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AMID CONSIDERABLE DISORDER due to the dwindling number of witches in the family, the Howard siblings are compelled to balance their familial responsibilities, navigate complex supernatural dynamics, and manage personal challenges like friendships and romance. 

The obligation to preserve their bloodline presents significant stress, amplified by each sibling's unique circumstances. 

The eldest contends with the ramifications of a werewolf curse, which limits his prospects for conventional relationships.

The younger brother aspires to a life unburdened by the family's magical heritage. 

Simultaneously, their sister grapples with severe anxiety and unresolved feelings for a vampire who remains emotionally distant. 

As they are pulled into the investigation of a tourist’s death, the siblings confront numerous secrets, falsehoods, and magical complexities in pursuit of the truth. Throughout this process, they must rely on mutual support and the resilience of their family ties to overcome formidable obstacles. 

With focused determination, subtle wit, and a whole hell of a lot of coffee, the Howards endeavor to vindicate their ancestors and ensure the continuation of their family legacy.

** Wicked Good Witches includes doors wide open sexy shenanigans and strong language (please see We Witches Three for the PG13 Edition of the series for fade to black / closed door / sweeter romance).
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INCLUDES ORIGINAL BOOKS 1-3: 

Magic, Blood, and Bone

The Fallen Shifter

Mermaid Sisters Screaming

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

WICKED GOOD WITCHES BOOK ONE: Magic, Blood, and Bone


[image: ]


MELINDA HOWARD POURED a potion into a small glass vial. She used a funnel, not trusting her unsteady fingers. It was her first time making this particular potion and if the results were anything less than perfect, the consequences would be fatal to the vampire standing in her kitchen. 

He was across the room. A good fifteen feet away, but she’d have sworn he was hovering just inches behind her, watching her every move. Movements that suddenly became heavy and awkward. A sudden self-awareness creeping across her skin she’d never worried about before. At least not in front of the vampire. 

Darn it all! She chastised herself silently. Keep it together, you’re almost done. 

She exhaled, letting out a surge of hot breath, shuddering as an electrified pulse fired down her spine at the thought of him watching her. The pulse had the effect of pulling her skin too tight and made her fidget as if her body wasn’t the right size and shape it should be. 

Her heart quickened, her fingers quivering as she removed the funnel, the vial nearly filled. Just one final step to complete the potion. She shoved her chin-length chestnut bangs behind her ear, grabbing an already filled dropper and added the contents within to the vial. 

The mixture sizzled, a small plume of steam erupting from the vial before the clear liquid inside turned to deep red. Melinda smiled, relieved by the outcome. She let the buildup of nervousness escape with her next breath, corked the vial, turned, and tossed it to the vampire. 

It went high, threatening to fly over his head and crash into a wall. He deftly jumped into the air, caught it, and landed without a sound.  

“Good catch, William,” Melinda said, winking playfully.

The vampire threw Melinda a stern smirk before drinking the contents of the vial.

“Like you’d miss,” she added, rolling her eyes at him. She averted her gaze, unable to linger in his for long. 

“I never miss,” William replied matter-of-factly. The vampire straightened his black pullover, the dark color only further accentuating the paleness of his neck and face.  

“Did it work?” Melinda asked, venturing a fleeting look in his direction. 

“It tastes correct.” He paused, savoring the warm sensation the potion gave him as it forced its way through his veins like the blood that no longer willingly pumped its way through his body. “I do believe you did perfect, Melinda. Well done.” 

She curtsied, nodding in appreciation to her one vampire audience, hurriedly turning away again to avoid making eye contact. 

His gaze narrowed in a questioning manner. “Are you okay this morning?”

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. He noticed. I so suck at acting. “Um, yes,” she answered too hesitantly. She cleared her throat. “I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

“You seem on edge.”

On edge? Really? You have no idea, her thoughts exclaimed loudly. She wished she could tell him the truth- that her edginess was completely his fault. 

Melinda had dreamt about William the night before. A dream that while in the middle of, painted her the image of a goddess adored by a vampire. But once awakened from, left her restless with skin far too tight, achy, and needy. And now, normal daily actions she’d never given a second thought to turned clunky and awkward, sitting at the forefront of her thoughts while in William’s presence. 

Was he watching her, right now? What did she look like through his eyes? 

She’d had a crush on him for years, but she’d never dreamt of him, not like this. Not like these last few weeks. She’d awakened to a pleasant sting trailing across her skin, where cool fingers had traced the curves of her back, where lips had caressed her, tasted her. Where fangs had...  her hand involuntarily slid up to her neck, a heated stammering of her heart causing her to catch her breath. She might as well have been living out the dream right here in the kitchen for goodness’ sake!  

“There it is again,” the vampire noted, disrupting her lust-filled memory. “I’ve never heard your heart flutter like that before. Are you ill?” He stepped closer, concerned. 

Stupid super vampire hearing! Melinda held her breath for a second, blood racing to keep up with her stammering heart. “I’m fine. Promise. I was just nervous about making the potion, and was recalling my dream from last night.” This was a partial truth. There had been a second dream. A much less pleasant dream, one she had shared with him. Her skin flushed and gaze lowered. 

“Very well,” he conceded with a narrow stare. She was holding back on him, something she never did until recently. What had changed? What was she hiding? Why did she not feel at ease enough to confide in him, as always? 

Melinda refused eye contact, keeping herself busy and her gaze downward. And if she chewed her bottom lip any harder she might draw blood. She shivered, though it was a warm summer day. That flutter returned, blood rushing through her veins in an attempt to keep up with her erratically beating heart. It got stronger the longer his eyes lingered on her movements. 

What was she hiding from him? 

He cast his gaze across the room looking at nothing in particular, focusing on the pulse of her blood, a sound he was familiar with. This flutter though. It was... different. Strangely enticing. Although he could not ascertain why. Somehow, each flutter called out to him, almost reaching out across the room to him, jolting him with electric sparks of... of what? And why did it matter?

Because all things Melinda Howard mattered. That’s why. And if she was ill, he needed to know. His ears tuned into her heart, his eyes closing, his mind sinking into each beat. Each pulse of blood. 

Unconsciously, he licked his fangs. 

What would she taste like? 

He sucked in, eyes opening in disgust. A scowl engraving on his face. 

This reaction displeased him immensely. It was not normal, appropriate, or acceptable behavior. Not for him. 

It was too bad he needed to have a blood-empty stomach before drinking the potion. He’d have to wait thirty minutes before partaking of his typical breakfast of warmed, week-old animal blood. It hardly sounded appetizing compared to the lovely blood-filled creature standing just out of reach.

“William,” he barely heard Melinda call out. “Would you put this away for me? I can’t reach.” She outstretched her arm, holding a jar filled with herbs. She lifted her head when he did not reply, the jar slipping through fingers suddenly unable to maintain their grip. 

William caught the jar with ease and spun around to put it away, too late to hide his mistake. He might have controlled his fangs and kept his distance, but his eyes had turned a ravenous black. Normally, being around humans was tolerable. He’d had hundreds of years of practice. This morning, however, was particularly difficult. Melinda’s blood had always smelled appealing. But this morning it was practically calling out to him. “Drink me. I’m yours.”  

His hungry black eyes were something Melinda had witnessed before. She didn’t understand why it startled her so badly this time. Perhaps it was that she’d never been alone with him before when it had happened. She’d never had super sexed up dreams about him before, either. 

Embarrassed by her reaction, she grabbed a few potion supplies and busied herself putting them away. She took a glance and noticed William’s typical emerald greens had replaced the greedy black. 

God, I love his eyes. At forever thirty-one, the vampire’s smooth boyish face could not hide the old soul staring back at her. She let out an exasperated breath, wishing to forget every detail of all her William dreams. They would never come true anyway. 

William was a vampire. She was a human. A witch, but still human. And William had a strict no-dating-humans policy. 

As she cleaned up the potion-making mess, a young man entered the kitchen, at the same time running his gel covered hands through his spiky hair. He quickly regretted that choice thinking instead he needed to plug his nose.  “Potion time again,” he realized, rinsing his fingers off in the sink. 

“Good morning, Michael,” said the vampire to the young man, who was Melinda’s twenty-three-year-old brother. “The taste is as loathsome as the smell.” William made a face that said, be glad you’re not the one drinking it. 

Michael was about to reply when a voice startled them from the hallway, behind them. “Good thing the potion’s worth the price, then.” 

“Charlie!” Melinda raced past Michael and jumped into her eldest brother’s flannel covered arms.

Charlie twirled his sister in a circle, hugging her fiercely. He was not just older than she and Michael, but much larger, too. A broad shouldered, rugged man of twenty-six. 

“Hiya, Kiddo.”

“God, you reek!” she choked out sarcastically. “More so than the potion, and that’s not an easy feat!” 

“That’s what happens when you take a three day fishing trip,” Charlie said, letting her slide back down to the floor. “I had to come home before the full moon.” His words really meaning, if it wasn’t rising soon, I’d still be gone. 

“Yeah, of course you would. It’s just nice to have you back in the house again.”  

“Which just proves my point that you’re still not getting out enough, Sis.” 

“Don’t start with me again about that. I’m getting out plenty. Remember that date I went on, like, a month ago...” her voice trailed off at the end, as she recalled the date had actually been over two months previous. 

“My point exactly.” Charlie poked her side, affectionately.  

Melinda had tried to forget that last date. It ended badly. Not that it had started all that great. But she’d given in and slept with the guy; he proceeded to finish, call her something along the lines of adorable and got dressed. She was pretty sure when he said adorable, he meant chubby. Which she wasn’t. Or maybe he’d meant, you gave it a good try. An A, for effort.

And yeah, she’d eaten too much during their date, but that was mostly because he never shut the hell up and gave her a chance to speak. So yes, her pooch was a little bigger than it might have been normally. But it was the way he’d spoken his goodbye, which happened just minutes after they’d finished. Like he’d done her some charitable favor by sleeping with her. 

She’d left that part out when telling her brothers how the date went. The guy was a Jerkwad. Sex with the Jerkwad was empty. Meaningless. A complete waste of time. It hadn’t been satisfying in the least. But he’d gotten what he wanted. And she guessed, technically speaking, so did she. There was no longer the title virgin dangling over her head. Something that seemed important at the time, now, after her first time, not so much. 

Of course, if her brothers or William had found out how badly things went, they’d probably have killed the guy. Or at the very least, injured him severely. 

Charlie grabbed a mug of coffee and nodded toward his brother Michael, who refused to return the gesture. Charlie had hoped to avoid another argument so soon after arriving home. 

As it turned out, Michael didn’t feel like arguing either. “Meeting Emily for coffee,” he explained, promptly leaving.  

Charlie shook his head, disappointed. 

“Give him time,” the vampire advised kindly.  

“Why does he have to be so damn stubborn?”

Melinda snorted. “Um, gee. Maybe because he’s a Howard.” 

“Exactly. He is a Howard, and like it or not we have a responsibility to uphold.”

“Michael gets that, Charlie,” Melinda cut him off before his rant continued. “He’s just not as accepting of his fate as we are,” she added dramatically. “He sort of has a point though. I mean, why should he be forced to spend his life protecting the Isle, just because he’s a Howard?” 

“We don’t get to make that choice, Melinda.” Charlie stated it with finality. He glanced at the vampire, searching for approval, but William’s face showed no sign of his true feelings on the matter. Charlie had not thought it possible, but the vampire appeared distracted. When William didn’t answer he changed the subject. 

“Thanks for making the potion for me, Sis. I left for my trip so fast I completely forgot about it.” 

“No worries. You’ve had a lot on your mind. Besides, I’d do just about anything for My William.” She decided the best way to move past last night’s dream was to treat William as she always did. 

The vampire breathed out testily. “Melinda, you must stop calling me that. It is not right. Not only am I nearly four-hundred-years-old, but until quite recently I was your legal guardian. Must I keep reminding you of this?” 

“William,” she retorted innocently. “I’m twenty-one and you’re the only man I can flirt with in this testosterone filled house. Besides, you make it so easy. Have you looked at yourself lately? That’s right, you can’t. So I must take it upon myself to remind you how handsome a vampire you are.” 

Yes, she thought. Ridiculously handsome. No, he was beyond handsome now, especially after last night. He’d gone straight from handsome vampire she had a crush on to forbidden fanged hotty in a matter of a single dream. She tapped her fingers on the counter as if this movement would somehow drown out the racing heartbeats thudding against her chest.

Apparently, forgetting about the dream was not going to be easy. And admitting how desperately she wanted the dream to be real, and knowing it could never happen, left her balancing on a precarious edge of never-going-to-have-this-itch-satisfied-ness. 

And the truth was, William did have a reflection. But it wasn’t one his own eyes could see. A side effect of the potion he’d just downed. It made looking into glass, difficult. Things had a fuzzy appearance. One bad side effect that was worth the freedom the potion gave him. 

William noted the change in her heart rhythms again but ignored it, tossing Charlie a look that pleaded for his agreement in the matter of her affections. 

“Maybe, Melinda, you would be better off saving your attention for someone your own age,” Charlie said, backing up the vampire. “And not to bring it back up again, but perhaps if you got out of the house more often...” 

“Charlie, you’ve scared off all the guys I’ve dated!” Except for Jerkwad, which she’d done herself apparently, by just being her. And there had only been two other guys she’d dated before him. Three whole guys, twenty-one years old. So beyond pathetic. Melinda tensed. She had chosen Jerkwad, to give herself to. She was never going to forgive herself for that choice. But she hadn’t wanted to carry the label virgin anymore. How stupid that label seemed now. She still felt like a virgin. At least she hadn’t told Jerkwad, not that the fact redeemed her decision at all. 

She pictured seeing Jerkwad’s face if she’d told him he was her first. Ugh. Thank God I was smart enough to keep my mouth shut. If not my legs. 

She put her stubborn gaze back on. “Charlie, between you, Michael, and William, drilling my dates with questions no normal human would comprehend, it’s no wonder they never call back for second dates.” She lashed out, preferring to believe it was them and not her, driving her dates away. But how could it not be her? She just wasn’t dating material. Or perhaps the other two had just wanted what she’d given Jerkwad, and when she didn’t put out... 

Dating sucks. 

But she’d blame it on her brothers, just the same. 

Charlie patted her shoulder. “I’m just looking out for you, Kiddo.” 

“Well, you can’t have it both ways,” she argued hotly. “If I leave the house and start dating more, you have to accept the guys I go out with. No more scaring them away.” 

“Okay. You’re right. Why don’t you go out now? I can clean up this mess.” 

Melinda shook her head, a hesitant tingle creeping into her gut, dousing the heat that the William dream had collected there. Talking about leaving was easy, but actually leaving the house was a much scarier thought. And going out with another guy she didn’t know well... disaster waiting to happen. 

“I made the mess, I’ll clean it up. Besides, it’s sort of a badge of honor, first time making the potion for My William and all. I just hope I got it right.”  

Charlie threw her a look that said, you’re making excuses, but let it slide as William dramatically rushed to the front kitchen window. He tore off his pullover revealing his chiseled hairless chest and flung open the curtains, the bright morning sunlight flooding the room, exposing him to potentially fatal rays.  

Both Melinda and Charlie stood wide-eyed, waiting to smell smoke, or see flames erupt. Instead, William’s mouth turned into the slightest of smiles. 

“You nearly gave me a heart attack!” Melinda shouted. “What if the potion hadn’t worked?”

“There is only one way to find out if the potion did work.”  

“But you could have tested it on a finger, not your entire body!” she protested. 

“I have complete faith in you, Melinda.” William pulled his shirt back over his head. 

She made a face, knowing he was just trying to prove a point, by agreeing with Charlie. She was a bright, beautiful, and talented young woman who needed to find a life outside of the Howard Mansion. But they were the only ones who had such thoughts. A life outside the mansion was unpredictable, and too often laced with trouble. And only made Melinda wish she was safely locked in her bedroom. A hot bath, a glass of wine, and endless daydreaming was all she needed. 

And dang it! William had just been standing in the kitchen, shirtless. And she’d been too stunned by his attempt at burning himself that she hadn’t even enjoyed his magnificently chiseled perfection. She shivered at the thought of his cold skin pressing against her own. The heat started pooling again. 

Why did William have to be an off limit vampire? 

Physically, he was the epitome of perfection, at least in her eyes. Tall. On the thin side but not wiry. A first glance wouldn’t tell you instantly that he was stronger than any human man. That awareness came from the confidence he exuded in every movement he made. The draw of his gaze, the pull of his smile, the very manner in which he carried himself just strutting down the sidewalk. All things, which depending on his mood, either blanketed you in complete security, or emitted predatory threats that warned, I wouldn’t walk down any dark alleys alone, if I were you. 

More than all that, Melinda knew him. Trusted him. Hell, he was her best friend. Her confidant. Why couldn’t real life be as easy as her dream life? Or as steamy... 

Melinda kept up her stubborn front. “You haven’t tested the potion completely, William. It’s the other function that’s the really tricky part.” 

“I will be out taking a stroll if you need me,” the vampire responded tersely. 

Melinda spoke quite seriously as he departed. “If anyone suddenly realizes you’re a vampire that has lived in this town for over a hundred years and hasn’t aged, come home at once and I’ll try again.”  

Getting the potion just right was usually Charlie’s job as he was the most practiced at making potions out of the three siblings. But after a heated argument with his brother, Michael, he had abruptly left for a fishing trip and had forgotten to make William’s masking potion. They always kept an emergency vial of it, just in case, but Melinda had wanted to try her hand at making it instead.  

As long as made correctly, and taken every three months, the masking potion allowed William not only to walk in the daylight, but allowed him to live freely, leading an almost normal life. 

The potion kept people in the town from realizing he did not age. They just knew him as William Wakefield, longtime friend to the Howard family; one of The Demon Isles’ founding families. 

In addition, four years previously, William had temporarily, and unexpectedly, become guardian of the three siblings after their parents had mysteriously disappeared during a hunting trip into White Pines National Park. A place frequented by many tourists on the Isle. Not that the siblings needed a guardian seeing as Charlie was twenty-two at the time. But they had needed William, and he had been their parent’s longest and most trusted friend. 

Some locals believed that their parents had befallen some terrible accident, the type usually associated with careless tourists who refused to heed repeated warnings. Like how one misstep on the rocky cliffs might send you plunging to your death, or how fast you could find yourself in trouble when the tide came in and suddenly you’re stuck on the one rock that’s just barely sticking out of the water, or worse, in a cave that now has no exit. 

However, a handful of longtime locals were aware of the truth: that hunting meant their parents were searching for The Demon Isle’s magical power source. A source that to this day, had yet to be located; even by the many generations of Howards to have come and gone from the Isle. All the siblings were certain of, is that the search had claimed the lives of their parents, just as it had claimed the lives of numerous Howard Witches before them. 

But it was this very power source that the Howard siblings also defended, often putting their own lives on the line to protect. It was what their family had always done: protect the source from being discovered and falling into the wrong hands. 

Of equal importance were the incessant attempts by various supernatural beings that came to the Isle in hopes of drawing on that power, or overthrowing the Howards and claiming the Isle for themselves, therefore putting the locals and the tourists in constant danger. 

Dangers that newer locals opted to ignore or pass off as strange, but somehow explainable, events. Many, of course, had no problem exploiting the Isle’s mystical draw, now making it a top vacation spot for fans of the supernatural and paranormal. This only complicated the lives of the siblings as these fans often got more trouble than they bargained for. 

Charlie offered again to help clean up the kitchen.  

“I can handle it,” Melinda said. “You should get unpacked, maybe take a shower.” She wrinkled her nose at his fishy stench. 

“I should have been here to help you.” His voice held guilt as he grabbed half-filled vials and dried herbs, returning them to their cupboards. Melinda didn’t argue, she enjoyed her brother’s company. 

“For your knowledge,” she explained after a bit, “I did get out while you were away. I went on a patrol with William.”

“That’s not getting out,” her brother argued. 

“Is too.”

“We patrol at night. And patrolling is work.”

“Yes, but there’s sometimes still people around.”

“Work is not a life, Melinda. You need friends. You need to get out and have fun. What about the friends you used to go to school with?” Charlie asked. “That guy you went out with a few months ago?”

Jerkwad, or guy before Jerkwad. “They’ve all moved away, gone to college,” she claimed quickly. “And what’s wrong with hanging out with my brothers? Or William? And there’s Emily.”

Charlie snorted. “When she comes to the house to see Michael. I don’t want to push you, Melinda, but like you said earlier, you’re twenty-one. You should be out on the beach, partying, going on dates, and getting into trouble.” He thought about that for a minute. “Okay, make that partying lightly but you get what I mean.” 

“I’m trying, Charlie.”

“I know, Kiddo.” He saw the uneasiness in her eyes. “Just keep taking little steps and even though we give you a hard time, screw us! Go have some fun.”  

“Yeah, okay. Fun. It’s my top priority,” she forced, with fake enthusiasm. 

Charlie didn’t push it further. Afraid if he did, the only place he’d find his sister is locked in her bedroom. 

##
[image: ]


MICHAEL GOT OUT OF the house as fast as possible, making his way toward the café he was sure Emily would be exiting at any minute. She always stopped for coffee and a crème horn on her way to work. 

He heard the ding of a door opening and out she stepped. It calmed him, immediately bettering his mood, as Emily emitted brightness and happiness.

“Michael,” she called out upon seeing him. “What are you up to this morning?” Her southern drawl was muffled by the swallowing of coffee. 

He caught up to her. “Hi, Em. Thought I’d walk you to work.” 

“That’s so sweet of you.” She grinned widely. A grin that shot warmth into his core. She’d done that to him since the day they’d met, just under five years before. 

She reached up and tussled his newly cut hair. Not one hair moved against her touch. Each firmly in its place, almost as if Michael had ordered each hair to its position with the threat of punishment if they disobeyed. 

She chuckled, but told him, “I like it. It’s very you.” 

“You think? The stylist almost talked me out of it. She kept running her fingers through my hair, trying to change my mind.”

“That’s just because she thinks you’re hot.” So did every woman on the Isle. Including far too many tourists. And even a few guys. It was hard to rise to the top of the competition for Michael’s affections. 

“She did keep me in that chair for a ridiculous amount of time,” he noted. 

“Face it, if they’re single and from the Isle, make that any woman alive that’s stepped foot on the Isle, they want you.” 

He wanted to blurt out if that included her as well, but bit his tongue. He didn’t need to ask that question. Her answer screamed at him silently. I’ve always wanted you.  

“It suits you well,” Emily said of his new hairstyle. “Truth be told, the shoulder length locks weren’t right for you. And this style makes that baby face you tote around completely irresistible.” Kissable, was what she was really thinking.

He blushed a little. Always did when she flirted with him. He would have liked nothing more than to take hold of her hand and walk her to work, to kiss those peach colored lips until they were swollen. To claim them for his own. 

But he did not.

“It was definitely time for something new,” he told her. 

“Well, no girl can resist that face, no matter what your hair looks like.” She played down her flirting. She might have found his face kissable, but she’d never dared. “So what do you have lined up tonight, two dates? Three? One right after the other.”

“Ha. Very funny.” He rolled his eyes as they walked to her store. “Had three dates in one night, one time, almost a year ago, and you’re never going to let me live it down, are you? God! That night was jacked. Ended so very badly.”

Emily laughed. “Good thing I was around to come to your rescue. I guess it’s my job to remind you of your past, and keep you out of trouble.” She winked, toying with him.  

She really wished it was her job. 

He really wished it was, too. 

“Actually, I haven’t been on a date in weeks,” he admitted. 

“You? Michael Howard, dateless?”

He chuckled. “Just haven’t been in the mood.” 

“Charlie, still?” she questioned knowingly. 

He shrugged.

“You’re still arguing I take it.”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “Charlie got back this morning and I don’t want to be in the same room as him. Don’t want to talk to him. Don’t want to hear his nagging friggin’ voice, all condescending, because I’m not as into this lifestyle as he is. My brother Charlie. Talk about Mr. Perfect-can-do-no-wrong in the eyes of anyone. Everything he says just irritates the shit out of me right now. But hey, enough bitching for one morning. I enrolled in classes,” he announced, ending his tirade and starting a new subject. 

“Really? That’s great, Michael.” She gulped, this revelation catching her off guard. She tried to sound excited and upbeat, but Michael knew she was disappointed by this news. Her smile never faded, but he sensed the brightness of it, lessened. Her eyes dancing just a little less. 

Emily realized she’d given herself away and tore her gaze off him, her cheeks fiery with embarrassment. 

“It’s not for a while yet. Summer’s just started really. Fall’s still a ways away.” He hated hurting her. It left an empty pit in his gut. 

“I’m really happy for you,” she told him. She meant it. She didn’t want to see him leave the Isle, but she wanted nothing more than for him to be happy. And he wasn’t.

“Thanks, Em. So, um, have you ever thought about going back to college?” 

“You know I can’t, Michael. I left because Dad needs me here. And he’s stubborn about moving anywhere else. I really don’t know why that is, but...”

“Sorry. It was dumb of me to even bring it up. Of course you have to be here.” They were at her bookstore. “I guess I’ll see you later, Em.” Goddamn idiot. That’s what I am. 

Hurting people. Disappointing people. 

These were things he excelled in, by not living up to people’s expectations of him. Expectations he didn’t want to live up to. And never asked for. 

“Later, Michael.”

“Yeah, bye, Em. Have a good day at work.”

“Thanks. See ya.” She tossed him another wide smile, and gave her lips a timid pull with her teeth. Lips he’d very much like to wrap his mouth around. And taste, and tug at. Instead, he fled. 

She always made him feel bad for wanting to leave the Isle. Not on purpose, and she never once vocalized it. But he saw it in her eyes. Felt the cut of it in her words. Her reactions to him. 

But what scared him most, was if there was one thing, one person, that could get him to stay on the Isle, it would be Emily Morgan. 

But she would never ask him to stay. Never in a hundred years if she thought it would make him unhappy. She liked to make people happy, thrived on it, almost to a fault. Hell, she lit up the darkest room just by entering it. Everyone loved Emily. He more so than anyone. Brakes squealed in his brain. He could not afford to think like that. 

Michael forced the thought out of his mind. He’d never found the courage to come out and ask her. If she said yes, she did want him to stay, he’d never be able to leave. And he needed to leave. To get off this lame-ass hellhole of an island before he was sucked in so deep he never left. Or never explored the world. Like every other Howard that had come before him. 

He didn’t want that fate. He didn’t ask for it. 

Didn’t he get a say in his life, at all?

He looked up to see William not too far ahead, heading into the mansion. No doubt testing the potion. Which obviously worked. “Good job, Melinda.” Too bad there wasn’t a potion for getting his sister over her aversion to life outside the mansion. 

His feet stopped moving for a moment. He held a breath. 

He was going to have to go home and face Charlie. Face whatever this day brought him. Regardless, he was proud of his sister, she was getting better every day, without the help of any potions. Her panic attacks were less frequent. And cautiously, she was immersing herself back into the outside world. 

Mainly, what this really meant was Michael didn’t need to stay on the Isle. They’d be fine without him. 
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WILLIAM REAPPEARED in the kitchen of the Howard Mansion with Michael just behind.

“All went well?” Melinda asked the vampire. 

“Yes. As expected, no one realizes I am not a thirty-one year old man.” 

Melinda nodded satisfactorily, and turned to Michael. “You’re back sooner than I expected.” 

“It was just a quick walk with Emily to work at the bookstore.” 

Charlie’s eyes lit up. “I have been meaning to congratulate her on taking over the place,” he admitted, apologetically. “Once Renee retired a few months ago, Emily was the perfect replacement.”

“Yes. She is,” was all Michael acknowledged to Charlie’s attempt to engage him in conversation. 

“And how did she like your new haircut?” Melinda inquired. 

“What’s not to like?” 

“Oh get over yourself!” She shot back in amusement. 

Although brothers, Charlie and Michael didn’t share many common traits. 

Michael was wiry, yet athletic, with smooth, slightly flushed skin. He rarely had to shave. He was also slower than Melinda when it came to getting ready in the morning, even though his outfits consisted mostly of jeans, sandals, and some kind of pullover shirt. However, the hours spent getting every strand of hair on his head into its perfect place were too many to count. 

Charlie, on the other hand, had enough hair for two men. His dusty brown locks were thick and disheveled, falling just above his shoulders, and his facial hair grew fast enough that he could shave twice in one day. More often than not, he had a couple days’ growth on his face. He found most shirts constricting being that he had the shoulders of a football player, and preferred on nice days to wear tank tops and khaki shorts. When the weather cooled, he simply added a flannel shirt, always with the sleeves rolled up carelessly.  

The only similar traits they did share: dazzling midnight blue eyes and a killer smile that knocked any girl’s socks off. Both things inherited from their father, Jack Howard. 

The kitchen phone rang loudly. 

“That would be the Mack line,” Charlie stated, grabbing the phone, grateful for the distraction. “Have I even been home a full hour yet?” he asked no one in particular.

“Oh, I need to talk to Mack before you hang up, okay?” Melinda blurted out. 

Charlie nodded that he’d heard her while speaking into the phone, “Hello, Mack! How can we help the sheriff of The Demon Isle this morning?” 

“Oh good, you’re home, Charlie. Hope the fishin’ trip went well.” She gave him no chance to reply. “I’m actually calling for your brother. Afraid I need a death readin’.” 

“Just say where and I’ll send Michael right over.” 

Michael sighed, relieved at the sound of his name.  “Any excuse to get out of here,” he grumbled under his breath. “Even if it is work.” 

“The morgue,” Charlie aimed at Michael. He spoke to Mack, “A local or tourist this time?”

“That’s what I’m hoping Michael can tell me, actually. You see, all I got is drybones...” Her tone turned ominous.  

“A skeleton. I see.”

“Yeah, a first. Not a stitch of meat on’em.”

“Michael will be right over to help.” Charlie was about to hang up when he remembered his sister needed to speak with the sheriff. He tossed Melinda the phone. 

“Hiya, Mack,” she greeted. “Sounds like you’ve got a lot on your plate, but I’m afraid I have another job for you.”

“Anything you need. You just tell me what it is.”

“There’s a back door at the Fishhook Seafood Company that’s broken. A lock keeps jamming and if they don’t fix it, in three days someone who works there dies because it won’t open. They are working after the place closes and there’s a fire in the kitchen. Don’t know what starts it, but you might want to check that out too.” 

“Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. I’m on it! Just consider me your own personal dream killer,” the sheriff added with a haughty laugh. 

Melinda let out a dark chuckle. 

Mack disconnected. 

Charlie and Michael stared at Melinda, awaiting explanation.  

“Yeah yeah. Another dream. I took care of it didn’t I?” 

“You’re supposed to tell us when you have a dream, so we can help,” Charlie reminded gently. Instant guilt consumed him. He’d been gone. Out of reach part of the time. She couldn’t have told him even if she’d needed to. 

“I did. I told William, and we decided it was best handled by Mack. What are we going to do? Walk up to the owners of the Fishhook and say, hey, Melinda, yeah that girl everyone already thinks is a freak, also has prophetic dreams and last night, she dreamt your broken back door would cause someone to die?” 

“Point noted. They’ve only been on the Isle for a couple years and are not aware of what goes on around here. However,” started Charlie, “how can we decide if it’s something we can or should handle if you don’t tell us? I trust William’s opinions, of course, and I wasn’t home. But you can tell us too, Melinda. Just remember that, okay.” 

“Maybe she can make up her own mind,” Michael defended. 

“This isn’t about you and me, Michael,” Charlie breathed out heavily. 

“I’m just saying she’s not a kid. And who made you captain of this frigging ship? What rule says we have to tell you every little thing that happens?” 

Charlie closed his eyes, searching for a reply that would not make the situation worse. But all he wanted to do was grab his brother by the shoulders and shake some sense into him. An annoyed groan slipped across his lips and he opened his eyes to see Michael booking it out of the kitchen in a huff. 

“I gotta go. Job to do,” he spouted with mock enthusiasm.  

“I think I’ll go with him,” Melinda said, frowning in displeasure. First, because she had just volunteered to leave the house, and second, that Charlie and Michael were no closer to ending their argument. She patted Charlie’s shoulder and followed Michael, hoping her voluntary departure from the house would help improve his mood. 

After Charlie and William were alone Charlie let out a strained breath as if he’d been holding it in. “The full moon’s almost here. It’s so much harder not to get angry, about anything or everything, the closer it gets.” 

“And they know this, Charlie.” 

“I’m going to go unpack, take a cold shower,” Charlie decided. “Cool down a little.” 

“I will be in my study, should anyone need me,” William spoke evenly. 

However, Charlie didn’t leave, and instead, stared at the wall, rubbing his hand across his stubble covered chin. 

“Is there something else, Charlie?” 

“To be honest, William, I’m not sure. I’m not even sure how to explain it. Something about this approaching moon feels different. Harder to control myself than usual.” 

“I will check if this particular moon has any unknown significance, just in case.”

“Thanks, William. I’d feel a heck of a lot better knowing I’ll still be me when the full moon rises.”  
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MELINDA FOLLOWED HER brother out of the front door, across the stone porch, and down the steps of the Howard Mansion, stepping onto a cobblestone driveway. She froze for a moment, her feet suddenly unwilling to move forward. 

There’s so many people!

Just people vacationing and having fun. 

She berated herself silently, fighting off the urge to run back inside the house. With a shaky, but determined breath, Melinda took the next step onto the street. Michael wrapped his arm around her shoulder, securing her to his side. Panic leaked into his senses; would she be able to continue? It was early summer, which meant fighting their way through bustling-about tourists. But driving would be harder and take twice as long as walking, while waiting for tourists to figure out where they were headed, or while they attempted to park in cramped spaces. 

“Okay to keep going?” Michael prodded gently. 

She nodded and shook it off. “Fine, let’s go.” She left the safety of his side, her thoughts screaming so not fine! But rather than turn and run home she sidetracked herself by talking to her brother. “You shouldn’t be so hard on Charlie. He’s doing his best.”

“Don’t be so hard on Charlie!” he repeated incredulously. 

“I know, I know. It’s just, you know how he gets around the full moon.”

“How he gets is irritating. Infuriating. And a total Mr. Know-it-all jackass! And it doesn’t matter how close we are to the full moon.” 

Melinda groaned. What she said next would make Michael angrier. “I’ll give you that he can be a pain in the ass, but he is kind of right though. You can’t leave, Michael. What would this town do without you? What would Charlie and I do without you? And he’s not the only one who’s a know-it-all jackass,” she mumbled under her breath.  

Michael frowned. She wasn’t wrong. But still. “Just because I’m a Howard, this automatically gives me a life sentence to live on this desolate, boring, stuck-in-the-last-century-island?” 

“I never said it was fair, but it’s not so bad either. You’ve got Emily,” she pointed out. 

“We’re not dating,” he retorted haughtily. 

“And whose fault is that?” she snapped just as haughtily. “All you need do is ask. That girl is head over heels crazy over you! You’re her baby face,” Melinda’s voice mocked.  

“This face is appealing,” he agreed coolly, twirling his hand in circles around his face. Melinda hit his shoulder in a humored reply. “Really though, why start dating her now? I am leaving The Demon Isle,” he spoke determinedly. “And she has to stay with her father.” 

Melinda bit her tongue to keep from responding. What would it take to keep her brother from leaving? Perhaps if she had another nervous breakdown, this would keep him around. 

She chastised herself again. That was not a place she wanted to go back to, ever. 

With nothing else to say, she focused on making eye contact with the locals and tourists that hustled about the town. Many of the tourists were surprisingly polite, returning her gesture. The locals, however, just stared or ignored her attempts to nod or say hello. 

“And the friendly locals are part of what gives The Demon Isle its charm,” she grumbled sardonically, recalling that line from a Demon Isle vacation brochure.  

“Be patient with them, Melinda. Just give them a chance. They don’t all think you’re a freak,” her brother razzed, with a loving wink tossed in her direction. 

“That guy over there,” she pointed, “totally talking about me. It’s ridiculously obvious.”

“Well, what do you expect, Sis? They’re curious. You’ve hidden yourself away for the last four years, ever since your dreams started and Mom and Dad,” he didn’t finish. He was already arguing with Charlie, he didn’t want to argue with his sister, too. “Look, let’s just do this favor for Mack, and thanks for coming with me. I know how hard it is for you to leave the house, but you’re getting better at it every day.” 

“There’s a part of me that wants to escape this place, too,” she admitted with a sigh. “But it won’t stop the dreams, which just get worse when I have actual contact with people. I really am trying.”  

“I know, Sis. You are. You’re doing really great. I mean, you only pointed out one guy that was talking about you behind your back today,” he jested, nudging her arm. 

She rolled her eyes as they turned the corner entering another street. It was lined with boutique stores, gift shops, pubs, grills, bars, cafés, and even a company that organized tours of the Isle – anything from trips to the beaches, the National Park, or even haunted tours through graveyards, lighthouses, and old homes, or buildings that were believed to be frequented by ghosts. 

The end of this street curved, landing them in a section of the town nicknamed Fortune Alley. It drew many tourists, eager to seek details about their future, or learn more about the Isle’s mystical background, or people that just desired to wrap themselves in fantasy for a day. 

Magic shops plotted this section of town, along with comic book stores, book and movie sellers specializing in sci-fi, fantasy and the paranormal; fortunetellers, and herb shops, which sold touristy things like love potions. A regular geekdom fit for any fan of the supernatural, or in the case of the Howard Witches, a place to buy the necessary ingredients for potions they used in real life. It also happened to be the fastest way to get to the morgue. 

As they walked through Fortune Alley, Melinda saw three psychics set up at the edge of the street, offering free, five-minute readings to passersby. It was a promotion store owners did often, in hopes of attracting longer, purchased readings, or to drag customers into their shops. 

Melinda wondered if they had any true foresight. She also wondered how many of them were aware of the true supernatural side of the Isle, as typically, only locals who had lived on the Isle for many years knew the truth that magic did exist here; a truth they preferred to keep to themselves. Nevertheless, they did allow rumors to spread, stories to leak, and even the occasional photo to surface (but only if blurry enough not to prove anything real). 

The only fortuneteller Melinda recognized was a woman known as Mystic Mona. She sat draped in long flowing scarves, mysteriously moving her tattooed hands over a fogged up crystal ball. She had told the Howard’s a long time ago that she was a complete fake, but for some reason she was also the most visited reader on the Isle. She winked at the duo as they passed by her. 

Near the end of the street, a light salty mist spread across Melinda’s skin. They were very close to the harbor. So close, she could hear the sloshing of the waves crashing up against the dock and the boats. “I do love this air,” she said, closing her eyes for a moment, feeling the damp saltiness layering her face. She sucked it in, and upon opening her eyes, noted, “The view isn’t too shabby either.”

Michael took a glance and looked at her as if to say No way in hell!  

“What? He’s cute.” Actually, way more than cute. Yummy, to be more exact, but she’d never say that to her brother.

“You’re afraid to leave the house, and yet the first guy you pick out of the crowd is the one on the motorcycle.” 

“Well it’s not like I’m running over there and just hopping on. Geesh! I just thought he was cute. And look, he wears a helmet. Safe driver,” she argued. 

Michael continued toward the morgue, dismissing her argument. Thinking of his sister being old enough to make her own choices about the men she dated was never going to be easy. She was perpetually a teenager in his mind. And in some ways, because of her anxiety and breakdown, and locking herself away these last four years, she was still naïve to the real world. But she was growing braver with each day, and she’d catch up, hopefully without getting her heart broken too many times. His sister was the type to fall, and fall hard, and want it to be forever. Regardless, she was always going to be his little sister and no guy would ever be good enough for her. 

Please don’t let her find someone like me. The thought crept into his brain giving him an instant sourness in his gut. He really did string Emily along. Flaunting all his other girlfriends, dating like it was no big thing. And it wasn’t, and that was the point. He didn’t want the big thing. The real thing. He wanted off the Isle and to get a new life. Emily was beautiful and smart and had the most natural way of making him feel like he’d just come home every time he saw her, or heard her voice. But The Demon Isle was not going to be his home for much longer. Emily would have no trouble finding a good man. Someone who was not him. She deserved so much better than him.

Melinda watched the dark haired young man get onto his motorcycle. He slid over the seat with ease, straddling the metal machine and pumping the clutch hard. It roared to life, each pulse of the clutch and vroom of the gas shooting a zing of excitement up Melinda’s spine. She pictured herself as the bike, thinking she’d let the guy pump her to life any day. 

Michael shook his head, letting out an annoyed groan. He didn’t need this. Didn’t need to sense his sister all worked up over a stranger on a motorcycle. 

Melinda swallowed hard, clearing her throat. “Sorry.” She wasn’t sure who was mortified more, herself or Michael. How was she supposed to keep her feelings to herself when he was around? 

“Just try to rein it in a little, please,” he groaned. Sometimes, being an empath really sucked. No strike that, it always sucked. Knowing what emotions people were feeling, all the time. 

God damn it, I need to get off this freaking island. 

Not that it would make any difference. He’d still sense what people were feeling. 

“It’s partly my fault,” he said to her. “I have a hard time managing it when I’m pissed.” Which was all the time lately. 

She tossed him an understanding shrug. 

Traffic cleared and motorcycle man pulled away from the curb, making a U-turn. His dark eyes caught Melinda’s, drowning her in a sticky molasses stare that kept her eyes glued to his. There was something just a little wicked in that passing gaze. Something that promised reality would be crazy better than any daydream. It flooded Melinda with a self-conscious awareness that caught her breath for a second time that day. Her heart skipped a beat and she brushed her hand across her rosy cheek, and then gazed down at her dress, and sighed. 

This was her reality. 

She was certain any TV fashion show would call it a bag, not a dress. She’d be the woman they’d ambush on the street and transform from an ugly duckling to a swan. Only to give up mid-makeover after realizing this task was impossible. 

The dress was old, baggy, and fell to her ankles. It was also comfortable and hid the shape of her body. No one needed to see her curves, or lack thereof. Curvy in all the wrong places. Maybe I should eat fewer donuts? What was it Jerkwad had called her? Oh, right, adorable. Not beautiful, or pretty, or sexy, but adorable, with that look of yeah, you should lose a few pounds. Yup, adorable was currently her least favorite word.  

Michael shook his head but held his tongue. His sister flipped through emotions faster than changing the TV channels. He almost wished the guy on the motorcycle had hit on her, just to make her feel better about herself. Then again, his sister was vulnerable and would fall for just a single act of kindness, and he knew exactly what some guys did to those types of chicks. Because he was one of those guys. That sour pit in his gut dug a little deeper. Another reason he’d stopped dating recently. Even he was getting sick of his own bullshit. But yeah, screw motorcycle guy. His sister was sweet. Had a bit of a stubborn streak like her mother. And deserved way better than some fly by night tourist. 

Melinda sighed, the bag for a dress suddenly too small, her skin tight and not falling over her bones correctly, and not hidden enough. Wicked smile that made her hot all over or not, there was no way a guy like motorcycle man would ever be into her, never mind that he was most likely a tourist and would leave town any day. She would probably never happen across him again. 

She squeezed her fists in frustration. William’s dream had left her worked up and unsatisfied. However, picking up a total stranger was not the answer to her conundrum. Although as she thought about it, perhaps it was exactly what she needed. 

She squelched the thought. It was a bad idea. A stupid idea. Melinda Howard and strangers, even hot ones on motorcycles, did not mix. Look at what had happened with Jerkwad! Did she learn nothing? 

Damn hormones and stupid sexy vampire dreams. 

“And we’re here,” announced Michael, loudly intruding her thoughts. He held open the front door of The Demon Isle Morgue, eyeing Melinda as if about to ask her something uncomfortable. But he didn’t look any happier about asking it, than she did hearing it. 

Damn it. If it wasn’t William and his super vampire hearing, it was Michael and his ability to sense her emotions. Could a girl not keep any secrets?

“You ready to do this?” she said instead, straying from topics she did not wish to discuss with her brother. 

“Um. Never. But it’s my duty, isn’t it?” Bitterness skimmed across his tongue. 

Mack, the town sheriff, met them just inside. She was a sturdy woman with keen eyes and sea-air worn skin that had never seen sunblock. Her real name was Mackenzie Briggs. Most of the townsfolk called her Sheriff Briggs. But the Howard Witches had been assisting the local police since the Isle’s inception, plus the sheriff had also been friends with the siblings’ parents. 

“Ah, Michael Howard. You’re lookin’ as scrumptious as ever.” Mack’s eyes danced in a playfully lustful manner. 

“Good morning, Mack.” He tossed her a seductive grin and a wink as he passed by her.  

“Yup. Scrumdiddlyumptious.” She smacked her lips, making a point to watch him walk by.

Melinda laughed. She enjoyed how the sheriff taunted her brother. He needed to be put in his place now and then. 

“Where to?” Michael asked, his enthusiasm lessened. 

“Yes, to the business at hand.” Mack motioned for them to follow. She entered an examination room. “Always sorry to make you do this, Michael. But we’re stumped on this one.” 

“Always glad to help,” Michael insisted. He attempted eagerness, but wasn’t fooling anyone.  

Mack locked the door behind them. “I asked my deputy to leave. Told him I needed time to do my own investigatin’. Better to keep’em in the dark about this whole crazy supernatural thing as long as possible I figure. New guy’s gonna work out great though. ‘Course, I said that about the last guy.”

Melinda chuckled. 

Michael stared at the examination table, which Mack stepped over to and gently lifted a sheet and exposed an intact skeleton. 

“Drybones is right.” Michael let out with a whistle. 

Melinda would have, but she had never really been able to whistle, so she just replied with a wide-eyed, astonished nod. 

The skeleton was lying flat on its back, except for the skull, which was turned as if staring at the siblings. Even skinless, its mouth stuck open in a horrified silent scream, its final terrified moments permanently etched into the bones. 

“Sure is something ain’t it?” said Mack. “Called you guys ‘cause I’ve never seen bones come in as clean as these. At first, we weren’t even sure they were real. Sure enough they are. Looks like something came across the body and just plain sucked everything right off ‘em!”

Michael stepped closer. He’d never seen anything like it. Whenever Mack called on his services, it was usually someone recently deceased, that still had muscle and skin attached to the bones. 

“Diver found these bones in an underwater cave in Bloodsucker Bay,” Mack explained further. “After initial examination we confirmed it’s a male, and found damage that seems to indicate some kind of trauma.” She pointed out the spot, just to the side of where the heart should have been.

“Considering where they were found, and the condition of the bones,” aimed Michael to the sheriff, “my guess would be a Sea Hag. I’ve never seen their handy work personally, but William’s told me about them. Our parents killed one when I was about two if I remember right. Sea Hag does not explain the trauma to the chest though. Hags attack their victims using a poison that releases from tentacles they call hair.” 

“Icky,” shuddered Melinda. 

“I’m with her,” agreed Mack. “Nice to see you out and about, by the way,” she added bluntly.  

Melinda just nodded thanks in reply, preferring to ignore the topic. 

Michael stepped toward the skeleton. He took a concentrated breath and extended his arm out to touch the bones. “Why don’t we find out what really happened,” he muttered, laying his hand on the skeleton. Michael’s eyes closed and began to flutter back and forth under closed eyelids. 

A long minute later, he gasped and let go, taking a few unsteady steps backwards. 

“You okay?” his sister inquired, concerned.  

“Ju-Just a little more violent than I expected,” he stuttered, catching his breath. Something in his eye told Melinda he wanted to say more, but held his tongue. After a moment, he turned to Mack. She always waited patiently after Michael’s assistance, realizing how equally helpful and disturbing his ability as a death reader could be.  

“This man was definitely murdered,” he informed her. 

“I was afraid you were gonna say that.” 

“Right before his death he was in some kind of rage, shouting like a madman, but nothing comprehendible. It looked like he was trying to attack someone and that someone shot him, which explains the chest trauma. They left him to die at the hands of a Sea Hag, as I expected, which explains the stripping of the bones.” 

“Don’t suppose you could help a sheriff out and just tell me who shot this man?” 

“Sorry. No face. Only a gun.” Michael stepped toward the door, appearing eager to leave. 

“It gives me a place to start at least. Appreciate it, Michael. I always hate draggin’ you into these things, but at least you’re nice to look at.” Mack raised her eyebrow in sarcastic seduction, her tone laden with flippant innuendo. 

“Glad to help,” insisted Michael, this time avoiding her attempt to flirt.  

“You guys’ll look into the Sea Hag?” the sheriff assumed. 

“Naturally,” he replied, grabbing Melinda’s arm, promptly departing. 

“Be careful!” Mack ordered. “Don’t want to be collectin’ your bones next,” she mumbled after their disappearing frames.  

Michael took rushed steps out of the morgue and down the street. Melinda grabbed her brother’s arm, forcing him to stop.  

“You’re clearly upset over what you saw. Talk to me,” she pleaded.  

He bit his lip, unease spreading splotches of red across his smooth skin. 

“I didn’t tell Mack everything I saw,” he finally admitted.

“Why on earth not?” 

“Because,” he started, but stopped. He looked down with a shake of his head, unable to believe what he was about to say. 

Melinda lifted his chin, making him look her in the eye. “Out with it, Michael. We don’t need two crazies in the house.” 

He inhaled deeply, and upon exhaling let slip out the words, “I saw Mom.”

“What?” she breathed out in shock. “In the death reading? Just now?” 

“Yes. I saw her clear as day, Melinda. And if I’d told Mack everything, our mother wouldn’t just be dead, she’d also be the number one suspect in a murder investigation.” 
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CHARLIE AND WILLIAM sat in silence thinking over what Michael had just told them. Twice, Charlie started to speak, and stopped. Finally, in an uncertain voice he got out what he was trying to say. 

“Our mother shot a man? A living man? Are you absolutely sure, Michael?” 

“You know how my ability works, Charlie. It’s never wrong.”

Before Charlie and Michael allowed their tempers to flare further, William intervened. “We all know that what Michael saw is truth. Therefore, logic tells us your mother had a very good reason for her actions.”  

“But a man, William? Demons, other witches, any number of other supernatural creatures, sure. But why this man? Could he be the reason our parents are dead?” A low growl rumbled in Charlie’s throat, and the whiskers lining his face stood to attention, thickening and darkening, giving him a sudden savage disposition. 

“Charlie,” Melinda spoke anxiously. “Cool it!” 

Her eldest brother closed his eyes taking deep breaths to regain his control. “Sorry. Full moon’s really getting to me this time.” 

“Yes, well, Mr. Wolfy needs to stay nice and locked up. When you get agitated you don’t think straight.”

“I am aware, Sis,” he grumbled, at the same time distressing over the panic in her voice. You have to keep your shit together if not for anything else but Melinda. She’s just starting to get better. Of all the times to have a case centered around our parents. What perfect-ass timing! Charlie motioned that he was fine and for them to continue. 

“Nothing in what I saw,” explained Michael, “indicated that this man had anything to do with our parent’s deaths, but we would be stupid not to investigate it further, and regardless, we need to deal with the Sea Hag if she’s still around.” 

Charlie and Melinda nodded in agreement. 

“Any thoughts on where we should start, William?” Michael asked. 

“Only one. We need to visit this underwater cave. That is to say, you need to visit this cave. I, of course, would sink to the bottom of the ocean like a stone.”

“And as much as I would love to join this party,” Melinda spoke in a sarcastic drone, “you know my stance on ocean dives and cave exploring. So not going to happen. I’ll leave this investigation up to you two.” Like usual, she chided herself. 

“Great,” murmured Michael, his mouth twisting into a smirk. “I get to watch Charlie do the doggy paddle.” 

Charlie ignored the comment. “So which cave are we heading to?” 

“It’s in Bloodsucker Bay. On the northern outlet,” relayed his brother.  

“Must be why the body wasn’t discovered sooner,” William assumed. “Only the most competent divers attempt to explore those caves. The weather on the northern shore is most temperamental.” 

“Chances are, the Sea Hag’s not even venturing into that cave anymore,” Michael said. “Mom and Dad died four years ago, so this guy’s been dead a long time. From what I’ve heard, Sea Hags tend to move around.” 

“We’ll find out soon enough,” huffed Charlie. “If this guy, or the Sea Hag, did have anything to do with our parent’s deaths, we won’t rest until we find out everything. But we’ll need time to prepare. We don’t want to end up like the dead guy.”

“Or our parents,” reminded Melinda in a strained voice. 

Michael did not argue as he agreed fully with his siblings on this matter. 

He cringed though, the uncontrolled emotions flowing freely out of his sister and brother piling on top of his own. He could do without this gift his Howard blood had given him. Melinda was fighting off a major panic attack and Charlie was anxious, Michael imagined in part, due to Melinda being in such a panic. 

He tried to shut it out but his empathic ability was still somewhat new to him and he had a difficult time doing so. He worried about Melinda too, but he didn’t need Charlie’s worry piled on top of his own. 

“Sorry, Michael,” Charlie apologized, seeing his brother’s face. “We’re not exactly holding anything back right now. We need to be more mindful until you can handle your empathy better.” 

Michael waved it off, nothing but irritation rampant in his glower. Charlie was trying to be nice, but somehow, every time he tried, all Michael heard was, you’re not fucking doing it right. 

“How about we leave at first light tomorrow?” Charlie suggested. 

“Yeah, that’s fine,” agreed Michael. “That’ll give me time to prepare the diving gear.” He hurried out of the room to start packing for their trip to Bloodsucker Bay. 

“Poor Michael,” whispered Melinda. “I really don’t know how he can stand it. Having to deal with his own feelings and everyone else’s, too.” 

It filled her with guilt instantly. Michael didn’t stay hidden in the house all the time. He dealt with his magical gifts. He didn’t necessarily want them, but he accepted them and was learning how to manage a daily life that came with magical gifts attached. 

She, on the other hand, preferred to lock herself away in her room like a silly teenage girl (pathetic, seeing as she was twenty-one), hoping her prophetic dreams would just go away if she didn’t interact with anyone.  

Melinda glanced up in time to catch William just looking away from her. Did he think of her as a silly girl? How could
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