her hold, bringing their unique scent of jam and soap, which compensated a little for the burning stench.

“I was so scared when the broom pulled you up into the sky,” Nica said, snuggling close.

“It was cool!” Jimi said, gaze trained over her shoulder.

Abbie glanced that way and spotted Comet by the open doorway. The kids’ minds being on the broom rather than the corpse in the garden was good. She studied their faces, relieved to note no triggered memories of their mother’s passing. She stood and looked around the room.

“Any idea who the misfortunate soul out there might be?” Robert inquired.

“No, but I can think of someone who might know.” She strode over and took hold of Comet. “Did Granny Chan know an elderly gent, white, balding? He would have been tall and slender. About your height. With wrinkles on his forehead and freckles across his throat.”

“That sounds like Mr. Oliver Brown, a neighbor,” Comet replied.

Robert and the kids turned to them as if they followed the broom’s response. Her cord must be transmitting.

“Granny Chan used to refer to him as ‘that Kentish Man,’” Comet continued, “and he called her a ‘Salop’ because she hailed from Shropshire. They liked to insult each other. Yesterday, she threatened to turn him into a newt if he slithered onto her property again. Too bad he didn’t stay away.” Comet paused and then asked softly, “Is Granny Chan missing because she killed him?”

Robert met Abbie’s troubled gaze. Comet’s question was the one the police would raise first. Never good to have a history of quarreling with a man found dead on your property.

“Can I fly on her?” Jimi asked, his focus never wavering from the magical broom.

“Later.” Abbie released the broom. Never, was her true answer after being towed by the broom.

Comet went horizontal, in an obvious invitation for the boy to hop on.

“Comet says, Yes.” Jimi was at Comet’s side in an instant.

“But I said, No,” Abbie said in a firm voice, holding his gaze until Jimi reluctantly stepped away from the broom.

“With a murderer on the loose,” Robert said, “the kids might be safer inside Rosie.”

“Comet says she looked everywhere,” Jimi said. “No one’s in here except us.”

Abbie nodded in agreement. The car might be the best place for her kids, as it would prevent them from leaving fingerprints in here. If the police believed Abbie and her kids had come inside the house, there would be awkward questions about how they had entered a locked home. Still, Abbie wasn’t ready to leave this house. Not yet.

For Judith’s sake. She had to figure out what had happened to Granny Chan and the clues she needed were in here. She was certain of it.

While she was happy to allow the police to carry out this murder investigation without her help, she wanted to check around to see what could have happened to Granny Chan. One moment she was baking treats for Abbie’s kids, the next she had vanished. Where had she gone? Why didn’t she shut off the oven before leaving?

Sending the kids to the car might be the best idea, but she wanted Robert with her to share his insights as she examined the room. Her speculative glance slid toward Comet and Jimi, who had moved closer to each other again.
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Chapter Two
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​Abbie met Jimi’s downtrodden gaze and, with her lips tilted in a smile, she tipped her head toward the broom and winked.

He didn’t hesitate to straddle Comet.

“But Abbie said, No,” Nica cried out.

Taking Nica’s hand in hers, Abbie approached the broom. Touching Comet, she said, “If you promise to be careful, you may take both the kids to my car.”

“I shall be extra cautious,” Comet said. “I don’t want to be in here anymore until Granny returns.”

“What do you say, Nica?” Abbie asked the little girl. “Want to ride a broom?”

The consternation on Nica’s face was heartrending as she struggled to overcome her fear of giving up control of her world. This child had been waging this battle since her mother died. Her psychologist suspected that fear of losing control might be the source of Nica’s OCD habits, and now she picked at her food.

Abbie held her breath and waited.

If the child jumped on that broom, it would be her first step toward recovery. Better than years of therapy.

Abbie had been waging a similar battle since her teammates died and she gained responsibility for these two little ones. She didn’t want to release Nica’s hand.

Ever.

Slowly, Nica pulled out of Abbie’s hold and, striding over to the rear of where her brother sat, she hopped sidesaddle onto Comet. The smile she flashed to Abbie was both tentative and triumphant.

“Lock the car doors once you’re in,” Abbie called out, deeply touched by Nica’s growing courage.

The children nodded as Comet retreated to the garden through the open back door. Then, to their cries of delight, the broom swooped up high.

Abbie’s breath caught and her heart hammered in dread. Had she really suggested they ride that spirited broom?

“They’ll be fine,” Robert said from behind her. He sounded calm but he, too, gazed up with a concerned frown until Comet vanished from sight. “No one’s likely to see them since they hadn’t seen the broom on the main street.”

Abbie nodded, having come to the same conclusion. Still, unable to settle her nerves that continued to flutter, she hurried through to the inside kitchen door and it swung open, leading her straight into a dining room. Another door across the dining room invited her into a corridor that led to an entryway with a wide staircase on one side, across from the front door bordered by two narrow windows.

As the doorknob turned, she said, “Stay closed,” and the knob quieted and stilled.

Abbie gazed outside through the side window until Comet came into view and gently set Nica and Jimi on their feet. Once the kids entered Rosie, Abbie stepped back, shoulders relaxing.

About to walk away, she noticed coins on the windowsill along with a feather. Odd. Maybe that was a Chinese custom. She held her hand over the coins and a strong vibration of energy stung her palm. Protection. Robert had entered this home, but a human or even a supe would have had a difficult time of it.

Shaking her tingling fingers, she headed back to the kitchen, passing a wall of photos, a Bagua painting, and a book titled I Ching on an end table. In this section of the house, there was a sweet scent of incense. Every door she approached automatically opened for her.

“Children secure?” Robert sent her an indulgent smile as she returned to the kitchen.

“Yes,” she replied, sheepish at having checked on them. “I haven’t seen Nica smile so wide since...well, never.” Cherishing the warm glow that thought churned, Abbie looked around this room with renewed interest.

“Mrs. Chan appears to have been juggling two jobs before she vanished,” Robert mused from beside the oven. “Baking biscuits in here while performing a magical ritual over there.”

The kitchen island he pointed to held a melted black candle stub, charred yellow pieces of paper, and what looked to be a black onyx mirror, cracked. Also, there was a square of ash that could have been anything. Her gaze swung from there to the papers. There were a couple of Chinese characters still visible on the unburnt bits.

Using her phone camera, she took a wide-angle shot in case she’d missed a clue.

“These charred pieces and that cracked mirror suggest that whatever she attempted to do did not go as planned,” Abbie said. “I wonder if trespassers interrupted her work, causing her spell to go awry?”

“More than one person?” Robert asked.

“Mr. Brown is dead, and if Granny Chan didn’t kill him, someone else must have.”

“How can we be certain Mrs. Chan isn’t the culprit?” he asked, ever the objective major.

“The police will speculate about that as they search for a suspect and motive,” she replied. “Not sure the neighborly quarrel was serious enough to instigate a murder, though his appearance in her back garden could have been the last straw and she lashed out. The dead body makes her disappearance suspicious. Let’s hope the dagger in Mr. Brown’s chest didn’t belong to Granny Chan. And why can’t I reach Judith?”

“Could they be together?” he asked.

That thought hadn’t occurred to her. Her concern for both women spiked as a siren sounded. “Let’s get out of here or I’ll have to explain how I entered.”

“Right.” Robert shut and locked the back door after them. Non-corporeal entities left no fingerprints. They rushed around the house toward the front drive.

By the time the police unit pulled up, Abbie was leaning casually against Rosie. Comet lay flat on the floor beneath her kids’ feet. According to Jimi, the witch’s broom intended to return home with them.

That worked to Abbie’s benefit, as she had a few questions for Comet about her mistress’s planned activities this morning and Judith’s whereabouts. Could grandmother and granddaughter have been working on a spell together?

Abbie and her kids spent the rest of the morning at the Faversham nick which oversaw criminal activity in this eastern coastal section of Kent. First, they had to wait while someone fetched a key to the station, which didn’t open until eleven. Once they were let in, there was only one constable on duty. Luckily for Abbie, he didn’t bother to ask her kids to verify Abbie’s statement.

She kept her report short and to the point. She’d arrived as scheduled at Granny Chan’s home, and when no one answered the door, she’d asked her kids to stay in her car while she went around to the back garden. Why do that? Because Granny Chan was a fervent gardener. There, she found the quilt-covered body.

Though it was a school day, the kids had an exemption from needing to attend today because of Abbie’s impending weekend trip to London for a tribute service.

No, she did not know Constable Chan’s whereabouts.

Finally released, Abbie drove her kids back to St. Michael’s car park. She owned this abandoned church and its graveyard, as well as the cottage next to it where they all lived.

“Oh, it’s lovely,” Comet said with admiration, as she sailed through the front garden.

Abbie brought up the rear, ushering everyone inside before ducking under the doorway’s low lintel herself. Knackered
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