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Chapter one


“Spellbinders, Bookshop and Café,” Ivy Schaeffer read the gold-plated signage on top of the double glass doors.

The two-story building made of mahogany and glass towered above Ivy and her best friend, Phyllis Green.

Phyllis’s red hair was curlier than usual on that humid morning. Her glasses were round, as they had been since primary school, but her freckles had lightened throughout the years.

As for Ivy, she could faintly see her reflection in the glass, her dark hair coming down close to her hips, her hazel eyes, and her thin but curvy frame. She turned to Phyllis, who was checking her sticker-ridden notebook. “This is the place, right?”

“Yeah,” Phyllis confirmed, turning for the door. “Cool place, don’t you think?”

Ivy nodded, appreciating the cobblestone path on which the bookshop and café stood. Beside it were more quirky-named stalls like the Enchanted Eden plant shop to its left and a bakery to its right called Dough-licious!

Everything about Carmel-by-the-Sea was whimsical like those names.

Flowers were abundant, lined in flower boxes or simply growing out of cracks in sidewalks. Houses and establishments made from wood, stone, and—oh—overgrown plants.

It was a staple look for structures in Carmel. It was as if nature fairies had built the small city themselves.

Ivy was getting used to that aesthetic; it had been a month since she moved back to Carmel from big-town L.A. Well, it wasn’t much of an adjustment.

From her mother’s penthouse apartment, Ivy moved back to her pink room in her father’s house. It was a silver lining to have civil, divorced parents—more places for Ivy to move to.

“Event Extraordinaire?” A soft, sweet, and breathy voice echoed behind the young ladies; a classic-looking old woman called out to Ivy and Phyllis.

She was short, slightly hunched, had silver hair, and wore a matching knee-length skirt and coat jacket—like Queen Elizabeth. She even had an expensive-looking rhinestone-studded brooch.

Phyllis broke out into a huge grin. “Mrs. Black! Hi! I didn’t think I’d see you here personally.”

“Oh, Phyllis! It has been a while since I’ve seen you,” the old woman—Mrs. Black—gushed in recognition.

Phyllis briefly explained, “Well, there’s no need for me to take my coffee and do my archive research over here since the local newspaper went bankrupt.”

“Of course, of course, but I’m glad to see you here with another beautiful young lady. Tourist, I suppose?”

“Now a local.” Phyllis smiled. “She’s Ivy Schaeffer, Uncle Timothy’s daughter. Wasn’t Uncle Tim your contractor for Spellbinder’s shelves and furniture?”

“Oh, right! I did hear his daughter was in town.” Mrs. Black extended her frail hand toward Ivy. “I’m Penny Black. I run Spellbinders.”

Ivy happily took Penny’s hand and shook it. “Ivy Schaeffer from Event Extraordinaire. You left us a voicemail about a book launching event for your daughter?”

“Oh yes, I did. So glad to have a local event planner in this small town.” Penny smiled. “Come along, ladies, we make a mean butterfly pea tea inside. I’ll tell you all about the event I have in mind.”

Upon entering the building, the counter stood at the right like a librarian’s desk, except it was where you’d order coffee. The room was bright with the glass walls and all the hanging yellow lights. Not one reader’s eye to be strained.

Ivy gasped at how impressive the bookshop and café were.

The first floor was the café area with tables, study lamps, and comfortable-looking eames chairs.

The second floor had its walls covered by shelves and lines of seemingly endless books. Peering through the open mezzanine, Ivy could see couches, armchairs, beanbags, and reading nooks by the window.

Eclectic and homey.

It was a place to drink coffee, read, and work. Ivy could immediately tell by the customers tapping on the laptops, nose-deep reading their books, and sipping their coffee.

The coffee-scented air was a treat to Ivy’s lungs; she reminded herself to grab a coffee on their way out. After all, she was still on the hunt for the best coffee in Carmel.

Fortunately for Ivy, Penny stopped at the counter. “Choose your coffee, girls; it’s on the house. I’ll be right over there.”

Penny pointed to a corner table before leaving them to grab their drinks.

“Let me guess, café latte?” Phyllis glanced at Ivy.

Ivy nodded, eyeing the overhead menu. “I think I’ll try it with some macadamia syrup.”

“Got it.” Phyllis stepped forward to the barista and got herself some boring old lemongrass tea and a café latte with macadamia syrup.

After ordering, Ivy and Phyllis joined Penny at her table. The adorable old woman brought a folder filled with printed photos with her. “Here’s my idea for the book launch event. It’s for my only daughter, Eve. Sure, she has written books before with pseudonyms, but this time, she’s writing one with her real name. So, I’m excited.”

Ivy could tell Penny truly was excited. Even the photos Penny had prepared were well-thought-out—from a book-like photo booth area to souvenir cookies with the book cover itself. Ivy said, “I think you have some great ideas here, Mrs. Black. How many guests are we talking about?”

“Just a couple; Eve hates big parties,” Penny replied. “So far, I have about thirty people on my list. Oh, this is a surprise, so don’t tell Eve. I’d like to hold it this Friday.”

Phyllis chuckled with adoration. “Aren’t you the sweetest, Mrs. Black?”

“Well, anything for my daughter,” she sighed lovingly. “Now, back to the event. I want flowers, no balloons, champagne, and oh, sushi—she loooves sushi. And no pink—she hates pink.”

Penny continued rambling on and on about the specifics of the event.

Phyllis took notes while Ivy prodded for more information. She also asked about Eve’s personality. Since it was a surprise, Ivy figured it’d be best to make the event fitting to her preferences.

It was clear to anyone listening to Penny that she loved her daughter a bit too much, but after Ivy heard that Penny’s husband passed away three years ago and she only had her daughter left, it made sense why she was giving it her all.

In fact, Penny also handed a flash drive to Ivy and Phyllis to make a video on Eve’s journey as a writer. Penny said it was a compilation of Eve’s photos growing up, most of it showcasing her love for books and writing.

After the meeting and the coffee, Ivy and Phyllis left Spellbinders to buy decorations, order flowers, and secure caterers.

As they walked on the sidewalk, Ivy read from Phyllis’s notes. “For the program, how about we do … opening remarks, reading by Eve herself, dinner, and then the viewing? For the video compilation?”

Phyllis considered this. “I think that’s good. You didn’t get the chance to see it, but there’s a private reading room in Spellbinders’ basement; it’s dark and can accommodate thirty guests. We can set up the screen and projector there.”

“Great!” Ivy wrote “reading room” beside the video compilation as they walked.

Looking back at the street where Spellbinders was, Ivy said, “Why didn’t we stop by the plant shop beside Spellbinders? Maybe they have flowers?”

“Oh, Enchanted Eden?”

“Yes.”

“They’re closed for renovation—I saw the sign.” Phyllis scrunched her nose. “Also, they sell plants and orchids and things you can put in a pot.”

“Ah, got it.” Ivy nodded. “Flower store, then?”

“Yep, this way.” Phyllis pointed to the intersection and led the way.

At the flower store, Ivy showed the florist the decorations she had in mind for the tables. A little bit for the stage they’d also be putting in for the reading. She said, “Oh, no pink flowers. Maybe whites and yellows?”

While Ivy was talking to the florist, Phyllis simply studied and smelled the flowers displayed. But then, the front door chimed and opened. Even Ivy turned to see a young woman in dark clothes, thick eyeliner, and piercings walk in.

“Mel Rose?” Phyllis said.

“Phyllis … Bean?” Mel Rose replied, her voice low and hoarse.

“Green.” Phyllis smiled. “How have you been?”

Ivy turned back to the florist, who was showing her an album of floral arrangements they could use. In the background, Phyllis and Mel Rose continued awkwardly speaking with each other.

Ivy deduced from their conversation that Phyllis and Mel Rose went to high school together and that Mel Rose was here to buy some plant seeds.

After Ivy paid the down payment for the arrangements, Phyllis introduced her to Mel Rose, who didn’t seem interested in either of them at all.

“Anyway …” Phyllis chuckled uncomfortably. “We’ll get going.”

Mel Rose nodded and averted her gaze to the florist.

As Ivy and Phyllis headed out of the flower store, Ivy’s phone rang—it was her father, Timothy Schaeffer.

Immediately, she picked it up. “Hey, Dad.”

“Any chance I could bother you for a quick trip to the store?” Timothy said from the other end of the line, followed by the sound of shuffling like he was moving things around, which reminded Ivy that she and Phyllis’s family would be having a barbecue party that afternoon in their backyard.

So, Ivy asked, “What is it? We’ll get it after buying decorations and talking to some caterers.”

“Right, you have a new event coming up?”

“A book launch on Friday.”

“Alright. Then, I won’t keep you long. Just buy some beer on your way home.”

“Okay, Dad,” Ivy said. “See you later!”

For the next few hours, Ivy and Phyllis went around town to buy decorations, order sushi, and secure a caterer for Friday, which was four days from then.

It helped Ivy that Phyllis knew all the right places to go in small-town Carmel.

Before long, they had bought beer and joined their family as Timothy grilled meat in his backyard and Phyllis’s parents chatted with him.

Cameron, Phyllis’s older brother, who still had a crush on Ivy after all those years, jogged to the driveway when he saw Ivy carrying one too many things for her thin arms.

“What about me?” Phyllis complained as she almost strained her neck with balancing bags and pool noodles tucked in her neck.

“I’ll help you,” Ivy offered.

Moving closer to the house, the smell of smoked meat welcomed Ivy. Even better, her white-furred, blue-eyed Persian cat, Fable, came running to her as soon as she was on the front steps.


Chapter two


It was finally the day of the book launch. Ivy and Phyllis couldn’t be more pleased with themselves as they looked at Spellbinders.

The yellow lights made the white and pink floral arrangements glow. Multiple copies of Eve Black’s new book were lined behind the stage in a fitting design.

The crowd, more importantly, Penny, seemed pleased with how everything turned out. She seemed even more pleased as she listened to her daughter read on the makeshift stage.

“The waves crashing against the tall and jagged stones echoed towards the vastness of the blue ocean,” Eve Black read from her book—quite the stunning woman with luscious raven hair, a small nose, and strong features.

Both Ivy and Phyllis agreed that Eve was a beautiful woman, but she was a bit spoiled and rude to her mother. They caught Eve stomping her feet at Penny a few minutes after the surprise. Something about not inviting her new friends.

But with Eve’s mellow voice, Ivy and Phyllis could overlook her attitude. “Standing beyond the fence of this lighthouse, I witnessed the sky turn into a shade I was quite unfamiliar with—somewhere between sapphire blue and cornflower, maybe.”

“She can write, alright,” Phyllis remarked beside Ivy.

They stood in the corner of the café, watching servers go around the room with champagne, hors d’oeuvres, and Ivy’s newest addition—grazing cones. Sushi was also served; they didn’t forget.

Ivy decided to serve Japanese cuisine for the upcoming dinner since Penny said Eve would appreciate it.

So, tonight’s menu was Japanese—foods that Ivy knew but didn’t know how to properly pronounce. The only thing she was really familiar with was sashimi.

In the meantime, Ivy appreciated the dimmed lights, the yellow and white flowers on every table, as well as the flowers circling and climbing the small stage she and Phyllis had prepared, where Eve now sat on a black leather armchair, reading her book.

Spellbinders had twenty-five guests in attendance for the book launch. It was a small crowd, and everyone seemed to have only come at Penny’s request. No one seemed to be that close to Eve.

Or maybe that was just because she was a bit of a narcissist, thinking she was better than everybody else.

Ivy sensed that from Eve but said nothing. It wasn’t her place to judge people based on what she simply felt.

So, Ivy simply smiled at Phyllis. “I think she’s a great writer too.”

Eve flipped the delicate page and read from it. “At that moment, I decided to tell him a different truth. I bit my inner cheek, rubbed my thumbs red, and uttered: ‘I think something’s wrong with me.’”

Finally, Eve smiled and closed the book.

The room erupted in applause; Penny hollered with two of her friends, muttering from her chair. “That’s my girl!”

“Thank you, everyone.” Eve stood up from her chair and gave a little bow. “Now, I know everyone’s hungry, so can we please start serving dinner?”

Eve met Ivy’s gaze, and Ivy nodded in response. She gestured to the waiters to bring the appetizers out while she set up the background instrumental music.

The sounds of quiet chatter, faint laughter, and cutleries grazing porcelain sounded like a successful event for Ivy.

She had never done a book launch before, and Ivy had to admit, she liked how slow-paced it was. No stressed brides, bossy maids of honor, or mothers-in-law trying to get to the baby’s father on the gender reveal.

It must’ve been one of the easiest events she held.

So far, everything about it was going smoothly.

After dinner, Ivy invited Eve, Penny, and the guests to the reading room. The stairs led to a short hallway and then a door leading to the room.

The reading room was way more elegant than any other room in Spellbinders.

It had dark wood paneling, a leather sofa backed against the wall, a leather armchair in the corner, soft glowing lamps hanging on the wall, an empty fireplace, and bookshelves overflowing with books.

A projector screen was hoisted at the front of the room for a better viewing experience.

Ivy encouraged Penny to give a little speech about the night’s last event. Although Penny was a little shy, she slowly moved before the projector and urged Eve to stand beside her.

Eve looked slightly irritated as she had just sat at the farthest armchair but still put on a thin smile as she stood next to her mother. She whispered, “What is it, Mom?”

“I have another surprise for you, dear,” Penny replied, facing the guests this time. “My beautiful daughter knew from a young age that she wanted to be a writer. She loved books so much that her old bedroom was filled with stacks and stacks of them, so we made her a bookshelf.”

Ivy felt her lips pull into a smile; she told herself to call her mother later that night. Maybe she was back from her cruise.

Penny continued, “But then, her book collection no longer fit her bookshelves, so we built this bookstore. The next thing we knew, it was as big as it is now, and this reading room right here used to be Eve’s office. She still works here sometimes. Not so often anymore because she’s all grown up.”

Aww, the group cooed.

Eve rolled her eyes playfully. “Guilty as charged.”

“So, I thought it’d be a nice idea to share my daughter’s journey as a young reader to a promising writer. With the help of these two ladies from Event Extraordinaire,” Penny gave Ivy and Phyllis a little wave, “we have a video just for my little girl, Eve.”

Eve laughed a bit uncomfortably. “I hope they’re good photos, Mom.”

The guests laughed.

Penny led Eve aside with a reply. “All your photos are good.”

Once Penny and Eve were seated in the corner and all the guests occupied the chairs Ivy and Phyllis had lined up, Ivy turned off the lights, and Phyllis clicked play on the computer.

Slow, inspirational music began to play. Thanks to Phyllis’s editing skills, she and Ivy had created a short film.

The first clip showed Penny answering questions from Ivy, who was behind the camera. As she answered, photos of Eve—as a newborn, a baby, a toddler, and a child—popped up on the screen.

Ivy glanced at Eve, who was basically covering her face in embarrassment, somehow laughing to herself.

Penny’s interview answers served as a voiceover as Eve’s photos continued playing on the screen. At her awkward middle school phase, she had braces on and dyed her hair red, making it dry and frizzy.

The guests oohed and aahed at the photos, and at one point, Ivy noticed Eve excuse herself, perhaps to use the restroom. Penny didn’t notice her daughter leaving during the last surprise; she was busy dabbing her handkerchief at the bottom of her eyes, motherly tears welling up.

After a minute or so, the video came to an end.

Ivy turned on the lamps, and the guests applauded at the beautiful video, overflowing with love from Penny.

That was when Penny noticed Eve was gone.

Ivy approached Penny to

say, “I think Eve went to the restroom.”

“Oh, well, I don’t want to end the event without her appreciation for the guests,” Penny replied.

Ivy paused to think. “Hmm, well, we still have champagne and food upstairs. I’m sure the guests wouldn’t mind waiting for Eve.”

“Oh, you’re right.” Penny tapped Ivy’s shoulder and told the crowd, “We still have food and champagne upstairs. Feel free to drink, eat, and maybe even read while we wait for Eve to return, alright?”

Collective agreement echoed in the room.

With Phyllis leading the group upstairs, Penny asked Ivy, “Please look for Eve and tell her the guests are waiting upstairs.”

“Sure,” Ivy agreed with a smile.

After everyone vacated the room, Ivy scanned the place to ensure no one was left behind, not behind the chairs and couches. Then, she followed the crowd upstairs and headed straight to the restroom.

Apart from one guest washing her hands, the two-cubicle restroom was empty. Maybe Eve didn’t use the restroom. So, Ivy headed out of the café to find Eve in the crowd; it wouldn’t be hard to see her when she was tall and eye-catching.

But she wasn’t there.

So, Ivy climbed the second floor to see if Eve was somewhere in the book aisles for whatever reason. Maybe she was hiding from the crowd in shame of her old photos surfacing on her book launch.

Not one soul was there.

Ivy continued combing the place in search of Eve. This time, she discreetly headed to the kitchen, where a few servers from the catering company were—but no Eve. She proceeded to the employee lounge, but it was empty.

Maybe she went out for a smoke? Ivy thought. So, she slipped to the back exit at the kitchen and scanned the dark alleyway to see if Eve was there. Ivy even looked behind the garbage cans, but no one was there.

Ivy had looked in every room in Spellbinders and was confident that Eve wasn’t inside. So, maybe she was taking a call outside or grabbing something from her car?

Ivy recalled Eve driving that flashy car—a red two-seater sports car with a black roof. That’s right.

Maybe she was there.

Since fifteen minutes had passed, Ivy rushed to the parking lot, where she immediately spotted Eve’s car. Unfortunately, it was also empty—even Eve’s bag was still inside the passenger seat.

Ivy continued walking around the vicinity, checking every space between cars and walking around the sidewalk in case Eve was there. But she wasn’t.

Eve was gone.

“Okay, don’t panic,” Ivy muttered to herself, looking at every passing face and standing figure on the sidewalk outside Spellbinders.

That was when Spellbinders’ main entrance pushed open—Phyllis was behind it. “Hey, Mrs. Black is asking if you found Eve? She says she couldn’t reach her phone either.”

Ivy felt a lump growing in her throat.

Something was wrong.

At that moment, Ivy knew—Eve Black was missing.


Chapter three


At the thirty-minute mark, Ivy and Phyllis decided to let the guests go home, informing them that Eve was feeling under the weather and had to leave early.

But while Ivy thanked the guests and handed out early copies of Eve’s book as souvenirs, Phyllis was at the employee lounge with Penny, doing everything she could to make sure Penny wouldn’t fall into a state of panic.

After the last guest had left with a book, Phyllis popped her head out of the lounge. “Are they all gone?”

Ivy nodded.

With that, Phyllis led Penny out of the room.

Unlike earlier that evening, Penny looked … horrified. What Ivy thought was a permanent smile on Penny’s face was replaced with a worried frown. “Oh God, is she still not here?”

“Penny, calm down.” Phyllis held Penny by the shoulders as she sat her down on a nearby chair.

Ivy quickly joined them. “Mrs. Black, do you have any idea where Eve might’ve gone?”

“No, not at all.” Penny’s voice quivered. “This is quite uncharacteristic of her, I’m telling you. Eve isn’t the most amiable person, but she would never leave her own party. On her twenty-first birthday, she had the flu but still insisted on attending the celebration!”

“Okay …” Ivy racked her brain for possible answers; even little assurances could work. “How about emergencies? Maybe Eve’s best friend or boyfriend?”

“Impossible—she’s been single for a few months now, and her best friend has moved out of the country after getting hitched a year ago.”

“So, no potential people she could’ve urgently gone to?”

“Not that I know of.” Penny shuddered, her entire body jerking in fear as she put her face in her hands. “Oh my. What if something happened to my precious girl?”

Phyllis quickly rubbed Penny’s arms. “Oh, Mrs. Black, please don’t think about things like that. I’m sure Eve will turn up soon.”

“But what if she doesn’t?” At that point, Penny had tears pooling at the bottom of her eyes—and they were not happy tears like when they were watching the video in the reading room. “I’m her mother, and my instincts tell me that something … happened.”

Penny finally caved to her tears; her whimpers made Ivy’s knees weak.

Turning to her phone, Ivy offered, “I’ll try calling Eve again.”

Ivy wasted no time and dialed Eve’s number, pressing the speaker against her ear and waiting for the ringing sound. But instead, all she heard was an automated voice. “The number you have dialed is not in service …”

Penny continued to heave and cry as she waited for Ivy to say something. Putting the phone away from her ear, Ivy wished she had something comforting to say to Penny. “Her phone has been turned off.”

It only made Penny cry more.

“Please don’t cry, Mrs. Black,” Phyllis urged in half panic at the panting woman. “We’ll stay with you until we find her.”

Penny probably couldn’t hear Phyllis with all her crying. Ivy could feel her fear to the bone. This was her only child. A grown woman, but still her child.

In an attempt to console Penny, Ivy said, “I’ll try looking for Eve again. Maybe she’s passed out somewhere in the building.”

But before Ivy could take another step anywhere, Penny spoke. “She’s not here. It’s not like there are any hidden rooms in here; I would know, I watched this place get built.”

“What should we do then?” Ivy’s voice sounded so small. So helpless. She knew she had checked every corner of this place, but she felt like she had to do something for Penny.

Penny replied, “We report it to the police.”

Ivy and Phyllis glanced at each other worriedly, but seeing how Penny was close to breaking down … and probably breaking the walls down of Spellbinders brick by brick, the two young women could do nothing but agree.

*

By the time Ivy, Phyllis, and Penny arrived at the police station, it was already 9:20 p.m.

By then, the small-town police station was already half-asleep, a phone ringing here and there, an officer typing away on his computer, and a coffee machine whirring somewhere.

Unlike the city Ivy was used to, the station wasn’t bustling with busybodies.

“Can I help you?” An officer with a bored expression welcomed the group at the reception area.

Penny instantly stepped forward. “Yes, my daughter is missing.”

The officer, whose nametag read E. Andrews, looked at Ivy and Phyllis suspiciously before replying to Penny, “Uh, when was your daughter last seen?”

“A few hours ago, around …” Penny turned to Ivy for specific information.

So, Ivy responded, “Um, around eight in the evening.”

“This evening?” Andrews clarified, glancing at the wall clock behind the group. “Like … one and a half hours ago?”

Penny nodded with conviction. “That’s right. Now, write this down, young man. She was last seen at Spellbinders down on Lincoln Street—”

“Hang on, ma’am.” Andrews raised a hand. “Are you filing a missing persons report for your daughter, who has only been missing for roughly two hours?”

Ivy could hear the irritation in the officer’s voice, so she interjected despite her own reservations about coming to the police so soon. At that point, she just blindly followed her gut. “We have reason to believe that something might’ve happened to her, so we’d appreciate it if you take this seriously.”

Penny added, “Please. My daughter would never disappear like this. I know her like the back of my hand.”

With two pairs of glaring eyes, and one pair pleading, the officer swallowed his protests and turned to his computer. “Alright then, please tell me the missing person’s name, birthdate, and age.”

Penny swiftly answered, “Her name is Eve Black. She was born on April 27, 1994, and she’s thirty years old—”

“Hold on. What?” Andrews paused from typing. “So, the person who’s missing, whom you three believe something might’ve happened to, is a thirty-year-old woman?”

Without warning, Phyllis snapped, stomping her feet. “Why are you trying to downplay our report!? Mrs. Black has known her daughter for—that’s right, thirty years—so if she says something’s wrong, something is wrong.”

Andrews was having a hard time hiding his frustration.

Ivy had to admit that it sounded a bit ridiculous to report Eve missing so soon, but the alternative of waiting for her to show up would make her, Phyllis, and Penny all the more anxious.

Andrews said, “Look, I’m not downplaying anything, but a thirty-year-old who’s been gone for two hours doesn’t ring any alarm bells. She’s a grown woman who could’ve walked out of your house to … drink wine somewhere or see her fiancé.”

“She’s not engaged!” Phyllis argued, her voice raising slightly.

Before Andrews could answer, another man emerged from the other room, casually sipping coffee from his chipped mug.

It was Detective Stan Goodwin—Ivy’s only enemy in Carmel, California.

How did Ivy even get into conflict with a detective who was past his retirement? It was when the said detective treated Ivy as a murder suspect in a previous engagement party she hosted.

Of course, Ivy proved otherwise, and that only made Detective Goodwin all the more indifferent towards her. Hence, the detective’s dead gaze that was directed at Ivy.

Detective Goodwin looked away from Ivy as if the sight of her had hurt his eyes. “Any problem here, Andrews?”

“Detective Goodwin,” Andrews stood up from his seat. “I was just telling our visitors here that they shouldn’t be reporting a thirty-year-old woman who has been gone for two hours as missing.”

Detective Goodwin finished his coffee before walking towards Andrews’s desk. Then, he acknowledged Penny. “Mrs. Black, you heard our competent officer over here. I’m sure Eve is out for a late-night stroll.”

“She’s not,” Penny spoke firmly, even though her voice cracked a little. “You and I have been in this town long enough to know I wouldn’t come here for no good reason.”

Detective Goodwin glanced at Ivy and Phyllis with distaste. “Not if you’re hanging out with black-haired Daphne and curly Velma over here.”

Ivy understood the Scooby-Doo reference for their previous amateur but successful sleuthing. But instead of engaging with the spiteful old man, Ivy held her tongue.

Penny insisted, “Detective, you have to believe me. I think something happened to my daughter. You have to help us find her before it’s too late.”

Detective Goodwin let out a bored sigh. “I’ll keep you entertained, Mrs. Black. Where did you say your daughter went missing?”

“Spellbinders, my bookshop.”

“Why was she there?”

“For a book launch event that I hired these kind ladies to help me with.”

Shrug. “Any signs of disturbance before your daughter went missing?”

Penny directed that question to Ivy with a glance since she was the last person to have seen Eve. So, Ivy explained, “Eve stood up and left the reading room while we were watching a short film.”

Detective Goodwin had a faint smile playing on his lips. “Was she in a panic? Worried? Afraid? Was she taking a phone call? Did someone call her out?”

“No.” Ivy tried not to squeak. “She simply got up and left the room.”

“Simply got up and left …” Detective Goodwin leaned nonchalantly on the desk. “Sounds to me like there’s no reason to file a report. How about you come back again once you have actual evidence of foul play? Shouldn’t you know that, Detective Schaeffer?”


Chapter four


If Ivy thought Spellbinders was impressive, she wasn’t ready for Penny’s four-bedroom suburban home with large floor-to-ceiling windows, a dining area overlooking the garden, a swimming pool, and, of course, more bookshelves in the open common room.

Ivy didn’t bother gasping at the beautiful architecture since Penny was distraught, leaving Phyllis to unlock her home with Penny’s keys.

Ivy and Phyllis brought her to the dining area, ignoring the crystal chandeliers they had just walked past. No wonder Eve was spoiled—Ivy kept that to herself.

“Do you have some tea in here, Mrs. Black?” Phyllis asked after getting her to sit down.

Penny weakly answered, “It’s on the upper left cupboards …”

Phyllis nodded, looking at Ivy. “I’ll make her something to help her calm down.”

Ivy nodded back, sitting across from Penny.

Penny spoke, “I can’t believe they’d just ignore us like that. What am I supposed to do now? I don’t know where my daughter is.”

Ivy knew she had to say something—anything at all—to comfort the old and kind woman. So, at that moment, Ivy made a decision—she’d help Penny until the police would take their concern seriously. “We’ll find Eve, Mrs. Black.”

Penny’s eyes lifted to Ivy’s, a glint of hope flickering in her irises. “We will?”

Knowing Phyllis would be right behind Ivy, Ivy continued assuring Penny, “Of course. If the police won’t help you, we will.”

“Oh, bless your hearts.” Penny reached forward to touch Ivy’s hand. “If it weren’t for the two of you, I’d be at a loss right now. So, where do we begin?”

Ivy wasn’t sure. Just like what Detective Goodwin pointed out, Ivy was an inexperienced sleuth. But she did solve a murder once—a disappearance would be easier, right?

With that in mind, Ivy began asking questions. “Let’s start with identifying the places or people Eve could’ve gone to—places she frequents and people she visits. I know you said she wouldn’t have gone anywhere, but try thinking about this, Mrs. Black. Eve couldn’t just disappear into thin air.”

“Okay, okay …” Penny took a shaky breath to calm herself. “Eve doesn’t have a lot of friends, but she has this new friend who owns a café in town—Mabel’s, that’s the name.”

Ivy pulled Phyllis’s notebook from her bag, the same one she used to write about events they were handling. Ivy found a blank page on the back pages and wrote down “Mabel’s.”

“Alright, any place else? Any people?”

“Um … I’m not sure. She goes to yoga three times a week at the local gym. I’m not sure if she knows anyone, but her coach’s name was … let me think … oh! Asia!”

Yoga. Local gym. Asia.

Ivy also wrote those down.

Phyllis soon returned with a tray of hot tea, somehow managing to find all the cups, spoons, and sugar for Penny. “It’s chamomile to help you relax, Mrs. Black.”

Penny offered a sad smile to Phyllis. “Thank you, sweet girl.”

As Phyllis sat down next to Ivy, she instantly knew what Ivy was doing; Ivy could tell Phyllis had already agreed in her head.

Ivy watched Penny take a few sips of tea before prompting, “Is there any other place you’d like us to check, Mrs. Black?”

Penny paused to think long and hard. “I don’t think so. For the last few months, Eve has kept to herself, especially since she was publishing her book, so, no.”

“That’s alright.” Ivy looked around the large home. “Is she staying here with you?”

“Yes.”

“Do you mind if I go up to her room and see if there’s anything that can help us locate her?”

“No, not at all. If it’d be helpful, please go ahead.”

Ivy looked at Phyllis, who replied, “Go ahead; I’ll keep Mrs. Black company.”

Ivy nodded as she stood up from her chair. “Where’s her bedroom, Mrs. Black?”

“It’s on the second floor, the farthest room down the left side of the hall. You won’t miss it.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Black. I’ll be right back.”

At ease with Phyllis’s presence, Ivy wasn’t reluctant to leave Penny for a moment.

Although the house was huge, the open floor plan made it easy for Ivy to find the stairs. Just like Penny said, the stairs led to a hallway with four doors, two to the left and two to the right.

“Farthest room to the left …,” Ivy reminded herself as she walked down the hallway.

Standing in front of Eve’s room, Ivy put her hand around the doorknob and turned it open.

Click … and just like that, Ivy was in.

Ivy pushed the door open and turned on the lights.

Somehow, Ivy was right to expect that Eve’s room would be messy—it was. The room was as stunning as the house itself, with white paint and wooden furniture. Soft white bedding, a textured rug, and a velvet armchair with a coffee table, and a laptop sitting on top of it. On the other side of the wall were tall cabinets—an entire wall of it for Eve’s clothes and things. Maybe.

The sheer curtains on the large windows allowed filtered natural light to come through in the mornings; Ivy was sure of that.

But with all the clothes thrown on the bed and the floor, all the papers scattered from the coffee table, and a bunch of makeup left strewn in the bathroom, which was left open still with the lights on, it was hard to appreciate the room’s interior.

I’m not here to appreciate the interior, anyway, Ivy told herself as she looked around, starting with the bathroom.

The bathroom was small but functional. It had a sink, a mirror, a toilet, and a glass wall partitioning the shower area.

Ivy didn’t have the time to glance at all the products Eve used on her face for that day, so she pulled the mirror cabinet open. A bunch of dental things, a bottle of Tylenol, a razor, and a few unopened stocks of shampoos, soaps, and tubes of toothpaste.

Nothing suspicious.

Ivy proceeded to the bedroom, picking up clothes from the floor as she walked around. She placed the pile on the footstool at the end of Eve’s bed and quickly realized that the stool also doubled as a storage box.

Setting aside all the clothes she had just piled, Ivy lifted the stool open, somehow uncomfortable with the thought that she was sifting through someone’s things without their permission.

This would be awkward if Eve really walked in from drinking wine or seeing her secret lover.

Still, Penny’s worried face was now etched in Ivy’s brain. So, Ivy took a deep breath and continued looking for … clues.

It didn’t take long for Ivy to find something that concerned her—a box filled with small gifts and letters. A teddy bear keychain, a crocheted flower, an inexpensive necklace, a snow globe, and a little jar with paper stars.

But what caught Ivy’s attention more were the letters the gifts seemed to come with. She carefully unfolded them and read through the pile.

Ivy read notes of adoration, such as “I enjoyed your book,” “You are my favorite writer,” and “I’d love to sit down with you over coffee and talk about your beautiful mind.”

But then, there were other notes like: “You think you’re so special ignoring me like this?” “If it wasn’t for your parents’ money, you’d be a nobody,” and “You think you can avoid me? We’ll see about that.”

The notes, ranging from support to love, anger, and warning, all had one thing in common—they were signed by a man named Dave.

Immediately, the box of gifts and letters from Dave made the hair on Ivy’s neck prickle, so she took the box off the stool and put everything else in place.

Ivy spent the next few minutes trying not to freak out over the box. She continued looking around the room, pulling out nightstand drawers and opening the cabinets of clothes, bags, and shoes.

Eventually, Ivy turned to Eve’s laptop that beckoned her, and to her disappointment, it had a password.

Glancing at the heinous box on Eve’s bed, Ivy figured a common name like Dave wouldn’t help them find Eve if push came to shove. So, maybe her laptop had something that would help them.

So, Ivy closed the laptop and took it with her along with “Dave’s box” before heading back downstairs, where Penny was hunched on the couch with a blanket over her shoulders.

“Find anything, dear?” Penny looked up at Ivy with hope.

Ivy put the laptop and the box on the table before Penny. “Just this. Do you happen to know the password to Eve’s computer? Maybe there’s something that could help us.”

Penny shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. If you’d like, you can take it with you and do what you need to do.”

“Will that be alright, Mrs. Black?” Ivy inquired, still not over the discomfort that came with going through other people’s things.

Penny assured her, “If Eve comes home, I can just explain it to her; she’ll understand.”

Ivy nodded, then lifted the cover of the medium-sized box. “Now, how about this? Were you aware of a man named Dave who sent these to your daughter?”

Penny didn’t even bother peering through the box; she already knew what Ivy was talking about. In fact, her expression fell like someone punched her gut as Ivy said that. “Oh, of course. Dave …”

“You know him?” Ivy inquired while Phyllis helped herself to look at the new clue.

Penny let out a shaky sigh. “I don’t know much, but Eve told me she had a crazed fan who had been sending her gifts. His name is Dave. He’s a fan of Eve’s early works and, eventually, fell in love with her. But Eve told me not to worry; she even brushed it off herself, saying she had already talked to him. That was … a month ago. Now that I’m thinking about it, should I worry?”

As if on cue, Phyllis read a note from the box out loud. “‘You think you can avoid me? We’ll see about that.’”

The horror contorting Penny’s face mirrored Ivy’s fears.

What were the odds that this crazed fan named Dave took Eve Black out of some twisted kind of love?


Chapter five


Ivy wasted no time the next morning.

After feeding Fable her shredded chicken and a bunch of supplements for her gastrointestinal issues, she latched the feline onto her leash—the one with little wings—and headed straight to Phyllis’s home.

“Dad, I’m headed to see Phyllis!” Ivy shouted as she reached for her car keys.

“Again?” Timothy poked his head out of the kitchen wall. “How about Fable? We have to watch cartoons by ten!”

“She’s coming with me.” Ivy squinted her eyes at her handsome father. “Plus, Fable’s not a child; she doesn’t need screen time. Anyway, gotta go!”

Ivy smiled to herself, thinking how quickly her father and Fable got along.

On days that Ivy wasn’t headed out for official work, she took Fable with her. And Fable liked it too.

The car rides, the cafes, and most especially, Phyllis.

Ivy and Phyllis lived in the same neighborhood; driving to Phyllis’s house only took Ivy three minutes. Yes, she could’ve walked, but she wanted to be efficient. They had to check up on Penny and Eve first thing that morning.

Putting Fable down on the grassy path, they made their way to Phyllis’s porch, which almost immediately opened after Phyllis’s mother saw Ivy park her car in the driveway.

“Hi, Mrs. Green!” Ivy greeted. “Is Phyllis already up?”

“Here!” Phyllis’s voice echoed from the dining area. She stood behind Cameron, who was tinkering with Eve’s laptop. Carmel’s intelligent cop also knew a little about computers and software.

Phyllis’s face brightened as Fable entered the home with wide, curious eyes. She came sprinting to the cat. “Fable!”

Running past Ivy, Phyllis picked up Fable and kissed her face as if she hadn’t just messily munched on her chicken.

Ivy said nothing about their friendship. “How’s Eve’s computer?”

“Almost done …,” Cameron answered, then dramatically clicked a button. “And et voila. It’s unlocked. I also removed the password feature so you could access it anytime.”

Ivy, still clueless about Cameron’s feelings from childhood, offered him a sweet smile that most likely melted his heart. “Really? Thank you, Cam! You’re the best.”

Hiding his blushing cheeks, Cameron stood up from his chair and cleared his throat. “Well, I have to get ready for work.”

“Phyllis, come on. We have to check her computer,” Ivy said as she occupied Cameron’s previous seat.

“Okay, coming,” Phyllis answered, still rubbing her entire face on Fable’s fur. But soon enough, she joined Ivy at the table. “What should we check first?”

Upon exiting the computer’s settings, the screen immediately showed Eve’s emails. So, Ivy said, “Well, I guess we can scan through her emails. She won’t get mad, will she? She seems like someone who gets angry easily.”

“She’ll only be angry if she’s home by now. Otherwise, we’re only doing this to find her.”

“You’re right.” That was all Ivy needed to muster the courage to go through Eve’s emails. She figured she wouldn’t click on emails that didn’t seem relevant to her disappearance. Something like emails from Dave would work.

And almost immediately, they found an email from a certain Dave Shoe. Was this the same Dave who wrote all those notes and sent those gifts?

Following her gut, Ivy clicked the email from four days ago.

The subject read: I’m in town.

Ivy skimmed through the semi-long message and immediately gasped as she read that Dave moved to Carmel. He called it a “surprise” for Eve Black and said that he had “been in town for over a week now.”

Dave ended the email with: I hope we can hang out sometime.

Maybe Dave got angry when he saw that Eve hadn’t replied to that email, so he took Eve last night.

Ivy shivered at her own thoughts.

Phyllis spoke, “Okay … this Dave Shoe is putting crazy in crazed fan. He moved here?”

“Seems like it. The timing is a bit impeccable for a coincidence, don’t you think?”

“You know what they say, it’s all about the timing.”

“I don’t think they say that for kidnappings though.”

“Well, they should.” Phyllis shrugged, pulling the laptop over to her side. “Let’s look for more alarming emails before pinning it all on Dave Shoe. It’s a little bit too easy if he took Eve.”

Ivy nodded, letting Phyllis go through the laptop.

They only spent half an hour scanning through Eve’s emails from the past month. It was mostly work-related, such as editors, publishers, marketing teams, and subscriptions. Then, Dave Shoe’s emails every week without fail.

Dave was an odd character—sweet, then furious.

There were times when Eve responded to him, but her tone was distant. A bit dismissive too. But Dave didn’t seem to catch that.

After that, Ivy, Phyllis, and Fable drove to Penny’s home. They decided that, before they accused Dave Shoe of anything, they had to make sure Eve wasn’t throwing a tantrum in Penny’s living room for the overreaction.

But when they arrived at the property, they found Penny obsessively wiping down furniture surfaces to the point that the entire home reeked of disinfectants. The front door was wide open, perhaps for Eve to walk in anytime.

“Penny?” Ivy called Penny’s attention as she scrubbed a vintage cabinet with a wet rag.

“Oh, girls!” Penny barely looked up and barely managed to smile. “Thank god you’re both here. I was about to lose my mind. So, did you find Eve?”

It was almost a rhetorical question simply because Penny knew the answer to that. She wasn’t even looking at Ivy and Phyllis as she asked it. She didn’t even notice Fable and her little cotton wings protruding on her back.

Phyllis handed Ivy Fable’s leash before stepping towards Penny and taking the rug from her. “This looks squeaky clean to me, Mrs. Black. Have you had breakfast?”

Turning to the kitchen, Ivy’s jaw dropped at the messy sink and countertops. It was as if a robber had gone through the cabinets and cupboards only to drop everything onto any visible surface.

Penny didn’t seem like herself—she was in disarray. “Well, I did bake Eve’s favorite pecan pie. Is it time for breakfast already?”

“It’s already 8:40 …,” Phyllis said worriedly. “Since when have you been awake, Mrs. Black?”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter. At least I have a pie ready for when Eve returns home,” Penny answered, desperate to keep moving. So, she began fluffing the throw pillows on the couches as if she didn’t have to clean up all the cleaning equipment she pulled out.

Phyllis glanced at Ivy. Even Fable was too worried to make any sudden movements.

Phyllis said, “Mrs. Black, how about I call a friend of mine? She can come over and help you clean the place. She can also … look after you.”

“Oh, but Spellbinders …”

“We’ll take care of that,” Ivy chimed in with a kind smile. “We’re heading back there anyway to look for more clues on Eve’s disappearance.”

All of a sudden, Penny’s knees gave out, and she slumped on the couch. “Of course, we have to find her. Is there anything I can do?”

Phyllis stopped Penny from standing up again. “You can stay put here and let us do all the work, Mrs. Black.”

Penny’s exhausted eyes darted from Phyllis to Ivy; Ivy nodded. “We insist, Mrs. Black. We’ll find her no matter what.”


Chapter six


Eve’s car remained unmoved and untouched when Ivy and Fable pulled up at Spellbinders’ parking lot.

A sense of unease blanketed Ivy as she carried Fable out of the car. The innocent cat had no idea what just happened, but her perked ears and alert demeanor told Ivy otherwise. She whispered, “You think you can help me find Eve?”

Meow, Fable replied weakly.

The unlikely duo headed inside the bookshop and café. As for Phyllis, she was off to meet Eve’s friend at Mabel’s Café and her yoga instructor, Asia.

For now, the ladies wanted to make sure Eve wasn’t holed up uncharacteristically hangover somewhere before they paid Dave Shoe a visit. It would put Ivy and Phyllis in a tight spot if Dave took offense to their premature visit, perhaps with a basket of fruits and a pint of accusation.

Just like last time, Spellbinders was packed with customers reading, working, and chatting. Thankfully, the place was pet-friendly.

The barista, Jack. whom Ivy had met a handful of times, greeted her. “Oh, hey, Ivy. Looking for Mrs. Black?”

Jack had no idea that his boss’s daughter had gone missing. So, Ivy played it cool. “Uh, no. Mrs. Black actually sent me to look after the bookshop in her stead. Nothing bureaucratic, of course, just me and my cat, erm, blending in the background.”

And looking for Eve.

But Fable had other plans.

As soon as Ivy said that, Fable suddenly wiggled out of Ivy’s arms like she would whenever she heard birds chirping nearby. The cat jumped out of Ivy’s grasp and bolted straight to the spiral stairs leading to the second floor.

“Fable—” Ivy stopped herself from shouting and disturbing the customers. Chuckling awkwardly, she said to Jack, “I’ll just get her.”

Jack gave Ivy a thumbs-up.

Ivy hurried after Fable’s white and limber figure, slightly worried that she might cause a ruckus with all the books.

But when she got up to the second floor, Ivy immediately spotted Fable growling and hissing at a woman with blue-streaked hair as she fixed the books in her cart.

It was another employee of Spellbinders, the somewhat library custodian who often helped customers find books and put them back on the right shelves.

Clara, Ivy recalled her name.

Wasn’t she also here last night for the book launch? Ivy pondered. She seemed to remember putting Clara and Jack’s name on the guest list.

“Shoo.” Clara lightly shook her leg in Fable’s direction.

Ivy jogged up to them and picked up Fable, still hissing at the young woman with at least twenty or more tattoos on her arms and a dark lipstick on her lips.

Ivy spoke, “Sorry about that.”

Clara gave Ivy a bored expression. “Uh, no problem, I guess. Just make sure your cat doesn’t interrupt the customers.”

Looking at Fable, still glaring at Clara, Ivy wondered why her cat reacted that way to a complete stranger.

If anything, Fable was cautious of strangers, not aggressive.

Cradling Fable, Ivy took that opportunity to interview Clara; after all, they’d need to talk to them anyway. “Do you happen to be close with Eve?”

Clara turned back to fixing the books before her. “You mean Penny’s daughter?”

“Yeah, Eve Black.” Ivy tried her best to sound as casual as possible.

“Well, I see her on most days when she’s writing, looking for references, or pestering her mother about something.” Clara shrugged. “But are we close? No, not really. If the world were to end tomorrow, I wouldn’t exactly call her number and tell her how much she means to me.”

“That’s a bit … dark,” Ivy commented before clearing her throat. “She doesn’t have a lot of friends, does she? I just noticed yesterday at the book launch that it was mostly relatives, locals, and Mrs. Black’s friends.”

“You’ve met her—you should know why she doesn’t have a lot of friends.”

“Why do you think that is?”

Clara glanced at Ivy in slight annoyance but continued answering anyway. She pulled her cart to another part of the aisle this time, and Ivy followed.

Fable continued quietly grumbling in Ivy’s arms, so she let her down, but this time, Ivy made sure to attach her leash.

Clara replied, “Eve is rude, entitled, spoiled, thinks the world revolves around her, and every adjective in between those words.”

It wasn’t like Ivy to gossip about other people she barely knew, but she might have to do it this one time for the sake of the investigation.

Ivy let out a small chuckle. “I did notice Eve was … giving her mother an earful about not inviting a few of her friends.”

“That’s because she doesn’t have friends, but seeing last night’s guest list made her simply feel awful, so she’s projecting like she always does.”

“And Mrs. Black doesn’t mind?”

“She made that monster.” Clara huffed.

Ivy wasn’t sure if Clara was simply indifferent towards Eve or if she didn’t like her at all. It was hard to tell when Clara was more invested in returning the books to their rightful shelves than talking about Eve.

At least Clara didn’t seem suspicious.

Still, Ivy needed more information. She continued, “Did you at least get to say goodbye to Eve before she left?”

Ivy hoped someone—maybe Clara—might’ve seen Eve leaving … or getting taken away in a sketchy-looking white van.

But that was just Ivy’s wishful thinking.

Clara flatly answered, “I thought she left earlier because she was feeling under the weather?”

“Yeah, she did …” Ivy faltered. “But, you know, maybe you saw how she was? I’m a bit worried about her, especially since … Mrs. Black had to stay home.”

Clara turned around to face Ivy. “Honestly, Lily, I couldn’t care less about what kind of illness Eve had. She’ll just throw a tantrum at her mother, anyway.”

Lily? It wasn’t even close to Ivy’s name. But she decided not to say anything.

In the last few minutes she had been conversing with Clara, she hadn’t gotten anything useful. It was just a bunch of intel confirming Ivy’s feeling that Eve was slightly unpleasant. She’d try Jack instead.

“Well, I’ll get going then. My coffee might’ve gone cold by now,” Ivy lied, smiling and nodding at Clara as she pulled Fable with her might to stop taunting Clara.

Ivy still found that odd, but maybe Fable was … judgmental. Clara didn’t exactly look like a proper custodian. Nonetheless, she scolded Fable under her breath, “Can you not hiss at people?”

On their way down, Ivy did double-take at the top of the stairs as her eyes fell exactly on a security camera strategically perched just below the ceiling.

Quickly looking around, she saw another one at the corner of the first floor. She moved closer to the railing and noticed another camera at the counter and another one pointed to the tables down at the café area.

Of course, the security cameras! Ivy almost jumped with joy and made herself look like a fool.

Hurrying down the stairs, Ivy ran straight towards Jack, who was wiping glasses. “Jack, hey. Any chance I could go through the bookshop’s security footage?”

Jack gave her a strange look. “Can I ask why?”

Don’t be suspicious, Ivy reminded herself and came up with an excuse. “Mrs. Black called me just now to go through last night’s footage to see if … she left her purse! That’s right. She says she couldn’t find it.”

“Oh.” Jack’s wonder quickly turned into a smile. Then, he moved towards the computer beside the register. “Come on over here. I’ll just prepare last night’s recording for you.”

Ivy quickly circled around the counter and joined Jack.

After a few clicks, Jack stepped away from the computer. “There you go.”

Ivy handed Fable’s leash to Jack, batting her eyelashes as she requested, “Can you make sure she doesn’t run off and hiss at people again?”

Jack reluctantly took the end of the yellow leash and looked down at Fable, who was already rubbing her body on his leg. “She doesn’t seem like the kind of cat that hisses at people.”

Ivy glanced at Fable, suddenly friendly again, unlike she was with Clara.

Odd.

Turning back to the computer, Ivy replied, “I guess she likes you.”

Jack bent down to pat her. “Well, I like her too.”

With Fable leashed and in check, Ivy put her attention on the screen. She immediately noticed there were only four frames to choose from—two from the library upstairs and two from the café.

“Uh, Jack, where’s the camera for the reading room?” Ivy inquired, not seeing the particular room or the stairs and short hallway leading to it.

Jack replied, “Well, it’s a private reading room, so the boss refrained from putting a camera over there.”

Ivy tried not to show her dismay. Surely, she could still see something from the recording, right?

With optimism, Ivy kept her eyes moving between four frames as she fast-forwarded between 7:30 p.m. and 8:30 p.m. last night. She caught the time they all headed down to the reading room and disappeared out of frame.

From there, Ivy tried not to blink as she waited for Eve to emerge from the stairs leading to the reading room.

But the first figure that emerged from there was Phyllis …when she led the guests back to the café area to wait for Eve for the closing remarks.

What? Did I miss something? Ivy thought to herself.

Suspicious, Ivy rewound the video thirty minutes from when Phyllis appeared in the frame and kept her eyes peeled at the same area.

There was only one entrance and exit to the reading room. Ivy knew that much during the few times they visited the place.

Even during the thirty-minute replay, it was still Phyllis who exited the reading room first.

Ivy studied that particular frame closer. She could see the restroom just beside the stairs leading to the reading room.

Apart from Clara, who used it once during the viewing, nobody else came in and out of the reading room.

Just where did Eve go?

With her throat constricting slightly in mild fear, Ivy asked Jack again, “Is there any way to exit Spellbinders through the reading room?”

Jack shook his head with certainty. “It’s a basement, so no. Why?”

“Oh, nothing …” Ivy plastered on a half a smile.

This time, Ivy looked away from the computer and down the hall leading to the reading room.

If Eve didn’t pass through there to exit Spellbinders, wouldn’t that mean … Eve was still in the building?

But where?


Chapter seven


“She’s not a dog! Literally!” Phyllis argued in a half-whisper, sitting across from Ivy and Fable.

Ivy, who had just told Phyllis that they should try giving Fable a piece of Eve’s belongings to smell and locate her inside Spellbinders like a bloodhound, sighed with disappointment.

What answer did she expect from sensible Phyllis?

Then again, she believed in ghosts and ghouls, but apparently, not Fable’s sniffing skills.

Sitting at one of the empty tables at Spellbinders, Ivy replied, “Well, I figured we should give it a try, you know? You saw what I saw in the recording from last night—Eve didn’t leave the building.”

“Maybe that’s because there’s another exit somewhere, and Jack doesn’t know it.”

“Then, why didn’t she bring her car, wallet, or bag?”

“I don’t know, maybe because someone picked her up?”

“Like who? You said her ‘friend’ at Mabel’s said they weren’t even that close, and she was home all night with her husband and kid. And her yoga instructor has been out of state for four days now.”

Phyllis blew a stray strand of hair off her face. “Then it has to be Dave Shoe; he’s obsessed with her.”

“His obsession still doesn’t explain how Eve could’ve disappeared … into thin air!” Ivy countered.

Phyllis’s eyes darted around the room, trying to come up with a feasible explanation for Eve’s disappearance. As far as they knew, no one could just disappear into thin air. Then, Phyllis gasped and snapped her finger. “Oh, the walls!”

“The walls?” Ivy parroted, looking more confused than she did a second ago.

Phyllis nodded with bright eyes like she had just had a Eureka moment. “Hear me out. What if Eve didn’t disappear into thin air, but she disappeared into the walls?”

Ivy leaned away from Phyllis hesitantly as she squinted her eyes. “So, you don’t think Fable, the same cat who found us an important clue last time there was a murder in town, can’t sniff out Eve’s location, but you think the walls … ate Eve? Like Monster House or something?”

“No, silly!” Phyllis rolled her eyes. “What I meant is Eve might’ve disappeared through the wall—like a fake wall that doubles into a door”?

Ivy remained dubious. “Like the American Ripper’s murder castle? Maybe you should stop watching those things before sleeping, Phyllis.”

Phyllis laughed as she threw a rolled-up piece of tissue toward Ivy. “Fine, then how about this? I’ll let you use Fable as a bloodhound if you help me knock on walls and find the hidden door.”

At the back of Ivy’s mind, she thought they were being ridiculous. But considering how equally ridiculous it was for someone to just disappear in a building she never left, maybe two ridiculous things could counter a ridiculous disappearance.

So, Ivy held out her hand dramatically for a shake. “Let’s do it.”

Ivy asked Jack if Eve had left anything at the bookshop, like a coat, but unfortunately, there wasn’t.

Ivy and Phyllis debated whether Eve’s scent could’ve clung to her signed books, but both agreed that the smell of new paper was much stronger than anything else. Even Eve’s perfume.

Rather than giving Penny more reason to worry about what might be a senseless attempt to find Eve, they decided not to call her to retrieve something that belonged to Eve. For now, they hoped that Eve had left her car unlocked because Ivy saw a scarf on the passenger seat of her sports car.

As if luck was on their side, Eve’s car was unlocked.

Ivy immediately grabbed the scarf, not lingering too long so they wouldn’t draw suspicion from passersby and customers.

Before reentering Spellbinders, Ivy let Fable sniff Eve’s scarf and uttered a little prayer. “Follow her scent, Fable.”

Admittedly, Ivy felt foolish as they let a domesticated cat who could only eat shredded chicken—or she would throw up—lead them around the café. If anything, maybe Fable was just following the scent of the cakes.

But for some reason, it seemed Fable could understand what she had to do.

After crossing the main entrance, Fable began sniffing the tiled floor.

For a moment, Ivy and Phyllis glanced at each other in surprise. Did they really have a detective cat on their side?

Whatever amazement they had quickly turned to doubt when Fable began circling around the café aimlessly. They circled the area two times, making them look more suspicious.

Even Jack paused from his latte art, wondering why two women in their mid-twenties were following a cat around.

Nonetheless, Ivy and Phyllis put their trust in Fable.

After a few minutes of sniffing under multiple tables, Fable’s stance changed—her entire body was pointed to the staircase leading to the reading room. Then, Fable ran, pulling Ivy along with her leash.

As expected, Fable led the ladies back to where Eve was last seen—the reading room.

Without the projector and thirty chairs no longer lined up in the center of the room, the place was way wider.

With only the yellow lights emanating from the wall lamps, the room was a bit dim for a reading room. Ivy figured that was why every table and every seat had small standing lamps nearby.

Fable stood in the middle of the carpeted floor and gave a good sniff into the air, but nothing was certain yet.

Phyllis closed the door and suggested, “Let her off the leash. Maybe she can lead us to the bookshelf that is actually a door.”

Ivy would protest if Phyllis didn’t let her live out a childish fantasy of letting Fable sniff out Eve’s location. So, Ivy simply said, “You think so? I don’t recall her coming back here after she left during the viewing.”

“Well, we also didn’t notice multiple people coming in and out of the room to take phone calls and use the restroom,” Phyllis pointed out, facing the direction of the farthest armchair at the back of the room. “Plus, Eve sat there, right? She could easily slip in and out without anyone noticing.”

Ivy nodded slowly. “I suppose. But wouldn’t we hear if a secret door opened during then?”

“I mean, we were playing a video in high volume.”

“Okay. Maybe you’re right, Phyllis. Maybe we really missed something.” Ivy walked towards the said armchair and began feeling the walls and the shelf near it. She knocked on hardwood panels, and every square inch of the back wall sounded the same.

The bookshelf beside the armchair seemed built into the walls. How could a door even fit in there?

“Try tilting the books like this …” Phyllis demonstrated tilting books outwards without lifting them completely off the shelf.

Although Ivy’s father could definitely make a bookshelf door mechanism, Ivy had no idea how something like that would work. But instead of asking, she just followed what Phyllis did.

Ivy started tilting books from top to bottom. One shelf on Ivy’s shelf alone probably had around two hundred books.

Looking around the room, Ivy counted a total of nine individual bookshelves inside the reading room. She was no mathematician, but if Ivy’s math was correct, she and Phyllis would have to tilt almost two thousand books in hopes of finding a book that would open a hidden door.

If it actually existed.

Instead of complaining, Ivy went through the shelves at full speed, tilting one book every second.

While Ivy was checking her third bookshelf, Fable suddenly let out a loud meow, making Ivy jump in place. “Holy cow, Fable. What the heck was that for?”

Phyllis rushed and crouched next to Fable. “What is it, girl? Did you sense something?”

Conversing with a cat would be much easier if Fable could talk. Unfortunately for Ivy and Phyllis, they had to guess what made Fable suddenly cry.

Fable’s blue eyes were wide and blue, watching Ivy carefully from the bookshelves. So, Phyllis said, “Can you try tilting the books you were just touching?”

Glancing at Phyllis and Fable, Ivy tilted a book from the row she was working on.

Thud.

The book fell back into place after being tilted, but Fable did not flinch.

Ivy moved to the next one—nothing.

Then, another … and meow!

Phyllis gasped and stood up. “Get me that book!”

Ivy pulled out a copy of a book titled The Witching Hour by an author named Sable Dusk. For some reason, that name made Ivy pause.

Sable Dusk? Why did it feel familiar to her? She was sure she didn’t know anyone with that name or pseudonym.

Phyllis grabbed the book from Ivy’s grasp and showed it to Fable. Immediately, the cat hissed at the book.

In response, Phyllis opened the book, and a small note fell from between the pages.

Stunned, it took Phyllis a second before she picked it up. And to her horror, her eyes bulged at the four-word note hidden in the particular book. She read it out loud. “‘I’m coming for you.’”

Ivy extended her hand to see the note—it was still white and crisp like it had just been put there. But the note looked random among the 1,800 books in the room.

Why was the note in that particular book? Who was it for? Who left it there?

More importantly, was it really a clue related to Eve’s disappearance?

Glancing at the book Phyllis held, a zap of mental electricity flowed through Ivy’s entire nervous system. She said, “It’s a note for Eve!”

Phyllis blinked at her in confusion. “How would you know that?”

“That book.” Ivy pointed. “It’s written by Sable Dusk. It’s intentional wordplay! Sable is a shade of black, and dusk is a synonym of the word …?”

Ivy let Phyllis let her intelligence through. In an instant, Phyllis cracked the code. “Dusk is a synonym of the word eve.”

Ivy nodded repeatedly. “In reference to that, Sable Dusk is Black Eve—Eve Black.”


Chapter eight


This note still doesn’t answer how Eve disappeared,” Ivy said as soon as the excitement from finding the note had subsided.

Still standing in the middle of the reading room, the two ladies looked at each other—half-hopeful, half-defeated.

Phyllis’s wild eyes twinkled, and Ivy could tell she was about to say another outrageous thing. And, in fact, Phyllis began stomping her feet on the carpeted floor. “Maybe there’s a hidden compartment under the floorboards.”

But the floor barely creaked with the carpet between Phyllis’s weight and the floor itself. Even as she jumped at every corner of the room, nothing happened; the carpet couldn’t be lifted off the floor either, no matter how hard Phyllis tried.

Slumped on the ground, Phyllis groaned. “Okay, I’m out of ideas. I’m starting to think this is one of those weird disappearance cases. Maybe Eve has been taken by an alien spacecraft or … or a portal to another dimension opened, and she fell into it!”

“Ha-ha. Very funny, Phyllis,” Ivy answered with sarcasm, offering her hand to help Phyllis get up.

After hoisting Phyllis back to her feet, Ivy suggested, “For now, maybe we shouldn’t focus on how Eve disappeared but rather who wanted her gone. If we’re right and this note is intended for Eve, then someone was coming for her … and already did.”

Phyllis’s face fell into worry, but she brushed it off by putting Fable back on her leash and heading for the reading room’s door. “You’re right. We should find out who had been in the reading room on the days leading to Eve’s disappearance. We might also need to look into all the guests from yesterday. Someone might’ve slipped the note when we weren’t looking.”

Ivy nodded in agreement. “We still have all their names on the guest list. We just have to find someone who wants Eve gone.”

The group returned to the café to pester Jack once more. Ivy walked up to him. “Hey, Jack, would you know if anyone used the reading room for the last month or so?”

Jack didn’t bother hiding his suspicion. “Is this still about Penny’s missing purse?”

“Uh, no. This time, it’s about a … missing book!” Ivy quickly made an excuse. “Yup, Penny asked us to look for it down in the reading room.”

“Did you try asking Clara? Surely, the books’ custodian would know where the books are.”

Ivy had to keep up with the lie; Penny would back her up anyway. After all, it was Penny’s idea not to worry Spellbinders’ employees. “Well, it’s not a book on the shelves; it’s one of Penny’s own books.”

Jack didn’t look convinced. “What on earth is Penny asking you both to do? Oversee the shop while she takes care of Eve and look for her … lost things? I thought you guys were event planners.”

“We are. This is just an extra service.” Ivy smiled to make it look more convincing.

Between watching the security footage, walking around the café like Fable was a bloodhound, and now finding out who occupied the reading room, Jack had every reason to be suspicious. But he decided to ignore those suspicions.

“Whatever,” Jack breathed, pulling something out of the drawer under the register. “Here’s the reservation logbook for the reading room. Do what you have to do with it.”

“Thanks.” Ivy happily accepted the logbook and ran back to their table.

Fable stretched herself beside Phyllis’s leg to take her morning nap, which was an hour overdue. So, Ivy lowered her voice as she put the logbook before her and Phyllis.

Phyllis flipped the logbook open, immediately scanning the pages for the right date.

For that month, there were only a total of seventeen guests who reserved the reading room.

Ivy quietly read through the names while Phyllis compared the scribbled names to the handwriting on the note they had found earlier.

But then, a particular name stopped Ivy’s finger from sliding down the list. It was the second to the last person in the reading room. The date beside his name was from a week ago.

Ivy read the name out loud. “Dave Shoe.”

Phyllis abruptly leaned away from the back of the couch to look at the name Ivy was pointing at closer. She placed the note beside the name … but the handwriting didn’t match.

At that point, the handwriting was the least of their worries, though. The fact that Eve’s probable stalker had been in the reading room a week before his idol disappeared was suspicious by itself.

Ivy uttered, “I think we have enough reason to pay this guy a visit.”

Phyllis tucked the note away in the meantime. “I’ll call Cameron. Maybe he can get us an address for Dave Shoe.”

*

Perhaps Ivy and Phyllis didn’t need the police—they only needed Cameron. Thanks to him, Ivy, Phyllis, and Fable were now parked before a small suburban home with a garden that needed more tending.

Although Dave Shoe was only renting the property, he should give his garden more water.

“How do we get him to talk?” Ivy asked, still sitting in the driver’s seat.

Phyllis and Fable both turned to the window; their fondness as they sat together was apparent. Phyllis replied, “Well, if he has Eve in there, we have to be careful with our questions. Maybe we should pretend we’re from Spellbinders and are here to take a survey about their experience in the reading room?”

Ivy gave this consideration. “That’d be great … if Dave doesn’t already know Spellbinders’ employees. He’s a stalker, remember? He even knows where Eve lives. Hence, moving here.”

“Oh, how about we say we were in the reading room before him and lost something?”

Almost like how Ivy lied to Jack—she liked it. “Hmm, I guess that could work. We could find out what he did there and who he was with.”

“Okay, let’s go.” Phyllis carefully picked up Fable before hopping out of the vehicle.

Before the group could even cross the lawn, Ivy had already noticed the curtain move. She muttered, “Looks like we’re being watched.”

As they were about to climb the porch, Fable refused to take another step and began growling.

What’s wrong with her? Ivy thought, noting that this was the second time today that her cat acted like that.

“I’ll take her,” Ivy offered and picked Fable up into her arms, but Fable didn’t immediately calm down.

They proceeded to the front door, and as Phyllis raised her fist to knock, the curtain drew open, and a nerdy-looking guy spoke through the closed window. “I have a cat allergy. Please step back from the front door.”

“Oh …” Ivy quickly took a few steps back on command. Somehow, this made Fable more upset, now hissing at the window. Ivy scolded her yet again, “Calm down, Fable. Be nice.”

But, of course, the cat didn’t listen.

So, Ivy completely stepped off the porch, now standing at least ten feet away from the window where Dave was.

Nodding at Phyllis, Ivy let her friend do the talking. She started, “Are you Mr. Dave Shoe?”

Dave looked at Phyllis from head to toe, his eyes lingering on Phyllis’s knitted sweatshirt with a little green alien on it. Not everybody appreciated Phyllis’s odd choice of fashion. “Who’s asking?”

“We’re, erm, customers from Spellbinders. We rented the reading room before you. You were there, right? We saw your name in the logbook. We were wondering if you found a … necklace! I dropped my necklace there, and it’s from my late grandmother. Bless her heart.”

Ivy tried to hide how impressed she was with Phyllis’s acting.

Dave, however, didn’t seem to buy it. “Why are you asking me and not the staff of Spellbinders?”

Phyllis quickly replied, “They told us to ask you.”

“And how did they know my address? I don’t remember putting it down.”

“My mom!” Ivy answered twice as fast as Phyllis did. “She works with your real estate agent.”

Risky—what were the odds Dave found this house through the internet and was renting in direct contact with the owner?

Dave went silent for a moment, making Ivy think she made the wrong judgment call. But then, Dave cleared his throat. “Well, I was only there for a moment, and I’m sure I didn’t see a necklace. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

“Just a moment?” Phyllis echoed. “How long were you there, and what did you do? Were you with anybody at the time?”

“It’s a reading room, so I was obviously reading.”

“Just for a moment?”

“I have a short attention span, okay?”

“And your companions? Did they see a necklace?”

“I was alone. Jesus,” Dave snapped. “Also, what’s with all these questions? You aren’t even cops, so why do I have to answer anything you say? Just leave, will you?”

Just like that, Dave drew his curtain closed, leaving Ivy and Phyllis standing outside his rental home.

With a sigh, Phyllis stepped off the porch, but instead of walking away, she ducked down and ran to the side of the house. Ivy couldn’t stop her in time and found herself standing awkwardly right where Phyllis left her.

So they wouldn’t raise suspicion, Ivy casually walked back to the car, hoping Phyllis wasn’t doing anything that would draw more attention to them. The last thing they needed was to get in trouble with the police.

Soon after Ivy was inside her car and Fable had cozied up on the dashboard, Phyllis hurried into the car. “Leave and circle back around here; park on the other side of the road.”

“What?” Ivy was stumped by the instructions.

“Just drive around the block, come back, and park somewhere discreet. Go.” Phyllis strapped on her seatbelt as if Ivy would floor the car.

“Okay …,” Ivy said with confusion but did as asked.

When she had parked the car on the other side of the street, right under an oak tree, she finally asked Phyllis, “Why are we spying on Dave’s house again?”

“Because I remembered this house,” Phyllis explained. “One of my previous colleagues at the newspaper was renting here before. We had a little get-together, and she complained that one of the windows near the kitchen didn’t lock. I thought I should give it a shot and check, and guess what? The lock’s still busted.”

“Are you saying we’re going to commit breaking and entering?” Ivy concluded with horror.

“Well, to put it bluntly. But come on, we have to know if Eve’s there. If you ask me, I think Dave’s cat allergy wasn’t real, and he just didn’t want to open the door so we wouldn’t hear Eve’s muffled screams from the bedroom.”

Ivy got chills from Phyllis’s statement; she also thought that Dave was being weird about interacting through the window. And how impatient he was?

“Fine,” Ivy conceded. “But what if he doesn’t leave?”

“Let’s hope he does.” Phyllis lowered her seat so she would be more comfortable waiting.

Fortunately for Ivy and Phyllis, their luck hadn’t run out. In less than an hour, Dave left the house—looking left and right before boarding his bike.

Ivy hit Phyllis’s arm multiple times. “He’s leaving, he’s leaving!”

Phyllis shot up from her lowered seat just in time to see Dave and his bike heading out of the street. “Now’s the time; let’s go!”

Ivy barely had time to think as Phyllis jumped out of the car, so she picked up Fable from the dashboard and ran behind Phyllis.

It was broad daylight, and Ivy feared someone might spot them climbing through the window, but she hadn’t had the time to complain because Phyllis bolted straight to the side of the house and lifted the malfunctioning jalousie with effort.

Phyllis then stepped on the empty flower box and hoisted herself up before extending her arms to take Fable from Ivy. “Come on, hurry!”

Ivy’s heart was pounding in her ears—that was how nervous she was—but the longer she stayed out in the open, the more chances someone might see them. So, she followed Phyllis up the window and almost lost her footing on the fall.

“Let’s get searching!” Phyllis instructed, already scanning the small one-bedroom space.

The kitchen and dining area were in the same space where the ladies now stood. The living room, on the other hand, simply had a wooden slat divider. It was a small, functional space—a tiny home of its own kind.

“Where’s Fable?” Ivy immediately noticed that her cat wasn’t in their immediate vicinity, but Phyllis was already busy looking through cupboards.

Ivy noticed that one door was slightly ajar, and it was the kind of space that Fable could fit through.

Nervously, Ivy walked towards the door, hoping that no one else lived with Dave or their next stop would be the police station.

Pushing the door open, Ivy was relieved to see no one despite the darkness. But then, she could hear scratching against cardboard. And who else loved scratching cardboard but Fable?

Panicked, Ivy turned on the light—they shouldn’t leave proof that they were there … like cat scratches!

As expected, Fable was scratching at a medium-sized box under Dave’s unmade bed.

At least Eve wasn’t there.

“What is it, girl?” Ivy walked carefully towards Fable, intrigued by the box.

Since Fable continued scratching at it even after Ivy pulled her away, Ivy decided to pick up the box. It was a bit heavy, which only made her more curious.

Against her better judgment, a voice in her head—maybe Fable’s—told her to check the box just in case. So, she put the box down on the bed and lifted the cover.

Ivy gasped at the sight before her—it was a box with multiple copies of Eve’s old books and at least a hundred photos of Eve.

Most of them were taken right here in Carmel—Eve leaving their home, Eve at Spellbinders, Eve texting in some parking lot, Eve at the grocery store, and many more.

The hair on Ivy’s arms all stood up in fear.

Dave really was a stalker.

“Did you find her?” Phyllis popped her head inside the bedroom only to find Ivy looking pale as she scanned a couple of photos in her hands.

Phyllis joined Ivy, picking up other photos from the box. Phyllis drew a shaky inhale. “Holy cow, has he really been following Eve around?”

“It seems like it,” Ivy answered, her mouth suddenly dry. “But I don’t think Eve’s here.”

“Maybe he hid her somewhere.” Phyllis sighed. “Maybe we should’ve followed him instead of coming in here.”

“We don’t know anything for sure; we should be glad that Eve isn’t here. For all we know, she’s safe. For now, let’s take pictures of this.” Ivy laid out some of the photos on the bed and began taking photos of them along with the contents of the box.

After that, Ivy said, “We shouldn’t stay here for too long. Let’s go before Dave catches us.”


Chapter nine


“Shouldn’t we tell the police now?” Ivy thought out loud as she clutched the steering wheel.

Although Phyllis managed to keep a straight face, Ivy could tell she was also shocked by what they saw in Dave’s bedroom. Those photos felt a bit too intrusive.

Phyllis held sleeping Fable in her arms. “It’s only been sixteen hours since Eve disappeared.”

“Yeah, but I once read that you don’t really have to wait twenty-four hours to tell the cops about it.”

“And we didn’t wait when we told them last night. The police—or rather Detective Goodwin—thinks we’re flukes!”

“But those photos—”

“Will be brushed off as something a fan took. I mean, yes, it’s creepy that Dave has been scouting outside Eve’s house, but he didn’t exactly violate anything, did he?”

Ivy felt her stomach churn at that. “I guess you’re right. Should we try and look for him?”

Phyllis nodded. “Carmel isn’t really a big town. Maybe we could spot Dave or his bike somewhere. Let’s just drive around.”

Ivy and Phillis did exactly that—driving around the roads of Carmel without direction. But as they approached town, they immediately noticed Dave’s yellow bike parked at a bike rail … right across from a gym.

“Hold up.” Phyllis wiggled her nose. “This is the same place where Eve goes for her yoga.”

Ivy looked over the signage, and the small building had a gym downstairs and a yoga studio upstairs. Did Dave go there in hopes of spotting Eve at her yoga class? But wouldn’t that mean he didn’t know Eve was missing? Or was this all a ploy?

Too many questions flew through Ivy’s head; she shook them away and turned her attention to the gym’s glass wall, where they could see people working out.

And just like that, Ivy immediately spotted Dave getting off a treadmill to drink from his bottled water.

“That’s him.” Ivy pointed.

Phyllis adjusted her round glasses and peered closer to the window. “You’re right—that’s him. So, he didn’t run off to where he hid Eve?”

“Well, he seems like a careful guy; someone like him wouldn’t lead anybody right to where he’s keeping his idol hostage, don’t you think?”

Phyllis grabbed her hair and gave it a little tug. “There’s just too many things to consider.”

Then, her stomach growled; Phyllis blushed a little in embarrassment. They’d been so caught up with this case that they had skipped lunch.

Ivy smiled. “How about we go back to the case after eating something?”

Chuckling softly, Phyllis downplayed her hunger. “Well, if you’re that hungry, I suppose we can grab some sandwiches. I know a good place.”

Ivy laughed at Phyllis, letting her lead the way to that good sandwich shop. But because pets weren’t allowed, they had to order their sandwiches and drinks for takeout and eat them in the parking lot, specifically while sitting in the open trunk while Fable meowed inside the car.

Ivy didn’t realize how hungry she was as she was gobbling up the sandwich, careless if she was being messy as she spilled a bit of cheese sauce on her shirt.

While they ate, Phyllis’s phone pinged with a message. She quickly pulled it from her pocket. She exclaimed, “Finally! About time.”

Phyllis’s reaction made Ivy turn to her. “What is it?”

“It’s Cameron,” Phyllis answered with a mouth half-full. “He compiled the addresses and contact numbers of the sixteen other people who had been at the reading room.”

Ivy blinked, grateful and amazed. “He did that?”

“He’d do anything for you,” Phyllis remarked with a shrug and a smile.

“You mean because he’s naturally kind?” Ivy replied.

Phyllis gave Ivy a look. “How can you be so clueless? You know what? Don’t even answer that; I don’t want to talk about it either. Anyway, want to pay some people here a visit?”

Ivy quickly took the last two bites of her sandwich—it was too good to leave even a crumb. “Okay, I’m ready.”

They headed back to the car only to be welcomed—or unwelcomed by Fable’s disappointed scowl. They did eat outside to avoid Fable fussing over bread. Ivy kissed her head. “Sorry, girl. I’ll give you an extra scoop of chicken tonight, okay?”

“Oh, you should.” Phyllis picked up Fable and began kissing her stomach. “She’s been working hard all day, don’t you think?”

“I know, I know. Speaking of working hard, where are we off to first?”

“Go straight—we’re off to Carpenter Street first.”

Even though Ivy had been back in Carmel for a month now, she still hadn’t memorized the street names. Landmarks, maybe. So, she let Phyllis navigate her to the addresses like her personal GPS.

The first person they met was a mother, still cradling her baby to sleep. She said they often booked the reading room as part of the book club’s monthly activity. She also said she didn’t know Eve personally but only heard of her as a local author.

No, she had not read her books—her genre wasn’t their preference.

As for where she was last night, she was home taking care of her baby.

With that, they proceeded to another house on the same street. Again, from the same book club. She didn’t know Eve. Last night, she was home with her husband.

Phyllis decided it’d be faster if they called some of the people on the list instead, so that was what she did while Ivy was driving. It was the same question each time—why did you reserve the reading room? Did you know Eve? And where were you last night?

Of course, each time, they had a different reaction. They were cooperative, weirded out, or suspicious.

Getting the right answers wasn’t always an easy thing, but Ivy and Phyllis were patient enough to comb through each name on the list.

This time, they parked at an office, where the manager was the person who listed his name in the reservation logbook. He explained that he and his officemates just wanted to host a little movie day, so that was what they did.

When Ivy asked if he knew Eve Black, the man simply answered, “Eve, who?”

Thankfully, he was kind enough to ask his colleagues if anybody knew Eve; one did, he said he read one of her earlier works and didn’t really like it. Which was a rather mean thing to say about someone who had gone missing.

But he didn’t know that.

He at least deserved the benefit of the doubt.

The next group they interviewed were students who were working on their thesis and wanted privacy and a bit more legroom than their university’s library, so they went there. Unfortunately, those college kids didn’t know Eve.

By the time Ivy and Phyllis were at their last stop, it was already six in the evening. This time, they knocked on a house with feral kids—twins running up and down the house.

The man who came to the door was a father with spaghetti sauce all over his clothes. “Can I help you?”

Aaah! The kids ran around and screamed at each other, using ladles and plastic shovels as makeshift swords.

Ivy spoke, “I think this is a bad time; we’ll get going.”

“No, no …” The man stepped out of his house and closed the door behind him. “I could use a bit of distraction and fresh air from those menacing kids. How can I help?”

Even with the door closed, the group could still hear the screaming.

Ivy figured it’d be best to get this over with, so she spoke, “We were wondering why you reserved the reading room at Spellbinders three weeks ago?”

“Oh, that. Well, I needed to get away from those little monsters. So, embarrassingly enough, I told my wife I was … doing some research, but, really, I just slept there.” He even scratched the back of his head in shame. “Anyway, what is this about?”

Ivy felt bad that such a seemingly hardworking man had to use a library as an excuse to get away from his life, so she said, “Erm, because you’ve been chosen through a raffle for the free use of the reading room anytime next month. Plus … coffee and a pastry!”

The man’s face lit up. “Are you serious?”

“Yes.” Ivy smiled, nudging Phyllis to get on with the impromptu promotional award.

So, Phyllis added, “That’s right. All you have to do is answer one question—do you know Eve Black?”

“If I said no, would I be disqualified from the promo?”

“Of course not,” Ivy assured him. “It’s just a simple popularity survey.”

“Whew.” The man dramatically wiped fake sweat on his forehead. “Well, great, because I’m not sure who Eve Black is.”

“That’s okay. Anyway, congrats on winning … those freebies,” Ivy cheered half-heartedly.

“So, how do I claim that?”

“Just … come over to Spellbinders and give them your name. They’ll know what to do.”

After the tired man thanked Ivy and Phyllis, the girls walked back to the car. Thankfully, they had already driven Fable home because Timothy had called Ivy, saying it was close to Fable’s dinnertime. So, they dropped the cat back at the house half an hour ago.

Anyway, Fable might already be tired from a full day of running around.

As they got back to the car, Phyllis said, “I can’t believe we just gave some random man a reward we weren’t even entitled to give.”

“Well, we did disturb him from … getting his kids to settle down. It’s the least we could do.”

Phyllis sighed, also feeling the exhaustion seeping into her back muscles. “Funny how we also disturbed sixteen other people and still found no lead on Eve’s disappearance.”

“It’s been almost twenty-four hours since she disappeared,” Ivy said with a sad tone.

Was all this running around making them lose precious time to find Eve? Still, they might not be cops, but they were trying their best.

Phyllis rubbed Ivy’s back consolingly. “We better head back to Spellbinders and wait for closing time. Maybe Eve will pop back out from the walls.”

Ivy shrugged. “At this point, I hope the walls really spit her back out.”


Chapter ten


Apart of Ivy was exhausted and ready to call it a day … but a part of her wanted to do something more to find Eve for Penny.

The thought of telling the poor woman that a day’s worth of searching reaped nothing was going to send her to the brink of her sanity.

The yellow lights beaming from Spellbinders were visible even from a distance. But as Ivy and Phyllis approached the bookshop with the car, something else caught their eyes—a royal blue luxury car parked in front of the building.

“Wow …” Phyllis was willing to kiss the window so she could look at the shiny car closer.

Ivy parked her five-year-old sedan a few cars away from that beauty, also glancing at the car but only in curiosity as to why a car like that would be parked outside Spellbinders. It wasn’t exactly a place the wealthy frequented.

Surely, a person who could afford a car like that could get his or her books delivered to his or her doorstep. Maybe even by the authors themselves.

Heading inside the bookshop, Ivy immediately heard an agitated voice coming from the quiet place.

“… where she is. It’s not that hard, don’t you think?” A man stood across from Jack at the other side of the counter, his designer shirt unbuttoned at the collar as part of his filthy rich style.

Ivy could immediately tell this was the guy who owned the car outside—his limited-edition watch gave it away.

Neither Ivy nor Phyllis wanted to pry, but Ivy tried to catch Jack’s gaze to see if he needed any help.

For now, Jack couldn’t break his gaze from the man with a suffocating amount of cologne on his body.

Jack replied, “Like I said, I don’t know where Eve is; that information is not something I’m privy to.”

Eve? Ivy and Phyllis stopped in their tracks at the mention of her name.

The man was visibly upset, trying not to slam his fist on the counter. “You’re being redundant—you already told me that. So, let’s move on. Just tell me where she lives, then I’ll be out of your hair.”

His voice raised an octave at every sentence he uttered. A few customers gave him irritated glances as he continued bantering Jack.

Jack firmly spoke, “I cannot give you that information—”

The man abruptly reached for Jack’s collar. And without thought, Ivy jumped between them. “Please step back before we call the police, sir.”

He stepped back, leering at Jack. Then, he scoffed at Ivy. “Are you the manager?”

Ivy figured that if she said no, this man—whoever he was—wouldn’t engage with her. Then, Ivy might lose the chance to ask him about Eve. She said, “I’m … in charge at the moment.”

“Good, because your employee right here has been beating around the bush for the last five minutes,” the man informed Ivy. “Maybe you should retrain him regarding his customer service skills or, even better, replace him entirely.”

Jack was professional enough not to snap at the remark that was intended to insult him. If it did, Jack didn’t act on it.

“No one’s replacing anyone.” Ivy mirrored the same intensity of the angry stranger’s gaze. “But someone might be escorted out of here if he doesn’t drop this … attitude. Now, can we start all over again? Is there something you need from Jack?”

More than his annoyance, the man seemed impressed with Ivy. He nodded at Jack. “A hot americano. No sugar.”

Whew.

“As for you …” The man pointed at Ivy but decided to put his hand back down again. “Mind joining me at my table? Maybe you could help me instead.”

If his words had to be read between the lines, Ivy didn’t want to read into it. Still, she nodded and followed him to his chosen table.

As Ivy passed by Phyllis, she gestured that she was going to be fine.

Just to be sure, Phyllis sat at a nearby table to overhear anything and maybe to jump to Ivy’s rescue if necessary.

“I didn’t get your name,” the man said as he crossed his legs. “I’m Matt Roberts. You are?”

From her periphery, Ivy saw Phyllis quickly pick up her phone and type something on it—the man’s name, perhaps. She replied, “Ivy Schaeffer.”

“Eve didn’t tell me they had another pretty girl in this … bookstore.” Matt held back a distasteful remark.

While it was a compliment, Ivy didn’t feel anything from that—maybe because Matt was obnoxious and seemed like the guy who would say that to anyone with the female gene.

Ivy decided not to entertain his advances. “If you don’t mind me asking, how do you know Eve?”

“I do mind, but since you’re asking … Eve is, well, this is awkward considering I was just hitting on you, but she’s my girlfriend. Amore mio, as they would say in Italian.”

Girlfriend? As far as Ivy knew—and maybe even Penny—Eve wasn’t in a relationship. Why else would Penny withhold such important information like that?

Was Matt another stalker of Eve’s? A delusional one this time?

Matt noticed Ivy’s confusion. “What? You don’t believe me? I get it, I don’t look like the type to get tied down. Don’t worry, you could still change my mind.”

Ivy didn’t know what to say to that, so she was grateful when Jack arrived with Matt’s coffee.

Ignoring his unnecessary remarks, Ivy proceeded, “I didn’t know Eve was dating anybody.”

Matt sipped his coffee. “Well, that’s because she’s stubborn. Why do you think I drove all the way here? Anyway, maybe you could tell me where she is; you seem more reliable than the other guy.”

“He’s reliable enough.” Ivy felt the need to defend Jack. “But if you’re really dating Eve, why don’t you know where she is? Or where her house is?”

This was the part where Ivy began fishing for relevant information on Eve’s disappearance. This would determine if Matt knew something.

“Not that I have to answer you, but she and I got into a fight, and now, she hasn’t been picking up my calls or answering my messages.”

“That’s because she’s missing …” Ivy spoke before she could think.

By the time she realized what she had just carelessly said, she glanced up at Matt, who simply looked at her with the same expression he had a few seconds ago.

“Yeah, right.” Matt let out an empty chuckle, his annoyance surfacing again. Then, his tone changed. “Is that what she told you to say? That she’s missing? Because I’ll tell you what, that’s a funny but stupid way of breaking up with someone.”

“I wasn’t—”

Matt slapped a twenty-dollar bill on the table, stood up, and kicked the chair, which screeched against the floor. On his way out, Matt mumbled curses.

“Christ …” Phyllis finally joined Ivy at the table she was occupying. “He has quite the temper.”

Ivy stared at the front door, still swinging from Matt’s departure. “More importantly, he didn’t believe me when I said Eve’s missing.”

“It doesn’t mean he’s innocent,” Phyllis pointed out. “For all we know, this could be all an act to remove suspicion from him.”

“But I don’t get it—how come Mrs. Black didn’t know Eve had a boyfriend?”

“Maybe Eve kept it a secret?”

Ivy’s head throbbed. “You know what, I don’t want to speculate. I’ll ask Mrs. Black now.”

Ivy and Phyllis had been running around all day long, so she didn’t want to waste any more time. She picked up her phone and called Penny.

As if waiting by the phone, Penny answered before the second ring. “Did you find her?”

Now Ivy regretted calling Penny when she didn’t have good news.

She stammered, “Oh, erm, not yet. But I think we’re onto something, Mrs. Black. Before that, did you know Eve is dating somebody?”

“Dating?” Penny echoed weakly as if she didn’t even have the energy to be surprised. “Eve is single. She has been for … three, four months already.”

“Well, a man named Matt Roberts just left Spellbinders upset that Eve wasn’t here.”

“Matt Roberts? But Eve told me she and Matt broke up. Why would he be there?”

“To fix things?”

“Oh God …” Penny’s panic could be felt even through the phone. “I don’t feel good about this, Ivy. Matt should be the last person to be around Eve, let alone to be in Carmel!”

“Why do you say so?” Ivy inquired with worry; Penny sounded really upset; even her breathing was shaky.

Penny took a few calming breaths before breaking into a whimper. “Eve broke up with Matt because he was … abusive. Oh God, what if he took my daughter from me?”


Chapter eleven


“She’s not here,” Phyllis said, her voice laced with dread as she tried to peer through the reflective glass walls of Penny’s exquisite home.

Ivy tried the doorbell again although they had tried it over and over again for the last ten minutes. “Why wouldn’t she be here?”

“I don’t know. Maybe she went out looking for Eve on her own.”

“But it’s only eight in the morning.”

Phyllis began scanning the property; she tiptoed to look over the fence by the poolside area. “I don’t see anyone in the kitchen.”

“I’ll call her,” Ivy offered, dialing Penny’s number right away. But a part of her already knew Penny wouldn’t pick up the call. Something felt off, and it made Ivy’s skin tingle.

Ring, ring, ring.

Then, voicemail.

Ivy dropped the call, shaking her head at Phyllis. “She’s not picking up.”

Phyllis adjusted her glasses, squinting further at the upper floors as if that would help her see through all the reflective glass walls. Then, she sighed. “You don’t think something happened to her, right?”

“Well, don’t say that with that kind of expression!” Ivy felt her chest constrict.

Penny was a sixty-something-year-old woman. Sure, she was still strong, but she was a small woman who hadn’t been thinking straight with all her emotions rising through the roof.

Ivy felt like it was their responsibility to make sure Penny was okay. Now, they didn’t know where she was.

But when they saw Penny last night, they managed to calm her down, telling her that Matt Roberts seemed like he genuinely didn’t know where Eve was or where she lived. And that made Penny feel a bit better.

Better enough to stay in bed when Ivy and Phyllis left for the evening despite her being a light sleeper.

So what happened between then and now? Where did Penny wander off? Was she okay?

The urge to dial 911 approached Ivy’s mind at full speed. Then, Phyllis’s phone rang, making Ivy flinch a little.

“Not now, Cameron,” Phyllis answered her phone dismissively. But then, she glanced at Ivy worriedly as she listened to the other line. “Hold up. What do you mean Penny’s there …? She did what …? Fine. Hold on to her; we’re coming.”

Phyllis was already headed back to the car by the time she put down her phone. Ivy jogged up behind her. In the distance, she could see Fable peering out the backseat window while she waited for the ladies to come back.

Ivy asked, “What did your brother say?”

“Penny is at the station, begging officers to find her daughter. From what I heard, she’s frantic,” Phyllis replied, climbing into the passenger seat.

Ivy hurried over to the driver’s side, started the engine, and stepped on the gas as soon as she could.

It took them less than ten minutes to get to the station—Ivy was thankful Carmel wasn’t like L.A. with all the traffic. More and more, she began appreciating the city she and her mother once ran away from.

Carefully putting Fable inside her bag, Ivy ran with Phyllis into the station, expecting Penny and a whole lot of mess. But thankfully, Penny sat in the lobby while Cameron handed her a hot drink from the vending machine.

“Phyllis!” Cameron waved his muscular hand, no longer the twig it used to be.

“Mrs. Black!” Phyllis ran straight to Penny, worried like she would be about her grandmother. “Why didn’t you wait for us? We were afraid something might’ve happened to you.”

Penny let out a shuddering breath, fresh from crying to the police officers. “I couldn’t wait—I had a terrible dream about Eve, and I just had to do something.”

Cameron awkwardly smiled at Ivy as he stepped aside to let Ivy sit next to Penny.

Fable poked her head from the shoulder bag to let Penny know that she, too, was here for her.

Phyllis rubbed Penny’s arm. “It’s just a dream, Mrs. Black. We haven’t found anything that’d suggest something bad happened to Eve, alright?”

That was true; Ivy knew that much. They swept every square inch of Spellbinders—knocking on walls, stomping on floors, and even tilting hundreds of books in search of a secret door.

Still, Eve’s utter absence was the most alarming thing of all. So, it made Phyllis’s statement half a lie.

“Then, where is she?” Penny answered with a plea, the contents of the paper cup shaking in her grasp.

Ivy gently took it from her. But before she could say anything to console Penny, Detective Goodwin walked through the entrance, his whistles coming to an abrupt halt as he saw Ivy and Phyllis once more. “Well, well, if it isn’t my favorite duo.”

“Detective …” Cameron nodded politely at his superior.

“What’s the deal over here, Green?” Detective Goodwin asked Cameron.

Before he could answer, Penny stood up from her chair. “Stan, you might need to reconsider searching for my daughter. It’s been thirty-six hours since anyone has seen her, and now, her abusive ex-boyfriend is in town. I have so many things to worry about. She’s missing, do you hear me?”

“Penny, calm down.” Somehow, Detective Goodwin still managed to downplay the fear in Penny’s voice. “Do you remember when your daughter took off with that aspiring movie director who promised her she’d make it to Hollywood?”

Penny’s face slowly turned red at that statement; neither Ivy nor Phyllis knew Eve had a history of running away. She replied to Detective Goodwin, “She was nineteen back then! Do you really think a thirty-year-old woman would still run away from home to chase after a teenage dream!?”

“Exactly, Penny. Eve is thirty. For all we know, maybe she took off on some getaway trip with a lover, you know? The new lover, I mean. Give her the weekend. I’m sure she’ll turn up.”

Penny scoffed, about to seethe in anger at the senseless detective.

At that point, it was apparent to Ivy that Detective Goodwin was either difficult on Penny because she was with her and Phyllis, or he was simply just a difficult person to deal with. Whatever the detective’s deal was, Ivy interjected, “You know what, Mrs. Black, let’s not waste our breath. We’re already helping you look for Eve, remember?”

Just as Ivy was about to steer Penny towards the exit, Detective Goodwin stopped them. “Now, hold up. Now that I’m thinking about it, I have some time to look into Eve’s … disappearance. I’ll even take care of it in my personal time. You know what, Penny, let’s start over. Let’s file that report.”

“Wow …” Phyllis couldn’t hold herself back. Her ongoing feud with the old detective was now beyond just the editorials she used to write at the local newspaper. “Now you’re stepping up, Detective? Hate sharing the spotlight, huh?”

Cameron tugged Phyllis’s sleeve jacket. He gritted his teeth and mumbled, “What on earth are you doing?”

Phyllis pulled her arm away. “I’m not letting this incompetent detective turn this case into some … contest. This is real life.”

If anything, Detective Goodwin was used to the shots Phyllis fired—it didn’t seem like her words affected him anymore. In fact, he seemed bemused at the petite, freckled, red-haired girl who was brave enough to speak her mind.

Ivy was ready to step in; even Fable hissed at the detective.

But then, Penny spoke, “Girls, this is not the time. I need all the help I can get to find my daughter. Now, if you don’t mind waiting for me, I’d like to file a report. Stan, lead the way.”

Detective Goodwin had an annoying smirk on his face as he pointed Penny to where his desk was. While Phyllis didn’t hide her disbelief with mirthless chuckles and throat-scratching scoffs, Ivy was a little relieved—at least the police would also look for Eve now.

“Great, Phyllis, more reasons for my superior to bully me,” Cameron quietly complained to his sister before storming off.

Ivy patted Phyllis’s back. “On the good side of things, at least we have more people looking for Eve, no?”

“It’s not about that.” Phyllis stomped her feet. “It’s the intention behind doing it! You and I know that Detective Goodwin is only doing this to pick a fight with us! His ego wouldn’t be able to handle it if we solved another case.”

Ivy understood Phyllis’s frustration, but she still smiled. “Ill intentions aside, he’s still going to be doing Penny a favor, right?”

Taking a deep breath, Phyllis finally loosened up. “You know what? You’re right. We should probably wait out in the parking lot; breathing in here is so hard.”

Phyllis managed to distract herself from her anger by watching Fable roll around in the grass in the small garden beside the police station. She and Ivy played with Fable until Penny emerged from the building, seemingly more relieved.

She really needed this affirmation and assistance.

Ivy picked out grass and dirt from Fable’s hair before joining Phyllis and Penny. Then, she drove the group back to Penny’s home.

During the drive, Phyllis apologized to Penny for letting her dislike for Detective Goodwin momentarily blind her good judgment. Penny immediately forgave her, laughing it off as she said she had to agree that the detective wasn’t exactly a likable person.

When they got to the house, Penny let them in, feeling a surging exhaustion all over her body now that she was home. “Thank you, ladies, for all the work you’re doing for me. I appreciate it. Now, can I officially meet your little member?”

Penny extended her arms to Fable, whom she had only seen yesterday but didn’t get to interact with.

Ivy happily handed Fable to Penny.

Phyllis smiled at the sight. “Did you at least have breakfast before you left this morning, Mrs. Black?”

Penny looked up from running her fingers through Fable’s soft fur. “Well, I had no appetite. But you know what? I could use something to munch on. How about I make pancakes and omelets for everyone?”

How could Ivy and Phyllis say no to that? This was the first time since Eve’s disappearance that Penny eased a little. So, they agreed.

Phyllis offered to help Penny while Ivy kept an eye on Fable, who was exploring Penny’s living room.

Ivy couldn’t afford—quite literally—if Fable ended up jumping on one of Penny’s expensive-looking vases, so she followed the feline around.

As she trailed after Fable, who approached the door leading to the pool, Fable’s stance suddenly changed—her body straightened out, and her eyes widened. She was suddenly alert, as if something was bothering her.

Ivy turned to the glass door, noticing birds hopping near the pool. “What is it, girl? Do you want to go chase some birds?”

The novice cat lady should’ve figured that her cat didn’t look excited, and she surely didn’t want to chase birds. Yet, Ivy let Fable out of the door, figuring that at least outside, Fable wouldn’t jump on any fragile object.

As soon as Ivy pushed the door open just a crack, Fable darted out of the house.

It was then Ivy realized her cat wasn’t headed for the birds, so she ran out of the house, worried that Fable might run towards the street.

And like her horror came alive, Fable didn’t waste a beat as she climbed the wooden fence and jumped off of it.

Ivy kicked her legs against the ground and followed Fable out of the property as fast as she could.

As she unlocked the fence, Ivy heard a man exclaim outside. “Get off!”

Ah-choo! Then, he sneezed.

Ivy pulled the fence open and found Fable … clutching on a man’s legs with her claws digging into his jeans.

“Fable! Get off!” Ivy screamed in panic, but then she froze when she realized who the sneezing man was.

It was Dave Shoe … lurking right outside Eve’s house with a baseball cap pulled low over his face.

It was then that Ivy decided to let Dave suffer a bit more from his cat allergy. After all, why was he there? To stalk Eve some more?

“Get her off!” Dave pleaded as he ineffectively shook Fable off his leg with all his sneezing.

Good job, Fable, Ivy thought.

“What are you doing here, Dave?” Ivy inquired with raised brows.

Dave couldn’t deny that Ivy knew something; it was no coincidence he ran into her in Eve’s home of all places. He sneezed some more and replied, “Get her off, and I’ll tell you what you want to know.”


Chapter twelve


There was no way Ivy would let Dave inside Eve and Penny’s home—not after all the photos she had already seen in Dave’s bedroom.

So, she kept Fable inside Penny’s home while Dave sat on one of the outdoor seats by the pool, still sniffing and sneezing onto a handkerchief.

Ivy half-heartedly handed him a bottled water and a tablet of antihistamines. If it were up to her, she’d let the man suffer a little, but Penny insisted Ivy bring it to him while they talked.

“Thanks,” Dave muttered as he quickly took the medicine. After swallowing it, he said, “You didn’t come to my house yesterday for the necklace, did you?”

Ivy glanced back at the house, where she could see Phyllis standing by the glass door in an attempt to read their lips as they talked.

Ivy shook her head in response. “No, not really.”

“Then, why were you there?” Dave prompted, thinking he could turn the tables on Ivy so quickly.

But not today.

Sitting straight, Ivy fired back, “Why are you here?”

Dave winced at the question. “This looks suspicious, huh? But I’m Eve’s … friend.”

“Friend?” Ivy echoed, knowing how their email exchanges went and what the box in Dave’s room looked like. But Ivy couldn’t really say that—she’d be confessing to breaking and entering if she did.

“Y-yeah.” Even Dave sounded uncertain. “You know, we talk every now and then.”

“But that’s not what Eve says,” Ivy replied bluntly. “I was told you were … a fan.”

A stalker. Ivy held back her tongue on that.

Dave’s face turned red at that statement. “Well, yes, I was a fan first. But then, we got to talking, you know? The next thing you know, we’re friends.”

“So, you’re a friend who moved to Carmel for Eve?”

“Not for Eve specifically. Although she did tell me how beautiful this place was.”

“Right …”

Dave sniffed; the medicine was still on its way to working against his allergy. “Look, you have nothing to be suspicious about. I was just worried when I didn’t see Eve at her yoga class yesterday, so I came here instead.”

A suspect is worried about his potential victim? Ivy thought. Now, that changes things with their investigation.

Was Dave really innocent? A creep, but otherwise innocent?

But what about those threatening notes? And all those unsolicited photos of Eve that Dave kept close to him as he slept?

Ivy knew she shouldn’t let her guard down. She didn’t know Dave; he could be cunningly smart. She kept a straight face as she said, “Did Eve ever give you her home address?”

Although Dave looked like someone who could come up with a clever lie if police pulled him over, he couldn’t hide his expression in time with Ivy. There were no windows to roll down. Not two seconds to spare him with his mind.

“I, uh …”

“She didn’t, right?”

At that moment, Dave knew that he was trapped and spun around his own web of lies. So, he backtracked a little. “Is Eve here? Maybe she and I should talk instead to clear the air. I think there’s been a misunderstanding between us.”

“No misunderstanding here.” Ivy stood her ground. “I saw the gifts and notes you sent her, Dave. I know you’re a fan who doesn’t like it when you’re being ignored. But Eve did exactly that. Let’s save both ourselves some time and just tell me—what did you do to Eve?”

Dave’s horror was more evident than ever—how his expression changed from mere concern to utter horror. “What do you mean by ‘what did I do to Eve?’ Did something happen to her?”

Though Dave could pass as a decent liar, Ivy didn’t think he could be a good actor. So, was his fear sincere?

When Ivy didn’t answer Dave right away, he stood up abruptly, ready to march inside the house. “Let me see her—”

“Sit down, Dave,” Ivy spoke firmly and threateningly. “Take one more step, and my friend inside will call the cops on you. You don’t want that, do you?”

Dave turned back to Ivy with mild disgust … as if he had the right to feel disgusted. “And what would you tell the cops?”

“That you’re stalking Eve.” Plain and simple.

Ivy thought Dave would argue with her for a second, but then he stepped back and returned to his seat. “Is that what Eve said?”

“It doesn’t matter what she said—it’s what you did.”

Dave sighed as he ran a frustrated hand over his face. “To be honest with you, I’m … infatuated with Eve, okay? I admit that. But I would never hurt her. The only reason I moved here to Carmel was because I thought I’d have a shot with Eve if we were closer in distance. I made that decision after she and her ex-boyfriend broke up.”

“And how did you know that?”

“Eve told me.”

“Eve told you?” Ivy parroted; her voice couldn’t hide her doubt. If that was true, didn’t that mean Eve was also stringing her stalker along?

Dave sighed into his hands cupped over his mouth. “It doesn’t matter if she thinks I’m stalking her. What was I thinking moving here anyway?”

Before Dave spiraled into the deep rabbit hole of his existential crisis, Ivy proceeded with her questions. “Why are you really here, Dave?”

“I can’t believe I’m confessing all this to a stranger,” Dave mumbled but still answered. “I got worried about Eve. First, I didn’t see her at her yoga class, then I saw her … ex-boyfriend’s car driving around town. So, I wanted to make sure she’s okay.”

“Did Eve also tell you anything about her ex-boyfriend? Matt Roberts?”

“A little, yes.”

Hearing that, Ivy was fifty percent positive that Eve was giving Dave some kind of false hope. Maybe his adoration was good for her ego. Still, she continued her inquiry. “What did Eve tell you?”

Dave glanced at the house again, hoping to catch a glimpse of Eve somewhere. Little did he know that Ivy, Phyllis, and Penny also hoped that. They all hoped Eve was just playing some sick and stretched-out hide-and-seek.

“That … Matt Roberts was a violent prick who had put his hands on Eve on a few occasions. So, I encouraged her to leave. It took her a while, but I was glad when she finally did.”

“Matt hurt Eve?”

“A few times, supposedly.”

“Would you know if he ever committed …” Kidnapping? Ivy opted to be tactful. “Any crimes before?”

“His other ex-girlfriend has a restraining order against him.”

Ivy’s heart began to thump louder. “Do you think Matt would do something more than ‘put his hands’ on Eve?”

“Like what? Kill her?” Dave’s words sent shivers down Ivy’s spine. Thank god Penny wasn’t there, or she’d pass out. Even Ivy herself could feel the nausea.

But let’s hope not—Ivy uttered a silent prayer to the wind.

Then, she cleared her tightening throat. “Something like that … But that’s a little bit too much, don’t you think?”

Dave scoffed. “It’s not too much at all. From what I know, Matt Roberts tried to strangle his previous girlfriend. Was it to death? Who knows? But that was why the restraining order took effect. Of course, his daddy’s money saved him from jail, but no money could save him from himself.”

All of a sudden, an image of Eve choking at the veined hands of Matt flashed in Ivy’s mind. She quickly shook off the thought. She didn’t need that in her head—she had to ensure Eve was fine for Penny’s sake.

There might be a good explanation for her disappearance.

There had to be.

The dread that came with Dave’s voice was thick and heavy on Ivy’s skin like rain after a hot, sweaty day. It made her uncomfortable. She wanted to wash it off. But the only way she could do that was to sprinkle herself with the truth.

Even just a little bit.

Even if it meant Ivy had to trust Eve’s stalker.

She found herself asking Dave, “Do you know where Matt is right now?”

Ivy had a feeling Dave knew.

Perhaps Dave could see the fear etched all over Ivy’s face because he no longer felt the need to lie about the things he wasn’t supposed to know. Instead, he nodded. “He’s at this hotel called The Pinnacle. You know it?”


Chapter thirteen


With the police now on the search for Eve—however half-hearted it was—Dave wasn’t going anywhere. And that put Ivy’s mind at ease.

As she parked her car outside The Pinnacle, the café right across from the small hotel looked like the perfect place to wait for Matt to … do something. It was even more perfect since Matt’s car was also parked outside.

He wasn’t going anywhere without Ivy noticing.

But first, she wanted to know if Eve was somehow in the hotel with Matt … tied up against the bedframe in a bad way.

This time, only Fable came with Ivy.

Ivy and Phyllis agreed that they shouldn’t leave Penny on her own. Even though Penny seemed relieved to have the police on board, Phyllis swore Penny wasn’t herself. After all, she put baking soda in the pancakes rather than baking powder.

At least, that was what Phyllis said; Ivy had no idea what difference it made. But Phyllis’s point came across either way.

Ivy carefully tucked Fable into her bag—the one with a hole in the center to let the feline look out as they walked towards the hotel.

Prior to driving to The Pinnacle, Ivy already had a plan. She was going to casually ask the receptionist if Eve was there to take her message.

“Just do it confidently.” Ivy could hear Phyllis’s voice in the back of her mind. If she were her, she’d probably do it, but Ivy had to show her acting skills for now.

Drawing in a nervous breath, Ivy walked straight to The Pinnacle, trying not to get intimidated by the crystal chandelier and the leather couches. She walked straight to the receptionist with a small smile. “Hi, I was wondering if my friend, Eve Black, is back? She told me to meet her here in the lobby.”

Whew. That was too smooth and too believable; Ivy mentally patted herself.

The receptionist smiled back and turned to her computer. “Please give me a second to check our system.”

“Okay,” Ivy replied as if this was the least suspicious thing she had ever done.

While waiting for the receptionist to finish checking, Ivy scanned the lobby to see if Matt—hopefully Eve—was walking around the lobby.

Of course, finding Eve wasn’t that easy.

The receptionist spoke, “Unfortunately, we don’t have an Eve Black in our guest list. Are you sure she’s staying here at The Pinnacle?”

“Oh, of course! Silly me. I think the reservation is under her boyfriend’s name—Matt Roberts.”

“Ah, Mr. Roberts … I see he is checked in at the moment. However, he checked in alone, and I didn’t see him bringing up a guest, either.” The receptionist touched the telephone on her desk. “Would you like me to give Mr. Roberts a call?”

Ivy tried not to jump at the phone in panic. “No, no, don’t worry. I’ll just give Eve a call instead. Maybe Matt’s … resting, you know? Anyway, thanks!”

As Ivy walked away, the receptionist hollered, “Oh, ma’am, can I at least get your name?”

So, Ivy swiftly brought her phone towards her ear, pretending she didn’t hear the receptionist, who was just doing her job.

Scurrying out of the hotel, Ivy crossed the street and thankfully got a seat by the windows, where she could see The Pinnacle’s entrance and Matt’s car.

Frankly, Ivy had no idea what to do next. If Dave had no idea Eve had gone missing and Matt hadn’t taken her either, where was she?

Were they looking into the wrong suspects?

Plopping down on the chair, she carefully put Fable’s bag on the seat beside her before attaching her to her leash and setting her down under the table. Ivy couldn’t let Fable roam around the crowded café.

The room boomed with friendly chatter and laughter here and there; the homey decoration was almost a relief to Ivy, but she didn’t go there to relax.

Ivy ordered a café latte and a chocolate chip banana muffin while she waited for Matt to do something.

There had to be something.

Ivy stubbornly refused to believe Matt was just in town to look for Eve. She’d like to think it was no coincidence he was there all of a sudden. Or was she merely grasping at straws that weren’t meant to be in her hands?

Sneaking a pinch of muffin for Fable to taste, Ivy asked her cat, “What should we do, Fable?”

And because Ivy was too focused on giving Fable some muffin, she didn’t notice that Matt had just exited his hotel and headed straight to the same café she was at.

By the time Ivy noticed Matt, he was already halfway through the doorway. Quickly, Ivy slid down a little on her chair and lifted the menu to her face. For some reason, she needed to hide from Matt even when she could just lie about why she was in that café.

Still, Ivy stood her ground and covered half her face with the menu, but she followed Matt with her eyes as he sat at another empty table, close enough for Ivy to hear him curse as he dialed someone’s number, only for it to be left unanswered.

Matt could’ve been trying to reach Eve again.

Was he really there for just that?

From her periphery, Ivy could see Matt trying the call once more. Then, when a waiter approached him, he simply asked for a glass of iced americano—his comfort drink. Much like latte was Ivy’s.

But Ivy wasn’t there to discover how Matt liked his coffee; she was there to find out his involvement with Ivy’s disappearance … if there was any.

Matt’s attempt to reach Eve turned out futile once again, but Ivy had come to realize that Matt wouldn’t be lonely for long.

In about ten minutes, a woman in a tight dress showing too much skin walked into the café. She searched the café for only a second until Matt raised his hand, gesturing for her to join him at his table.

What the heck? Ivy tried to get rid of her surprise by clearing her throat.

A part of her should’ve seen Matt’s behavior coming—he wasn’t the kind of guy who’d wait around for anyone. Hence, he had invited some other lady to make his visit to Carmel worth it.

With the music blaring over the speakers and the conversations traveling the confines of the walls, Ivy could barely hear the conversation between Matt and the “acquaintance” he had just met.

But judging by the woman’s giggles and Matt’s body language, they were here to flirt.

Whatever happened to getting back together with Eve?

Eventually, Matt invited the beautiful stranger back to his hotel, and that was the cue for Ivy to leave as well.

She waited for Matt and his friend to get inside The Pinnacle, picked up Fable from the floor, and hurried to her car.

Ivy shivered a little at the sweet nothing Matt had told the woman who had joined him. He was a smooth talker for no good reason. And Ivy was simply glad to no longer hear his breathy voice.

“Glad we’re out of there, huh?” Ivy patted Fable, who quickly settled on the passenger seat.

As Ivy latched on her seatbelt, she realized she had no idea what to do now. So far, her only plan was to find out if Matt was hiding Eve. But obviously not.

Without any leads, Ivy decided to go back to where the crime first happened—Spellbinders.

At that point, it was a long shot. They had checked every corner and could in no way have overlooked something … but what if they did? Ivy thought and hoped.

So, she drove to Spellbinders once more.

Ivy had no idea what she was going to look for this time. Maybe it was time for her to break the news to Jack and Clara—ask them if any other people, apart from Dave and Matt, might be interested in kidnapping Eve.

Preferably, it should be someone who knows how to make someone disappear out of thin air.

As Ivy thought that, she paused from crossing the bookshop’s parking lot.

That’s right—what if Eve didn’t disappear into thin air and the video recordings were simply edited? That was possible, right?

Ivy had no idea if security cameras work similarly to the movies. However, if they did, she might still get the videos reversed … and ultimately find the culprit.

Wishful thinking or not, Ivy ought to give it a try.

With Fable, Ivy hurried into Spellbinders. But just as she was about to approach Jack and ask about getting a copy of the saved videos, Fable aggressively wiggled out of Ivy’s arms and sped straight toward the hall.

It felt like déjà vu—back to when Fable led them back to the reading room yesterday. But this time, Fable seemed sure.

Like she was sensing something urgent from down there.

Ivy hurried after her cat, not even getting the chance to make her presence known to Jack. But Ivy did give him a quick wave as she tried not to bump into the tables.

The closer Ivy got to the reading room, the more nervous she felt. What if she found Eve back there? And she wasn’t … what?

Ivy didn’t want to finish the thought.

Still, Ivy could only watch as Fable skidded through the slightly open door of the reading room. The entire time, Ivy’s heart beat louder. More so when she stood right outside the door.

With a shaky breath, Ivy pushed the door open. Once more, the dim yellow lights lingered at the back of Ivy’s eyelids. Then, it took a moment for her eyes to completely adjust to the slight darkness. Or she really just didn’t want to look.

But then, Ivy knew she had to, so she opened her eyes.

And it was … empty.

Ivy felt the relief pass through her body, but as she inhaled, she realized the room smelled different—like lemon leaves.

Was someone just here?

Although the room was clearly empty, Ivy still looked around.

With the scent of lemon leaves wafting in the air, Ivy stepped inside to search for Fable. She immediately found her scratching at something on the corner table.

Ivy walked towards Fable to stop her from scratching the surface of the orange pine furniture. But as she lifted Fable off the table, Ivy noticed something white underneath her paw—it was a small piece of paper.

A note.

Ivy’s breath hitched as she put Fable down on a nearby chair. She picked up the note on the table—one that wasn’t there until today—and read the words scribbled on it.

It said: Look for the STDGF ZKTT to find Eve.


Chapter fourteen


“Was someone just in the reading room?” Ivy practically tripped on her own feet as she hurried over to the counter where Jack and Clara both happened to be.

Clara raised her hand, a bit speculative at Ivy’s breathy inquiry. “I was down there arranging books about an hour ago.”

Jack added, “I was also there to look for a book a customer was looking for while Clara was on her break. That was about … fifteen minutes ago?”

If Ivy were shameless, she would’ve sniffed Jack and Clara to see which of them smelled like lemon leaves. But apart from the fact that she wasn’t shameless, the room smelled more like coffee and old paper.

“Is something wrong?” Jack proceeded to ask, scanning Ivy’s semi-pale face.

“No …” Ivy faltered. “Apart from the two of you, did anybody go to the reading room?”

Clara and Jack glanced at each other. Then, Jack said, “Uh, no. I didn’t see anybody go down.”

“Can I see the security footage?” Ivy insisted.

Jack’s expression revealed his worry, although he remained clueless. “Does this have something to do with Penny’s … missing purse?”

More like Penny’s missing daughter—Ivy held back her tongue. “Can I just please see? It’ll be quick, I promise.”

Weirded out, Clara decided to step away from the counter. “I’ll be … fixing more books.”

With Ivy’s wide, pleading eyes, Jack nodded towards the side door. “I’ll prepare today’s recording.”

Ivy hurried to Jack’s computer, casually handing Fable over to him as she peered towards the screen. She played the footage from the last three hours, certain that someone was just there—the smell of lemon leaves wasn’t faint enough to be a few hours old.

Ivy first saw Clara heading down the reading room with a stack of books in her arms. Then, half an hour after her, Jack came jogging down the reading room hallway.

Fast-forwarding the footage some more, Ivy soon saw Fable running down the same hallway. Seeing Fable and herself on the screen, it was apparent it was just the three of them who went down there.

Was Jack or Clara involved in Eve’s disappearance?

Glancing at Jack, who was rocking Fable like a baby, it seemed highly unlikely. So, was it Clara? Ivy could see her smiling at one of the customers despite her dark aesthetic.

No, it can’t be … she didn’t disappear during the book launch, Ivy could only conclude with half a conviction.

Could it be possible that whoever left that note knew where Eve disappeared? Could he or she have used the same route?

Ivy’s head throbbed, making her knock on the side of her skull. If she continued thinking by herself, she might just completely lose it. Right then, she decided to take the note to Phyllis.

Ivy thanked Jack, leaving him still clueless about her odd behavior.

On her way to her car, Ivy saw Detective Goodwin and another police officer alighting from their own vehicle—the detective didn’t look happy to be there, to say the least.

Instead of engaging with the grumpy old detective, Ivy proceeded to enter her car and exit the street.

Ivy drove straight to Penny’s home.

She found Phyllis and Penny icing some freshly baked cupcakes still on the oven tray. The house smelled faintly of butter and vanilla.

“Right on time, dear!” Penny waved at Ivy with a piping bag.

Despite Ivy’s plastered smile, Phyllis could immediately tell that something was wrong, so she put down her own piping bag and said to Penny, “You think I can take a break, Penny? I have to stretch my back.”

Phyllis lightly massaged her lower back with a fist as an act, ever the insightful one.

“Sure, sure,” Penny replied. “These cupcakes will be ready in a few minutes. I’ll boil some water for tea.”

“Thanks, Penny,” Phyllis replied, taking off the apron tied around her body.

Phyllis nodded at Ivy; they headed out to the pool area, where they let Fable roll around the grass.

Phyllis immediately said, “You look distressed. What happened with Matt?”

“Not with Matt—but something happened.” Ivy fished for the note tucked in her bag. “I found this in the reading room.”

Phyllis took the note, her eyebrows stitching together as she read the coded note. “What on earth … How did we miss something like this?”

“We didn’t miss it; someone just put it there this afternoon.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. I looked into the security footage, and I think whoever put it in the reading room came through the hidden door or wall where Eve also disappeared.”

“You mean no one came in and out of the reading room?”

“Jack and Clara did.”

“But you don’t think they had anything to do with Eve’s disappearance?”

Phyllis had a look that told Ivy she was being naïve … and maybe Ivy was. Maybe she refused to think that someone who worked with Penny closely would abduct her daughter. “You think they did something?”

“Do they have a reason to?” Phyllis asked back.

“Jack seems too nice to hurt a fly, and Clara … well, she dislikes Eve. But I don’t think someone who kidnapped Eve would still talk ill about her, you know?”

Phyllis nodded slowly, considering everything. “Let’s also look into them, but we should break this code for now. Look for the STDGF ZKTT to find Eve … Whatever that means.”

Ivy agreed.

Before they could break the code, Penny called Ivy and Phyllis to have tea and cupcakes. The girls politely joined Penny, who seemed more at ease with the police looking for Eve.

While sharing hot cups and tasty treats, Phyllis began asking Penny about Jack and Clara, as well as their relationship with Eve. But Penny only assured the girls that those were the last people on earth who’d betray her.

For now, Ivy and Phyllis took Penny’s word for it.

After tea, someone arrived at the door—it was Penny’s sister and niece. Phyllis had called them up to keep an eye on Penny during this difficult time. Although Penny didn’t expect it, she didn’t realize how much she needed her family until she embraced them.

Once Penny’s family members had settled, it was Ivy and Phyllis’s cue to leave.

They hurried back to Ivy’s house.

As soon as they walked in the door, Ivy’s father quickly picked up Fable as if he missed her. “Where have you been, little one? I’ve been so bored without you.”

Then, Timothy paused. “Oh, hey, Phyllis.”

“Hey, Mr. Schaeffer.” Phyllis smiled. “Ivy and I were just going to do some, erm, research.”

“For work?”

“Something like that.”

“Well, I’ll leave you be; Fable and I will be in the kitchen.”

Ivy watched her father smooch Fable’s cheeks like she wasn’t just rolling in the dirt earlier that afternoon, but still, Ivy found herself smiling at the sight.

Ivy and Phyllis settled on the living room floor, seated on the carpet with their backs against the couch. With a laptop on and sheets of paper on the coffee table, they both began writing the code.

They tried breaking the code by adding one letter forward in the alphabet, and when it didn’t work, they tried it one letter backward. But still nothing.

They continued using all sorts of ciphers they could find on the web; when none of them worked, Phyllis used a free online cipher decoder, hoping it would do something.

But even with the software, none of the results made sense to Ivy and Phyllis.

With the sky turning the shade of midnight blue, the evening threatened their sanity.

Were the words on the note simply nonsensical? Were they meant to throw off Ivy and Phyllis from the investigation? Buy the culprit more time to do something more heinous?

Ivy rolled the paper she had been scribbling on and threw it across the room, feeling a tad bit defeated. “This code is unbreakable.”

Phyllis’s glasses were sloppily sliding off her face in mental frustration. “Well, it has to mean something, right?”

Ivy let out a long sigh.

Just then, Timothy crossed the room to pick up the paper Ivy threw. He opened the crumpled note, wiggled his nose, and said, “Have you tried the QWERTY Cipher?”

Phyllis and Ivy glanced at each other; Phyllis inquired, “What’s that?”

“It’s writing the whole QWERTY alphabet in a line, then writing the ABCs above or under it. Then, you just see which QWERTY letter is the ABC’s counterpart. For example, Q would be A in the real alphabet.”

“I don’t follow …,” Ivy confessed with a blank gaze; she had been poring over this cipher for hours on end.

Timothy explained, “The QWERTY alphabet is the keyboard layout on your computer.”

Ivy glanced at the laptop before Phyllis—the first alphabetical line on the keyboard really was QWERTY.

Of course! It finally clicked in Ivy’s head.

Ivy drew in a breath and quickly wrote down her ABCs in one line, followed by the QWERTY alphabet below it.

She no longer asked how her father could have known the cipher. At that point, she was open to any code.

After writing the two rows of alphabets, Ivy circled the letters STDGF ZKTT along with its ABC counterpart.

And just like what Timothy said, a word finally made sense.

Ivy half-shouted, “Lemon tree! The code reads: look for the lemon tree to find Eve!”


Chapter fifteen


Time was never a luxury to waste. But more so now that Ivy and Phyllis had a real clue about Eve’s whereabouts.

The debate about why the two intellects seemingly trusted a note that came out of nowhere was still ongoing but ignored.

It had been over forty-eight hours since Eve went missing, and they had already missed the golden time to find her with high probability. So, this clue, whether reliable or not, was a clue to be followed.

Phyllis barked directions towards every house in Carmel that she knew, hoped, or thought had lemon trees in their yards. Ivy blindly followed. Fable quietly sat in the backseat, napping on the way.

Now that Fable proved to be more useful at finding clues rather than decaying bodies, there was no way Ivy would leave her at home. Not even when her father complained about not spending quality time with Fable.

But not with his daughter.

Clearly, that was a minor issue to deal with for another day. But Ivy didn’t really mind.

“Over there.” Phyllis pointed at a house with a blue wooden fence.

Ivy slowly stopped and parked the vehicle.

As they had done at the last three houses they had circled around, they tiptoed over the fence to find the lemon tree. This house had a lemon tree, much smaller than the previous ones. But were there signs of Eve there?

No. There was no beautiful dark-haired lady with an attitude sipping coffee in the yard.

Definitely—and thankfully—not a shallow or freshly dug grave around the lemon tree either.

Out of mild desperation, Phyllis half-shouted, “Eve! Are you here?”

Ivy immediately stepped down from the fence and hit Phyllis’s arm lightly. She mouthed, “What are you doing?”

Since the last three, now four, houses hadn’t given them even a little sign of Eve, Phyllis figured she should do more. She shrugged in reply. “I’m trying my best, Ivy. Eve must be here somewhere.”

Ivy looked around at the family-friendly neighborhood with potentially more houses growing their own lemon trees. “Let’s just look around a bit more and try not to draw attention to ourselves.”

Phyllis groaned. “Fine.”

They hopped back into the vehicle and continued their search. They scanned the neighborhoods for lemon trees, and when none of the residential areas had any, they proceeded to the grocery stores and dove through the crate of lemons in the fruit and vegetable sections.

All to look for another note or anything that would lead them to Eve.

At that point, they even hoped to find a lock of her hair in a pretty ribbon—just anything.

But even though the scent of commercial lemon had stuck to their clothes and arms, they still couldn’t find anything.

As they walked out from another local grocery, Phyllis sighed. “What if it was just a ploy to waste our time? I mean, the cipher was completely unnecessary! This isn’t some mystery game. This is Eve’s life.”

“You think?” Even Ivy was stumped. “Were we wrong to follow the clue?”

“Well, no … What else were we supposed to do when we’re looking for someone who seemingly disappeared into thin air, you know?”

On the short walk back to the parking lot, Ivy gave things some thought. “How about we talk to Jack and Clara once more? Treat them like they’re … suspects. As discreetly as we can.”

“Despite Penny’s reassurances?” Phyllis pointed out from their brief conversation with Penny yesterday.

Ivy nodded. “They were the only ones who accessed the reading room yesterday; one of them must’ve left the note.”

*

“Come here, sweetie.” Ivy scooped Fable out of the backseat as they arrived outside Spellbinders.

At that point, Ivy was used to visiting the bookshop. It still had its appeal to Ivy, but it was more of an attachment at that point. Going there every day made her feel like it was a special place.

Which only made it harder for her to think she and Phyllis would have to re-interview Jack and Clara as potential suspects.

By now, they’d have known that Eve was missing—Detective Goodwin’s visit yesterday would’ve caused that. It made Ivy more nervous.

Well, they were bound to find out sooner or later.

Before Ivy could successfully put Fable in her bag, the feline slyly avoided Ivy’s hold and hopped down on the sidewalk. But instead of panicking, Ivy simply turned around and watched where Fable was going.

Ivy was starting to understand that Spellbinders wasn’t the only thing special around her—it was also Fable and her out-of-this-world senses.

“She can sense something,” Ivy said matter-of-factly.

Phyllis, who was about to sprint after Fable, paused. “Huh?”

“Watch …” Ivy pointed to Fable; the cat made a sharp left from the Spellbinders’ entrance and began meowing in front of the store next door.

At Enchanted Eden, to be precise.

Despite the distance, Fable watched Ivy and Phyllis closely as she meowed and looked back at the plant store.

Although reluctant, Phyllis followed Ivy’s lead.

Ivy headed straight to Fable, who was waiting for them outside Enchanted Eden for a reason. But before Ivy and Phyllis could even get through the door, they already saw a potted lemon tree behind the counter.

“Holy moly …,” Phyllis breathed. “Is that a lemon tree?”

Ivy kissed Fable’s head. “What did I say, Phyllis?”

The group pushed the glass door open, and a chime indicated their arrival. From under the counter, a woman with multiple ear piercings and the thickest eyeliner Ivy had ever seen popped out.

It was Phyllis’s friend from the flower store almost a week ago—Mel Rose.

“Mel!” Phyllis exclaimed with recognition. “I didn’t know you work here.”

Mel Rose didn’t exactly smile at Phyllis. Not even in a customer service kind of way. “Uh, I don’t work here—I own this place. Well, my mother did. She’s just handed it over to me quite recently.”

Ivy and Phyllis walked closer to the counter, and almost immediately, Ivy’s nose was tickled by a familiar scent—lemon leaves, much like the scent back in the reading room yesterday.

As if to confirm her suspicion, Fable began growling in Ivy’s arms, so she stepped aside for a moment and put Fable inside her bag.

While Ivy did that, she could hear Phyllis say, “Oh wow, I didn’t know that. I guess congratulations are in order.”

“Thanks, I guess …,” Mel answered a bit awkwardly.

Despite the familiarity with the old schoolmate, Phyllis nonchalantly pointed to the lemon tree behind Mel. “What’s with the lemon tree?”

Mel squinted a little. “Well, this is a … plant shop.”

Of course, it was—all the orchids, succulents, and plants Ivy didn’t know the names of were perched on tall shelves on two sides of the walls. Then, there was a shelf dedicated to seeds, fertilizers, other chemicals, and little planting tools.

Ivy stepped in, “I think Phyllis meant the lemon leaves all over your desk.”

Ivy pointed to the things she just noticed.

Mel already looked annoyed at the girls, but she answered, “I’m making lemon leaves oil. I heard it’s good for the nerves. Now, what can I do for you?”

It took Ivy and Phyllis one glance to telepathically and mutually agree that the lemon tree behind Mel wasn’t a coincidence.

Ivy glanced at Mel’s messy table and figured she could look through it, so Ivy eyed the desk, and as expected, Phyllis got it.

Phyllis quickly jumped into action. “We’re actually looking for plant seeds.”

“Like what?” Mel inquired with boredom.

“Carrots …”

“It’s on the shelf—”

“Cosmic purple carrot seeds,” Phyllis proceeded and beamed. “You know, the ones that are good for the heart.”

Ivy had no idea there were purple carrots—much less cosmic ones. But she nodded along with Phyllis.

Mel looked confused for two seconds. “You’re looking for a rare carrot seed?”

Phyllis threw a hand in Mel’s direction. “It’s not that rare, come on. I asked around and heard that this store used to sell it to Mrs. Rayburns a few years ago. Maybe it’s in the back of the store or something?”

Was there a Mrs. Rayburns? Ivy wasn’t sure. But she was impressed; she stopped herself from giving Phyllis a thumbs-up. And just like that, it worked as Mel sighed. “I’ll go look. Just a sec.”

As soon as Mel entered the storage room door, Phyllis jumped for a notebook on Mel’s desk and pulled it out of the pile. “Take a photo of her handwriting. Quick!”

Before Ivy could even think of what to do, Phyllis had already instructed her, so she did as told, taking a few photos of the open notebook with Mel’s handwriting.

They could still hear rustling and shuffling from the backroom, but then it stopped. So, Phyllis leaned over the counter and placed the notebook back in place.

With only just a second between them and Mel’s return, Ivy and Phyllis were already in position, looking over at the plants as if they didn’t just peek at Mel’s notebook.

Mel could sense something was off but didn’t comment on it. Instead, she spoke with a dismissive tone. “There’s no cosmic purple carrot seeds in our inventory. Plus, it’s not even the right season to plant them. Maybe come back again when the winter starts.”

“Right.” Phyllis still smiled. “I just had to try, you know? Well, thank you anyway.”

Ivy and Phyllis tried not to run out of Enchanted Eden. But as soon as they were out of Mel’s periphery, they both ran towards Spellbinders and stopped by the entrance.

“Let me see the photo,” Phyllis said as she pulled out the note from her bag and held it up to her side so no one would see it, even if they walked by.

Ivy looked for a clear photo of Mel’s handwriting from the bunch she had taken and placed her screen beside the note for comparison. But it wasn’t the same handwriting.

The one on the note was neater.

So, Mel couldn’t have written it.

But wouldn’t that mean somebody else wrote it … and led them straight to Mel Rose?

“Hold up …,” Phyllis suddenly said, breaking Ivy’s messy train of thought. She shoved the note back in her bag and held Ivy’s phone closer to her face as she zoomed in on the photo. “Is that a … calling card?”

Ivy moved beside Phyllis to look over her shoulder.

Phyllis was right—a blurry calling card was caught in the photo, sitting on top of Mel’s desk, among many other things.

It was a little black card with a purple crescent moon that resembled a letter C. It also had the same purple font that read The Coven of Carmel.

Coven—noun.

Meaning—a convention of witches.

The blood in Ivy’s veins somehow all rushed to her head.


Chapter sixteen


“Acoven? As in for witches?” Ivy spoke slowly and quietly.

Amidst the semi-bustling sidewalk, everything seemed to slow down. Something about the so-called calling card for The Coven of Carmel made Ivy’s skin prickle.

While the concoction of fear and bewilderment reflected on her face, Phyllis’s expression was different—she looked mortified.

“Phyllis?” Ivy tilted her head to look at Phyllis’s wide eyes.

Phyllis shook her head and replied, “This is bad news, Ivy.”

“What do you mean?” The breeze suddenly blew, and Ivy’s skin felt much colder.

Looking around, Phyllis’s eyes lingered slightly at Enchanted Eden’s entrance, and then, without saying much, she pulled Ivy into Spellbinders with urgency.

Without saying anything, Ivy simply followed Phyllis into the bookshop.

The place was much quieter than Ivy was used to; even Jack’s smiling face didn’t greet them. His attempts to talk to Ivy and Phyllis were cut short as Phyllis continued pulling Ivy farther into the bookshop.

Ivy still said nothing. If anything, she was worried that Phyllis’s response would only magnify the fear she was already feeling.

Phyllis let go of Ivy as they climbed the stairs leading to the library; Ivy and Fable continued following Phyllis.

Phyllis looked around the signs hanging on top of the shelves, and when they ran into Clara, who also had the same shocked expression as Jack—perhaps from the news Detective Goodwin broke yesterday—Phyllis said, “Where are the local newspaper archives?”

Clara seemed caught off guard, but she only stammered for a second. “Last row to the left.”

“Thanks,” Phyllis muttered half-heartedly, marching straight for the last row.

Ivy still had no idea what Phyllis meant by “bad news” when they found The Coven of Carmel—at least their card. At that moment, all Ivy could do was follow her friend around.

The last three of the farthest rows had folded black-and-white newspapers piled on top of each other. It was an overwhelming sight. These rows probably had over a thousand copies hailing all the way from the 1900s.

The shelves were labeled with years, so it’d be helpful for Ivy and Phyllis if they ever had to scour through the prints. Thankfully, a computer was stationed at the end of the aisle, making their navigation through Carmel’s history much easier.

Phyllis expertly typed through the library system and wrote the keyword, The Coven of Carmel.

Only a few matches appeared on the screen.

Phyllis ran her finger through the dates and glanced at the shelves. Then, she headed over to the early 2000s and began sifting through the newspapers piled there.

Soon, Phyllis found what she was looking for. She didn’t bother looking for an empty table and plopped down the floor as she spread the large pages there.

Ivy followed suit, carefully putting down Fable’s bag next to her while the little cat curiously peeked at the newspaper too.

Finally, Ivy broke the silence. “What are we looking for, Phyllis?”

Phyllis kept her eyes peeled on the newspaper as she turned the pages. “Back when I was a journalist, I heard a tale that a coven had been established in Carmel over a hundred years ago. You know, witches practicing witchcraft?”

“Okay …” Ivy listened with reservations.

It wasn’t that she didn’t believe in witches and witchcraft; it was that it felt surreal to even think something like that still existed and was being practiced at this age and time.

Somehow, Phyllis shared the same sentiment as she replied, “I remembered telling my senior colleagues that that was impossible—I mean, witches? What’s next? The Kraken swimming miles from the shore of Carmel?”

Ivy could hear the nerves in Phyllis’s voice. She whispered, “So? You think … that has something to do with Eve’s disappearance?”

Phyllis didn’t answer, but her jaw tightened as she gritted her teeth. Then, she pointed to a page in the newspaper before turning it to face Eve. “Here. Look at this. This is an article from fifteen years ago.”

Ivy slid closer to the newspaper to read the article. It read: A Coven in Carmel? Thirty-seven-year-old mother reported missing after a strange journal entry mentioning involvement with a coven.

Ivy couldn’t help but glance at Phyllis, who was equally enthralled by the same article. So, Ivy continued reading the rest.

It was an article about another missing woman, Michaela O’ Leary, who disappeared on a Thursday in September 2009 after she went out to meet with her “new friends” and didn’t return home.

The disappearance, just like Eve’s, was considered uncharacteristic and alarming since no crime was reported and no witnesses turned up to report the same. But the most suspicious of all was the last entry she made in her journal, stating that she joined a “coven-slash-cult out of curiosity” but wanted to get out due to their “inhumane practices.”

She ended the journal with: I told them I was leaving the coven for good … but they threatened me. For the sake of my children, I’m staying. But if anything happens, look for the coven … if you can.

Those words sent goosebumps all over Ivy’s arms; she winced at it.

Phyllis watched Ivy before saying, “Another strange disappearance from fifteen years ago. Coincidence?”

Ivy didn’t really believe in coincidences like that. A coincidence would be running into an ex-boyfriend after coming into your hometown … but not missing cases like this.

There must be a reason why Ivy and Phyllis found this unlikely clue—more likely fate than coincidence. The universe conspired for them to find Ivy. And if it wasn’t the universe, the person behind the ciphered note in the reading room.

Ivy replied, “What are the odds that this missing woman, Michaela, could’ve just … walked out and skipped town?”

“Slim,” Phyllis answered, still reading the long article. “She was a mother of two back then, a nine and a six-year-old.”

“No extramarital affairs?”

“It is not mentioned in this article, but it would’ve been mentioned if there was even a tiny speculation about it.”

“Happy marriage then?”

“Well, her husband reported her missing almost right away.”

“Any chance we could read that journal?”

“Not on Detective Goodwin’s watch—it’s probably rotting away in an evidence locker.”

“Has she at least been found?” Ivy asked in frustration. She really wanted this clue to lead them to Eve this time.

“Hang on. Let me check the archives.” Phyllis stood up from the floor and returned to the computer.

After typing Michaela’s name, she retrieved another newspaper from the same year. She read it out loud but quiet enough not to disrupt the library’s silence. “Michaela O’Leary, still missing thirty-two days later.”

The thought of not finding Eve for the next thirty-two days or more made Ivy’s stomach churn. If she already felt so strongly about Eve, how much worse would Penny feel?

Phyllis continued reading, “Local mother of two, Michaela O’ Leary, 37, still missing despite police and community efforts to find her. The search for O’Leary has been extended to the seaside, where boats and even the Coast Guard have been sent to look for her body.”

Pause. Then, Phyllis proceeded, “A month later, no signs of her had been found, leading people to speculate she had left town on her own. One of her children was reported to have gone to the station and begged the officers to find her mother on Sunday. Nine-year-old Clara O’Leary set off to the station—”

“What?” Ivy echoed, eyeing Phyllis with speculation. “What did you say her daughter’s name was?”

Phyllis repeated herself and almost choked. “Clara O—”

They glanced at each other. Suddenly, the room felt small and suffocating, like shelves were falling on them.

Ivy nervously stood up from the floor and picked up Fable’s bag. Hoisting it over her shoulder, she approached the end of the aisle to see if Clara—from the bookshop—was listening in on them.

And if all this was a part of her plan. Some plot of revenge for her mother. A sick kind of poetic justice, perhaps.

As Ivy looked around, she saw Clara fixing books on a table a few aisles away. As Clara lifted her arm to put back a book on the upper shelf, Ivy noticed a glaring tattoo on her forearm.

It was a crescent moon shaped into the letter C.

Exactly like the coven’s logo.

Was Clara a part of the coven that took her mother? Was she voluntarily there to look for answers or brainwashed to find more victims? Someone like Eve?


Chapter seventeen


Perhaps Ivy’s gaze on Clara’s tattoo had an unsettling weight to it. Within seconds, Clara turned in Ivy’s direction.

There was something about Clara’s eyes that Ivy couldn’t quite understand—it wasn’t sinister or bone-chilling. It was more like … knowing.

Clara’s eyes told Ivy she knew something.

Ivy took a step towards Clara, but that was when Clara dropped the book in her hand and hurriedly headed for the stairs as if in an attempt to escape.

“Phyllis!” Ivy called out in a semi-whisper. “Come on!”

Because Ivy jogged after Clara’s trail, Phyllis had sensed the urgency and barely had time to put the newspapers back on the shelf. Instead, she followed them out quickly.

Ivy’s heartbeat raced faster as she kept her eyes glued to the back of Clara’s head.

Clara wasn’t exactly running away; maybe she didn’t want to catch the customers’ attention. So, by the time Ivy got down the stairs, she caught Clara by the elbow. “Hold on.”

“Not here,” Clara mumbled, pulling her arm away from Ivy’s grasp. “Follow me.”

Ivy was surprised by the fact that Clara wasn’t trying to escape. For a moment, she thought Clara would bolt, and a chase would ensue. Then, they’d lose Clara in the crowd, and whatever hope they had to find Eve would also be lost.

Ivy followed Clara, who was headed to the other side of the building—to the employee lounge. Seeing that, Ivy nodded at Phyllis. But before that, she ran to Jack and handed Fable to him. “We’ll tell you everything later.”

Before Jack could even reply, Ivy was already right behind Phyllis. And Phyllis was already in front of the employee lounge’s door, complete with a sign of Authorized Personnel Only.

“Is this a smart move?” Phyllis paused with her hand already on the doorknob. “What if she comes at us with a knife? Or worse, she shoots us with a gun?”

There would be no way Clara was carrying a knife or a gun with her shirt, pants, and Chuck Taylors, so Ivy replied, “Why would Clara do that?”

“I don’t know … I have a feeling just now that she knows something about Eve’s disappearance.”

“And we’ll find out about it if you just push the door open.”

“Yeah, but what if she attacks us—” Phyllis’s words flew right out of her mouth as the door opened from the inside.

Clara poked her head out of the doorway. “I can hear you both clearly; get inside.”

With that, Phyllis’s protests were immediately silenced; Clara’s hands were free from any deadly weapon.

Ivy and Phyllis stepped inside the small room with just a pantry cabinet, a small fridge, a couch, and a table.

Clara made sure to close the door behind them. She immediately said, “I know what you’re thinking about. You think I took Eve, don’t you?”

Ivy and Penny nodded slowly, almost ashamed about it.

Clara replied, “Well, I didn’t exactly take her …”

“Exactly?” Ivy parroted. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I didn’t take her—or at least it wasn’t my idea, but I did play a role in helping her leave the building undetected.”

Ivy felt her knees buckle. Finally, they were getting some answers.

Phyllis demanded, “Where is she?”

“That’s the tricky part,” Clara confessed. “I have an idea where she was taken first, but after? And what happened to her after she left the building? I don’t know.”

“How can you not know if you were a part of it?” Ivy chimed in, frustrated by all the uncertainties. Days and days of searching blindly for Eve were finally weighing heavily on her shoulders.

“Because I’m not a “full-pledged” witch, okay?” Clara responded bluntly, snapping back. “Look, I know this might sound stupid to you, but since you’ve read the article—assuming you did—my mother was taken by The Coven of Carmel, and I worked so hard to get into their circle to find out where she is. They promised to tell me everything if I proved my loyalty to them … which is by converting Eve.”

All the witch-related lingo was making Ivy’s head spin. “In English?”

“They know I’m looking for them and told me that if I joined them, truly join them, loyalty and all, they’ll tell me everything I need to know. But I had to bring a non-believer to them—in this case, Eve. The coven somewhat hates her, and her work—her early books were all about mocking witches and witchcraft, and they hate it. Since I already work here, they said all I had to do was bring her to the High Priestess.”

“Mel Rose?” Phyllis said in disbelief. “That’s her, right?”

Clara nodded. “Her family are generations after generations of witches.”

“So, they can really curse people and cast spells?”

“If they can, no one has seen it—or at least they say only the full-fledged witches can. If you ask me, I think it’s shared generational hysteria. But who cares? I just need to know where my mother is. Yes, even if I had to give Eve to them.”

Ivy asked, “You gave Eve to them so they could convert her into a witch?”

“Yes.”

“How would they do that?”

“I don’t know. They only said there was going to be some ritual. That’s it.”

“So, she’s safe?”

“They said she will be.”

“And how long is this ritual?”

“A few days …”

“Then, Eve will come back a witch?”

“That’s what they said.”

Phyllis threw herself on the old leather couch, more confused now than she was a while ago. “This is insane. You mean a coven took Eve so they could turn her into a witch? And they asked you to lure her towards them so you could find out where your mother is?”

Clara nodded. “In a nutshell.”

“So, your mother is alive?” Ivy said carefully, her words strung with hope.

Clara bit her lower lip in uncertainty. Still, her words were optimistic. “They never said anything about her … passing, so I think she’s okay. Maybe she was brainwashed out of her mind, thinking she was really a witch or something. But she’s okay.”

It wasn’t Ivy or Phyllis’s position to say anything about that; even if fifteen years had passed, Ivy knew that Clara had to do what she had to do to live through the heartbreak.

Phyllis asked, “What if they don’t tell you the truth even after Eve “turns” into a witch?”

Phyllis even threw in giant quotation marks in the air.

Clara confidently replied, “I collected proof over the past few months regarding the coven’s shady practices. If I don’t get anything out of this, at least they’re going to have to go through the trouble of facing the police.”

It looked like Clara had herself and her issues covered. So, Ivy proceeded to ask, “What about the note in the reading room? You left that, right?”

“I did.”

“What’s with the cipher? Why didn’t you just tell us?”

“You solved it eventually, didn’t you? I had to know if I could trust you … with Eve’s life. If you were desperate enough to solve some lame cipher.”

“Enough of this.” Phyllis stomped her feet, suddenly impatient. “Just tell us where she was taken.”

“Behind the wallpaper under the reading room stairs—there’s a secret passage there that we dug up for Eve.”

Ivy and Phyllis glanced at each other.

Of course, the hallway! They knocked on walls and floors and looked for hidden doors inside the reading room but not the short hallway.

Phyllis quickly got to her feet, ready to burst through the secret passage, but Clara blocked the door. “You can’t go right now; Mel Rose is still there, and you have to believe me that she’s a dangerous person. Come back here at midnight. I’ll unlock the passage door for you.”

*

Ivy and Phyllis had been sitting out in Spellbinders’ parking lot for the last hour. Waiting for midnight turned out to be a modern form of torture.

To ensure that they weren’t walking straight to Clara’s trap—in case they were the next prospective converts, they explained everything to Cameron and had him come with them.

Of course, there was no way Cameron would refuse to protect Ivy, so he came along despite him yawning the entire time.

Soon, Clara’s silhouette appeared under a distant streetlight, making everyone in the car brace themselves for an entire coven marching behind her … but nobody came. It was just Clara.

“It’s time,” Ivy stated, racing out of the door. Phyllis quickly followed.

Cameron shouted, “Call me if anything happens, okay?”

“Got it!” Phyllis shouted back, hurrying towards Clara, who had just unlocked Spellbinders.

The cold wind bit through Ivy’s wool cardigan, but she continued walking with the sole purpose of finding Eve once and for all.

Phyllis immediately warned Clara, “You can’t kidnap us, too, you know. My brother will come rushing in if he doesn’t hear from us in the next fifteen minutes.”

Clara shrugged, pushing the main door open and answering sarcastically, “Ooh, I’m scared. Now, off you go to your last destination.”

“Not helping …,” Phyllis replied, still stepping into the bookshop nonetheless.

Ivy and Phyllis turned on their phone flashlights as they entered the dim place, the only light coming in was from the streetlight outside. It made the place look ominous, like a figure would move in the shadows.

Clara led the way toward the hallway. Clearly, she knew where they were going. And if Ivy was nervous, she didn’t show it. She was putting her trust in Clara—and in her desperation to find her mother.

Ivy was upset with Clara for allowing Penny to suffer a fate similar to what she had suffered when she lost her mother. But Clara’s guilt led them down the stairs.

Reaching the landing, Clara turned on the accent lamp in the hall and pointed toward the space between the wall and the back of the stairs. “Lift the wallpaper; you’ll find a door there.”

Phyllis glanced at Ivy, reluctant to do it herself. So, Ivy swallowed whatever fear was choking her, and she crouched down on the floor to lift up the thick wallpaper.

Apart from the old glue barely holding it together, Ivy didn’t have a problem lifting the wallpaper. And just like Clara said, there really was a wooden door behind the wallpaper. Ivy found herself asking, “How did you even manage to dig a passageway right under Spellbinders?”

“At night,” Clara answered. “Plus, the excuse that Enchanted Eden was undergoing renovations.”

Immediately, Ivy recalled that renovation when they first came to Spellbinders to plan Eve’s book launch.

The coven had been planning it since then.

Ivy had so many more questions. Why was it the night of the book launch? Why didn’t they just abduct her without the excessiveness of digging a secret passage under Spellbinders? But to Ivy, the reasons would simply be brushed off as a ritual thing. It was something she wouldn’t be able to fully comprehend.

So, instead of asking, she stepped aside and let Clara unlock the door. After the lock clicked, Clara pushed it open.

The smell of wet earth and iron made Ivy’s nostrils flare. Before them was a dark and short passage, roughly ten feet in length. On the other side of the passage was simply a plastic sheet for a door.

Pointing the flashlight towards the passage, the short tunnel connecting both establishments was simply soil with wooden supports to fight off the weight of the structures above.

“That’s where I brought Eve,” Clara explained. “It leads to the Enchanted Eden’s basement … where I last saw her. Go ahead.”

Phyllis looked at Clara suspiciously. “How do we know you won’t lock us in there?”

“Like you said, your brother will come for you if he doesn’t hear from you soon enough.”

“Right …” Phyllis still squinted at Clara.

Ivy took the first step towards the manmade tunnel. “Let’s go, Phyllis. We have to find Eve.”

Phyllis nodded. “I’m right behind you.”

The ground shifted under Ivy’s weight as she walked into the tunnel. Only about five feet tall, Ivy had to duck a little to cross the tunnel.

So far, Clara hadn’t closed or locked the door behind them. That was a good sign.

Ivy inched closer to the plastic sheet. With a deep breath, she drew the sheet open and stepped into the darker room, still scented with soil and a little bit of lemon. The smell followed them everywhere now.

Ivy lifted her flashlight onto the room and immediately noticed the half-soil, half-tiled floor below the shelves of plants pushed against the walls. What caught Ivy’s attention more was the mound of dirt protruding in the middle of the room, seemingly out of place.

Something about it called out to Ivy; she didn’t know what it was, but she found herself kneeling by the dirt and clawing the surface to reveal what was buried underneath.

Was it a shallow grave? I hope not, Ivy prayed as she set down her flashlight to use both hands in digging.

Phyllis probably knew what was running through Ivy’s head. She quickly joined her friend on her knees and used her fingers to clear the layer of dirt atop the mound.

Ivy kept going until she touched something else—a fabric. She felt her lungs deflate as Ivy realized it was a piece of clothing.

Biting down a whimper, Ivy cleared the area of dirt and finally revealed something pale and leathery under the black fabric. It was skin … no, it was someone’s neck.

At that point, Phyllis suppressed a squeal as she backed away from the mound, her fear more evident than ever.

Ivy couldn’t bring herself to dig up the neck, afraid that she’d only see something that would haunt her in her dreams and waking life. But then, she saw something attached to the dead person’s neck.

It was a necklace with a small bottle on the edge, and inside the bottle was a rolled piece of paper.

With the remaining courage Ivy had, she managed to bring her shaking hands over to the small bottle and pop the note open.

The words inside it only made Ivy cry as she read it: Here lies Eve Black, a non-believer, until she rises again … as a witch.

Ivy now knew that the conversion spell Clara had trapped Eve into was to bury a non-believer and hoped her desperation to live—and maybe the witch inside her—would bring her back.

But from the looks of it, Eve was not coming back as a witch.

She wasn’t coming back at all.

Choking on her tears, Ivy forced the words out of her mouth. “We have to call 911, Phyllis. Eve’s … dead.”


Epilogue


The next few days came to Ivy in a blur—by now, it felt like a distant memory.

Ivy came in and out of the police station to give her testimony. Clara turned herself in. Ivy and Phyllis helplessly watched Penny break down in tears after the news broke. And finally, Mel Rose’s arrest.

It was amazing how Mel refused to give out the names of the other “witches” of The Coven of Carmel. Although she claimed it was purely her and Clara’s idea, Clara swore there were other members.

She even gave out the names of those members, and it was only a matter of time before those witches would also be caught.

As for finding Michaela O’Leary, Clara hoped that the media coverage of this murder would also bring her answers. Even as she was taken in handcuffs, she remained optimistic about finding her mother again.

One thing was sure: Mel wouldn’t be able to voodoo her way out of murder charges.

It had been a week since it all happened.

The entire state of California heard about the news of a coven killing Eve Black, and needless to say, it had been a circus over at Carmel-by-the-Sea. But it was bound to slow down. Today was the beginning of that.

The traffic had eased since nosy reporters from multiple TV stations had left. Ivy and Phyllis finally managed to bring themselves out of their house without having a microphone shoved in their faces.

Being famous for solving a murder wasn’t exactly fun.

They had reporters outside their houses for a while. But today, those reporters were gone.

Ivy, Phyllis, and Fable drove to Penny’s house with a little box in the backseat that Fable had been sniffing and scratching.

They decided to park behind Penny’s house because a few TV station trucks were still parked outside.

The group systematically hopped out of Ivy’s car; Ivy took Fable with her, and Phyllis took the gift.

Phyllis spoke, “Do you think Penny’s doing better today?”

Ivy and Phyllis tried their best to see Penny every day since her motherly grief wasn’t something they could ignore. Ivy replied, “I hope so.”

Ivy pushed the fence door open, and they walked through the pool area. Even the pool looked lonely, with all the leaves and dead bugs floating and the algae growing at the bottom. Ivy made a mental note to find a guy to clean the pool.

Going to the side entrance, Ivy and Phyllis entered Penny’s home. To their surprise, Penny was out and about for the first time.

It must’ve been the sunlight—the golden streaks graciously cascading through Penny’s windows.

“Penny, you’re … up.” Phyllis couldn’t hide her surprise at seeing the old woman working back in her kitchen.

“Ladies, glad you’re here! I was just wondering what to do with all this food—I cooked a bit too much for myself.”

Seeing how she had set up two plates on the table, Ivy felt her heart plunge to her stomach. She knew it was for Eve.

Putting down Fable and leaving her to roam, Ivy walked up to the kitchen, washed her hands, and retrieved another plate. “I’ll finish setting the table.”

“Thanks, dear.” Penny plastered on a smile.

Ivy caught Phyllis wiping a tear with the end of the sleeve as she joined them in the kitchen. “Penny, we got you a present, by the way.”

“A present?” Penny raised her eyebrows. “You know you didn’t have to.”

“We figured you needed some company in this big house.”

Penny drew in an excited breath as she set aside the breakfast burritos she had made. She reached for the box, set it down on the floor, and lifted the cover, already excited about whatever was inside.

Ivy stood behind them, still carrying a plate but not wanting to miss the moment.

Penny gasped as she saw what was inside the box—it was a cat. A white Persian cat with one blue and one orange eye. A little Fable.

“Oh my gosh!” Penny picked up the kitten from the box. “She is so beautiful! So precious. Thank you so much, Ivy and Phyllis! I really needed this.”

Tears pooled at the bottom of Penny’s eyes as she cuddled her new pet. Ivy tried her best not to cry. Even Fable had run up to the group to welcome the little one.

Then, Penny said, “I’ll name her … Dawn.”

Dawn, as in hope, Ivy knew. For if Eve was dusk, Dawn was hope. The sun will shine again and shine once more … still.
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Chapter 1

I can’t believe I’m back, Ivy Schaeffer thought as she looked away from her trunk. Things were haplessly thrown inside in seeming disarray.

Glancing at the two-story, single-family home across the curb, she felt a sense of familiarity with its cedar shake interior with white trim, gabled roof, and exposed rafters.

Ivy had spent the early nine years of her life here … at least until her parents divorced and she moved with her mother to Los Angeles.

Considering how much her mother hated small town Carmel, California, this was the first time Ivy had been back for more than a decade.

Still, a wave of nostalgia hit her as the breeze wafted with salt air and wet earth.

Carmel-by-the-Sea, or simply Carmel, was a town straight out of a storybook with its fairytale cottages and village charm. Cobblestone streets lined with cafes, galleries, and boutiques. Homes boasting whimsical interiors and colorful decors.

Looking around made Ivy wonder why they left in the first place.

Slightly surprised by the weak thud coming from inside the car, Ivy could see her white-furred, blue-eyed Persian cat, Fable, through the rear window, begging to be let out already.

“Okay, okay,” Ivy chuckled as she pulled out her luggage and a box of Fable’s things—mostly filled with the feline’s highly specific and vet-prescribed diet—from the trunk.

With a grunt, the front door suddenly opened, and Ivy’s father welcomed her with a huge grin on his face. “There she is! My little poison Ivy!”

Ivy’s father, Timothy, had dark hair and hazel-colored eyes, which Ivy shared.

If not for his undying love for carpentry and flipping furniture, he might’ve had a shot at becoming a Hollywood celebrity. Instead, he lived alone in this house, secretly dating women every now and then. But that was a secret Ivy wasn’t supposed to know.

Ivy smiled at her father as she gave him a quick hug. “It’s just Ivy now, Dad.”

“Of course, silly me. I keep forgetting you’re all grown up, and you’re here for your big girl work duties,” Timothy teased.

In reply, Ivy snorted. “It’s not necessarily work. You know Dana called and asked me to plan her engagement party for the upcoming weekend, right?”

Dana Rey was Ivy’s cousin—her favorite cousin, to say the least.

So, when she received the call from Dana yesterday, Ivy immediately packed her and Fable’s things, si without her well-organized assistant, who wouldn’t have let Ivy leave with her clothes simply balled into her luggage.

But that was Ivy’s curse: to live a messy life because she was always too distracted to clean anything herself.

“I can’t believe she’s getting married; she was so little—”

Meow! Fable caught the duo’s attention again, making Ivy and Timothy jump slightly.

Ivy shrugged. “That’s my cue to get her out.”

Timothy gave Ivy a slightly disapproving look, but Ivy ignored it as she picked up Fable from the backseat and cooed, “Welcome to my old home, Fable.”

Ivy, Timothy, and Fable headed inside the home.

Ivy wasn’t surprised to see the neat living room, not one throw pillow angled disproportionately. Even the cabinet on the threshold didn’t have dust settling on the surface. Apart from a bigger television and new decor here and there, the place was just as she remembered.

“You know where your old bedroom is, right?” Timothy asked innocently.

“Of course.” Ivy rolled her eyes playfully in response. Suddenly, she could feel the strain on her back and neck muscles from the five-hour drive. “I’ll rest for a while and get started with Dana’s engagement party.”

If only Dana had called earlier, Ivy wouldn’t have felt time pressure—it was already Thursday, and she only had exactly one and a half days to plan everything for the Saturday party.

The least she could do for her well-being was to nap.

Making her way to her childhood bedroom, Ivy paused at the doorway as she scanned the room. It seemed smaller and pinker.

Ivy reluctantly remembered how she insisted on getting that pink floral wallpaper that had now faded with time. How could she forget the pink study table and bed frames she begged her father to build for her?

Now, it made her flinch a little. But there was something about it that beckoned to her. So, after Timothy had wheeled in Ivy’s luggage, Ivy threw herself on the bed that no longer fit her whole body; her ankles hung over the edge, but she didn’t mind.

She was too tired to mind.

Fable, however, seemed to mind as she scowled at the tiny bed. She hopped off the mattress and began exploring the small room instead.

Before Ivy knew it, she had drifted off to sleep, only waking up to the sound of her bedroom door creaking as Timothy whispered, “Sweetheart, it’s time for lunch. I cooked pasta for you.”

Ivy groaned. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

And Ivy really was out in a minute.

Glancing at the wall clock in the living room, she noted it was already 12:30 p.m., just about the right time for her to get up, eat, get dressed, feed Fable lunch, and start event planning.

Ivy sat at the dining table; a plate filled with four-cheese chicken carbonara and a basket of homemade garlic bread waited for her.

Timothy sat across from her with a soft smile. “Dig in.”

Ivy nodded, serving pasta on her own plate and biting through a slice of garlic bread. “Mm, you made this, Dad?”

“Would you believe I pinned down the basics of cooking?”

“I believe what I taste, so yeah.”

Ivy and Timothy engaged in small talk between comfortable silences. Although they lived more than 300 miles away from each other, Timothy had never missed birthdays, holidays, graduations, or any of Ivy’s milestones. Hence, they had a good relationship despite their distance.

At one point during lunch, Timothy asked, “Oh, you’re starting event planning today, right? What’s on your to-do list? Anything I can help you with?”

“I’m going to book a venue, book a florist, find caterers, and buy decorations.” Ivy groaned, already overwhelmed. “If my assistant was here, she would’ve already browsed the internet for potential venues, florists, caterers, and even have an entire idea board for the decorations.”

“Well, where is she?”

“Maggie’s working on another gig. Granted that my event planning business isn’t always booming, she’s also working elsewhere. Plus, Dana’s request was pretty last minute, so I couldn’t give Maggie a decent heads-up.”

“Does that mean you need an assistant?” Timothy raised his eyebrows.

Ivy shrugged, finishing up her meal. “Ideally … but it’s a bit too late to hire anyone now.”

Timothy’s face lit up; just then, he picked up his phone and said, “I think you’re in luck. Remember your childhood best friend, Phyllis Green?”

Barely, Ivy thought to herself but still nodded.

“I ran into Roger yesterday, Phyllis’s father, and he told me Phyllis was recently laid off from her job at the newspaper—understandably, since who still reads newspapers these days? Anyway, Roger said Phyllis has been bored out of her mind trying to look for a job. You should work with her.”

Before Ivy could protest, imagining how awkward it would be to work with an ex-best friend, Timothy was already typing on his phone.

Slightly panicked, Ivy inquired, “What are you doing?”

Timothy didn’t even look up from his phone screen. “Texting Roger that you’ll pick up Phyllis in an hour …”

“What? I didn’t—”

“I thought you needed an assistant?”

“I do, but—”

“Then, sent!” Timothy dramatically pressed the send button on his phone, leaving Ivy with no choice.

“Dad …,” Ivy slurred, but the longer she sat across from her grinning father, the more she realized working with Phyllis was, in fact, a great idea.

If Phyllis was still the intelligent, bright-eyed girl Ivy knew, then surely, striking up a conversation and relying on her wouldn’t be difficult for Ivy, who wasn’t comfortable meeting new people.

Thankfully, Phyllis wasn’t actually “new.”

Ivy’s train of thought was cut off when her father spoke. “Get dressed and pick her up. You still remember where she lives, right?”

“Yeah, at the end of the street—the house with the yellow roof and the treehouse.”

“Attagirl.” Timothy winked.

*

Phyllis Green had known Ivy since they were in kindergarten. Since then, Phyllis had worn the same type of round eyeglasses, which Ivy noted as she stood on Phyllis’s porch.

Phyllis still had her naturally curly red hair, again, those glasses, the freckles on her nose, and no more braces. “Ivy, hi!”

“Phyllis!” Now that she was standing before her old best friend, Ivy felt nostalgic. Excited even. “It’s so nice to see you again after all these years.”

Phyllis stepped out of the doorway with a notebook in her arm and a full tote bag, looking up at Ivy as she adjusted her glasses. “Wow, you look so pretty.”

“Thanks, you too. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Ivy couldn’t help but glance at Phyllis’s knitted sweater and jeans. It seemed too hot to be that cozy, but to each their own.

“Twelve years, to be exact.” Phyllis smiled and began talking a hundred words per minute; Ivy had forgotten Phyllis was like that. “But that’s alright, life happens. I’m sure you’ve been busy—I have been busy. Well, had been. You probably heard I got laid off at the newspaper; that’s why you’re here—”

“Phyllis!” Ivy interrupted, knowing that if she didn’t, Phyllis wouldn’t be stopping anytime soon. “I’m glad you have the time to help me out, really. Remember Dana, my cousin? She’s getting married, and her engagement party’s this Saturday.”

“Yeah, your dad sent all that to my dad earlier.” Phyllis opened her notebook. “Which is why I started searching for venues, florists, and caterers while waiting for you. I hope you don’t mind.”

Ivy was stunned; she didn’t expect Phyllis to be that helpful. “You did?”

“Yeah, I figured it would make our jobs easier. But of course, we’d have to consider a few more things like theme, number of guests …”

“We’ll talk in the car.” Ivy led Phyllis into her 2010 Mini Cooper.

But as Ivy opened the passenger side door, the takeout cup and the burger wrapper she bought from a burger stop on the way to Carmel stared back at Ivy, unblinking. Now that she was looking at it, she also noticed the pile of old receipts crumpled in her cup holders.

Too late to clean, Ivy chuckled sheepishly as she quickly grabbed the takeout bag from the floor. “Forgive me for the mess; I didn’t get the chance to clean.”

For a second, Phyllis seemed reluctant to climb into Ivy’s car as if cockroaches would jump out; maybe they would. Even Ivy wasn’t sure. Still, Phyllis was polite enough to get into the passenger seat.

Ivy circled around to the driver’s seat, discarding the takeout bag onto the backseat, where more mess awaited. She could only hope Phyllis wouldn’t turn around.

As Ivy started the car, Phyllis turned to her notebook once more. “So, venues first?”

“Yes, it’s better if we book that first thing.”

“I have about eleven places here to choose from, but I can reduce it if you tell me more about the bride-to-be’s preference.”

Ivy started to drive. “Well, there’ll be thirty guests, the motif is anything pastel, and the theme is Bridgerton.”

Phyllis’s face lit up. “Oh! American historical romance?”

“Yes—we’re talking ball gowns, overly-done braids, and silk gloves.”

“Sounds delightful! In that case …” Phyllis pulled out pens and highlighters from her tote bag and began circling and striking through some things in her notebook. “We have three prospective venues perfect for the theme. I’m thinking of gardens and cottages. What do you think?”

“I think you’re making this way easier for me.” Ivy grinned, relieved that Phyllis was with her.

“Great! Head to 7th Avenue, then; we could also drop by this florist I know. I’m sure she’ll give us a discount.” Phyllis beamed proudly.

Seeing Phyllis’s highlighted notes and that all-knowing look on her face, Ivy was confident that they’d get things done just in time for Dana’s engagement party.

Surely, nothing could go wrong … right?

Click here now to get ENGAGED IN MURDER! https://a.co/d/7XD4tdy
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