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        The Earl Dagon and Castle Point History

      

      

      In 1608, the Earl of Newberry came to America from Bristol, England, in pursuit of his greatest love, Evelyn of Cumbria, herself a practicing witch. Legend has it that the “Evil Evelyn” cast a love spell over the Earl, used him for his money and title until the Earl was penniless, and his title stripped from him.

      This was untrue.

      The Earl was an abusive man, irresponsible with his money, and took advantage of his subjects. Evelyn escaped the Earl’s grasp, fled England, and crossed the ocean to what is now known as the State of Maine.

      The Earl attested to be deeply in love, but more so, relentless in his desire to ‘possess’ Evelyn. He followed and found her, settling in a small village on the ocean's edge. Evelyn patiently waited for her opportunity to escape and did so, placing a curse upon the Earl that would prevent him from ever leaving.

      Devastated and angered by her betrayal, the Earl summoned the Demon, ‘Vine’; Builder of Towers and Identifier of Witches. Vine appeared as a lion, riding a black horse and carrying a viper.

      He granted the Earl’s requests to build a castle on the highest point, overlooking the ocean, and find Evelyn.

      Vine did so, also granting the Earl exceptional strength and powers, in exchange for the Earl’s eternal soul.

      Once the castle was built and Evelyn exposed, the Earl - now calling himself Earl Dagon; “Devil of the Sea” - burned her alive at the stake in the castle courtyard.

      He swore to purge the world of witchcraft and witches, instilling a fear that witches were the bane of existence and harbingers of all things evil, and implemented a law against the practice of witchcraft.

      To this day, the punishment for such a crime is to burn on the pyre within the castle.

      The Earl formed the Order of the Witch Hunters. Instilling the core belief that all witches are evil, and must be purged from the earth, their powers stripped and given to the rightful owners - the Witch Hunters.

      The Witch Hunters became pupils of the Demon Vine, who granted the Witch Hunters the power to absorb a witch's power just before taking their life. Vine agreed to teach the Witch Hunters and grant them this privilege, in exchange for their souls.

      The Witch Hunters were sent forth to form thousands of branches throughout the world, to instill the belief that witches were evil, and enforce the law against the practice of witchcraft, or being a witch. To any non-mage they granted generous rewards, should they find and expose a witch or their coven to the Hunters.

      The Earl later married Madeleine Bavent, a Catholic nun who renounced her habit for the love of the Earl. Under their hand, the community of “Castle Point” flourished.

      The exceptional strength and powers for evil granted by the Demon, Vine, ran through Earl Dagon’s lineage.

      As time went on, the witches had to be more and more inventive in remaining undetectable, and an 'underground society' was formed. The members of the society, now hundreds of thousands strong, discontinued coven meetings and became solitary practitioners.

      By maintaining a strict 'no coven' rule, they could still function as witches and work their magic for the benefit of those who were pure of heart and intention and who sought their help.

      This law against the practice of witchcraft remains in effect in the present day.

      And that is where my story begins…

      

      Alexandra Heale
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      BETTY

      The cool air tickled my arms. Tiny hairs rose with the gooseflesh. Small mounds of pimpled thermometers popped up over my arms, chest, and neck.

      I heard a beeping sound, faint at first, then slowly it became louder and closer. The scent of cleanser assaulted me, harsh and chemical.

      My eyes stayed firmly shut as if glued at the seam, or tiny weights held the lids down. My breath came in rhythmic,  even bursts.

      What was that in my mouth? My tongue wiggled and slammed against the hard plastic. I couldn’t taste anything other than stale, rotting breath, but I could tell something was firmly lodged in my mouth.

      What the hell was it?

      Why was it there?

      I forced my eyes open a fraction. Moonlight filtered through the splintered cracks of my heavy lids and shattered against my eyes. Too bright! I closed them again, only long enough for my tongue to push up against the plastic in my mouth.

      I could feel it now, not just in my mouth, but going down my throat. A swell of panic ran from my toes to my nose. I wanted to gag.

      Spurred by the beeping beside me, louder now, my eyes flew open. I tried to sit up. I couldn’t move. I laid back against the softness of what must be a bed and peered around the room.

      A hospital room.

      I felt a heaviness as if underwater, the weight of my arms, legs, and chest making it difficult to see or breathe. The scent of cleanser pierced the back of my nose as I tried to breathe.

      What was that thing in my mouth and down my throat? I forced my eyes to open wider, but they burned and felt gritty like someone had sprinkled fine sand under the lids. I blinked several times to clear the grit. My eyes took a while to adjust.

      I looked down and saw a tube coming out of my mouth. My heart rate sped up. The beeping beside me kept pace as it beat faster and faster.

      Why did I wake up in a hospital?

      Was I in an accident?

      The beeping sped up again, fast enough to send a wail of high-pitched signals through my room and into the adjoining hallway.

      The large door burst open, startling me, which made the beeping speed up yet again. A nurse with short dark hair, dark-circled eyes, wearing pink scrubs with multicolored cartoon puppies on her shirt rushed in.

      Puppies? Was this a hospital or a vet clinic?

      “Betty! Oh my god, she’s awake!” she practically screamed, to whom I couldn’t imagine. I assumed she was talking about me, however, as she leaped to the beeping machine and pressed a button to stop the noise.

      Much better.

      But… Betty?

      Was that my name?

      “Quick, call Dr. Holloway!” The pink puppy nurse barked to another nurse with long, curly red hair and a generous dose of junk in the trunk who had joined the party.

      She was wearing sensible dark green scrubs that I thought complimented her curly copper hair, curvy body, and green eyes nicely. That nurse left the room quickly, her long copper hair trailing behind her.

      I eyed the other nurse as she started fussing over me.  “It’s ok Betty, calm down, nice and slow breaths. You have a tube down your throat that’s helping you breathe. Just breathe with it.”

      No shit, Sherlock. Did I have a choice?

      I tried to focus on breathing in and out with the rhythm of the machine. I felt tiny beads of sweat spring from my temples. My heart charged ahead, clearly not on board with my brain and the rhythmic breathing tube.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, willing my heart to slow down. Tears, mixed with sweat, streamed down my cheeks, some running into my mouth. The sharp, salty taste assaulted my tongue.

      So many body parts had forgotten how to operate, and others were running wild. I felt a darkness fall over me, almost willing my brain to return to its vacation - wherever it had been - and my body to slip back to where I’d be safe.

      So much of this didn’t feel right.

      That included this body.

      Or being in one.

      Everything was confusing. Least of all the name I heard the nurse call me. Betty, was it? I tried to focus, to remember how I got here, and who I was. ‘Betty’ sounded foreign. It didn’t fit.

      Was that weird?

      I should know my name, shouldn’t I?

      Copper-haired booty nurse rushed back into the room.  “Doc Holloway’s on his way. Can you extubate her?” she asked the pink puppy nurse.

      “Yes, of course,” she snapped, rolling her eyes and huffing a breath so large I half-expected a jet stream of fire to follow it.

      Pink puppy nurse was a bit of a bitch, apparently.

      I noticed the booty nurse step back, slightly behind the pink puppy bitch nurse, narrowed her eyes, then twirl one index finger at the back of the pink puppy bitch nurse’s head.

      Did she just cast a curse on the bitch?

      I decided I liked booty nurse a lot.

      “Betty, I’m going to remove the breathing tube for you now, but I’ll need you to breathe out hard while I do. Do you think you can do that?” Pink puppy bitch nurse barked - funny - as she pulled on sterile gloves and removed the two strips of white tape securing the breathing tube against my face. I grimaced as the nurse yanked at the tape.

      Ouch!

      Settle down there, bitch.

      She grasped the breathing tube.

      Was that a freaking smile on her lips?

      My heart skipped a beat. I changed my mind. Just leave the tube in, and I’ll learn to live with it. But the bitch nurse apparently couldn’t read minds and therefore wasn’t giving me a choice, so I summoned some nerve from somewhere inside this foreign landscape and nodded slightly.

      “Ok, now, take a deep breath… ready… blow out!” As I blew, the nurse dragged the long tube from its position down my throat.

      An intense burning sensation welled up from deep inside my chest. Bile chased the feeling up my throat. A damp taste of age-old dirt and grit stopped short of exploding past my teeth.

      “That’s it! Great job, Betty!” Bitch nurse’s praise sounded hollow, and her smile faded - torture time over. Booty nurse clapped and even bounced a little, an action that made her my numero uno.

      I coughed and retched, gasping for fresh air.

      “Penny! Don’t just stand there! Give her a sip of water. Her throat's gonna hurt.”

      Somebody must have pissed in the bitch nurse’s bran flakes.

      I’m guessing it was a copper-haired booty nurse, Penny.

      Copper Penny. How annoyingly adorable and appropriate.

      Penny placed the breathing tube on a nearby tray and turned off the breathing apparatus, then offered me water through a straw. I could feel a cool flush down my throat and land in the pit of my stomach. The small sips were invigorating.

      I managed a smile.

      It was the least I could do.

      Bitch nurse cooed at me and rubbed her hands up and down my legs.

      My smile faded.

      Uh-uh, no thanks, lady.

      Your bite is worse than your bark and the cute pink puppy shirt you think makes you look Shih Tzu adorable is ‌just fabric covering up a Pit Bull of a lie.

      I wanted to giggle.

      I think I’m funny!

      Except, I think I like Pit Bulls, so comparing one to a pink puppy bitch nurse was an insult.

      I definitely like Shih Tzu.

      But how I even knew this was beyond comprehension.

      My head pounded.

      Penny removed a white, plastic clamp thingamajig from my middle finger. I assumed it was there to track my heart rate. There was a coolness around the area where the clamp had been. How long had it been there? It left a red mark.

      I didn’t recognize the fingers attached to hands that also looked incredibly unfamiliar. I glanced at my other hand, somehow thinking perhaps it would be different, but it wasn’t. I had never seen these hands before, nor the arms attached. My skin was sallow, but also loose, wrinkled, and saggy. I rested my eyes, then opened them and glanced at my hands again.

      No change, and definitely not mine.

      I felt certain about it.

      Which meant that things just got weirder.

      I noticed a heavy weight on my chest, but, peering down, the only thing I saw was a rather large hump in my hospital gown….ohhhhh.

      I had big boobies.

      Nice.

      Just then, a tall, slender man entered the room. His grey hair was slightly mussed and off to one side, glasses barely resting on the tip of his nose, and the white coat he was wearing was miss-buttoned and floating behind him as he rushed in. There was a hunch in his shoulders and a slight limp in his step that revealed the wear and tear of his age.

      This must be Doc Holloway, that pink puppy bitch nurse told Penny to call. He spoke quickly and quietly to both nurses before turning his attention to me. He smiled a robust, wide smile.

      I was instantly annoyed.

      “Welcome back, Betty! You’ve been with us for quite some time! Can you try to speak? Maybe even a whisper? Do you know where you are? You were in an accident nine months ago. Do you remember?”

      The doc’s rapid-fire quiz made me feel like retreating under the covers if I could only move my heavy, saggy arms to pull the covers over my face.

      The assault on my senses continued when he clicked on his penlight, pulled at my eyelids, and checked for pupil dilation. I blinked in rapid succession, eyes tearing up and overflowing onto my cheeks once again.

      This man I didn’t like, I decided.

      I glared at him, or at least I glared in his direction, as bright white dots floated across my vision.

      Doc Holloway stood back, waiting for me to speak, but I took a few minutes to focus on his face and then on the nurses and around the room, moving my head slightly.

      I felt like a circus animal in a cage.

      Wait, had I ever been to a circus to see caged animals?

      I assumed I must have since I suddenly felt like one.

      'Everyone look at the freak who just woke up from a coma! Praise be! Oh, and by the way; her name is Betty!'

      Except it wasn’t, was it?

      I took another look at the three expectant faces awaiting me to perform my next miracle. Then I focused in on Doc Holloway and wet my lips, preparing to speak.

      My saliva tasted like blood and bile. I felt a wrenching swelling from deep inside me but I swallowed it down and took a ragged breath.

      Doc Holloway leaned in slightly as I parted my lips to speak. My voice, merely a raspy whisper after what I now understood was months of hibernation, announced what I was suddenly very sure of.

      “I’m not Betty.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      JACK

      It was nine months ago while I was at work on the docks of the Castle Point shipping yard, ‌unloading the fresh catch of the day, when I got the bad news about Betty’s accident from Doc Holloway, and I just up and left. I couldn’t think, and could barely breathe. Droppin’ the bushel full of fish right there on the damn dock, - not caring that I spilled the damn fish everywhere. I jumped into my old Ford pick-em-up, screeching m’ tires all the way through town and straight into the “Emergency Vehicles Only” parking area. I blasted out the truck door then, leaving it running and the door wide open behind me.

      They issued me a ticket for that. Can you friggin’ believe it?

      The Good Doc Holloway did everything he could for Betty, right from ground zero. The entire town of Castle Point knew he was the ‘Good Doc’, simply because he was a good doctor and had the track record to prove it. But now, where Betty was concerned, he had his doubts ‘n he was honest with me from day one.

      “It doesn’t look good, Jack. With her injuries… I just don’t know if she’ll pull through,” he said. “You might take her off life support, and see if she can survive on her own, once she’s through her surgeries and her broken bones have healed up some.”

      Bad day, that day, the worst I ever had.

      I shur’nuff appreciated Doc’s honestly, but I refused to take Betty off life support as long as there was a tiny trace of brain activity left in ‘er body. I just knew in my heart that she would come back to me, no matter the damage the semi-truck had done when it collided with her minivan.

      The ‘Mom-Mobile’ - as Betty used to call it - had been crushed at the auto-wreckers shortly after the accident, and I had been there to watch. In fact, I stayed ’til I could no longer see the “Proud Mom of an Honor Student” bumper sticker.

      And I cried.

      With every crunch and pop of the van’s body, I cried harder.

      Our life had changed in the blink of a sleepy trucker’s eye.

      Our nine-year-old daughter, Alana, visited Betty in the hospital once a week, less often than me, but our sweet baby girl couldn’t handle seeing her mom all full of tubes’ n stuff, so she usually stayed home.

      Who could blame ‘er?

      I stopped by every day on my way home from work and sat with my Betty for a good hour, holding her hand, telling her ‘bout my day. I didn’t care that the staff said she probably couldn’t hear me because I knew she could, and talking kept me from cryin’.

      Every day I’d ask Doc Holloway how my Betty was doin’, and every day the answer was; “no change”.

      Today, however, I got the news I’d been dreaming of from the day they wheeled Betty into the emergency ward.

      I was wheeling a crate of today’s catch into the warehouse for processing - just like I was when the accident happened - when my cell phone jangled in my back pocket. Somethin’ in my heart just knew this was gonna be good news, and shur’nuff I was right.

      My Betty woke up!

      I shoved the crate of fish into the warehouse, lickety-split-like; a couple of them slimy suckers spilled out and fell onto my boots, but I didn’t care. I yelled at my manager - ol’ Thomson, we call him -  and ran out to the parking lot, my feet barely hitting’ the concrete.

      I couldn’t get the ol’ pick-em-up moving fast enough, praying’ I would see no cops on my way, and whoever lived up in them big ol’ clouds heard my prayers. I drove my ol’ Ford, tires screeching off the last of their tread - into the hospital parking lot, this time - stopping short of hitting a ‘Visitor’s Only’ sign. I slammed the ol’ gal into ‘park’, mindful of turning it off before I blew open the truck door, slamming it behind me, and rushed to the hospital entrance.

      No issuing me tickets this time, no sirree.

      I raced up the stairs to the third floor and pulled open the door. A blast of canned air and the faint smell of cleaning’ stuff assaulted my nose. I ran down the hall to room #319, the room Betty had occupied for nine long months.

      My work boots, still stinkin’ of fish and just as slippery, were not accustomed to being on shiny clean hospital flooring. My feet failed to stop at Betty’s door and I slid past, grabbed the door frame with one hand, and slip-sliding into Betty’s room, breathing hard.

      There she was, laying on the bed, none of them damn tubes’ n such coming’ out of her. She was the best thing I’d seen in such a long time.

      “Betty! Oh, my God,” I yelled.

      My tears came in a rush, running down my cheeks and onto my smelly fish boots.

      Betty, who looked to be resting, had her eyes closed. But when she heard me, she opened her eyes - wide - and took a good ol’ look at me.

      I must have looked a sight!

      I was too excited to stop at home and wash up and change out of my plaid work shirt, jeans, and work boots, but I quickly ran my hands through my hair which, shurr’nuff skewed to one side of my head, but I knew my Betty wouldn’t care.

      I collapsed onto her, forcing her breath out with a ‘whomp’.

      She was a lot skinnier than I liked, but I didn’t mind that right now. I was just so happy to hold ‘er and eat ‘er good food - she made the best Clam Chowder in Maine‌ - and watch our favorite game shows and’ laugh with ‘er again.

      She wasn’t so happy to see me, however.

      “Get off me!” she rasped in my ear. I backed away, grinning’ like a mad fool, streaks of clean skin shining where my tears had been.

      I ignored ‘er. She was always joking around with me.

      “Oh, Betty! I knew you’d come back to me. I just knew it. I told the Doc from day one - ‘my Betty will come back to me, I just know it!’”

      She quirked one of them adorable eyebrows at me and rasped;

      “Who are you?”

      My stupid grin slid off my stupid face.

      I sniffed and ran the base of my palm across my eyes and down my cheeks. She was joking’ with me again, wasn’t she?

      “What do you mean, Betty? It’s me. It’s your husband, Jack!” I sniffed again, reaching’ for her hand. Betty slid ‘er hand away from me, with some effort, then squished up her lips ‘n rolled her eyes back. She looked like she was trying to search deep in ‘er brain for something, but that something never came.

      “Nope, never heard of ya.” she croaked.

      “Well, what the hell, Betty? Don’t you recognize me?” My heart dropped into my belly with a thud like a deep-fried turkey on Christmas.

      I was sure the entire hospital could hear. I stepped closer ‘n looked her in the eyes. “It’s me, Betty. Please tell me you remember me!” I was pleading now, and the damn tears revved up again, but the Betty I thought I knew wasn’t listening.

      “Stop calling me Betty,” was all she could muster.

      She shifted a little in the bed as if she was trying to roll over and avoid the sight of me, but she couldn’t. She just lay against the pillow and closed her eyes.

      I wanted to crawl into a hole and die.

      “Leave me be,” she rasped.

      Bad day, that day. The worst I ever had.
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      ALEXANDRA

      “Ok Mrs. Twillinger, just relax on the chaise.” Sweet little grandmother of four, Evie Twillinger, laid back on the comfortable chaise lounge in my office. “Good, now close your eyes and take a deep breath.” Evie was under a court order to attend sessions to resolve her sudden, rampant anger issues. Thankfully, Judge Adams had been lenient on the kindly widow, despite the thousands of dollars of damage caused when the tiny Grandma took a Louisville Slugger to her neighbor’s beautiful ’57 Chevy Bel Air. The Judge’s initial assessment of Mrs. Twillinger was that she ‘snapped’, but, from experience, I knew that odd, unexpected behavior from a sweetheart such as Evie was likely not from running out of Metamucil, or from the paperboy throwing the news a little too hard and ruining her petunias.

      No. I knew it was something far, far worse. And I would bet my mother’s expensive antique china on it.

      An entity attachment.

      Lucky for Evie, I was the therapist Judge Adams assigned to her case. In part, because Evie and I are neighbors on Ocean View drive, as is Judge Adams, but also because I was the only therapist in Castle Point who would recognize an entity attachment.

      Which means I was the only person capable of releasing it.

      Because I wasn’t just a therapist, I was a natural-born witch.

      Entities were kinda my thing.

      Not that there were a ton of therapists to choose from in our small part of Maine, and none with my reputation. So, I had a full client list, and sometimes, being a witch came in handy for said practice. None of my clients knew about the witchy side of me, however, and it had to stay that way.

      I’ve cataloged that information deep in my cauldron of secrets for almost 38 years.

      The best way to extract an entity without the client being totally freaked out by the experience is through hypnosis.

      And not the cluck like a chicken and bark like a dog kind, no. Stunts like that are reserved for showmen who couldn’t get into clown college.

      I grabbed my notepad and pen off my desk and sat in a comfortable chair beside Evie. Being eighty years old, she was already in a state of light sleep, as most eighty-year-olds were when they’ve been horizontal for a mere thirty seconds. I counted her down into a deep, hypnotic trance. When I was sure she was relaxed, but not sleeping. I asked.

      “Evie, can you please go back to the day that you picked up the baseball bat and went to your neighbors?” After a few moments, Evie’s soft voice replied.

      “Ok… I’m there…”

      “Good. You’re doing great. Can you tell me what was going through your mind at that moment?” Evie took a few moments before replying.

      “I… uh… I… nothing… I don’t know… I don’t remember… I just kind of woke up and was standing there with the baseball bat in my hand, and poor Thomas’s car smashed to bits!” she cried. I placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “It’s ok, Evie, you’re safe, you have done nothing wrong. Just relax, that’s it… nice deep breaths, feeling calm, relaxed, and safe. Good.” Once Evie had settled down, I continued. “Evie, I’d like you to scan your body, kind of like that MRI machine Doc Holloway put you in last year, remember that?” Evie nodded. I had driven her to the appointment myself.

      “Great, Evie. Now, slowly run the scan down your body. Is there any part that feels a little strange to you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, ok, can you describe where you feel that in your body?”

      “My tummy.” Evie’s voice was a little peep as she patted her belly.

      “Ok, Evie, if you could assign a color to that feeling, what color would it be?” Evie took a minute before responding.

      “Green.”

      Bingo.

      Entities essentially showed up as black, red, or green “feelings.” The green ones were usually smaller and referred to as ‘Imps’. The good ones could take the shape of small animals or insects and, other than eating tomatoes from your garden or ending up in your shower, the little bastards were practically harmless‌, doing nothing worse than making people scream.

      The bad ones were jokesters who wanted to possess innocents, mess with people’s Ouija boards, and play nasty practical jokes.

      A giddiness welled up inside me and I did a little happy wiggle in my chair.

      I loved this part of my work.

      Entity bashing was the most excitement I had in our sleepy town. For me, it was better than any Friday night alone, at home, perfecting potions and coffee foam art.

      “Ok, Evie. You’re doing great. Now, I’m going to talk directly to the green feeling you have in your tummy, okay? You can listen if you’d like, but it’s okay if you’d rather just step aside and relax.” I gave Evie a few seconds to settle deeper into the couch, her breathing shallow but regular. “I want to talk to whoever was really in charge of the baseball bat that day. Now.” I snapped my fingers.

      After several moments, a low growling rumble came from deep inside Evie’s chest, moving past her throat and bursting from her tiny mouth, which had screwed into an evil snarl.

      “It was me, witch.” A deep, resonant bark had replaced Evie’s tiny voice. Spittle flew from her lips, landing at various places on the couch and Evie’s clothes. I gripped my pen a little tighter, amazed that a voice that big could come out of little Evie Twillinger.

      This had to be quite the evil little Imp.

      Nothing I couldn’t handle.

      I recalled the time that a nasty, red, wanna-be demon clung to Mr. Geary, who came to see me for a sudden onset of violent behavior. The normally quiet, respectable tenth-grade history teacher would never hurt a fly until he woke up one morning and started hitting.

      Himself.

      Repeatedly.

      And couldn’t stop.

      As far as I could decipher from my session with Mr. Geary, it was likely the evil little Imp found a ‘in’ and attached itself to the man after he had taken four of his wife’s Vallium by mistake - thinking they were his prescription arthritic medication. Then, as he often did on a weekday evening “to relax from his day of trying to teach our nation's history to ungrateful deviants” downed the drugs with a double rye and coke. He promptly passed out, giving the mini-joker its opportunity to weasel its way in and wreak a little havoc.

      Raise a little hell.

      When Mr. Geary woke up the next day - with a wicked headache and a pool of drool - he got super slap-happy, thankfully hitting no one but himself.

      Expelling that little joker was the most fun I’d had on a sunny Friday afternoon in this dusty one-broom town.

      Hopefully, the green sponge soaking up Evie’s sunshine was less of a challenge.

      I refrained from rubbing my hands together, eager to send the slimy green sucker back to hell, and Evie back to her sweet self.

      “And who are you, exactly?” I asked calmly, watching as Evie’s facial features scrunched and twisted.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know…”

      “Oh, I think I do, but why don’t you tell me, Imp?” Evie’s head slowly spun toward me, then her eyes flew open. They were completely green, with black slits for pupils. The green was a harsh contrast to Evie's sallow, white skin.

      Her mouth opened into an “O”.

      Calling the jokester demon out apparently shocked the shit out of him.

      “You don’t know me, witch, and you cannot release me from this vessel!” More spittle shot from Evie’s mouth. Her arthritic hands curled and knotted together as her tiny, stockinged feet flailed on the chaise, the Imp demon having a toddler’s tantrum inside of her.

      “You’re wrong. You have no right to attach to this woman and play your vicious little games.” I’d had enough of this cranky tool.

      Time to work my magic.

      I stood up and retrieved my wand from a drawer in my desk. Standing over Evie, still flailing and whining like a small child, I pointed the magical weapon above her chest. A beautiful sliver-blue ball of light expanded from the tip and moved over Evie’s chest. It hovered there as I began the incantation to expel the jokester demon;

      “Goddess of the North, South, East, and West, help this woman, do your best, remove this demon from her chest, send him to his place of doom, remove all traces of his gloom.”

      Evie’s body quivered, then she shrieked. The ball of light dipped into her chest, and came out again, the dark green entity attached. It was small, green, and ghoulish, with large, bat-like ears and a small tail.

      “So long, sucker,” I said, holding my wand steady.

      The Imp, firmly encased in the wand’s ball of light, eyed me and sneered. “You can’t hurt me, witch!” it sputtered.

      “No, but I can send you back to where you came from!” I raised the wand and flicked it at the tiny ghoul. It shrieked in pain as the electric shock wave streamed from the wand.

      This was just too much fun.

      “Demon Imp, begone and do not return, I banish thee!”

      I flicked my wand again and watched as the ball of light grew to the size of a basketball, rising higher above Evie, then burst. Tiny sparks of light fell around the room and dissipated, the green Imp vanishing with the sparks. The light scent of sulfur remained.

      Evie stirred.

      “Evie, just relax, you’re safe. I’m going to count from one to five, and when I reach five, you’ll be perfectly peaceful, and happy, and not remember a thing that happened here today.” I started counting, reciting a simple forgetting spell under my breath as I did so. “Ok, here we go. One… Goddess grant two… this woman grace three… embrace her in four… your protective cloak five - of forgetting. Thank you, Goddess, and awake!”

      Evie opened her eyes and smiled. “Oh, hello dear. Did I fall asleep? I’m so sorry.” Evie blushed, false teeth clattering slightly as she spoke.

      Her sweet smile warmed my heart. This was why I loved my work. Helping people like Evie.

      I smiled, “Oh, that’s perfectly ok Mrs. Twillinger. Understandable with everything that’s been going on.” I patted her hand. “Everything will be fine now, though. Do you remember anything? Dream anything?”

      “Oh, no, nothing at all. Just needed a good nap, I guess,” she shrugged.” Am I all fixed up? I won’t have any more of those crazy ideas, will I?”

      “Nothing of the sort, I can assure you.” I helped Evie up from the chaise.

      “But do you know why I did that in the first place?” Her rheumy eyes glistened with tears.

      A little jab hit my heart. “Let’s just say… it wasn’t you. Can we leave it at that?”

      “I’m good with that, if you say so. Will you tell Judge Adams I’m all fixed up?”

      “Oh, yes, I certainly will. Just leave that to me,” I assured her, assisting with her coat. The floral scent of White Shoulders perfume wafted through the air, reminding me of my mother. A bittersweetness settled on my chest.

      “Do you think I’ll still have to pay for the damages? I have little money…” tears dripped onto her sunken cheeks. I placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “Don’t worry about that, Mrs. Twillinger, okay? I’ll deal with Judge Adams now.”

      We walked into the reception area and said our goodbyes just as Penny rushed through the door, her copper-colored curly hair flowing behind her. She nodded at Mrs. Twillinger and fast-walked through reception, into my office, breathless, barely glancing in my direction.

      I followed, closing the door being me. “Hey, Penny, what’s the rush? Is there a fire? Cauldron overflow again?” I giggled, my curiosity piqued. Penny’s batty behavior never surprised me. She was a special, talented witch and psychic with her own brand of weirdness that I adored. She was also my oldest and best friend, the only one who knew everything there was to know about me.

      Almost.

      Some things I kept in the cauldron.

      “Mrs. Burke - Betty - she’s awake! But she’s not Betty!” I studied Pen for a moment, narrowing my eyes at her. Then sat down at my desk, tucking my long, wavy black hair behind my left ear and fidgeting with the tiny vial of ashes hanging from a short silver chain earring.

      “Penny, slow down. What are you saying?”

      “I shouldn’t be telling you this, so if Doc Holloway calls you, act surprised.” Penny practically panted, her words coming out in a rush. She took a seat across from me. Her freckles, normally tinged a light copper, were practically glowing - like a pile of teeny pennies on her skin.

      “Make sense, woman! Why would Doc contact me about Betty Burke, and what do you mean, she’s not Betty?” I asked.

      Penny explained the morning events, finishing with Betty’s refusal to admit she was the same Betty Burke who went into a coma after a car accident nine months before.

      “She flat-out refuses to recognize her name or her husband.” Penny slapped the desk, making me jump. “And poor Jack! He’s been beside himself all day.”

      “That can be quite common in coma patients, Penny, you know that.” I quirked my brows and sat back in my chair, unsure why she was practically in hysterics about something that was likely to happen, anyway.

      “This is different, Alex. When I touched her… well, I… I couldn’t see anything. It was just blackness and pain, a lot of pain… it practically burned me.” Penny could see a person’s past, and ‌sometimes their future, with just one touch. Because of this, she stopped shaking people’s hands years ago. It made her job tricky, as patient care was - well - her job, but she somehow managed.

      “But that makes sense. There would have been a lot of pain and darkness when the accident occurred,” I argued.

      “No, it’s something different. She’s different,” Penny insisted. “She says her name is something else, but she can’t quite figure out what. She won’t listen to reason, and she doesn’t even recognize her own face when we brought in a mirror!” Penny’s face flushed, her freckles disappearing..

      She was definitely more animated than usual.

      A bee lodged firmly in her bonnet.

      I studied her for a minute before replying. “Ok, Penny, I believe you. Something weird must be going on with Betty Burke, but I can’t really do anything about it unless Doc Holloway wants me to consult on her case. Did he mention whether he would?”

      Penny shook her head, copper curls bouncing. “I told him he should, but why would he listen to me? I’m just an RN, not a specialist. And I can’t reveal my psychic insights, you know that.” She took a breath. “I know he is planning to consult with a coma specialist, but I don’t know who.”

      “Well, there’s not much I can do, Penny,” I said, softly. “I appreciate your bringing this to me, but if I’m not invited to consult, then I really don’t have any business checking into Betty’s case.”

      Panny slapped the desk again and stood up, glaring at me.

      “I know you can help her, Alex! You’re probably the only person who can! There is something wrong. I just know it goes beyond textbook post-coma behavior,” she said, wringing her hands together.

      I stood up and calmly walked around the desk and stood next to her. Placing my hands on top of Penny’s, I felt her energy, a tangled web of nerves and fear, when normally she was calm, funny, but serene. If that was the case, then I knew Penny was on to something. Her psychic visions and intuition were rarely wrong.

      If there was an entity or demon or some other presence attached to Betty Burke, then I had more experience dealing with it than anyone. I would have to make up some excuse for Doc Holloway and needle my way into Betty’s case.

      “Ok Penny, I’ll head over to the hospital this afternoon to check on my other patients and see what I can find out. In the meantime, keep this to yourself. We don’t need the entire community freaking out.”

      Penny blew out a breath and hugged me. “Thank you, Alex.” She gave me an extra squeeze.

      “No problem. I have to head next door to the shop and check on a few things, then I’ll make my way to CPM. I’ll call you later.” A lightbulb flicked in my head. “Oh, I almost forgot! Can you do me a favor?”

      “Of course, anything.”

      “Can you send a secure email blast to all the Dagon County witches and ask for anonymous monetary donations for Mrs. Twillinger? An Imp possessed her when she smashed up Thomas’s old chevy. I released the Imp, but she still has to pay the court damages.”

      Penny clutched her chest. “Oh good Goddess, the poor thing! Of course! How much is the fine?”

      I checked my notes. “$10,000 total.”

      “Oh good Goddess, ok, will do. I better go, though. I promised Cathy I’d pick up a few things before heading home.”

      I smiled at Penny’s reference to her wife. The two of them were the perfect couple. To be honest, I was a little jealous of their relationship. “Say hi to Cath for me? And thanks for coming in.” I gave Penny another quick hug before she left, grabbed my coat, and headed through the reception area to the front door.

      “Maggy, I’ll be out for the rest of the day. Please hold all calls - unless it’s an emergency, then put them through to my cell.” Maggy, my long-time receptionist, nodded in agreement and went back to transcribing client notes for the files. “C’mon Blackjack, let’s go next door.” My black familiar rose from his position on the reception lounge, arching his back in a big cat stretch, farted, then sneezed before jumping off to follow me out the door.

      “Good grief, Blackjack. Really?” I looked apologetically at Maggy, who was already spritzing air freshener around the room.

      I heard Blackjack’s voice float through my mind. “Oh woman, please. Like you don’t pass gas as you walk up the stairs. I know, I follow you, remember?”

      “Hush, you mangy brat. Let’s go.” I smiled at Maggy, then followed my furry familiar to my other business.

      The small brass bell above the Castle Point Apothecary Shoppe’s door tinkled as we entered. Mint and lavender filled my senses, and I breathed deeply. The store, with white, floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with artisan-created bath, body, and natural health products, was a gift from my mentor, Mr. Waldo Cres (‘Cressy’) before his death some years before.

      Although, when Cressy passed it to me, it wasn’t an apothecary. It was a storehouse of the oddest collection of antiques and paraphernalia I’d ever seen. He called the store ‘Wishful Things’, and it’s where we met, when I was only eight years old, and spent most of my time, without my mother’s knowledge, learning to hone my skills as a witch.

      After Cressy’s death, I took most of the inventory home, then turned the space into an apothecary. As a hobby, I had perfected the craft of natural, organic face and body products, and enjoyed making them for my friends. It was Penny who insisted I clean up the old shop and start selling my goods. After a while, I invited other artisans to sell their products in the store too, and before I knew it, I had a thriving second business.

      I nodded and smiled at the patrons, many of them repeat customers, then stopped in front of Theadora (Teddy to everyone who knew her), my apothecary ShopKeep. “Good morning Teddy. How’s everything today? Did the wildcraft honey from Adam’s farm come in?”

      “Sure did-a-le-did! And the sample face cloths from the weaver are on your deskaroonie.” Teddy’s colorful grasp on the English language matched her wild, tinted pigtails that shook as she nodded her head toward the back of the store.

      “Thanks, I’ll have a look. Nice boots.” I commented, looking at the five-inch wedge combat boots that lent a few inches to her petite frame.

      Theadora dressed in her favorite color, black, the stark opposite of the white surroundings of the shop. Her shirt sleeves barely covered her tattooed arms (a clever glamor that she altered almost daily). Despite the dark choice of clothing, and the face, ear piercings, and wild hair (also a glamor she changed almost daily), the apothecary patrons loved Teddy and her boisterous, childlike personality. She was a Master Herbalist by trade and a fledgling solitary witch who concocted the teas and natural herbal remedies for the shop.

      Blackjack took up his usual position in a front window display, stretching out among the products. His raven black fur and deep green eyes shone in the sunlight streaming through the window. He and I bore an eerie match in the hair and eye department, lending truth to the ‘people and pet’s look-alike’ argument. “I have to head up to the hospital later this afternoon. Ok if I leave Blackjack here with you? I’ll come to get him later when I head home.”

      “Of course, no problemo!” Teddy gave Blackjack a good scratch behind the ears and shuffled a few things around him on the window display.

      “Hey, nobody asked me if I’d like to hang with the wild witch and her idiot hellhounds.” Blackjack’s silky purr floated through my mind. I glanced at Teddy, grateful she could not hear the animal speak, although she practiced daily with her hellhounds.

      “You be good for Teddy, Blackjack. And don’t pick on Draco and Lucius like you did last time,” I said to my familiar, who merely opened one eye and glanced my way.

      “I didn’t spend all morning cleaning my coat just to have those two monsters drool all over it.”

      I giggled. The store patrons smiled at my furry black beast, almost as if they could hear what he said. “Just be good. Is that asking too much?”

      “Not making any promises.” Blackjacks sniffed, snuggled in, and closed his eyes.

      I opened the door to the back room of the apothecary and stepped through, firmly closing the door behind me. The back of the shop looked the total opposite of the front. A musky scent of Sandalwood, Sage, and Palo Santo hit me - a collision to my senses from the gentle lavender and mint scent in the shop's front - but I breathed it in. The wood-paneled walls and floor were stained dark, with black floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with amber bottles and jars, neatly side-by-side on the shelves.

      It wasn’t just a stockroom for the apothecary - it was a secret storehouse of herbs, potions, and other ingredients  - an exclusive supply chain for the county’s practicing witch population.

      Just one more secret in my cauldron.

      Probably the biggest one.

      I was living on the edge, risking my reputation, my livelihood - even my life - should that cauldron ever spill, pouring my secrets out. I practiced and lived alone because of it, but I liked it that way.

      And I wasn’t the only one.

      All witches harbored secrets of their own, shared the same risk, and practiced in back rooms. We were all ancestors of generations of witches that practiced ‘underground’.

      The reason was simple. Practicing witchcraft was illegal.

      And, in our county, to be caught and captured meant spending time in the bowels of Castle Dagon before being burned at the pyre.

      I shuddered.

      Draco and Lucius, Teddy’s hellhounds, rose from their large dog beds to greet me as I approached the antique desk at the back of the shop. “Mistress,” they dipped their massive heads in acknowledgment, their deep resonant voices floating through my mind.

      “Hello, boys. Thanks for watching the place.” I stroked their coarse fur. Teddy had cleverly glamoured the hounds as Bull Mastiffs, which suited them perfectly and made it a hell of a lot easier to take them for walks. They settled back onto their beds. I enjoyed having them as protection for the apothecary and was grateful to have found Teddy and her hounds.

      Teddy came to Castle Point on the run from a terrible relationship. Unfortunately, the jackass found her shortly after her arrival, and he, along with his gang of biker baddies, roared into town to find the poor girl and take her back to their domain.

      Teddy’s boyfriend was a demon.

      Hence the running away part.

      Because who wants a demon for a boyfriend?

      Good thing I know a thing or two about demons. I expelled her badass b.f. back to hell, along with his demonic entourage.

      Teddy kept the hounds.

      I never asked how they got together in the first place - need-to-know basis and all that yadda-yadda - but I figured Teddy had dabbled where she shouldn’t have and found herself between a rock and a hunky demon. And, since she was interested in all things magical and herbal, I hired her to work at the apothecary and started teaching her a few of my tricks.

      So far, she had Glamor 101 perfected.

      After filling a few orders for the underground witches, feeding the hounds, and having a quick bite to eat, I left the shop in Teddy’s expert hands, gave Blackjack a quick scratch, and made my way through our quaint town toward the hospital.

      The sun was slowly dipping, marking the lateness of the afternoon. Framed by the fading sun, I could see Castle Dagon, at the edge of town, high on a rocky point - Castle Point - sea churning far below. The castle’s tall tower pierced the sunny sky while the bulk of the castle loomed darkly over the town below.

      Blinded by the late sunlight, I placed a hand over my eyes, blocking out the view of the castle.

      I wished I could block the view of that wicked place forever.

      So many ancestors of the castle’s namesake; the Earl of Dagon, still lived and thrived in Castle Point.

      Me being one of them.

      Not something I’m proud of. Namely because if it weren’t for Earl Dagon, witches would be free. We wouldn’t have to hide. We could live in the light.

      Another of those ancestors - my mother - still lived, although not in Castle Point and not thriving. My thoughts of my mother were as dark as the shadow cast by the castle over the town. A slice of daughterly guilt tore through me, as I pictured her wasting away in a mental institution one county over.

      Because her being there was kinda my fault.

      The one case of possession I had yet to solve, not for a lack of trying.

      I sighed. A momentous task for another day.

      I arrived at the hospital, pushed open the front door, and stepped inside.
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      BETTY

      “Stop calling me Betty! I’m not Betty!” I had regained use of my voice, screaming the best I could, but it came out more like the gravelly rasp of a chain smoker. I was currently shrieking at the tall Goofus Hillbilly named Jack Burke, the good Doc Holloway, and the surrounding nurses. My stupid hair, short, dark, and annoyingly curly, clung to the sweat on my face. I attempted to push the curls back, away from my forehead, but they would only spring back, landing over my eyes, which enraged me even more.

      “Betty, sweetheart, I don’t understand what you’re saying! Of course, you’re you! You’re my wife, my sweet Betty. Don’t you remember? We met in grade school, married after high school, and have a daughter! Oh, Betty, what’s going on?” The man who calls himself my husband appeared to be beside himself with concern for me.

      That really pissed me off.

      “I do not know who you are, and no idea how I got here! I keep telling you people that! I’m not Betty! She’s not here!” I burst into frustrated tears. I truly didn’t feel like I was this ‘Betty’ person they kept telling me I was, and their insistence was really pissing me off.

      Why couldn’t they just leave me the hell alone?

      I cupped my hands over my face, pushing the stupid aggressive curls aside, and bawled for a few moments before reaching for the hand mirror the staff had given me earlier.

      Maybe taking another look would jog my memory, as the ‘who am I’ question stared back at me.

      “Oh, my God,” I sniffled, talking to anyone who would listen, but mostly to myself. My hair clung to my pimpled face. The foul odor of sweat permeated the room as it popped from every large pore.

      My cheeks were as red as beets from a garden.

      I think I hate beets.

      “This is not me! I’m not this middle-aged frumpy mess! And my name is not Betty! Stop calling me that!” I threw the mirror across the room. It hit the wall and shattered into a bazillion pieces.

      Great.

      My shitty day just got 7-years shittier.

      “Hey! My wife is not frumpy!” The tall Goofus Hillbilly, Jack, defended… well, me, I suppose. “She’s perfect and wonderful ‘n sweet ‘n kind. Whoever you are, I can agree you’re not ‘er!” Jack turned and stormed out of the room. The nurses and Doc Holloway followed him.

      “Finally, we agree on something!” I screamed. I could hear a distinct thud from the other side of the closed door, and what sounded like someone sliding down the door to the floor.

      Then I heard Hillbilly burst into tears.
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      ALEXANDRA

      I heard a commotion coming from Betty’s room, then saw Jack, Doc Holloway, and his staff storm out, shutting the door behind them. I watched as Jack leaned on the door, then slid down to the floor, hand on his face. His aura was a muddy avocado green - anguish and despair. I knelt beside him, resting a hand on his flannel-clad shoulder. “Hey Jack, it’s ok, I’m sure she’ll come around…” I whispered to the sobbing man. It broke my heart to see Jack - he and Betty, both well-known and well-loved people in the community - so upset.

      “Th… thanks Alex, but I just don’t know. She says she doesn’t know me. What am I supposed to do?” Jack sobbed. I rubbed his shoulder, trying unsuccessfully to soothe him.

      Doc Holloway approached, so I rose to greet him. His white coat was misbuttoned and crinkled, his name tag hanging crooked, and his hair askew. That was the Doc. Messy and rumpled, but a helluva good doctor.

      “Alexandra! So good to see you!” He shook my hand. Exhaustion lined his aging face and bloodshot eyes.

      “Hi Doc, good to see you too. Just coming to check on a couple of my clients. Err… Anything I can help with?” I motioned to Jack, still sobbing on the floor. The doctor scratched his head, eying me, then pulled me aside.

      “Betty Burke has come out of her coma and gained full service of her voice. You can hear her screeching at the staff from almost every room in the hospital wing.” The doc shook his head and rolled his eyes a little.

      “That doesn’t sound like the Betty Burke I know.”

      “I agree. Interesting case here, Alexandra. Betty claims she is not who we think she is. I think it’s a memory block from the coma, but I’ve requested a consult from the psychiatric hospital in Lexington County. A Dr. John Middleton. He’s a coma specialist. Do you know him?”

      I eyed Doc Holloway cautiously. I knew Lex Psych well, as I’ve been visiting my mother there for the past twenty years, but didn’t know Dr. Middleton. Doc Holloway was one of only two people in Castle Point - Penny being the other - that knew the story of my mother’s mental illness and sequestering to Lex Psych.

      He didn’t know the entire story, however.

      That part I kept in the cauldron.

      “No, I haven’t heard of him. Perhaps he’s a new doctor there. When does he arrive?”

      “Hopefully today.” Doc touched a finger to his chin. “Say, in the meantime, would you mind having a chat with…” he nodded toward the room Betty occupied, “her?”

      Predictably, Doc Holloway asked exactly what I hoped he would, and I didn’t have to say a prayer to the Goddess to make it happen.

      But it’s best to thank the Goddess anyway, so I did.

      “I’d be happy to.” And I really was.

      Also curious as hell to find out what was really going on.

      Doc Holloway helped Jack into a chair before going to check on his other patients, giving instructions to the nurses to keep Mrs. Burke as calm as possible in the interim.When I was certain he was on his merry way, the rumpled doctor’s coat flapping behind him. I entered Betty’s room. I saw the Betty I knew and immediately noticed the strange color of her aura. It wasn’t her usual cheerful pink and cheery, sunny yellow. It looked muddied, dull, and lifeless. I had never seen this color before, and it made me think that someone, or something, had to be attached.

      I also noticed the weight loss on Betty’s body and face. No longer as plump and cheerful as the ‘real’ Betty, the months of liquid diet via tube feeding showed. Although still holding some weight, her skin was slack, her brown curly hair scattered, dull, and limp, and currently clinging to her swollen, red face.

      I gingerly stepped over what looked like parts of a shattered mirror and introduced myself. “Hello, I’m Alexandra Heale. May I come in?” I approached, cautiously.

      Betty eyed me suspiciously, wiping tears and pushing at the mop of wet curls. “Wh-who are you?”

      “I’m a therapist and a friend of Mr. and Mrs. Burkes.”

      Betty’s eyes narrowed. “Well, Betty isn’t here, and if I hear one more person try to tell me who I am, I’ll tear this place apart.”

      Definitely not Betty.

      The lazy “Burke drawl” she and Jack shared as southern transplants were gone. Where this person said ‘isn’t’, Betty would’ve said ‘ain’t’. Although the voice was Betty’s, her speech was more… refined.

      “I know you’re not Betty, so it’s ok, you can relax.”

      A.k.a. Betty’s eyes widened. “You know? How? Do you know what’s happened to me?” Her voice, which was recently loud and bellowing, was now quiet as an unwelcome mouse.

      “I can just tell, that’s all. I’ve known the Burke’s for a long time, and I know Betty. You’re definitely not her. Question is, who are you?” I was at her bedside now and reached for her hand. She stared at my hand for a moment, then allowed me to take hers in mine.

      Her energy was just as lifeless as her aura.

      “I’ve been trying to figure that out, but it’s not coming to me. I just know that I don’t recognize any of these people.” She waved a hand at the door. “That man that says he’s my husband. I’ve never seen him before, and I feel like I don’t belong in this body.” She sighed and laid back on the pillows.

      “Well, I think I can help you, but there are protocols in place. Doc Holloway has requested a Dr. Middleton from another hospital to assess you. He’s a specialist.” I explained.

      Not Betty eyed me, indignant. “Do they think I’m crazy?” Her voice crept up on the screech meter.

      “No, of course not. But Doc Holloway is being cautious, and wants the best care possible for you; hence the specialist.” I smiled and stroked Not-Betty’s hand, comforting her, and poured my energy into her. This didn’t help shift her aura at all, however, she was still muddy.

      “Anyone would be better than that bumbling fool who calls himself a doctor.” Not Betty tilted her head toward the door. I assumed she meant Doc Holloway. “But how can you help me?” she asked, eyes wide.

      “Well, let’s just see what Dr. Middleton has to say first, shall we? Then perhaps we can go from there.

      “When is he coming, and when can I get out of here?”

      “I believe he’s on his way, so hopefully they’ll release you soon.” I smiled, trying my best to comfort the person - or thing - inside Betty’s body, while trying not to give her too much hope.

      “In the meantime, what shall we call you? If you’re not Betty Burke, what do you suppose your name is?”

      “Gosh, I don’t know… it’s… fuzzy…,” she replied.

      “How about we try something that can help us find out? Would you be okay with that?”

      “What though? What can we do?” She looked hopeful and sat up straighter.

      She asked, so I assumed that meant she trusted me already.

      Now was my chance.

      “Just lie back, relax, and close your eyes for me. Can you do that?” Not-Betty settled back against the pillows. I turned, stepped over the broken mirror, and closed the door, but not all the way. I wanted to hear footsteps, should anyone approach. I turned back to Not-Betty, who had snuggled into the pillow, the blanket pulled up around her neck.

      “Ok, you settled?” she nodded. “Good. Take a deep breath, that’s it, relax… breath… relax…” Not Betty did exactly as I asked. I counted her down into a trance. After a short time, she completely relaxed, and her breathing was normal. “Open your mind, allow yourself to go back to a time before you woke up in this body. Go there, now.” I snapped my fingers and gave her a moment to do as instructed. “Are you there?” She nodded. “Ok, can you give me an idea of who you are? Where you are from or your name?” I watched as her eyes moved rapidly underneath her lids. She fussed a bit, her body twitching slightly. “It’s ok, just relax, and tell me, what do you see?”

      “There’s just… blackness… I see nothing… but I don’t enjoy being here. I’m scared.” She fussed a bit more.

      “Ok, you’re doing really well, just relax. You don’t have to try too hard to figure out what happened. That will come in time, and you’re perfectly safe.” I paused, watching her relax. “For now, though, can you get the sense of what your name might be?” I asked, hopefully.

      The fussing stopped and she relaxed once again. It was several minutes before her reply came;

      “I think I remember.”

      “Good, that’s great. Can you tell me what you remember?”

      “I remember my name.”

      A giddiness welled up inside me as I leaned in. “Go on, tell me what you remember.”

      “It’s Sh… Sharon. Sharon M… Myles.”

      Amazing. “Are you sure? Settle into your body and mind, just to be sure. Are you Sharon Myles? Or is that someone you know?” I toyed with my earring. Tiny rumbles of anticipation spread through my stomach.

      “I’m sure that she is… me.”

      I froze, letting go of my earring.

      Not a demon. Not an entity.

      The person who woke up in Betty’s body wasn’t Betty. She was legit.

      ‘Sharon’ was a walk-in spirit.

      My stomach roiled. I’d heard of walk-ins, and even studied past cases, but never met one ‘in the flesh’.

      I sent a silent ‘W.T.F.’ to the Goddess as I counted Sharon out of hypnosis. That piece of information was enough for today. The next step would be to find out who this Sharon Myles really was, and where she was from.

      And why did she choose Betty?
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        ALEXANDRA

      I discussed what I had gleaned from ‘Betty’ with Doc Holloway. I didn’t share my methods when he asked, though. Just said I had told Betty that I believed her, and in doing so, coaxed the name “Sharon” from the patient. I didn’t really have to lie to the good Doc, though. He already knew that I used hypnosis as my trusted method. Typically, I didn’t share that piece of info with the medical community, however.

      One risks being labeled a ‘kook’ when one uses out-of-the-box thinking.

      I’ve been called a kook plenty in my life.

      I try not to give people a reason to do so.

      “She’d like to be called Sharon,” I told the Doc. “I think, if you use that name, you’ll have a calmer, more cooperative patient.”

      He merely chuckled and shook my hand. “Amazing work, Alexandra. Thank you for coming today. She is obviously delusional post-coma, but at least you calmed her down and that helps us immensely.”

      “No problem, Doc, happy to help.” I smiled. “If I might add, I think it would be prudent to release Betty - I mean, Sharon - soon. She seems fine physically, so maybe getting back into the community would be the best thing for her memory?” Helping Sharon would be easier if I could see her privately, away from the prying eyes of the hospital ward.

      “Well, yes, perhaps, but there’s still some therapy involved to get her legs moving again. She’s been bedridden for several months, so physical therapy is necessary.” Doc nodded. “Let’s see what Dr. Middleton’s suggestions are first, shall we?” He stuffed his hands into his pockets. I guessed the good Doc had never dealt with this type of situation in his forty-year career, and was probably unsure of the path ahead.

      “Thanks, Doc, if it’s not too much to ask, can I follow up with… Sharon… this week? I’d like to meet Dr. Middleton too if that’s ok.”

      “Of course, my dear, that should be fine. I appreciate your expertise and I’m really glad you came in today.” Doc Holloway peered around his shoulder before dropping his head and lowering his voice. “Tell me, how is your mother doing? Have you seen her lately?”

      I shook my head. “Same old, same old. She’s barely responsive.” I smiled. “I haven't been to see her for a couple of weeks now. Things at the shop were busy with autumn around the corner. The cold weather stock is coming in. My therapy practice has been quiet, however. Summers usually are. People are much happier when the sun is shining”. I stopped and clamped my mouth shut.

      I was babbling, because the subject of my mother turns me into a babbling weirdo.

      Doc returned the smile. I appreciated his confidence and trusted him to keep the secrets surrounding my mother… well… secret. Saying goodbye to the Doc and staff, I headed down the corridor, stopping to give Jack Burke a hug. I’m pretty tall, almost as tall as Jack, which made the embrace quite easy. The foul odor of rotting fish, however, was a little too much. The stench filled my nostrils, and I held my breath, softly whispering a prayer to the goddess Eirene.

      
        
        “Goddess Eirene, hear my prayer, embrace this man in your care, bring him peace of mind and soul, take his worries to your fold. So mote it be.”

      

      

      “Did you say something, Alex?” Jack broke our embrace, looking me in the eye.

      “Try not to worry too much, Jack, and please, if you need someone to talk to, I’m here.” Jack nodded but visibly relaxed. He looked down at his work boots, his hair was disheveled from hands running through it, and his flannel shirt was terribly rumpled and untucked from his jeans. I patted him on the arm before walking down the corridor toward the stairs.

      I heard Doc Holloway talk to Jack, explaining that Betty would prefer to be called Sharon, and the staff on the ward were all instructed to do so to avoid any further distress on her part. At least until the specialist could make his own assessment and, hopefully, bring the real Betty back to herself.

      I was happy to hear the good Doc had indeed listened to me.

      Jack didn’t take the news lightly, however, running his hands through his hair for the umpteenth time that day. “What am I supposed to do, Doc? I can’t call her by another name. She’s my wife! She’s my Betty!”

      “I know this is difficult, Jack, but I’m going to need you to trust me for a while, at least until we have Dr. Middleton’s assessment and figure out where to go from there,” Doc put a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “In the meantime, I think you may serve Betty better if you went home. Your being here seems to cause her a lot of anxiety right now.”

      Jack opened his mouth to protest, but Doc Holloway stood firm. “Just let us figure out a few things on our end, ok? I will keep you updated on her progress every damn day, I promise.”

      Defeated, Jack finally agreed with the good Doc and walked away. He paused for a moment, looking back toward Betty’s room, then pushed past me and headed down the stairs.
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      SHARON

      The body I was currently living in still didn’t feel like my own and had some serious defects. A little extra padding surrounded by loose flesh, for one. The pimply skin and loosey-goosey curls for another. Mammoth boobs that slid into my armpits when I lay on my back were definitely amusing. Nothing like being tickled by your own nipples.

      The other thing - although there were likely many more I’d pick apart later - was near-sightedness.

      I couldn’t get a good look at Dr. Middleton when he walked into the room with Doc Holloway, but as he came closer, all of my senses came into focus, my sight being the first.

      I gripped the gown at the place where my heart sat to calm the fluttering underneath the thin cotton. He drew me into his beautiful steel-blue eyes, set behind small wire-rimmed glasses. His shirt revealed a muscular body, despite his tall, lean frame.

      Doc Holloway introduced us. “Bet… er… Sharon, this is Dr. John Middleton, from Lexington County Psychiatric Hospital. He’s the doctor I mentioned to you this morning. He’s here to do an assessment on you, is that okay?” he asked, ducking his head a little as if he expected me to throw sharp objects his way. I probably would have, if it wasn’t for Alexandra convincing everyone to call me by ‘my’ name. Whether ‘Sharon’ was truly my name, I couldn’t be completely sure, but I felt a hell of a lot more comfortable with it than I did the name ‘Betty’.

      The only Betty I knew was the pinup cartoon whose last name - Boop - made me think of… well… poop.

      Blowing a curl off my forehead, I locked eyes with Dr. Middleton. He held out his hand for me to shake. I took it, noticing the delightful lemony fresh scent coming from his freshly washed hands. I knew all at once that I was a fan of cleanliness.

      As I offered my hand for an embarrassingly limp handshake, Doc Holloway paused, eyeing the two of us before making his excuses and leaving so we could get acquainted. He rushed out the door, actually. I could swear he was visibly relieved, as was I, since I had decided that Doc Holloway was a goofy doofus.

      “Hello Sharon, so nice to meet you.” His voice felt like silk against my skin. “Dr. Holloway filled me in on your history here. You’ve been through quite an ordeal! Most of which you weren’t even aware of.” Still holding my hand, Dr. Middleton sat on the edge of the bed. I felt a giddiness rise from somewhere south of my stomach. Brushing another damn lock of bouncy curls from my brow, I heard myself titter;

      “Yes, apparently! I hope you can help me, Doctor.” The goddamned curl bounced back, right into my eye line of the handsome doc. I breathed out a huff before continuing; “The only thing that I’m sure of is that I’m not who they think I am.” I absently waved my free hand toward the hospital hallway. “And, even worse, the ‘Betty’ they refer to me as - is married - with a child! I can’t think of anything more disturbing!” I let go of the doctor’s hand and clutched at my chest, which, thankfully, was quite generous. Score one for the body. I folded my arms in front of me, tucking them under the massive appendages, pushing them up over the sheets and into the doctor’s view. He glanced at them quickly, then back to my eyes.

      I gave the boobage a small victorious wiggle.

      “Sounds distressing.” He slowly shook his head, his eyes darting from my generous front back up to my eye line again.

      “I just feel like that is not me. I’m not Betty, married, with children. I’m Sharon. But I don’t know who that is, or how I came to be here.” My eyes fell on his hands. His fingers were long and rather beautiful. His nails were trimmed and neat.

      I liked that about him.

      He was neat, clean, handsome, and smelled of lemons.

      Not disheveled, gawky, and smelling like he bathed in a fish tank like Jack.

      My eyes dropped a little further toward the lump in his jeans. I cocked my head at said lump and bit my lower lip.

      “Sharon, I’m quite confident I can help you.” He smiled. I liked the way he held his mouth, and for a moment, wondered what his lips tasted like.

      I stifled a delighted shudder. "I hope so, doctor. The only person who’s been helpful to me since waking up here is Alexandra Heale. She’s a therapist in town. She helped me figure out my name so far.” I smiled at the handsome doctor, noting a shadow of salt-and-pepper beard dappling his tanned complexion and the distinguished silver and grey threads running through his hair. His intoxicating eyes bore into me. I welcomed his warm look, despite the flash of heat that rode up my spine and flushed through my entire body, like an unexpected tsunami.

      Great. Was I also menopausal?

      I tried to imagine sitting on a bag of ice cubes, but the imaginary bag melted in seconds.

      “I’m sure we can sort this incredible mystery out” Dr. Middleton smiled back. “Try not to worry. It’s early yet. You’ve just woken up and things are bound to feel scattered and confusing.” He stood up, leaving a slight rumple on the sheets where his very fine ass had been. “This week, we will see to your physical therapy and release, and set up meetings in the temporary office they’ve assigned me inside the hospital. We can meet every day. Would you like that, Sharon?” Dr. Middleton brushed a dark curl away from my face and another hot flash rode up and down my spine in jagged spikes.

      I closed my eyes at his touch, sweat threatening to surface through my pores. “Yes,” I breathed. “That would be amazing.”

      “Good. Then that’s the plan. Hey, have you had your supper?” he asked.

      I shook my head, no. I wasn’t in the mood to eat earlier, but now, in the doctor’s presence, I suddenly felt ravenous. My eyes flitted to his lips and perfect, straight teeth.

      I hoped he felt ravenous, too.

      “Then, allow me to see to your supper. If you don’t mind, I’d like to join you. Perhaps get to know you a bit better?”

      “Wonderful, thank you, Dr. Middleton.” I replied, brushing more of the annoying curls off my face and straightening the hospital gown over my pendulous bosoms that had fallen to my waist without the aid of arms to hoist them up.

      I suddenly wished I had a push-em-up bra.

      Perhaps I could have Victoria Secret deliver?

      Then there’s the question of money, that I currently didn’t have any, and how I would pay for what is likely a Triple H cup.

      “Please, call me John.” His eyes lit up behind his small glasses.

      “Oh, thank you, John. Yes, supper would be a good idea. I’m suddenly starving!”

      John excused himself, fetching the nurse to order dinner for two from the hospital cafeteria, then came back into the room, removed his sport coat, and hung it up. He settled into the chair next to my bed and loosened his tie, unbuttoning the top buttons of his shirt. I glimpsed swirly, dark grey chest hair on a muscled chest. I sighed. When he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, I could see the outline of his carved shoulders and biceps pressing against the fabric of his dress shirt. My hand instinctively went up to my throat, and I swallowed what felt like a lump of lemons.

      He was definitely the most handsome man I’d ever laid eyes on, at least in the eighteen hours since I’d been awake. Definitely more handsome than the man who claimed to be my husband. Jack… was that his name? I shuddered as I felt the extra generous layer of flesh on my neck. Then I looked down at my arms and wanted to sob again. I laid back against the pillows with a frustrated whomp.

      “What’s the matter, Sharon?” John asked.

      “I’m not me,” I breathed. “I don’t recognize this body. It’s terrifying.” It really was.

      “It’s ok,” he soothed, taking one of my hands in his. This shot rivulets of heat from my arm directly to my cheeks and pooled there. “Please don’t worry about that now. You’re absolutely lovely. The real you shines through. Pay no attention to anything else right now.” John’s voice comforted me. I looked into his beautiful blue eyes and smiled. He made me feel lighter, somehow, and more beautiful than I thought myself to be.

      “Thank you, I appreciate that. I’m sure I can work with what I’ve got.” I smiled, tucking my chin in and peering at him through curly dark bangs.

      “I’m sure you will,” John replied, stroking my hand. “Yes, I’m sure you will,” he repeated as the supper trays arrived and we settled in for what I would later call our ‘unofficial first date.’
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      ALEXANDRA

      Jamming my long, wavy hair on top of my head and fastened the pile with a scrunchie, I settled onto the living room sofa, across from the fireplace in the house I grew up in. Not much in the house had changed since my mother’s admission to the sanatorium years ago, including mom’s massive collection of antique furnishings throughout the home.

      The place literally looked like a museum curator furnished it.

      Except for my witchy things, of course. I could take some liberties practicing my beliefs and traditions in my home, something I could never do when mom lived here.

      Because my mother was as religious as they came.

      A zealot, as they say.

      So raising a natural-born witch was an issue for her.

      For me, too, but, since I neatly sequestered mom in her long-time home at Lexington Psych, I could let my freak witch fly.

      Not literally fly, of course, because then everyone in Castle Point would know - or remember, for those who had forgotten - that I’m a witch.

      That would be bad.

      Worse than just my mother knowing.

      So, I kept the broom in the closet and instead, built an altar on the living room coffee table, facing North, of course, and adorned it with a black velvet alter cloth, feathers, candles, a small cauldron, my Mala beads, and a tarot deck.

      The only other thing that had changed was the glass-walled greenhouse adjoining the kitchen. I turned it into an apothecary; a place for testing and creating potions, bath, and body products for the shop. The greenhouse windows were frosted, except for the ornate glass ceiling, which cranked opened to the sky above. No one could spy on me unless they wanted to risk life and limb climbing onto the roof. I kept the greenhouse padlocked from the kitchen side.

      Beside the sofa, in front of a large bay window, was a matching chaise. On either side of the fireplace stood two floor-to-ceiling bookcases full of - you guessed it - antique books. Hidden among them was Cressy’s grimoire - my grimoire now - as no one in my family handed one down to me.

      Because no one in my family was a witch, so…

      Adjoining the large living room is the equally large dining room, complete with an obscenely large crystal chandelier, ornate carved oak dining table, chairs, and matching china cabinet full of antique teacups, saucers, and a china set that had been in my family for generations.

      Holding a notepad on my lap, I scribbled down what I knew of the Betty/Sharon case so far. Nibbling on the end of the pen between scribbles, I removed the spoon that had been stirring honey in my teacup on the side table and took a sip. Shivering, I pointed one finger at the fireplace, and instantly, a fire appeared, spreading warmth across the room.

      My mom really hated when I did stuff like that, but I didn’t care. Or at least, tried not to. If I didn’t want to feel the paddle on my backside, I kept the magic to myself, honing my craft in my room. Or at Cressy’s place, which I did when mom was at her bridge parties and bingo games.

      Blackjack snuggled up on the cat bed in front of the hearth, keeping warm. “This one’s a puzzler, Blackjack.” The cat turned his head toward me and closed his eyes, disinterested. “I’m going to need help on this one.” Blackjack mewed.

      “Surely you don’t expect me to assist.” I heard Blackjack’s silky voice flow through my mind.

      “Well, your help would be nice, yes, but I’m thinking humans would be more helpful, so you’re off the hook - for now.”

      “Goodie.” Blackjack flipped onto his back and snuggled in for his umpteenth nap of the day.

      Inspiration struck, and I suddenly knew what I had to do. Scribbling Sharon’s full name, ‘Sharon Myles’ on my notepad, I reached for my cell phone. Punching the name into Google, I quickly realized my mistake. Thousands of hits for a ‘Sharon Myles’ appeared.

      Sighing, I retyped the name with ‘deceased, State of Maine’ behind it. This time, hundreds of hits appeared. Scrolling aimlessly through the pictures; I realized the futility of my efforts, as I did not know what this Sharon Myles actually looked like when she was alive.

      Certainly nothing like Betty Burke.

      “Of course.” Chiding myself, I scribbled a note; ‘Ask Sharon (under Hypnosis), where she’s from’ then another note; ‘Talk to Sheriff Blake’. I ran my fingers up and down my forehead, attempting to push what-could-go-wrong thoughts from my mind.

      I had one too many run-ins with the law, so asking for help from someone in uniform wasn’t high on my list of good times. Besides, I had never been one of Blake’s favorite people; I was sure of that.

      He wasn’t a favorite of mine, either.

      The big, handsome football jock loved playing practical jokes on sad, gangly little ‘weirdos’ like me in high school.

      My burgeoning abilities had gotten me into trouble more times than I cared to admit, but were difficult to keep in check where bullies like Blake were concerned.

      One particularly nasty incident landed me in Juvie.

      And an entire football team in the hospital.

      If it weren’t for Cressy and his mentoring, I would have ended up in Juvie way more often - or worse - the dungeon of Castle Dagon. And, if it weren’t for his magical powers, the whole town would still remember the aforementioned cataclysmic event that landed me in the hands of the law.

      Then I wouldn’t have the reputation, and successful business I have today.

      No, likely they’d have hung and burned me on the Castle Dagon pyre for being a witch.

      For being…me.

      Owing a lot to my mentor was the understatement of the century, but I took comfort knowing that I would have the chance to repay him in the afterlife.

      My fingers automatically reached for the dangling vial of Cressy’s ashes hanging from my ear.

      For now, I kept him close.

      I stretched, tossing the notepad on the couch beside me. Grabbing my now empty teacup, I wandered down the hallway to the kitchen, passing the stairs on the way. Eyeing the little door leading to a storage space under the stairs - now permanently nailed shut- I shuddered.

      I had spent way too many hours in there as a child, against my will, sad and alone, my backside aching and outlined by whatever implement mom had handy.

      Punishment for being ‘a child of the devil.’

      Punishment for being me.

      When my mother went away, I nailed the little door shut, vowing never to enter any place of darkness again.

      The hairs on the back of my neck told me I was about to break my vow.
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       ALEXANDRA

      Early the next morning, I went to the hospital before Dr. Holloway could do his rounds, or Dr. Middleton arrived at Sharon’s bedside. Night nurses Nora and Penny were just switching shifts with the day staff when I arrived. After a quick word with Penny, I shuffled into Sharon’s room and closed the door. Penny noted a DND on Sharon’s room, giving us uninterrupted time.

      “Hello, Alexandra. Lovely to see you today,” Sharon chirped as I stepped into the room. My eyes widened. I had been expecting the same crabby Sharon I had left the day before, not this chipper, happy gal before me.

      Was Betty back?

      “Lovely to see you too, Sharon. You seem better today! How are you feeling?”

      “Oh, just wonderful! Things seem so much brighter today.” Sharon smiled. “The lovely Dr. Middleton spent the evening chatting with me last night. He’s so great!”

      Well, alright then.

      I knew two things.

      Sharon was still Sharon since she hadn’t corrected me when I said Sharon’s name. And this Doctor Middleton sounded like a super swell dude.

      Maybe the spectacular doctor Middleton could figure out what the hell was going on with Betty/Sharon so I could go home and grab a nap.

      But I had a feeling this entire case was a few levels below his pay grade.

      Witchy-poo to the rescue.

      I plastered my best smile. “Oh, I’m really pleased. I’m sure he will help you figure things out.” I took a seat on the bed beside Sharon and patted her hand. “Any luck with remembering who you are?” I was ooey-gooey, gushing over this woman, trying to match her tone and expression. I needed her to be open and responsive if I was going to get any more answers from her. A calm Sharon was my way ‘in’ to figuring out who she really was and where she’d come from.

      And what she did with Betty Burke.

      “No, nothing yet. Dr. Middleton - John - he asked me to call him by his name - says my memories should come back with time.” Sharon stated.

      She seemed pretty sure of herself and her trust in Superstar ‘John’.

      “Oh, I’m sure he’s right. Although… I think we may come up with some answers a little sooner than later if you’re willing to try?”

      Sharon fussed with her gown. “Yes, that would be amazing! What did you have in mind?”

      “Remember yesterday when I asked you to just relax and let your name come to you?” Sharon nodded her head. “Well, I’d like to try that again, only this time, we’ll focus on where you’re from. Could we do that?”

      Sharon’s eyes grew wider, then she glanced toward the closed door. “Um, I guess it’s ok?”

      “I’m sure Dr. Middleton wouldn’t object if that’s what you’re wondering. If we come up with something, you could share it with him, or you can just keep this between us. Your decision.” Although I would prefer Sharon to keep it to herself, I will face the potential backlash later for using ‘alternative methods.’

      Better to ask forgiveness than permission in this case.

      “Ok, let’s try.” Sharon settled back into the pillows, ready for the next step. I closed the door, dimmed the lights, and pulled the curtains, blocking the early autumn sun.

      I grabbed my notes from my bag and settled into the chair beside the bed. Then I took Sharon through the breathing exercises I had the day before. She was quick to settle.

      Perfect.

      “Ok Sharon, now I’m going to count from five down to one, and when I say ‘one’, you’ll be completely relaxed. Five, four, three, two, one, and now.” Sharon dropped into full hypnosis with the snap of my fingers. I glanced at my notes and started; “Sharon, I’d like you to remember the time in your life just before you woke up in this body, alright? Three, two one - now!” Snapping my fingers again, Sharon sucked in a breath. Her face screwed into a grimace and tears sprung from her eyes.

      “Sharon, it’s ok, you’re ok, you’re perfectly safe. Relax, just relax…” I soothed her back to a restful state. “What happened to you just then? Can you tell me?”

      She wet her lips and spoke softly, haltingly. “I… don’t know… exactly. Everything is so… dark, and I just felt pain. So much pain.” Her hands fluttered to her chest, and she gasped. “I don’t want to be here!”

      “It’s ok Sharon, just relax, just let that go, there’s no pain, you’re safe. Can you move back in time further now, please, before the darkness? Go back to a time in your life that was happy. Can you do that?”

      Sharon shifted, then smiled. A few moments later she said. “Okay. I’m there.”

      “Great, that’s wonderful Sharon, you’re doing great. Can you tell me what you see?”

      “I’m at a lake… having a picnic. I think I’m with someone… but I can’t make out… who. I can just see… the lake, and… there’s a picnic basket in front of me.”

      “That’s amazing Sharon, you’re doing really, really well. Stay there for a while longer and enjoy yourself.” After a few minutes, I continued; “Do you know where you are?” Sharon lay still for a moment, then shook her head, no. “Do you see any signs posts at the lake or a newspaper on the blanket? Look all around you and tell me what you see.”

      Her eyes flickered and moved beneath her lids, her head moving from side to side. “I don’t see any signs. Just… something in the water.”

      “What do you see in the water, Sharon? Can you tell me?” My heart beat out of my chest.

      “It looks like… it’s a… a giant turtle.”

      “A turtle? An actual turtle, like a sea turtle?” I needed better details if I was going to get any answers.

      “No, it’s not a real turtle, but… it’s a bit of land… like a little island… shaped… like a turtle.”

      Well, that was plenty clear.

      And may have to do, for now.

      “Okay Sharon, that’s really amazing. Great job. Just relax now and see if you can go to another place. Maybe this time it’s your home. Can you do that now?”

      “I can’t see anything. It’s just kind of dark. Hazy. I’m tired.” Sharon, still in a trance, exhaled.

      “Ok Sharon, that’s great. You did really well today. I’m going to count from one to five, and when I say five, you’ll be fully awake, relaxed, and feeling great. Ready? One… two… three, coming back slowly… four… feeling your fingers and toes, and five, fully awake and refreshed.” Sharon yawned and stretched. Her eyes fluttered open.

      “How’d I do?” she asked.

      “You did great, Sharon. Do you remember anything from this session?”

      “No, not a thing. Did I come up with any answers?” Sharon looked hopeful, sitting up on the bed.

      I paused, eying Sharon, willing my face to remain impassive.

      Total hypnotic amnesia.

      It didn’t happen to many patients, only one in a large handful, but it could happen, and apparently, it had. Struggling to decide whether to tell Sharon what she had remembered, I decided against it. If I did, Sharon would tell Dr. Middleton. If Dr. Middleton didn’t agree with my methods, which most doctors did not, then that might end any future sessions. That would also end any chances I had of finding out why Sharon’s spirit walked into Betty Burke, and I couldn’t take that chance, not yet.

      “No, nothing today, but that’s ok, I’m sure it will come with time.”

      Sharon frowned.

      “Darn. Oh well, I’m sure you’re right. Maybe Dr. Middleton - John - will pry it out of me.” She smiled, shyly, peeking out from under curly bangs.

      “I’m sure he’s going to give it his best try. Maybe, for now, at least, we just keep this session between us? I’d hate for the good doctor to think I was stepping on his toes. After all, he’s the doc!” Instincts told me to hold on to every piece of info I could find, for now.

      A knock on the door made me jump. Dr. Middleton stepped into the room. I saw his aura enter before he did. It was shimmery and silver, with a touch of… red.

      So strange. I did not know what that meant.

      Speak of the devil and he enters?

      Casanova returns to the body of the amazing Dr. John?

      I suppressed a giggle.

      “Well, hello ladies, I hope I’m not interrupting something?” Dr. Middleton’s eyes narrowed when he saw me, so I returned the look. Just then, the hairs on my neck did a little dance, my witchy senses tingling. Dr. Middleton’s aura suddenly lightened and became a happy shade of blue.

      That was better, but still - something about the handsome Dr. M was a little weird.

      Maybe Cressy would have some input.

      I would have to summon him later if there was time.

      “No interruption, John. This is Alexandra Heale. She’s a therapist. She came to see me yesterday and was paying another visit.” Smiling, Sharon straightened and brushed the curls away from her face, clearly excited to see the doctor again. I shot a glance in Sharon’s direction. She shot one back at me, then winked.

      Good, she’ll keep our secret.

      I noticed the exchange of glances between the doctor and Sharon and the shift in Sharon’s aura. It was still muddy, but the undertone had changed to a blush-happy rose.

      Sharon was smitten!

      I couldn’t really blame her, however. Dr. John was very good-looking, to be sure. Just over middle age - I guessed around 45 - fit and handsome. Older than the body Sharon was currently inhabiting, but neither of them seemed to notice, or care.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Alexandra.” Dr. Middleton extended his hand. I shook it then paused for a moment, hoping to get a read on his energy, but… nothing. I scribbled a mental note to ask Penny if she had any hits off the doctor when she met him yesterday.

      “Pleasure to meet you too, Doctor.” I smiled.

      “Please, call me John.” he smiled back. Sharon cleared her throat, so I pulled my hand away.

      “I understand you’re from the Lexington County Psychiatric Hospital. I thought I knew all the doctors there, but I don’t recall seeing your name on the roster. Ever.” I couldn’t help it. Something about him made my insides cringe.

      “Oh… Um… I’m not from Lexington, actually,” John stammered. “I’m a coma specialist, originally from San Antonio, and was just assisting at Lexington when I got Dr. Holloway’s call.”

      “Oh, I see. Well, that explains it then.” I studied his features, trying to determine if he was hiding anything or not. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

      I sighed.

      Too much for one morning, and I had a missing spirit to find.

      “Well, I better let you two get down to… business.” I grabbed my bag and moved toward the door.

      “Actually,” Dr. Middleton said, “could I speak with you for a moment, Miss Heale?”

      “Certainly.” I waved at Sharon and followed John into the corridor, closing the door behind me.

      “What can I help with?”

      “You can stay away from my client if you wouldn’t mind.” Dr. Middleton’s  lips formed a thin line. He stood tall, crossing his arms in front of him.

      Huh. Interesting.

      Maybe my witchy sense was right after all.

      “I’m sorry I can’t do that.” I shook my head and stood my ground.. Dr. Middleton’s brows shot up. “I can assure you, I’m only here to support Betty - er - Sharon, Dr. Middleton. The Burkes are old friends, and I want to help in any way I can.”

      The Doc eyed me briefly.

      “Fine. But just remember that I am the doctor in charge of her case. Don’t interfere.” He pushed past me, opened the door to Sharon’s room, and closed it firmly behind him.

      So, Doc M didn’t like me on his turf.

      I wasn’t too happy with him on mine, so we were even.

      I made another mental note to call Lexington County later and enquire about Dr. Middleton, maybe see if I could get a little more background information on him. I shook off the weird vibe emanating from Sharon’s room. I walked to the nurse’s station, hoping to see Penny and ask if she had any impressions from the doctor, but there was no sign of her copper-colored head. The day shift had taken over, and Penny would be home by now, likely sleeping.

      I’ll have to deal with all of that later. Right now, I need to go see Blake.

      Scratch that. Large coffee. Then Blake.
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      ALEXANDRA

      After the session with Sharon, I stood in my favorite cafe, waiting for my complicated coffee order (caramel macchiato, double shot, extra almond foam, extra caramel - the way the Goddess intended). I pulled out my phone and did a few Google searches, looking for a lake or body of water called ‘turtle island.’ I had several hits. It seemed there were hundreds of lakes spanning near and far outside Dagon County - with small islands named after turtles, strangely enough - but none of which I could attach ‘Death of Sharon Myles’ to.

      Grudgingly I admitted, my only other option was a visit to the Sheriff’s department and talk to Deputy Sheriff Blake Sheraton.

      I stopped outside the Castle Point Sheriff’s Department and took a deep sip of my special coffee. Creamy almond foam hit my tongue first, followed by the dark, rich liquid of life. The cells of my body jolted awake. I took a deep breath and walked inside.

      A wave of nausea washed over me, so I reached for the wall and breathed deeply. Memories from my teens slid through my mind. The teasing and taunting. Being called ‘weirdo’, ‘gangly’ or ‘tarantula’ - because of my long-hair and gangliness - real original - the ‘sticks and stone’s’ situation gone horribly wrong. Then, feeling cold steel handcuffs on my wrists; being dragged into the Sheriff's office by a couple of burly officers, and accused of something that was out of my control. The topper on my poop cake was when they kicked me through the court system and straight into juvie.

      It was a terrifying time.

      Gathering strength, I walked to the bulletin board, stopping to flip through the ‘wanted’ and ‘missing’ posters. Nobody that I knew was ‘wanted’ or ‘missing’.

      That was a good thing.

      Then I looked up at the framed pictures above the bulletin board. There were two photos in frames; one of the Mayor, Jeffrey Deibert, the second of the Sheriff, Gordon Roberts.

      There was a third picture hanging above the two. A painting, framed with an antique, gold gilded frame. The Earl Dagon, Castle Point’s founder and sole resident of Castle Dagon. The Earl died a few hundred years earlier, his castle now a museum.

      A shrine to an evil asshole.

      I shuddered. Knowing I’m an ancestor of the vile Earl made my skin crawl. I shook off the urge to head home and take a hot shower before approaching the reception desk.

      Blakes’s office was across the bullpen beside Sheriff Robert’s. His door was slightly ajar, only his hands were visible. He was pouring a cup of coffee from the carafe on his desk and rifling through some papers. It had been a while since I’d seen or spoken to ‘Blake the Great’, someone that, until now, I crossed the street to avoid.

      Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, he was the only person in the Sheriff's department that I knew, and I really needed help from an authority with a database.

      Taking a deep breath, I asked the hefty desk lieutenant if I could see Deputy Sheriff Sheraton. The lieutenant, barely glancing up from his desk, asked for my name and the nature of my visit.

      “I’m here to report a murder. I think.” I played with the tiny vial of ashes.

      The lieutenant looked up, frowning.

      “A murder? In Castle Point?” His generous jowls warbled at the question.

      “No, not exactly. Look, I really just need to see Blake the Gre - er - Chief Deputy Sheraton. I can explain everything to him.”

      The lieutenant clasped his fingers across his generous belly, studying me for a moment. My toes tingled, so I shifted from one foot to another. Finally, he reached for the phone and punched Blake’s extension. I watched Blake’s hands pick up the earpiece.

      “There’s a Miss Alexandra Heale to see you, sir.”

      Blake hung up the phone and stepped out of his office. He looked across the bullpen, over desks full of tan-clan officers with shiny gold badges, and locked eyes with me.

      A tickle of heat burned behind my eyes, then burst through my skull.

      His features hadn’t changed since his glory days as the Castle Point Quarterback Superstar. He was still annoyingly handsome, his dark, tousled hair worn slightly longer than the standard-issue haircuts of his deputies, and framed his chiseled features perfectly. It was clear by the solid V shape of his upper body he spent a lot of time in the protein isle at the grocery store.

      His eyes went from open to hooded in an instant. He set his jaw and pulled himself up to his full height.

      Crap.

      He remembered me.

      All at once, I felt very young and tiny.

      I forced the younger ‘me’ - the ‘weirdo’, as Blake used to call me - back into hiding.

      Nodding his head toward the desk lieutenant, he granted me entry into the bullpen. Keyboards clacked, phones rang. Several of the officers stopped what they were doing and looked up, smiling, as I walked by. I regretted adding the extra shot of espresso to my coffee. My nerves frayed in minute layers. My knees wobbled. I didn’t trust my feet not to trip over the smallest piece of lint on the floor.

      Blake filled the doorframe; a classic Blake the Great intimidation tactic. His eyes, still hooded, peered at me as I approached. His mouth set in a firm line. I could smell his cologne, ‘Brut’ if I could hazard a guess. The spicy lavender and amber fragrance wafted over me and I nearly tripped.

      Keep it together, woman.

      Remember, he’s not a hot cop. He’s an asshole who made your life miserable.

      He motioned for me to step inside and closed the door behind me.

      “Alexandra Heale. It’s been a long time. You look great.” I stopped short and looked him in the eyes, one eyebrow crooked.

      A compliment? I mean, I know I didn’t look like the geeky little ‘weirdo’ he teased as a kid, but…

      “Thanks,” I said, pursing my lips, biting back the urge to spit out the childhood taunts that he spewed at me when he was just a young bully. I took a deep breath.

      Mother Goddess, release the past, allow forgiveness, and make it last, I chanted over and over in my mind. Reaching for my earring, I took the seat offered.

      “What can I help you with today?” he asked.

      I paused at the question. Since I could barely walk toward the man, what made me think I could ask for his help now? I huffed out the breath I’d been holding.

      Crazy is as crazy does.

      He already thinks I’m feasting from the well of weirdness, so I may as well continue. My mouth went dry, then I blurted, “I think there’s been a murder, well, a death at least, and I need help to figure out the where, and then I can figure out the why.” Words came out in a hurried blast.

      Blake’s eyebrows shot up.

      “You think there’s been a murder? You don’t know for sure? Do you at least know who was murdered?” He leaned forward in his chair. His biceps flexed, the short sleeves of his uniform tightening around them.

      I shifted, uncrossing and crossing my legs.

      Had he grown more biceps since last I saw him?

      Mind you, I avoided him like vampires avoid sunlight, so maybe I just didn’t notice.

      Blake leaned closer, his biceps flexing.

      My cheeks burned.

      Yep - he definitely grew more… granite. I took a large swig of my coffee, swallowed, and tried to ignore the burn of extra-hot coffee down my throat. “Well… I’m assuming there’s been a murder. And I have a name. I just can’t really tell you how I know, or how I got the information. It’s a client confidentiality type of thing.” Words tumbled out of me.

      Blake pressed on. “I thought that if a client murdered someone and told their therapist about it, the therapist is legally obligated to share that information with authorities?” Blake scratched the side of his head, ruffling his dark hair. I caught the scent of his shampoo and breathed deeply.

      Dammit.

      It wasn’t just the lavender undertones of his cologne that reached my senses earlier. The unmistakable scent of lavender permeated the air.

      He was using a shampoo from my shop!

      The one I crafted personally!

      I didn’t even know he was a customer. I made a mental note to ask Teddy what else he bought later.

      With lavender and mint tickling my brain, I blurted; “My client didn’t murder anyone. She was murdered.”

      Shit.

      “Excuse me?” Blake sat back in his chair, eyebrows practically raised to his hairline. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Realizing my mistake, I backpedaled frantically.

      “What I meant to say is… my client knows of someone who may or may not have been murdered.”

      This was a disaster.

      No way would he be willing to help me now.

      I sat, my fingers flicking at my earring and waiting for the childhood taunts to escape Blake’s soft, full lips.

      Blake sat back, hands clasped, resting against his flat belly, contemplating me. The fabric pulled taut across his chest and I pulled at my earring again, a little too hard. I winced.

      “Ok, I’ll bite,” he said, sitting up. “Who is the supposed murder victim?” He grabbed a notepad and pencil, already scribbling. I relaxed, ever so slightly, and took a sip of my coffee, careful not to take another scalding gulp.

      “Sharon Myles. All I know is, she lives near a lake with a small island in the middle that looks a lot like a turtle. Turtle Island.” Mother Goddess, help me.

      Maybe I am  nutso bananas.

      I murmured a quick incantation; ‘Goddess good, goddess great, please make this man cooperate. So mote it be.’

      Blake’s hand paused briefly mid-scribble. He shot me a glance, then scribbled something onto the notepad. “And do you know how she was allegedly murdered?” He didn’t look up from the pad.

      “I’m not actually sure that she was. I just know she’s dead.” I wasn’t about to share any of the Sharon/Betty details with Blake the Great, however. Why give him even more reason to think I’m wacko?

      “Ok, so let me be sure I have this right. You know someone named Sharon Myles - from a place called or near a Turtle Island - is dead, you don’t know how, but you have to find out, in order to help your client?”

      That actually made sense, and Blake appeared to be genuinely interested.

      Thank you, Goddess. “Yes, that’s it exactly.”

      “Ok, give me a few minutes to run this through the database. Do you need a refill?” Blake nodded toward my coffee.

      “No, I’m good, thanks, unless you have an espresso machine, almond milk, and caramel sauce?”

      Blake shook his head. “None of the above, I’m afraid. We drink it strong and black here, the way God intended.” He chuckled.”The last guy who brought a fru-fru coffee into this office was assigned a permanent meter maid position - kidding!” He replied, seeing my horrified expression.

      Blake left his office, the scent of his cologne and shampoo lingering. I took a deep breath and watched his ass as he walked toward the bullpen. I whistled under my breath. He had lost none of the football hero body, that was for damn sure.

      Gained more of it, actually.

      Too bad. Once an asshole, always an asshole, in my experience. Which, to be fair, wasn’t much. It was just easier to keep men at broomstick length, so the affairs I had were few, and none of them great.

      I could have created a potion for that, I supposed, but there were always more important things to take care of.

      My love life was not one of them.

      While Blake and his deputy sifted through the database, I took a better look around the office. High school football trophies, team pictures, and pictures of Blake with Mayor Deibert and Sheriff Roberts adorned the walls.

      No pictures of a wife, family, or girlfriend, just football and work.

      Interesting.

      I had Blake pegged as the epitome of ‘ladies’ man’ and figured that, by now, he’d be married to the prom queen, keeping her barefoot and pregnant, popping out enough little football stars to create an entire team. In school, he always seemed to have a cheerleader attached to him. I witnessed many catfights between cheerleaders over the jock, which I always thought was incredibly pathetic. How a gaggle of girls could get all up in each other’s faces over an incredibly handsome bully was beyond me.

      Rolling my eyes, I turned toward the bullpen. Blake and a lieutenant were crouched over a computer, pointing at the screen, talking, and taking notes. It was several more minutes before Blake came back into his office, shutting the door behind him. He threw his notepad on the desk and flopped into his seat.

      “It’s a good thing you came in for help today, Alexandra. Pretty sure you wouldn’t have been able to figure this one out on your own.”

      Ahh, there he is.

      That’s the arrogant asshole I grew up knowing and hating.

      Lips pursed, arms folded across my chest, I asked. “And why is that, exactly?” I mean, I can be pretty resourceful and Google the heck out of something like a rampant dog with the proverbial bone if I had the time.

      Blake tossed the notepad in my direction. “You mentioned that this Sharon Myles is from Turtle Island, but that’s wrong.” I reached for my earring. “She’s from Turtle Cove, in Connecticut. And she was murdered, apparently by her husband, Mitch Myles.”

      I stared blankly at the scribbles on the notepad. Mitch Myles, age twenty-eight, serving life in prison for the murder of his wife, Sharon. His address of residence for the past two years was the Seaside Sanatorium in Waterford, Connecticut.

      Well, give me a pointy hat and call me a witch.

      Sharon really existed.

      And she had been murdered.

      Nausea swirled through my belly. “He pled insanity?” I looked up.

      Blake shook his head. “He didn’t have to. When the authorities responded to the neighbor’s 911 call, they found Mitch, blood all over his hands, holding a knife, hunched beside his wife’s body. He was unresponsive, other than chanting that he killed his wife.”

      Stunned, I sat back in the chair. “Are there any news articles with pictures?” If I could show the ‘Sharon Myles’ - who I was now certain beyond a doubt was a walk-in spirit - a picture of herself, maybe she could unravel her memories and find out more.

      Blake tapped at the keyboard.“There is a news article about the murder and subsequent imprisonment of Mitch Myles, and a picture of the couple together. Looks like he stabbed Sharon multiple times, with the butcher knife the couple had received as a wedding present a few years before.” Blake skimmed over the article and then turned the monitor toward me.

      I leaned over - ignoring the urge to bury my nose in his hair and smell the lavender mint - and studied the picture of the couple. Sharon Myles was a very good-looking lady. Shoulder-length straight blonde hair, blue eyes, and a dazzling smile. In the photograph, Mitch Myles, a blonde-haired, blue-eyed match to his wife, gazed at Sharon with total devotion and love plastered on his face. They made a beautiful couple, and, in this picture from their wedding, looked incredibly happy.

      The caption under the picture read, ‘Mitch and Sharon Myles, high school sweethearts and prom king and queen.’ They were likely the envy of all their friends. What provoked Mitch to murder his beloved? Or,, maybe the better question was, who?

      Blake scrolled to a second picture of Sharon, alone. Her smile flaunted dazzling, perfectly straight teeth, and her blue eyes sparkled.

      “The article says nothing about a history of instability or mental illness in Mitch or his family,” I said.

      Blake shrugged. “Doesn’t mean it wasn’t there. There are a ridiculous amount of cases just like this all over the country. The husband, wife, or one kid just snaps and goes on a rampage.”

      I nodded, but wasn’t convinced. “Could you print those pictures for me? The article too, maybe?”

      Blake obliged, handing the papers over.

      “What are you going to do now for your client?”

      I considered the question before answering.

      “Book a flight to Waterford, Connecticut.”
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      BLAKE

      I sat for a long while after watching Alexandra leave my office.

      I sat - because I couldn’t exactly stand up.

      Blood had basically rushed from all points in my body into my crotch the moment I locked eyes with her across the bullpen.

      My mind and body were a little confused. I mean, I hadn’t seen Alexandra Heale in years, except for a few times crossing the street, but something about her made my body react in ways it hadn’t in a long time.

      I knew she was a local therapist and owned the cute bath and body shop where I buy my shampoo. I also knew we had gone to school together, but I couldn’t remember much about her. I guess we had little to do with each other back then.

      Shame really, she’s a damn gorgeous woman, so I’m sure she must have been a fine-looking teenager, too. I Googled images of our high-school annual. After a little searching through pages and pages of scanned images, I found her. The picture, a little dark and fuzzy, was definitely Alexandra. Same black hair, but pulled back, away from her face. No smile, her eyes dark. Beside the picture, where normally there was a “Most likely to…” there was nothing but blank space.

      Weird.

      Then, it hit me.

      She was the Castle Point High resident ‘weirdo’.

      And I made her life shit-tastic.

      I sat back hard in my chair. The blood that had previously hovered in my groin plunged to my stomach. I wanted to hurl. I knew I had been an asshole through high school, but to Alexandra, I was unspeakably awful.

      Being the all-star football player every year wasn’t exactly my doing. I had a lot of pressure to be a high achiever from my dad, a lawyer, and the richest man in Castle Point. If I didn’t score, didn’t win, didn’t make the touchdown, or have perfect grades, then dad made my life a living hell.

      So, I took out my frustrations on people who didn’t deserve it.

      Alexandra was one of them.

      After my parent’s murder, I shed my asshole skin. I became a cop because I wanted to protect people from bullies like me - and avenge my mom and dad. If there was one thing my dad and I agreed on, it was that we should hold lawbreakers accountable for their crimes, and the law is the backbone of our community.

      I also made amends to the people I’d hurt. It took a while, but eventually, I apologized to a hell-of-a-lot of people for the bully I was and became the man I knew my father would have - mostly - liked.

      Somehow, I’d missed making amends to Alexandra.

      I knew I was awful to her, but I also don’t really remember much about her. She was pretty quiet growing up, and not typically on my radar - unless I needed someone to… well, abuse, for lack of a better word. I winced, rubbing my forehead.

      There was something else.

      I wracked my brain, trying to put a pin on the memory, but it sped further away from me the harder I tried. What the hell was it? I closed my eyes, trying to conjure it from the dark corners of my mind, but all I could see was Alexandra, sitting across from me in my office. Her hair, flowing around her, the scent of her, fresh, with an undercurrent of roses? Her lips were incredibly full, even when she pursed them together. It made me want to reach out and stroke my thumb…

      My eyes blew open, and I sat up straight.

      The blood rushed to my groin again.

      Stop, you idiot.

      She wouldn’t want anything to do with you, not after the way you treated her in high school.

      But then again… she came to me for help.

      Maybe I could help her find closure for her client if that’s what this was all about.

      Maybe I could make amends.

      I have a few extra days off stored up, so… I could help!

      Would she want me to help?

      Probably not.

      I clicked on the article I’d printed off for her, then clasped my hands behind my head and leaned back in my chair. I thought about Alexandra going to the sanatorium and meeting Mitch Myles on her own. A creepy, sick feeling raked my belly. I didn’t like the idea of that, not at all. Mitch Myles was, and likely still is, a very dangerous criminal, living in a sanatorium for the criminally insane.

      And what about the sanatorium? I’d bet my highest-scoring football trophy that only psychiatrists, and perhaps a handful of family members, would be allowed visitation.

      Alexandra was neither.

      Neither was I, but… I have the law on my side.

      I Googled Seaside Sanatorium and found a number. I should check - before I presume - that they wouldn’t grant Alexandra access. Yeah, good idea. I dialed the number. A kind of jangled ringing greeted me on the other end. The ringing seemed to get louder the longer it rang. Nobody answered. I checked my watch. Mid-day and nobody is answering the phone? I hung up. Probably just busy.

      I remembered that one of my deputies had a regular rotation to escort lawyers to Lexington Psych. It wasn’t a hospital for the criminally insane, but they held a few criminals there - short-term - for court assessment. I stood up and poked my head out into the Bullpen.

      “Hey, Paul. You head up to Lex Psych, right? Escorting legal for one prisoner there?”

      Paul’s head snapped up. “Yeah, boss. He’s a crazy som’bitch and highly dangerous. Not my favorite gig, but… going there again this week. Why? You wanna come?” Paul chuckled, sliding his stetson back on his head.

      “Nah, thanks. What’s the protocol for visitation?”

      “Ah, only his lawyer and doc are allowed to see him. Family too, but I hear they don’t come ‘round. Too scared of him, I’d guess.” Paul took his hat off and tossed it on his desk, grabbed his coffee, he took a swig.

      “Paperwork?”

      “Yeah, I have to file with every visit. I got a package here, though, if you want it?”

      “Yeah, that might help, thanks.”

      “Why you askin’, boss? You heading to Lex Psych?”

      “Ah, no, a little further south. Thanks.” I closed my door and sat back in my chair, took another look at the article, and convinced myself that Alexandra Heale didn’t stand a chance of seeing Mr. Myles at all.

      Not without my help.

      I picked up the phone and called Jimmy at our small local airport.

      I needed to find out when the next flight to Waterford would be, and make sure I was on it.
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