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Chapter 1

I lied.

I’m sorry.

I knew what evidence had been stolen from the evidence lockup at the sheriff’s station. And I said I hadn’t seen the evidence Thorn had against Azriel, but I had.

Again, I’m sorry.

You probably won’t take it as hard as Meri did. He didn’t speak to me for three days. It took a pound of bacon and a reminder that I sacrificed a huge portion of my power and my standing in the Coven to bring him back to life.

But I digress.

I stole the evidence. I had good reason.

First off, and it’s only sort of related, but there’s something wrong with Thorn. Ever since Lilith brought him back from the dead, there’s been… something off.

So much so that she urged me to keep the information about Silas’s death from Thorn. At first, I didn’t understand. But then, I started to see what she saw.

I glanced out the kitchen window, my hands wrapped around a steaming mug of coffee. The morning sun cast a warm glow over the garden, but it did little to ease the chill that had settled in my bones. Thorn had left early for work, his goodbye kiss perfunctory and his eyes distant. It was as if he was looking through me, not at me.

Meri jumped up onto the counter, his black fur gleaming in the sunlight. “You’re thinking about Thorn again, aren’t you?” he asked, his gold eyes narrowing.

I sighed. “I can’t help it. Something’s not right, Meri. It’s like he’s a different person since Lilith brought him back.”

Meri’s tail twitched. “You’re not wrong. But what can we do? It’s not like we can just ask Lilith to undo it.”

I set my coffee mug down and turned to Meri. “You’re right. We can’t undo it. But we can keep an eye on him.”

Before I could say more, my phone buzzed. An unfamiliar number flashed across the screen. I answered, “Kinsley Wilson speaking.”

“Ms. Wilson? This is Evelyn Blackwood.” The voice on the other end sounded strained. “I’m the director of the Coventry Community Theater. We desperately need your help.”

I raised an eyebrow at Meri, who cocked his head, listening intently. “What seems to be the problem, Ms. Blackwood?”

“It’s our current production, ‘Proper Paranormal.’ We’ve been experiencing... unusual occurrences during rehearsals.” Evelyn’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Props moving on their own, cold spots in the theater, even disembodied voices. At first, we thought it was perfect for the atmosphere, but now... it’s getting out of hand.”

I couldn’t help but smirk. A haunted theater during a paranormal play? It sounded almost too cliché to be true. But then again, this was Coventry.

“Have you contacted the sheriff?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

Evelyn let out a nervous laugh. “We did, but they said unless something was actually stolen or someone was hurt, there wasn’t much they could do. One of the deputies suggested we reach out to you.”

I bet I knew which deputy that was.

“I see,” I said. “And you’d like me to investigate?”

“Please,” Evelyn pleaded. “We’re set to open in two weeks, and at this rate, we might not have a show to put on. The cast is terrified.”

I glanced at Meri, who nodded slightly. “All right, Ms. Blackwood. I’ll come by the theater this afternoon. Can you make sure someone’s there to let me in?”

“Of course! Thank you so much, Ms. Wilson. We’ll be there at 2:00 p.m. sharp.”

As I hung up, Meri stretched lazily. “A haunted theater, huh? Sounds like a fun afternoon.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “It beats sitting around here worrying about Thorn. Besides, it might be good to get out of the house for a bit.”

I glanced at the clock on the kitchen wall. It was nearly time to head to the theater, but I still had a few minutes to finish my coffee. As I lifted the mug to my lips, a loud crash from the backyard made me jump, sloshing hot liquid onto my hand.

“What in the world?” I muttered, setting the mug down and hurrying to the back door.

I stepped onto the porch and froze. There, in her little poisoner’s garden, was Hekate. My daughter, who was supposed to be in school, was happily digging in the dirt.

“Katie?” I called out. “What are you doing home?”

Hekate’s head snapped up, her eyes wide with excitement rather than guilt. “Mom! Come look what I found!”

I sighed, making my way down the steps and across the lawn. As I approached, I noticed a new addition to her garden – a plant I’d never seen before.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Hekate beamed, gently stroking one of the plant’s iridescent leaves. “It’s a Moonshade Nightbloom. They’re incredibly rare!”

I knelt beside her, examining the plant. Its petals seemed to shimmer in the sunlight, changing colors like an oil slick. “It’s certainly... unique,” I said carefully. “But, sweetheart, why aren’t you in school?”

Hekate waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, that. I couldn’t miss the Nightbloom’s first bloom! It only happens once every hundred years, you know.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And how exactly did you come by this plant?”

“Aunt Lilith helped me find it,” she said proudly. “She said it would be perfect for my garden.”

Of course she did. I made a mental note to have a chat with my dear aunt about encouraging truancy.

“Mom,” Hekate tugged at my sleeve, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Can you help me make a potion with it? Aunt Lilith said it has amazing magical properties!”

I looked at my watch, then back at my daughter’s eager face. “Honey, I have to go to the theater soon to help someone. And you need to get back to school.”

Hekate’s face fell. “But, Mom...”

“No buts,” I said firmly but softened my tone. “How about this? If you go back to school now, I promise we can work on that potion together this weekend. Deal?”

She considered for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, deal.”

I stood up, brushing dirt from my knees. “Meri!” I called out.

The black cat sauntered out of the house, looking thoroughly unimpressed. “Yes, oh, great and powerful witch?”

I rolled my eyes. “Can you please escort Hekate back to school?”

Meri’s tail twitched. “Babysitting duty? Really?”

“Consider it a favor for which I will richly reward you with bacon,” I retorted.

Meri’s ears flattened, but he didn’t argue. “Fine. Come on, kid. Let’s get you back to the world of arithmetic and bad cafeteria food.”

After watching Hekate and Meri disappear down the street, I headed back inside to grab my bag. Just as I reached for the doorknob, my phone buzzed with a text message. Unknown number. Frowning, I opened it.

“Where shadows dance and secrets lie,

A farmer’s fate, a sheriff’s cry.

Evidence lost, a truth untold,

In theater’s depths, the story unfolds.”

My blood ran cold. This couldn’t be a coincidence. Silas’s death, the stolen evidence, and now this message mentioning the theater? It was too much to be mere chance.

I read the message again, my mind racing. Who could have sent this? And why now?

I glanced at the clock. I still had time before I needed to be at the theater. Part of me wanted to dive into this mystery right away, but I knew I couldn’t ignore Evelyn’s plea for help. Besides, the message mentioned the theater. Maybe I’d find some answers there.

With a sigh, I pocketed my phone and grabbed my bag. As I locked the front door, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. I scanned the quiet street, but nothing seemed out of place. Just the usual suburban calm of Coventry in the afternoon.

As I climbed into my car, I made a mental note to dig deeper into this after dealing with the theater situation. Something was definitely wrong in Coventry, and it seemed to all lead back to Silas’s death and that missing evidence.

I started the engine, my mind whirling with possibilities. One thing was certain: this quiet afternoon had just become a lot more complicated.

I pulled into the theater parking lot, my mind still churning over the cryptic text message. As I stepped out of the car, I spotted a familiar black shape sauntering towards me.

“Well, look who decided to join the party,” I said, raising an eyebrow at Meri.

He flicked his tail dismissively. “I’ll have you know I’m an excellent escort. Your daughter is safely back in class, just in time for the end of the lunch bell.”

“Thanks, Meri. I owe you one.”

“You owe me several, but who’s counting?” He jumped onto a nearby bench, his eyes gleaming. “So, what’s this about a haunted theater?”

Before I could answer, a woman with graying hair pulled back in a tight bun hurried towards us. Her eyes were wide with relief.

“Ms. Wilson? Oh, thank goodness you’re here!” She extended her hand. “I’m Evelyn Blackwood. Thank you so much for coming.”

I shook her hand, noting the slight tremor in her grip. “It’s no problem. This is Meri, my... assistant.”

Meri shot me a look that clearly said, ‘Assistant? Really?’

Evelyn barely glanced at him, already leading us towards the theater entrance. “The incidents started about two weeks ago,” she explained, her words tumbling out in a rush. “At first, it was just small things - props moving between scenes, cold spots on stage. But it’s escalated. Last night, during our dress rehearsal, all the lights went out, and when they came back on, the set had been completely rearranged!”

We entered the theater, and I immediately felt a shift in the air. There was a heaviness to it, a sense of anticipation that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

Evelyn led us down to the front row, where a group of people were huddled together, speaking in hushed tones. They fell silent as we approached.

“Everyone, this is Kinsley Wilson. She’s here to help us with our... situation.” Evelyn turned to me. “This is our cast and crew. We were just about to start another run-through.”

I nodded to the group, noting their nervous glances and fidgeting hands. “Don’t mind us,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “Just pretend we’re not here.”

As the actors took their places on stage, Meri and I settled into seats in the front row. Evelyn hovered nearby, wringing her hands.

“Break a leg,” Meri muttered under his breath, his eyes scanning the theater.

I elbowed him gently. “Not funny,” I whispered. “Keep your eyes open. Something tells me this isn’t your average haunting.”

The lights dimmed, and the first actor stepped onto the stage. As the play began, I leaned forward, every sense on high alert. Whatever was causing these disturbances, I was about to get to the bottom of it.

As the play progressed, I found myself drawn into the story despite my initial skepticism. The lead actor, Tristan, a tall man with piercing blue eyes, delivered his lines with conviction. But something about his performance felt off, almost forced.

Suddenly, during a particularly intense monologue, the actor’s voice faltered. His eyes widened, and he clutched at his chest. For a moment, I thought it was part of the act. Then he stumbled, his legs giving way beneath him.

“Oh my God!” Evelyn gasped beside me.

I leapt to my feet, racing towards the stage. The other actors stood frozen, their faces masks of shock and confusion.

As I reached the fallen man, I knew instantly that something was terribly wrong. His skin was ashen, his eyes unfocused. I pressed my fingers to his neck, searching for a pulse.

Nothing.

“Call an ambulance!” I shouted, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew it was too late. The lead actor was dead.

Chaos erupted around me. Evelyn was sobbing, the other actors were shouting, and someone was frantically dialing 911. But all I could focus on was the body in front of me.

This wasn’t a natural death. I could feel it in my bones, in the prickling of magic at my fingertips. There was a wrongness here, a darkness that clung to the air like a foul mist.

I glanced up, catching Meri’s eye. He nodded slightly, confirming my suspicions. This was no ordinary death. Something supernatural was at play here.

I knelt beside Tristan’s lifeless body, my mind racing. The theater buzzed with chaos as deputies and paramedics swarmed the scene. I caught sight of Thorn entering, his face a mask of professional detachment. Our eyes met briefly, but there was no warmth there. Just another reminder that something was terribly wrong with my husband.

Meri sidled up to me, his tail twitching nervously. “This reeks of dark magic,” he muttered under his breath.

I nodded imperceptibly. “We need to look around before the deputies contaminate everything.”

As the authorities began questioning the cast and crew, Meri and I slipped away to examine the stage. That’s when I noticed it - a faint, pungent odor that seemed oddly familiar.

I leaned in closer, inhaling deeply. My eyes widened as recognition hit me. “Meri,” I whispered, “doesn’t this smell like...”

“The Moonshade Nightbloom,” he finished, his eyes narrowed. “From Hekate’s garden.”

Well, that was certainly interesting. How could a plant from my daughter’s garden be connected to this? And then it hit me - the cryptic text message, the stolen evidence, Silas, and now this. Everything was interconnected, a web of mystery with threads leading back to my own family.

I straightened up, my mind whirling. “We need to question the cast and crew,” I said to Meri. “See if anyone noticed anything unusual.”

As we made our rounds, a pattern emerged. Several people mentioned strange occurrences - props moving on their own, unexplained cold spots, and eerie whispers when no one was around. But one detail stood out: Tristan had been acting strangely in the days leading up to his death.

“He was so focused on getting into character,” one of the actresses told me, her eyes brimming with tears. “It was like he was becoming obsessed with the role.”

“Did Tristan mention anything specific about his character?” I asked the actress.

She shook her head. “Not really. He just kept saying he needed to ‘embrace the darkness’ to truly understand the role.”

Embracing darkness was never a good idea, especially in a town like Coventry.

I turned to Meri. “We need to check out Tristan’s dressing room.”

We slipped away from the crowd and made our way backstage. Tristan’s dressing room was easy to spot - his name was on the door in gold letters.

Inside, the air felt thick and oppressive. Makeup and costume pieces were strewn about, but what caught my eye was an old, leather-bound book on the vanity.

“Well, that’s not ominous at all,” Meri quipped, jumping onto the vanity to get a closer look.

I picked up the book, my fingers tingling at the contact. The cover was unmarked, but when I opened it, my breath caught in my throat. The pages were filled with intricate diagrams and spells - dark magic, the kind Aunt Lilith dabbled in.

“Meri,” I whispered, “this is serious stuff. Way beyond what an actor would need for research.”

As I flipped through the pages, a folded piece of paper fell out. I unfolded it, revealing a list of ingredients. My heart sank when I saw “Moonshade Nightbloom” scrawled at the bottom.

“Looks like our actor friend was brewing up more than just coffee,” Meri observed dryly.

I stared at the list of ingredients, my mind racing. The Moonshade Nightbloom - that beautiful, shimmering plant in Hekate’s garden - was more than just a rare specimen. It was dangerous, potentially lethal.

“Oh, Hekate,” I whispered, my heart sinking. “What have you gotten mixed up in?”

Meri’s ears perked up. “You don’t think she-”

“No,” I cut him off firmly. “Hekate wouldn’t... but someone else might have.”

The realization hit me like a punch to the gut. Someone could have stolen the plant from our garden. Used it to create whatever dark concoction had killed Tristan. My daughter’s innocent hobby might have inadvertently provided the murder weapon.

I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath. I needed to think this through carefully. If I wasn’t cautious, I could end up implicating Hekate in a murder investigation. The thought of my little girl being questioned by the police - by Thorn - made my blood run cold.


Chapter 2

“Meri,” I whispered, “we need to tread carefully here. This goes beyond a simple theater haunting.”

He nodded solemnly. “What’s our next move, Kinsley?”

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the task ahead. “We interview everyone again. For real this time, and we push. No stone left unturned.”

We exited Tristan’s dressing room, making sure to leave everything as we found it. The bustling activity in the theater had died down to a nervous murmur. Shock and grief hung in the air like a thick fog.

I spotted Evelyn across the room, her face pale and drawn. As I approached, she looked up at me with desperate hope in her eyes.

“Evelyn,” I said softly, placing a comforting hand on her arm. “I need you to gather the cast and crew for me. We need to conduct interviews while everything is still fresh in their minds.”

She agreed. “Of course, Kinsley. Anything you need.”

I squeezed her arm gently. “I promise you, I will do everything in my power to get to the bottom of this. We’ll find out what happened to Tristan and ensure everyone’s safety.”

As Evelyn moved away to gather the theater company, I turned to Meri. “We need to be thorough, but discreet. We can’t let on about the dark magic angle just yet.”

Meri’s tail twitched in agreement. “Agreed. We don’t want to cause a panic.”

I watched as the shocked and grieving cast and crew began to assemble, each face a mask of fear and confusion. This wasn’t going to be easy.

I settled into Evelyn’s plush office chair, a notepad at the ready. Meri perched on the edge of the desk, his tail swishing back and forth as we prepared for our first interview.

“Send in the first person,” I called out to Evelyn, who was waiting outside.

The door creaked open, and a young woman with vibrant blue hair stepped in. She introduced herself as Lila, the costume designer.

“Tell me about Tristan,” I prompted gently.

Lila’s eyes welled up. “He was... intense. Brilliant, but God, he could be difficult. Always nitpicking his costumes, demanding changes at the last minute.”

I scribbled in my notepad. “Did you notice anything unusual lately? Any strange occurrences during rehearsals?”

She hesitated. “Well, there was this one time... Tristan’s coat caught fire during a scene. No one could explain how it happened.”

As the afternoon wore on, more cast and crew members filtered through. Each interview added another layer to the complex picture of Tristan Holloway.

“He was a method actor through and through,” the assistant stage manager, a burly man named Greg, told us. “Sometimes, I wasn’t sure if I was talking to Tristan or his character.”

“Any conflicts with other cast members?” I probed.

Greg shifted uncomfortably. “Well, he and Marissa, our lead actress, had a... complicated relationship. On again, off again, you know?”

I made a mental note to speak with Marissa.

As we interviewed the lighting technician, she mentioned something that made my ears prick up. “Last week, during a late-night rehearsal, all the lights went out. When they came back on, Tristan was standing center stage, but he looked... different. Almost like he was glowing.”

I exchanged a meaningful glance with Meri. This was the kind of supernatural occurrence we were looking for.

As the interviews continued, a pattern began to emerge. Tristan Holloway wasn’t just talented; he was a force of nature that dominated the theater. But with that came a wake of resentment and jealousy that seemed to permeate every corner of the playhouse. The more I learned, the more I realized how many lives Tristan had touched - and not always for the better.

“We should talk to the understudies,” I murmured to Meri, who nodded his sleek black head in agreement. There was a glint in his golden eyes that told me he was thinking along the same lines as I was.

When Liam walked in, the air in the room seemed to thicken, as if his very presence brought a cloud of tension with it. He was handsome, in a bookish sort of way, with wire-rimmed glasses perched on his nose and a mop of unruly brown hair that looked like he’d been running his hands through it constantly. But there was a tightness around his eyes, a tension in his shoulders that spoke volumes about the stress he was under.

“Liam,” I began, trying to keep my tone neutral and inviting, “tell me about your relationship with Tristan.”

His jaw clenched so hard I could almost hear his teeth grinding. “Professional. We worked together.” The words came out clipped and forced, as if each one cost him something to say.

Meri’s tail twitched sharply, a sure sign he’d caught the lie. I pressed on, knowing we were onto something important.

“How long have you been his understudy?” I asked, watching his face carefully for any reaction.

“Three years,” Liam spat out, his composure cracking. “Three long years of learning every line, every gesture, every damn inflection. And for what? To sit in the wings night after night, watching him bask in the spotlight while I fade into the background.”

The bitterness in his voice was so obvious it was almost a solid thing. I leaned forward, keeping my voice gentle but probing. “That must have been frustrating. Can you tell me more about how that felt?”

Liam’s eyes flashed with anger and pain. “Frustrating? Try soul-crushing. Do you know what it’s like to pour your heart and soul into something, only to be constantly overlooked? To know you could do just as well, if not better, if only given the chance? It’s like being stuck in quicksand, always sinking, never able to break free.”

I exchanged a meaningful glance with Meri. The cat’s ears were flattened against his head, a clear sign he was picking up on Liam’s intense emotions. I could almost feel the waves of resentment rolling off the young actor.

“Did you ever confront Tristan about this?” I asked, carefully steering the conversation back to our victim. “Or perhaps speak to the director about your concerns?”

Liam laughed, a harsh, mirthless sound. “What would be the point? Tristan was the golden boy, the director’s pet. Nothing I said would have mattered. They were all under his spell, blinded by his charm and talent. I was just... invisible.”

As Liam continued to speak, his resentment bubbled to the surface, barely contained. The image of a man pushed to his breaking point began to form in my mind, vivid and unsettling. I couldn’t help but wonder if that breaking point had led to something far more sinister than mere jealousy. Had Liam’s frustration finally boiled over into violence? Or was there more to this story than met the eye?

I made a mental note to dig deeper into Liam. Something told me we’d only scratched the surface of this complex web of relationships and rivalries.

As the last interviewee left Evelyn’s office, I leaned back in the chair, my mind whirling with all the information we’d gathered. Meri hopped down from the desk and stretched, his tail swishing lazily.

“Well, that was enlightening,” he drawled. “And by enlightening, I mean we’ve uncovered enough drama to fuel a soap opera for a year.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’re not wrong. But we still need to talk to Evelyn.”

As if on cue, there was a soft knock at the door. Evelyn poked her head in, looking utterly exhausted. “Is it all right if I come in?”

I nodded, gesturing for her to take a seat. She sank into the chair across from me, her shoulders slumping.

“Evelyn,” I began gently, “I know this has been a difficult day. But I need to ask you about your concerns regarding the play.”

She looked up at me, her eyes brimming with unshed tears. “It’s cursed, Kinsley. I know it sounds crazy, but I truly believe this play is cursed.”

I leaned forward, my voice soft but firm. “Tell me everything.”

Evelyn took a shaky breath. “It’s not just Tristan’s death. There have been accidents, equipment malfunctions, strange noises in the theater after hours. And now this...” She trailed off, her voice breaking.

“There’s more to it, isn’t there?” I prompted.

She nodded, wringing her hands. “The theater... we’re in trouble, Kinsley. Financially, I mean. ‘Proper Paranormal’ was supposed to be our saving grace. If it doesn’t succeed, we’ll have to close our doors for good.”

I felt a pang of sympathy for Evelyn. The theater had been a cornerstone of Coventry for generations. Its loss would be felt deeply by the entire community.

“If word gets out about Tristan’s death and all these strange occurrences,” Evelyn continued, her voice barely above a whisper, “it could be the final nail in our coffin.”

As I listened to Evelyn’s concerns, I noticed Meri’s absence. The clever cat had a knack for finding trouble – or in this case, perhaps some answers.

Just as Evelyn finished speaking, Meri sauntered back into the room, his eyes shone with excitement. He leaped onto the desk, tail swishing with barely contained energy.

“Excuse me for a moment, Evelyn,” I said, turning to my feline companion. “What did you find, Meri?”

His whiskers twitched as he spoke in a low voice only I could hear. “You won’t believe this, Kinsley. There’s a hidden door backstage, behind some old props. It leads to a network of tunnels beneath the theater.”

My heart raced at the revelation. Tunnels beneath the theater? This could be the breakthrough we needed.

“Are you certain?” I whispered back. “I had no idea the tunnels under Coventry ran anywhere near the theater.”

Meri’s tail flicked indignantly. “Of course I’m certain. I followed the scent of musty air and explored a bit myself. These tunnels could hold answers to our mystery.”

I turned back to Evelyn, who was watching our exchange with curiosity. “Evelyn, did you know there are tunnels beneath the theater?”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “Tunnels? No, I had no idea. The theater is old, but I’ve never heard of anything like that.”

I stood up, my mind already racing with possibilities. “I think we need to investigate this further. These tunnels could be connected to the strange occurrences you’ve been experiencing.”

Evelyn agreed. “If there’s any chance it could help solve what’s happening here, I’m all for it.”

I gathered my things. “Meri and I will explore the tunnels. It might give us some answers about what’s really going on in this theater.”


Chapter 3

I stepped through the hidden door, the musty air of the tunnels enveloping me like a thick blanket. Meri padded silently by my side, his golden eyes gleaming in the dim light cast by my flashlight.

“Watch your step,” I murmured, more to myself than to Meri. The uneven floor was treacherous, littered with debris from decades past.

As we ventured deeper, the narrow passageway opened up into a wider chamber. My flashlight beam danced across the walls, revealing a treasure trove of theatrical history. Faded posters clung to the damp stone, their once-vibrant colors now muted by time. Discarded props and set pieces lay scattered around, silent witnesses to countless performances.

“Look at all this,” I breathed, running my fingers along the rough stone wall. “It’s like a museum down here.”

Meri sniffed at a tattered costume draped over a broken chair. “More like a graveyard for forgotten dreams, if you ask me.”

I was about to retort when something caught my eye. Etched into the wall were strange symbols, barely visible beneath years of grime. I leaned in closer, my heart racing as I recognized some of them.

“Meri,” I called softly. “Come look at this.”

He trotted over, his tail swishing with curiosity. “What have you found?”

“These symbols,” I explained, tracing one with my finger. “They’re ancient magical sigils. I’ve seen some of them before in old grimoires, but others...” I trailed off, squinting at the unfamiliar markings.

Meri’s whiskers twitched. “Can you make out what they mean?”

I shook my head, frustration creeping into my voice. “Not all of them. Time and dust have obscured their meanings. But their presence here... it can’t be a coincidence.”

As we ventured deeper into the tunnels, an eerie sensation crept over me. The air grew heavier, as if thick with memories. Then, faint whispers began to tickle the edges of my consciousness. I paused, straining to listen.

The ghostly voices seemed to seep from the very walls, their words tangled and indistinct. I could make out fragments—bits of conversations, echoes of laughter, the hushed murmurs of backstage secrets. My magical senses tingled with recognition. The tunnels were saturated with the residual energy of countless emotions and experiences that had unfolded on the stage above.

“Meri,” I whispered, closing my eyes to focus. “Do you hear that?”

His ears perked up, but he didn’t respond. He didn’t need to; his alert posture told me he sensed it too.

I let my mind drift along the currents of whispers, trying to untangle the threads of the past. Slowly, snippets began to surface through the haze.

A woman’s voice, rich and melodic, reciting lines from a long-forgotten play: “To be or not to be...”

The sound of raucous laughter followed by a man’s booming voice: “Bravo! Encore!”

Tears—real tears—mixed with dramatic sobs: “How could you do this to me?”

The thunderous applause of an audience erupted in my ears, so vivid I almost expected to feel the vibration under my feet.

I opened my eyes, meeting Meri’s gaze. “This place... it’s like an echo chamber for everything that’s ever happened in the theater.”

He nodded slowly. “Emotions have power, Kinsley. They leave imprints.”

The voices swirled around us, offering tantalizing glimpses into the theater’s history. I heard snippets of music—an orchestra tuning up, a lone violin playing a haunting melody. Conversations overlapped with scenes from countless productions.

One voice stood out among the rest—a man’s voice filled with desperation and anger: “You can’t take this from me! It’s mine!”

I frowned, trying to place it among the cacophony. “Meri, did you hear that? Someone was... desperate.”

He twitched his whiskers in thought. “Desperation can lead people to dark places.”

I shivered despite myself.

We moved forward cautiously, each step revealing more echoes from the past. The history here wasn’t just rich—it was alive and pulsing around us like a living entity.

The theater above might have been struggling now, but down here? Down here it was anything but dead.

As Meri and I emerged from the tunnels, the daylight felt almost blinding. We blinked, adjusting to the brightness, only to find Olivia, the stage manager, standing there with a furrowed brow and a tight grip on her clipboard.

“You’ve been down there?” she asked, her voice tinged with anxiety.

“Yeah,” I replied, brushing dust from my hands. “Found some interesting things. What’s up?”

Olivia shifted from foot to foot, glancing around as if someone might overhear. “I’ve been digging into the theater’s history. Found some... unsettling stuff about Edward Carrington.”

Meri’s ears perked up, and he fixed Olivia with an intense gaze. “Go on,” he urged.

Olivia took a deep breath. “Carrington was the original owner of this theater. His final days were... strange. There are whispered rumors about dark rituals and cursed productions.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Dark rituals? That sounds dramatic even for a theater.”

Her eyes darted around nervously. “It’s not just talk. Carrington’s last production was said to be haunted—actors fell ill, props malfunctioned dangerously, and eventually, Carrington himself vanished without a trace.”

A shiver ran down my spine. “You think it has something to do with Tristan’s death?”

Olivia hesitated before nodding slightly. “There are similarities I can’t ignore. The same sense of dread, the same accidents... It’s like history is repeating itself.”

Meri narrowed his eyes at Olivia. “And you think this is all tied to some curse?”

Olivia glanced at me, fear flickering in her eyes. “I don’t know what to believe anymore. But I do know this: be careful with your investigation. Some secrets should stay buried.”

My curiosity flared even more brightly now. “What exactly did you find out about Carrington’s final days?”

Olivia shook her head vigorously. “That’s all I can say. Just... watch your back.”

Before I could press her further, she turned on her heel and walked away quickly, leaving Meri and me in the echoing silence of the theater lobby.

Meri let out a low growl of frustration. “Well, that was less than helpful.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Let’s keep looking around,” I suggested.

We made our way through the winding corridors backstage, our footsteps muffled by the thick layer of dust. As we passed a particularly ancient-looking prop cabinet, I felt a strange draft tickle my skin.

“Wait,” I murmured, holding up a hand. Meri paused, his eyes fixed on me.

I ran my fingers along the edge of the cabinet, feeling the cool air seeping through. I focused my energy and whispered a spell. The cabinet groaned and slowly slid to the side, revealing a hidden door.

“Well, well,” Meri purred. “Looks like we’ve found ourselves a secret.”

I pushed the door open, wincing at the loud creak of rusted hinges. We stepped into a small, musty room that seemed frozen in time. Props and costumes from a bygone era lined the walls, surprisingly well-preserved despite their age.

“Look at all this,” I breathed, running my hand over a velvet cloak. “It’s even more props and costumes.”

As I explored, my eyes fell on a weathered desk in the corner. Scattered across its surface were yellowed scripts and faded playbills. But it was a single sheet of paper that caught my attention - a handwritten note, the ink barely legible after all these years.

With trembling fingers, I picked it up and began to read aloud:

“My dearest friend,

By the time you read this, I fear I may be gone. The ritual I spoke of - I have performed it. The power I sought to infuse into my final masterpiece... it came at a terrible cost. The spirits I’ve awakened are hungry, and I fear they may not be satisfied with what I’ve offered.

If you’re reading this, know that I am sorry. The play must go on, but beware the price of perfection.

Yours eternally,

Edward Carrington”

I looked up at Meri. “This must be from right before Carrington disappeared.”

Meri’s tail swished nervously. “A dark ritual to empower a play? That’s some dangerous magic, Kinsley. And such a strange use for it.”

I nodded. “And if history is repeating itself...”

I stepped out of the hidden room, my mind reeling from the discovery of Carrington’s letter. Meri walked silently beside me, his tail twitching with nervous energy. As we made our way back towards the stage, a familiar voice cut through the musty air of the theater.

“We’ll need to cordon off this entire area,” Thorn’s authoritative tone echoed from the main stage.

I exchanged a glance with Meri before we hurried towards the sound. As we emerged from the wings, I saw Thorn standing center stage, surrounded by a small group of officers. Olivia hovered nearby, clutching her clipboard like a shield.

“Thorn,” I called out.

He turned, his blue eyes meeting mine for a brief moment before sliding away. “Kinsley,” he acknowledged, his tone professional and distant. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

I stepped closer, fighting the urge to reach out and touch him. “Evelyn called me in to investigate some strange occurrences before... well, before all this happened.”

Thorn nodded curtly, his gaze already moving back to his officers. “I see. Well, this is now an official investigation. We’ll take it from here.”

The dismissal in his voice stung, but I pressed on. “Thorn, I think there’s more going on here than meets the eye. We found some evidence that-”

“Evidence?” Thorn interrupted, his eyebrows raising slightly. “Any evidence you’ve found needs to be turned over to the department immediately.”

I hesitated, torn between my desire to share what we’d discovered and my growing unease about Thorn’s behavior. “Of course,” I said finally. “But I think it might be helpful if we could discuss this privately.”

Thorn’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “We can talk later, Kinsley. I’ll be home soon. Right now, I need to focus on the investigation.”

As he turned away to continue his conversation with the deputies, I felt a familiar ache in my chest. This wasn’t the Thorn I knew - the man who valued my input and worked alongside me. This Thorn felt like a stranger, cold and distant.

Meri brushed against my leg, his eyes looked up at me with real concern. I knew he could sense my distress, but there was nothing either of us could do about it now.

***

I sat at the kitchen table, pushing a piece of chicken around my plate with my fork. The clock on the wall ticked loudly, reminding me that Thorn was now over an hour late. Again. I sighed, feeling the weight of worry and frustration settle in my chest.

Meri watched me from his perch on the counter. “He’s been working a lot lately,” he said, his voice soft but tinged with concern.

I pushed my plate away, no longer hungry. “I know. But it’s more than that. He’s been so distant, so secretive. I just wish he’d talk to me.”

The cat’s tail swished back and forth, a telltale sign of his agitation. “Have you tried asking him directly?”

“Of course I have,” I snapped, then immediately regretted my tone. “Sorry, Meri. It’s just... every time I try to bring it up, he changes the subject or claims he’s too tired to talk.”

Meri jumped down from the counter and padded over to me, rubbing against my leg. “It’s not like him to keep secrets from you.”

I reached down to scratch behind his ears, finding comfort in the familiar gesture. “No, it’s not. And that’s what scares me. Ever since Lilith brought him back, he’s been... different. Like a stranger wearing my husband’s face.”

The words hung in the air, heavy with the truth I’d been avoiding. I glanced at the clock again, watching the minutes tick by. The house felt too quiet, too empty without Thorn’s presence.

But then again, I was keeping secrets from him, wasn’t I? Was I justified? What a mess it had all become so quickly… Part of me wished I’d just left it all alone. That I hadn’t let my suspicions lead me to stealing the evidence against Azriel. But how could I have lived that way? I couldn’t.

“Do you think...” I hesitated, voicing the fear that had been gnawing at me. “Do you think Lilith did something to him when she brought him back?”

Meri’s eyes narrowed, considering. “It’s possible. Necromancy is powerful, dangerous magic. There could be unforeseen consequences.”

I nodded, feeling a chill run down my spine. “I just want my husband back, Meri. The real Thorn. The one who used to laugh with me, who trusted me with everything.”

“But, Kinsley, was he ever real?”

“You shouldn’t say that.”

“Look, lady, you’re the one who stole all that stuff about Azriel. And if Thorn lied to you about him, he did it long before Lilith saved him.”

“But if Azriel didn’t try to have me killed, where is he? Why did he run off and just leave like that?”

“You’d have to ask him that,” Meri groused.

“I think… I think I’d rather not.”

“You can’t hide from this, Kinsley.”

“I know that.”

“Do you?” Meri cocked his head to the side. “Because from where I sit, you seem like you’re ready to swim in denial, and it’s not a river in Egypt.”

“You’re hilarious,” I said and poked him in his haunch.

“Whatever.”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s go to bed. I’m exhausted from putting up with you,” Meri said and stretched.

I settled into bed, pulling the covers up to my chin, but sleep eluded me. The empty space beside me felt like a chasm, Thorn’s absence a physical ache in my chest. My mind raced, replaying moments from the past few weeks that had left me feeling increasingly uneasy.

There was the time I’d walked into his study and caught him hastily shoving papers into a drawer, his eyes darting away from mine when I asked what he was working on. Or the hushed phone conversations that abruptly ended when I entered the room, leaving me with the distinct impression I’d interrupted something important.

I turned onto my side, punching my pillow in frustration. What was happening to us? We used to share everything, our bond strengthened by the secrets we kept together. Now, it felt like we were drifting apart, separated by the very secrets we once shared.

A soft weight landed on the bed, and I felt Meri’s familiar presence as he curled up beside me. His purr rumbled through the mattress, a soothing vibration that eased some of the tension from my body. I reached out, burying my fingers in his soft fur.

“What am I going to do, Meri?” I whispered into the darkness.

He didn’t answer, of course, but his steady purr was comforting nonetheless. I stroked his fur, finding solace in the simple, familiar act. But even as my body began to relax, my mind continued to churn.

Was Thorn hiding the truth about Azriel? Had he lied about my ex trying to kill me? And why wouldn’t he talk to me about it now? The questions swirled in my mind, each one leading to another, forming a tangled web of worry and doubt.

I jerked awake, my heart racing as I heard the front door open and close. Thorn’s familiar footsteps echoed through the house, followed by the rustling of papers and the clink of a glass. My stomach clenched with a mixture of relief and anxiety.

I slipped out of bed, careful not to disturb Meri who was curled up at the foot. The cold floor sent a shiver through me as I padded towards the door. This was it. I’d confront Thorn, demand answers about his recent behavior and the secrets he’d been keeping.

But before I could reach the stairs, a small voice called out to me.

“Mommy?”

I turned to see Laney standing in her bedroom doorway, her face pale and pinched with discomfort. “My tummy hurts,” she whimpered, clutching her stomach.

My maternal instincts kicked in immediately, pushing aside my plans for confrontation. I hurried to Laney’s side, kneeling down to her level.

“Oh, sweetie,” I murmured, pressing my hand to her forehead. She felt a little warm. “What’s wrong? Did you eat something that didn’t agree with you?”

Laney shook her head, her lower lip trembling. “It just hurts,” she said, her voice small and scared.

I scooped her up into my arms, her little body feeling so fragile against mine. “It’s okay, baby. Let’s get you back to bed, and I’ll see what I can do to help.”

As I carried Laney back to her room, I caught a glimpse of Thorn at the bottom of the stairs. Our eyes met for a brief moment, and I saw a flicker of concern cross his face. But then he turned away, heading back towards the living room.

I pushed down the surge of frustration and focused on my daughter. Laney needed me now, and that was all that mattered.

I gave Laney some herbal medicine for her stomach ache and sat on the edge of her bed stroking her hair until she drifted back to sleep. Once she was back in dreamland, I shut off her light and slipped out of her room.

I gently closed Laney’s door, her soft breathing a reassuring rhythm behind me. The urge to talk to Thorn pressed heavily on my chest. I descended the stairs. Tonight, I would get answers.

The living room was dimly lit by the soft glow of a lamp. Thorn lay sprawled on the couch, his blond hair tousled and his face slack with exhaustion. A half-empty glass of whiskey sat precariously on the coffee table, and scattered files surrounded him like a fortress of secrecy.

I sighed, my heart sinking at the sight. Thorn’s soft snores filled the room, a reminder of how hard he’d been pushing himself lately. The confrontation I’d been gearing up for evaporated in an instant. I couldn’t wake him now; it wouldn’t be fair or productive.

Quietly, I walked over to the couch and picked up a blanket from the armchair. As I draped it over Thorn’s sleeping form, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of sadness. His face, relaxed in sleep, looked so much like the man I’d fallen in love with all those years ago.

Gently tucking the blanket around him, I let my fingers brush against his cheek for just a moment. “We’ll figure this out,” I whispered, more to myself than to him.

I straightened up and took one last look at Thorn before heading back upstairs. The weight of unspoken words and unresolved issues felt like a leaden cloak draped over my shoulders. The secrets between us were growing, and each day that passed without addressing them only added to the chasm forming between us.

As I climbed into bed, Meri shifted beside me, his eyes opening just a sliver. “How’d it go?” he asked sleepily.

I shook my head, pulling the covers up to my chin. “He’s asleep,” I murmured.

Meri’s tail flicked lazily. “Tomorrow then?”

“Yeah,” I said softly, though doubt gnawed at me.

Meri settled back down with a contented purr, and soon his rhythmic breathing joined the sounds of the night. But sleep remained elusive for me. The conversation with Thorn couldn’t be put off forever. We needed to confront the truth soon or risk losing everything we had built together.

But for now, all I could do was lie there and hope that tomorrow would bring clarity and courage—two things we desperately needed if we were ever going to bridge the growing distance between us.


Chapter 4

I woke up to the sound of Meri and Bonkers bickering in the kitchen. Groaning, I buried my face in my pillow, trying to block out the noise. But the smell of freshly brewed coffee and the insistent meowing of my familiars eventually lured me out of bed.

As I entered the kitchen, I found Meri perched on the counter, his tail twitching in annoyance as he watched Bonkers rummage through the cupboards.

“What in the name of the Goddess are you two doing?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.

Meri turned to me, his golden eyes narrowed. “This orange buffoon seems to think that the kitchen is his personal playground. He’s been searching for treats for the past half hour, making a mess of everything.”

Bonkers emerged from a cupboard, a bag of catnip clutched triumphantly in his mouth. He dropped it at my feet, looking up at me with wide, innocent eyes.

“Oh, don’t give me that look,” I scolded, trying to suppress a smile. “You know you’re not supposed to be in the cupboards.”

Bonkers meowed plaintively, nudging the bag of catnip closer to me.

Meri scoffed. “Don’t fall for his act, Kinsley. He’s just trying to butter you up so you’ll forget about the mess he’s made.”

I sighed, bending down to pick up the catnip. “Fine, you can have a little. But only if you promise to clean up this mess.”

Bonkers purred happily, rubbing against my legs in gratitude.

As I prepared my coffee, I noticed a note on the counter. It was from Thorn, informing me that he’d left early for work and reminding me about the cast party that evening.

Meri, reading over my shoulder, let out a snort. “A party? With everything that’s going on at that theater, I’m surprised they’re in the mood to celebrate.”

I shrugged. “It’s tradition. And besides, it might be a good opportunity to observe the suspects in a more relaxed setting. People tend to let their guard down at parties.”

“Just be careful,” Meri warned, his tone serious. “We still don’t know who or what we’re dealing with here.”

I nodded, my mind already racing with the possibilities of what the party might reveal. Glancing at the clock, I realized that I had a few hours to prepare before I needed to be at the theater.

“All right, boys,” I said, clapping my hands. “Let’s get this kitchen cleaned up. Before I can even think about a party, I’ve got to get the girls off to school and then get to work. Plus, I need to be ready for the party after work..”

Meri rolled his eyes, muttering something about the foolishness of humans and their social gatherings.

As I started cleaning up the kitchen, I heard the patter of small feet coming down the stairs. Laney and Hekate entered the kitchen, still in their pajamas and rubbing the sleep from their eyes.

“Morning, girls,” I said, smiling at them. “What would you like for breakfast?”

Laney yawned, climbing onto a stool at the counter. “Pancakes, please.”

Hekate nodded in agreement, her dark curls bouncing. “With blueberries!”

I chuckled, reaching for the pancake mix. “Blueberry pancakes it is.”

As I prepared their breakfast, my mind wandered back to the Moonshade Nightbloom that Hekate had shown me the day before. I glanced over at my daughter, who was now seated at the counter beside her sister.

“Hekate, honey,” I said, pouring the batter onto the griddle, “can you tell me more about how you and Aunt Lilith found the Moonshade Nightbloom?”

Hekate looked up, her dark eyes wide. “Oh, we were just out in the woods looking for mushrooms. Aunt Lilith wanted to show me some of the different kinds that grow around here.”

I nodded, flipping the pancakes. “And the Moonshade Nightbloom? Was it just growing there?”

“Yeah,” Hekate said, twirling a curl around her finger. “It was weird. We only found one plant, and it was all by itself. Like, there weren’t any others around it.”

I furrowed my brow, considering this information. “Did you see anyone else out there? Anyone who might have been interested in the plant?”

Hekate shook her head. “No, it was just me and Aunt Lilith. We didn’t see anybody else the whole time we were out there.”

I placed a stack of pancakes in front of each girl, my mind turning over what Hekate had just told me. The fact that they’d only found one Moonshade Nightbloom, and that it had been growing alone, struck me as odd.

I glanced at the clock, realizing that I needed to get the girls ready for school and prepare for work. “All right, you two,” I said, clapping my hands. “Finish up your breakfast and get dressed. We’ve got a busy day ahead of us.”

I walked the girls out to the school bus, the morning sun warming my face as we made our way down the driveway. Hekate skipped ahead, her dark hair bouncing with each step, while Laney walked beside me, her hand tucked securely in mine.

As the bus pulled up, I turned to Hekate, my voice firm but gentle. “Remember, sweetie, you need to stay at school today. No more leaving at lunch to check on your garden, okay?”

Hekate looked up at me, her dark eyes wide and innocent. “I promise, Mommy. I’ll be good.”

Laney nodded, her blonde ponytail swishing. “Me too, Mommy. We’ll both be good.”

I smiled, pulling them both into a quick hug before they climbed onto the bus. “I know you will, girls. Have a great day at school!”

I waved as the bus pulled away, watching until it disappeared around the corner. With a sigh, I turned back toward the house, ready to finish getting ready for work.

Inside, I found Bonkers and Meri snoozing in a puddle of sunlight in the living room. I chuckled, giving them each a quick scratch behind the ears before heading upstairs to change from my sweats into khakis and a blouse.

A short while later, I arrived at Summoned Goods & Sundries, the bell above the door jingling merrily as I entered. Reggie was already there, setting up a display of new crystals near the front window.

“Morning, Kinsley!” she called, waving me over. “Ready for another busy day?”

I grinned. “As ready as I’ll ever be. What’s on the agenda for today?”

As if on cue, a bus full of tourists pulled up outside, and within minutes, the shop was bustling with activity. Reggie and I worked seamlessly together, answering questions and ringing up purchases as the tourists oohed and aahed over our wares.

Later, as the crowds began to thin out, a few of our regular customers came in, their faces somber as they gossiped about Tristan’s death.

“I heard it was some kind of freak accident,” one woman whispered, leaning in conspiratorially. “Something about a prop malfunction?”

Her companion shook her head. “No, no, I heard it was foul play. Someone had it out for him, I’m telling you.”

I listened intently, hoping to glean some useful information, but their theories seemed to be nothing more than idle speculation. With a sigh, I turned my attention back to restocking the shelves, my mind still turning over the mystery of Tristan’s untimely demise.

The rest of the day passed in a blur of customers and idle chatter. By the time I headed home, my mind was still spinning with the details of the case.

As I walked through the front door, Meri greeted me with a flick of his tail. “Welcome home, Detective Wilson,” he drawled, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Ready to rub elbows with the theater crowd?”

I rolled my eyes, hanging my cardigan on the hook. “It’s not about rubbing elbows, Meri. It’s about gathering information and observing the suspects in a different setting.”

Meri yawned, stretching languidly on the couch. “Whatever you say, boss. Just don’t expect me to make small talk with any of those drama queens.”

I chuckled, making my way upstairs to get ready for the party. As I rummaged through my closet, trying to decide on an outfit, Meri appeared in the doorway.

“Going for the ‘sexy witch’ look, are we?” he quipped as I held up a form-fitting black dress.

I shot him a look, tossing the dress onto the bed. “I’m going for the ‘blend in and observe’ look, thank you very much.”

Meri snorted, leaping onto the bed and curling up on the discarded dress. “Right. Because nothing says ‘inconspicuous’ like a skin-tight dress and heels.”

I sighed, grabbing the dress out from under him and smoothing out the wrinkles. “You’re not helping, Meri.”

He grinned, his sharp teeth glinting in the light. “Oh, I think I’m helping plenty. Someone’s got to keep you from making a fashion faux pas.”

I shook my head, trying to suppress a smile as I slipped into the dress. As I applied my makeup and styled my hair, Meri continued to offer his unsolicited commentary, making me laugh despite my nerves.

Before I left, I sent a quick text to Thorn, letting him know that I was heading to the party and that the girls were at their grandma’s house. I waited a few minutes, hoping for a response, but none came.

With a sigh, I grabbed my clutch and headed for the door, Meri trailing behind me.

“Don’t wait up,” I called over my shoulder, trying to keep my tone light.

Meri snorted, his tail twitching. “Wouldn’t dream of it. Just try not to do anything too stupid, okay?”

I rolled my eyes, “Whatever cat,” and stepped out into the cool evening air. As I made my way to the car, I couldn’t shake the feeling of anxiety that settled in the pit of my stomach.

***

The theater’s grand foyer was decked out in fairy lights and draped with velvet curtains, but no amount of decoration could mask the pall of Tristan’s recent death. As I stepped inside, I felt a wave of foreboding ripple through the room. Conversations were hushed, and the usual boisterous laughter of the cast had been replaced by anxious whispers.

I made my way through clusters of people, each face etched with varying degrees of grief and suspicion. I could feel eyes following me, probably wondering why the sheriff’s wife was mingling at a cast party under such grim circumstances.

Evelyn Blackwood approached me with a forced smile. “Kinsley, glad you could make it,” she said, her voice strained.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I replied, trying to match her forced cheerfulness. “How’s everyone holding up?”

“Well, you know,” she said, glancing around nervously. “It’s been... challenging.”

Challenging was an understatement. I moved on, keeping an eye on key suspects as I went.

Liam was standing near the buffet table, talking animatedly with some cast members. His voice carried a bit too loudly over the murmur of conversation. “Tristan always had to be the center of attention,” he said with a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “He was good, sure, but he wasn’t irreplaceable.”

I caught a flicker of resentment in his eyes as he spoke. He laughed at something one of the others said, but there was no joy in it—just a sharp edge that hinted at deeper feelings.

Nearby, Evelyn and Rosalind Carrington, one of the theater’s wealthy patrons, were locked in what seemed like a heated discussion. Their voices were low but intense, their body language stiff and confrontational.

“You don’t understand what I’m trying to say!” Evelyn hissed.

“And you never listen!” Rosalind shot back, her face flushed with anger.

It was clear there was more between them than just professional disagreements. I made a mental note to delve into their history later.

Olivia stood off to the side, nursing a drink and observing the room with a calculating gaze. She caught my eye for a moment and gave me a nod before returning to her silent watchfulness. There was something about her demeanor that suggested she knew more than she let on—an awareness that set her apart from the others.

I made my way over to Liam, who was now holding court by the buffet table, a drink in hand. His laughter rang hollow, but it was loud enough to draw attention. I grabbed a glass of wine from a passing server and sidled up next to him.

“Liam,” I said, offering a warm smile. “Mind if I join you?”

He looked at me, surprise flickering across his face before he composed himself. “Sure, Kinsley. Always room for one more.”

We chatted idly for a bit, exchanging pleasantries about the party and the play. It was clear that Liam was guarded, his answers short and cautious. I knew I had to break through his defenses if I wanted to learn anything useful.

As the evening wore on and the drinks flowed freely, I noticed Liam’s posture begin to relax. His laughter grew less forced, and he seemed more at ease.

“Tristan was something else on stage,” I said casually, taking a sip of my wine. “He really had a way of commanding attention.”

Liam’s jaw tightened ever so slightly, but he quickly masked it with a tight smile. “Yeah, he sure did.”

I leaned in slightly, lowering my voice. “It must have been tough, always being compared to him.”

Liam’s eyes darted around the room before settling back on me. He took a long drink from his glass and sighed. “You have no idea.”

Encouraged by his response, I pressed on gently. “Tell me about it. It must have been frustrating.”

He laughed bitterly, shaking his head. “Frustrating doesn’t even begin to cover it. I’ve been busting my butt for years, always playing second fiddle to Tristan. No matter how hard I worked or how much I improved, it was never enough.”

I nodded sympathetically. “That sounds incredibly difficult.”

Liam’s eyes darkened as he stared into his drink. “Tristan had this... presence, you know? Everyone loved him. Directors would bend over backward just to accommodate him while the rest of us were left scrambling for crumbs.”

“And you felt overshadowed,” I said softly.

“Constantly,” he admitted, his voice thick with emotion. “I just wanted one chance—one opportunity to prove that I could be just as good, if not better than him.”

His frustration was unmistakable now, years of pent-up resentment spilling out with every word.

“I can understand that,” I said gently. “Wanting to show everyone what you’re capable of.”

Liam looked at me then, something vulnerable in his gaze. “It’s not just about proving myself to others—it’s about proving it to myself too.”

I watched as Evelyn and Rosalind slipped away from the main gathering, their expressions tight with unspoken tension. This was my chance.

“Thanks for chatting with me,” I said to Liam. I set my wine glass down on a nearby table and followed them, keeping a safe distance.

They headed toward the theater’s offices, their whispered conversation growing more animated with each step. I ducked into the shadows, careful to stay out of sight as they disappeared into a dimly lit hallway. Pressing myself against the wall, I edged closer until their voices became audible.

“How could you let this happen, Evelyn?” Rosalind’s voice was sharp, tinged with anger. “You knew more about the theater’s past than you let on.”

Evelyn’s response was hushed but fierce. “Keep your voice down! Do you want everyone to hear?”

Rosalind didn’t back down. “We’ve kept this secret for too long. If it comes to light, it will ruin us both.”

There it was—confirmation of a shared secret. My heart pounded in my chest as I strained to hear more.

Evelyn’s tone softened, pleading now. “Do you think I don’t know that? I’ve made sacrifices—huge sacrifices—to keep this theater running.”

“At what cost?” Rosalind shot back, her voice quivering with barely-contained emotion. “Tristan is dead, Evelyn! How many more lives are we going to put at risk?”

Evelyn took a deep breath, her voice trembling slightly. “This play has to succeed. It’s our last hope. If it fails... if we fail... everything we’ve worked for will be for nothing.”

Rosalind seemed to waver for a moment, her anger giving way to something softer—fear, perhaps? She crossed her arms tightly over her chest and looked away.

“I just don’t know how much longer I can keep doing this,” Rosalind murmured.

Evelyn placed a hand on Rosalind’s arm, her grip firm. “We don’t have a choice, Roz. The theater’s future depends on us—on this play.”

Rosalind pulled away abruptly, shaking her head. “I can’t... I just can’t.”

Without another word, she stormed off down the hallway, leaving Evelyn standing there, visibly shaken.

I quickly pressed myself against the wall. I waited until Rosalind’s footsteps faded into the distance before I dared to move. Evelyn remained in the hallway, her head bowed, visibly grappling with her own thoughts. I couldn’t risk being seen, not now. Silently, I retreated back the way I came, slipping through shadows and ducking behind curtains until I reached the safety of the bustling foyer.

My mind spun with the implications of what I’d just overheard. Evelyn and Rosalind shared a secret—one that was significant enough to make them fear for their careers and even their lives. The stakes were higher than I initially thought, and it was clear that whatever they were hiding could be the key to unraveling not just Tristan’s death but also the haunted history of this theater.

Evelyn’s desperate plea echoed in my mind: “This play has to succeed... If it fails... everything we’ve worked for will be for nothing.” What had they sacrificed? And what did they know about Tristan’s death that made them so fearful?

I wove through clusters of partygoers, my face a mask of calm as I processed this new information. My thoughts jumped to Tristan—his dedication, his conflicts with Liam, and now this ominous secret held by Evelyn and Rosalind. Could Tristan have stumbled upon whatever they were hiding? Was that why he was dead?

I found Meri lounging on a high shelf near the entrance, his eyes narrowing as he took in my expression. He leapt down gracefully and padded over to me.

“Find something interesting?” His tone was laced with curiosity.

I nodded, leaning in to whisper. “Evelyn and Rosalind are hiding something big—something that could explain everything.”

Meri’s eyes gleamed with interest. “And what exactly are we dealing with?”

“Not sure yet,” I admitted. “But it sounds like they think this play is their last hope to save the theater. They’re scared, Meri—scared enough to keep secrets that could cost lives.”

He flicked his tail thoughtfully. “Then it seems we need to dig deeper into this secret.”

“Agreed,” I said, scanning the room for any sign of Evelyn or Rosalind. They’d both disappeared from sight, likely still grappling with their tense conversation.

As I rejoined the party, my phone buzzed in my clutch. I slipped it out and saw a message from Thorn.

“Working late again. Don’t wait up.”

I stared at the screen, feeling a pang of frustration. Thorn’s late nights had become a pattern. Each message like this felt like another brick in the wall separating us. My fingers hovered over the keys, wanting to ask him what was so important, why he couldn’t be here with me, but I knew it would only lead to another evasive answer or a half-hearted promise to make it up later.

Meri sidled up to me. “Thorn working late again?”

I nodded, slipping the phone back into my clutch. “Yeah. Seems like that’s all he does these days.”

Meri tilted his head, studying me with a mix of curiosity and concern. “You worried about him?”

“Of course I am,” I admitted, glancing around the room as if Thorn might appear and all my worries would vanish. “He’s been so distant lately, ever since... you know.”

Meri’s tail flicked in irritation. “Azriel’s case is taking its toll on both of you. But you know, you could solve that by telling him that you took the evidence. You could just have it out. It might be better than all of the secrets and scheming.”

“It’s not just Azriel,” I said quietly. “It’s everything—his strange behavior, the secrets he’s been keeping. I feel like I’m losing him.”

Meri’s gaze softened slightly. “You need to talk to him, Kinsley.”

“I know,” I said with a sigh. “But every time I try, he shuts me out or changes the subject.”

Meri looked as though he wanted to say more but was interrupted by Evelyn’s approach.

“Kinsley, there you are,” she said, her voice strained but polite. “I was hoping to discuss something with you about the play.”

“Of course,” I replied, forcing a smile as I pushed thoughts of Thorn to the back of my mind.

Evelyn led me towards a quieter corner of the room where we could talk without interruption. As we walked away from Meri, I couldn’t help but glance back at him. He gave me an encouraging nod before leaping back onto his high perch.

Despite Evelyn’s best efforts to engage me in conversation about stage props and lighting cues, my mind kept drifting back to Thorn and the growing chasm between us. Each word Evelyn spoke seemed muffled by my own worries and fears.

I glanced down at my phone again, seeing Thorn’s message still glowing on the screen: “Working late again.” The words seemed to mock me.

Evelyn’s voice broke through my thoughts. “Kinsley? Are you all right?”

I looked up quickly, plastering on another smile. “Yes, sorry. Just distracted.”

She nodded sympathetically but didn’t press further.

As Evelyn continued talking about the play’s next rehearsal schedule, I felt an ache in my chest—a yearning for things to go back to how they were before everything got so complicated.


Chapter 5

The next morning, I settled onto the couch with my laptop balanced precariously on my knees. Meri lounged on the armrest, his tail swishing lazily as he peered at the screen.

“All right, let’s see what we can dig up on Edward Carrington,” I muttered, fingers flying across the keyboard.

The local newspaper archives yielded little at first—just a few mundane articles about Carrington’s earlier plays and their modest success. But as I delved deeper into the older records, a pattern began to emerge.

“Look at this,” I said, pointing to a series of articles. “Carrington’s plays started getting... weird. The reviews mention ‘unsettling atmospheres’ and ‘inexplicable occurrences’ during performances.”

Meri’s ears perked up. “Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?”

I nodded, scrolling through more articles. “And here’s where it gets interesting. His last play, ‘Whispers in the Dark,’ was never performed. The article says it was canceled due to ‘unforeseen circumstances.’”

“Unforeseen circumstances being Carrington’s disappearance, I assume,” Meri mused.

“Exactly,” I agreed, opening another tab to search online databases. “But why did he disappear? And what was so special about that last play?”

As I dug deeper, I found a forum dedicated to local theater history. Buried in the threads was a post from someone claiming to be a descendant of one of Carrington’s contemporaries.

“Listen to this,” I said, leaning in closer to the screen. “‘My great-grandfather worked with Carrington on his final play. He always said there was something off about it—like Carrington was trying to summon something through the performance itself.’”

Meri’s tail twitched. “Summon something? That doesn’t sound ominous at all.”

I continued reading, my excitement growing. “‘Carrington became obsessed with the idea of creating a play that would blur the lines between reality and fiction. He talked about tapping into ancient energies and bringing the audience into the world of the play—literally.’”

“Well, that explains the creepy vibes at the theater,” Meri quipped.

I nodded, my mind racing. “But what if Carrington succeeded? What if he actually found a way to tap into those energies?”

As I continued scrolling through the forum, a link caught my eye. “Tragedy Strikes Coventry Theater,” the headline read. My heart raced as I clicked on it, revealing a scanned newspaper article from decades ago.

“Meri, look at this,” I gasped, turning the screen towards him.

His eyes widened as he scanned the article. “Well, that’s certainly not what I expected.”

I read aloud. “On the opening night of Edward Carrington’s latest play, ‘Whispers in the Shadows,’ a devastating fire erupted on stage, plunging the theater into chaos. Panicked audience members rushed for the exits, resulting in a deadly stampede.”

My stomach churned as I continued. “Seven lives were lost in the tragedy—two actors trapped by the flames and five audience members crushed in the frenzied escape.”

Meri’s tail twitched nervously. “Seven deaths? That’s no small accident, Kinsley.”

I nodded, my mind reeling. “And look at the date—it’s just days before Carrington’s disappearance.”

As I read further, chills ran down my spine. “Witnesses reported strange occurrences during the performance, moments before the fire broke out. Some claimed to see shadowy figures moving across the stage, while others spoke of an eerie mist that seemed to seep from the floorboards.”

“Sounds like Carrington’s obsession with blurring reality might have had dire consequences,” Meri observed grimly.

I leaned back, running a hand through my hair. “This can’t be a coincidence. The accident, Carrington’s disappearance, and now the supernatural events plaguing the current production—they have to be connected.”

I closed my laptop with a sigh. Meri stretched lazily on the armrest.

“We need more,” I said, standing up. “These online sources are helpful, but there’s got to be more to the story.”

Meri nodded, jumping down from the couch. “What do you have in mind?”

I grabbed my keys from the coffee table. “The Coventry Historical Society. If anyone has detailed records about the theater and Carrington, it’ll be them. They inherited all of the old town archives.”

As we drove through town, the familiar streets of Coventry took on a new, almost sinister air. Every old building seemed to hold secrets, and I couldn’t help but wonder what other dark stories might be lurking beneath the surface of our quaint little town.

We pulled up to the Coventry Historical Society, a stately Victorian house that had been converted into a museum and research center. As I climbed out of the car, Meri leaped onto the parking area.

“Ready to do some digging?” I asked, scratching him behind the ears.

“Always,” he purred. “Let’s see what skeletons we can drag out of Coventry’s closet.”

We entered the building, the smell of old books and furniture polish filling the air. A librarian looked up from her desk.

“Can I help you?” she asked, her voice a mix of curiosity and caution.

I smiled, hoping to put her at ease. “Yes, we’re hoping to access some old city records and newspaper clippings. Specifically, anything related to the Coventry Community Theater and Edward Carrington.”

“Have a seat at one of the tables, and I’ll bring you out what I can find.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“I’m just glad to have a patron,” she said and scurried off.

Meri and I sat down at one of the big wood tables in the center of what was probably once the living room. A few minutes later, the librarian began bringing out books and files. She place the first stack on the table and then turned and headed back out of the room to find more.

As Meri and I pored over the dusty files and yellowed newspaper clippings, a clearer picture of that fateful night began to emerge. I unfolded a brittle article from the week following the tragedy.

“Listen to this,” I whispered, leaning in close to Meri. “‘While initial reports blamed faulty wiring for the devastating fire at Coventry Community Theater, new eyewitness accounts suggest a more sinister cause.’”

Meri’s ears perked up, his eyes fixed on the paper. I continued reading aloud.

“‘Several audience members claim to have seen strange, ghostly figures on stage moments before the blaze erupted. One witness, who wishes to remain anonymous, described the apparitions as ‘misty shadows that moved with unnatural grace.’”

“Well, that’s not unsettling at all,” Meri quipped, but I could hear the tension in his voice.

I set the article aside and picked up another. “It gets worse. Look at this follow-up piece from a month later.”

The headline read: “Carrington Withdraws from Public Life Following Theater Tragedy.”

“‘Friends and colleagues report that playwright Edward Carrington has become increasingly reclusive in the wake of the disastrous fire that claimed seven lives during the premiere of his latest work. Sources close to Carrington describe him as ‘haunted’ and ‘consumed with guilt.’”

I leaned back in my chair. “Meri, what if Carrington’s obsession with blurring the lines between reality and fiction actually worked? What if he somehow... opened a door that shouldn’t have been opened?”

Meri’s tail swished thoughtfully. “And now, decades later, that door is creaking open again.”

I nodded. “Exactly. But why now? And how does it connect to Tristan’s death?”

As I sifted through more articles, a pattern began to emerge. Carrington’s withdrawal from society wasn’t just due to guilt or grief. There were hints of something darker, more obsessive.

One small article caught my eye. “Meri, look at this. It’s from about six months after the fire.”

“‘Local authorities were called to the Carrington residence late last night after neighbors reported strange noises and flashing lights. When questioned, Carrington claimed he was ‘rehearsing’ but refused to elaborate further.’”

Meri leaned in closer, his whiskers twitching with excitement. “Kinsley, I think we’re onto something here. The fire, the strange occurrences, Carrington’s obsession—it’s all connected.”

“Carrington must have believed that the accident was caused by something supernatural. Something he unleashed during that final performance.”

“And now, with the current production stirring up those same energies...” Meri trailed off, his eyes widening.

“History is repeating itself,” I finished. “Whatever Carrington summoned back then, it’s still here. Waiting in the shadows.”

I stood up, pacing the room as I tried to make sense of it all. “But why Tristan? Why now?”

Meri hopped up onto the table, his tail swishing thoughtfully. “Maybe it’s not about Tristan specifically. Maybe it’s about the play itself. ‘Proper Paranormal’ could be tapping into the same dark forces that Carrington’s final work did.”

I paused, turning to face him. “You’re right. It’s like the theater itself is a conduit. A gateway for these entities to manifest.”

“And every time someone tries to put on a play that delves into the supernatural, they risk opening that gateway even further,” Meri added, his eyes gleaming with understanding.

I sat back down, my hands trembling slightly as I reached for the old newspaper clippings. “Carrington must have realized the danger. That’s why he disappeared. He was trying to protect people from whatever he had unleashed.”

“But he couldn’t stop it completely,” Meri said softly. “And now, decades later, it’s happening again.”

I took a deep breath. “We have to find a way to stop this, Meri. Before anyone else gets hurt.”

Meri nodded, his expression grim. “We need to learn more about Carrington’s final play. If we can understand what he was trying to do, maybe we can find a way to undo it.”

I gathered up the files and articles, my mind already racing with possibilities. “Let’s start by tracking down any surviving copies of ‘Whispers in the Dark.’ If we can get our hands on Carrington’s original script, it might hold the key to unraveling this mystery.”

As Meri and I gathered our notes and prepared to leave the historical society, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, expecting to see a message from Evelyn or one of the other theater staff. Instead, Thorn’s name flashed across the screen.

I opened the message, hoping for some clarity on his recent behavior or a kind word. But what I read only left me more confused and uneasy.

“New lead on Azriel. Can’t say more now. Be careful who you trust.”

I stared at the screen, reading and re-reading those cryptic words. What new lead? And why couldn’t he tell me more? The vagueness of the message sent a chill down my spine.

“What is it?” Meri asked, noticing my furrowed brow.

I showed him the message, my hand trembling slightly. “It’s from Thorn. About Azriel’s case.”

Meri’s tail twitched as he read the text. “Well, that’s frustratingly vague.”

I nodded, slipping the phone back into my pocket. “It is. And it doesn’t make any sense. Why would he send me a message like this if he can’t give me any details?”

As we walked out of the historical society, my mind spiraled. Was Thorn trying to warn me about something? Or was this just another way of keeping me at arm’s length?

The sunlight outside felt harsh after the time spent in the dimly lit archives. I squinted, feeling more uncertain and isolated than ever. The weight of the theater mystery, combined with Thorn’s cryptic message and the lingering doubts about Azriel’s case, pressed down on me like a physical force.

“What are you thinking?” Meri asked as we reached the car.

I sighed, leaning against the driver’s side door. “I’m thinking that there’s a lot more going on here than we realized. And I’m not sure who I can trust anymore.”


Chapter 6

I pulled into the theater parking lot, my mind still turning over our discoveries at the historical society. As I cut the engine, I turned to Meri, who was perched on the passenger seat.

“Ready to dive back into the belly of the beast?” I asked, trying to inject some levity into our somber mood.

Meri’s whiskers twitched, his eyes gleamed with potential mischief. “Let’s hope this theater doesn’t decide to literally swallow us whole.”

We made our way through the grand foyer, our footsteps echoing in the empty space. The theater felt different now, charged with an energy I couldn’t quite place. Every shadow seemed to hold secrets, every creaking floorboard a whisper from the past.

“Something’s wrong,” I muttered to Meri, who nodded in agreement, his fur standing on end.

We rushed towards the stage, where a crowd had gathered. Pushing through, I saw Liam sprawled on the floor, his face pale and hands shaking. Above him, a massive piece of scenery dangled precariously, swaying slightly as if mocking its near-miss.

“What happened?” I demanded, kneeling beside Liam.

Evelyn appeared at my side, her usual composure shattered. “It just... fell. One minute everything was fine, the next...” She gestured helplessly at the scene before us.

I helped Liam to his feet, noticing how he leaned heavily on me. “Are you hurt?”

He shook his head, but his eyes were wild with fear. “I thought... I thought I was done for. Just like Tristan.”

A hush fell over the group at the mention of their deceased lead. I felt the weight of their stares, a mix of hope and desperation directed at me.

“This can’t be a coincidence,” someone in the crowd muttered, setting off a wave of panicked whispers.

“It’s the curse!” another voice cried out. “We’re all doomed!”

I raised my voice, trying to cut through the rising hysteria. “Everyone, please, let’s stay calm. We don’t know what’s causing these accidents, but panic won’t help us figure it out.”

But my words seemed to fall on deaf ears. The fear was too raw, too immediate. Cast members huddled in groups, whispering furiously. Some were already gathering their things, clearly intent on leaving.

Meri brushed against my leg, his voice low. “We need to do something, fast. Or this production’s going to fall apart before we can solve anything.”

I gently guided Liam away from the crowd, finding a quiet corner backstage. His face was ashen, and he trembled slightly under my touch. I couldn’t help but feel a pang of sympathy for the young actor.

“Liam, are you sure you’re all right? That was a close call.”

He nodded weakly, then let out a shaky laugh. “I keep thinking... if I’d been standing just a foot to the left...”

I squeezed his arm reassuringly. “But you weren’t. You’re safe now. Can you tell me what happened?”

Liam’s eyes darted around, as if searching for eavesdroppers. Then, in a rush of words, he began to speak.

“It’s my fault. All of it. I... I wished for this, Kinsley. God help me, I wished for my chance.”

I leaned in closer, my voice low. “What do you mean, Liam?”

He ran a hand through his hair, his eyes brimming with unshed tears. “Tristan... he was brilliant. Everyone knew it. But he was also cruel. He’d belittle me, mock my performances. Said I’d never be more than his understudy.”

Liam’s voice cracked. “And the worst part? He was right. No matter how hard I worked, how much I practiced, I could never match his talent. It was like... like he had this otherworldly charisma. I hated him for it.”

I listened intently, watching the emotions play across Liam’s face – grief, anger, shame, and beneath it all, a flicker of relief.

“When Tristan died, I felt... God, I felt relieved. Guilty as hell, but relieved. Finally, it was my chance to prove myself. To step out of his shadow.”

Liam’s confession hung in the air between us. I opened my mouth to respond, but movement caught my eye. Olivia stood in the shadows nearby, her face unreadable as she watched our exchange.

I approached Olivia, who lingered in the shadows, her eyes fixed on Liam’s retreating form. “Olivia, can we talk?”

She turned to me, her usual reserve cracking slightly. “I suppose it’s time we did.”

We found a quiet place, away from the chaos of the main stage. Olivia’s shoulders sagged as if carrying an invisible weight.

“These accidents,” she began, her voice barely a whisper, “they’re not random, Kinsley. I’ve worked in this theater for years, and I’ve never seen anything like this.”

I leaned in, intrigued. “What do you think is causing them?”

Olivia’s eyes darted around before meeting mine. “It’s the plays. Edward Carrington’s plays. They’re... cursed.”

I raised an eyebrow, encouraging her to continue.

“I’ve studied the theater’s history extensively,” she explained. “Carrington’s final works were... different. Darker. And ever since we started rehearsing ‘Proper Paranormal,’ strange things have been happening.”

“What kind of strange things?” I pressed.

Olivia shuddered. “Props moving on their own. Eerie whispers echoing through the halls when no one’s around. It’s as if... as if the theater itself is coming alive.”

I had hoped that maybe she would mention a mist or shadow figure, but she did not. “And you think these occurrences are connected to Carrington’s plays?”

She nodded emphatically. “I’m certain of it. But there’s more. There’s one play in particular that I believe is at the heart of all this.”

“Which play?” I asked, already knowing what she was going to say.

“‘Whispers in the Dark,’” Olivia replied, her voice hushed. “It was Carrington’s final work, never performed. Legend has it that he poured his very soul into that script.”

I leaned forward, sensing we were on the brink of a breakthrough. “Olivia, do you know where the original copy of ‘Whispers in the Dark’ might be?”

Olivia’s eyes darted around the room, as if searching for hidden listeners. She leaned in close. “I have it. The original script of ‘Whispers in the Dark.’”

My heart skipped a beat. “You do? Where?”

She hesitated for a moment, then seemed to come to a decision. “It’s in my office. Hidden away. My predecessor passed it down to me when I took over as stage manager. She made me swear to keep it safe.”

I exchanged a glance with Meri, who nodded almost imperceptibly. “Olivia, we need to see that script. It could be the key to understanding what’s happening here.”

Olivia led us through the winding corridors of the theater, our footsteps echoing in the empty halls. She ushered us into her office, a small, cluttered space filled with stacks of papers and old props.

She knelt beside her desk, reaching for a locked drawer. With trembling hands, she retrieved a key from around her neck and inserted it into the lock. The drawer slid open, revealing a battered, leather-bound book.

“Here it is,” Olivia whispered, her voice tinged with reverence and fear. “The first known copy of Edward Carrington’s final work.”

I took the script from her hands, feeling the weight of its secrets. The leather was worn and cracked, the pages yellowed with age. As I flipped through the brittle pages, I noticed strange annotations scrawled in the margins, the ink faded but still legible.

“These notes,” I murmured, tracing my finger over the spidery handwriting. “They look like they were written by Carrington himself.”

Meri peered over my shoulder, his eyes narrowed. “There’s something off about them, Kinsley. They don’t look like normal stage directions or rewrites.”

I nodded, anxiety growing in the pit of my stomach. The annotations seemed to be in a language I didn’t recognize, the symbols and characters foreign to my eyes.

“Olivia, have you ever had these symbols translated?” I asked, glancing up at the stage manager.

She shook her head. “No, I’ve been too afraid to show it to anyone. But I’ve always felt like there was something... wrong about it. Like it held a power that wasn’t meant for this world.”

I closed the script. If these annotations held the key to the theater’s dark past, then deciphering them could be our only hope of unraveling the mystery and putting an end to the accidents plaguing the production.

“We need to figure this out,” I said.

I clutched the script tightly, my eyes scanning the strange symbols once more. Just as I was about to suggest we take it somewhere more private to study, the lights in Olivia’s office began to flicker wildly. A bone-chilling breeze whipped through the room, scattering papers across the floor.

“What the heck?” I gasped, instinctively pulling the script closer to my chest.

Meri’s fur stood on end, his eyes darting around the room. “Kinsley, I don’t like this one bit.”

Olivia let out a strangled cry, backing away from her desk. “It’s happening again! Just like before!”

The temperature in the room plummeted, and I could see my breath misting in the air. The flickering lights cast eerie shadows on the walls, making it seem as if the very room was alive and pulsing around us.

I exchanged a look with Meri, both of us realizing the gravity of what we held in our hands. This wasn’t just a script - it was a key to something far more powerful and dangerous than we had initially thought.

“We need to get out of here,” I said.

As we hurried out of the office, the supernatural disturbance seemed to follow us, the lights in the hallway flickering in our wake. The weight of the script in my hands felt heavier with each step, as if it was trying to root itself to the theater.

Once outside, we paused to catch our breath. The air was cool and still, a huge contrast to the chaos we’d just escaped.

“Whatever’s in this script,” I said, looking at Meri and Olivia, “it’s clearly more than just words on a page. We need to figure out what these annotations mean, and fast.”

Meri nodded. “Agreed. The sooner we crack this code, the sooner we can put an end to these accidents.”


Chapter 7

I clutched the script tightly as I approached Aunt Lilith’s Victorian-style home. I needed her expertise in dark magic to decipher the mysterious annotations, but something felt off from the moment we arrived. The air itself seemed charged with an eerie stillness that set my nerves on edge.

“Something’s not right,” Meri muttered, his tail twitching nervously. His eyes darted back and forth, scanning our surroundings with feline intensity.

I paused at the front gate, my witch’s intuition screaming in agreement. The overgrown garden, usually meticulously tended by Aunt Lilith’s skilled hands, looked as if it hadn’t been touched in weeks. Her prized roses, once vibrant and full of life, now drooped sadly, their withered petals scattered across the unkempt lawn like discarded confetti. The sight made my stomach churn with worry.

“Auntie Lilith?” I called out, my voice wavering slightly as I pushed open the creaky gate. The silence that greeted me was deafening, broken only by the ominous creak of rusty hinges.

As we approached the front door, I noticed it was slightly ajar, a detail that sent a chill down my spine. I gently pushed it open, revealing the chaos within. I gasped, my hand flying to my mouth in shock.

The entryway was a disaster zone, looking as though a tornado had torn through it. Furniture was overturned, antique chairs lying on their sides like wounded soldiers. Shattered vases littered the floor, their delicate fragments crunching beneath my feet. Books were strewn everywhere, their pages fluttering in the draft from the open door. The air was thick with the acrid smell of burnt herbs and something darker, more sinister – a scent that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

“Lilith!” I shouted, my voice echoing through the empty house. Still no answer. The silence felt oppressive, weighing down on me like a physical presence.

I moved from room to room, each one in a similar state of disarray. My aunt’s usually immaculate home had been transformed into a nightmarish scene of destruction. In the kitchen, a pot of tea sat cold on the stove, as if Lilith had been interrupted mid-brew. Her favorite teacup, the one I’d given her for her birthday last year, lay shattered on the floor, its delicate floral pattern now in pieces. The sight of it brought tears to my eyes.

“Kinsley, look at this,” Meri called from the study, his voice tight with tension.

I rushed in to find him pawing at a strange symbol etched into the hardwood floor. It looked like it had been carved hastily, the lines jagged and uneven as if whoever had made it was in a great hurry – or under duress. My breath caught in my throat as I recognized elements of dark magic woven into its design.

“I’ve never seen anything quite like it,” I murmured, kneeling to examine it closer. The symbol seemed to pulse with a faint, otherworldly energy that made my skin crawl. As I traced my fingers along its edges, I could feel the residual magic tingling through my fingertips, leaving a trail of goosebumps in its wake.

I stood in the study, my mind reeling from the implications of the strange symbol on the floor. As I scanned the room for more clues, my eyes landed on a slightly askew bookshelf. Something about it seemed off, like a puzzle piece that didn’t quite fit. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up again, a telltale sign that my witch’s intuition was kicking into high gear.

“Meri, help me with this,” I said, moving towards the shelf. The air felt thick with anticipation, and I could sense Meri’s tension mirroring my own.

Together, we pushed against it, our combined strength making the heavy wood groan in protest. As it swung away from the wall, it revealed a hidden door behind, its outline barely visible in the dim light. My heart raced, pounding so loudly I was sure Meri could hear it. With trembling fingers, I turned the knob, stepping into a secret room I never knew existed in my aunt’s house. The musty smell of old books and magic hit me like a wave.

The hidden chamber was dimly lit by a single flickering candle, casting eerie shadows on the walls that seemed to dance and twist with a life of their own. Shelves lined with ancient tomes and mystical artifacts surrounded a large oak desk in the center, each item practically humming with latent power. Papers were strewn across its surface, covered in Aunt Lilith’s familiar handwriting, the ink still fresh as if she’d just left moments ago.

As I approached the desk, my breath caught in my throat, a mixture of awe and trepidation washing over me. The notes were filled with references to the same dark magic we’d found in Carrington’s script, each word seeming to pulse with an otherworldly energy. Diagrams of arcane symbols and rituals covered the pages, along with scribbled annotations in the margins, my aunt’s brilliant mind laid bare before me.

“Kinsley, look at this,” Meri said, his voice uncharacteristically serious as he nudged a leather-bound journal with his paw. His eyes gleamed in the candlelight.

I picked it up and I flipped through the pages, the leather cool and smooth beneath my fingers. Aunt Lilith had been researching the theater’s history, tracing it back to an ancient cult that sought to bridge the gap between our world and the spirit realm. The cult believed that by harnessing the power of performance and emotion, they could create a conduit for otherworldly entities to cross over.

“This is... incredible,” I whispered, my eyes widening as I absorbed the information, my mind racing to connect the dots. “Aunt Lilith was onto something big. She must have discovered a connection between Carrington’s work and this cult’s rituals. It’s like she was unraveling a centuries-old mystery.”

As I delved deeper into the journal, I found references to specific performances at the theater that had resulted in unexplained phenomena. Aunt Lilith had theorized that these incidents were actually successful attempts at bridging the gap between worlds. Her meticulous notes detailed eyewitness accounts, historical records, and her own magical observations, painting a picture that was both fascinating and terrifying.

As I absorbed the shocking revelations in Aunt Lilith’s journal, my phone buzzed insistently in my pocket. I fished it out, my heart racing when I saw Evelyn’s name flashing on the screen.

“Evelyn? What’s wrong?” I answered, my voice tight with worry.

“Kinsley, you need to come back to the theater right away,” Evelyn’s voice crackled through the speaker, panic evident in her tone. “There’s been another accident. It’s Rosalind... she’s...”

My blood ran cold. “What happened? Is she all right?”

“We found her unconscious backstage,” Evelyn explained, her words tumbling out in a rush. “But that’s not all. There are these strange symbols carved into the floor around her. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s... it’s terrifying, Kinsley.”

I exchanged a worried glance with Meri, my mind immediately connecting the symbols to the ones we’d just discovered in Aunt Lilith’s hidden room.

“We’ll be right there,” I assured Evelyn, already moving towards the door. “Don’t touch anything, and keep everyone away from the area. We’re on our way.”

As I hung up, I clutched Aunt Lilith’s journal tightly to my chest. “We need to go, Meri. Things are escalating faster than we thought.”

Meri nodded gravely. “Whatever’s happening at that theater, it’s connected to all of this.”

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing thoughts. As we hurried out of Aunt Lilith’s house, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were running out of time.

I raced to the theater. Aunt Lilith’s journal was tucked safely in my bag, its secrets burning in my mind like embers. As I approached the building, I could see flashing lights and a crowd gathered outside. The chaos I’d left behind had only intensified, the air thick with tension and whispered speculation.

Pushing through the throng of curious onlookers and panicked cast members, I made my way inside. The air was heavy with anxiety and the acrid smell of fear, mingling with the musty scent of old velvet curtains and greasepaint. Deputies milled about, their faces grim as they questioned witnesses and cordoned off areas. The usually vibrant theater now felt like a crime scene, its magic tainted by whatever dark force had descended upon it.

My eyes scanned the crowd, searching for a familiar face among the sea of strangers. That’s when I spotted Thorn, his tall frame unmistakable even from a distance. He was crouched near the stage, examining something on the floor with intense concentration. As I drew closer, I realized he was studying the symbols Evelyn had mentioned. They were etched into the wooden floorboards, pulsing with an eerie, otherworldly energy that made my skin crawl.

“Thorn,” I called out, relief crashing over me at the sight of him. But as I approached, he barely glanced up, his brow furrowed in concentration.

“Not now, Kinsley,” he said, his voice clipped and distant. “I’m in the middle of something important.” The coldness in his tone felt like a slap across my face.

I froze, taken aback by his dismissive attitude. “But, Thorn, I think I might have some information about these symbols. I found something in Aunt Lilith’s-”

“I said not now,” he interrupted, standing up abruptly. His eyes met mine for a brief moment, and I was shocked by the icy detachment I saw there. Without another word, he turned and walked away, leaving me standing there, hurt and confused, the weight of Aunt Lilith’s journal suddenly feeling like a burden rather than a breakthrough.

I watched as he conferred with another deputy, their heads bent close together in deep discussion. The distance between us felt like a chasm, growing wider with each passing moment. What was happening to us? And why was Thorn so interested in those symbols? I clutched my bag closer, feeling the outline of the journal inside. If Thorn wouldn’t listen, I’d have to figure this out on my own.

I knelt beside the strange symbols etched into the floor, and I pulled out Edward Carrington’s script from my bag. Meri prowled around the area, his eyes focused in concentration, his black fur bristling slightly as if sensing the residual energy in the air.

“These markings,” I murmured, tracing my fingers along the grooves in the wood, feeling a slight tingle of magic beneath my fingertips. “They’re identical to some of the annotations in the script. It’s uncanny.”

Meri padded over, his whiskers twitching as he peered at the pages I’d flipped open. “You’re right,” he said, his tail swishing nervously back and forth. “It’s like someone’s trying to recreate Carrington’s work. And not just casually – they’ve put some serious effort into this.”

“It’s not just a recreation, Meri,” I said. “Whoever’s behind this is actively trying to enact the ritual Carrington planned all those years ago. They’re picking up where he left off.”

I compared the symbols on the floor to those scribbled in the margins of the script. The similarities were undeniable – the same swirling patterns, the same arcane sigils, even the spacing between them was eerily accurate. It was as if someone had meticulously copied them from the page onto the theater floor, pouring hours of work into getting every line just right.

“But why?” I wondered aloud, flipping through the script’s yellowed pages, the musty smell of old paper filling my nostrils. “What could they hope to gain by performing this ritual now? After all this time?”

Meri’s ears flattened against his head, his body language screaming discomfort. “Nothing good, I’d wager,” he growled softly. “Remember what we found in Lilith’s journal? About the cult trying to bridge the gap between worlds? This reeks of the same dark intentions.”

I nodded grimly. “If they succeed, there’s no telling what kind of forces they might unleash. We could be looking at a disaster of epic proportions.”

As I studied the symbols more closely, squinting in the dim light of the theater, I noticed something that made my blood run cold. Some of the markings were smudged, as if someone had tried to alter them slightly. Whether it was intentional or accidental, I couldn’t tell, but I remembered Aunt Lilith’s stern warnings about the dangers of improperly performed rituals.

“Whoever’s doing this doesn’t fully understand what they’re messing with,” I said. “They’re playing with forces beyond their control, and they don’t even realize it. We need to stop this, Meri.”


Chapter 8

I knew it was time to take matters into my own hands. With the strange symbols, Aunt Lilith’s disappearance, and Thorn’s increasingly distant behavior, I couldn’t just sit back and wait for answers anymore. It was time to confront the spirits head-on, even if it meant diving headfirst into the murky waters of the supernatural.

“We’re going to hold a séance,” I announced to Meri as we left the theater that evening, my voice tinged with trepidation. His tail twitched in surprise, and I could sense his anxiety radiating off him in waves.

“Are you sure that’s wise?” he asked, concern evident in his feline eyes. His gold irises seemed to glow in the dim evening light. “You know how it goes when you try to summon spirits… and that’s to say it goes bad. Remember the incident with the poltergeist last summer?”

I winced at the memory. “Wise? Probably not. Necessary? Absolutely,” I replied, already pulling out my phone to make the arrangements. My fingers twitched slightly as I scrolled through my contacts. “We’re out of options, Meri. If we don’t do something soon, I fear things will only get worse.”

I spent the next day organizing everything with meticulous care, my witch’s intuition guiding me through each decision I reached out to a local medium, Madame Celeste, who had come highly recommended by Aunt Lilith in the past. Her reputation for genuine spiritual connections was unparalleled in Coventry, and I knew we’d need her expertise to navigate the treacherous waters of communing with the dead. I remembered Aunt Lilith’s words: “Celeste sees beyond the veil, Kinsley. If anyone can help you reach the other side safely, it’s her.” It would be far better to have a professional medium on board than to try to summon the spirits themselves. It was rude of Meri to bring up my lack of expertise in summoning, but he wasn’t wrong.

Then I carefully selected the participants, weighing each choice as if lives depended on it - because they just might. The gravity of the situation wasn’t lost on me; one wrong move could spell disaster for us all. I chose Liam, whose connection to Tristan might prove useful; there was a depth to their “relationship” that I sensed could bridge the gap between our world and the next. Something in Liam’s eyes when he spoke of Tristan hinted at unresolved feelings, a connection that death itself might not have severed.

Evelyn was a must, as she knew the theater’s history better than anyone, her knowledge a treasure trove of potential clues. Her sharp tongue and quick temper might be abrasive at times, but I had a feeling her passion for the theater would be an asset in our supernatural endeavor. And then there was Olivia, whose quiet observations often revealed more than she let on. Her keen eye and unassuming presence could catch details the rest of us might miss in the heat of the moment. I’d noticed how she seemed to blend into the background, always watching, always listening.

This séance could be the key to unraveling the mystery, but it could also unleash forces beyond our control. I just hoped my magical abilities were up to the task of keeping us all safe.

As night fell, we gathered in the theater’s green room. I had arranged chairs in a circle, with candles flickering at strategic points around us. The air felt thick with anticipation and a hint of fear, like static electricity before a storm. The scent of sage and sandalwood hung in the air, a futile attempt to cleanse the space of any lingering negative energy.

“Thank you all for coming,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady despite the nerves fluttering in my stomach. “I know this might seem... unconventional, but given recent events, I believe it’s necessary. We need answers, and sometimes, the only way forward is to face our fears head-on.”

Liam shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his usually charming demeanor replaced by visible anxiety. “Are you sure this is safe?” he asked, his eyes darting nervously around the room. “I mean, we’re not exactly dealing with a friendly ghost here, are we?”

Before I could respond, Madame Celeste spoke up, her voice low and melodious, like honey poured over fresh baked corn muffins. “Safety is relative when dealing with the spirit world, young man. But fear not, for I shall guide us through this journey. The veil between worlds is thin tonight, and we must tread carefully.”

Evelyn cleared her throat, her commanding presence filling the room despite her seated position. “Well, I for one am glad we’re finally taking action. This theater has been plagued by misfortune for far too long. It’s high time we got to the bottom of this mess, even if it means consorting with the dead.”

Olivia remained silent, but I could see the keen interest in her eyes as she watched Madame Celeste prepare for the séance. Her fingers absently traced patterns on the arm of her chair, and I wondered what secrets she might be holding close to her chest. As I looked around at the faces of those gathered, I took a deep breath, steeling myself for whatever might come next. “All right,” I said, my voice stronger now. “Let’s begin.”

As Madame Celeste began the séance, the candles flickered, casting dancing shadows across the walls of the green room. A sudden gust of cold air swept through the circle, causing Liam to yelp and Evelyn to grip her armrests tightly.

“Join hands,” Madame Celeste instructed, her voice taking on an otherworldly quality. As our fingers interlocked, I felt a surge of energy course through me. The air grew heavy, pressing down on us like an invisible weight.

Whispers filled the room, indistinct at first but growing clearer with each passing moment. I strained to make out the words, but they remained just beyond my comprehension.

Suddenly, Madame Celeste’s body went rigid. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and when she spoke again, it wasn’t her voice that came out. It was Tristan’s.

“The curse... it binds us all,” Tristan’s voice rasped through Madame Celeste. “The theater... hungry for souls... for power.”

I leaned forward, my heart racing. “Tristan, what happened to you? Who’s responsible for your death?”

The medium’s head snapped towards me, eyes still rolled back. “Betrayal... from within. The pretender... not what he seems. But beware... the true danger lies deeper. The curse... it twists... corrupts.”

Liam gasped beside me, his face pale in the flickering candlelight.

“What curse?” Evelyn demanded, her voice trembling despite her attempt at authority. “How do we break it?”

“Blood... sacrifice...” Tristan’s voice grew fainter. “Carrington’s folly... unleashed something... ancient. Only truth... can set us free.”

As Tristan’s voice faded through Madame Celeste, I noticed Liam’s demeanor shift. His face contorted, as if he was wrestling with some unseen force. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his hands trembled.

Suddenly, Liam shot to his feet, breaking our circle. His eyes had a glassy, far-away look. When he opened his mouth to speak, I knew immediately that something was very wrong.

“The veil grows thin, the shadows dance,” Liam intoned, his voice taking on an eerie, hollow quality. “In whispers dark, the spirits prance.”

My blood ran cold. Those were lines from “Whispers in the Dark” - Carrington’s cursed play. Why was he reciting them now, in perfect sync with Madame Celeste’s channeling?

“Liam?” I called out, my voice shaking. “Liam, can you hear me?”

But he continued, unresponsive to my plea. “Blood spills on hallowed ground, a sacrifice to powers unbound.”

Beside me, Evelyn gasped. “Those aren’t in the version of the script we’ve been rehearsing,” she whispered, her face pale.

I watched in horror as Liam’s body began to sway, his movements jerky and unnatural. It was as if he was a puppet, controlled by unseen strings.

“The pretender wears a mask of lies, while ancient evil never dies,” Liam and Madame Celeste chanted in unison, their voices blending into a discordant harmony that made my skin crawl.

Olivia, who had been silent until now, suddenly gripped my arm. “Kinsley,” she hissed, her eyes wide with fear. “Look at the shadows.”

I tore my gaze away from Liam and followed Olivia’s trembling finger. The shadows cast by our candles were moving, twisting and writhing on the walls as if they had a life of their own. They seemed to be reaching out towards us, grasping with ethereal fingers.

The room erupted into chaos. Objects began to fly off shelves and tables, hurtling through the air with terrifying speed. I ducked as a heavy book whizzed past my head, barely missing me.

“Everyone, stay down!” I shouted, trying to make myself heard over the cacophony of crashing objects and panicked cries.

Liam continued his eerie chant, oblivious to the mayhem around him. Madame Celeste had slumped in her chair, seemingly unconscious. I crawled across the floor, desperate to reach them and break whatever spell had taken hold.

A sickening thud made me whirl around. Evelyn lay crumpled on the floor, a heavy prop statue beside her. My heart lurched as I saw blood trickling from a gash on her forehead.

“Evelyn!” I cried, scrambling towards her. As I reached her side, my breath caught in my throat. A strange mark was materializing on her skin, just below her collarbone. It looked like it was being etched by an invisible hand, the lines appearing one by one.

With a jolt of recognition, I realized it matched one of the annotations I’d seen in Carrington’s script. The symbol seemed to pulse with an otherworldly energy, growing more distinct by the second.

“Oh, god,” I whispered, my fingers hovering over the mark. “What have we unleashed?”

As the chaos subsided, I watched in shock as Madame Celeste’s eyes suddenly cleared. She blinked rapidly, her face contorting in terror as she took in the scene around her. Without a word, she leapt from her chair and bolted for the door, her long skirts billowing behind her as she fled the theater.

“Madame Celeste, wait!” I called after her, but it was too late. The heavy door slammed shut, leaving us in stunned silence.

I turned back to the others. Liam had collapsed to the floor, his body limp and unmoving. Evelyn was slowly coming to, groaning as she touched the gash on her forehead. Olivia huddled in the corner, her eyes wide with fear.

“Is everyone all right?” I asked, my voice shaking. I moved to help Evelyn sit up, careful not to touch the strange symbol on her skin.

“What... what happened?” Evelyn mumbled, wincing as she tried to focus her eyes.

I shook my head, overwhelmed by what we’d just experienced. “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But I think we’ve stirred up something far more menacing than we realized.”

As I looked around at the destruction - overturned furniture, scattered props, and the eerie symbols that seemed to have appeared out of nowhere - a chilling realization hit me. The spirits weren’t just haunting the theater, they were actively trying to manipulate us, to use us for some greater purpose.

“They’re not just memories or echoes,” I said, more to myself than the others. “They’re trying to finish something. Something that started long ago.”

Liam groaned, finally stirring. “Did we... did we make contact?” he asked groggily.

I knelt beside him, helping him sit up. “We did,” I said grimly. “But I think we’ve opened a door that won’t be easy to close.”

As I watched the ambulance pull away with Evelyn inside, my phone buzzed insistently in my pocket. I fished it out, my heart skipping a beat when I saw Hekate’s name on the screen.

“Mommy?” Her voice was small and trembling. “Something weird just happened.”

I pressed the phone closer to my ear, trying to block out the chaos around me. “What is it, sweetheart? Are you okay?”

“The Moonshade Nightbloom,” she said, her words tumbling out in a rush. “It just... wilted. Like, superfast. One minute it was fine, and then it just... died.”

The Moonshade Nightbloom was no ordinary plant – it was incredibly resilient and not prone to sudden death. “That’s... strange,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. “Did anything else happen?”

There was a pause, and I could almost see Hekate biting her lip, hesitating. “I... I saw something, Mommy. In my room. Just before the plant died.”

My breath caught in my throat. “What did you see, honey?”

“A shadow,” she whispered. “But not a normal shadow. It was... moving. Like it was alive. And then it was gone, and the plant was all droopy.”

My mind raced, connecting the dots between what had just happened at the theater and this new development at home. Whatever we’d stirred up, it was reaching beyond the confines of the theater – and that terrified me.

“Okay, sweetie, listen to me carefully,” I said, forcing my voice to remain steady. “I need you to go find your dad right now. Stay with him until I get home, all right? Don’t go back to your room alone.”

“But, Mommy-”

“No buts, Hekate. This is important. Go to your dad and stay with him. I’ll be home as soon as I can.”


Chapter 9

I held Hekate’s hand tightly as we approached the theater, its looming facade seeming more ominous than ever. The events of the séance still haunted me, but I knew we needed answers.

“Remember what I told you, sweetheart,” I said, kneeling to meet her eyes. “The Moonshade Nightbloom might be connected to what’s happening here. Your knowledge could be crucial.”

Hekate nodded solemnly, her eyes wide with excitement and apprehension. “I’ll do my best, Mommy. Maybe I can sense something you can’t.”

I smiled, marveling at her maturity. “That’s my girl. Just stay close to me, okay?”

As we stepped inside, the atmosphere hit me like a physical force. The air was thick with tension, whispered conversations cutting off abruptly as we passed. Liam paced near the stage, muttering to himself, while Olivia huddled in a corner, furiously scribbling in a notebook.

“It feels... heavy in here,” Hekate whispered, pressing closer to my side.

I nodded, scanning the room. “You’re right. Something’s definitely going on.”

Evelyn emerged from her office, a bandage on her forehead from the séance incident. Her eyes widened when she saw Hekate.

“Kinsley, what are you thinking? It’s not safe to bring a child here after what happened!”

I raised a hand to calm her. “Hekate might be able to help us, Evelyn. She has a special connection to plants, especially the Moonshade Nightbloom. We think it might be linked to all this.”

Evelyn’s brow furrowed, but before she could respond, a loud crash echoed from backstage. We all jumped, and I instinctively pulled Hekate closer.

“What was that?” Hekate asked, her voice trembling slightly.

I squared my shoulders. “I don’t know, sweetie, but we’re going to find out. Come on, let’s talk to everyone and see what they know.”

Evelyn was my first stop. She sat behind her desk, fingers massaging her temples, her face etched with lines of exhaustion and worry. The dim light of her office cast eerie shadows across her features, making her look older than her years.

“I can’t shake this headache,” she muttered. “And these strange symbols... they’re everywhere now. In my dreams, in the corners of my vision. It’s like they’re trying to tell me something, but I can’t decipher their meaning.”

I leaned forward, my concern deepening with every word she spoke. The air in the room felt heavy, charged with an energy I couldn’t quite place. “Evelyn, maybe we should postpone the production. Your health—”

“No!” she snapped, her eyes flashing with a sudden intensity that made me flinch. Then, just as quickly, she softened, her shoulders sagging. “I mean... we can’t. This play is everything, Kinsley. The theater’s future depends on it. We’ve invested too much to back out now.”

Next was Olivia, still scribbling furiously in her notebook. Her usually neat appearance was disheveled, her hair escaping from its tight bun, and dark circles under her eyes betraying countless sleepless nights.

“What are you working on?” I asked gently, trying not to startle her from her intense focus.

She looked up, her eyes wild and unfocused, as if she was seeing something beyond the physical realm. “Connections. Patterns. There’s a logic to all this, I know it. The séance... it revealed something. A key. It’s all intertwined, Kinsley. The symbols, the accidents, Tristan’s death – they’re pieces of a larger puzzle.”

“A key to what?” I pressed, feeling a chill run down my spine.

Olivia shook her head, frustration evident in her furrowed brow. “I’m not sure yet. But I can feel we’re close to something big. Something that could change everything we thought we knew about this theater, about the very nature of reality itself.”

As I moved through the cast, a clear divide emerged, as stark as day and night. Some, like the eager young ingénue Sarah, were ready to quit. Her usual vibrant energy was replaced by fear that seemed to cling to her like a second skin.

“It’s not worth it,” she whispered, glancing nervously over her shoulder as if expecting to see some unseen horror materialize at any moment. “No role is worth... this. The nightmares, the feeling of being watched... I can’t take it anymore.”

Others, like the veteran character actor Marcus, were determined to push through, though the toll of recent events was evident in the tremor of his hands and the haunted look in his eyes.

“The show must go on,” he declared with a bravado that didn’t quite feel genuine. His hands shook as he said it, betraying his inner turmoil. “We owe it to Tristan. To the theater. To all those who came before us and faced their own demons on this very stage.”

As I finished up my rounds, my gaze fell on Liam. He stood apart from the others, an island of eerie calm in a sea of chaos. His eyes were fixed on a point in the distance, staring intently at nothing, his lips moving in silent recitation. There was something off about his demeanor, a stillness that felt unnatural amidst the nervous energy permeating the theater.

I knew I had to speak with him next.

I approached Liam cautiously, my instincts on high alert. His eerie calmness stood out like a sore thumb amidst the chaos surrounding us.

“Liam,” I called softly. He turned to face me, his expression unnervingly serene.

“Kinsley,” he replied, his voice steady. “Is there something I can help you with?”

I studied his face, searching for any hint of the turmoil I’d witnessed during the séance. “I wanted to check in with you after what happened last night. How are you feeling?”

Liam’s brow furrowed slightly, a flicker of confusion crossing his features. “Last night? Oh, you mean the séance. To be honest, I don’t remember much of it. It’s all a bit of a blur.”

My suspicion deepened. How could he not remember his dramatic performance? “You don’t recall reciting lines from ‘Whispers in the Dark’? You were in perfect sync with the medium.”

He shook his head, a too-casual shrug accompanying his words. “No, I’m afraid not. I must have been caught up in the moment, you know how these things can be.”

As Liam spoke, I noticed subtle signs that set off alarm bells in my mind. His eyes darted away briefly when he denied remembering, and his fingers twitched slightly at his sides. Years of magical training had honed my ability to spot deception, and every instinct told me Liam wasn’t being entirely truthful.

“That’s strange,” I pressed gently. “You seemed so... connected to what was happening. Are you sure there’s nothing else you remember?”

Liam’s smile tightened almost imperceptibly. “I’m certain, Kinsley. If there was anything important, I’d tell you. We’re all in this together, after all.”

Before I could probe further, Hekate’s voice rang out from the stage. “Mom! Come quick! I found something!”

I turned to see my daughter kneeling near the center of the stage. Liam’s odd behavior would have to wait.

“Excuse me,” I said to Liam, who nodded politely. As I walked away, I could feel his eyes boring into my back.

I rushed to Hekate’s side. She knelt on the stage, her small hand tracing the outline of an intricate painting hidden within the set design. My breath caught in my throat as I recognized the delicate, otherworldly petals of the Moonshade Nightbloom.

“Look, Mommy,” Hekate whispered, her eyes wide with wonder. “It’s just like the one in my garden, but... different somehow.”

I crouched beside her, examining the painting closely. The detail was extraordinary, capturing every nuance of the rare plant with uncanny accuracy. The silvery sheen of the petals, the subtle gradation of color from deep purple to midnight blue - it was all there, rendered with precision.

“This is... incredible,” I murmured, more to myself than to Hekate. “But how? Why?”

The Moonshade Nightbloom was an exceptionally rare plant, known only to a handful of magical practitioners. Its inclusion in the set design couldn’t be a coincidence. Someone with intimate knowledge of magical flora had deliberately incorporated it into the play’s backdrop.

As I pondered the implications, Hekate’s excitement bubbled over. “Do you think it means something, Mom? Maybe it’s a clue!”

I nodded slowly, my mind racing. “I think you might be right, sweetheart. This is definitely not a random choice of decoration.”

Suddenly, Hekate’s smile faltered, her eyes growing wide with fear. “Mom...” she whispered, her voice trembling. “The painting... it’s moving.”

I blinked, focusing on the image again. To my horror, I saw that Hekate was right. The painted petals of the Moonshade Nightbloom seemed to be swaying gently, as if caught in an unfelt breeze. A faint, silvery glow emanated from the center of the flower, pulsing like a heartbeat.

The air around us grew heavy, charged with an energy that made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. A low, eerie hum filled the theater, seeming to emanate from everywhere and nowhere at once.

I watched in horror as Hekate’s small hand made contact with the painted Moonshade Nightbloom. The moment her fingers brushed against the canvas, a jolt of energy surged through the theater. The lights above us flickered violently, plunging us into momentary darkness before flaring back to life with an intensity that made my eyes water.

A bone-chilling cold swept through the room, my breath visible in front of me as if we’d suddenly been transported to the depths of winter. Goosebumps erupted across my skin, and I instinctively pulled Hekate closer to me.

“Mom, what’s happening?” she whispered, her voice trembling with fear and excitement.

Before I could answer, a low, thrumming energy began to build around us. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before - a physical force that seemed to press in from all sides, making the air thicker and heavier.

The cast and crew, who had been scattered around the theater, now huddled together in small groups, their faces etched with panic and confusion. I could hear their frenzied whispers and see the terror in their wide eyes.

Evelyn stumbled forward, her face pale. “Kinsley, what’s going on? Is this... is this part of your investigation?”

I shook my head, my own heart racing. “I don’t know, Evelyn. I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

Liam, who had been eerily calm earlier, now looked as shaken as the rest. His eyes darted around wildly, searching for an explanation or an escape.

Olivia clutched her notebook to her chest, her knuckles white. “The symbols,” she muttered. “They’re reacting to something. Can’t you feel it?”

As the energy in the room continued to build, I noticed that all eyes were now fixed on Hekate. My daughter stood at the center of it all, her hand still resting on the painted Moonshade Nightbloom, which now seemed to pulse with an otherworldly light.

I watched in horror as Hekate’s eyes rolled back in her head, her small body going limp. Suddenly, she straightened up, her posture unnaturally rigid.

“Hekate!” I cried out.

But when she spoke, it wasn’t my daughter’s voice that came out. The sound was deeper, older, eerily reminiscent of the voice we’d heard during the séance.

“The Moonshade Nightbloom is the key,” the voice intoned, echoing through the theater. “Carrington sought to bridge the worlds, to harness the power of the in-between.”

I felt my blood run cold. “What do you mean? What was Carrington trying to do?”

The voice continued, ignoring my questions. “The curse lies not in the words, but in the intent. The theater stands as a gateway, fueled by the essence of the Nightbloom.”

Evelyn stepped forward, her face pale. “A gateway to what?”

“To the realm beyond,” the voice answered cryptically. “Where spirits dwell and reality bends. Carrington’s ambition was greater than mere entertainment. He sought to merge the worlds, to bring forth—”

Suddenly, Hekate’s body jerked violently, cutting off the spirit’s words. The energy in the room intensified, making it hard to breathe.

As I watched, helpless and terrified, Liam stepped forward, his earlier calmness replaced by determination.

“That’s enough,” he said firmly, his voice cutting through the supernatural tension. “We need to end this now.”

Liam’s earlier nervousness had vanished, replaced by a calm demeanor that felt oddly out of place given the supernatural chaos surrounding us.

“Everyone, please,” Liam said, his voice cutting through the panicked murmurs. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. I’m sure there’s a perfectly rational explanation for what’s happening here.”

I narrowed my eyes, suspicious of his sudden change in attitude. “A rational explanation? Liam, you saw what just happened. How can you possibly explain this away?”

He turned to me, his expression sympathetic but firm. “Kinsley, think about it. We’re all under an immense amount of stress. The pressure of the production, Tristan’s death, the accidents - it’s bound to affect us in strange ways. What we just witnessed could easily be a result of mass hysteria.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Mass hysteria? Liam, my daughter was just possessed by some kind of spirit! How do you explain that?”

Liam’s gaze flickered to Hekate, who was now sitting on the stage, looking dazed and confused. “Children are especially susceptible to suggestion,” he said softly. “With all the talk of curses and hauntings, it’s not surprising that Hekate might have... internalized some of those ideas.”

As Liam spoke, I noticed something odd. Despite his attempts to downplay the supernatural elements, his eyes kept darting back to the painted Moonshade Nightbloom.

“You seem awfully interested in what Hekate said about the Moonshade Nightbloom and Carrington’s intentions,” I probed, watching his reaction carefully.

Liam’s expression flickered for just a moment before settling back into a mask of concern. “I’m simply trying to understand what’s happening, like all of us. If there’s any truth to what was said, we need to approach it carefully and rationally.”

Before I could press him further, the theater doors burst open with a bang. We all turned to see a figure silhouetted in the doorway, backlit by the afternoon sun.

I squinted against the sudden brightness, and I recognized the familiar silhouette. Thorn strode into the theater, his presence immediately commanding attention. The supernatural energy that had been building seemed to dissipate, like mist under a hot sun.

“Kinsley? Hekate?” Thorn called out, his voice echoing through the now-silent theater. “What’s going on here?”

I felt a mixture of relief and apprehension wash over me. “Thorn? What are you doing here?”

He made his way down the aisle, his eyes darting around the theater, taking in the scene. “I came looking for you and Hekate. You weren’t answering your phone, and I got worried.”

Something about his explanation felt off. Thorn had never been one to panic over a missed call, especially given how busy we both usually were. And how did he know we’d be at the theater? He hadn’t been home when we left, so I hadn’t told him where we planned on going.

As Thorn reached us, I noticed his gaze lingering on the painted Moonshade Nightbloom. “Is everything okay?” he asked, his tone casual, but I could detect an undercurrent of tension.

Before I could respond, Hekate piped up, her voice still shaky from her earlier experience. “Dad! You missed it! There was this weird energy, and I touched the painting, and then—”

“That’s enough, sweetheart,” Thorn cut her off gently, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure it’s been an exciting day for everyone. Why don’t we head home?”

I frowned, my suspicion growing. Thorn had never been one to dismiss Hekate’s experiences so quickly. And why was he so eager to leave?

“Actually, Thorn,” I said slowly, “we were in the middle of something important. How did you know we’d be here?”

Thorn’s expression remained neutral, but I caught a slight tightening around his eyes. “I had a hunch. You’ve been spending a lot of time here lately.”

As he spoke, I noticed the supernatural energy in the room seemed to have completely dissipated. It was as if Thorn’s presence had somehow disrupted whatever was happening.

I stood there, frozen in indecision as Thorn ushered Hekate towards the exit. My mind raced, trying to process everything that had just happened. The supernatural event, Hekate’s possession, Liam’s strange behavior, and now Thorn’s unexpected arrival - it was all too much.

As a witch and an investigator, I knew I needed to stay and dig deeper into what had just occurred. But as a mother, every instinct screamed at me to protect my daughter from whatever dark forces were at play in this theater. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought her along after all…

I glanced at Thorn, studying his face for any sign of the man I thought I knew. How much should I tell him? Could I trust him with my suspicions about the theater, about Carrington’s intentions, about the Moonshade Nightbloom? The growing distance between us made me hesitate. Would he even care?

And what about the others involved in the production? Evelyn, Olivia, Liam - they all seemed to be hiding something. Should I confide in any of them? The weight of the secret I carried about the stolen evidence in Azriel’s case made me wary of trusting anyone.

Time was running out. Opening night loomed closer with each passing day, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that it represented some kind of deadline. Whatever was building in this theater, whatever forces Carrington had set in motion, I sensed they were racing towards a climax that coincided with the premiere of “Proper Paranormal.”

As I grappled with these thoughts, I noticed Liam approaching, his earlier nervousness replaced by an air of confidence.

“Kinsley,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “I think we need to talk about what just happened. I may have some insights that could help with your investigation.”

I eyed Liam carefully, torn between my need for answers and my growing suspicion of everyone involved in this production. His sudden shift from nervousness to confidence was jarring, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to his offer than simple altruism.

“What kind of insights?” I asked, keeping my tone neutral.

Liam glanced around, ensuring no one else was within earshot. “I’ve been doing some research on my own,” he said, lowering his voice. “About Carrington and his work. I think there might be a connection between his script for ‘Whispers in the Dark’ and the Moonshade Nightbloom.”

My interest piqued despite my wariness. “Go on,” I prompted.

“Well, I’ve noticed some recurring themes in Carrington’s writing,” Liam continued. “References to bridging worlds, to plants with mystical properties. I think the Moonshade Nightbloom might be key to understanding what’s happening here.”

I had to admit, his observations aligned with my own suspicions. But why was Liam so invested in this? And why offer his help now?

“That’s... interesting,” I said carefully. “I appreciate you sharing this with me, Liam. But why the sudden interest in helping with the investigation?”

Liam’s smile was disarming, but there was something in his eyes I couldn’t quite read. “We’re all in this together, aren’t we? I want to see this mystery solved as much as anyone. Plus, I thought my background in theater history might be useful.”

I nodded slowly, weighing my options. On one hand, Liam’s knowledge could be invaluable. On the other, I couldn’t shake the feeling that he had his own agenda.


Chapter 10

As I left the theater, my mind was a whirlwind of conflicting thoughts and emotions. The supernatural events, Liam’s suspicious behavior, and Thorn’s unexpected arrival had left me feeling more unsettled than ever. But one thing was clear - I could no longer ignore the growing anxiety about Thorn’s recent actions. It was time to uncover the truth, no matter the cost.

So, later that night, I made my way to the sheriff’s station. The familiar scent of stale coffee and musty paperwork filled my nose as I approached the building. It was late, and most of the officers had gone home for the night. Perfect. I slipped into Thorn’s office, my pulse thudding in my temples as I closed the door behind me. The room was bathed in shadows, with only the faint glow of a streetlamp outside providing any illumination.

I began my search methodically, rifling through drawers and filing cabinets. My fingers danced over folders and papers, my witch’s intuition on high alert for anything out of place. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary at first, but then I noticed a slight unevenness in the bottom of his desk drawer. My heart skipped a beat as my fingers probed the surface, finding a hidden latch. With a soft click that seemed to echo in the stillness of the night, a secret compartment opened.

Inside, I found a stack of files - all related to Azriel’s case. My breath caught in my throat as I flipped through them, the rustling of paper sounding impossibly loud in the quiet office. These weren’t just copies of the official reports. These were Thorn’s personal notes, detailing an independent investigation he’d been conducting behind everyone’s back - including mine. The betrayal stung, sharp and bitter in my chest.

As I delved deeper into the files, my hands began to tremble. Thorn had been following leads I knew nothing about, interviewing witnesses in secret, and drawing connections that painted a very different picture of the case. Names I’d never heard before jumped out at me, along with locations that seemed to have no connection to Azriel or the theater. What was Thorn mixed up in?

At the bottom of the compartment, something caught my eye. A small, ornate vial filled with a swirling, iridescent liquid. Etched into its surface was a magical symbol I didn’t recognize - a complex series of interlocking circles and runes that seemed to shift and change as I looked at it. My fingers closed around it, and I felt the power emanating from within, a tingling sensation that traveled up my arm and sent a shiver down my spine.

I gathered the evidence, my mind racing with possibilities and theories. As I prepared for the confrontation that would change everything, I couldn’t help but wonder: how well did I really know my husband? And what dark secrets was he hiding behind that badge?

I stormed into our house, my heart pounding with a mix of anger and fear. Thorn was in the kitchen, nursing a cup of coffee. He looked up, startled by my sudden entrance.

“We need to talk,” I said, my voice trembling slightly as I slammed the files and vial onto the counter.

Thorn’s face paled. “Where did you get those?”

“Your office. Care to explain why you’ve been keeping secrets from me?”

He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Kinsley, it’s complicated. I’ve been conducting a separate investigation-”

“I can see that,” I interrupted. “What I don’t understand is why you didn’t tell me. We’re supposed to be partners, Thorn. In everything.”

“It’s for your protection,” he said, his voice low. “There are things going on that you don’t understand.”

I felt my temper flare. “Then help me understand! What’s in this vial? Who are these people you’ve been interviewing?”

Thorn’s jaw clenched. “I can’t tell you. Not yet. Please, just trust me on this.”

“Trust you?” I laughed bitterly. “How can I when you’ve been lying to me?”

We stood there, the tension thick between us. I searched his face for any sign of the man I thought I knew, but all I saw was a stranger.

“I’m doing this to keep you safe,” he insisted.

“Safe from what?” I demanded.

But Thorn just shook his head, refusing to elaborate. Our argument went in circles, neither of us willing to back down. In the end, we were left at an impasse, the gulf between us wider than ever.

As the dust settled from our argument, I realized that answers about Thorn would have to wait. The theater’s mysteries demanded my immediate attention. At least that was something I could solve.

I arrived at the theater early the next morning, my mind still reeling from the confrontation with Thorn. As I pushed open the heavy doors of the auditorium, the familiar scent of old velvet and wood polish enveloped me, momentarily soothing my frayed nerves.

The cavernous space seemed to swallow me whole as I stepped inside, my footsteps echoing softly against the worn floorboards. In the dim light, I spotted Evelyn and Rosalind huddled together in the front row, their hushed voices carrying faintly through the empty room. They were so engrossed in their conversation that they didn’t notice my approach, and I couldn’t help but feel a prickle of suspicion at their secretive behavior.

“Ladies,” I called out, my voice sharper than I intended, laced with the frustration and worry I’d been carrying since Tristan’s death. “We need to talk.”

They whirled around to face me, surprise and fear flickering across their faces like shadows in candlelight. I held up the script with its mysterious annotations, the pages seeming to whisper dark secrets in my hands. Evelyn’s eyes widened in recognition, and I knew I had struck a nerve.

“You know something about this,” I said, my tone brooking no argument. “About all of this. It’s time you told me the truth. No more games, no more half-truths.”

Rosalind sighed heavily, the sound filled with the weight of long-kept secrets. She exchanged a loaded glance with Evelyn before nodding, her shoulders sagging in defeat. “Very well,” she conceded, her voice barely above a whisper. “It’s time you knew. You deserve the truth, as dangerous as it might be.”

Over the next hour, they revealed a truth so shocking, so utterly fantastical, that I could scarcely believe my ears. My witch’s intuition screamed that they spoke the truth, even as my rational mind rebelled against the implications. The theater, they explained, sat upon a supernatural nexus - a place where the veil between our world and the spirit realm was gossamer-thin, allowing energies to seep through like water through a sieve.

“For generations,” Evelyn said, her voice trembling slightly as she spoke, “the theater has thrived on... sacrifices. It’s been both our greatest strength and our darkest secret.”

“Sacrifices?” I echoed, my blood running cold at the word. Images of dark rituals and bloodshed flashed through my mind, and I struggled to keep my composure.

Rosalind nodded grimly, her elegant features etched with regret. “Not blood sacrifices, thank the stars, but something equally potent. Talent. Potential. The very essence of creativity that burns within every performer who graces our stage.”

They went on to explain how the theater had been designed to harness this energy, how each performance was a ritual that fed the supernatural forces lurking beneath the stage. The architecture, the placement of the seats, even the curve of the proscenium arch - all had been carefully crafted to channel and amplify the creative energy of both performers and audience. And at the center of it all, like the eye of a storm, was the Moonshade Nightbloom.

“The flower is a conduit,” Evelyn explained, her eyes taking on a feverish gleam as she spoke. “It channels the energy of the sacrificed talent, allowing us to tap into otherworldly power. It’s how we’ve maintained our reputation, how we’ve produced such transcendent performances year after year.”

I felt sick to my stomach, the weight of this revelation threatening to overwhelm me. My thoughts raced to Tristan, to his untimely and mysterious death, and a horrible suspicion began to form. “And Tristan?” I asked, dreading the answer but needing to hear it. “Was he-”

“A sacrifice,” Rosalind confirmed, her eyes filled with a deep, abiding regret that spoke of sleepless nights and haunted dreams. “But not an intentional one, I swear it. The forces at play here... they’re growing stronger, harder to control. It’s as if the nexus is hungry, demanding more than we can safely give.”

As I struggled to process this information, trying to reconcile it with everything I’d learned about the theater and its dark history, a familiar voice cut through my thoughts like a knife through butter.

“Well, well. Isn’t this an interesting little gathering?”

I spun around to see Meri standing in the theater aisle, his face a mask of curiosity. For a moment, I wondered how much he’d overheard, but I pushed the thought aside as Meri’s tail twitched excitedly.

“Kinsley,” Meri purred. “I think I’ve figured something out about Tristan’s death.”

I leaned in, eager to hear his revelation. “What is it?”

“Remember that scene in Act Two? The one with the séance and the Moonshade Nightbloom?” Meri’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I think that’s what triggered everything.”

My eyes widened as the pieces began to fall into place. “Of course! The scene where they use the flower to communicate with spirits...”

Meri nodded vigorously. “Exactly. What if performing that scene actually opened a channel to the spirit world? What if Tristan’s death wasn’t just an accident, but a result of meddling with forces beyond their control?”

I considered the implications. “If you’re right, then every time they rehearse that scene...”

“They’re inviting more supernatural activity,” Meri finished grimly.

We exchanged worried glances. The current production wasn’t just in danger, it could be actively fueling whatever dark forces were at work in the theater.

As I stood there, processing Meri’s revelation, I heard footsteps approaching from backstage. Liam emerged, his face a mask of concern that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“I couldn’t help but overhear,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “If what you’re saying is true, we need to investigate this scene immediately.”

I studied him carefully, noting the eager glint in his eyes. Something about his demeanor set me on edge, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on why.

“You seem to know a lot about this, Liam,” I said, trying to keep my tone neutral. “Care to share why?”

He shrugged, a sheepish smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “I’ve always been fascinated by the supernatural. And, well, I may have done some digging into the theater’s history after Tristan’s death. Call it morbid curiosity.”

I exchanged a glance with Meri, who gave me a subtle nod. We needed answers, and right now, Liam seemed our best bet at getting them.

“All right,” I conceded. “Let’s run through the scene. But we need to be careful. If this really is opening a channel to the spirit world, we don’t know what we might be inviting in.”

Liam’s face lit up with an enthusiasm that made my stomach churn. “Excellent! I’ll get the props set up. We’ll need the Nightbloom replica, of course.”

As he bustled around, arranging the set for the fateful séance scene, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were playing right into someone’s hands. But what choice did we have? If this was our chance to uncover the truth behind Tristan’s death and the theater’s curse, we had to take it.

I watched with growing unease as Liam took center stage, the prop Nightbloom cradled in his hands. The spotlight cast an eerie glow on his face, highlighting the intensity in his eyes that both intrigued and unnerved me. As he began to recite the lines, his voice took on a haunting quality that was unnerving to say the least.

“Oh, spirits of the beyond, hear our call,” Liam intoned, his voice resonating through the theater. “Let the essence of the Moonshade Nightbloom bridge the gap between our worlds.”

As the words left his lips, the air around us seemed to thicken. The lights flickered, and a cold breeze swept across the stage, rustling the curtains. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up as a familiar tingling sensation of magic prickled across my skin.

But something felt... off. The energy swirling around us was powerful, yes, but it didn’t feel quite right. It was as if someone was trying to mimic the natural flow of supernatural forces, but couldn’t quite get it perfect.

Liam continued the scene, his performance growing more intense with each passing moment. Props began to move on their own, and whispers echoed from the empty seats of the auditorium. I watched him closely, noticing how his eyes darted around the theater, almost as if he was gauging the reaction to each supernatural occurrence.

That’s when it hit me - this felt less like a genuine manifestation of spiritual energy and more like a carefully orchestrated show. My suspicion grew as I observed Liam’s subtle gestures and the way he seemed to anticipate each ghostly event before it happened.

As the supernatural activity reached its peak, with chairs sliding across the floor and an unearthly moan reverberating through the air, my instincts screamed that something wasn’t right. Someone was manipulating these events.

As I watched Liam’s performance unfold, my suspicions grew. Something about the way the supernatural events were unfolding felt too... controlled. I scanned the theater, my eyes searching for anything out of place. That’s when I spotted it - a small device hidden behind a curtain, its red light blinking in sync with the flickering stage lights.

Someone was orchestrating these events, manipulating us all. I moved closer to investigate, careful not to draw attention to myself. As I reached out to examine the device, my elbow accidentally knocked against it.

Suddenly, chaos erupted. The device emitted a high-pitched whine, and smoke began pouring from hidden vents in the floor. The lights went haywire, flashing in a dizzying pattern that left everyone disoriented. Screams filled the air as cast members stumbled about in confusion.

In the midst of the pandemonium, movement caught my eye. A shadowy figure darted across the back of the stage, clutching what looked like Carrington’s script. My heart leapt into my throat. This could be the key to unraveling the entire mystery.

I took a step towards the retreating figure, my instincts urging me to give chase. But as I moved, I heard a cry of pain behind me. Evelyn had fallen in the chaos, and others were at risk of being hurt in the confusion.

I froze, torn between pursuing the mysterious figure and helping those in immediate danger. The script could hold all the answers we’d been seeking, but at what cost? The cries of my friends echoed in my ears as I stood there, paralyzed by indecision.


Chapter 11

I snapped out of my indecision and rushed to Evelyn’s side, helping her to her feet. “Is everyone all right?” I called out, scanning the chaos around me. The smoke was clearing, but the confusion remained palpable.

“What in the world just happened?” Liam’s voice cut through the commotion. He stood center stage, looking bewildered and slightly annoyed. The prop Nightbloom lay at his feet, forgotten in the mayhem.

I bit back my suspicions and focused on the task at hand. “Everyone, please remain calm and make your way to the exits,” I instructed, my voice steady despite the adrenaline coursing through me. “Meri, can you help guide people out?”

He darted between legs, herding the disoriented cast and crew towards safety. I turned my attention back to Evelyn, who was rubbing her ankle with a grimace.

“I think I twisted it when I fell,” she muttered, leaning heavily on me.

“Let’s get you seated and take a look,” I said, guiding her to a nearby chair. As I examined her ankle, my mind raced. The shadowy figure with the script had vanished, along with our chance to uncover the truth. But now wasn’t the time to dwell on that.

Olivia approached us, her face pale. “Should we call off the rehearsal?” she asked, her voice trembling slightly.

I nodded, meeting her gaze. “I think that’s for the best. We need to make sure everyone’s okay and figure out what caused this... incident.”

As the theater emptied, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we’d just witnessed something more than a simple technical malfunction. The device I’d seen, the perfectly timed “supernatural” events – it all pointed to a deliberate deception. But why? And who was behind it?

I watched as Liam helped the last of the cast members out, his earlier intensity replaced by a look of concern. Our eyes met briefly, and I wondered if he had any idea of the suspicions swirling in my mind.

With a sigh, I turned back to Evelyn. “Let’s get you some ice for that ankle. I think we’ve all had enough excitement for one day.”

As the theater fell silent, I couldn’t help but feel we’d taken one step forward and two steps back in solving this mystery.

I had just finished helping Evelyn with her ankle when my phone buzzed insistently in my pocket. Fishing it out, I saw Lilith’s name flashing on the screen. My heart leapt – after days of worrying about her disappearance, hearing from her was both a relief and a new source of anxiety.

“Lilith?” I answered, stepping away from the others for privacy.

“Kinsley, darling,” her voice came through, sounding strained. “I need you to meet me in the Potters Grove. Now.”

“What? Lilith, where have you been? Are you all right?” The questions tumbled out of me.

“There’s no time for explanations over the phone,” she said, her tone urgent. “The grove, Kinsley. Come alone. It’s about the theater and... everything else.”

The line went dead before I could respond. I stared at my phone, mind racing. Potters Grove was an old, secluded area on the outskirts of town, known for its mystical properties and connection to the magical community. If Lilith wanted to meet there, it had to be serious.

I turned back to the others, my mind already formulating an excuse. “I’ve got to go,” I announced, trying to keep my voice steady. “Family emergency. Meri, can you stay here and help wrap things up?”

Meri gave me a knowing look but nodded. “Of course. Be careful, Kinsley.”

As I hurried out of the theater, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was walking into something bigger than I could handle. But Lilith had answers – answers about the theater, about Carrington’s script, maybe even about Thorn. I had to go.

The drive to Potters Grove felt interminable. As the familiar buildings of town gave way to dense forest, I gripped the steering wheel tighter, my thoughts a whirlwind of possibilities and fears. What had Lilith discovered? And why had she disappeared in the first place?

I pulled up to the edge of Potters Grove, my headlights cutting through the misty darkness. As I stepped out of the car, the familiar scent of damp earth and wild magic enveloped me. Lilith stood waiting, her tall figure silhouetted against the moonlit trees.

“Lilith!” I exclaimed, rushing towards her. “I thought something had happened to you. We’ve been worried sick!”

To my surprise, Lilith let out a rich, throaty laugh. “Oh, darling. You should know by now that I can handle myself.”

I frowned, confused by her nonchalant attitude. “What’s this all about, Lilith? Why the secrecy?”

Her expression sobered. “It’s about Thorn, Kinsley. I believe he brought something back with him when we saved his life after the battle with Nissa.”

My blood ran cold. “What do you mean, ‘something’?”

Lilith’s eyes bored into mine. “Before we get into that, I have a question for you. Why did you break into the sherif’s station and steal the evidence against Azriel?”

I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. “How... how did you know about that?”

A knowing smile played at the corners of Lilith’s lips. “I know a great many things, dear. Now, answer the question.”

I took a deep breath, my mind reeling. “I... I received a handwritten note. It said there was something wrong with the evidence against Azriel. I had to know if it was true.”

Lilith nodded slowly, her expression unreadable. “I see. And what did you find?”

“The evidence against Azriel... it’s not as strong as Jeremy led me to believe,” I admitted, watching Lilith’s face carefully for any reaction.

She merely raised an eyebrow, prompting me to continue.

“But I don’t think Jeremy lied,” I hurried to add. “I believe he was deceived too. I think... I think Thorn left out certain pieces of evidence when he presented the case to Jeremy.”

The words felt heavy as they left my mouth, the weight of my suspicions finally given voice. I’d been turning this over in my mind for days, trying to reconcile the discrepancies I’d found with what I knew of Jeremy’s character.

“Jeremy’s always been honest with me,” I explained, my voice growing stronger as I spoke. “He’s like a brother to me. There’s no way he would have knowingly presented such a weak case. But Thorn...” I trailed off, the implications of what I was saying hitting me anew.

Lilith nodded slowly, her expression unreadable. “And what makes you think Thorn would do such a thing?”

I hesitated, gathering my thoughts. “It’s not just one thing. It’s a pattern of behavior. The late nights, the secretive phone calls, the way he’s been avoiding my questions about the case. And then there’s the hidden files I found in his office...”

As I spoke, I realized how long I’d been carrying these suspicions, how they’d been gnawing at me. It felt both terrifying and liberating to finally voice them aloud.

“I don’t want to believe Thorn would do this,” I said softly, “but the evidence I’ve seen... it paints a troubling picture. I just can’t figure out why. Why would he want to frame Azriel? What could he possibly gain from it?”

I looked at Lilith, hoping she might have some insight, some explanation that would make sense of this mess. “My dear, what he had to gain was you.”

I stared at Lilith, my mind reeling from her revelation. “Me? What do you mean?”

Lilith sighed, her expression softening. “Kinsley, Thorn’s love for you knows no bounds. He would do anything to protect you, even if it meant compromising his own integrity.”

I shook my head, not wanting to believe it. “But framing Azriel? Lying to Jeremy? That’s not protection, that’s...”

“Desperation,” Lilith finished. “Thorn was a man haunted by the fear of losing you. But when he came back from the brink of death, something changed in him. He’s been grappling with forces beyond his control, and I believe he’s made some misguided choices in an attempt to keep you safe.”

I felt tears pricking at the corners of my eyes. The Thorn I knew, the man I loved, would never do something like this. But the evidence was mounting, and I couldn’t ignore it any longer.

“What do I do, Lilith?” I asked.

She placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “You do what you’ve always done, Kinsley. You seek the truth. But right now, the truth lies in that theater. You focus on that, and I will keep my focus on our little Thorn issue. I’m sure I can come up with something.”

I nodded, steeling myself for what lay ahead. “You’re right. I need to get back there, confront whoever’s behind these ‘accidents’ and find out how it all ties together.”

Lilith smiled, a glint of mischief in her eyes. “And I think I know just how to draw them out.”

On the drive back to the theater, Lilith laid out her plan. We would stage a fake rehearsal of the crucial scene, the one that seemed to trigger the supernatural events. By making it appear that we were going to perform the scene as written, we hoped to lure the culprit into action.

As I pulled into the theater parking lot, I spotted Meri waiting by the stage door. I filled him in on Lilith’s plan, watching as his eyes widened with understanding.

“It’s risky,” he said, his tail twitching. “But it might be our best shot at catching whoever’s behind this.”

I nodded. “We’ll need to be careful. We don’t know what they’re capable of.”

Meri and I put our plan into motion. We gathered the cast and crew, explaining that we wanted to run through the scene one more time before making any decisions about the production’s future.

I watched as they took their places on stage. Somewhere among them was the person responsible for all of this chaos, all of this pain. And tonight, we were going to expose them.

I watched intently as the rehearsal began, my eyes scanning the stage for any sign of suspicious activity. Liam took his place at center stage, the prop Moonshade Nightbloom in his hands.

Suddenly, the lights began to flicker, and an eerie wind swept through the theater. This was exactly what we’d been expecting, but something felt off. The intensity of the supernatural phenomena seemed to be growing beyond what we’d witnessed before.

“Meri,” I whispered, “something’s not right.”

Before he could respond, a deafening crack echoed through the theater. The stage floor began to splinter, dark tendrils of energy seeping through the cracks. Liam’s eyes widened in genuine fear, and I realized with a sinking feeling that we’d grossly underestimated what we were dealing with.

“Stop the rehearsal!” I shouted, but my voice was drowned out by the howling wind that now whipped through the theater.

I tried to move towards the stage, but an invisible force held me back. Meri hissed beside me, his fur standing on end. “Kinsley, we’re trapped!”

Panic gripped me as I realized he was right. The dark energy had formed a barrier around us, cutting us off from the rest of the theater. I could see the terror on the faces of the cast and crew as they scrambled to escape the chaos on stage.

Liam stood frozen, the script clutched tightly in his hands. His lips moved, continuing to recite the lines even as the madness unfolded around him. With a jolt, I realized he wasn’t in control anymore – something else was speaking through him.

“We have to stop him!” I yelled to Meri over the din. But as we struggled against the supernatural force holding us in place, I knew we were outmatched. Our trap had backfired spectacularly, and now we were at the mercy of powers we didn’t understand.

Just as despair began to overtake me, a flash of movement caught my eye. A figure emerged from the shadows at the back of the theater, moving with purpose towards the stage.

As the chaos unfolded around us, I watched in disbelief as the mysterious figure strode confidently towards the stage. To my shock, I recognized the flowing gray hair and Victorian dress – it was Lilith!

With a flick of her wrist, Lilith dispelled the barrier trapping Meri and me. “Come, darling,” she called, her voice cutting through the supernatural din. “We haven’t much time!”

Meri and I rushed to her side as she began chanting in an ancient language I didn’t recognize. The dark energy swirling around Liam seemed to recoil from her words.

“What’s happening?” I shouted over the noise.

“I’m saving your butt, dear. You and that cat.”

And she did. She waved off the dark energy as if it answered to her… and for all I knew, it probably did. But what mattered was that the chaos ended, and the room fell completely and utterly silent.

Just then, my phone rang. I saw it was Jeremy, and something in the pit of my stomach dropped. I already knew something was wrong before I even clicked on the line. But when I did, Jeremy’s voice came through, tense and worried.

“Kinsley, we’ve got a problem. Thorn’s missing.”

My mind reeled, trying to process this new information. “What do you mean, missing? When was he last seen?”

Jeremy sighed heavily. “He was following up on a lead about Azriel. His last known location was an abandoned building on the outskirts of town. We’ve got deputies searching the area, but... there’s no sign of him.”

I closed my eyes, feeling the weight of everything crashing down on me. The theater, the supernatural events, and now Thorn’s disappearance – it was all too much.

“I’m coming to help with the search,” I said automatically, already moving towards the exit.

I rushed out of the theater. As much as I wanted to stay and help with the chaos unfolding on stage, I knew I had to find Thorn. Something was terribly wrong, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that his disappearance was connected to everything else happening in Coventry.

“Meri,” I called over my shoulder, “stay here and keep an eye on things. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Lilith was already gone as if she’d been carried off on the breeze.

I jumped into my car and sped towards the abandoned building Jeremy had mentioned. My mind raced, trying to piece together what Thorn might have discovered about Azriel that would lead him out here.

As I pulled up to the dilapidated structure, a chill ran down my spine. The place reeked of dark magic – the kind that made my skin crawl. I cautiously made my way inside, using a small light spell to guide my way through the darkness.

“Thorn?” I called out, my voice echoing through the empty rooms.

No response.

I moved deeper into the building, my eyes scanning for any sign of my husband. In what looked like it used to be an office, I found something that made my blood run cold. Thorn’s notebook lay open on a dusty desk, its pages filled with frantic scribbles and diagrams.

“Oh, Thorn,” I whispered, “what have you gotten yourself into?”

Just then, I heard a noise from deeper within the building. I froze, listening intently. It sounded like... scratching?


Chapter 12

I crept forward, my heart pounding so loudly in my chest I was sure it would give me away. I followed the scratching sound, wincing as the ancient floorboards creaked beneath my feet with each cautious step. The abandoned building felt oppressive, its darkness seeming to close in around me despite the soft glow of my light spell. The musty scent of decay and neglect filled my nostrils, making me wrinkle my nose in disgust.

“Thorn?” I whispered, my voice barely audible even to my own ears. I strained to hear any response, hoping desperately to hear my husband’s reassuring voice. The silence that followed was deafening.

As I rounded the corner, I braced myself for what I might find, my fingers tingling with magic ready to be unleashed if necessary. But instead of my missing husband, I saw a small, scruffy cat trapped under a pile of fallen debris. Its emerald eyes gleamed in the dim light as it let out a pitiful meow that tugged at my heartstrings.

“Oh, you poor thing,” I murmured, carefully approaching the trapped animal. I could feel its fear and distress radiating off it in waves.

With gentle movements, I used both my hands and a touch of magic to move the debris aside, freeing the cat from its makeshift prison. It scampered a few feet away before turning to look at me, its tail twitching nervously as if unsure whether to trust me or not. I felt relief that it wasn’t anything sinister and disappointment that I was no closer to finding Thorn. My worry for him gnawed at the pit of my stomach.

Sighing, I stood up and dusted off my hands, ready to continue my search elsewhere in this dilapidated maze. But as I turned to leave, something caught my eye, making me pause mid-step. Behind where the cat had been trapped, intricate markings covered the wall. They looked like they had been carved into the crumbling plaster with painstaking precision. My breath caught in my throat as I leaned in for a closer look, wondering what secrets these mysterious symbols might hold.

I leaned in closer. “The stage claims another. Beware the final curtain.”

My breath caught as I recognized the handwriting. It was Thorn’s, I was almost certain of it. But why would he leave such an ominous message? Was he trying to warn me about something? Or had he stumbled upon this clue himself and left it for me to find?

Questions swirled in my mind as I fumbled for my phone, my hands shaking slightly as I opened the camera app. I needed to document this. Whatever was going on, this message was clearly important.

I snapped several photos of the carved words, making sure to capture them from different angles. The dim light made it challenging, but I used my illumination spell to enhance the visibility. As I photographed the message, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was missing something crucial.

Stepping back, I took in the broader scene. The decrepit walls, the scattered debris, the lingering scent of decay - it all felt connected somehow. I captured images of the surrounding area, hoping they might provide some context or additional clues when examined later.

As I lowered my phone, my gaze fell on the cat that I had freed earlier. It sat a few feet away, watching me with those piercing green eyes. For a moment, I wondered if it was more than just a stray - in my line of work, you learn to question everything.

“What do you know about all this?” I murmured to the feline, not really expecting an answer.

The cat merely blinked at me before turning and sauntering away into the shadows of the abandoned building. I watched it go. I was no closer to finding Thorn, but this message - his message - had to mean something.

I took one last look at the carved words before turning to leave. Whatever was happening at the theater, whatever danger Thorn had uncovered, I knew I had to get to the bottom of it. And fast.

I raced back to the theater, my mind whirling with the implications of Thorn’s cryptic message. The cool night air whipped against my face as I ran, my breath coming in short gasps. As I approached the looming structure of the Coventry Community Theater, I spotted a familiar black shape pacing near the entrance.

“Meri!” I called out, slowing my pace as I neared him.

The large cat’s head snapped up, his golden eyes gleaming. His tail twitched nervously as I approached, a clear sign that something was amiss.

“Kinsley, thank goodness you’re back,” Meri said, his usual sarcasm absent from his voice. “Did you find anything?”

I nodded, pulling out my phone. “I found a message from Thorn, I think. Look at this.”

I showed Meri the photos I’d taken, explaining what I’d discovered in the abandoned building. As I swiped through the images, Meri’s eyes widened.

“The stage claims another,” he murmured, his tail swishing thoughtfully. “That’s... ominous.”

“I know,” I agreed, running a hand through my hair. “But what does it mean? And where’s Thorn?”

Meri looked up at me, his expression serious. “I might have some insight into that. While you were gone, I made a breakthrough of my own.”

I felt a surge of hope and leaned in closer. “What is it, Meri? What did you find?”

“I managed to dig up an old newspaper article about the fire that happened here decades ago. But that’s not the interesting part. There’s a photo of the cast, and Kinsley, you’re not going to believe this.”

Meri led me to a small table where he’d laid out the yellowed newspaper clipping. I bent down to examine it, my eyes scanning the grainy black and white image. Suddenly, I gasped, my finger landing on one particular face in the photograph.

“Meri, that actor... he looks just like-”

“The shadowy figure we’ve been seeing,” Meri finished, nodding solemnly. “Exactly.”

I straightened up, my mind whirling with the implications. “So, you think the vengeful spirit haunting the theater is actually the ghost of this actor?”

Meri nodded again. “It makes sense, doesn’t it? He died in the fire, and now he’s seeking revenge on the theater that took his life.”

I paced back and forth, piecing it all together. “And the upcoming performance... it could be the perfect opportunity for the spirit to exact its retribution.”

“Precisely,” Meri agreed, his tail twitching nervously. “We’re dealing with a ghost with a grudge, and it’s using the power of the theater and Carrington’s cursed play to manifest its revenge.”

I ran a hand through my hair. “We need to figure out how to stop this spirit before opening night, or who knows what could happen.”

I paced back and forth, as Meri and I brainstormed ways to banish the vengeful spirit before opening night. “What about a binding spell?” I suggested, running a hand through my hair. “We could trap the spirit in an object, something we could remove from the theater. We could put him in a jar.”

Meri’s tail twitched thoughtfully. “Possible, but risky. If the binding isn’t strong enough, we could unleash an even angrier ghost. You’re not as strong as you used to be.”

I nodded, acknowledging his point. “Okay, what about a cleansing ritual? We could purify the theater, strip away the negative energy the spirit’s been feeding on.”

“That could work,” Meri mused, his golden eyes narrowing. “But it would take time to gather the necessary ingredients, and we’d need to perform it when the theater’s empty.”

As we continued to debate our options, weighing the pros and cons of each magical solution, my phone suddenly erupted in a shrill ring. I fished it out of my pocket, my heart skipping a beat when I saw the caller ID.

“It’s Jeremy,” I told Meri, my voice tight with anticipation. “He might have a lead on Thorn.”

I answered the call, listening intently as Jeremy’s voice crackled through the speaker. He had information about a suspicious gathering at an old building on the outskirts of town. Thorn’s car had been spotted nearby.

As Jeremy spoke, I felt a knot form in my stomach. This could be the break we needed to find Thorn, but leaving now meant abandoning our plans to protect the theater. I glanced at Meri, seeing the concern reflected in his feline eyes.

“What do we do?” I whispered to Meri, covering the phone’s mouthpiece. “We can’t be in two places at once.”

Meri’s tail swished anxiously. “Thorn could be in danger, but so could everyone at the theater if we don’t stop this spirit.”

I bit my lip, torn between my duty to protect the town and my desperate need to find my husband. The clock was ticking, and I knew whatever choice I made would have far-reaching consequences.


Chapter 13

I stood frozen, my phone still pressed to my ear, Jeremy’s voice a distant buzz as I grappled with the impossible choice before me. I imagined Thorn in danger, alone and possibly hurt, his blue eyes wide with fear. Then, just as quickly, I envisioned the theater falling victim to a vengeful spirit, chaos erupting on opening night as innocent lives were put at risk.

My heart ached, torn between my love for my husband and my duty to protect the town. Thorn was my rock, my partner in every sense of the word. The thought of him in danger made my stomach churn. But as a witch, I had a responsibility to Coventry and its people. Could I really abandon them to a supernatural threat?

Meri’s tail swished anxiously as he watched me, his eyes filled with concern. I knew he was just as torn as I was, loyal to both Thorn and our mission to protect the theater.

As the seconds ticked by, I realized I couldn’t afford to waste any more time. I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what was to come. The choice loomed before me, each option fraught with potential consequences.

I took a deep breath, as I made my decision. “Jeremy, I’ll follow up on that lead about Thorn as soon as I can. Right now, there’s something urgent I need to handle.” I hung up, turning to Meri. “We need to deal with this spirit now,” I said, my voice firm despite the tremor in my hands.

Meri nodded, understanding my choice. We sprang into action, rushing through the theater to gather supplies for our confrontation with the ghost. My mind raced as I formulated a plan, knowing we needed to buy time while Meri worked on a permanent solution.

“Sage, salt, and candles,” I muttered, grabbing items from my emergency stash hidden in my bag. “Meri, can you find that old mirror in the prop room? We might need it for scrying.”

As we collected our magical arsenal, the urgency of our task hung heavy in the air. I couldn’t shake the image of Thorn from my mind, but I pushed it aside, focusing on the immediate threat.

We approached the stage, our arms full of supplies. The temperature dropped suddenly. An eerie silence fell over the theater, as if the very building was holding its breath.

“Meri,” I whispered, my voice barely audible in the stillness, “do you feel that?”

I stepped onto the stage, my heart thundering in my chest like a stampede of wild horses. The floorboards creaked and groaned beneath my feet, each sound amplified tenfold in the eerie, oppressive silence of the theater. Meri’s presence at my side was a small comfort, his warm fur brushing against my leg as I faced the vast, empty auditorium. The darkness seemed to swallow everything, making the space feel both claustrophobic and endless at the same time.

I took a deep breath, steadying myself against the waves of nervous energy coursing through my body. My voice, when I called out, was stronger than I expected, echoing through the cavernous space like a challenge. “Spirit of the theater, I know you’re here. Show yourself! We’ve come to talk, not to harm you.”

For what felt like an eternity, nothing happened. The silence stretched on, thick and heavy. Then, without warning, a cold breeze swept through the air, raising goosebumps on my arms and sending a shiver down my spine. The temperature plummeted further, and I could see my breath misting in front of me, little puffs of white in the dim light.

Suddenly, a flickering form began to materialize center stage, just a few feet away from where Meri and I stood. It was like watching an old film reel, the image unstable and wavering, fading in and out of existence. The ghost took shape slowly, its features coming into focus bit by bit, like a jigsaw puzzle being assembled before my eyes.

With a jolt of recognition, I realized I was looking at the actor from the old newspaper photo. His spectral form was an unsettling mix of past and present, both solid and transparent, real and unreal. His eyes, reflecting a potent cocktail of anger, sorrow, and something that looked disturbingly like hunger, locked onto mine with an intensity that made me want to look away. But I held his gaze, reminding myself that I was here for a reason.

The spirit’s presence was overwhelming, a physical weight of emotion and unfinished business that seemed to press down on me from all sides. I felt my stomach turn, a wave of nausea threatening to overcome me, but I planted my feet firmly on the stage, grounding myself. I couldn’t falter now.

I straightened my shoulders, squaring them against the onslaught of spectral energy. Meeting the ghost’s gaze once more, I spoke, my voice steadier than I felt, infused with a confidence I hoped would carry me through this encounter. “We need to talk,” I said, my words ringing out in the silence. “I think it’s time we addressed why you’re still here, don’t you? There’s been enough haunting and scaring. Let’s figure out how to resolve this, for everyone’s sake.”

To my surprise, the ghost’s expression shifted from anger to something more urgent, almost desperate. Its form flickered, and when it spoke, the voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.

“You misunderstand,” it said, the words echoing through the theater. “I’m not here to harm. I’m trying to protect.”

I blinked, caught off guard by this revelation. “Protect? From what?”

The ghost’s form solidified slightly, its eyes meeting mine with an intensity that made me shiver. “A human threat. Someone living, someone who means to destroy this place and everything it stands for.”

My mind raced, trying to process this unexpected turn of events. I had been so certain that the ghost was the source of the theater’s troubles, but now...

“I don’t understand,” I admitted, glancing at Meri, who looked equally perplexed. “If you’re not causing the accidents and strange occurrences, then who is?”

The ghost’s form wavered, as if gathering strength. “Someone who knows the theater’s secrets, someone who’s been manipulating events from the shadows. They’re using the reputation of the haunting to cover their tracks.”

I felt the blood drain from my face as the ghost’s words sank in. Liam? The understudy who’d been so eager to help, who’d seemed so devastated by Tristan’s death? My mind raced, piecing together the clues I’d overlooked.

“Liam?” I whispered, my voice barely audible. “But... how? Why?”

The spirit’s form flickered, its voice filled with urgency. “He’s always been in Tristan’s shadow, consumed by jealousy and resentment. When he discovered the theater’s dark history, he saw an opportunity. He killed Tristan during rehearsal, using a poison derived from the Moonshade Nightbloom.”

I gasped, remembering Hekate’s wilted plant. “The Nightbloom... that’s why it reacted.”

The ghost nodded. “Liam’s been orchestrating the accidents, manipulating events to make it seem like a haunting. He plans to destroy the theater, believing it will free him from Tristan’s legacy and launch his own career.”

My mind whirled with the implications. All this time, I’d been chasing shadows while the real threat walked among us, hidden in plain sight. I thought of Liam’s eager offers to help, his convenient appearances during crucial moments. How could I have been so blind?

“I’ve been trying to warn you all,” the spirit continued, its form growing fainter. “But my efforts were misinterpreted as malevolent haunting.”

I felt a wave of guilt wash over me. We’d been so quick to assume the ghost was the enemy, never considering it might be trying to help. I looked at Meri, seeing the same realization dawning in his eyes.

“We need to stop him,” I said, my voice finding its strength again. “But how? We have no proof, and he’s been so careful to cover his tracks.”

As the spirit faded from view, I stood there, frozen in shock. The truth about Liam hit me like a physical blow, leaving me reeling.


Chapter 14

The ghost’s words echoed in my mind, each revelation about Liam feeling like a punch to the gut. How could I have been so blind?

The backstage area was dimly lit, shadows lurking in every corner. I couldn’t shake the feeling that danger was waiting for us, hidden just out of sight. Meri padded silently beside me, alert and scanning our surroundings.

“We need to be careful,” I whispered to Meri. “Liam’s been manipulating everything from the start. He won’t give up easily.”

Meri nodded, his tail twitching with tension. “I’ll keep my senses sharp. If he tries anything, we’ll be ready.”

As we rounded a corner, I caught a glimpse of movement. My heart leaped into my throat as Liam stepped out from behind a set piece, his familiar smile plastered across his face. But now, knowing what I did, I could see the calculation behind his eyes, the barely concealed malice in his expression.

“Kinsley! I’m so glad I found you,” Liam said, his voice dripping with false concern. “After everything that’s happened, I was worried about you being here alone.”

I forced myself to remain calm, to not let on that I knew the truth. “Thanks, Liam. I appreciate your concern. I was actually looking for you. I think I might have found something about the accidents.”

Liam’s eyes flickered with interest, and I saw his posture stiffen slightly. “Oh? What did you find?”

I hesitated, choosing my words carefully. “It’s... complicated. Maybe we should discuss it somewhere more private?”

Liam nodded, gesturing towards the prop room. “Of course. Lead the way.”

As we walked, I could feel the tension building. Meri stayed close to my side, his fur bristling slightly. I knew we were walking into a potentially dangerous situation, but I had to find a way to expose Liam’s true nature.

As we entered the prop room, I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the conversation ahead. Liam closed the door behind us, and I couldn’t help but notice how he positioned himself between me and the exit. Meri hopped onto a nearby table, his eyes intensely fixed on Liam.

“So, Liam,” I began casually, “I’ve been digging into the theater’s history. I’m curious, what have you uncovered in your research?”

Liam’s eyebrows raised slightly. “Oh, you know, bits and pieces. The usual ghost stories and urban legends. Nothing concrete, really.”

I nodded, watching his face carefully. “Interesting. I actually came across some fascinating information about Edward Carrington and his final play. Did you know it was never performed?”

A flicker of something—interest? Worry?—passed across Liam’s face. “I’d heard rumors, but details are scarce.”

“Well, I’ve found some connections that might explain the recent... incidents,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “For instance, the Moonshade Nightbloom. It’s mentioned in Carrington’s script, and it’s a rather unique plant.”

Liam’s posture stiffened almost imperceptibly. “Oh? I don’t recall that detail.”

“It’s quite toxic,” I continued, watching his reactions closely. “In fact, when used correctly, it can cause symptoms similar to what Tristan experienced before his death.”

Liam’s eyes widened for a split second before he regained his composure. “That’s... quite a coincidence.”

I took a step closer, my heart pounding. “Is it, Liam? Because I’ve also found evidence linking the Moonshade Nightbloom to the other accidents. It seems someone has been using it to manipulate events, to make them appear supernatural.”

Liam’s friendly façade began to crack, his smile becoming strained. “Kinsley, I’m not sure what you’re implying, but—”

“I’m not implying anything,” I interrupted, my voice firm. “I’m telling you that I know what you’ve done.”

I watched as Liam’s expression shifted from cornered to calculating. His eyes darted to the door, where I could hear murmurs of approaching voices.

“You’re right, Kinsley,” Liam said, his voice rising. “I do know what’s been going on. But it’s not what you think.”

He took a step towards me, his face a mask of concern and confusion. “I’ve been watching you and your cat sneaking around, always showing up right after each accident. At first, I thought you were just investigating, but now... I’m not so sure.”

My heart sank as I realized what he was doing. I opened my mouth to protest, but Liam pressed on, his voice growing louder.

“Everyone, listen!” he called out. The door opened, and I saw several cast members peering in curiously. “Kinsley here has been obsessed with these accidents. She’s always the first on the scene, always asking questions, always poking around where she doesn’t belong.”

I felt the weight of their stares, saw the doubt creeping into their eyes. Liam had turned the tables on me in an instant.

“Think about it,” Liam continued, addressing the growing crowd. “She’s an outsider, not even part of our production. Yet she’s here all the time, with her strange cat, right in the thick of things. And now she’s trying to pin it all on me?”

Murmurs rippled through the group. I saw Evelyn step forward, her brow furrowed with concern.

“Kinsley, is this true?” she asked, her voice tinged with disappointment.

I felt trapped, cornered by Liam’s clever maneuvering. “No, it’s not what you think. I’m trying to help—”

But Liam cut me off, his voice dripping with false sympathy. “I know you mean well, Kinsley. But your obsession with the supernatural, your constant prying... it’s gone too far. You’re seeing ghosts where there are none, and it’s putting all of us at risk.”

As Evelyn ushered us out of the theater, I felt disbelief and suspicion. Meri trotted beside me, his tail low and his ears flattened against his head. We stepped into the cool night air, the theater doors closing behind us with a finality that made my stomach churn.

“This can’t be happening,” I muttered, fumbling for my car keys. My hands were shaking so badly I could barely get the door open.

Meri leaped into the passenger seat as I slid behind the wheel. “We need to regroup,” he said, his voice tight with worry. “Liam’s played his hand well, but we can’t let him win.”

I nodded, starting the engine. As we pulled away from the theater, I couldn’t shake the image of Liam’s smug face, or the looks of disappointment and suspicion on the faces of the cast and crew. How had everything gone so wrong so quickly?

We drove in tense silence for a few minutes before I pulled into an empty parking lot. I killed the engine and turned to Meri. “Okay, let’s go over everything we know. There has to be something we’ve missed.”

For the next hour, we pored over every scrap of evidence we’d gathered. Photos, notes, timelines - we examined it all, searching for that one crucial detail that would exonerate us and expose Liam.

Just as I was about to admit defeat, Meri’s ears perked up. “Wait,” he said, his voice urgent. “Look at this photo from the night Tristan died.”

I leaned in, squinting at the image on my phone. It was a group shot of the cast, taken just before the fateful rehearsal. Meri’s paw pointed to a figure in the background - Liam.

“Do you see it?” Meri asked.

At first, I didn’t. But then, as I zoomed in, my breath caught in my throat. There, partially hidden by his jacket, was a small vial in Liam’s hand. The liquid inside had a distinctive greenish tint that I recognized immediately.

“The Moonshade Nightbloom poison,” I whispered, my heart racing. “Meri, you’re a genius!”

My heart soared with the thrill of discovery, but before I could fully process our breakthrough, my phone buzzed insistently. Evelyn’s name flashed on the screen.

I answered, my voice tight with anticipation. “Evelyn? What’s going on?”

“Kinsley, thank God you answered!” Evelyn’s words tumbled out in a panicked rush. “I’m so sorry we kicked you out earlier. We were wrong, so wrong. Please, you have to come back!”

The desperation in her voice sent a chill down my spine. “Slow down, Evelyn. What’s happening?”

“It’s the theater,” she gasped. “Everything’s gone haywire. Props are moving on their own, lights are flickering, and there are these... these whispers coming from the walls. And Liam... Liam’s vanished!”

I exchanged a knowing glance with Meri. “We’re on our way,” I assured her, already starting the car. “Just stay calm and keep everyone together. We’ll be there as fast as we can.”

As I sped towards the theater, my mind raced. Had Liam realized we were onto him? Was this his endgame or just another act in his twisted performance? Or was the ghost angry that Liam was getting away with murder?

“We need to be careful,” Meri warned, his tail twitching anxiously. “Liam’s cornered now. There’s no telling what he might do.”

I nodded grimly, gripping the steering wheel tighter. “We’ve got the evidence now. We just need to expose him before he can do any more damage.”

As we pulled up to the theater, I could already sense something was terribly wrong. The air felt charged, heavy with an unnatural energy that made my skin prickle. Evelyn was waiting for us at the entrance, her face pale and drawn.

“Thank you for coming,” she said, wringing her hands. “I don’t know what to do. It’s like the theater itself has come alive, and not in a good way.”

I placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “We’ll figure this out, Evelyn.”

I rushed into the theater, Meri at my heels, and was immediately assaulted by a scene of utter chaos. Props whirled through the air as if caught in an invisible tornado. The lights flickered wildly, casting eerie shadows across the panicked faces of the cast and crew.

“What in the world?” I gasped, ducking as a prop sword flew past my head.

Evelyn grabbed my arm, her eyes wide with fear. “It’s gotten worse since I called you. We can’t control anything!”

I scanned the room, searching for any sign of Liam, but he was nowhere to be seen. Just as I was about to suggest we evacuate, my phone rang. Jeremy’s name flashed on the screen.

My heart leaped into my throat as I answered. “Jeremy? What is it?”

“Kinsley, we’ve got a lead on Thorn,” Jeremy’s voice crackled through the speaker. “We think we know where he is, but we need to move fast.”

I froze, torn between the chaos unfolding before me and the urgent need to find my husband. Meri looked up at me. “Go,” he said firmly. “I’ll handle things here.”

I hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Are you sure?”

Meri’s tail twitched with determination. “Positive. I’ll keep an eye on things and update you if anything changes. If this is the ghost, I’m sure I can talk him down.”

I took a deep breath, my mind made up. “Okay, Jeremy, I’m on my way. Send me the location.”

As I turned to leave, I caught Evelyn’s confused gaze. “I have to go,” I explained quickly. “It’s an emergency. Meri will stay and help. Trust him, okay?”

Evelyn nodded, though she still looked bewildered. I gave Meri one last grateful look before dashing out of the theater. As I climbed into my car, I couldn’t shake the feeling that everything was coming to a head. I just hoped I was making the right choice.

I pulled up to the abandoned warehouse, my heart hammering against my ribs. The building loomed before me, its windows dark and empty, like hollow eyes staring back at me. I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. This was it. Thorn was here.

As I approached the entrance, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was walking into something bigger than I could handle. The door creaked open, protesting against years of disuse. The sound echoed through the cavernous space, sending a shiver down my spine.

“Thorn?” I called out. The darkness seemed to swallow my words.

I fumbled for my phone, using its flashlight to guide my way. Dust motes danced in the beam, and I could smell the musty scent of abandonment. My footsteps echoed off the concrete floor, each one sounding impossibly loud in the silence.

And then I saw him.

Thorn was slumped against a far wall, his head bowed. Even from a distance, I could see how haggard he looked. His clothes were rumpled, his hair disheveled. As my light fell on him, he slowly raised his head.

Our eyes met, and in that moment, everything else faded away. The warehouse, the mysteries, the danger – it all disappeared. There was only Thorn, looking at me with a mixture of relief, exhaustion, and something else I couldn’t quite place.

I wanted to run to him, to wrap my arms around him and never let go. But something held me back. The weight of unspoken words hung between us, heavy.

I took a hesitant step towards Thorn. The warehouse’s musty air seemed to close in around us as I struggled to find the right words. “Thorn, what’s going on? We’ve been worried sick about you. Jeremy’s been beside himself...”

He looked at me with confusion and irritation that I’d never seen before. His blue eyes, usually so warm and inviting, were cold and distant. “What the heck are you doing here, Kinsley? How did you even find this place?”

“You’ve been missing,” I explained, my voice trembling slightly as I fought to keep my composure. “I’m here to bring you home. We’ve been searching everywhere for you.”

Thorn let out a harsh, humorless laugh that sent chills down my spine and echoed off the warehouse walls. “Missing? I’m not missing, I’m working. Can’t a man do his job without everyone losing their minds? I swear, sometimes I think this town would fall apart if I took a day off.”

I shook my head, trying to make sense of his words and the bitter tone behind them. “But Jeremy was worried. He said you’d vanished, that no one knew where you were. Your phone was off... Thorn, we thought something terrible had happened to you.”

“Well, maybe I need to hire better employees if the ones I’ve got can’t even keep track of their own sheriff,” Thorn snapped, his voice dripping with disdain. “Did it ever occur to any of you that I might be working undercover? That there are some things I can’t share, even with my deputy or my wife?”

I stared at him, my stomach twisting into knots. This wasn’t my Thorn. The man standing before me was cold, distant, almost cruel. His words cut deep, and I struggled to reconcile this version of him with the loving husband and dedicated sheriff I knew. Something was seriously wrong, and a chill of fear ran through me as I considered the possibilities.

As I watched, a sudden change came over him. The hard edges of his expression softened, replaced by confusion and embarrassment. It was as if a switch had been flipped, and for a moment, I caught a glimpse of my Thorn behind those stormy eyes.

“Thorn?” I said softly, taking another step towards him, my hand outstretched. “Are you okay? What’s really going on here?”

He shook his head, brushing off my concern with a wave of his hand. “I’m fine. I’ve got work to do. Important work that can’t wait.”

“Where are you going?” I asked as he started to move past me, the scent of his familiar cologne mingling with something else... something I couldn’t quite place.

“Back to the station,” he replied curtly, not meeting my eyes. “To do my job. That’s where I should be, isn’t it?”

Before I could say another word, he was gone, his footsteps echoing through the warehouse as he disappeared into the shadows. I stood there alone, more confused and worried than ever. What had happened to Thorn?


Chapter 15

I sat on the sofa, my eyes fixed on the front door, anxiety gnawing at my insides. The house was eerily quiet, the ticking of the clock on the mantle the only sound breaking the oppressive silence. Meri lay curled up beside me, his tail twitching occasionally as he dozed, a comforting presence in the stillness.

The crunch of tires on pavement jolted me from my swirling thoughts. Headlights swept across the living room windows, casting eerie shadows on the walls, and I heard the familiar sound of Thorn’s truck door slamming shut. My heart raced as his heavy footsteps approached the front door, each thud matching the pounding in my chest.

The lock turned with a click that seemed to echo through the empty house, and Thorn stepped inside. He froze when he saw me, his eyes narrowing dangerously, a storm brewing in their depths.

“What the hell are you doing up?” he growled, slamming the door behind him with such force that the pictures on the wall rattled.

I stood, my hands shaking slightly, trying to project a calm I didn’t feel. “Thorn, we need to talk. Your behavior lately—it’s not like you. I’m worried.”

“My behavior?” he cut me off, his voice rising to a near shout. “You’re the one sitting here like some kind of watchdog. What, you don’t trust me now? Is that it, Kinsley?”

Meri was instantly alert, his eyes flashing as he positioned himself between us. His fur stood on end as he eyed Thorn warily, a low rumble building in his chest.

“That’s not it at all,” I tried to explain, my voice trembling slightly. “I’m just concerned. You’ve been so distant, so angry. This isn’t like you, Thorn.”

But Thorn wasn’t listening, his face flushed with rage. “Shut up!” he snapped, his face contorted with an anger I’d never seen before. “Just shut up, or you’ll wake the girls with your hysterics. Always drama with you, isn’t it?”

I blinked, taken aback by the venom in his words. “The girls aren’t here, Thorn,” I said softly, trying to diffuse the situation. “They’re at my mother’s house. I thought we needed some time alone to talk, to figure out what’s going on with us.”

“To what?” he interrupted again, looming over me, his presence suddenly menacing. “To interrogate me? To accuse me of God knows what? Is that what this is about?”

Meri growled low in his throat, a clear warning. Thorn glanced down at him, then back at me, his eyes cold and unfamiliar.

“Thorn, I need to know the truth about Azriel’s case. Something doesn’t add up, and I think you know more than you’re telling me.”

Thorn’s face twisted into a sneer, his eyes flashing with disdain. “Oh, here we go again. You’re just being an overly emotional woman, Kinsley. Can’t you see that? Always jumping to conclusions, always making mountains out of molehills.”

His dismissive tone stung, but I stood my ground. “This isn’t about emotions, Thorn. This is about the truth. I need to understand what’s really going on.”

As I spoke, I watched Thorn’s expression darken, his anger seeming to build with each word. Suddenly, he exploded, his voice rising to a shout that made me flinch.

“You want to know the truth? Fine! I’ve known for a long time that you never really got over your ex. Azriel this, Azriel that. It’s always been about him, hasn’t it?”

I stared at Thorn in disbelief, shocked by the venom in his words. “What are you talking about? This has nothing to do with-”

But Thorn cut me off, his face red with fury. “Don’t lie to me! I’ve seen the way you light up whenever his name is mentioned. You’ve never let go of him, have you? All these years, and you’re still pining after that bastard!”

I couldn’t take it anymore. The accusations, the anger, the lies - it all had to stop. Without a word, I turned and marched upstairs to our bedroom closet. I reached into the back, behind old shoeboxes and forgotten jackets, and pulled out the box I’d hidden there weeks ago.

When I returned to the living room, Thorn was still fuming, his face red with rage. I slammed the box down on the coffee table, the sound cutting through the tense silence.

“You want the truth, Thorn? Here it is,” I said, my voice steady despite the trembling in my hands. I opened the box and began spreading out the contents - reports, witness statements, and forensic evidence.

Thorn’s eyes widened as he recognized the documents. “What the hell is this? Where did you-”

“I took it,” I interrupted, meeting his gaze unflinchingly. “Because I knew something wasn’t right. And now I know why.”

As Thorn scanned the papers, I watched the anger drain from his face, replaced by a dawning realization. His shoulders sagged, and for a moment, he looked lost.

“Kinsley, I-” he started, but I cut him off.

“You lied, Thorn. About everything. Azriel never tried to kill me. The evidence doesn’t support that. Why? Why would you do this?”

I watched as Thorn’s expression shifted from shock to anger, his jaw clenching tight. Instead of the confession I’d hoped for, he exploded.

“You broke into the station?” he roared, his face flushing red. “You stole evidence? Do you have any idea how illegal that is, Kinsley? What the hell were you thinking?”

I stood my ground, refusing to be intimidated. “I was thinking that something wasn’t right, and I needed to know the truth.”

“The truth?” Thorn scoffed. “And what gave you the right to decide what the truth is? To take matters into your own hands?”

I took a deep breath, steeling myself. “There was a note, Thorn. Left on our front porch. It said the evidence against Azriel wasn’t what it seemed.”

Thorn’s eyes narrowed. “A note? And you just believed some anonymous tip?”

“My intuition told me it was true,” I said firmly. “And I was right, wasn’t I? The evidence doesn’t prove that Azriel tried to kill me all those years ago.”

I watched in disbelief as Thorn reached for his handcuffs, his face a mask of cold fury. “Kinsley Wilson, you’re under arrest for breaking and entering, and theft of police evidence,” he intoned, his voice devoid of any emotion.

My heart raced as panic set in. This couldn’t be happening. “Thorn, please,” I pleaded, backing away from him. “You can’t do this. We need to talk about what’s really going on here.”

But Thorn advanced, the handcuffs glinting in the dim light of our living room. “Turn around and put your hands behind your back,” he ordered, his tone leaving no room for argument.

Suddenly, Meri was between us, his fur standing on end and his eyes blazing with protective rage. “Stay away from her, Thorn,” he growled, his voice low and dangerous. “Or I swear, I’ll take you down myself.”

I held my breath, watching as Thorn’s gaze flickered between me and Meri. The tension in the room was horrific, crackling like electricity in the air. Meri’s muscles tensed, ready to pounce at any moment.

Just as I thought the situation was about to explode, our front door slammed open with a bang that made us all jump. A gust of wind swept through the room.

And there, framed in the doorway like some ethereal apparition, stood Lilith. She practically glided into the room, her long gray hair flowing behind her and her Victorian dress rustling with each step. Her eyes, glowing with an otherworldly light, swept over the scene before her.

“Well,” she said, her voice cutting through the tense silence, “isn’t this a charming little family gathering?”

I watched, stunned, as Lilith swept into our living room with all the grace and authority of a queen. Her eyes locked onto mine, and I felt a jolt of energy course through me.

“Kinsley, dear,” Lilith said, her voice calm but commanding, “be a good girl and fetch the salt. Oh, and light some black candles while you’re at it.”

Without hesitation, I found myself moving. It was as if my body was responding to her words before my mind could even process them. I hurried to the kitchen, grabbing the container of salt from the pantry. Then, I rummaged through a drawer where I kept emergency supplies, pulling out a handful of black candles.

As I returned to the living room, my eyes fell on Thorn. He stood rooted to the spot, his eyes wide with what I could only describe as abject terror. It was an expression I’d never seen on my husband’s face before.

Lilith had produced a small jar from somewhere within the folds of her dress. As I watched, she began sprinkling its contents - what looked like dark, rich soil - in a circle around Thorn’s feet. The scent of damp earth filled the air, mingling with the tension that still crackled through the room.

“That’s graveyard dirt,” Meri whispered to me, his voice low and filled with awe.

I set the salt and candles on the coffee table, my hands shaking slightly. Lilith nodded approvingly, then turned her attention back to Thorn.

The change in Thorn’s demeanor was sudden and shocking. The fear in his eyes melted away, replaced by a look of pure hatred. His face contorted with malice as he glared at Lilith, but to my amazement, he didn’t move a muscle. It was as if some invisible force held him in place, trapped within the circle of graveyard dirt.

“What’s happening?” I whispered, more to myself than anyone else.

Lilith’s lips curved into a small, knowing smile. “You’re about to find out exactly what’s been plaguing your dear husband, Kinsley,” she said, her eyes never leaving Thorn’s face. “And I suspect we’re in for quite the revelation.”

I lit the black candles, their flickering flames casting eerie shadows across the room. The scent of beeswax and smoke filled my nostrils, mingling with the musty odor of old books and dried herbs. Following Lilith’s silent gestures, I poured a circle of salt around all of us, enclosing Thorn, Lilith, Meri, and myself within its protective boundary. The salt crystals glittered in the candlelight, forming a perfect ring that seemed to hum with unseen energy.

“Lilith,” I whispered, “what exactly are we doing?” My hands trembled slightly as I tucked a stray curl behind my ear, trying to maintain some semblance of composure.

Her eyes, glowing with an otherworldly light, met mine. A small, enigmatic smile played at the corners of her lips, reminding me of the Mona Lisa – beautiful, mysterious, and slightly unsettling. “Why, my dear,” she said, her voice smooth as silk and just as dangerous, “we’re banishing an old friend.”

Before I could ask what she meant, my mind reeling with possibilities and fears, Lilith began to chant. The words seemed to vibrate in the air, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. They were in a language I didn’t recognize – older than Latin, more primal than Sanskrit. As her voice rose and fell in a haunting melody, I watched in stunned silence as Thorn’s body began to twitch and convulse, his muscles spasming under his skin like live wires.

Suddenly, a dark mist started to seep from Thorn’s pores, coalescing into a writhing mass above his head. It was blacker than night, seeming to absorb the very light around it. Thorn’s eyes rolled back, showing only the whites, and he let out a guttural scream that chilled me to my core. The sound was raw, primal – a noise no human throat should be able to make. The mist seemed to pulse with malevolent energy, fighting against Lilith’s words, twisting and churning like a storm cloud.

Lilith’s chanting grew louder, more insistent, her words cracking like whips in the air. The candle flames leapt higher, dancing wildly as if caught in a wind I couldn’t feel. I felt a surge of energy course through the salt circle, making my skin tingle and my hair stand on end. The dark entity above Thorn thrashed violently, letting out an inhuman shriek that made me want to cover my ears. It was the sound of nails on a chalkboard, of metal grinding against metal, of pure, unadulterated malice.

With a final, thunderous word from Lilith that seemed to shake the very foundations of the house, the entity seemed to implode upon itself. There was a blinding flash of light, so bright it burned itself into my retinas, and then... silence. A silence so profound it felt like a physical presence, pressing against my eardrums.

I blinked rapidly, trying to clear the spots from my vision, my heart still racing. As my eyes adjusted, I saw Thorn slump to the floor, unconscious but breathing steadily. His face, moments ago contorted in agony, now looked peaceful, almost childlike in repose. The oppressive atmosphere that had filled the room moments ago was gone, replaced by a sense of calm I hadn’t felt in weeks. It was as if a great weight had been lifted, not just from Thorn, but from the very air around us.

I knelt beside Thorn, and I watched him stir. His eyes fluttered open, unfocused and confused. The man I saw looking back at me was my husband again - not the angry, volatile stranger who had been wearing his face for weeks.

“Water,” he croaked, his voice hoarse and weak.

I scrambled to my feet, rushing to the kitchen to fill a glass. When I returned, Thorn was trying to sit up, his movements slow and unsteady. I slipped an arm around his shoulders, helping him lean against the couch.

“Here,” I said softly, holding the glass to his lips. He drank greedily, water dribbling down his chin. I wiped it away with my sleeve, feeling a surge of tenderness I thought I’d lost.

“Kinsley,” Thorn whispered, his eyes finally focusing on my face. “What... what happened?”

Before I could answer, Lilith’s voice cut through the room. “My work here is done,” she announced, already gliding towards the door. Her Victorian dress rustled as she moved, the sound oddly loud in the quiet room.

“Lilith, wait-” I started, but she was already gone, the door closing behind her with a soft click.

I turned back to Thorn, who looked utterly lost and exhausted. His face was pale, dark circles under his eyes standing out starkly against his skin. I helped him onto the couch, draping a blanket over his shoulders.

“It’s okay,” I murmured, though I wasn’t sure if I was reassuring him or myself. “You’re going to be okay now.”

Thorn leaned into me, his body trembling slightly. “I remember... anger. So much anger,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “But it wasn’t me. It was like... like something else was controlling me.”

I stroked his hair, feeling the dampness of sweat at his temples. “It’s over now,” I said, hoping I sounded more confident than I felt. “Whatever it was, Lilith banished it.”

I held Thorn close, feeling his body tremble against mine. The silence stretched between us, heavy with unspoken words. Finally, Thorn took a deep breath and looked into my eyes.

“Kinsley,” he began, his voice barely above a whisper, “I... I never had solid proof that Azriel tried to kill you. I deceived you and Jeremy. I knew in my heart that Azriel was dangerous, but I never had enough proof.”

My breath caught in my throat as his confession sank in. I could feel Meri’s eyes on us, watching intently.

Thorn’s voice cracked as he asked, “Are you going to leave me?”

“No,” I replied, the word tumbling out of my mouth before I could even process the question. I felt Meri’s surprise radiating from across the room.

Thorn blinked, confusion etched across his face. “Why?”

I took a deep breath, gathering my thoughts. “Because we have a family, Thorn. We are a family. You shouldn’t have misled me, but it’s been so long... I don’t care anymore. You’re my husband, the father of our children.”

I cupped his face in my hands, forcing him to meet my gaze. “I trust your intuition. If you believed Azriel was that dangerous, then ultimately, you did the right thing.”

Leaning in, I pressed my lips to his in a tender kiss. “I love you, Thorn. So much. I only ever wanted to be with you, and I still do.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Meri roll his eyes dramatically. “You two are gross,” he muttered, but I could hear the affection beneath his snarky tone.


Chapter 16

I held Thorn close, his confession still ringing in my ears. The dark entity that had possessed him was gone, banished by Lilith’s ritual, but the weight of his deception lingered. He’d lied about Azriel, fabricated evidence, and nearly torn our family apart. Yet, as I looked into his eyes, I saw the man I’d fallen in love with – vulnerable, flawed, but ultimately good-hearted.

As Thorn drifted off to sleep, exhausted from the ordeal, I gently extricated myself from his arms. Meri padded over, his eyes gleaming in the dim light.

“Well, that was quite the night,” he said, his tail twitching. “But we’re not done yet, are we?”

I shook my head, feeling a renewed sense of purpose. “No, we’re not. We still have a theater to save and a murderer to catch.”

The events at the theater came rushing back – the ghostly warnings, the accidents, and Liam’s sinister role in it all. I’d been so focused on Thorn and Azriel that I’d almost forgotten about the immediate threat facing Coventry.

“We need to confront Liam,” I said, my voice low but determined. “He killed Tristan, and he’s planning something big for opening night. We can’t let him hurt anyone else.”

Meri nodded, a fierce look in his eyes. “Agreed. But we’ll need evidence if we want anyone to believe us. Liam’s already turned the cast against us.”

I glanced at the clock – it was nearly dawn. “We’ll gather everything we have and head to the theater first thing in the morning. It’s time to end this, once and for all.”

As I began collecting our evidence, my mind churned with plans and strategies. The theater mystery had become more than just a case – it was a chance to protect my town, to prove myself as a witch and an investigator. And deep down, I knew that solving this would be the first step in rebuilding trust with Thorn.

So, I prepared for the confrontation ahead. Liam may have thought he’d outsmarted us, but he was about to learn that you don’t mess with a Coventry witch.

I arrived at the theater early. As I pushed open the heavy doors, the familiar scent of dust and old wood enveloped me. The place was eerily quiet, but that wasn’t unusual given the early hour. I had to wonder if I’d arrive to early, and if anyone would even be there.

“Evelyn?” I called out, my voice echoing through the empty lobby.

A muffled sob answered me from the direction of the main stage. I hurried down the aisle, my footsteps echoing in the cavernous space. There, hunched over in the front row, was Evelyn. Her normally impeccable appearance was disheveled, her eyes red-rimmed from crying.

“Oh, Kinsley,” she said, looking up at me with a mix of relief and despair. “I don’t know if I can do this anymore. The accidents, Tristan’s death, and now... now this. It’s all too much.”

I sat down beside her, placing a hand on her arm. “I know it seems overwhelming, Evelyn, but we can’t give up now. Not when we’re so close to the truth.”

Evelyn shook her head, her voice trembling. “But what if more people get hurt? What if the play is truly cursed?”

“It’s not cursed,” I said firmly. “I know who’s behind all this, and it’s not a ghost or a curse. It’s Liam.”

Evelyn’s eyes widened in shock. “Liam? But... why?”

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what I was about to say. “I have evidence that Liam killed Tristan and has been orchestrating these accidents. He’s planning something big for opening night, and we need to stop him.”

Evelyn listened intently as I laid out my plan to expose Liam. As I spoke, I could see the spark returning to her eyes.

“You’re right,” she said finally, straightening her shoulders. “We can’t let him win. What do you need me to do?”

“Liam’s ego is his weakness. He’s been waiting for this moment, craving the spotlight. There’s no way he’ll back out of the opening night performance, no matter what.”

Evelyn nodded slowly, her brow furrowed in concentration. “So, we use the play against him?”

“Exactly,” I said. “We’ll let the show go on as planned, but with a twist. During a key moment, I’ll confront Liam publicly, on stage. We’ll present our evidence and force him to reveal his true nature in front of everyone.”

I could see the wheels turning in Evelyn’s mind as she processed my words. “It’s risky, but it might just work. The audience will be his perfect stage, and he won’t be able to resist defending himself.”

“There’s more,” I continued, leaning in closer. “We need to involve the authorities. I’ll make sure Thorn and a few trusted deputies are in the audience. They’ll witness everything and be ready to arrest Liam when he incriminates himself.”

Evelyn’s eyes widened. “You really think he’ll confess?”

I nodded confidently. “Liam’s narcissism is his downfall. When cornered, he’ll try to justify his actions, to make himself the hero of his own story. That’s when we’ll have him.”

“What about the rest of the cast?” Evelyn asked, concern evident in her voice.

“We’ll need to brief them discreetly,” I explained. “They need to be prepared for the confrontation, but we can’t risk Liam catching wind of our plan. We’ll have to time everything perfectly.”

I could see the conflict in Evelyn’s eyes as she processed my plan. Her fingers nervously toyed with the hem of her blouse, a habit I’d noticed whenever she was under stress.

“Kinsley, I understand what you’re saying, but...” Evelyn trailed off, her gaze dropping to the floor. “What if something goes wrong? We’ve already lost Tristan. I can’t bear the thought of anyone else getting hurt.”

I leaned forward, meeting her eyes. “I know you’re scared, Evelyn. But think about what could happen if we do nothing. Liam’s already proven he’s willing to kill. Who’s to say he won’t do it again?”

Evelyn shuddered, wrapping her arms around herself. “But the cast, the crew... they trust me to keep them safe. How can I put them in harm’s way?”

“We’re not putting them in harm’s way,” I assured her. “We’re protecting them. By exposing Liam, we’re ensuring that no one else falls victim to his schemes.”

Evelyn stood up abruptly, pacing back and forth in front of the stage. “It’s just... it’s all so much. The theater means everything to me, Kinsley. If this goes wrong, if we can’t prove Liam’s guilt...”

I rose to join her. “I understand your fears, Evelyn. But we have evidence. We have a plan. And most importantly, we have the truth on our side.”

She stopped pacing, turning to face me. I could see the internal struggle playing out across her features. “And you’re certain this will work?”

“As certain as I can be,” I replied honestly. “But I need your help to pull it off. The cast trusts you. They’ll follow your lead.”

Evelyn took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders. “You’re right. We can’t let Liam win. Not after everything he’s done.” She nodded firmly. “Okay, Kinsley. I’m in.”

I spent the next few days in a whirlwind of activity, working tirelessly with Evelyn, Meri, and the rest of the cast to prepare for opening night. The theater became our war room, filled with hushed whispers and furtive glances as we plotted our strategy to expose Liam.

“Remember,” I whispered to the group during one of our clandestine meetings, huddled together in the shadows of the backstage area, “we need to act as normally as possible. Liam can’t suspect anything’s amiss. Putting on the play needs to draw him out of hiding without tipping our hand.”

Evelyn nodded. “I’ve made some subtle changes to the blocking in Act Two. It’ll give you the perfect opportunity to confront Liam, Kinsley.” She pulled out a well-worn script, pointing to the newly annotated sections. “Here and here. We’ll have you positioned just so, with a clear line of sight.”

“What about the props?” asked one of the younger actors, his voice trembling slightly. I could see the fear etched across his face. “What if Liam tries to use them against us?”

“We’ve thought of that. Meri and I have gone through every prop and set piece with a fine-toothed comb. Nothing’s been tampered with, and we’ll keep a close eye on everything until curtain call.” I didn’t mention the protective spells I’d woven into each item, a little magical insurance policy that I hoped we wouldn’t need.

Meri, perched on a nearby costume trunk, added with his typical sardonic tone, “And if anyone tries anything funny, they’ll have to deal with me. I may be stuck in this feline form, but I’ve still got a few tricks up my nonexistent sleeves.”

***

I sat in the front row, as the lights dimmed and the curtain rose. The theater was packed, every seat filled with eager faces, completely unaware of the real drama about to unfold. Meri was curled up at my feet, his tail twitching with nervous energy.

As the first act began, I couldn’t help but marvel at the irony of the situation. Here we were, watching a play about supernatural occurrences, while a very real, very human evil lurked behind the scenes.

I scanned the audience, spotting Thorn and his deputies strategically placed throughout the theater. Our eyes met briefly, and he gave me a subtle nod. Everything was in place.

The actors moved across the stage with practiced grace, their lines flowing smoothly. But my attention was focused solely on Liam. He strutted onto the stage, his presence commanding and charismatic. The audience leaned forward, captivated by his performance. Earlier that day, I’d been worried that he wouldn’t show, but he did. He couldn’t resist his chance to be the star.

I watched as Liam basked in the spotlight, his eyes gleaming with satisfaction. He was clearly relishing every moment, unaware that his moment of triumph would soon become his downfall.

As the first act progressed, I felt the tension building. Evelyn’s subtle changes to the blocking were barely noticeable to the untrained eye, but I could see how they were slowly maneuvering Liam into position for our confrontation.

Meri pressed against my leg, a silent reminder of our plan. I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what was to come. As Liam delivered a particularly powerful monologue, I couldn’t help but admire his talent. It was a shame that such skill was wasted on someone so consumed by jealousy and ambition.

The audience hung on his every word, completely enthralled. Little did they know that the real spectacle was yet to come.

As the second act reached its climax, I took a deep breath and stood up. This was it – the moment we’d been preparing for. Meri brushed against my leg one more time before he darted off and took his place.

I strode onto the stage, my heart pounding but my voice steady. “Stop the performance,” I called out, my words echoing through the stunned theater.

Liam whirled to face me, his eyes widening in shock. “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded, staying in character despite the interruption.

“The meaning, Liam,” I said, my voice carrying to every corner of the room, “is that your performance is over – both on and off this stage.”

Murmurs rippled through the audience as I continued. “Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize for the interruption, but I’m afraid this play has been tainted by a real-life tragedy. Liam Davenport, the man standing before you, is responsible for the death of Tristan Holloway.”

Gasps and exclamations filled the air. Liam’s face contorted with rage and fear. “How dare you! This is preposterous!”

I held up a hand, silencing him. “We have evidence, Liam. The poison from the Moonshade Nightbloom, the staged accidents – it was all you.”

Meri appeared from the wings, carrying a small box. I opened it, revealing the vial of poison we’d discovered. “This was found in your dressing room, Liam. Your fingerprints are all over it.”

Liam’s eyes darted around wildly, looking for an escape. “You’re insane,” he sputtered. “This is all a misunderstanding. I would never –”

“Never what, Liam?” I pressed. “Never kill your rival? Never sabotage the production to take center stage? We know the truth. The evidence doesn’t lie.”

I watched as Liam’s composure crumbled before my eyes. His face contorted, shifting from shock to anger to desperation in rapid succession. The carefully crafted mask he’d worn for so long was finally slipping away.

“You don’t understand,” he spat, his voice rising to a fevered pitch. “I deserved that role! Tristan was holding me back, holding all of us back!”

Gasps rippled through the audience. I could see the horror dawning on their faces as they realized the depth of Liam’s deception.

“So you killed him?” I pressed, keeping my voice steady despite the churning in my stomach. “You poisoned Tristan and sabotaged the production, all for your shot at stardom?”

Liam’s eyes darted wildly around the theater, searching for an escape route. But there was nowhere left to run.

“You don’t know what it’s like!” he shouted, his carefully cultivated charm replaced by raw desperation. “Always in his shadow, always second best. I had to do something!”

The audience erupted in a cacophony of shocked exclamations and angry shouts. I could see people rising from their seats, pointing accusingly at Liam. The air in the theater was electric with tension and disbelief.

From the corner of my eye, I saw movement. Thorn and his deputies were closing in. They moved swiftly through the aisles, converging on the stage from multiple directions.

Liam, caught up in his own confession, didn’t notice their approach until it was too late. As Thorn stepped onto the stage, handcuffs at the ready, Liam’s eyes widened in realization.

“No,” he whispered, stumbling backward. “No, you can’t do this to me. I’m the star! I’m supposed to be the star!”

I watched in horror as Liam’s face contorted with rage. His eyes, wild and desperate, locked onto mine. Before I could react, he lunged at me with a feral snarl.

“You’ve ruined everything!” he screamed, his hands clawing at my throat.

I stumbled backward, gasping for air. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Meri spring into action, launching himself at Liam with a fierce yowl. His claws raked across Liam’s face, drawing blood and forcing him to release his grip on me.

The stage erupted into chaos. Cast members scattered, screaming in terror. The audience surged forward, some trying to help, others fleeing in panic. I could hear Thorn shouting orders, trying to control the situation.

Liam, momentarily stunned by Meri’s attack, quickly recovered. He grabbed a prop sword from a nearby stand and swung it wildly, keeping the approaching deputies at bay. “Stay back!” he shrieked, his eyes darting frantically from side to side.

I struggled to my feet, my throat burning. “Liam, stop this!” I croaked. “It’s over!”

Then, everything seemed to happen at once. Thorn and his deputies surged forward, tackling Liam to the floor. Meri darted between their legs, hissing and spitting.

I watched as Thorn and his deputies finally managed to restrain Liam. The prop sword clattered to the stage floor as they wrestled him into handcuffs. His face was a mask of rage and desperation, a far cry from the charming actor persona he portrayed.

As they led Liam away, I felt a huge wave of relief. It was over. The nightmare that had plagued the theater was finally at an end.

Meri padded over to me. “You okay?” he asked quietly.

I nodded, rubbing my sore throat. “I’ll live,” I croaked.

Turning to face the audience, I saw a sea of shocked and confused faces staring back at me. It was time to explain everything.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” I began, my voice hoarse but steady. “I know you all came here expecting a performance, but instead, you’ve witnessed the resolution of a real-life tragedy. The man you knew as Liam Davenport was responsible for the death of Tristan Holloway and the accidents that have plagued this production.”

Murmurs rippled through the crowd as I continued. “The strange occurrences you may have heard about weren’t the work of ghosts or curses. They were carefully orchestrated by Liam to further his own ambitions and take center stage.”

I glanced at Meri, who nodded encouragingly. “We want to assure you that the theater is safe. The only haunting here was the specter of one man’s jealousy and desperation.” That wasn’t entirely true, but they didn’t need to know. It was time to let the theater’s ghosts rest in peace.

As I finished speaking, I noticed movement from the wings. The cast and crew began to emerge. Evelyn stepped forward, her eyes brimming with tears.

“Kinsley,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “I don’t know how to thank you. You’ve saved us all.”

One by one, the others joined her, forming a protective circle around Meri and me. I felt their gratitude and support washing over me in waves.

“We couldn’t have done it without all of you,” I said, looking around at their faces. “Your courage and trust made this possible.”


Chapter 17

The crackling fire cast a warm, inviting glow across our living room, its light dancing on the faces of my beloved family. I snuggled closer to Thorn on the couch, relishing the warmth of his body against mine. A contented smile played on my lips as I watched our daughters, my heart swelling with love and pride.

Laney and Hekate sat cross-legged on the plush rug, completely engrossed in a board game. Their faces were scrunched up in concentration, reminding me of how quickly they were growing up. Meri lounged nearby, his sleek black fur gleaming in the firelight as his tail swished lazily back and forth. His golden eyes were fixed on the girls, observing their playful banter with his usual air of sardonic amusement. In the corner, I spotted Bonkers, having what appeared to be an animated conversation with a tiny mouse that had somehow found its way into our home. I knew I should probably shoo the little creature out, but I was far too comfortable and content to move.

“No fair!” Laney suddenly exclaimed, her blonde pigtails bouncing as she shook her head in indignation. “You can’t use magic to move the pieces, Hekate! That’s cheating!”

Hekate giggled mischievously, her dark curls falling over her eyes as she tried to look innocent. “I didn’t! I swear on Aunt Lilith’s grimoire!” she protested, but the twinkle in her eye told a different story.

Thorn chuckled beside me, his arm tightening around my shoulders. “Girls, play nice,” he said, his deep voice warm with amusement and affection. I could feel the rumble of his laughter in his chest, and it made me smile even wider.

I leaned my head on Thorn’s broad shoulder, breathing in the intoxicating scent of his cologne mixed with the lingering aroma of cinnamon from our earlier baking session. The spicy-sweet smell brought back memories of the chaos in the kitchen, flour-covered countertops, and the girls’ laughter as we made cookies together. This moment, right here, was perfect. After all the danger and upheaval we’d faced in recent months, this pocket of peace felt like a precious, fragile gift.

“I love you,” I murmured to Thorn, tilting my face up to meet his gaze. His blue eyes, as clear and deep as a summer sky, sparkled as he looked down at me with unbridled adoration.

He leaned down, pressing his lips softly against mine in a kiss that made my heart flutter like a schoolgirl’s. “I love you too, Kins,” he whispered as we parted. “More than ever. More every day.”

From his spot on the rug, Meri made an exaggerated gagging noise. “You two are sickening,” he drawled, his tail twitching with feigned annoyance. “I think I’m getting cavities just watching you.” Despite his sarcastic tone, I could hear the underlying affection in his voice. He might pretend to be above it all, but I knew he was as invested in our family’s happiness as any of us.

I opened my mouth to fire back a witty retort, but before I could speak, a loud, insistent knocking echoed through the house. The sudden noise shattered our peaceful atmosphere like a stone through glass, causing everyone to freeze in place. Even Bonkers and his mousy friend fell silent, their heads swiveling towards the sound.

Thorn frowned, his brow furrowing as he glanced at the ornate grandfather clock in the corner. “Who could that be at this hour?” he muttered, tension creeping into his voice.

I felt a hard lump form in the pit of my stomach, my witch’s intuition screaming that something was terribly wrong. I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. I exchanged a worried look with Thorn as we both stood up, our movements slow and cautious.

“Girls, stay here with Meri,” I instructed, trying to keep my voice steady despite the tension coiling in my chest.

As we approached the front door, the knocking grew more frantic, each impact seeming to shake the very foundations of our home. I could feel my palms growing sweaty, and I clenched my fists to hide their trembling. Beside me, Thorn’s jaw was set, his shoulders tense as he reached for the doorknob.

The door swung open with an ominous creak, revealing a figure I had fervently hoped never to see again. Azriel stood on our porch, his usually impeccable clothes disheveled and his eyes wild with a desperate, manic energy that sent a jolt of fear through me. His dark hair was windswept, and there was a haunted look on his face that made my blood run cold.

Before either Thorn or I could speak, Azriel’s voice rang out, urgent and demanding, cutting through the night air like a knife. “Where is she?” he practically shouted, his words tumbling out in a frenzied rush. “Where’s my daughter? I need to see her now!”

I felt the blood drain from my face as I stared at my ex-husband, the implications of his words sinking in like lead weights in my stomach. A thousand questions raced through my mind, each more terrifying than the last. What could have happened to make Azriel show up like this? What danger was lurking on the horizon? And how, after everything we’d been through, could I protect my family from whatever storm was about to break?

Thank you for reading!
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